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      Greetings from Neil!

      I’m delighted you’ve chosen to join the thousands of readers who are awake until the wee hours reading Tony Valenti Thrillers. I hope you’ll find this box set to be an enjoyable introduction to the fictionalized Chicago suburb of Cedar Heights and its cast of memorable, often quirky characters. To wit:

      Meet Tony Valenti, an attorney and single father who does some of his best—and most dangerous—work outside a courtroom. Tony and his law partner, Penelope Brooks, operate out of a small office in the Chicago suburb of Cedar Heights, where the locals affectionately refer to them as “Lawyers to Little People and Lost Causes.” But taking on powerful interests comes with a downside. Many will stop at nothing to win, and Tony has an unwitting tendency to put himself at risk in his quest for justice—an often perilous and occasionally lethal trait.

      If you like whip-smart underdogs battling for survival—John Lescroart's Dismas Hardy, Greg Iles's Penn Cage, Michael Connelly’s Lincoln Lawyer, or John Grisham’s Jake Brigance to name a few characters he’s been compared with—Tony Valenti is your kind of guy.

      Here’s a sampling of the excited chatter about the three novels you’re about to read:

      The pro reviews are in:

      ·       “Turner hits the mark in a spellbinding, page-turning thriller featuring a worthy underdog hero and prose that tugs at the heartstrings.” IndieReader 4.5 Star Review

      ·       “Storytelling is casual but compelling, with memorable characters, intriguing dynamics, and an unpredictable case for readers to piece together. …there are also touching moments of paternal wisdom and honesty that shine.” Self-Publishing Review

      ·       “With his trademark breezy style reminiscent of Dennis Lehane, Turner has produced another devourable thriller.” Self-Publishing Review  ★★★★½

      ·       “Stands out from other thrillers; there is real heart in this prose, as well as nuanced character development that keeps the read continually engaging. Packed with suspense, and a page turner from the start.” Self-Publishing Review ★★★★½

      ·       “What a great, entertaining read. My first Neil Turner novel and his first of five Tony Valenti legal/crime thrillers. Neil Turner has proven beyond the shadow of doubt he’s an excellent writer and storyteller. This book grabbed me from the first scene and kept me turning pages through the suspenseful twists and turns to a satisfying end. He created a cast of likeable, compelling characters. It’s a gripping story, wonderfully written. Don Pugletti Jr. - Author of A Coat Dyed Black

      

      … and readers have their say:

      

      ·       “I couldn’t put it down. Characters are well developed and engaging. The plot is well paced and interesting. And the good news is that if you like it, there are other books in the series.” Guy Wheatley

      ·       “There are literally no flaws in this story overall. The character development is absolutely believable and incredibly well-written, which can be quite hard to do, yet author Neil Turner accomplishes it with a sense of ease. I can't wait for the next book in the series!” Amy K.

      ·       “Wow! What a ride! An amazing story:. Characters you come to know and care for. Great twists and turns along the way. An interesting combination of David vs. Goliath, murder mystery, whodunnit, courtroom procedural, and thriller. Once I was into it, I was hooked and couldn't put it down until I finished it. I absolutely cannot wait for more intrigue and entertainment from the Tony Valenti thrillers.”  Free D.

      ·       “Excellent novel, excellent Series, excellent Author! Fantastic novel, full of action, corruption, suspense. Everything that makes a story great. A definite must read....now on to Book 2” MCDC

      ·       “This was a fantastic legal thriller. The opening had me hooked. The twists and turns had me glued to the pages. Fans of thrillers and mysteries will enjoy all that this book has to offer.” Phil Bolos

      ·       “Neil continues to establish fascinating cases…a well-crafted story…excellent characters…the language and pacing excels to the final satisfying page. Highly recommended.” Grady Harp

      ·       “I now have the four on Valenti! booksi! Get lost in the story, only to be anxious to read the next!!!! Thank you Neil for the "come to life" characters !!!” De Bussart

      ·       “Like the first two books in the series, it kept me captivated to the near exclusion of my other interests. Neil Turner describes characters and their surroundings in such detail I feel like I'm watching a slowly developing movie as I devour every page. In fact, it seems to me this entire series would make a great addition to Netflix”. Rob Fleming

      Enjoy your introduction to the Tony Valenti Thrillers! If you agree with these folks after completing A Case of Betrayal, the third and final volume of this box set, you’ll be happy to know that books 4, 5, and 6 are available here.

      Check out my exclusive Reader’s Club here to pick up a free prequel novella. Join us for contests, free books, surveys that allow you to weigh in on the books, the latest news about Tony (with an occasional snippet about Neil), as well as timely announcements about new releases, promotions, and sales.

      Take care, be well, and happy reading!

      Neil
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      The first sign of trouble is a Cedar Heights police cruiser blocking the intersection. A tangle of other emergency vehicles clogs the street halfway down the block. Red, blue, and yellow emergency lights explode like multi-colored flashbulbs, their reflections skittering across the windows of the stout brick bungalows that line Liberty Street. If the cops aren’t at our house, they’re damned close.

      A uniformed cop looks over his shoulder and waves us away when I coast to a stop a few feet short of the cruiser. Like hell. I creep closer. The cop glances back and waves me away again. When I stay put, he whirls and advances on us with the blinding beam of his flashlight aimed at our windshield. Crisp autumn air floods in when I open the driver’s side window of my Porsche Panamera and turn on the interior lights.

      “Street’s closed, sir,” the cop announces impatiently. “Move along.”

      “What’s going on, Officer?”

      “Street’s closed.”

      There’s a newsflash. I point beyond him and make an announcement of my own. “I live down there.”

      Interest flickers in his eyes before a hand shoots to my window. “Driver’s license.”

      He gives the car a longer, appreciative look while I wrestle a lambskin wallet out of my back pocket, flip it open, and push it outside.

      “Just the license,” he snaps without touching the wallet.

      I jerk the license out of its plastic holder and hand it back.

      He glances at it. “Georgia?”

      “We moved back a few weeks ago.”

      “You staying?”

      “I plan to.”

      “You gotta go to the DMV and get an Illinois license,” he says. “Plates, too.”

      “Sure.”

      “You got ninety days.”

      Who the hell cares? Take it easy, Valenti, I caution myself. Bulletheads like this guy think bullshit rules are all that stand between law and order and chaos. I lock my eyes on the flashing lights dead ahead while he studies the official plastic in his hand.

      His eyes narrow. “Your name’s Valenti?”

      “That’s right. Tony Valenti.”

      He aims the flashlight past me, blinding my fourteen-year-old daughter, Brittany. She shrinks lower into her seat.

      “My daughter,” I tell him while easing forward to shield her. “She’s a freshman at Saint Aloysius. We’re on our way home from orientation.”

      “What number do you live at?”

      “Forty-seven.”

      “Wait here,” he says tersely, then turns on his heel to march back to his car with my license in hand.

      “What’s going on, Officer?” I shout at his retreating back. He doesn’t break stride until he leans into his cruiser and pulls out a radio microphone. He stares back at us while he talks. I look beyond him to the cluster of emergency vehicles. Jesus. The cops are definitely in our driveway and buzzing around the front porch.

      I roll my shoulders to release tension, then give Brittany’s hand a reassuring squeeze. Her scarlet scrunchie is wound so tightly through her fingers that they’re turning white. My eyes drift to the stately old elm trees towering above the damp pavement. Each is rooted precisely five feet from the curb; one per narrow, Chicago-style lot. Their branches wave high overhead to link limbs with their neighbors—much as the mostly Italian immigrants here have done since the trees were saplings. The glow of streetlights shrouded in an early autumn haze struggles to reach the street below. But Liberty Street isn’t especially dark this evening. Porch lights are on as the neighbors drink in whatever drama is unfolding at our house. They’re mostly older now, retired, people of my parents’ generation—grizzled men who wear sleeveless white undershirts and fleshy women in voluminous floral dresses. The residents of Liberty Street are gathered on wooden porches, perched on lawn chairs in their tidy yards, or huddled together along the edges of the pavement.

      “What’s going on, Dad?” Brittany asks. “Is Papa okay?”

      How do I answer that? Cops. An ambulance. Hardly the makings of a Disney moment, especially knowing that my father—Papa in the vernacular of our fairly traditional Italian family—should be home. The cop tosses the radio into his cruiser and marches back toward us. “I think we’re about to find out,” I tell Brittany.

      Bullethead jerks a thumb toward the curb. “Pull it around the corner and park.”

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      He waves us toward an open spot without answering. I jam the gearshift into reverse to back away from the cruiser, then slam the car into drive and zoom into the open spot, leaving the back end of the Porsche jutting into the intersection. I throw my door open and step into a puddle left behind by an early evening thunderstorm. Cursing under my breath as my shoe squishes every step of the way, I stride straight toward the cop waiting beside his car and say, “I want some answers.”

      The cop yanks the rear door open without a word and motions us in. He’s in front of me in a heartbeat when I try to brush past him. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Our house.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Why can’t I go to my own damned house?”

      “It’s a crime scene. The detective will be here as soon as he can.”

      Crime scene? Detective? I stand my ground with my nose within a foot of his. I’ve got maybe an inch on him. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Malice stirs in the wintry blue eyes glaring back into mine. “Get in the car.”

      “My father was there when we left,” I retort while looking past him.

      “Your old man’s okay.”

      I cross my arms and meet his gaze. “Good to know, but I still want to see him.”

      “Not yet.”

      Pin a badge on these clowns…. I inch close enough to smell mint on the cop’s breath. “Why not?”

      His nightstick materializes under my chin. “Because I said not yet.”

      My manufactured machismo melts away when the weapon brushes the underside of my jaw. I take Brittany’s arm and steer her back to the police cruiser, where we slide onto the cold, brittle vinyl of the rear seat. The door slams shut. My anger gives way to a moment of frank curiosity; it’s my first time inside a police car. Beyond a battleship-gray grated metal partition that separates us from the front seat, a shotgun stands menacingly at attention against the dashboard. The sour stench of the drunks and whores and other deadwood of Cedar Heights clings to the battered upholstery. This is no place for a corporate attorney and his teenage daughter.

      Brittany inches closer. “Can’t you do something?”

      Nothing that won’t get me arrested. “Patience, Britts. We’ll know what’s going on soon enough.”

      “I’m scared.”

      Join the club. A morsel of my recently deceased mother’s matter-of-fact wisdom bubbles forth. “Mama used to say that people take years off their lives worrying about bad things that might happen. Know what?”

      “What?”

      “Most of it never does.”

      “Yeah,” Brittany mutters sullenly. “But sometimes bad shit just happens, right?”

      We’ve learned the truth of that over the past few months, haven’t we? I’m debating whether or not to let her profanity slide when I notice a smallish man hustling toward us in a beige suit straight off the rack at Sears or J.C. Penney. With the aid of a sharply receding hairline and a frost-tinged mustache, I peg him for around fifty.

      He pauses to speak with the uniformed cop, steps over to open the back door of the cruiser, and waves us out. “Jake Plummer,” he says while extending his hand for a crisp handshake. “I’m the lead detective assigned to the case.”

      What case? I wonder.

      Plummer turns to Brittany and shakes her hand. She’s as tall as he is, though considerably more slender and graceful—not to mention infinitely better coiffed with her head of thick, shoulder-length auburn hair. “I hear you’re on your way home from school,” the detective says.

      She leans a hip on the cruiser’s rear fender and nods.

      “Pretty late for school, isn’t it?”

      “We had orientation for the freshman class. You know, parents getting to know who the teachers are. Like that.”

      Plummer smiles. “That’s ninth grade, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “New school for you?”

      Her eyes drop to study the pavement. “Yeah.” The move hasn’t been easy on her.

      “Starting the year in a strange school is tough,” Plummer says sympathetically. “I’m an Air Force brat, so I know what you’re going through. Sometimes it seemed like I went to a different school every year. Somehow or other, things always worked out.”

      Brittany shrugs but says nothing, so he turns back to me. “I need to ask a few questions. Is it just the two of you, or is there a missus or significant other we should be speaking with, as well?”

      “She’s in Europe,” I reply stiffly.

      The detective cocks an eyebrow. “Whereabouts?”

      “She lives in Brussels. Divorce.” That’s new, too.

      We both glance at Brittany, who now looks thoroughly miserable. When Plummer’s eyes meet mine again, they carry a silent apology.

      “Let’s get on with it,” I suggest.

      The uniformed cop, who’s been hovering nearby, takes a step closer. “Want me to take the girl somewhere?”

      “That’s up to Mr. Valenti,” Plummer replies.

      I wrap an arm around Brittany’s shoulders, draw her close, and wave Bullethead away. “She stays.”

      The detective nods. “Just as well. She’ll hear about this soon enough anyway.”

      “First off,” I begin, “I understand my father’s okay. Is that true?”

      “It is.”

      I look past him toward our house. “I’d like to see him.”

      “He’s not here.”

      My patience with this cat-and-mouse bullshit is wearing thin. “Where is he?”

      Plummer studies me for a long moment. “Mr. Valenti, your father shot a police officer.”

      “He did what?”

      “A Cook County Sheriff’s Deputy was sent to serve papers. Your father shot him.”

      “Legal papers?” I ask. Inanely, I realize immediately.

      He nods again.

      “There’s got to be some confusion, Detective. Papa’s never had a legal issue worth mentioning. I doubt he’s even had a parking ticket.”

      Plummer calmly stares back at me. “Yet here we are.”

      We continue our stare-down while I grapple with what he just told me. If it’s true, only one person can explain it. “I’m a lawyer. When can I see my father?”

      The lawyer comment gets the detective’s attention. He glances at his watch. “I’ll be wrapping up here in twenty or thirty minutes but the crime scene folks will be here awhile yet. Go have a coffee or something and come by the station in an hour. No promises about seeing your father, but maybe we can clear up a few things.”

      “How’s the deputy?” I finally think to ask.

      “Dead.”
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      We loiter over a couple of apple fritters and Cokes at a Dunkin’ for the next hour, then waste forty-five minutes at the police station waiting for Detective Plummer. When he finally arrives, he escorts us to a squad room ripe with the caustic stench of burnt coffee. A row of four battered beige metal desks occupies one wall; offices line another. The detective leads us to the last desk and waves us into a couple of folding chairs placed in front of it.

      My ass is barely on the battered seat before I repeat my demand. “I want to see my father.”

      “Patience, Mr. Valenti.”

      I ease forward and level my eyes on his. “Why can’t I see him now?”

      “I said patience, Mr. Valenti,” he replies tersely. Then he stares me down for several seconds.

      I eventually get around to nodding. The cops may tell me Papa’s okay, but I’m anxious to see him with my own eyes. I’ll wait to see what this guy has to say before I go to the mat with him about seeing Papa.

      “Okay then,” Plummer says. “Coffee?”

      Not the burnt swill I smell. “Got a fresh pot somewhere?”

      “I put one on a few minutes ago.” His eyes shift to Brittany. “Soda?”

      “Can I have coffee?” she asks weakly. She’s been alternating between bouts of catatonic silence and uncontrolled sobbing since Plummer cut us loose on Liberty Street.

      “Sure can,” he says. “Two coffees coming up. Cream and sugar?”

      “Yes,” we say in unison. I look around the room after he ambles away. Beefy men in shirtsleeves occupy two of the other desks and a few uniformed cops wander in and out. The stares we attract range from curiosity to outright rancor.

      When Plummer returns, he sets three white Styrofoam cups of steaming coffee on his desk. A red stir stick bobs in each. “Someone is on the way over from the Public Defender’s office,” he tells us while he dumps a mound of creamers, sugar packets, and sweeteners in the middle of the desk.

      My eyes cut from the condiments to the detective. “A public defender? Why?”

      “Your father had enough sense to ask for a lawyer when we brought him in. When my partner told him that his defense will probably run into six figures, your dad said he doesn’t have that kind of money. So we called the Public Defender’s office.”

      After my brain catches up to my mouth, I realize that was probably the right call. My knowledge of the criminal justice system can be written on the back of a post-it note. Still, Plummer is mistaken if he thinks his “trust me” schtick is going to wash with me. I don’t see his angle yet, but I’ll sniff it out.

      The detective leans back in his seat and crosses his arms. “So, you’re a lawyer?”

      I nod while stirring two creamers and two sweeteners into my cup.

      “Illinois Bar?” he asks.

      I can practice law in Wisconsin or Georgia and even joined the bar in New York for business purposes, but I’ve never worked in Illinois. “No.”

      A flash of annoyance flickers in his eyes—probably because he realizes I played him with the lawyer revelation to weasel my way in to see my father—but he says nothing before Brittany interrupts.

      “Deano?” she asks.

      In a dazzling display of having my head up my ass, I hadn’t thought of the other family member at Forty-seven Liberty Street this evening until Brittany brought it up at Dunkin’.

      “Before we go any further, Detective,” I say, “where’s the dog?”

      “He was in the backyard when I left.”

      “Poor Deano!” Brittany exclaims. “He must be terrified.”

      “He’s okay,” Plummer assures her. “The poor old guy was a little agitated, obviously, but he was taking things in stride.”

      “Good to know,” I reply, briefly wondering what we’re going to do with the apple of Mama’s eye.

      “Yuck!” Brittany blurts with a pucker after she takes a sip of Plummer’s high-test coffee.

      The detective drums his fingers on the desk while we watch her dump four more sugars and five creamers into her cup. He turns his attention back to me. “Your father says you’re unemployed. No interest in applying to the Illinois bar so you can take on his case yourself?”

      “I’m a corporate guy. I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “Are you thinking of hiring an attorney?”

      “Maybe,” I reply with a frown. “I hear public defenders aren’t exactly the cream of the defense attorney crop.”

      “I don’t want to waste their time, Mr. Valenti,” Plummer says with a hint of annoyance. “If you plan to hire someone else, do it soon.”

      Can I afford to get Papa a real lawyer? Can he afford not to have one? He’s got the house and his pension and there must be some savings. Will that be enough?

      As if reading my thoughts, the detective asks, “Do you have any brothers or sisters who can help?”

      I shake my head. “My sister died a long time ago. There’s a brother I haven’t spoken to in years.”

      “Can you reach him?”

      I haven’t spoken to Frankie since the final beating he administered to me in our teen years. That one left me hospitalized for a couple of weeks. Hell, he didn’t even bother to come to Mama’s funeral. Estranged understates the distance between us. “I’m not even going to try,” I tell Plummer.

      He nods and moves on. “You know your father’s being evicted from the house?”

      A gasp escapes Brittany as we absorb another sucker punch.

      “What?” I ask in disbelief.

      “The deputy was serving him with an eviction notice.”

      “But he owns the house outright!” I argue. “How can he be evicted from his own home?”

      “We’re a little fuzzy on what’s going on there. I’ll have someone look into it tomorrow morning. Maybe it has something to do with that eminent domain circus a year or two back?”

      He’s referring to an attempt to expropriate the neighborhood to build a shopping center and condos. “All water under the bridge,” I answer confidently. “The developer pulled the plug on the deal.”

      Something in Plummer’s gaze suggests skepticism. “Titan Development was behind that proposal, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Why?” I ask. “Do you know something I don’t?”

      He shakes his head. “Not really, just a passing thought. Given this eviction business, your father might not have the house to help pay for his defense. Something to think about.”

      Great.

      Brittany hasn’t let go of the doggy bone. “Can we go get Deano?”

      “You can swing by when we’re done here,” Plummer replies. “You won’t be able to go inside the perimeter but I’ll give them a heads-up to expect you. Someone will bring the dog out.”

      “Thank you!” she says.

      I resume my push to see Papa. “When can I see him?”

      Plummer’s eyes drift beyond me while he thinks. “Not tonight,” he finally replies. “We’ll see what the public defender has to say.”

      My initial instinct is to argue—what with me being a lawyer and all—but I’m way out of my depth here. Turning help away might not be the wisest move.

      “And here he is,” Plummer announces.

      A tall black man whose lengthy gait suggests athleticism is striding toward us. The hem of his colorful knit sweater ends below the waistband of a well-pressed pair of pleated slacks; a navy-blue windbreaker is slung casually over his shoulder. He’s a sharp looking guy. The slender folio tucked under his left arm is the only indication that he’s here on business.

      Detective Plummer extends his hand, which quickly disappears into one the size of an oven mitt. “Mike,” he says to the newcomer. “This is Tony Valenti and his daughter Brittany.”

      I look into Williams’s inquisitive, deep-brown eyes. He’s a shade taller than me, probably 6’ 6” or so.

      “Michael Williams,” he says in a deep, silky voice as he grasps my hand and pumps once. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Mr. Valenti is the suspect’s son,” Plummer says. “He’s also an attorney.”

      The public defender’s alert eyes turn to mine. “What kind of law?”

      “Corporate. Not a member of the Illinois bar.”

      Williams stares at me. I stare back. His next query isn’t verbalized but I see it in his eyes: Are you gonna be a problem? I’m wondering the same about him.

      He rests his ass on the edge of Plummer’s desk. “What have we got, Detective?”

      “A dead sheriff’s deputy, a sixty-nine-year-old suspect named Francesco Valenti, male, apprehended with what appears to be the murder weapon. The suspect confessed to the first uniforms on the scene. Pretty cut and dry.”

      “Aren’t they all,” Williams mutters wearily.

      “There’s no question who pulled the trigger,” Plummer continues. “I don’t know why, though, and that’s bothering me. It doesn’t add up.”

      No shit. I’m not buying this Papa shot a cop bullshit. The supposed confession to a couple of uniformed cops is a little too convenient for my liking. To purloin and build upon Plummer’s trite phrase, that story adds up like one plus one equals pi.

      Williams frowns as he asks Plummer, “Witnesses?”

      “We’re canvassing the neighborhood to see if anyone saw the shooting.”

      “Local cop?” Williams probes with a cocked eyebrow.

      Plummer shakes his head. “Cook County Sheriff’s Deputy named Andy O’Reilly. He was one of ours for a couple of years before he went to the Sheriff’s office ten, eleven years ago.”

      Something in Williams’s demeanor shifts, suggesting this isn’t the first time he’s heard the name. “Did you know him?” he asks Plummer.

      The detective drums his fingers on the armrest of his chair for a few seconds before answering warily, “To see him, but I never knew the guy well. He lived in town. I’d see him around now and then but we didn’t talk.”

      “Why is that?” Williams asks.

      “Different circles,” Plummer replies with a shrug. He seems less than grief-stricken over the passing of his former colleague—an odd reaction from a brother officer. Williams doesn’t look heartbroken, either. Who in hell was this O’Reilly character?

      Williams studies the detective for a moment before moving on. “Is the suspect going to qualify for a public defender?”

      “Looks that way.”

      Williams’s curious eyes turn to me. If I were him, I’d also wonder why the father of a corporate attorney needs a public defender. I try to look less ashamed than I feel. Williams breaks eye contact with me, steps away from the desk, and looks down at Plummer. “Where can I talk to Mr. Valenti?”

      “I’ve got a room set up,” the detective replies. Then he turns to me. “This may not be suitable for a fourteen-year-old. Have you got a relative who can pick up Brittany?”

      “Papa’s all we’ve got here.”

      “Friends?” he asks.

      “We’ve only been back a few weeks. I haven’t had a chance to reconnect with anyone.”

      The corners of Williams’s mouth turn down. “Neighbors?” He doesn’t seem too keen on the idea of having Brittany around, either. Why don’t these guys want her here? Too many witnesses to what they’re up to?

      “Nobody she knows,” I reply. “I don’t want to leave her with strangers tonight.”

      Brittany finally pipes up to ask me, “Can I stay? I’d rather be with you.” She underscores the plea with the distraught, doe-eyed entreaty she perfected long ago—a gambit straight out of her mother’s playbook. I’ve succumbed to both of them many a time.

      Plummer’s gaze shifts to her. “How about I give you something to read and you can wait in one of the offices?”

      Brittany’s eyes remain locked on mine while she squeezes the blood out of my fingers. “Please, Dad?”

      “She stays with me,” I tell Plummer, hoping to hell I’m making the right choice.

      “Fair enough,” he says with a frown. Then he sits up straight, places his hands on the desk, and gets down to business. “Any history of mental instability with your father?”

      “None,” I reply.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. Why do you ask?”

      “I’ve got him on suicide watch.”

      Brittany stiffens at my side. Suicide? Papa? How ridiculous. Are the cops setting up one of their “suspect died in custody” incidents?

      “He’s not in the lockup with the herd?” Williams asks.

      “I didn’t want to lock him up with the regulars,” Plummer replies. “He’s in an interview room. I cuffed him so he can’t do anything dumb.”

      Williams leans his hands on the desk and stares hard at Plummer. His voice is pure ice when he asks, “Cuffed?”

      “For his own safety.”

      “Jesus! You’ve had a sixty-nine-year-old man cuffed to a chair for”—Williams glances at his watch—“what? Three, four hours?” Maybe Williams smells the same “died in custody” scenario I’m worrying about.

      “For his own safety,” Plummer repeats through clenched teeth.

      Williams snorts. “How did you come by that confession, Detective?”

      Plummer is on his feet in a heartbeat. His hand shoots toward the bigger man’s chest and his index finger punctuates each word of his response without quite making contact. “Don’t you ever insinuate that crap with me again, Williams. Ever! You got me?”

      Cook County has a long history of cops obtaining questionable confessions from suspects before they see a lawyer. It seems to be a sore point for Plummer; there’s quite a temper under that seemingly calm façade. At heart he’s probably just another asshole cop.

      Williams backs down immediately. “Sorry, Detective. I know better.”

      The fire in Plummer’s eyes subsides as quickly as it flared. “You know that’s not my style,” he mutters as he settles back into his seat.

      “I know,” Williams replies contritely. “I was out of line. Sorry.”

      “Fair enough,” Plummer replies with a curt nod. Then he turns to me. “I’m concerned about your father’s emotional state. I want you to observe through the mirror and tell us what you think.”

      “I should be in the room with him,” I reply. Plummer and Williams both shake their heads. I slide to the edge of my seat. “That’s my father you have penned up in there, Detective.”

      “I know,” he replies. “He’s not ‘penned up,’ he’s in custody.”

      “Semantics,” I retort. “I want to make sure he’s okay and that you guys haven’t been screwing around with him.”

      The detective slaps a palm against his fingertips in a “time out” gesture. “I’m not going to debate this. Either accept what’s on offer or go home.”

      “You told me to come here to see him!”

      Plummer’s eyes turn to ice. “No I didn’t! I said you might get a chance to see him, Mr. Valenti—after you informed me that you’re a lawyer and conveniently forgot to mention that you can’t practice in Illinois. I could hardly say no. Besides, I realize this can’t be an easy situation for you.”

      Horseshit! Whatever this guy’s game is tonight, empathy has nothing to do with it.

      Perhaps intuiting my thoughts, the detective rests his elbows on the desk and leans over them while he fixes a stare on me. “Let me make things clear to you, Mr. Valenti. Your father is the prime suspect in a capital murder investigation. The only people who get access to the prisoner at this stage of the game are cops, prosecutors, and defense attorneys licensed to practice in the State of Illinois. As you are none of the above, you’re not speaking with your father tonight. Understood?”

      “This is bullshit!” I retort in a mixture of frustration and helpless anger.

      Plummer points at the door. “I’ve had enough of this. Get out.”

      We glare at each other, but I don’t budge.

      Williams steps in. “Let’s not lose sight of why you wanted Mr. Valenti here, Jake. I’d like to hear what he has to say about his father’s demeanor.”

      Plummer sighs and meets my gaze. “Are you going to accept my conditions?”

      Not trusting myself to utter a civil reply, I clamp my lips shut and nod. What the hell else can I do?

      “For what it’s worth, I think this will be easier for your father if you’re not in the room,” Williams says.

      I don’t answer him, either.

      Plummer stands. “I’m gonna go make sure the room’s ready.”

      Williams steps in front of me after the detective leaves. “I’m not thrilled to have you along tonight, Mr. Valenti.”

      “Why?”

      “Your father didn’t do himself any favors talking to the police earlier. I need him focused on me when I’m with him. If he sees you, he’s likely to blurt out more that the police don’t need to hear.”

      I square my shoulders in a corporate power move to signal that I’m about to impose my will. “I’m going to do whatever I can to help my father.”

      “I understand and respect that,” he responds with a nod. “I’m glad you want to do what’s best for your father. So do I.”

      I let the comment go, maintain eye contact, and wait for him to fold.

      Williams shakes his head with a bemused expression. “You trying that ‘first person to blink loses’ bullshit with me?”

      I feel the color rising in my cheeks after he calls my bluff. Now what?

      “Do you have any experience in criminal law?” he asks.

      “Just what I remember from law school… but two heads are generally better than one.”

      “Sometimes that’s so, sometimes not.”

      “I intend to be involved.”

      He looks resigned. “I think the best thing you can do for your father right now is to let me handle things. We can’t afford any missteps in a potential death penalty case.”

      I’m shocked into momentary silence. Illinois did away with the death penalty years ago. “A death penalty case?”

      Williams nods grimly. “Looks like he killed a first responder.”

      “But Illinois abolished the death penalty.”

      “The Republicans brought it back this year,” he informs me with a look that telegraphs his awe with my legal expertise. “You missed that?”

      “I’ve been out of state,” I murmur sheepishly.

      “Folks can get the needle for killing a kid, a first responder, or for multiple killings.”

      The death penalty revelation fuels my determination to have a say in things. “All the more reason for you not to be cozying up to the cops. You’re supposed to be here to help Papa, not grease the skids for Plummer.”

      Williams’s eyes smolder while he bites back whatever angry retort is on his lips. Then he shakes his head and sighs. “Look man, you’re confused. You’re angry. You’re scared. I get it.”

      “But?” I snap back.

      “Plummer’s right. You can’t be in the same room as your father right now. It isn’t done.”

      I nod tersely. Bitching and arguing hasn’t gotten me anywhere to this point. I’m done wasting my breath.

      “I’m surprised he has you here at all,” Williams continues.

      I shrug.

      “What happened at your house seems cut and dry, yet something is niggling at Plummer. If he’s nothing else, Jake is a fair-minded man, a cop who is interested in getting things right. He must sense that he doesn’t have the whole story. That could be a rich vein for us to mine. Park your anger and keep your eyes and ears open for clues as to what’s on his mind.”

      Is this guy for real? “Like there’s a cop on the planet who’s interested in a damned thing besides getting a conviction.”

      “Don’t confuse good street cops and detectives with prosecutors, Mr. Valenti,” he shoots back. “Those of us who practice criminal law don’t make that mistake.”

      My finely tuned lawyerly instincts warn me that I may be talking out of my ass again.

      Plummer’s return spares me further humiliation.

      “You folks ready?” he asks.

      We all nod. He leads us out of the squad room and into the hall. We follow in silence until he stops outside the first of two adjacent doors. Both are labeled Interview Two. Brittany and I are ushered inside a cubbyhole with a wooden bench along one wall and the viewing side of a two-way mirror on the other. When we sit down, our noses are within two feet of the glass. Brittany’s trembling hand slips into mine when Williams and Plummer walk into the next room.

      Francesco Valenti, my father and alleged cop killer, is shepherded into the interview room. It’s as if someone let the air out of him. The collar of Papa’s prison-issue shirt seems at least two sizes too large. He looks wilted—inches shorter than his true 5’10” height; even his olive Mediterranean complexion seems bleached. His eerily vacant eyes look first to Plummer and then to Mike Williams, who is a stranger to him. The detective settles into a straight-back chair and gestures for my father to sit. Papa sinks into a chair across the table, appearing to leak a little more air as he does.

      Williams steps forward. “I’m Michael Williams from the Public Defender’s office, Mr. Valenti. I’m here to assist you.”

      “You asked for a lawyer earlier,” Plummer explains. “Mr. Williams is a criminal defense attorney.”

      “I wanted my Anthony,” Papa answers, his voice barely audible through the cheap speaker hanging in the corner of the viewing room. I’m stung by the disappointment in his eyes when he asks, “Why he no come?”

      “Your son isn’t licensed to practice in Illinois,” Plummer informs him. “Mr. Williams is here to protect your interests.”

      Williams steps in. “Mr. Valenti, my job is to advise you and make sure you’re afforded all of your rights. Did the first police officers to arrive at your house read you your rights before they questioned you?”

      Papa shakes his head no. “They not do that until we come here.”

      Excellent! That invalidates his so-called confession.

      Williams, who appeared momentarily taken aback by Papa’s fractured English—even after almost fifty years in America—leans in closer, “You understand what your Miranda rights are?”

      “I know about this,” Papa replies.

      True enough. Papa loves his cop shows.

      “I need to be sure, Mr. Valenti,” Williams presses. “This is a serious matter. They should have told you that you have the right to remain silent, that anything you say can and will be used against you, and that you have the right to an attorney.”

      “I understand,” Papa retorts with a flash of irritation. “I did what they say. I shoot the policeman.”

      Brittany goes rigid at my side while my stomach twists like a towel being wrung out. Papa did shoot the cop? Why? Where in hell did the gun come from?

      Williams settles back and sighs in exasperation. “I was about to say that you don’t have to answer questions about that.”

      “It no matter,” Papa announces. “Now they will kill me—an eye for an eye. This is the way of things.”

      “Well, I guess we’re done,” Williams mutters to Plummer.

      No shit. The horse isn’t just out of the barn, it’s already somewhere in the next county.

      After the detective nods in agreement, Williams kneels in front of Papa. “I or someone else from my office will see you at bond call tomorrow. Do you have any questions, Mr. Valenti?”

      Papa’s reply is a disinterested shake of his head.

      Plummer summons a uniformed cop into the room. “Take Mr. Valenti back to his cell and keep him in a paper suit tonight. Understood?”

      “Yeah,” the officer replies as he jerks Papa to his feet.

      Plummer’s eyes flare. “Gently!” he admonishes the cop.

      I watch in disbelief as Papa shuffles out of the interview room.

      Brittany’s fingers tighten their grasp on mine and her voice quivers when she asks, “What’s wrong with Papa? He looks awful!”

      He looks awful? That’s the least of our worries—he just said he shot a cop. No, I can’t accept that. There has to be some other explanation. Getting back to Brittany’s question, I’m not sure how to reply. Do I tell her that maybe her grandfather has grown weary of the world? His home of almost fifty years is being taken away from him, he just watched cancer devour his wife, his daughter Amy has been dead over fifteen years, and he’s estranged from his eldest son. As for me, I’ve just returned from Atlanta, but maybe that isn’t much of an incentive for Papa to carry on. No surprise, I suppose—I’ve been absent for most of the past two decades, physically and emotionally. Maybe Papa’s playing out the string, anxious to join Amy and Mama.

      Plummer opens the door and summons us out of our cubicle. “Well?”

      “He’s whipped,” I announce.

      His eyes search mine intently. “Enough to do something crazy to himself?”

      I finally understand what he meant about the paper suit. Aside from a possible self-inflicted paper cut or two, Papa won’t be able hurt himself. “No,” I reply with a little less certainty than I had a few minutes ago.

      The detective picks up on my hesitancy. “You’re sure?”

      I nod. “The Catholic Church forbids it.”

      Plummer raises his eyebrows and calls bullshit on my logic. “I’m not sure they encourage parishioners to shoot police officers, either.”

      Good point. Maybe the paper suit isn’t such a ridiculous idea, after all.

      Plummer hands me two business cards—his own and another with the address of the Cook County Criminal Courthouse. “We’ll take him down for bond call around one tomorrow afternoon.”

      Williams, who has been watching silently, turns a questioning gaze on me when Plummer walks away. “You coming to bond call?”

      “I’ll be around. I’m not giving the cops a free ride to railroad Papa.”

      “You’ve really got it in for the police, don’t you?” he notes with what seems to be genuine curiosity. “Do you have some history with the law that I should know about?”

      “No record, if that’s what you’re suggesting. Don’t forget that I’m also an officer of the court.”

      Williams nods and wordlessly walks toward Plummer, who is waiting for us. I take Brittany’s hand and trail Williams.

      A cop appears in the doorway at the end of the hallway. “Peter Zaluski’s on the phone for you again, Detective.”

      Plummer sighs heavily. “What the hell does he want now?”

      “Says he needs to speak to you.” The cop glances at me before adding, “about this.”

      “Christ!” Plummer curses. “Get a number and I’ll call back when I’m done.”

      I briefly wonder who Peter Zaluski is. Then my thoughts turn to the more pressing matter of where we’ll sleep tonight. “Can we go back to the house now?” I ask Plummer.

      “Not tonight. They’ll be bagging and tagging evidence for a few hours yet.”

      So, a hotel for tonight. Just tonight? “What about tomorrow?” I ask.

      “I imagine we’ll be done by morning.”

      “What about the eviction notice?” That scares the hell out of me. We’ve got nowhere else to go and we sure as hell can’t afford to live in a hotel.

      Plummer rubs his chin. “Hadn’t thought about that.”

      “Have you got any objection to us going home tomorrow? You’re in control of the house, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, I guess I am. If our people are done, you can go home in the morning.”

      “Good,” I say in relief before pivoting to the other concern that just cropped up. “Who’s Zaluski and what does he have to do with Papa?”

      Plummer rolls his eyes. “Don’t ask.”

      Oh, I’m asking. “Is he the Chief of Police or something?”

      “Nope. He’s the village manager.”

      The cops are after Papa. It sounds like the village is after his house and no less than the village manager has his finger in the mix. It’s not enough that I already feel like a drugged mouse trying to navigate a maze; now they have to blindfold and spin me twenty times to make sure I can’t tell up from down or right from left? “What’s he got to do with this?”

      “It’s nothing,” Plummer replies. “Forget it.”

      Like hell I’ll forget it. I add Village Manager Peter Zaluski to my mental checklist of people and things to investigate. If nothing else, a checklist might organize the puzzle pieces of fear and suspicion that are ricocheting around my skull.

      I take Brittany’s hand. “Let’s go pick up Deano and get a room.”
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      After a restless few hours and too little sleep at a Best Western Inn—rated two stars by AAA, at least one of which must have been a pity point—Brittany and I are on our way home at seven o’clock the next morning. The temperature is already in the low sixties, there’s not a cloud in the sky, and a hint of breeze blows off the lake. The sun filters through the trees to speckle the Porsche’s windshield with winking bursts of light when we turn onto Liberty Street. It’s a beautiful morning that heralds a gorgeous autumn day in Chicago.

      The neighborhood seems as peaceful as ever when we cruise past the tract housing that was slapped together by a long-forgotten postwar builder. The cookie-cutter houses gradually took on something of the personality of their owners as the two long blocks of Liberty Street matured into a vibrant neighborhood. There were many happy hours for those of us who grew up on this street: baseball, swimming, cloud-gazing, and lemonade stands in summer; backyard skating rinks and snow forts in winter. We kids fought a lot, as well, the squabbles generally forgotten by the next morning, if not sooner. Our folks also did battle, often loudly over a beer or two on someone’s front porch—usually with an abundance of boisterous laughter tempering the verbal salvoes. Show me a neighborhood without petty jealousies, catty cliques, and silly squabbles, and I’ll show you a street of strangers. Not us. We ate at one another’s houses, had sleepovers, pitched tents in backyards, and went to plenty of weddings and the occasional funeral. The more ambitious of us earned our first few dollars cutting lawns and shoveling snow. Like most of us who grew up here, my first fumbling efforts at necking and beyond took place in the nighttime shadows of Independence Park at the end of the street.

      My trip down memory lane ends abruptly when I touch the brakes and steer into our freshly resurfaced driveway. The Porsche’s fat twenty-inch tires crunch over bits of sooty asphalt as we glide to a stop. A silent foreboding settles over me when I kill the engine. Turning my attention to the house, my eyes quickly traverse the weathered sidewalk leading to the front porch, where a diagonal slash of fluorescent yellow crime scene tape stretches across... nothing? What the hell? Where yesterday a storm door had fronted an elaborately carved mahogany entry door—one of the few extravagances of Mama’s sixty-four years on earth—this morning only a gaping rectangle of emptiness remains.

      The unlatching of Brittany’s car door stirs me to action.

      “Deano?” she calls uncertainly.

      Deano, indeed. When we’d come by last night to collect him, Bullethead was still manning the perimeter. He wouldn’t let us by, claiming they hadn’t heard from Plummer. Then he blew us off with the explanation that “the dog’s been taken care of.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I’d asked the snot-nosed bastard.

      He didn’t seem to like my tone. “It means you’ve got no business here. You best be on your way.”

      I’d stalked away and called Plummer. No answer. Three times. When I returned to the perimeter to again demand our dog, Bullethead warned me that I was on the verge of being arrested for interfering in a police investigation. When Brittany burst into tears, the asshole had softened a bit and said, “Come back in the morning. It’ll be quieter and you can get the dog.”

      Brittany had seemed mollified. Given that I didn’t even know if the motel would let Deano in, I decided to let it go.

      We stand side-by-side in the driveway and gawk at the vacant doorframe. Our noses wrinkle in disgust at an odor that reminds me of the gag-inducing reek of the Milwaukee Cargill slaughterhouse from my Marquette University days. I turn around to look up and down the street while Brittany takes a step toward the house. No police presence at all—not a single cop! How many hours has our home stood open to the public? What’s been taken? More alarming, who or what might be inside?

      Brittany starts retching behind me. She’s frozen at the bottom of the steps with her face twisted in horror. I hurry over and find myself staring down into a lake of congealed blood that covers a good portion of the green indoor-outdoor carpet. Well, that explains the slaughterhouse stench. Do all murder scenes smell like this?

      I wave my hands wildly in a futile attempt to disperse the horde of feasting flies. Bastards! I rail at the cops for not cleaning this up. No fourteen-year-old should have this sprung on her—granddaughter of a cop-killer or not. I take Brittany’s trembling arm, lead her back to the car, and ease her into the passenger seat. “Wait here while I get Deano and check things out.”

      Satisfied that she’ll be okay for a few minutes, I jog down the driveway to the rear of the house, unlatch the gate, and cross the empty yard to the back step. At least the bastards locked this door before they left last night. After unlocking it, I nudge the door open and step into the kitchen. Papa’s nightly bottle of Birra Moretti Italian beer sits in its usual spot on the maple table, the sports page of the Chicago Tribune—predictably opened to a Chicago Cubs article—is folded neatly alongside… all as if he just stepped away for a moment. He must have been here when the doorbell rang. The dog’s water bowl and his food dish with a few stray bits of kibble sit in the corner. Where the hell is Deano? Had the cops locked him in a bedroom? The basement?

      My next stop is my dead sister’s bedroom. It now temporarily houses Brittany. Until our arrival four weeks ago, the room had remained much as Amy left it the final time she was home. It’s now overflowing with stuffed animals and other refugees from Brittany’s Atlanta bedroom, which had been at least twice the size of this—only one in a litany of injustices done to her by our move north. No Deano. Nor is he in either of the other two bedrooms, the bathroom, or the L-shaped living/dining room. After bypassing the front entry, I trudge down the stairs to the basement. Again, nothing seems out of the ordinary except the flies, a handful of which have found their way into the bowels of our home.

      Still no dog. Surely, the cops didn’t leave him loose in a house without a front door? They better not have impounded the poor old guy. Assured that I’m alone in the house and that the only vandalism perpetrated last night was done by the police, I stomp back up the stairs and head for the front door. After a quick peek to make sure Brittany is still in the passenger seat of the Porsche, I turn my back on the bloody porch, then pull out my iPhone and Detective Plummer’s business card.

      “Your pals ripped out the front door and left the house wide open for who knows how many hours!” I shout when he answers.

      “Who is this?”

      “Tony Valenti. How could you do this to someone’s home? Anybody could have waltzed in here!”

      “The doors were evidence.”

      “Fine, so take them. You couldn’t call me? We’d have been back in ten minutes!”

      “Anything else?” he snaps.

      “Where the hell is our dog?”

      “You didn’t pick him up last night?”

      I relate how that circus played out.

      Plummer sounds concerned for the first time. “He’s really not there?”

      “Would I be asking if he was?”

      “I’ll look into it.”

      My anger over the dog, the door, and this entire nightmare explodes. “This is bullshit, Plummer! It’s your investigation, so I hold you responsible. You haven’t heard the last of this.”

      The bastard hangs up on me.

      I’m furiously stuffing the phone in my pants pocket when someone behind me asks, “Giving Plummer an earful?”

      I spin around and find Public Defender Mike Williams standing at the bottom of the steps. “Damned right I am!”

      “The cops left the place open all night?”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes track from me to Brittany in the front seat of the Porsche. “Hey, I’d be pissed, too, but you might want to dial things down for her sake.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I mutter, but the empathy in his words tempers my anger.

      Brittany climbs out of the car and exchanges greetings with Williams.

      “Where’s Due?” she asks, pronouncing it Doo-ey. Mama had named our first dog “Deano,” in honor of Dean Martin, who she always spoke of wistfully with a pat over her heart. Taciturn Maria Valenti was a Dean Martin groupie, something that amused the hell out of us. When Deano the dog passed at fifteen, a replacement black lab puppy had waltzed into our home and straight into Mama’s heart. She had christened him Deano Due—due being two in Italian. I just call him Deano.

      “He’s not here,” I reply lamely. “Plummer’s looking into it.”

      Brittany’s face falls. “Can I go to my room?”

      I nod. “Go in the back door.”

      “This is just beginning, my friend,” Williams says after Brittany disappears around the corner of the house. “You’ll make yourself crazy if you let the anger consume you.”

      He’s right. The storm of emotions unleashed last night is already wearing me down. Taking care not to step into the atrocious mess on the porch, I hop down to the sidewalk. “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to set the scene in my mind so I can visualize how things played out. Helps to see the sightlines so we know where to look for potential witnesses and whatnot.”

      We both turn to survey the scene from the base of the porch, then walk to the end of the driveway and look back. Our front yard landscaping continues to flourish even as winter gathers on the meteorological horizon. Papa retains the upper hand in the holding action against our side of the Vaccaros’ exploding lilac hedge next door. The freshly mown lawn gives way to tidy flowerbeds that border the sidewalk and foundation. Bits and pieces of the concrete steps leading up to the porch have flaked off after being pounded by years of countless footfalls, but a comfortable sag is all that betrays the age of the freshly painted wooden porch itself. A pair of glossy green ceramic planters flanking the base of the steps overflow with the last batch of scarlet and white geraniums Mama ever planted.

      The brick facade of the house features an oversized picture window to the right of the porch and a couple of high bedroom windows on the left. Decorative forest green shutters bracket each window. A steeply pitched roof sits atop it all, crowned by a fresh umbrella of black shingles. Our home looks much as it did at this time yesterday—indeed, much as it has year after year after year. The only difference is the gaping wound in the front entrance and the moat of blood guarding the door. Will I ever stand here again without picturing that?

      Once Williams is done looking at “sightlines and whatnot,” he turns to look me in the eye. “There’s nothing to be gained by antagonizing Detective Plummer—or the rest of the cops, for that matter.”

      Like I need a lecture from this guy. “What they did here was bullshit.”

      “Sure was,” he agrees. “Some petty asshole delivering a little payback.”

      “Asshole indeed.”

      “This is just the tip of the iceberg, Mr. Valenti. Nothing infuriates law and order types more than a dead police officer. As luck would have it, we’ve got a whole nest of law and order zealots in local and state politics these days—from the governor and attorney general right on down to the state’s attorney. This is all politics to them.”

      “Great,” I mutter as we begin a slow walk back up the sidewalk toward the house.

      “Did I hear that a dog is missing?”

      I explain the Deano mystery. “Plummer is checking into it. I don’t even know where to begin looking.”

      “He probably hasn’t wandered far if they left him here,” Williams says reassuringly while his eyes track up and down the block. “Why don’t you take a little walk around the neighborhood?”

      I shrug noncommittally. Leaving Brittany on her own doesn’t seem like a good idea. Deano will probably wander back looking for a meal if he’s in the neighborhood. I’ll give him and Plummer an hour before I go looking.

      “I gather you’re planning to hire a real lawyer to replace me?” Williams asks.

      Even if I wanted to, there’s no money—not at the moment, anyway. I’ll see how things play out. “Probably not.”

      He looks surprised. “So, we’re good?”

      “For now.”

      He holds out his hand and we shake. “Gotta run along. See you in court later?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      He nods and turns to go.

      “Just a minute,” I say. “Did you learn anything here?”

      He tilts his head toward the row of houses across the street. “Lots of folks might have seen what happened. I don’t imagine the police are around here often?”

      “No.”

      “Someone might have been curious enough to watch the action. We just need to figure out who. The cops should have canvassed the neighborhood last night looking for witnesses. I’ll look for that in discovery.”

      The thought hadn’t occurred to me. He’s probably right. Maybe this guy knows what he’s doing, after all. He showed up last night and he’s here again this morning, so he gets an E for effort. “Why don’t you send an investigator yourself?”

      Williams gives a little snort. “Who’s gonna pay?” he asks before he walks away and climbs into a battered old Toyota Corolla. I look between the Porsche and the Corolla. Both are the vehicles of lawyers, one of whom pursues justice in life and death struggles. The other chases a buck. Judging by our wheels, guess who society values more? The realization unsettles me. The ringing of my phone rescues me from deeper contemplation.

      “Tony!” a hearty Midwest voice booms when I answer. “Gavin Townsend from Executive Solutions.”

      My greeting lacks my headhunter’s over the top enthusiasm. “Hello, Gavin. How are you?”

      “Great! I, uh, saw the news this morning and couldn’t help wondering....”

      “Was that Tony Valenti’s father?” I ask.

      “Yeah.”

      “It was.” My admission is met with silence. “Do you have something for me?”

      “I sent your CV to a bank holding company that’s looking for corporate counsel,” he replies. “They expressed interest yesterday and asked when you might be available to meet with them.”

      I don’t know what the next hour has in store for me, let alone the coming few days, but I desperately need a job. “Early next week?”

      “We’ll see, bud. Like I say, I saw the news this morning and couldn’t help but wonder.”

      “And?”

      “My client called ten minutes ago with the same question.”

      I deflate like a punctured balloon. Overcoming the stigma of being associated with my most recent employer poses a potential wrinkle in my job search, but I’m confident of overcoming that. The collapse of Sphinx Financial had been spectacular—yet another signpost along the road of corporate degradation—but it’s not as if I did anything wrong. But Papa has. That might touch me in ways I’ve yet to imagine.

      “Tony?”

      “I’m still here,” I mutter.

      “I’m sorry, buddy, but I’ll have to get back with my client on this. I’ll call you.”

      “When?” I ask before realizing the line has gone dead. Just great. Out of work. Zero prospects. Trouble with the law. Maybe homeless sometime soon. All that and no money to be a successful father to my daughter. What kid wants anything to do with a destitute failure of a father?

      Speaking of Brittany, it’s time to see how she is. I find her flung across the bed in her room, racked by sobs and drenched in tears. I step across a pile of clothing strewn over the floor and settle beside her. “What’s up?”

      “Just all of this… this shit! I can’t deal with it, Dad! Why the hell did your father do it?”

      Not Papa or even Grandfather—just “your father.” “It’ll be okay, honey.”

      “No, it won’t ever be okay again!” she wails.

      I cradle her head in my lap as I’ve done for years when she’s upset. While she sobs, I ache at the cruel contrast between my early teenage years and what Brittany has endured over the past few months. First came the death of one of her grandmothers. A month later, the stock option wealth that helped make her sheltered upbringing possible vaporized in the scandal-ridden implosion of my employer. Then Brittany’s mother walked out on us. This morning her grandfather sits in jail, accused of murdering a police officer on the front step of her new home.

      I absently watch her goldfish Puckerface putter around his bowl until the crying peters out. She looks up at me through bloodshot eyes. “I’m not going to school.”

      I’ll be glad for the company. I nod and brush my hand across her brow, pausing to run my thumb around her puffy eyes, which are the same somewhat startling shade of Caribbean blue as her mother’s. Her gaze cuts away to the iPhone in her hand.

      “I guess I’ll leave you to it,” I say, hoping she’ll ask me to stay for a few more minutes.

      She nods and starts tapping on the keyboard. “See you later.”

      I reluctantly walk out of her room and down to the basement. After venting my frustrations on a couple of flies that cross my path, I gather up a handful of towels and rags that are set aside for cleaning and yard work, then head back upstairs and change into an old pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I check for rubber gloves and find none, so I pluck a couple of freezer bags out of a kitchen drawer to cover my hands. I steel myself to what awaits outside and slip under the police tape onto the front porch, then hesitate at the top of the steps. Dare I clean this up? Will the cops be back, pissed with me for destroying evidence? Screw it, they had their chance. While battling waves of nausea and clouds of godforsaken flies, I bend to my task, spreading towel after towel after towel to sop up the grotesque lake of blood before working the towels and rags into a pile. By the time I stuff the sopping mess into a green trash bag and fling it into the yard, I’ve worked myself into a towering rage against the cops, a God I don’t even believe in, and the arbitrary inequity of fate in general. What the hell have I done to deserve any of this?

      My next stop is the garage to collect a battered two-gallon tin bucket and a stiff brush. On the way back, I unspool the garden hose, drag it to the porch, and sweep jets of water back and forth across the porch until the run-off cascading into the flowerbed and across the sidewalk loses most of its reddish-brown tinge. Then I make a couple of passes across the carpet with the brush. I’m wasting my time; the carpet needs to be replaced. Who the hell do I call to take care of something like this? I retrieve the garbage bag and drag it to the curb, then rehang the hose and carry the bucket back to the garage.

      When I come around front again, our next-door neighbor is waiting by the end of the hedge, dressed in the same style of Dickie work pants Papa favors. The neighborhood uniform is completed with an untucked open denim work shirt over a white t-shirt. Mr. Vaccaro’s craggy face is awash in sadness. His eyes search mine. “What happened here last night, Anthony?”

      I’m as bewildered as he is, so I just shrug. “Have you seen Deano?”

      Mr. Vaccaro’s eyes widen in surprise. “The police didn’t tell you?”

      “No,” I reply while my mind races. Did something happen to Deano last night? Did some asshole cop shoot him?

      “We have him,” Mr. Vaccaro says. “The police were going to leave him in the yard, so we brought him here. They were supposed to tell you.”

      Assholes. I keep that thought to myself and say, “Thank you.”

      “How is Francesco?”

      “I don’t really know. I’ll see him in court soon.”

      “Today?”

      I look at my watch. “In a couple of hours.”

      “We’re thinking of him. Tell him. Wish him our best.”

      “Thanks. He’ll appreciate it.”

      “The door,” Mr. Vaccaro says, looking up at the hole in our home. “Have you bought a new one?”

      “Not yet,” I reply with another glance at my watch. Damn it! No time now.

      He eyes the door, then puts a hand on my shoulder and looks me in the eye. “You go to court, Anthony. We’ll keep Deano until you have a new door.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Actually,” he says, “I’ll go to Home Depot. What kind of door do you want?”

      Given the litany of oversights and failures I’ve been piling up lately, it’s probably best not to trust any decisions to me. “Don’t bother with anything fancy,” I reply. “Whatever you think.”

      Brittany appears at the door as Mr. Vaccaro departs. “Deano?” she asks. Her face lights up when I tell her what happened. “Can I go see him?”

      I’m about to reply when I see a cyclist dressed all in black racing toward the house. A hoodie pulled low keeps his face in shadow, but as soon as he turns towards us, he brakes hard and skids to a stop at the end of the driveway. Brittany’s eyes track mine so we’re both watching when the rider points at us and then draws a finger across his throat in a violent slashing motion. My eyes cut to Brittany, whose mouth is open in a little O. I angrily turn my attention back to the street as the cyclist rockets away and disappears into Independence Park.

      Brittany’s voice is a hoarse, bewildered whisper when she asks, “Dad?”

      “Could you see who it was? He looked like a teenager.”

      She shakes her head and wraps her hands tightly around my arm.

      I decide that I don’t want her alone in the house. “Tell you what. Mr. Vaccaro’s going to pick up a new front door while I’m at court. Why don’t you hang out at their place with Deano until I get home?”

      Her spooked eyes stray to the park and then back to mine. She looks relieved when she nods and says, “Yeah. Good idea.”

      There’s no doubt in my mind that the lowlife in the hoodie will be back.
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      It’s warm but not sweltering and I’ve got the Porsche’s A/C cranked, yet I’m mopping my brow with my sleeve as I cross the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal on my way to Papa’s bond hearing. Fear. Nerves. Heat isn’t the only thing that makes you sweat.

      Cook County Jail looms ahead. A massive four-story prison block glides by on my right and several older blocks stretch a half-mile to the north on my left. I recall seeing some strutting peacock from the Sheriff’s office proclaim that the Cook County Jail is the largest facility of its kind in the United States—as if the incarceration of ten thousand citizens in a single county is something to be proud of. The thought of Papa penned up somewhere within this mix of run-down brick and concrete cellblocks is repellent. If he doesn’t make bail, tonight will be the first of many nights he’ll spend as an involuntary guest of Cook County.

      I walk into a bustling courtroom inside the Leighton Criminal Courts Building ten minutes later, spot Mike Williams tucked away in a back corner, and slide onto the bench seat next to him.

      “Hey,” he mutters. Williams spends the next couple of minutes extracting the highlights of Papa’s life from me before he delivers a one-minute tutorial about the bond call process. Then his eyes fall to the paperwork in his lap. “Sorry, but I’ve gotta get this stuff done.”

      “Have at it,” I say. My attention turns to the exhibition of hardened cops, scruffy criminals, and hardscrabble lawyers who ply their trade in bond court. I watch them cut corners and deals as a steady stream of Chicago’s underbelly parades before Judge Myron Mitton.

      The judge looks like he’d rather be somewhere else. I imagine we all do. His long, pallid face is set in a perpetual frown. Misshapen strands of graying hair sweeping back from a high forehead testify to encroaching baldness. The judge shows little outward interest in his decisions; he’s either weary of or flat out bored with the monotony of the dreary dramas that play out before him. Sheriff’s deputies escort an accused before Judge Mitton, who limits himself to a perfunctory question or two unless the charges threaten a significant jail term. In those cases, Mitton stirs himself to ask if the accused can afford a lawyer. If not, he appoints counsel. Bail is set and the prisoner is marched out of the courtroom. The lucky ones who can swing bail go home. The rest will languish in Cook County Jail awaiting trial. Hit replay.

      The door swings open yet again and Papa shuffles in between a brace of sheriff’s deputies. Swimming inside his orange prison coveralls with his hands cuffed before him and his feet shackled together, Papa could hardly appear less threatening. The law enforcement types in the courtroom nonetheless snap alert while the deputies maneuver Papa into position before the bench. Then the jailers step away, leaving their shrunken charge alone to face Judge Mitton. There’s no sign of the strapping, energetic father I’d once had to run to keep up with.

      I nudge Williams, who looks up from his paperwork.

      “State of Illinois versus Francesco Pascal Valenti,” the court clerk announces while I watch in disbelief.

      The judge, more animated than he has been since my arrival, sits straighter while he peers over his glasses at Papa. “Francesco Pascal Valenti, you have been charged by the People of Illinois with the crime of murder in the death of Cook County Sherriff’s Deputy Andrew Sean O’Reilly, a violation of Illinois Criminal Statute 720 ILCS 5/9-1 (b)(3), felony murder in the first degree with aggravating factors, filed as case number 03639.”

      Williams pops to his feet and starts making his way to the center aisle.

      “Do you understand the charges against you, Mr. Valenti?” Mitton asks.

      Papa nods in reply.

      The judge sighs. “Please answer the question aloud so the court reporter can record your response.”

      It takes Papa a moment to catch on. “Yes,” he mumbles.

      “Do you have an attorney, Mr. Valenti?”

      Papa looks around in confusion.

      “You are entitled to representation. If you are unable to afford an attorney, I will appoint one to represent you.”

      “No lawyer?” Papa mutters.

      Mitton’s manner inches towards impatience. “Would you like the court to appoint counsel for you?”

      “May I be heard, Your Honor?” Williams asks when he finally reaches the bar.

      The judge’s eyes lift to him. “What is your interest in this case, Mr. Williams?”

      “If it pleases the Court, my office will represent the accused.”

      “I assume the Public Defender’s office is aware that appointment of counsel remains the prerogative of this court?”

      Williams nods. “Of course, Your Honor.”

      Mitton appears placated by Williams’s deference. “Has an investigation been made into the financial resources of the accused?”

      “A preliminary assessment suggests Mr. Valenti will require a court-appointed attorney.”

      Mitton turns to his clerk. “Give Mr. Williams a copy of the complaint.”

      “May I have a moment with Mr. Valenti, Your Honor?” the public defender asks while the clerk collects the paperwork.

      “A moment, Mr. Williams.”

      The judge gives them a minute before he turns to the prosecutor, a trim and serious-looking brunette I guess to be in her early thirties. “Are you ready to argue bond, Miss Dutton?”

      “We are, Your Honor.”

      “Mr. Williams?”

      Williams leans close and whispers to Papa, then replies, “Ready, Your Honor.”

      The judge asks his clerk for the bail review, which is a report completed by the probation department. He instructs the clerk to give Williams a copy and then drops his eyes to read. A couple of grunts punctuate his progress before he sets the report aside. He gives the public defender a “come on” gesture and says, “Go ahead, Mr. Williams.”

      “We believe the defendant should be released on his own recognizance pending trial, Your Honor.” Everyone in the courtroom, with the possible exception of the accused, knows this pro forma motion is a waste of breath.

      “Does the State wish to be heard, Miss Dutton?”

      She gets to her feet. “The State does, Your Honor.”

      “Go ahead,” the judge says. “Be brief.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” Dutton says before cutting a withering look at Papa. “Given the seriousness of these charges, the wanton and unprovoked killing of a peace officer engaged in the performance of his duties, the People ask that the defendant be held without bail.”

      The judge’s eyes swing back to Papa’s attorney. “Mr. Williams?”

      “Mr. Valenti has lived an exemplary life in this community for some fifty years. He has no criminal record. He owns clear title to a home in Cedar Heights, and what family he has left resides with him there. I see no reason to deny bond, Your Honor.”

      Like that’s going to happen, I think. Now comes the obligatory give and take before the judge proclaims a decision he’s probably already made. Dutton is on her feet before Williams’s words reach the back of the courtroom.

      Mitton’s eyes swing to her. “Miss Dutton?”

      She makes a point of looking indignant. “The People ask that the Court bear in mind the harm done to society by this defendant’s crime, Your Honor. Irreparable damage is done to the fabric of our community when police officers are gunned down in the street. I don’t need to remind the Court that the killing of a peace officer is among the most serious of crimes.”

      “You’re quite right, Miss Dutton,” Mitton says tartly. “You don’t need to explain the law to me. Have you anything substantive to add?”

      Dutton flushes momentarily before resuming her attack. “The People draw the Court’s attention to the blatant misrepresentation of the facts by the defense. Further—”

      “What misrepresentations are those, Miss Dutton?” the judge asks sharply.

      “The defendant is in the process of losing his house in a foreclosure action. He is not employed and, in fact, lives alone. The relatives staying at his house appear to be transients.”

      Where in hell did that come from?

      The judge’s questioning eyes turn to the public defender. “Mr. Williams?”

      It’s Williams’s turn to look indignant. Unlike Dutton, he has cause to. “Your Honor, I take exception to the People’s assertion that I’ve attempted to mislead the Court. I ask that you admonish the People against making reckless accusations in your courtroom.”

      “Perhaps you can explain how Miss Dutton’s allegations are reckless, Counselor?”

      Williams crosses his arms on his chest. “Your Honor, Mr. Valenti isn’t unemployed, he’s retired from a job he held for three decades. To state that he lives alone only months after the death of his wife of forty-seven years is not only disingenuous, it’s callous and mean-spirited.”

      Judge Mitton nods and cuts his eyes to the prosecution table. “The People are cautioned against personal attacks on defense counsel, Miss Dutton. Kindly make your arguments without further editorial content.”

      Dutton bows her head ever so slightly. “I meant no disrespect to the Court, Your Honor.”

      Mitton’s voice drips with sarcasm when he grumbles, “Nor, I’m sure, to opposing counsel.”

      Following the briefest glance in the direction of Mike Williams, Dutton shakes her head. “Of course not, Your Honor.”

      “Do the People have anything to add?” Mitton asks.

      “Without boring the Court with the details of the foreclosure action, Your Honor, suffice to say that it’s the result of the defendant’s refusal to pay property taxes. Sheriff’s Deputy O’Reilly attended the Valenti property on Wednesday evening to serve legal papers in that case. In the course of an attempt to cheat the village out of a few thousand dollars, the accused took the life of a law enforcement officer.”

      Williams bounces to his feet. “Your Honor!”

      The judge holds up a hand. “Are you going to argue that Miss Dutton’s version of the foreclosure proceedings is prejudicial, Counselor?”

      “I am.”

      “You’re quite right, and I’ll give her commentary the weight it deserves.” Mitton is a cantankerous old bastard, but at least he seems to be an equal opportunity son of a bitch; much better than a toady for the prosecution. He turns back to the prosecutor. “Do we need to schedule a preliminary hearing?”

      “Not at this time, Your Honor.”

      Meaning they intend to have a grand jury rubber stamp the charges. Williams expected that. The attorneys fall silent, as does the rest of the courtroom. The judge reviews the papers before him for several seconds and then looks up. “The Court denies the request for the defendant’s release on his own recognizance. Bail is set in the amount of ten million dollars.”

      Ten million?

      Williams explodes, “The defense objects, Your Honor! The amount is excessive and clearly beyond the resources of an accused requiring the services of the Public Defender’s office. We ask that bail be reduced to a reasonable sum.”

      The judge turns a poker face on Williams. “Bearing in mind that your client stands accused of a capital offense, Counselor, what would you consider reasonable?”

      I’m tempted to blurt, “Something smaller than the credit limit of my American Bar Association credit card,” but wisely keep my mouth shut.

      “Scale suggests something in the neighborhood of one-hundred thousand dollars, Your Honor. Certainly nothing in excess of a million.”

      “A sheriff’s deputy is dead, Counselor,” Mitton replies tersely. “Bail remains as set. The defendant is remanded into custody pending further proceedings.”

      “Your Honor?”

      The judge looks up at Williams in annoyance. “What is it?”

      “Given the circumstances of the accused, the defense submits that setting bail at ten million dollars amounts to de facto denial of bail. We therefore respectfully request that the Court go ahead and deny bail outright so we may request a denial of bond hearing.”

      Williams is right, of course— not that it’s going to do us any good. Still, I suppose it’s never too soon to start making and preserving a record for the court of appeals in case things don’t go well.

      “Request denied.” Mitton punctuates his refusal with a vigorous crack of his gavel.

      With the game barely afoot, the scales of justice already tilt heavily against Papa.
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      Mr. Vaccaro and his son-in-law Phil Russo meet me at the top of the driveway when I arrive home from bond call. “You know Sandy’s husband Phil?” Mr. Vaccaro asks as we shake hands. Sandy is the Vaccaros’ daughter.

      “Hey, Phil,” I say before inspecting their handiwork. The new front door is a bland substitute for the masterpiece the cops ripped out, but it will keep the weather outside where it belongs and Deano inside where he belongs. My gaze settles on a roll of indoor/outdoor carpet that sits at the head of the driveway. I cock a questioning eyebrow at them.

      Phil waves a hand toward the porch, where the old carpeting has been ripped up and tossed aside. “We figured you’d wanna get that outta here.”

      I nod and pull out my wallet. “Thanks, guys. What do I owe you?”

      “Nothing,” Mr. Vaccaro replies. “Your parents helped us many times and asked for nothing.”

      “Let me pay,” I insist while extracting a thin sheaf of bills. The set of our neighbor’s jaw warns me that I’m offending him. “At least let me give you a hand.”

      Mr. Vaccaro summarily waves my offer aside. “This won’t take long, Anthony. Go. Your daughter needs you.”

      “The move’s been hard on her, even before… this,” I say with a catch in my voice.

      Mr. Vaccaro frowns. “Francesco told me that your wife is in Belgium.”

      I nod.

      “Is she coming back to help?”

      I’ll have to let Michelle know what’s going on. The odds of her helping me are a shade worse than the odds of a viper snuggling up to a mongoose. “I doubt it.”

      Mr. Vaccaro purses his lips. “A mother belongs with her child at a time like this.”

      I won’t argue with that sentiment, but this isn’t a topic I want to dwell on. I turn to Phil. “What kind of work are you doing now?”

      “Still with the Toll Authority.”

      “Doing?”

      “Assessing maintenance needs and scheduling the work. I’m a supervisor now,” he adds with a wan smile. “A little more money but plenty more headaches.”

      “I’ll bet,” I reply. Have I ever known what he did for a living? In all likelihood, I never bothered to ask.

      Mrs. Vaccaro marches around the hedge. Her daughter Sandy is in tow, carrying a flowered casserole dish. Sandy, a bookish and withdrawn girl, was a couple of years behind me at school. Even as toddlers, we only played together when our regular playmates weren’t available. I don’t think I’ve spoken ten words to her since I graduated high school.

      “We brought you something to eat,” Mrs. Vaccaro announces. She reminds me of Mama: stolid, uncompromising Italian matriarchs who were the glue of the neighborhood and its families.

      I nod gratefully. Dinner. Another domestic necessity that slipped my mind. I’d probably be assless if it wasn’t attached. “Thank you.”

      Her eyes drift away to the porch. “How is Francesco?”

      “Not well. Did you see anything last night?”

      “No,” she replies gravely. “The storm.”

      I know there was a brief but intense thunderstorm. “Is that when it happened?”

      She nods. “You know who is behind this, don’t you?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Peter Zaluski and the mayor,” she replies with disdain. “Find out what they’re up to and we’ll know why this happened.”

      Zaluski again? He moves to the top of my list of people and things to research.

      Sandy holds out the casserole dish. “One of Mama’s herb casseroles.”

      I take the dish from Sandy and set it on the railing, uncomfortably aware of how badly she’s shaking. What’s that about? I wonder while my eyes track between her and her mother. “Thanks for dinner.”

      Mrs. Vaccaro nods. “I will send Brittany and the dog home.” Then she leads the procession of two back to her house.

      I give Phil’s arm a squeeze before placing my hand on Mr. Vaccaro’s shoulder. “Thanks again.”

      “We are neighbors,” Mr. Vaccaro replies, as if no more needs to be said.

      I collect the casserole and head inside. I’m pulling plates out of a kitchen cabinet when Brittany and Deano arrive. He races through the house with his toenails scratching for purchase on the tile and hardwood as he checks every room and the basement for Mama or Papa. Unsuccessful, he shuffles back into the kitchen and flops forlornly onto his bed.

      “I know how you feel, old fella,” I commiserate while giving him a quick ear massage. He edges onto his back and folds his forelegs to demand a tummy rub. I oblige him.

      “Smells delish!” Brittany exclaims while turning an accusing look my way. “All I’ve had to eat today is Fruit Loops for breakfast.”

      “I had a banana,” I reply while getting up to rummage in the silverware drawer for a serving spoon. We’d feasted on the meager offerings of the Best Western’s free breakfast this morning. After shoveling towering portions of casserole onto our plates, I snag a couple of sodas from the fridge and sit down.

      Brittany forks up a couple of mouthfuls before she starts talking. “What happened in court? Papa was supposed to get bail or something?”

      “They set bail at ten million dollars.”

      “Isn’t that a lot?” she asks in surprise.

      “The prosecutors want to send a message that cop killers don’t belong on the street,” I explain while pushing noodles around my plate. “They can do that by denying bond outright, which would mean a court hearing to explain why Papa’s a flight risk and/or a danger to society.”

      “He isn’t, is he?”

      “No, he’s not,” I reply firmly. Which is why Mitton wouldn’t risk a denial of bond hearing.

      “So, why ten million?”

      “Maybe someone was worried I keep a few extra million in the sock drawer.”

      Brittany’s eyes widen. “Can you get that much money?”

      “Not a chance. I kicked the problem around with Mike Williams. I’ll see what I can cobble together and then we’ll file a motion asking the court to reduce bail.”

      She looks surprised. “That’s the lawyer guy from last night and this morning?”

      I nod.

      “But you’re gonna find someone else, right? You said guys like Williams are pretty much scraping the bottom of the barrel.”

      Hearing my ill-advised words is a bit jarring. “That might have been a bit harsh.”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I say contritely.

      She forks up more noodles and gives me a long look while she chews. “Now what?”

      “Williams thinks they’ll arraign Papa next week,” I reply, doing my best to sound like someone who knows what the hell he’s talking about.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It’s the first step in the trial process. The judge will read the charges and ask Papa if he pleads guilty or not guilty. Then they’ll set a date for the first hearing.”

      We eat on in silence until she lays her fork aside and levels her eyes on mine. “I miss Atlanta, Dad. This is so different.”

      That it is. Our house in Atlanta had been at least six times the size of the bungalow we’re sitting in. The neighborhood was, of course, nouveau riche exclusive. “Wildercliff: One of Atlanta’s most sought after gated communities,” in realtor-speak. At least that was our realtor’s spiel when we put the place up for sale. It’s still listed.

      “I’m not exactly fitting in at school,” Brittany moans.

      Which I don’t understand. She’s smart. Personable. Pretty. Talented. I could go on. I reach across the table and take her hand. “Sometimes, these things just take time, Britts. You’re a great kid. They’ll figure that out soon enough.”

      “I dunno.” She squeezes my hand back and then gets up to collect the plates and deposit them in the dishwasher. “I don’t have any friends here.”

      “You will.”

      “When?” she groans theatrically. “I need friends now!”

      “Patience.” The platitude sounds lame, even to me.

      “You know what I think?”

      “What?”

      “I’m gonna be some sort of freak kid now,” she says in horror before continuing sotto voice, “Hey! That’s the chick whose grandfather wasted a cop!”

      The hell of it is, she’s probably right. I get to my feet and wrap her in my arms. We cling to one another for a long minute before the doorbell rings. Leaving Brittany to clear off the dishes, I march to the front door expecting to find Phil and/or Mr. Vaccaro on the step. Instead, a pair of Cook County Sheriff Deputies confronts me.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” the taller one says while his partner hangs back. “This is the regular address of Francesco Pascal Valenti?”

      “It is.”

      He thrusts a sheaf of papers into my hand. “Your name, sir?”

      “What’s this about?” I ask while studying the papers. I’m holding an eviction notice.

      The deputy stares back coldly. “We need your name to confirm service.”

      “Why don’t you serve my father?” I ask. “You know where to find him.”

      His expression plunges from cold to frigid. I give him my name. “Is that Tony or Anthony?” he asks sharply.

      “Anthony,” I reply with a touch of contrition. I’ve just realized why they’re here. The deputy who tried to serve the papers last night can hardly file an affidavit to prove service.

      “You regularly reside at this address?” the cop asks.

      “I do.”

      “For now,” the smaller deputy mutters under his breath from the bottom of the steps.

      Asshole, I think as I stare back.

      “That’s all, Mr. Valenti,” the taller man says. Without another word, he spins on his heel and marches off the porch. The second deputy pauses to give me the stink eye before following.

      “Who was it?” Brittany asks when I return to the kitchen.

      “The cops.”

      My daughter’s eyes widen in fear yet again as the assault on her formerly well-ordered, sheltered world continues. Her voice is barely more than a frightened whisper when she asks, “What did they want?”

      “They were serving another eviction notice.”

      “We have to leave?”

      “Not necessarily,” I reply. I hope to hell we don’t. Where would we go?

      Brittany looks horrified. “But we might have to?”

      I nod reluctantly.

      “That’s just great,” she snaps with her lips twisting in anger before she stomps off to her room. “Just frigging great!” she shouts as the door slams shut.

      Briefly considering and immediately discarding the impulse to follow—experience tells me it’s best to leave Brittany alone for a while—I browse through my phone’s contact list to find her mother’s number in Brussels. All I’ve got is her new office number. I get voice mail.

      “Hello. You’ve reached the office of Michelle Rice, Executive Vice-President of Human Resources for Coca-Cola Europe,” she says in her crisp Ivy League business voice. Then she pretends to care about my call. Blah, blah, blah.

      I wait for the beep. “Michelle, it’s Tony. It’s Wednesday evening. Papa... uh, Papa shot a sheriff’s deputy last night. Dead. Call me.” I pause and look at the phone in my hand. What else is there to say? My thumb is hovering over the End Call icon before I hastily recite my number and hang up. Who knows if she’s erased my number in an effort to wipe me from her life? It had been quite a ride, but the end was about as pleasant as wrestling a wolverine barehanded.

      Michelle had captivated me from the moment I first laid eyes on her at Marquette. I’ve often wondered how I landed her. She had enjoyed being seen around campus with a star collegiate athlete, so I’d always known that was part of the attraction. We dated through our undergraduate years, then she set off for an MBA at Georgetown and I stayed behind for law school. I assumed that was the end of it—people from families like hers didn’t marry down to my level. We hooked up again five years later at a Marquette undergrad class reunion. Michelle was by then an HR up-and-comer at Coca-Cola and I was running errands at a prestigious Milwaukee law firm. The rest, as the cliché goes, was history. She’d had to teach me how to rise above the limits of my less-than-GQ looks, beginning by clothing me as if I were one of the hereditary hoity toity. Then she’d taught me how to carry and comport myself with the proper attitude. To my amazement, it worked. I suddenly found female eyes following me around rooms and had reveled in my inclusion within the circle of other men dressed and prepped for success.

      I live in perpetual fear that the thin veneer papering over the real me will blow away to reveal my mediocrity… especially now that I don’t have Michelle to cover for me. I’ve often wondered if marrying me had been nothing more than an act of defiance against her overbearing father. What other explanation could there be?

      I stuff the phone in my pants pocket and turn to Deano, who deigns to wag his tail before rolling over for another belly massage. I oblige him again.

      “What next?” I ask myself after he nods off. A quick read through the eviction notice confirms that it has to do with property tax arrears. How can that be? Mama was always fastidious about paying bills. Can I check the Cook County court records online? I plug the modem line from my MacBook Pro into a wall jack and dial my ISP. My homepage begins loading, seemingly one pixel at a time. I lean over and open the drawer where Papa keeps his papers. Recent utility bill stubs are on top. All marked paid. Below that is a collection of crap: shopping coupons, a newsletter from the village, another from the library district, and bank statements. At the bottom of the drawer is a staggering invoice from Smolinski’s Funeral Home. The bastards had really soaked Papa for Mama’s funeral. How do they sleep at night? I wonder while I slam the drawer shut. There must be more papers somewhere. A cancelled property tax check or a property tax bill stamped “PAID” would be a welcome sight. I make a mental note to ask Papa about that.

      My homepage is still loading. How the hell did the internet ever take off in the age of dial-up modems? I abandon the dial-up effort and connect to my iPhone personal hot spot while adding a high-speed internet connection to my to-do list. Then I open the refrigerator and stare at an Eli’s cheesecake. I could probably entice my daughter out of her room with this; Brittany shares my weak spot for Eli’s. Sphinx Financial had obligingly had an ongoing supply delivered to me in Atlanta. They’d also shipped in the Rowntree’s Fruit Pastilles I developed a taste for during an English vacation. With such a sense of entitlement in the corporate suite at Sphinx—excesses initiated and blessed by President and CEO Hank Fraser—it’s no wonder things ended badly.

      Deciding that it’s best to leave Brittany to herself for a bit longer, I reluctantly defer the cheesecake feast and gobble down a handful of chocolate chip cookies. Then I return to the computer and Google “Peter Zaluski, Cedar Heights, Illinois.” Who is the guy that Mrs. Vaccaro claims is behind the eviction notice? Twenty-three entries scroll onto the screen. Some are official village links, others connect to news stories, and a few lead to dead ends. I open the link for the Village of Cedar Heights and click through to the Village Manager page. Peter Zaluski smiles back at me. He’s a good-looking guy with startling blue eyes, a neatly trimmed mustache, and vaguely Slavic features under a thick mane of black hair. The smile betrays a hint of arrogance, or so I imagine.

      “So, you tried to kick my parents out of their home,” I say to his image. Just the sight of this guy rubs me the wrong way. The website includes a brief bio. Business Admin grad from Northern Illinois University. Married, five kids, active in his parish—the Catholicism explaining the litter of children. Membership in the Polish American Association. A quick peek at their website suggests he’s very active indeed. To give the devil his due, he seems to have a history of doing some good things there. Polishing his career apple? Back to the village website bio. Played football at NIU. That’s all it says about his athletic career, so he couldn’t have been anything special. The bio tells me that Zaluski put in years of service at the civic and county level before he landed the Cedar Heights job. So, he’s achieved nothing of consequence. Typical bureaucrat.

      The news stories amount to a handful of references to village business, plus a couple of press releases from Cedar Heights applauding Zaluski’s accomplishments on its behalf. I’m not going to uncover any of his misdeeds on the village website. I backtrack to Zaluski’s picture and stare with an unreasoning antipathy at this stranger who made life difficult for my parents.

      “If you really screwed them over, I’m coming after you,” I promise the image.

      Deano lumbers to his feet and strolls over to rest his head in my lap. He’s a hefty old guy now with a salt and pepper face betraying his age—“dignified” in Mama’s telling. I scratch behind his ears while his soulful brown eyes stare up into mine as if to say, “Where’s Papa? What the hell’s going on?”

      I gaze down into his eyes. “I wish to hell you could talk. I’ll bet you know exactly what happened here last night.”
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      My nerves are wound as tightly as they were in the lead-up to a big match during my collegiate volleyball career: sweaty palms, rubbery knees, and a stomach in turmoil. It’s the day after bond call and I’m at the Cook County Jail to visit Papa in lockup for the first time. The door swings open. A beefy, acne-scarred Latino guard marches Papa to our designated cubicle and backs away, leaving us to stare at each other through a scratched-up Plexiglas partition. Papa’s haunted hazel eyes convey unfathomable sadness. Mama had loved those eyes, claiming more than once that she’d been drawn into their twinkling light like a moth to a flame, albeit with happier results. Today that incandescence is utterly extinguished—yet another victim of Tuesday night’s shooting.

      Papa slumps into a battered blue plastic chair. “I am sorry, Anthony.”

      I pull my seat forward to get my nose right up to the glass. “What’s done is done, Papa. We need to look ahead.”

      His eyes flicker to mine. “They leave me here now?”

      “We’ll ask the court to review the bail decision.”

      “I think they no want me out of jail,” he says with weary resignation. “Why we fight them?”

      Because my life is in shambles and I came back to be with you in our home—not to visit you in this hellhole. Brittany might be a great kid, but I need adult support. I need someone else’s strength to draw upon. I think all this but say nothing.

      “You no borrow money for bail, Anthony.”

      As if I could. A call to our realtor in Atlanta suggested that it’s time to lower the asking price on our house there. I’d been hoping to squeeze a few bucks out of the place. Not that there’s much equity to begin with—especially after broker fees and closing costs. Our Atlanta banker says Michelle will have to co-sign any loans while I’m out of work. That’s the type of proposition the term “non-starter” was coined to describe. The bail bondsmen aren’t interested in our sliver of equity, nor would they touch Papa’s house—not with an eviction notice and tax foreclosure in the works. I suppose some loan shark might offer a few bucks on the house at thirty percent interest, with the added attraction of having me kneecapped if I default. I’m not that desperate. Well, not yet anyway.

      I inject an unfelt note of optimism into my reply about the bail money. “We’ll think of something.”

      “Brittany is ashamed?” he asks morosely while running a hand across his head in a gesture that used to smooth a full head of largely vanished coal-black hair.

      True, but Papa doesn’t need to hear it. “No, she’s just worried about you.”

      His expression calls bullshit on me but he doesn’t pursue it. “I wish I not buy this gun,” he mutters in a voice heavy with regret.

      “Since when have you had a gun, anyway?” I ask in bewilderment. Papa never allowed so much as a cap gun or BB gun into our home and made us promise to leave any house if a weapon turned up.

      “We buy it after the home invasions happen,” he explains with a sad shake of his head. “Mama, she get scared. She not trust the new renters.”

      I recall Mama telling me that she was afraid of what was happening to the neighborhood in the wake of the eminent domain episode, especially after a couple of violent home invasions—the first serious crime I recall taking place on Liberty Street. I’m shocked to hear my parents had been frightened enough to purchase a gun.

      I decide to change the subject. “I found an attorney through the Marquette Law Alumni Association who can advise us on the foreclosure. His firm also has a criminal defense guy. I’ll talk to him, too.”

      “This defense lawyer, he does something the Williams man does not?”

      “They’re both criminal defense attorneys.”

      “We not pay Williams?”

      “That’s right,” I reply. “He’s a public defender.”

      “Who pays?”

      “The state funds the public defender’s office.”

      “This other lawyer, who pays him?”

      “We would.”

      “He does this all the time?” Papa asks.

      “Well, maybe not a steady diet of murders, but he defends people, yes.”

      “Williams works on murder cases all the time?”

      “I think so,” I reply uncertainly. “Mostly violent crime, anyway.”

      The look on Papa’s face when he responds recalls the moments of my childhood when I’d uttered yet another idiocy. “Then I think we want Williams. Experience is best teacher, no?”

      Put that way, running with Williams seems like a no-brainer. Unfortunately, it assumes Williams isn’t a public defender because he can’t cut it in private practice.

      “You not spend your money for lawyer,” Papa says. “Capisci?”

      Yes, I understand—Mike Williams is our man by default. I hope Mama’s dictum that “you always get what you pay for” doesn’t turn out to be prophetic. The next issue to tackle is the alarming possibility that Brittany and I may be on the verge of homelessness. I prop my elbows on the ledge in front of me. “Papa, I don’t understand this eviction thing. The court papers say the house is in foreclosure because you didn’t pay your property tax. It also mentions repairs and maintenance not being done. What’s going on?”

      “Your mama, she look after these things. She talk about the sunroom and more tax. Always more tax,” he mutters with anger creeping into his voice. His hands are beginning to move in time with his words, a sure signal that he’s growing agitated. Do Italians really talk with their hands? Damned right they do. This one does, anyway.

      “They reassessed you because of the sunroom?” I ask.

      “Yes, she say something like that.”

      “And you didn’t pay the taxes?”

      “Your mother talk to lawyer so we not have to pay.”

      “She filed an appeal?”

      “She talk with Mr. Rosetti. They do this to him, too. His lawyer, he send some papers to court for us.”

      “You won the appeal?”

      Papa shrugs. “I no know what happen. When Mama get sick, I tell her no worry about this no more.”

      Great. Clear as mud. Why the hell didn’t they just talk to me? I lean in. “There’s got to be more, Papa, something we don’t know. The village didn’t go to court and get an eviction notice without demonstrating a pressing need to get you out of the house.”

      “I no understand these things, Anthony. After your mama pass, I no listen to them no more. I tell them leave me alone, you no have my home to make stores!”

      “What about papers?” I ask. “I looked in the kitchen drawer but didn’t see anything about this.”

      “Mama keep in box in bedroom closet. When more papers come, I put there.”

      Well, that’s a starting point. I’ll review them over the weekend and drop in on Mr. Rosetti to find out what he knows about the reassessment and appeal. “Mrs. Vaccaro mentioned a Peter Zaluski from the village. She seems to think he’s got something to do with this.”

      An ember flares in Papa’s eyes. “It no matter no more,” he says with an air of finality. “We no speak of him again.”

      “For God’s sake, you’re going to go on trial for murder! I need to know about this guy.”

      Sullen silence greets my outburst.

      “Papa, please talk to me.”

      “It no matter now.”

      Jesus! I slap a hand on the table. “Damn it, Papa, you wouldn’t be here if you’d come to me with this in the first place! The least you can do now is give me a hand when I’m trying to help!”

      Papa’s eyes narrow dangerously in a look that had presaged the occasional backhand in the years of my youth. “I ask your mama what you say to do. She tell me you always busy but you listen to what she say. She say no worry. If big problem, you will fix for us. ‘No one can take our home, Francesco,’ she always tell me, ‘Not in America!’”

      “I never heard about anyone bothering you after the shopping center plan fell through,” I mutter lamely. “I didn’t know about the tax lien, either.”

      He scrutinizes me from beneath those menacing bushy eyebrows. “Maybe you no listen so good to your mama.”

      Did I always pay as much attention as I should have? Probably not, preoccupied as I was with scaling the corporate ladder and living the good life in Atlanta. “Maybe I could have paid more attention.”

      Papa waves the comment aside and stands up. “I am tired, Anthony. I go to sleep now. You come back tomorrow?”

      “Uh, sure,” I stammer, scrambling to my feet, as well. “Are you okay?”

      He nods and gives me a half-hearted wave before the jailer leads him away.

      The potential implications of my neglect finally register. I recall my bemusement while listening to Mama prattle on and on about the little events of their life. I usually made the dutiful calls to Cedar Heights from the office, pecking away at my computer keyboard or doodling on a notepad while Mama talked. At least half of what she told me went in one ear and out the other. I’m staggered by the realization that I may be partially at fault for what has befallen Papa—perhaps even wholly culpable. I’m incensed with and sickened by myself as I leave the jail.

      The message indicator chirps when I power up my iPhone in the parking lot, so I call voicemail.

      “Tony, it’s Michelle.” I can picture my ex-wife gathering her thoughts in the ensuing silence. Her response to my call last night had been a terse email saying she was sorry about what happened. I’d left another message to call me, this time mentioning that I have to raise bail and need to know what assets we have that I can use. The mention of money was sure to get her attention. Thanks to the Rice family fortune, Michelle had walked away from our marriage as wealthy as she’d entered it. Probably at Daddy Rice’s insistence, she hadn’t invested a dime of her own wealth into our marriage. I’m now effectively broke, despite the hefty annual incomes we’d burned through and the mountain of now worthless stock options I’d been so enamored with. She declared the outcome “equitable.”

      “This underscores why I needed to leave and come here,” her voice mail continues. “I can’t afford to be involved in any way—not in this court thing of your father’s and not with you. I’m sorry, but that’s the way things have to be.”

      There was a time when I admired Michelle’s ability to relentlessly pursue her own agenda to the exclusion of all other considerations. What I didn’t anticipate was me becoming a potential liability when Sphinx failed. Within a month, I was cast aside on the scrapheap of people who had outlived their usefulness. So much for the pledge in our wedding vows to stand by one another “for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer” and so on. Maybe there was an asterisk I missed, a clause buried in the fine print of the paperwork we signed. I’ve landed on the “for worse” and “for poorer” side of the ledger all by my lonesome.

      Michelle’s voice takes on a reproving note. “I’m concerned about the effect this is having on Brittany. I think you should be, too. Maybe she should be here.”

      Really? After bailing on us to protect her precious career? My anger, bubbling hotter and hotter as I’ve listened, finally boils over. I savagely rip the car door open. My phone goes flying when the door rebounds into me. I scramble after it and put it back to my ear.

      Michelle is still talking. “On the advice of my attorney, I’ve closed the joint credit card and bank account we’ve been maintaining until the house sells. I’ve asked the bank to wire an extra couple of thousand dollars with the child support this month. That covers your share of the account balances and should help out with whatever you need there. You have my personal email address if there’s anything else. Don’t contact me at work again. Have Brittany call me.”

      “Fuck you!” I bellow, channeling an incomprehensible degree of rage into the scream. Rage is new to me. Disconcerting. Maybe even a little frightening.

      I ignore the startled looks of the people in the parking lot and slam the door behind me after I climb into the Porsche. I put every one of its three-hundred-and-thirty-three supercharged horsepower to work peeling out of the jail’s parking lot. Even they aren’t enough to escape my anger… or to outrun my burgeoning guilt.
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      Mike Williams slams a hand against a wall in the hallway outside the courtroom we’ve just exited a few days later. “This reeks of politics!”

      The depth of his anger surprises me, coming only moments after he’d remained calm throughout Papa’s latest court appearance. A grand jury handed down a true bill of indictment over the weekend, which cleared the way for the state’s attorney to officially charge my father with first-degree murder only a week after the shooting. Papa has just been arraigned and has pleaded not guilty. The next step on the way to his trial will be hearings and arguments ad nauseam while the prosecution and defense jockey for pre-trial advantage. The case has been designated a priority prosecution, a tag Cook County courts can apply to five trials at any given time. It’s a tactical maneuver by the state’s attorney to limit Papa’s time to prepare for trial.

      “What’s political about it?” I ask.

      “There’s always friction between the courts and the cops, the city and the cops—seemingly everyone and the cops,” he says bitterly. “Cops never think they get enough respect or support from the court system. They never think the city throws enough cash their way.”

      “What’s that have to do with Papa?”

      “Things have been worse than usual lately with police corruption trials. The state’s attorney probably hopes prioritizing a cop-killer’s trial will salve some wounds.”

      “You think Papa’s a bone being tossed to the police union?”

      “And the rest of the law and order crowd,” he mutters in disgust.

      As if the deck isn’t already stacked high enough against us. “When will we go to trial?”

      “In a couple of months. Longer if I have anything to say about it.”

      I notice her while Williams is speaking—a woman standing just inside the courthouse doors twenty feet ahead of us. When certain we’ve made eye contact, she smiles and offers a little wave. I don’t recognize her but lamely lift a hand in reply as we approach. She betrays a trace of amusement at my predicament.

      Williams slows our pace. “Met with anyone yet to replace me?”

      “That’s not happening,” I reply while struggling to place the woman’s increasingly familiar face. She’s enjoying my confusion.

      “No?” Williams asks with a smile. The smile throws me until I realize he’s noticed my interplay with the woman and finds it entertaining.

      “No, and quit looking so smug,” I reply, turning a smile on him for probably the first time since we’ve met. “It’s not like you’re going to get a bunch of billable hours out of this.”

      “We public defenders work for a mite more than minimum wage,” he retorts with a chuckle. The smile fades when he asks, “Any luck with the house? You were looking for help with that, too, weren’t you?”

      “I’m seeing someone this afternoon.”

      “Which firm?”

      “Butterworth Cole.” The woman, by now a major distraction, has drifted a few feet closer. She’s keeping just out of earshot.

      “Butterworth Cole, huh?” Williams says with a whistle. “Watch your wallet, my friend.”

      My eyes return to the woman I finally recognize as Pat O’Toole. Once upon a time, Pat was my colleague on the St. Aloysius High School newspaper. She went on to become a real-life reporter with the Chicago Tribune. I haven’t seen her since our high school graduation.

      “You still wanna be involved in your father’s case?” Williams asks.

      My eyes snap back to him. “Of course.”

      “If you don’t mind doing some legwork for me, I can ask my boss to let me list you as a member of the defense team once you pass the Illinois bar. That will get you into the attorney-client rooms at the jail to visit your father. Beats the hell out of the civilian visitor pens.”

      The ice between us thaws a little more. “Make sure you mention that I work pro bono.”

      “Damn straight you will,” he retorts with a laugh as he turns to go. “I ain’t gonna be the only guy working on this case for peanuts. Talk to you in a day or two.”

      “Right. Thanks again.”

      “Say hi to Brittany for me,” he calls over his shoulder as Pat O’Toole moves closer.

      She stops a couple of feet in front of me, smiles, and holds out her hand. “It’s been a long, long time, Tony Valenti.”

      I take the proffered hand. Her grip is firm, the hand slender and cool in mine. She smells of soap and shampoo, much as she did twenty-five or so years ago. “A very long time, Pat.”

      “So, you do remember me,” she says with a soft chuckle. “I could tell you were struggling.”

      “Guilty. In my defense, it has been a long time.”

      Her eyes dance with humor. “You could always say it’s because I look so much better than I did as a gangly schoolgirl.”

      “Okay, let’s go with that.” I’m enjoying the developing banter.

      Her eyes settle on mine. “I’m sorry about everything you’re going through.”

      “Thanks.” She’s a reporter. Be careful, I caution myself as I start walking toward the doors.

      Pat falls in beside me. “I was so sorry when I heard about your mother and sister passing.”

      “Thanks again,” I say with a sideways glance at her. “How’s your family?”

      “Everyone’s doing well, thank you.”

      “I’m happy to hear it.” Not that I remember her family.

      Papa’s prosecutor, Alexander Dempsey, marches past us. His salt and pepper hair, heavy on the pepper, has only just begun to recede. He’s trim, of average height, and is clean-shaven. He struts the same way he talks—as if he’s got a stick up his ass. This morning had been my first look at the humorless man whom Williams warns me is a barracuda in the courtroom. Nothing he’s done over the past thirty minutes disabused me of that notion.

      “He scares me,” I tell Pat.

      “He should scare you. I wouldn’t want Alex Dempsey gunning for me.”

      That’s reassuring. I push through the courthouse doors into the dazzling sunshine of a crisp autumn afternoon. Pat follows. The pleasantly acrid tang of leaves being burned in a barrel floats on the breeze. Isn’t leaf burning illegal now? Stupid damned law if it is. We slide away from the doors to stake out a position on the sidewalk.

      “Who’s Brittany?” Pat asks.

      “My daughter.”

      “Really?” She cocks her head and tucks a stray strand of collar-length auburn hair behind an ear. “I’m trying to picture you in the doting father role.”

      “That’s not so hard to believe, is it?”

      Her soft, lilting laugh sets her eyes alight. I’d forgotten that laugh and the magical way her eyes—an arresting sea green—can change in a heartbeat from instruments of cool appraisal to glittering jewels of amused delight. “Relax, Tony. I’m here as an old friend. I may consider you a friend, right?”

      The apparent sincerity of the question disarms me. “Sure. Why not?”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m here in the dastardly guise of Pat O’Toole, inquisitive and heartless newspaper scribe.”

      “Okay.”

      “Glad we got that out of the way,” she says with a smile.

      “Not that we were all that close in high school.”

      “Not my fault,” she replies drolly.

      True enough. Bespectacled Pat had been a little too tall and angular to fit the pom-pom queen mold. She’d also been a little too smart. A “joke” amongst my crowd was to refer to Pat as Stick. This was a mean-spirited reference to her slender build. I was painfully aware of how deeply the cruel taunt cut her and battled back as best I could without causing too deep a rift with my friends. To my mind, Pat was more attractive than most of the cheerleader types I hung out with. Still, while our interaction on the school newspaper had been an acceptable breach of the battlements between cool kids and geeks, it wouldn’t have done for me to be seen hanging with her socially. I smile inwardly when I recall that my sister Amy surmised, correctly as it turns out, that the years would be kinder to Pat.

      “Sorry about that,” I mumble.

      “It never mattered to the rest of us as much as it did to you hot shots,” she says with a bemused shrug. “Pissed us off some, but we got over it soon enough.”

      “I wish we’d spent more time together,” I admit after an uneasy laugh. She was always easy to be around. Bright. Funny. Interesting. Seems that hasn’t changed.

      She studies me with an appraising eye before a smile lifts the corners of her mouth. “We reporters develop a bit of an ear for the blarney, you know.”

      “You do, do you?”

      “Sure. I’m happy to report that my bullshit meter didn’t just go off, so I’ll admit I would’ve liked to spend more time with you, too.”

      I try to echo her drollness of a moment ago. “Really?”

      She laughs. “While your crowd were pretty much an insufferable collection of jerks in high school, you were maybe a little more sufferable than most.”

      “I believe they call that ‘damning with faint praise.’”

      “Before we start squabbling about how wrong you were and how right I was, let’s get back to the safe topic of your daughter. Forgive me, but I can’t say I ever pictured you as the fatherly type.”

      “For fourteen years now.”

      “You any good at it?” she asks skeptically.

      Not lately, if ever, I think before replying, “I try.”

      Pat glances around. “Where is she this morning?”

      “Back in school. I figure she’s seen enough of the real world over the past few days.”

      Pat’s expression softens. “This must be hard on her.”

      “It is.”

      “And you.”

      I nod.

      She stretches her hands high in the air and arches her back. “I strained my back training this summer. Standing around tightens it up. Can we walk a bit?”

      “Sure,” I reply as she begins pacing north. I follow along. “Training for what?”

      “Just training,” she says with a shrug, then shoots me a sideways glance after we reach the north end of the building and reverse course. “Is there a Mrs. Valenti to help out?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      I really don’t want to get into this. “You reporters ask a lot of questions.”

      Pat stops and takes a step back from me. “Sorry. Curiosity’s an occupational hazard. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “Apology accepted,” I say lightly to temper my ill-advised comment.

      She considers that for a moment, then takes a step closer. “Coffee?”

      I steal a peek at my watch and realize I’m cutting it close to make it to Butterworth Cole on time. “I’ve got an appointment.”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “He says, terminating the interrogation?”

      “No. He says he’s got an appointment when he realizes he’s due in an attorney’s office in thirty minutes. Why are you here this morning, Pat? Surely the Trib doesn’t make a practice of sending people to cover arraignments.”

      “I can’t help noticing when something interesting happens in the neighborhood,” she says as she resumes walking. “I recognized your father’s name. I was, to say the least, surprised.”

      “You know they’re trying to evict him?”

      She nods in reply and says, “Yet another odd thing about this story. I guess I came hoping for some answers.”

      “Odd barely scrapes the surface. The detective on this, Plummer—you know him?”

      “I know who he is. Seems to be a good cop.”

      I pause and look her in the eye. “Yeah? As in ‘a good guy for a cop’ or just a competent cop?”

      “Both.”

      “Good to know. Anyway, he asked if I thought this was related to the shopping center bullshit a couple of years ago and I said no. He didn’t seem to be convinced. Think there might be something to that?”

      She looks at me for a long moment while she processes the thought. “I wouldn’t put it past Brown and Zaluski.”

      “Peter Zaluski, the village manager?”

      “One and the same.”

      “His name keeps popping up. Who’s Brown?”

      “Cedar Heights Mayor,” she replies with evident distaste as we reverse course again at the south end of the courthouse. “Quite a pair, those two.”

      “How so?”

      “Too tight with developers. Rumors of kickbacks.”

      “Anything to it?”

      She nods slowly. “Yeah, I suspect there is. The whole Liberty Street/Independence Park redevelopment deal reeks to high heaven, Tony.”

      I steal another glance at my watch. Damn, just when this is getting interesting.

      “I know,” Pat says with an easy smile. “An honest-to-goodness two o’clock appointment.”

      “Sorry,” I say, and mean it.

      “No need to be. I’d like to talk more, though.”

      “About the case?”

      “Not necessarily. I’d like to catch up. Maybe I can help you with the other stuff, too.”

      “The house?”

      She nods. “Yeah, and also your father. Something’s not right with that.”

      No kidding.

      “The paper has resources you don’t, Tony. Besides, you look like a guy who desperately needs a friend.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Were you this perceptive in school?”

      “Maybe if you hadn’t been such a self-absorbed shit you wouldn’t have to ask,” she says with a laugh as we come to a stop in front of the courthouse doors.

      “Touché.”

      “Call me,” she says, handing me a business card before she turns and strolls away down California Avenue.
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      An elevator whisks me to the forty-ninth floor of a Wacker Street skyscraper twenty minutes later and deposits me in the hushed reception area of the Butterworth Cole law offices. The building and lavish lobby echo the corporate headquarters of Sphinx Financial on Peachtree Street in Atlanta. One of two receptionists behind a curving façade of highly polished mahogany pastes an efficient smile on her face. “May I help you, sir?”

      “Tony Valenti to see Mr. Cumming.”

      At the mention of a full partner of the firm, she dials the wattage up to a dazzling smile and reaches for the phone. “I’ll let Mr. Cumming’s office know you’re here.”

      I gaze around. The decorating is a combination of rich woodwork and exotic fabrics, accented with a few select pieces of minimalist artwork and understated furnishings. All very top drawer. All obscenely expensive and, of course, all made possible by squeezing every possible billable dollar out of their clients. I gulp. Suckers like me.

      “If you’ll come with me, Mr. Valenti, I’ll walk you back to Mr. Cumming’s office,” the receptionist coos as she sweeps around the desk.

      We pass through a labyrinth of offices and cubicles before we arrive outside an enormous office. A brass plaque affixed to a mahogany door announces Herbert C. Cumming, Jr., Partner. Expansive views of Millennium Park and Lake Michigan make for an impressive backdrop. The man inside is shrugging into a suit jacket.

      “Mr. Valenti! I’m Herbert Cumming,” he booms while giving me an overenthusiastic handshake after I’m shown in. “Always a pleasure to meet a fellow Warrior,” he says while closing the door behind us.

      “Golden Eagle,” I correct him with a smile. Marquette University had retired the Warrior name and mascot around 1993 or 1994 in deference to American Indian sensibilities. Marquette teams now compete under the moniker Golden Eagles.

      “A shame,” he grumbles before leading me to a sitting area larger than the entirety of Papa’s living/dining room. We settle in a matched pair of brocade French Provincial wingback chairs that flank a gargantuan coffee table. The table is a foot-deep cross-section cut from a tree of enormous girth. It’s all a bit pretentious, not unlike my office at Sphinx.

      “It’s an honor to meet the shining star of our national championship volleyball team,” Cumming says with a shit-eating athletic supporter grin.

      “Long time ago,” I reply. However pleasant it may be to be remembered as a campus athletic hero, I’m impatient to depart memory lane. “Let’s move on to my problem.”

      He shifts gears smoothly, albeit with a hint of disappointment in his eyes. “You mentioned that you’re in the process of relocating back to Chicago.”

      Cultivating Herbert C. Cumming wouldn’t be a bad career move. He’s well connected in the world of Chicago law in addition to the Marquette network. “That’s right.”

      “Have you found a position?”

      “I’ve got a headhunter working on that.”

      “Have they forwarded your CV to us?”

      “Good question,” I reply.

      “What type of practice did you leave in… Atlanta, wasn’t it?”

      I nod. “I was in the corporate law department at Sphinx Financial.”

      A cloud crosses Cumming’s face. “Corporate counsel, perhaps?”

      “I left when it became clear how deeply the rot had set in,” I reply with a hint of defensiveness.

      His face registers disappointment. “At the end then?”

      “Almost.”

      His hail-fellow, well-met deportment dissolves and I understand that no further mention will be made of my job search. He leans forward to open a drawer cut into the table and removes a yellow legal pad. Then he slips a gold pen from his monogrammed shirt pocket. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what you’re hoping we can do for you?”

      I relay what I know about the house situation.

      “My goodness, I wonder what prompted an eviction action?” Cumming asks, then glances up at me with a half-smile. “Of course, that’s why you’ve come to us.”

      That, and to put myself the rest of the way into bankruptcy.

      He purses his lips. “So, the first order of business is to quash this eviction notice.”

      “Right. An injunction while it’s litigated.”

      “You also mentioned an eminent domain action?”

      I recount the episode, stressing that the matter is in the past.

      “That’s a dangerous assumption,” he says. “Municipalities have grown quite aggressive in pursuit of their eminent domain objectives.”

      Cumming’s disparaging tone stings. Yet another thing I didn’t know.

      He edges forward. “This promises to be a rather complex matter. Perhaps we should discuss billing arrangements?”

      My heart falters when I hear “complex matter” used in conjunction with “billing arrangements.” I manage to talk him down to half the retainer he originally suggests. Then I hand him photocopies of a sheaf of papers from Papa’s bedroom closet and make my escape before he can turn me upside down and shake out my pockets. I shudder to think what their criminal defense attorney would charge to take on Papa’s case.

      I put that thought firmly out of my mind and call my headhunter as soon as I’m on the road.

      “Executive Solutions. Recruitment Solutions for a New Century,” a chirpy woman’s voice announces.

      “Gavin Townsend, please. Tony Valenti calling.”

      “Tony!” Townsend booms when we’re connected. “Great to hear from you.”

      “You never told me what happened with that bank holding company.”

      “Sorry, bud,” he replies. “They decided to go in another direction.”

      He couldn’t call to tell me?

      “We knew the Sphinx situation might scare some people off,” he continues. “I’ve had a couple of clients get a little testy with me for shopping you to them.”

      “That’s ridiculous!”

      “You stayed until the bitter end, Tony. That bothers some folks.”

      “Are these people familiar with the concept of loyalty?”

      “Loyalty is a tired concept in today’s workplace, especially at this level,” he says patiently. “The situation with your father isn’t helping.”

      “Surely everyone in Chicago doesn’t connect me to that?”

      “Some have. Look, we’re going to have to live with this stuff, bud. Sphinx and your father.”

      A creeping sense of dread steals over me. “Suggestions?”

      “I can keep banging my head against the wall or we can modify our search parameters.”

      “Lower our sights?”

      “Yup.”

      “You have some positions in mind?” I ask while coasting to a stop for a red light.

      “I’ve got three or four firms that should jump at the chance to interview you.”

      I respond with a touch of dark humor. “I’m not going to be clerking again, am I?”

      He laughs a little too quickly. “Of course not. A manufacturing concern with a few hundred employees spread across six plants might be a good fit. They want someone to handle their HR legal.”

      “Strictly HR work?” I ask, hoping my horror at the prospect isn’t evident in my voice.

      “Not entirely, but HR is the primary focus. The workforce is unionized.”

      Great. Probably open warfare between management and the union. Grunt work. But it will put food on the table and keep us living indoors, at least until the legal bills start rolling in. “See if you can set up an interview.”

      Ironically, the traffic light turns green in time with the realization that my career as a high flying corporate hot shot has come to a screeching halt.
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      The sharp crack of the screen door slamming against the house heralds Brittany’s announcement of Pat O’Toole’s arrival late Sunday afternoon. “She’s here!”

      Pat’s suggestion to give her a call led to lunch at Howells and Hood in the Tribune Tower. We caught up on our lives since high school over fish and chips and a beer, then spent a half-hour talking about Papa and the house. I enjoyed the visit so much that I invited her for Sunday dinner on the Columbus Day weekend.

      It’s one of those days when the atmosphere sucks all the moisture out of the Gulf of Mexico and dumps it like a lead weight on Chicago. Unusual for October, but not unheard of. Great day for a barbeque, shitty day to be on my hands and knees picking through backyard dirt. It hasn’t been a good few hours for Tony the Home Handyman. A sprinkler system replacement head that was supposed to take “fifteen minutes, tops” to install lays temporarily discarded in the garage. Fifteen minutes, my ass. Then again, how was the Home Depot irrigation guy to know I can’t tell one end of a hammer from the other? Hell, even weeding is proving to be a challenge.

      I poke my head above the roses and see Brittany planted on the back step with her hands on her hips. Pat stands beside her, dressed in an almost identical outfit of cut-off denim shorts and abbreviated tee shirt.

      “Give O’Toole a beer,” I tell Brittany as I sweep past them and into the house. “I’ll wash up and be with you in a few minutes.”

      I emerge from the house fifteen minutes later, showered and decked out in a canary yellow golf shirt over a tan pair of Docker shorts and my habitual loafers. Brittany and Pat are stretched out side-by-side on a pair of patio loungers. Deano has already latched onto the newcomer and is settled in the shade under her lounger, busy licking Pat’s calf through the webbing. I plunge my hand into a galvanized metal tub filled with ice, snag a Sam Adams, and plop my aching ass in a zero gravity chair.

      Pat lifts a hand to shield her eyes from the sun, then shoots a glance Brittany’s way. “Wanna hear about this guy’s high school follies?”

      Brittany nods enthusiastically. “Yes!”

      I’m pleasantly surprised by the easy camaraderie I re-established with Pat over a couple of hours together. She seems to be replicating the trick with Brittany. I tip my bottle in their direction. “You two are going to be trouble together, aren’t you?”

      “You’ve got a lotta beer for two of us,” Pat says while hoisting herself into a sitting position. “Expecting a crowd?”

      “Nope. Tales of you hard-charging, beer-guzzling reporters are legion.”

      “Yeah, right,” she replies with a wry chuckle. “It wasn’t my crowd who spent their high school years chasing around from beer bash to beer bash.”

      “Daaad!” Brittany exclaims with a delighted clap of her hands. She turns to Pat. “Really?”

      Yup, these two are definitely going to be trouble. “O’Toole exaggerates,” I protest with mock indignancy. “We did not chase from beer bash to beer bash, and that’s all you need to know about my school years, young lady.”

      “Pshaw,” Pat sneers before she winks at Brittany. “Stick with me, kid. I’ll give you the straight goods on this character.”

      Brittany beams. “I will!”

      Pat’s eyes roam over our surroundings. “This is a great yard. I feel like I’ve fallen down a rabbit hole and come up outside a Mediterranean villa.”

      “Exactly the effect Mama and Papa were after,” I reply.

      “Love the swing!” Pat gushes.

      My eyes settle on a handcrafted Western Red Cedar swing for two. It’s nestled beneath a Hawthorne tree whose branches are beginning to sag under the weight of clusters of red autumn fruit. This is where Mama and Papa retired after dinner on summer evenings. I can almost see them sitting there when a gust of wind sets the swing in motion.

      “Who did the fence?” Pat asks.

      “Papa,” I reply, looking along the length of the four-foot tall side fence of creamy stucco that separates our yard from those of our neighbors. Folks on Liberty Street didn’t hide from their neighbors, hence the modest fence height. The Valentis and Vaccaros spent hours chatting over that fence. I’d always suspected Papa decided on stucco while feeling a touch homesick for Italy. The Mediterranean flourishes became more frequent with the passing years. “Mama and Papa loved it back here.”

      “Let me guess,” Pat says. “Your mother babied the roses and your dad fussed over his tomatoes?”

      I smile and nod. “You, too?”

      She returns the smile. “Pretty much.” Such is Cedar Heights.

      Phil appears in the Vaccaro backyard. I hold up my beer for him to see. “Hey, Phil, can I buy you a beer?”

      He nods and walks over to the fence. I snag a bottle of Sam Adams and the bottle opener, then pop off the cap on my way to meet him. After shaking his hand, I nod toward Pat. “Phil, meet Pat O’Toole.”

      “Hi, Pat,” he says.

      She waves back. “Hey, Phil.”

      “Phil is Sandy Vaccaro’s husband,” I tell her.

      Pat’s smile widens. “I remember Sandy. Sweet gal.”

      “Sure is,” he replies before tilting the bottle back and draining half of it. “Speak of the devil,” he says while wiping the overflow off his chin with the back of his hand. Sandy has just walked into the Vaccaro backyard, looking none too pleased with her husband.

      “Hi, Sandy,” I call out. “We’ve got Sam Adams.”

      Her eyes meet mine for a millisecond before she turns to Phil. “I need you to start the grill, honey. Mama and Papa and the kids are waiting and we need to leave for mass in an hour and a half.”

      Phil’s eyes meet mine as his wife stalks back into the house. “Sorry, pal. She’s really wigged out about what happened over there. I guess she knew the cop from school.”

      “They were friends?”

      “I don’t think so. Maybe an acquaintance. She didn’t sleep after she gave the cops her statement.”

      “She saw it?” I ask.

      “Naw, she just heard them arguing.”

      I didn’t know. “Arguing about what?”

      “She won’t discuss it. Coupla cops came by to talk to her the day after.” Phil holds his beer up before he turns to leave. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime,” I reply as he departs.

      The awkward encounter puts a damper on things. Pat looks pensive. Brittany looks frightened. Maybe food will help.

      “I’ll get dinner started,” I announce before starting the gas grill. Then I head inside for the meat and a skillet of vegetables. Once dinner is sizzling over the flames, I wander over to rejoin Pat and Brittany.

      Pat cocks her head to study my daughter. “You remind me of your aunt.”

      “Auntie Amy?”

      “Yup. Don’t know what happened to Chubby here,” Pat says while hooking a thumb in my direction, “but his sister was a looker.”

      “Chubby?” I ask indignantly while Brittany howls. Maybe I’ve gained a pound or two and some gray hairs since high school, but Chubby?

      “Sorry,” Pat says without a trace of remorse.

      “Did you know Auntie Amy?” Brittany asks Pat when they stop laughing.

      Pat’s expression sobers. “Not well. Amy was a couple years ahead of us at school and helped coach my softball team one year. Great gal. I was crushed when I heard she died.”

      Brittany points across the yard at a mural painted on the fence. “She made that.”

      “Really?” Pat sits forward to stare at the painting.

      Amy had done it after graduating high school. A vision of her with paintbrush in hand fills my mind—the image as fresh as if it had been yesterday. It was the summer she’d briefly imagined life as a Bohemian artiste toiling along the left bank in Paris. If only she’d gone.

      “As I recall, she painted it from a snapshot of Papa’s hometown,” I reply. “She claimed the style was inspired by the Italian fresco school, or some such.” I’m about as conversant with the business end of a paintbrush as I am with the part of a hammer that hits the nail.

      “It’s brilliant,” Pat says with her eyes riveted on the depiction of lush rolling hills dotted with picturesque pastel houses and trees. A wagon sits at rest alongside an earthen road; the horse hitched to it has buried its snout in the tall grass edging the path. Gentle mounds of purple and gray mountains rise in the distance.

      I nod in agreement. “Papa loves that mural.”

      We quietly gaze at Amy’s masterpiece, each alone with our thoughts. I still miss my sister fifteen years after her death and remain outraged about how she died. Amy was an Army helicopter pilot who told us she was bouncing around the country in puddle jumpers when she was actually flying Special Forces missions in Colombia. One night her chopper never returned. The Army told us she crashed on a joint training exercise with Colombian troops and that her body hadn’t been recovered from the swampy jungle. There was mention of crocodile-infested waters. Not having a body to bury was tough, but the nightmare got worse when a guy named Joe McIntyre showed up on Liberty Street a few years later. He’d been a helicopter pilot in Amy’s unit in Colombia and had a different story to tell. McIntyre told us they’d been in Colombia helping the Colombian Army put down some sort of rebel faction—effectively taking sides in a civil war. He and Amy were inserting ground troops into a mountain clearing the night she died. Unfortunately, the wrong people expected them. It was all over by the time the cavalry arrived. The Pentagon could hardly send the bullet-riddled corpses of Amy and company home and still pretend they’d been killed in an accident, so the bodies were quietly buried in a Panamanian military cemetery. After they were outed by McIntyre, the Pentagon bastards still managed to convince Mama and Papa to keep the whole sordid business quiet. Mama’s price had been that they bring Amy’s body home to be reinterred in Cedar Heights.

      I’m pulled back to the present when Brittany pops to her feet and scurries to the back door. “Gotta go potty!”

      Pat scooches to the end of her lounger and leans close once Brittany is inside. “I didn’t want to mention this in front of Brittany. I’ve heard rumors that what happened to Amy in Colombia wasn’t a training accident.”

      “What did you hear?” I ask cautiously. So far as I know, Joe McIntyre’s story has stayed within the family.

      “That she was killed in one of our glorious covert operations.”

      I’d never agreed to keep quiet. Screw the Pentagon. I meet Pat’s gaze. “You heard right.”  Her eyes widen while I recap Joe McIntyre’s revelations.

      “How is it that the truth never came out?” she asks while Deano stretches to nose her foot. She absently rubs behind his ears, which produces a contented doggy sigh and what I swear to God is a toothy canine smile. Or maybe he’s just panting in the damned heat like the rest of us.

      “I wanted to scream it from the rooftops,” I reply. “Mama and Papa agreed to keep it quiet after the Pentagon bastards insisted that they do so for national security reasons.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “Like we betrayed Amy.”

      Pat’s eyes bore into mine. “And your father? How does he feel about it?”

      “Mama dealt with it a little better than he did. Not that she didn’t grieve, but she seemed more willing to accept the Army’s reasons for bullshitting us. Papa held his tongue about it for Mama’s sake, but he was incensed that the government lied. He couldn’t forgive them for wasting the life of his daughter.”

      “That’s how he sees it?”

      “We discussed it once after we brought Amy home. He never mentioned it again.”

      “A helluva thing for parents to endure,” Pat murmurs. She touches my arm. “Her brothers, too. Speaking of which, how’s Frankie?”

      “No idea. Haven’t seen him in years. Haven’t even talked to him.”

      Pat’s brow furrows. “I didn’t see him at your mother’s funeral.”

      “He fell out with them years ago.” The night Mama stumbled on him beating me near to death. Papa argued that it was just boys being boys. Mama was having none of that.

      “That’s a shame,” Pat mutters. “Kids should honor their parents—good parents, anyway. They should be there for their folks when times get tough.”

      “Yeah,” I reply bitterly. Not that I’d been much better than my brother. My response to Amy’s death had been to plunge deeper into volleyball and my studies to fill every waking moment so there wasn’t time to think. I eventually realized that I had shut out my parents, as well. Like some sort of precursor to the foreclosure business, I hadn’t been there for them then, either. Her mention of Mama’s funeral registers. “You were there? I didn’t see you.”

      “Didn’t want to bother the family,” she says with a shrug.

      So kind. So considerate, I think.

      “That’s a potentially interesting twist,” she says thoughtfully.

      She’s lost me. “Twist to what?”

      “Your father’s case.”

      I lean closer. “How so?”

      “Just wondering about his state of mind.”

      “What are you two babbling about, looking all serious and stuff?” Brittany asks when she bursts back through the screen door.

      Pat glances up at her and replies, “Your grandfather’s trial. I’ve been wondering what could make a man like him snap the way he did. Maybe he’s been dealing with more than we know.”

      “Maybe,” I allow. I don’t want to have this conversation in front of my daughter. I get to my feet. “The meat should be done. Should we eat out here or in the house?”

      “I hate flies on my food,” Pat says.

      “She’s always been quite a nature lover,” I tell Brittany, who rewards my lame humor with a half-hearted smile.

      “He’s got a point,” Pat admits. “My idea of roughing it is leaving the window open overnight.”

      Once we’re inside and settled around the table—Pat and I passing our knives through a pair of sumptuous T-Bone steaks as if they were pats of butter while Brittany munches on a burger—I steer the conversation back to mundane matters like school, work, and the weather. We keep the conversation light for the rest of the meal.

      Pat smiles across the table when she finally pushes her plate aside and dabs her lips with one of our gourmet paper napkins. “Great meal! Thanks.”

      “Our pleasure,” I reply. “Dessert?”

      She groans. “Maybe after coffee?”

      Brittany bounces up. “I’ll make the coffee.”

      Pat and I follow her into the kitchen and are rinsing silverware and glasses when the phone rings. The Caller ID reads: Butterworth Cole. They called earlier in the week asking for permission to bill my credit card for additional costs. I was afraid everything might come to a screeching halt if I said no, so I gave them the okay to whack my ABA Visa. I didn’t have the stomach to ask what the damage was—my next statement will tally the carnage soon enough.

      “May I speak with Anthony Valenti?” a crisp female voice asks when I answer.

      “Speaking.”

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Valenti. My name is Penelope Brooks, Associate Counsel with Butterworth Cole.”

      “Yes?” I ask as I wander into the living room for some privacy.

      “Mr. Cumming assigned me the eviction matter you discussed with him. I’ve completed our research and am filing paperwork to request a hearing. Mr. Cumming asked that you be kept apprised of our progress.”

      “On a holiday weekend?” I’ll bet Herbert C. Cumming isn’t in the office today. Looking on the bright side, associate counsels bill less than full partners. “Sorry I’m costing you your Sunday.”

      “You’re an attorney, Mr. Valenti?” she asks.

      “Afraid so.”

      I can hear the smile in her voice when she says, “Then you understand what it means to be a lowly associate. This is what we do.”

      I chuckle and slide a memo pad in front of me. I’m tempted to ask if the research effort went much beyond obtaining copies of the village filings and reading the paperwork I left with Cumming. Part of the village’s pleading for eviction is based on damage done to the garage last spring when a truck smashed into it. The repair work still isn’t done, but it’s not because Papa’s been dragging his feet. I sent Butterworth Cole a copy of a building permit request filed in May by Papa’s insurance company’s contractor, along with a letter from the contractor to Papa listing monthly follow-up calls made to the village licensing office. We’re still waiting for the permit. “I’m glad you called, Miss Brooks. Any idea when we’ll get a hearing?”

      “Hopefully no more than a week to ten days.”

      “We haven’t filed an appearance form or answer to the complaint, have we?” It’s been eleven days since the eviction notice was served. We have thirty days to respond.

      “Let’s wait to see if we get our injunction,” she suggests. “No point wasting your money if we don’t have to.”

      Thinking like that won’t get her into a corner office anytime soon, but I appreciate it. “Thanks. Speaking of my money, I’m hoping to keep costs down on this.”

      My comment is met with a lengthy silence she finally breaks by asking, “Why don’t you join me as co-counsel?”

      “Pro-bono?”

      “Doesn’t get any cheaper than that,” she replies with a chuckle.

      “How will your office feel?”

      “I don’t think anyone’s paying much attention.”

      It’s her ass, I think before I reply, “Deal.” Now I’ve got two jobs and no income—not exactly a sustainable career path. I let her know that I’m sitting for the Illinois Bar exam next week.

      “Well then, we’ll talk afterward.”

      “Think we’ll get the injunction?”

      “Have the tax arrears been paid?” she asks.

      “I thought I’d wait to see if we’re getting kicked out of the house first.”

      A soft chuckle comes down the phone line. “Given that the village is the party holding up the repairs, I’d say our chances are pretty good.”

      “I tend to agree, but courts do surprise us now and again.”

      “True, but I like our chances. We’ll argue that your father’s murder charge leaves him unable to defend himself in the foreclosure matter. If the court bites on that, which I think they will, it follows that an injunction is required to stay proceedings until he’s in position to respond to the complaint.”

      I find myself nodding as she speaks. “I like it. Anything else?”

      “Not at the moment. I assume you’ll want a copy of our filing?”

      “Right again.”

      “Is there a fax number?”

      Beside the answering machine sits a spanking new $129.99 all-in-one printer, copier, and fax, complete with scanning capability… courtesy of my overburdened ABA Visa. “Same phone number,” I reply.

      “I’ll send it as soon as we’re off the phone.”

      “And then you should go home, Miss Brooks. I appreciate the call and how quickly you’ve gotten this done. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Mr. Valenti. I’ll be in touch with the hearing date.”

      Pat and Brittany look at me expectantly after I hang up and walk back into the kitchen, so I fill them in on the details of the call.

      Pat’s eyes roam around the kitchen. “This is Peter Zaluski’s idea of urban blight, huh? With that mindset, he’s gonna have to pave over most of the village. I mean, what’s the deal here? Any idiot can see this house is in great shape.”

      “I guess Zaluski is a special kind of idiot.”

      “Speaking of Zaluski, I got the names of a couple of people at Village Hall who might have a story or two to tell about him. According to a pair of writers on the Trib’s Metro staff and a gal I know who writes for the Cedar Heights Voice, he’s a real piece of work.”

      “Do you know him?” Brittany asks.

      “Not really, but he doesn’t exactly give me the warm fuzzies,” Pat says with a frown. “Mayor Brown is an even bigger jerk.”

      Brittany cuts to the chase. “So, Dad, when are we gonna know if they’re kicking us out of the house?”
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      Pat calls at the end of the week to ask if she can stop by after dinner with a little Zaluski news.

      “Let’s take a walk,” I suggest when she arrives. “Britts has an assignment due tomorrow and she won’t get it done if she knows you’re in the house.”

      “Can I at least say hi?”

      I hold the door open and step aside.

      Pat walks to the kitchen door. “Hey. How’s it going?”

      Brittany rushes over to hug Pat, then glares at the schoolbooks scattered across the table. “Just having a little homework fun.”

      “What kind of monster makes a big assignment due on a Friday?”

      “Mrs. Griffin.”

      Pat shakes her head. “Termites. Hemorrhoids. Mrs. Griffin. Some things we just don’t need.”

      “Pat and I are taking a little walk,” I tell Brittany.

      “Do you guys hafta go right away?”

      “You’ve got homework to finish.”

      She scowls and slumps into her chair, managing to make the act of sitting insolent.

      I shake my head and frown when we’re outside. “She’s developing quite an attitude.”

      Pat shoots me a sideways look. “She’s a good kid dealing with a lot of crap. She told me last week that she’s been struggling—especially since the shooting.”

      “Have kids been picking on her about that?” I ask in surprise.

      “Shunning her is more like it.” There’s an edge in Pat’s voice when she adds, “She ran into O’Reilly’s son at school. He said she’d be smart to keep her stay in Cedar Heights short. It freaked her out.”

      She hasn’t mentioned the run-in with the dead deputy’s son. Why doesn’t my daughter open up to me?

      “I asked around and it sounds like he’s one of those kids who’s in and out of trouble as a matter of course,” Pat continues. “Fights, a little vandalism, underage drinking.”

      “Typical high school bad boy. Pretty much harmless.”

      Pat’s eyes flash. “Don’t blow it off, Tony. Maybe she’s right to be scared.”

      “Okay,” I mutter as Papa’s disregard of Frankie’s “boy stuff” pops into my mind in flashing neon letters. Could that have been O’Reilly’s kid threatening us from the bicycle the morning after the shooting? If so, the little bastard better not touch my daughter.

      “What’s the deal with your wife anyway?” Pat asks icily. “What kind of woman leaves her kid to fend for herself at a time like this?”

      “Michelle can be a little self-absorbed.”

      “A little?”

      “Well, maybe more than a little.”

      She slows and turns to me. “What happened between you two?”

      “The Sphinx thing was pretty big news in Atlanta. In short, when it fell apart, Michelle was afraid she’d get splattered.”

      “Professionally? Personally?”

      “Both.”

      “Not every woman ups and leaves her husband and daughter on the off chance her precious career and social standing might hit a little speed bump if she sticks around,” Pat fumes.

      “Sphinx was a bone of contention between us long before it collapsed. Michelle wanted me to get out but I stayed until the company imploded. After that, things between us fell apart and she stormed out.”

      In fact, when signs of trouble began to swirl around Sphinx, Daddy Rice had informed me that my continuing employment there was something of an embarrassment. He offered me a job at one of his companies that was “more appropriate” to his daughter’s standing in society. Michelle had urged me to take the position. I refused. There was no way I was going to be in Prescott Rice’s debt. Or under his thumb.

      “Maybe there wasn’t much there in the first place,” Pat suggests while we resume walking.

      Was there? We’d had years of history together. Careers. Most everything money could buy. Brittany, of course. The sex was spectacular right to the end, yet we never became the best of friends. Michelle always had other people for that.

      “Getting back to Britts,” I say. “Once I’m working and get a few dollars together, we’ll be looking for a new place and school. She’ll get another fresh start.”

      “I figured you’d stay here.”

      After Wildercliff? “Not really our type of neighborhood.” Not Brittany’s, anyway. Me? I kind of like the familiarity of being back in Cedar Heights, especially the good memories. Brittany has neither.

      “Since when?” Pat asks. I get the sense I’ve offended her.

      “Britts is used to things being a little more upscale. I suppose I am, too. We’re going to poke around the suburbs this weekend. Maybe the prospect of a bigger house will lift her spirits.”

      Pat looks mortified by the idea. “The burbs? Really?”

      “She’s not happy here,” I reply with a shrug.

      “She doesn’t even know the neighborhood. Give it a chance.”

      “It’s not what she’s used to.”

      “By suburbs, do you mean way the hell and gone on the edge of Iowa or Wisconsin?”

      I shrug. Surely, we won’t have to go that far to afford a good-sized house?

      She gives me a searching look. “What about you? What do you want? This is your home.”

      How do I feel about waking up to rows of corn baking under the prairie sun? Not that my feelings matter a whole helluva lot. Brittany wants out of St. Aloysius. Me? I’m fourth in the household pecking order after her, Deano, and a goldfish. “I don’t want to lose Britts.”

      “Lose her?” Pat asks sharply. “She’ll go live with her mother if you can’t keep her in the style she’s accustomed to?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “Maybe you’re selling her a little short.”

      “What the hell do you know about parenting?” I shoot back.

      Her eyes flash. “I’ve seen a lot of good parenting and what you’re describing isn’t how it’s done. Kids can’t be in charge.”

      We’re rescued from further argument when we find Mr. Rosetti in his front yard. He’s changed little over the years. His black hair has thinned and grayed only a little. His shoulders have rounded a bit, but his posture otherwise remains erect. He continues to dress well. Tonight it’s a pair of black dress slacks topped by a burgundy cardigan over a white button-down shirt.

      “Mr. Rosetti, this is Pat O’Toole,” I announce.

      “From the Tribune?” he asks.

      “That’s right. Pat’s an old friend from St. Aloysius.”

      After they exchange pleasantries, I tell Pat that Mr. Rosetti returned home from Florida last night.

      “Different time of year to go,” she says. “My folks and I wait to go until winter sets in.”

      Mr. Rosetti studies her with interest. “You vacation with your parents?”

      “Every year.”

      He nods in approval. “Your family is nearby?”

      “I grew up over on Newberry Street. My folks still live there.”

      “And you?” he asks.

      “I bought a little house up by Humboldt Park.”

      Mr. Rosetti smiles. “It’s good to see at least one of our young people living nearby.” The smile falters when he turns to me. “And you, Anthony? Are you home to stay?”

      “For the time being, at least. Things are a little confusing.”

      His face clouds over. “I heard about Francesco this morning. How terrible.”

      “It is,” I agree before turning to the topic I’ve come to discuss. “Papa told me they reassessed your property taxes as well as theirs.”

      Mr. Rosetti nods grimly. “Yes, they did.”

      “Papa says you gave Mama a hand with that.”

      “I brought Maria to my attorney. We filed appeals. We lost.”

      “You paid up?” I ask.

      “Of course.”

      I shake my head in a demonstration of my continuing bewilderment about how the hell this happened. “The village is foreclosing on a tax lien and somehow managed to convince a judge to issue an eviction notice, so I guess Mama and Papa didn’t pay. Is there anything else you can tell me? Maybe Mama told you what she planned to do?”

      Rosetti winces and shakes his head. “Maria’s illness was such a shame. The Lord takes the best of us, no?”

      My thoughts turn to Mama. With her couple of years of college, she and Mr. Rosetti had been among the better-educated and well-spoken people on Liberty Street. They had always gotten along well but I’ve never completely warmed up to him. I’ve long suspected him of harboring a vague distaste for Papa’s fractured English as well as the rural mannerisms and idiosyncrasies of his native land. In comparison, Mr. Rosetti is urbane and educated, his career as the manager of a community bank further differentiating him from most of his neighbors.

      “It’s not the same street with these renters,” he grumbles. “I should have sold out along with the DeLucas and Palumbos and Priolos.”

      “When was that?” Pat asks.

      “Just after we made the village and its vultures back down on their shopping center plan two years ago,” he replies. “An investment group offered several of us more than our properties were worth. Some took the money—maybe they were the smart ones. The DeLucas now live in Maine, the others are in Florida.” He waves a hand down the street, where a chained Rottweiler rails at the world from what had been the Palumbo’s front yard. “The rest of us are left with this trash.”

      We stand at the end of his sidewalk in silence. How ironic that it had been those three couples who, along with the Valentis and Rosettis, had formed the principal resistance to the shopping center development. Maybe the prolonged battle had simply exhausted them and sapped their passion for the neighborhood.

      “Come,” Mr. Rosetti says. He leads us to the alley and thrusts an accusing finger at the broken-down fence at the back of the Rottweiler property and hisses, “Look at this!”

      The wooden fence has been ripped out and the splintered remains litter the yard. Trash is scattered between clumps of unkempt grass and sinewy weeds. The rusting hulk of an old Chevy pickup on blocks towers above the litter.

      His rant continues as he walks back to his door. “The curbs are a disgrace, the potholes aren’t repaired on time and when they do fix them, they just toss a shovel of asphalt in and bang it down—not like they used to do.”

      “That’s odd,” Pat says. “They still do things the old way on Newberry.”

      “I know,” Rosetti mutters before he bids us good-bye and stomps back into his house.

      “I’ll show you what’s left of the pool and park,” I say as we near the end of Mr. Rosetti’s sidewalk. With his complaint fresh in my mind, I notice curbs crumbling in a couple of spots and take a look at the former homes of the Priolos and DeLucas. They haven’t fared any better than the Palumbo property.

      “You had a job interview yesterday?” Pat asks as we resume our walk.

      “Yup. Forty-five minutes on the expressway and another fifteen lost in a suburban office park. Good times.”

      “Ah, suburban living,” she says with a smirk. “How did the interview go?”

      “There were some issues. The HR guy was a bit of an asshole.”

      “How so?”

      “He was concerned about Papa’s trial being a distraction. He was also fixated on what he called my ‘demotion’ at Sphinx.”

      Pat’s eyes cut to me in surprise. “What demotion?”

      I explain that I wasn’t the Chief Legal Officer for my entire tenure with Sphinx. “Once we became a Wall Street darling, I was doing as much PR spinning as legal work. We really needed someone with more Wall Street savvy to handle the press. Hank Fraser and I talked it over and decided it would be best to let someone else stroke The Street. He brought in outside counsel for that and a few other matters. We dropped my CLO title but I was still the senior in-house corporate counsel. Things might have ended better if Hank hadn’t taken so much of the legal oversight out of my hands.”

      “How close were you to Fraser?”

      “He’s a dynamic personality—a very magnetic and inspiring leader. It was easy to fall under his spell.”

      “Are you still close?”

      I shake my head. “We haven’t spoken since the day I quit.”

      “Any regrets?” she asks while her eyes search mine.

      This is a topic I’ve avoided. The suspicion that I’d been a witless dupe that enabled my former boss to loot the company is too painful to contemplate. “I probably should have left when the first serious allegations of trouble surfaced.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Loyalty. I’d been there a long time and wasn’t about to bail at the first sign of trouble. Plus, I trusted Hank.” And I stubbornly refused to accept how rotten Sphinx had become until it was impossible to hide from the truth any longer. After all, we were all lining our pockets—or so we thought before our stock options turned to ash.

      Pat nods but looks troubled.

      “Anyway, enough about Sphinx,” I say. Nor do I want to dwell on my dimming employment prospects.

      “Wow, they’ve really let this place go to hell,” Pat murmurs when we arrive at Independence Park. “I remember coming here almost every day in the summer.”

      It’s appalling—especially the pool, which has been closed for a few years. The weathered wooden beach house is rotting. The once baby-blue concrete sides of the pool itself are blackened with mold and have several large chunks hacked out of them. Old sheets of newspaper, sales flyers, and other flotsam and jetsam are piled in corners or pasted against the rusting chain-link fence. Beyond the pool enclosure, the goal posts at either end of the playing field totter at odd angles, their yellowed paint peeling in long, ragged gashes.

      “I pretty much lived in that pool when I was a kid,” I say while thrusting my hands deep into my pockets. “How could they let this happen?”

      “There aren’t so many kids in the neighborhood now. Children today have better things to do than flop in the water to cool off.”

      I think of Brittany’s lifestyle. “Malls are air-conditioned.”

      “Don’t get me started on malls,” Pat gripes as we pass through the park.

      Rotting fabric on rusting swings and the bent and twisted rails of a derelict merry-go-round greet us at the playground. Hard to believe this place was once filled with peals of laughter and the simple joy of kids at play. We pick up the pace.

      “You’ve got something to tell me about Zaluski?” I ask, belatedly remembering the reason Pat had stopped by.

      “There’s no smoking gun,” she replies. “But I talked to a gal in the tax department who told me Zaluski had ‘suggested’ the village assessor might want to poke around the neighborhood a couple of years ago—right after the developer scrubbed the shopping center project.”

      The bastard! I think while I absorb the news.

      “She thinks the village is getting ready to take another run at the shopping center plan.”

      Great. “Anything else?”

      “Not really. I just thought you should know.” Pat stops dead when we reach the crumpled rear corner of our garage. A tattered sheet of black plastic flaps in the wind. “What happened here?”

      “Some idiot ran into the garage last spring. Papa put up a couple of tarps, but they were stolen. Eventually he just slapped the plastic up and hoped for the best.”

      Pat’s brow furrows. “Doesn’t he have insurance?”

      “He does.” I tell her about the building permit delay and conclude, “They’re still waiting on the permit.”

      “How long has he been waiting?”

      “Believe it or not, almost five months.”

      “That’s ridiculous!”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      Pat’s eyes narrow. “This wouldn’t happen to be the deferred repairs cited on the eviction notice, would it?”

      I nod, immediately seeing where she’s going. When Cumming’s office had gotten the paperwork that was filed with the eviction request, it had come with pictures of the garage and copies of three Notice to Perform demands to make the repairs.

      She turns on me as if she’s face-to-face with the village idiot. “I doubt this is a simple case of bureaucratic tardiness, Tony. Someone’s targeting your family.”

      After she leaves, I plunk an imaginary dunce cap on my head, climb into a bottle of bourbon, and ponder the depths of my stupidity and utter worthlessness. Perhaps it would be best for Papa and all concerned if I skipped the bar exam and kept the hell out of the way.
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      A week later, Penelope Brooks and I stand outside a Daley Center courtroom where we’ll seek an injunction to postpone the foreclosure action. I’m terrified at the prospect of the village winning in its pursuit of the “the public good,” aka the theft of our home. Penelope is trying to calm me down when I spot Pat O’Toole beckoning me from the far end of the corridor. “I’ll be right back,” I tell Penelope before I make a beeline for Pat.

      “I’ve only got a minute,” I tell her when I arrive.

      “Did you pass?” she asks.

      Against my better judgement, I sat for the bar exam. “Yup.”

      “Congratulations!”

      “Thanks,” I murmur, still uncertain whether or not I’ve done the right thing. When she gives me a curious look and appears ready to probe, I remind her that I’m in a hurry.

      “How would you feel if the truth about Amy’s death came out now?” she asks.

      “In the Trib?”

      She nods.

      Sonofabitch! I should have seen through her “old friend” gambit to get close to us. “You’ve been looking for a story angle the last few weeks?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “I didn’t have to ask, you know,” she snaps after my accusation registers. “You told me enough last week for me to get the rest of this story on my own—if that was what I wanted.”

      “I’d like to believe that.”

      Pat plants her hands on her hips and stares at me with an expression of disbelief, tinged with a sprinkling of pain. “You don’t trust anyone, do you?”

      “Maybe not.” Hank Fraser at Sphinx. My ex-wife Michelle. My brother Frankie. A host of others before them. Why would I?

      “You’re planning to take on the world alone?”

      “If I have to.”

      “Now, there’s a losing proposition if ever there was one,” she says with a mixture of anger and regret.

      Don’t I know it. If I’ve learned anything from team sports, business, and marriage, it’s that partners and teammates make any challenge easier to face—at least until they decide to desert you or bury a knife in your back. “You think I want to face this alone?”

      “You’d be nuts to try, Tony.”

      “Almost as nuts as trusting a damn reporter!”

      Pat recoils as if she’s been slapped. Then she’s gone. I’m standing stock still in shock when I notice Penelope urgently summoning me from the doorway to our courtroom.

      “Everything okay?” she asks after I hurry back.

      I shrug and follow her inside, where we settle in to await the judge. Cedar Heights has dispatched a platoon of four lawyers to argue its case.

      “Still nervous?” she asks.

      I nod, forcing my mind away from Pat’s betrayal to the matter at hand.

      “Don’t be. I think the court’s going to see this our way.”

      Penelope submitted a masterful brief arguing for the injunction. We’ve chatted on the phone a few times and met briefly earlier in the week to plan for the hearing. Logic and the law suggest things should go our way. Fear says otherwise.

      My gaze drifts across the aisle and lands on a village attorney who immediately tries to stare me down; the preppy punk must think this is a boxing ring or something. I deliver my best look of disdain before turning back to Penelope, who’s been watching.

      “Were you that obnoxious right out of law school?” she asks with a smile playing on her lips. She’s in her late twenties and wholesome in a Midwestern country girl way; shoulder length brown hair, a shade over five-feet tall, athletic build but not overly muscular. What sets her off is a pair of enormous chocolate brown eyes and a smile that makes you feel good every time she dials it up.

      “I hope not,” I mutter as my thoughts drift back to the confrontation with Pat.

      Penelope chuckles. “He’ll lose some of that swagger soon enough.”

      A sheriff’s deputy strides into the courtroom. “All rise. Circuit Court of Cook County, County Division, is now in session, the Honorable Judge Marsha Jackson presiding.” A heavyset African American woman about my age sweeps into the courtroom and quickly settles behind the bench. She shoots the sheriff’s deputy a quick smile and winks at her clerk.

      “Not your average fire-breathing judge?” I ask quietly as we retake our seats.

      “Good judge,” Penelope whispers back.

      Our case is announced. Penelope advises the court that she and I will represent Papa.

      To our surprise, the punk I’ve mentally dubbed Junior rises across the aisle. “Luke Simpson on behalf of the Village of Cedar Heights, Your Honor. My associates this morning are Tammy Wright, Andrew Goldstein, and Lester Henderson.”

      “I guess young Luke needs to start drying out behind the ears sooner or later,” Penelope says softly. “This could be our lucky day.”

      Junior leads off. “We wonder if the Court is aware that Mr. Valenti is incarcerated.”

      “The Court is aware of that,” Jackson replies curtly. “Tell me, Mr. Simpson, do you offer that information to enlighten the Court or is the disclosure made purely for its prejudicial value?” Without waiting for an answer, the judge turns her attention to Penelope. “Miss Brooks, I’ve read your motion and supporting brief. For the record, you’re seeking an injunction to stay proceedings in an eviction and foreclosure action.”

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “Do you have any oral argument to make at this time?”

      Penelope shoots a sideways glance across the aisle. “Perhaps after the Court hears from the village?”

      “Fair enough.” Jackson turns back to Junior. “You have more for me this morning?”

      Thoughts of my blowup with Pat recede as I watch the developing drama.

      Junior rises, straightens his lapels, and marches to an easel I hadn’t noticed. He dramatically throws back the cover sheet to reveal a photo enlargement of our damaged garage. “We have been forced to take action to prevent further waste to the property, Your Honor. As you can see, the premises are sadly in need of repairs—repairs that Mr. Valenti has not seen fit to effect despite village demands that he do so. The value of the subject property declines every day this situation is left to fester.”

      Penelope stands. “Objection!”

      “Grounds?”

      “Assumes facts not in evidence, Your Honor.”

      Jackson looks to Junior. “Mr. Simpson?”

      “The pictures and the defendant’s neglect are evidence enough, Your Honor.”

      “Might I remind counsel that I’m the finder of fact in this courtroom?” Judge Jackson replies sharply. She glares at Junior for a moment longer before she turns back to us. “Has the garage been repaired?”

      “Not yet,” Penelope replies.

      Jackson’s eyes narrow. “Am I missing something, Miss Brooks?”

      “There’s a story behind that,” Penelope begins.

      Jackson glares down at her. “This is not story time, Miss Brooks.”

      Penelope freezes like a deer in oncoming headlights.

      As the seconds tick by and the judge begins to grow impatient, I get to my feet. “If I may, Your Honor?”

      “Yes, Mr. Valenti?” she says while Penelope settles back into her seat.

      I pick up a copy of the building permit application and pass it across to Junior. Then I identify the document for the judge. “The estimated cost of the garage repairs is $3,748.76.”

      The judge pulls out her copy of the papers supporting Penelope’s motion. “I’ve got a copy here. Are you familiar with this document?” she asks Junior.

      “I am not, Your Honor.”

      “You do represent the Village of Cedar Heights?” I ask him.

      “I do,” he mutters.

      Jackson’s eyes swing back to me. “Mr. Valenti?

      “May I ask opposing counsel a few questions, Your Honor?”

      “By all means.”

      “Is that a village document?” I ask Junior with a nod toward the permit application dangling from his fingers.

      “It appears to be,” he replies before all but flinging the document back at me.

      I accept the paper graciously and am the very voice of reason when I ask, “Did you happen to notice the date on it?”

      “No.”

      “It’s dated May seventeenth, Counselor,” I say in my best Mr. Reasonable Lawyer voice. Then I figuratively place my foot on his throat. “Did you know that the plaintiff’s contractor has called several times and is still waiting for the village to authorize that building permit?”

      “I’m sure there’s an explanation,” Junior mutters through clenched teeth.

      “Oh, I’m sure there is, Counselor, but I doubt we’re going to hear it here this morning. I can’t imagine why it should take several months to approve a building permit for something as simple as fixing a hole in a wall. Has it occurred to anyone at the village that if this permit had been issued in a timely manner, there would be no grounds for the eviction notice?”

      “Taking that thought a step further,” Jackson interjects with an edge in her voice, “if the eviction notice hadn’t been issued, Francesco Valenti wouldn’t be in jail this morning and Deputy O’Reilly would be alive.” She lets Junior and his cohorts stew for several seconds before she turns back to me. “Do you have anything further, Counselor?”

      Damned right I do. “Is the village aware of any encumbrance on the subject property beyond its own tax lien?” I ask Junior.

      “No.”

      “I’m not a real estate appraiser, but can we agree that this property is worth more than, say, $20,000?”

      “I suppose that’s a reasonable assumption,” Junior replies with a weary nod.

      “So, we’ve got less than $4,000 worth of repairs to be made and a total tax bill of approximately $10,000, including penalties and interest due,” I say. “A tax sale of $20,000 or so should comfortably cover the entire risk to the village.”

      “I can’t say,” he retorts with a poisonous scowl, going from weary to surly in a heartbeat.

      “You know the answer as well as I do, Counselor,” I shoot back. “The Village of Cedar Heights is in no danger of losing money in this matter. Is there some other reason you’re so anxious to get your hands on this property?”

      Junior glares back at me but doesn’t reply. I wonder if he’s growing as incensed with Peter Zaluski’s bullshit as I am.

      “Does the village have any further argument?” Judge Jackson asks.

      Junior shakes his head.

      Jackson scribbles some notes before again fixing the Cedar Heights attorneys in her sights. “I’m vacating the eviction notice and suspending foreclosure action for a period of one-hundred and eighty days.”

      Judge Jackson next turns her attention to us. “I’m aware of your client’s circumstances, but property taxes must be paid. This ruling is conditional on payment of all tax arrears and penalties. Deliver proof of same to this court within ten days.”

      Penelope stands. “Thank you, Your Honor.”

      Jackson nods at Penelope and then locks her gaze on me. “See that those taxes are paid, Counselor. I will not be pleased to find this matter being litigated in my courtroom again.”

      The six-month stay is at least double what I dared to dream. I have no wish to antagonize the judge at this point. Reasoning that a verbal reply is neither required nor expected, I merely nod.

      Village Attorney Andrew Goldstein gets to his feet. “Might not a hundred and eighty days be overly generous, Your Honor?”

      Jackson gently bounces a pencil on her blotter. “If Mr. Valenti’s home was in another village, perhaps so, but he lives in Cedar Heights, Counselor. Who knows how much longer it will take for that building permit to work its way through Village Hall?”

      “I think we can assure the Court that the permit will be expedited,” Goldstein responds with an oily smile that reminds me of Zaluski’s.

      “Pity it should take a court hearing to get your people off the dime, Counselor,” Jackson replies.

      Goldstein plows ahead. “I suggest the injunction be amended to thirty days, conditional on the village issuing the building permit within seventy-two hours.”

      “I’ve already ruled, Counselor,” the judge replies. “But I’m sure Miss Brooks and Mr. Valenti appreciate your efforts to correct a past wrong. I’ll include your seventy-two-hour commitment in my ruling.” With a rap of her gavel, Judge Jackson dismisses us. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say she’s pleased with the outcome.

      Penelope falls into step beside me as we leave the courtroom. “Thanks for bailing me out, Tony. You were great in there.”

      “You were doing fine,” I lie. Some lawyers are great in a courtroom, others do their best work behind the scenes writing masterful briefs and motions that give the rest of us the material to stand up and argue our cases. Without Penelope’s brief and research, I would have been lost in there—an actor with no lines.

      I spot Pat as soon as we reach the hallway. She’s talking to a man who is scurrying to reach the same elevators we’re heading toward.

      “Need to talk to your friend again?” Penelope asks with a knowing smile when she notices me watching.

      “I do,” I reply as I hurry ahead. Pat’s in reporter mode with notebook and pen in hand, unsuccessfully maneuvering to block her target’s path to the elevator. I break into a jog when the man turns his head and I recognize Peter Zaluski. He sees me coming and warily watches my approach as he reaches the elevator. Pat stands aside.

      I park myself three feet away. “I want a word with you.”

      “Who are you?” he asks.

      “Tony Valenti, of the Liberty Street Valentis. You remember my parents, hot shot?” All the helplessness and rage that has been building within me over the past month wells up and threatens to explode. I step a little closer. “Do you realize what you’ve done to my family, Zaluski? My mother died recently, in no small part due to the stress you put on her by pushing your shopping center boondoggle. Now your bullshit has gotten a police officer shot.”

      Zaluski is backed up against the elevator doors. His expression has progressed from annoyance to alarm. I inch closer until I’m towering over him. I can barely suppress the urge to wring the bastard’s neck.

      “No, Tony!” Pat cries. She grabs my arm and pulls me away as a ding announces the arrival of the elevator. Zaluski backs in without breaking eye contact. His eyes reflect a myriad of emotions as the doors close: fear, bewilderment, pique—all tinged with a hint of anger.

      Pat looks aghast at me. “What were you doing?”

      I wanted to intimidate the bastard. I want Zaluski to understand that he’s not facing off with Mama and Papa this time. I want him nervous and afraid and looking over his shoulder at night—not that I want to articulate any of that with the way Pat is studying me. “I guess I just lost it a little when I saw him,” I reply. “What the hell was Zaluski doing here?”

      Pat stares at me for a long moment, then steps into a second elevator without a word. With her goes the afterglow of our court victory—as if it were nothing more than a puff of smoke in a stiff wind.
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      I’m home an hour later after a stop at the Cedar Heights Village Hall to charge the tax arrears and penalties to my credit card. We’re on track to be pretty much broke in another month—maybe two if we’re lucky. Thankfully, there’s the possibility of a job on the horizon. Gavin Townsend is optimistic, so I’ve allowed myself to get my hopes up a bit. Even that little pinch of optimism vanishes when I recall the painful image of Pat’s perplexed face disappearing behind the Daley Center elevator doors. My angry outburst about Amy’s story was out of proportion; I was hurt as much as I was angry. The thought of having a friend had been comforting.

      A late lunch of leftover stir-fry is in the microwave; an empty afternoon and evening yawn in front of me. A lazy afternoon puttering around the house and yard in the undemanding company of Deano promises some welcome downtime. I’ll hang out with Brittany after school. Given her fondness for animals, maybe a jaunt to the Lincoln Park Zoo? With any luck, the world will look brighter by bedtime.

      Then the telephone rings.

      “This is Mrs. O’Connor from St. Aloysius School. Is this Anthony Valenti?”

      I think back to registering Brittany and recall Mrs. O’Connor as a pleasant middle-aged woman in a frumpy dress. “It is.”

      “Is Brittany at home?”

      “No, she’s at school. Isn’t she?”

      “There was an incident between Brittany and her English teacher at the start of fourth period,” O’Connor says. “Brittany was asked to report to the office. She seems to have left the school instead. We’re looking for her now.”

      I snatch my keys off the counter. “How long ago was this?”

      “No more than twenty minutes.”

      The front door crashes open and footsteps thunder through the living room, solving the mystery of the missing Brittany. Her bedroom door slams shut.

      “She just walked in.”

      “Thank the Lord!” Mrs. O’Connor exclaims before she speaks to someone in the background.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” I ask.

      “Just a moment,” she replies. I rock impatiently from foot to foot while I wait, anxious to get off the phone and see what’s up with my daughter. Mrs. O’Connor finally comes back on the line seconds before I hang up. “Father Ramone would like to see both of you.”

      “When?”

      A brief consultation at the other end of the line ends with, “This afternoon?”

      “Let me talk to Brittany first. We’ll be down afterward.”

      “I don’t want to talk!” Brittany howls in response to my rap on her door. I push it open anyway. She’s sitting cross-legged in the middle of her unmade bed. The haunted face looking back at me suggests the hounds of hell have come for her.

      “The school called. What’s going on?”

      “I hate that place!”

      “What happened?” My question is met with stony silence. “We’re going back to speak with Father Ramone. Do you”

      “I’m not going back!” she explodes.

      I pluck her sneakers off the floor and toss them to her. “This isn’t debatable. We are going back. Are you going to tell me what happened or let Father Ramone explain?”

      She yanks on her shoes in a fit of temper and drags herself off the bed. “Who cares? He’ll just take her side anyway.”

      “I’d like to hear your version.”

      She shrugs and pushes past me with a look that could melt a glacier. Car keys in hand, I follow her out of the house. She doesn’t say a word until we pull into the school parking lot, then turns on me. “I called her a miserable old bitch and told her to get out of my face.”

      I twist the key in the ignition to kill the engine. “You what?”

      “You heard me,” she snaps while hopping out of the vehicle.

      “I did but I don’t believe it,” I mutter as I scramble out after her.

      “Believe it.” She spins away and slams the car door before stomping inside.

      Father Ramone, swathed in the robes of his vocation, is waiting for us. A puff of Old Spice aftershave tickles my nose when he glides forward to fold his soft hands around mine. “Thank you for coming.” The priest’s cocoa-colored eyes, buried deep within the fleshy folds of a clean-shaven face, shift to study Brittany, who stands rigidly with her eyes fixed on the floor. “Your disappearance upset everyone. Thankfully, by the grace of God, our prayers for your safe return were answered.”

      Given that Brittany came straight home, the melodrama seems overdone.

      The priest steps aside and waves us into his office. “Come, let us talk.”

      We settle on a chrome-framed vinyl couch that would be right at home in a Goodwill store. The only items breaking the monotony of the off-white walls are a graphic crucifix flanked by a full color portrait of the Pope. The priest rolls a ratty office chair from behind his desk and parks it in front of the couch, then leans forward to cover Brittany’s hand with his. She stiffens at the touch but doesn’t move her hand or look at him.

      “Brittany told me what happened,” I say when Ramone looks at me. “I’d like to know why.”

      Father Ramone settles back in his seat with a heavy sigh and turns his gaze on Brittany. “Did you tell your father exactly what you said to Mrs. Griffin?”

      Brittany’s eyes remain glued to the floor. “Yeah, I called the old cow a bitch.”

      “You know better than to swear at teachers!” I snap.

      The initial shock that registers in her eyes when she looks up quickly mutates to fury and a wordless accusation of betrayal. “Are we done now?”

      “No, we’re not,” I retort. “Tell us what Mrs. Griffin did to you.”

      Brittany replies with barely suppressed rage, “One of the kids told me that Griffin’s brother is a cop. She glares at me through every class. She talks to me like I’m garbage. It’s bad enough I have to deal with crap from kids—do I have to put up with it from my teachers, too?”

      “I know this is a difficult time for you but none of our St. Aloysius family would mistreat you,” Ramone says solicitously.

      “I’m no part of your precious family,” Brittany fumes. “Your family hasn’t wanted me here since the day I showed up.”

      The degree of hostility and pain in my daughter stuns me. Pat’s caution that things at school were bad rings in my ears, a warning I failed to heed. Who knows how different things might be today—on a number of fronts—if her father talked less and listened more?

      “Ever since Papa shot that cop,” Brittany continues, “I’ve had kids taunting me—cop-killer this, cop-killer that. I’m sick of it!”

      Father Ramone turns to me. “St. Aloysius draws students from the working class, many of whom are the families of police officers and firefighters. What happened is their worst fear. When kids are scared, they act out to express their fears and anger.”

      “O’Reilly’s son goes to school here, doesn’t he?” I ask.

      Ramone nods.

      “You know he’s threatened my daughter?”

      “He’s angry and confused about the death of his father,” he replies with an almost imperceptible shrug. “He may act out on occasion.”

      “Act out? A delinquent threatening someone isn’t the same as a toddler throwing a tantrum, Father. What have you done to punish him and to protect Brittany?”

      “I believe it is best to allow children to express their anger,” Ramone replies calmly. “We do not believe it is being directed at Brittany.”

      “Who do you think it’s directed at?”

      He doesn’t reply. Mindful of my admonition to Brittany about profanity, I bite back my suggestion that the good Father pull his head out of his ass. “It didn’t occur to anyone to monitor the situation?”

      “We must consider the welfare of the child.”

      “I wish you’d said each and every child, Father,” I reply icily.

      “I will ask the staff to watch more closely upon Brittany’s return.”

      “So, she’s being suspended,” I say. No surprise there, I suppose. “For how long?”

      Brittany looks from Ramone to me. “Nobody cares what Mrs. Griffin did to me?”

      “She did nothing to you,” Ramone says with finality.

      Realizing that prolonging this is pointless, I get to my feet. “We’ve all spoken our piece now, Father. We’ll be on our way.”

      The priest rises and extends his hand. “That might be best.”

      “When can Brittany return to school?”

      He ponders the question for a moment. “One week from Monday.”

      The Porsche is silent all the way home. Brittany simmers in the passenger seat while I’m lost in thoughts of where I’ve gone wrong as a parent.

      “I’m not going back to that dump,” she announces as soon as we walk into the house.

      “We’ll see.”

      “No, we won’t ‘see,’ Dad. St. Aloysius is history.”

      “We can’t afford private school right now.”

      “So? Send me to a public school!”

      “Not in Chicago, honey. You’ve seen them. No way.”

      “Another Catholic school then.”

      “St. Aloysius is the high school for this parish. It’s that or nothing.”

      “Then it’s private school or no school. I’m not going back to that shithole.”

      “Maybe we can swing something once I’m working.”

      Brittany goes ballistic. “Then get a damned job already!”

      I bite my tongue as shame overwhelms my initial burst of anger.

      “Maybe I need to talk to Pat,” she says. “Someone who understands me.”

      “Pat’s out of the picture.”

      “What?”

      “We had an argument.”

      “About what?”

      “She wants to write about how Amy died.”

      “So?”

      “What if that’s the only reason she looked me up?”

      Brittany’s voice edges toward hysteria. “Jesus, Dad. She’s the only friend I have in this shitty city!”

      I shrug helplessly. Her words and the realization of how true they are cut deep, but not as deep as her follow-up explosion.

      “Sometimes I hate you!” she screams with her face contorted in fury.

      She marches straight to her room and I head for mine, snagging the cordless phone as I go. Whether she wishes to acknowledge it or not, Michelle is still Brittany’s mother and she can damn well pitch in. While the line rings in Brussels, I decide that I’ll beg for money if I have to—whatever it takes to get our girl into a private school.

      Michelle picks up after three rings. “Hello.”

      “It’s me.”

      A pause. “Do you know what time it is here?”

      “No.” Four thousand miles, several time zones, and an ocean of acrimony separate us.

      “I’m trying to have dinner,” she announces, as if I’m a telemarketer calling at an inopportune moment. “Did I give you this number?”

      “Brittany has it.” I’d asked her for it after being told not to call Michelle at work.

      “What do you want?” she asks impatiently.

      I fill her in on the afternoon’s events.

      “What’s going on there? She told me there was an altercation with another student a week or two ago.”

      “That was just kid shit.” Does Brittany talk to everyone but me?

      “I’m glad you’re taking it all in stride,” Michelle snaps. “This whole idea of running home to Chicago isn’t working out very well for Brittany though, is it?”

      I’m in no mood for Michelle’s scolding or cheap shots. “She won’t go back to St. Aloysius. We need to get her into a private school.”

      “We? You’ve found a job then?”

      “Not yet,” I admit while holding my phone in a death grip.

      “Then how do you plan to pay for private schooling?”

      “Her mother works.”

      Michelle’s tone turns frigid. “I will not support you, Tony.”

      “I’m not asking you to support me. I’m asking you to help with your daughter’s goddamned education. Is that unreasonable?”

      “How much will you be contributing?”

      “Once I’m back on my feet I’ll pay for it all myself. Right now, we need some help.”

      “Hopefully you’ll find a job soon. Until then, we’d best consider Brittany’s options. Let me talk to her.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes. I’d like to speak with my daughter,” she replies in her “I will brook no argument” voice.

      “What about school? We haven’t made a decision.”

      A long-suffering sigh crosses the Atlantic. “Let me speak with Brittany first.”

      “Damn it, Michelle—”

      “Now, Tony.”

      “Hang on.” After tossing the phone onto the middle of the bed, I set out for Brittany’s room. I have to pound on her door to be heard over the music blaring inside. The volume dips but she says nothing.

      “Your mother’s on the phone.”

      The door swings open immediately. The smile on her face, coupled with the light shining in her eyes, are like a knife to the heart when she excitedly asks, “Mom’s on the phone?”

      “That’s what I said,” I reply dejectedly.

      She stares at my empty hands. “Where’s the phone?”

      “On my bed,” I reply with a wave down the hall.

      She’s gone before I take my next breath. I follow Brittany back to my room and lean on the doorframe to listen to her end of the conversation.

      “I’m sorry about swearing, Mom, but these people are sooo nasty… all of them—the kids, the teachers, even the priest. They act like I shot the stupid cop.”

      The anguish in Brittany’s voice almost brings me to tears.

      Her face lights up as she listens to her mother’s response. “Really? Can I do that? When?”

      I start to worry.

      “Too cool!” she exclaims before asking, “What about school?”

      They can’t be discussing what I think they are. I step across the room and hold my hand out. “Give me the phone for a minute, honey.”

      She ignores me. “You’ve got room?”

      “I said give me the phone, Britts.”

      After she turns away, I snatch the phone out of her hand. “What the hell are you up to, Michelle?”

      “She’ll be better off here with me.”

      I bite off my angry reply and take a deep breath. Brittany hasn’t exactly been putting up an argument. If I’m honest with myself, the school troubles and the O’Reilly kid lurking have left me a little on edge. Maybe a break from Cedar Heights isn’t such a bad idea. “What are you thinking?” I ask. “How long?”

      “As long as it takes her to get over this.”

      “A week or two away probably wouldn’t hurt. Give me a few days to think about this and kick it around with her.”

      “Two days, Tony. Call me back in two days.”

      Brittany is staring at me, her expression suspended between residual anger and excitement about escaping Cedar Heights. My heart sinks at the prospect of losing my daughter.
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      I arrive at the Cook County Jail almost two weeks later to visit Papa in an attorney-client conference room. After a drawn-out battle, Mike has persuaded his office to list me on the defense team roster at the jail. He assures me this will be a huge improvement from seeing Papa in the public visiting pens. Despite this welcome development, I’ve been bitchy all morning. Taking the dog out for his morning walk and finding all four of your $600 tires slashed wide open can set you on the road to bitchy in a hurry. This kind of crap didn’t used to happen on Liberty Street.

      A bored jail guard sitting behind a glass partition glances up and asks how he can help me, managing to do so without conveying the slightest interest in being of assistance.

      “Tony Valenti. I have an eleven o’clock appointment with Francesco Valenti.”

      He taps on a computer keyboard before issuing a little grunt, then points at a clipboard sitting on the counter on my side of the glass. “Sign in.”

      I record my name and the time.

      He reads it and frowns. “Got some ID?”

      I hold out my brand-new Illinois driver’s license.

      He studies it and grunts again, then picks up a phone and punches in a couple of numbers.

      “Taylor at security. I’ve got a Tony Valenti here to see the cop-killer in an attorney room at eleven.” He shoots a pointed glance at his watch and cuts his eyes to me after he hangs up. “Cuttin’ it close, pal. Don’t make a habit of it.”

      Screw you, pal. See how punctual you are when someone slashes your tires.

      The guard fishes a visitor card out of a drawer and records the number beside my name in the visitor log before he drops it into a slot that he spins around to face me. “Wear that around your neck at all times.”

      I slip the lanyard over my head while a buzzer signals that he’s unlocked the door.

      “You hear me?” he asks as I enter. “Wear it at all times.”

      I nod. May a thousand piranha devour your testicles in the bathtub, big guy.

      I head inside. Seeing Papa wasting away through a sheet of Plexiglas hasn’t prepared me for the physical shock of embracing his emaciated body. The birdlike grasp of his fingers clinging to my shoulders startles me. His once-powerful hands had unwittingly left me squirming in discomfort many a time when we horsed around during my childhood.

      He finds his voice first. “Is good to visit here. This room is much better.”

      “It certainly is.” I make a mental note to thank Mike Williams once again.

      Papa nods toward the door. “Williams, he say I should no talk out there.”

      “He’s right.” The guards are trained to hover and eavesdrop on the detainees in the public visiting areas. Anything damaging they “happen” to hear is admissible at trial—yet another thing about criminal law I’ve either forgotten or never knew. The list of such revelations is uncomfortably long.

      Papa sinks into a chair and props his elbows on the table. Anguish seeps from every pore. I slide onto a chair and cover his hand with mine. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk now, Papa.”

      His eyes flicker to mine before dropping back to the table. He’s a million miles away. The two topics most likely to capture his interest are his daughter and Brittany, not that there’s any good news to impart in either case. Though Amy has been dead for years, Papa still mourns and clings to any mention of her. I wonder how he’ll react to the idea of the Trib going public with the truth about her death. As for his granddaughter, Brittany flatly refused to return to school at the end of her suspension last week. The conundrum about her school plans was resolved by an email from Michelle this morning announcing that she’s purchased our daughter a plane ticket to Brussels for this weekend. After managing to fend off Michelle for over a week, I was allowing myself to imagine that she may have had a change of heart about letting Brittany stay in Cedar Heights. I should know better than to get my hopes up about anything these days.

      After a deep breath, I decide to lead with my sister. “Pat O’Toole from the Tribune knows what really happened to Amy. She pitched the idea of running the story in the paper.  Would you object?”

      Papa looks up. “This Pat, she is the woman you go to school with?”

      I nod.

      “Your Mama, she would not like this.”

      “I’m not asking Mama. Would you like to see it happen?”

      His eyes search mine. “Why do this now?”

      So someone can finally hold those Pentagon bastards accountable—whatever accountable means for an institution that seems to operate beyond the reach of the law. Instead of venting, I simply reply, “Why not?”

      After a lengthy pause, he nods. “Maybe now is time for truth.”

      Goddamned right it is. I squeeze his hand. “It was time for the truth many years ago.”

      He shrugs and nods. “Yes.”

      When tears well up in his eyes, I decide to switch gears. “Brittany’s going to Europe.”

      “To Michelle?”

      “Yes.”

      “When she come back?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      The imperious father of my youth surfaces. “You no tell me everything, Anthony. Why does Brittany leave?”

      I freeze. There’s either the truth or something close to an outright lie. I’ve never been a guy who lied to his parents. Well, not much anyway, and that was many, many years ago.

      He isn’t put off by my prevaricating. “You tell me what is wrong! Brittany has trouble at school?”

      If the topic can’t be avoided, I can at least downplay things. “Kids, you know,” I say airily. “They squabble and do stupid things.”

      Papa’s eyes bore into mine. “What stupid things?”

      “She had an argument with a teacher.”

      “This happens because of me?”

      “She’s a kid, Papa. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      My father leans closer with fire in his eyes. “Anthony, you no lie to your Papa!”

      Well, if nothing else, I’ve put a little fight back into the old coot. “It was about the shooting,” I admit.

      His lips tremble and a moan escapes him while tears begin to stream from his eyes. “Now she run away. She leaves from shame!”

      Well, there’s some truth in that, isn’t there? I wrap him in my arms. “There’s more to it than that. She misses the life we had in Atlanta. She misses private school.”

      He sobs for a moment longer before he eases out of my arms and straightens up. “This divorce is wrong. Brittany, she need her Mama and her Papa. This is not right for her.”

      “Marriages don’t always last,” I reply weakly.

      He stares at me for a long moment while another tear dribbles down his cheek. “Because people now not do what is right, only what is easy.”

      I can’t argue the point, nor can I explain modern sensibilities to Papa—I don’t always understand them much better myself. Maybe, instead of putting the work into our marriage that I’ve always heard is necessary, Michelle and I simply masked the shortcomings of our union with relentless material acquisition and the pursuit of career advancement. I’m rescued from this unaccustomed self-reflection when the door opens and Mike Williams walks in. His eyes quiz me after he looks at Papa, who has turned away to stare at the ceiling while he wipes the tears from his eyes.

      “Brittany got into some trouble at school and is going to stay with her mother for a bit,” I explain.

      “Sorry to hear that,” Mike says. “What happened?”

      “I’ll fill you in another time,” I reply with a shake of my head to wave him off the topic. Perhaps upset to have Mike find him in tears, Papa has broken into a fresh outbreak.

      Mike glances at Papa and nods his understanding.

      I decide to steer the conversation somewhere less painful. “You got any kids?” I ask Mike.

      “Nope, and I’m not married—much to my mother’s dismay.”

      “Does she scout prospects for you?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Only every unmarried young lady at her church.”

      Papa wipes his eyes a final time and tunes in. Family talk—anyone’s family talk—always catches his interest.

      “The hours I work are a problem,” Mike continues with a resigned shrug. “At least that’s what my last couple of girlfriends told me. That, and an inability to leave work at the office.”

      “You want the wife and kids?” Papa asks him.

      “Yeah, I guess I do.”

      “An obsession with work isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” I say. Mike should listen; I know what I’m talking about.

      “My work and what you do are worlds apart,” he replies.

      He’s right. Not for the first time, I’m reminded that the weight of responsibility he carries is crushing—especially given his passionate devotion to the work. Still. “All work and no play isn’t good for you.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      I reluctantly get back to trial business by asking, “How’s discovery coming along?”

      Mike leans back in his seat and crosses an ankle over a knee. “The prosecution gets a month to start producing documents. They’re starting to trickle in.”

      “It’s been seven weeks!” I fume.

      “Just over six since Francesco was arraigned.”

      I’m impatient to get started. The plan is to have me pore over the discovery documents: police reports, ballistics, witness statements, autopsy, toxicology reports—every scrap of paper they’ll use to build their case. Mike will do his own review of the State’s evidence, then we’ll compare notes, hoping to find a mistake or something we can use to build our defense case.

      “I’m anxious to see what they’ve got,” I say.

      “I think we can anticipate most of it.”

      Maybe he can. I have only the barest grasp of what to expect.

      “You’ve got a big job ahead of you once that stuff arrives,” he continues. “Hours and hours reading piss-poor photocopies, many of which will say the same thing over and over.”

      “You make it sound so glamorous. Why doesn’t everyone do it?”

      “Only a select few of us are dumb enough to be public defenders. Be patient, my friend. This is how it goes in the early stages… a whole lotta nothing for days at a time.” After a pause, he asks, “Anything new on the job front?”

      “As a matter of fact, I accepted an offer.”

      He smiles. “Whereabouts?”

      “Fleiss Lansky LLP.”

      “Big firm. What’ll you be doing?”

      “Managing legal for the Fafnir America account.”

      “The hell’s a Fafnir?”

      “It’s a Scandinavian multinational. Norwegian or Swedish—I can’t remember which.”

      “You might want to brush up on that a bit,” he suggests with a grin.

      I return his smile. “I know a little! Fafnir bought up a bunch of American consumer goods labels and didn’t re-brand them. That’s probably why you haven’t heard of them.”

      “When do you start?”

      “Next Monday.”

      “Ain’t that something to be thankful for, huh?”

      “Definitely,” I agree.

      “What’s happening with the house?” Mike asks next. “Francesco tells me you beat the eviction notice.”

      I nod. “The foreclosure’s on hold, too.”

      “Outstanding!”

      “I forgot to tell you that the contractor called,” I tell Papa. “They’ll be out to fix the garage next week. I paid the tax arrears.”

      He nods without comment.

      Mike’s eyes light up and he turns to Papa while hooking a thumb at me. “This guy tell you about our little basketball competition?”

      Papa shakes his head no.

      “Whupped his ass, dressed him out, and wiped the hardwood with him when I was done,” Mike says with a hearty laugh.

      My mind drifts back to an image of Mike towering over me on legs resembling the Pillars of Hercules. He reached down to hoist me off the hardwood as if I weighed twenty pounds. I’d just been manhandled through three games of one-on-one that whistled by in a painful, confused blur. Team building exercise, my ass. With my hands braced on my knees and my head hanging almost as low, I was struggling to suck in precious thimblefuls of air while dreaming of smacking the smug smile off his face.

      Mike’s smirk from the gym returns when he looks back at me. “Let’s hope you’re a damned sight better in a courtroom than you are on a basketball court.”

      Doing what I can to stifle a chuckle, I hold his gaze with mine. “Don’t get too cocky, Williams. There’ll be a rematch.”

      He gets to his feet and claps me on the shoulder. “You turning into a man to be reckoned with, my friend?”
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      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Pat O’Toole snaps at me as soon as the bathroom door closes behind Brittany. My daughter’s flight to Brussels leaves this afternoon at five-thirty. At Brittany’s insistence, Pat is here for a farewell lunch.

      “What are you talk”

      Pat cuts me off. “This is gonna be a great memory of her last day here. You’re surly, morose… an absolute bundle of joy.”

      “I can’t help how I feel,” I reply like a petulant little boy in a sulk—which isn’t far off the mark.

      “Save it for the morning. You want her to stay in Brussels?”

      I shake my head miserably and begin collecting the Chinese carryout containers from lunch. Leftovers go in the fridge and the empties disappear into the garbage under the sink. Deano stands by, his eagle eyes scouring the floor for even a single grain of fallen rice. Pat has followed me and we’re face-to-face when I turn around.

      “Hold it together for the rest of this afternoon, for Brittany’s sake,” she says while tossing an empty rice container into the trash. “Give her a reason to come back.”

      “I’m angry she’s going. Worse, I’m afraid of losing her for good.”

      Pat’s eyes soften. “You need to set that aside for now. Let’s talk about something besides how much you’re gonna miss her.”

      Tough to argue with someone who’s right, although I’ve tried it many a time. I sit down and manage a grin when Brittany walks back into the kitchen. “Gonna miss eating Chinese?”

      “Like they won’t have Chinese! I bet the Europeans like it, too,” she says confidently. Then she steals a glance at Pat for confirmation. Tales of Pat’s European travels have featured liberally in past conversations.

      “Sorry, kid,” Pat replies as she settles back into her chair. “Chinese can be found but not on every corner. Don’t worry, though, they’ve got plenty of good food.”

      “Like what?”

      “You’ve gotta try the wiener schnitzel in Austria.”

      Brittany’s eyes go wide in surprise. “Wieners? You mean hot dogs?”

      “Heavens no,” Pat replies with a laugh while she leans back and crosses her legs. “Not friggin’ hot dogs! They’ve probably never even heard of Oscar Mayer. Veal schnitzel is my favorite. Great stuff!”

      Brittany wrinkles her nose. “Mom’s against veal.”

      But pouring gallons of Coca-Cola into kids is okay.

      “The Germans use pork, if that meets with your mother’s approval,” Pat says. “I happen to think the Austrians do it up right.”

      “I’ll try some,” Brittany says with a decided lack of enthusiasm. She’s still standing, leaning her butt against the sink.

      “You will insist on seeing more than Brussels, right?” Pat asks.

      “What’s wrong with Brussels?” Brittany counters with a hint of combativeness.

      “Nothing,” Pat replies easily. “It’s just that there’s much more to see and it’s all easy to get to. Hell, a girl can spit clear across Europe. You can be in London or Paris or the Alps in a matter of hours—all without flying.”

      “Really?”

      Pat nods. “Sure.”

      Brittany is catching Pat’s enthusiasm. She sits down and leans her elbows on the table. “Sounds pretty cool.”

      “It is!”

      Thanks, O’Toole, I say to myself. Try to remember that I hope Brittany comes back.

      Pat winks at Brittany and then makes a point of looking at her watch before she stands up. “I’ll let you two visit. I’ve gotta be somewhere soon.”

      I’m not about to argue. I’m glad she came and hope to patch things up, but I want a couple of hours alone with my soon-to-be departed daughter.

      “You can’t stay?” Brittany asks while following Pat to the front door. I seem to be the only one hoping for a final hour or two of family time.

      Pat shakes her head. “Naw, I’m picking up my niece and nephew and we’re going to The Field.”

      “The museum?” Brittany asks.

      “Yup!”

      I’ve tagged along to the front hall. “How old are the kids?”

      “Six and eight.”

      “Taking six- and eight-year-olds to a museum? That’s gotta be child abuse,” Brittany deadpans.

      Pat’s eyes travel from Brittany to me and back. “I don’t suppose you two have been?”

      We shake our heads, me with some degree of guilt and Brittany with unabashed satisfaction.

      “They’ve got some artifacts from the Hermitage and Catherine’s Palace in St. Petersburg,” Pat says. “Fabergé pieces, paintings, even a couple of items from the Amber Room.”

      “The what?” Brittany asks.

      “The Hermitage is one of the greatest museums on earth,” Pat replies. “Perhaps the greatest. I plan to go next summer. This’ll be a great preview.”

      My daughter looks embarrassed. “We’re not talking about Florida, are we?”

      Pat chuckles. “Like I’d be this excited about going to rub shoulders with a bunch of fat old Americans in Florida. I’m talking about Russia! Home of Tsars, Catherine the Great, onion domes.”

      “Whatever,” Brittany says with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. “It’s still a museum.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” Pat replies with a laugh. Then she turns to me. “A chip off the old blockhead, isn’t she? At some point, somebody’s gonna have to civilize this kid.”

      “You volunteering?” I ask hopefully.

      She shrugs. “Maybe we should start by civilizing you and hope for osmosis of some sort.”

      “Take him to the museum,” Brittany suggests. “Give the kids a break.”

      Pat laughs again. “They’re gonna love it.”

      “Uh-huh,” Brittany mutters. Then, with tears welling in her eyes, she wraps Pat in a ferocious hug.

      “You’ve got my email address, right?” Pat asks.

      Brittany backs out of the hug, digs a scrap of paper out of the back pocket of her designer jeans, and holds it up. “Right here.”

      “I expect to hear all about your exploits traipsing around the Continent.”

      Brittany manages a weak smile. “Okay.”

      “I’ll keep you up to date on Chubby’s adventures here,” Pat says before surprising me with a brief hug. “Hang in there,” she whispers in my ear. Then she steps away and gives me a sad smile. When the door closes behind her, I wonder when I’ll next see Pat… or if I’ll see her without my daughter here to facilitate a visit.

      Two hours later, Brittany is again in her room, completing “final packing” for the fifth time since Pat’s departure. I’m in the kitchen flipping through brochures we collected from a couple of private schools we toured. Michelle and I exchanged a few emails about finding a school in Chicago with an International Baccalaureate program. Michelle is in favor of an IB program but was non-committal about my daughter returning to Cedar Heights anytime soon. Pursuing the IB angle wasn’t much more than me clutching at straws, pretending my daughter will return to Cedar Heights in the foreseeable future.

      When Brittany finally arrives back in the kitchen and sits down, I slide the brochures across the table. “Got a favorite?”

      “Anything without St. Aloysius over the door,” she replies grimly with barely a glance at the brochures. “You gonna buy a house pretty soon?”

      “I thought we’d do that together when you get back. I’ll stay here until then.”

      “I don’t wanna live in this shitty old house.”

      My hackles rise at her callous dismissal of the Valenti family home. Things remain a little strained until it’s time to go. Brittany plugs into her iPhone and bops away listening to who-knows-what all the way to the airport. I stew on that for a few minutes before realizing that she’s simply being the daughter we raised her to be. As great a kid as she is, in some respects we haven’t done well with her. That’s hardly her fault. If she’s inclined to indulge herself without much regard for those around her, the inclination surely came from watching her parents. As for her recent moodiness and uncharacteristically volatile behavior, is it really so different from my own? Through no fault of her own, her life has been upended and turned into a living hell. No wonder she’s anxious to escape.

      Because Brittany is a minor, I was allowed to accompany her to the gate. I’ve been studiously avoiding any mention of Brittany’s possible return since Pat chewed me out for being all morose and shitty, but anxiety gets the better of me when the gate agent announces that boarding will begin shortly. I reach over and gently tug the ear buds away from her head. “Any idea how long you’ll be gone?”

      “I dunno. Long enough so I don’t hafta go to St. Aloysius or live in Papa’s house. I’m not liking all this court stuff, either. Maybe when that’s over.”

      This is the first time she’s mentioned the trial as a factor in her return. “It could be months before the trial ends.”

      “No hurry,” she says with a shrug. “Pat and Mom make Europe sound like an adventure—tons of stuff to see and do.”

      “Your mother will be working. You know the kind of hours she likes to put in at the office.”

      “Yeah, I was kinda worried about that, but Mom said she won’t be working so much. We’re gonna have lots of time together.”

      Now, there’s a broken promise just waiting to happen. I keep the thought to myself.

      Brittany leans close and puts her head on my shoulder when they announce general boarding. “Sorry, Dad.”

      “Why?”

      “I just realized that I wasted most of our last couple of hours together.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “And I’m sorry for being kinda bratty.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Britts. I haven’t been at my best, either.”

      She doesn’t argue but she does tear up. “I’m gonna miss you, too, y’know.”

      I brush a strand of hair away from her eyes. “I know.”

      “It’ll be easier for you with me gone,” she says bravely. “You can stay in Papa’s house and save some money.”

      She’s probably right. But. “None of that matters as much as having you with me.”

      “I know,” she mumbles through a sniffle.

      With Brittany on her way to Brussels, my first dinner alone on Liberty Street is reheated Chinese from lunch, washed down by one of a six-pack of Stella Artois I picked up on the way back from the airport. The Belgian brew is a rather pathetic attempt to cling to my departed daughter. After discovering that beer definitely isn’t the beverage of choice with Chinese food, confirmed by a second bottle to validate the experiment, I load the dishwasher and toss the final remnants of lunch into the garbage. Then I tie off the garbage bag, lug it to the back door, and follow Deano outside.

      Where I stop dead.

      Amy’s mural shimmers under a luminescent full moon, as if she has just now applied the final strokes and stepped away with a wet brush in hand. The vision takes my breath away. No matter where life has taken me and whatever shit it has dealt out in the process, the backyard of our home on Liberty Street has forever remained an enchanted icon of warm childhood and family memories. Here, Amy, Frankie, and I once ran and played with the reckless abandon of youth. This is the sanctuary that Francesco and Maria Valenti devoted themselves to creating over the years. Stands of Papa’s prized tomato plants have for years untold been planted along the north fence, hugging it for support while they bathed in the nurturing rays of the summer sun. Mama’s rose bushes splashed annual bursts of red and yellow and pink over the carefully arrayed milieu of her rock garden. Desperate to keep any remnant of Mama alive, Papa lavished this year’s crop of roses with the love and care usually reserved for his tomatoes. In the center of it all stands a two-foot tall stone Hummel boy fully decked out in lederhosen and rucksack with a feather tucked into his peaked cap. He pours a bubbling stream of water into a half-barrel from spring until autumn. I’ve never quite figured out what a German totem is doing in our little slice of Italy, but Mama must have had her reasons. I should have taken an interest and asked while I had the chance.

      A cloud crossing in front of the moon wipes the color and vitality from the scene. With the water shut off for the winter, a lonely drop of dew glistens on the cap of the Hummel boy before it falls on his empty watering can. Papa had cleaned out the tomato plants after the first frost but couldn’t bring himself to prune the flowers from Mama’s rose bushes. The final petals appear heartbreakingly forlorn in their wilted frailty. When the freshening breeze gently rocks the ghosts of Mama and Papa back and forth in the swing beneath the Hawthorne tree, I’m hammered by the realization that I am now well and truly alone in this house.

      I slam the bag into the garbage can and smash the lid back in place, fuming at my daughter, her mother, my father, Pat O’Toole, and the whole horseshit universe in general. I pick up the lid and give it a final satisfying crash into position. A wet nose on the back of my hand reminds me that I’m not completely alone. Deano’s sad eyes echo the emptiness of my soul. I scratch the crown of his head and head back inside with the dog at my heels.

      As always, the cabinet above the stove holds a bottle of Nonino Grappa. The Nonino is a greatly refined version of the barnyard grappa Papa had grown up with, which Mama derided as peasant rotgut when she finally banished it from our home. I fill a water glass with a healthy shot and meander into the living room with the glass in one hand and the bottle clutched in the other. While I gaze at the pictures and keepsakes of the past, I brood over how the unfathomable twists and turns of life have led me to the dead-end of tonight. Then I head off to wander through the house.

      After arriving unsteadily in the living room sometime later, I slip an old Dean Martin LP of Mama’s onto the turntable of an antique RCA console stereo. The stereo, an obsolescent atrocity in the eyes of serious audiophiles, has occupied the same corner of the living room for decades. As Deano’s mellow baritone croons “Memories Are Made of This,” I study a fading family photograph of my parents, me, and Amy. The picture was taken while Amy was visiting during her senior year at the University of Illinois; it was her last Thanksgiving at home. We’re all younger and smiling, still filled with hope for the future. There’s no hint here that our family would soon be dealt the bitter loss of Mama and Papa’s second born and, if I’m honest, far and away the best of their children. Alongside this picture hangs a blissful depiction of the whole family on a Christmas morning many years earlier. Everyone seemed happy in this shot, taken while we were still in grade school. Such good years they were—so filled with love, joy and the certainty that, whatever the future held, we’d see it through together. A crushing, desolate loneliness settles over me while I sink deeper and deeper into the bottle of grappa.

      My wanderings take me to the doorway of Amy and Brittany’s empty bedroom. I picture my daughter as she was last night, snuggled under the covers a few minutes after I’d tucked her in—an indulgence she’d allowed me on her final night at home. Then, as now, the only light in the room spilled in from the hallway. As quietly as I had last night, I step inside and settle into a well-seasoned armchair wedged between the dresser and closet. Many an hour had been spent sitting beside Brittany’s crib or bed back when life was simpler. My mind’s eye conjures up images of her as a sleeping infant and as the rambunctious and precocious toddler she became, a child who fell still only when asleep… and sometimes not even then. I steal away when the nostalgia gives way to a gathering melancholy.

      After dropping the now empty grappa bottle into the recycling bin, I stumble back to the living room and collapse onto the sofa. Brittany is on her way to a new life, my parents are lost to me, my career is shot, and my broken shell of a marriage has finally shattered. What have I got to look forward to? What the hell is the point of even trying to move forward? It’s probably a good thing that Papa’s gun isn’t in the house tonight. How easy it would be to resolve my future if it were.
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      Winter launches its first serious assault on Chicago forty-one days after Brittany’s departure—not that anyone’s counting. The blizzard’s fury and resulting Friday traffic crawl remind me of a couple of reasons I fled south. Pat O’Toole called unexpectedly yesterday to suggest going out tonight for a quick dinner. It will be our first visit since Brittany left. Pat’s due to arrive at seven. I eventually snowplow into the driveway with fifteen minutes to spare after a workday every bit as vile as the weather.

      I hustle toward the house with a wary eye on the roof. It’s smothered beneath the first eighteen of twenty-four forecast inches of snow and looks capable of unleashing a catastrophic avalanche at any moment. I pause to look up and down the block after muscling through a mountainous snowdrift to reach the front door. The winking holiday lights and festive decorations look to be in season for the first time since they sprouted after Thanksgiving, but even this winter wonderland isn’t enough to nudge me into a festive mood. Most years, I slip into Christmas mode by the end of Thanksgiving weekend. This year, I just want it over with. I turn my back on the scene, scoop a handful of envelopes and flyers out of the mailbox, and go inside. Deano struggles up from a floormat to greet me with a few desultory wags of his tail while I sweep snowdrifts off my shoulders. I sigh and drop the mail beside the door, grab his leash from the closet, and drag the old bugger out to do his business. At least he doesn’t linger. We’re back inside within a minute or two.

      I dump the mail on the kitchen table and head for my bedroom to get changed. I’m back two minutes later in a sweater and slacks, tumbler of Maker’s Mark bourbon in hand. I’ve returned to my university bourbon of choice after drinking stupid expensive brands during the high-flying days in Atlanta. Maybe I have a crappy palate or something, but I can’t tell the difference. Only two of the envelopes on the table merit my attention. One is from Butterworth Cole and the other is from the Village of Cedar Heights. I suspect both contain invoices. I gratefully set them aside unopened when the doorbell rings.

      Pat’s smiling face greets me when I open the door. The ends of her hair hang below a red ski cap, curling up on the collar of a forest-green knee-length wool coat. A red knit scarf is wrapped loosely around her neck, its ends dangling almost to her waist. She claps a pair of matching red Santa mittens together and laughs with delight. “Isn’t it great?”

      I wave a hand toward the Rockwellesque streetscape beyond her. “This shit?”

      She pauses long enough to catch a fluffy flake on her tongue. “Pretty as a post card, isn’t it? I can almost hear the tinkle of muffled sleigh bells and picture reindeer prancing through the snow.”

      “It took me the better part of three hours to get home from work,” I grumble.

      “Don’t bitch about the traffic, Mr. ‘I Won’t Ride the L,’” she says, referencing my stated distaste for the iconic Chicago rapid transit trains. Then she breaks into song and starts to spin like a top with her arms outstretched. “Sleigh bells ring, are you listening? In the lane, snow is glistening—a beautiful sight, we're happy tonight, walkin' in a winter wonderland.”

      Her antics prompt a grudging smile from me. “You’re happier than a pig in poop, aren’t you?”

      She laughs. “Where to for dinner, Mr. Grumpypants?”

      “Not too far in this weather.”

      “What’s close that you like?”

      The nearest thing I can think of is a pizza place a mile away. “Lou Malnati’s?”

      “Perfect! Nothing like a little pizza and eggnog to put a gal in a festive frame of mind.”

      “Your car or mine?”

      “Who’s got the snazzy car with the big fat tires?”

      I work my feet into a new pair of winter boots, then grab my keys and a leather coat before wading onto the front porch. The Porsche is already wearing a fresh inch of snow. Not for the first time, I wish there was room in our backyard garage, but Papa’s old Buick and woodworking tools take up all the space.

      “I hate to sour your cheery mood,” Pat says while she watches me sweeping snow off the car.

      “But?”

      “The village has put Liberty Street and Independence Park redevelopment on the agenda for the January seventh board meeting.”

      I suspected this was coming but it’s still a sucker punch in the pit of my stomach. I doubt our little victory over the eviction notice will stand in the way of a full-fledged redevelopment plan for the whole neighborhood. Of course, I don’t know shit about most aspects of law, so that’s just another uneducated guess from Tony Valenti, Esquire, Ignoramus-at-Law.

      “I’m sorry,” I say while we sweep snow off the car. “I was way out of line about Amy. I should have been thanking you for your help and friendship.”

      “You’ve got a funny way of showing your appreciation.”

      “I do a lot of stupid things.”

      Pat doesn’t argue the point and we fall into an uneasy silence. She’s probably reflecting on what an ass I am. At least she’s speaking to me.

      She eventually sighs. “Sorry. I know this isn’t easy for you.”

      “What am I going to do to save the house?” I ask after we get in the car.

      Pat pulls off the ski cap and shakes the snow out of her hair. “What did your folks do?”

      “Got help.”

      “So, get help.”

      “Mr. Rosetti will know what to do. Mind if we stop on the way?”

      “Nope.”

      We pull into the shoveled Rosetti driveway a minute later. Mr. Rosetti answers the door and waves me in.

      “Hi, Mr. Rosetti. How are you?”

      “Fine, Anthony. And you?”

      “Frozen and missing Atlanta more every minute.”

      He rewards my lame humor with a tight smile. “I should have stayed in Florida. Perhaps the time has come to move down there.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nods. “How can I help you?”

      “Have you heard about the redevelopment hearing?” His blank stare is answer enough. After I fill him in on the details I have from Pat, he asks me to wait and disappears deeper into the house. He returns within a minute and presses a business card into my hand. I glance down at it: The Citadel Foundation. Teresa Keebler-Jones, Director.

      My eyes rise to his. “I should talk to her?”

      “She helped us two years ago. It is your fight this time, Anthony. Teresa will help you.” Then he surprises me by reaching to open the door.

      “Thank you,” I stammer as I step outside.

      “You’re welcome, Anthony,” he says while pulling the screen door closed. I walk back to the car pondering the unwelcome ramifications of his seeming indifference. Mama told me that Mr. Rosetti had been a tenacious battler against the village in the last effort to turn Liberty Street into a shopping mall. I wordlessly hand Pat the business card after I clamber back into the warmth of the Porsche.

      She reads the card and passes it back. “She can help?”

      “I hope so,” I mutter while tucking the card into my shirt pocket. After backing into the street, I begin inching toward Malnati’s by keeping my tires in the tracks forged through the snow by other vehicles. We haven’t seen a snowplow yet. I doubt we will anytime soon.

      “Tough day?” Pat asks.

      “Typical bullshit day.”

      “Tell me about this job. What are you doing?”

      “It’s with a law firm, handling one of their corporate accounts. Blowing off complaints and lawsuits from customers, fighting with the lawyers of other firms so we can all pile on billable hours to justify our salaries. Typical corporate law.”

      “Try not to sound so excited.”

      “It’s a job.”

      “You sound like an everyday working stiff, Valenti.”

      A billboard advertisement we pass for the St. Petersburg exhibit at the Field Museum reminds me of Pat’s outing with her niece and nephew. “How did it go at the Field?”

      “Great! The kids loved it.”

      “As much as you?”

      She grins. “Maybe not that much.”

      We arrive at Malnati’s after a ten-minute drive. I was right about a dearth of snowplows along the way. The parking lot behind the restaurant hasn’t seen a shovel or plow, either. Aside from several imposing snowdrifts and two cars, it’s deserted.

      “Let’s hope the cook was at work before the storm hit,” Pat says while we trudge through a Himalayan-sized drift between the parking lot and the entrance.

      A waiting hostess greets us and leads us past a sea of empty tables covered in white and red checked tablecloths before seating us at a red and black booth for two. “Your server tonight is Madison,” the hostess tells us brightly. “She’ll be with you in a minute.”

      “Do you spend a lot of time with the kids?” I ask Pat after the hostess leaves.

      “My nieces and nephews?”

      I nod in reply.

      “As much as I can. It isn’t enough but I do my best. The worst is my nephew up in Canada. I only see him once or twice a year.”

      “Whereabouts in Canada?”

      “They’re out west in Calgary. My sister married a Canadian she met in college.”

      The waitress announces her arrival with a hearty, “Hi! I’m Madison! I’ll be your server this evening! Can I start you off with a little something from the bar to warm you up?”

      I order my second bourbon of the evening. Pat, being the designated passenger, asks for a cup of hot chocolate. I bitch about work while we wait, then smile at the ribbon of foam that appears on her upper lip after her first sip.

      “So, tell me about this attack of conscience you seem to be having,” Pat prompts. “You’re suggesting your work has no redeeming social value?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Wow. I’m fascinated by the concept of a conscientious lawyer.”

      I wave a hand in dismissal. “I’m just questioning the worth of what I’m doing.”

      She settles back and studies me for a moment or two. “Not a road you’ve travelled before, is it?” After I shake my head, she adds, “Maybe your subconscious is trying to tell you something.”

      “Could be… and that’s all of that intriguing little topic we’re going to discuss, Dr. Freud.”

      We’re still chuckling when Madison! arrives with our pizza and two squat glasses of ice water in wide-mouth mason jars—authentic Italian mason jars, I’m sure. “Can I get you guys anything else?”

      Pat shakes her head in response to my questioning gaze. “No thanks,” I reply as the waitress transfers a slice of deep dish onto each of our plates. The zesty aroma of sausage, pepperoni, spinach, and heaps of mozzarella cheese stirs my dormant appetite.

      “Enjoy!” Madison! exclaims before she departs.

      That’s easy enough to do. I like Malnati’s. We down a couple of enormous slices each while chatting about her day at the Field Museum and her plans to visit St. Petersburg. “Good pizza,” I announce a little later while pushing my plate aside.

      “Done already?”

      “Can’t put it away like I used to,” I tell her while rubbing my tummy.

      “You disappoint me, Chubby.”

      “I’m in training.”

      “For what?” she asks with open skepticism.

      “Hoops.” My tale of woe on the basketball court at the hands of Mike Williams and my plans for revenge leave her in stitches until we get the bill and pay. Madison! leaves us with a couple of leftover containers.

      Pat sits forward with her arms on the table. “Before we leave, let’s talk about the second reason I called today.”

      I settle back in my chair and wait.

      “It’s about Amy’s story.”

      So, it comes back to this. My initial flash of irritation is immediately snuffed out by the trepidation in Pat’s eyes. After all my stupidity suspecting her motives, The Trib hasn’t printed a word about Amy’s death. The least I can do is hear her out. Besides, this has to be dealt with sooner or later if we’re ever going to move beyond it. “Go ahead.”

      “Were you just having a bad day the last time we talked about this or did you really think I was angling all along to get a story out of you?”

      “A little of both,” I reply sheepishly.

      “You’re a stupidhead,” she says with a wondering shake of her head. “God only knows how much money you spent on law school, yet here I’m the only one of us thinking like a lawyer.”

      I haven’t got a clue what she’s getting at, so I say nothing.

      “You’re familiar with the idea of infecting a jury pool?” she asks.

      “Sure.”

      “The prosecution has been taking a good run at it, Tony. We’ve been running headlines like: ‘Cop-Killer a Neighborhood Nuisance’ and ‘Cop-Killer Has History of Battling City Hall.’ A story that stirs a little sympathy for your father in a potential juror or two may help his cause.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be impartial? Couldn’t you get in trouble for taking sides?”

      She laughs. “You’re kidding, right? Believe me, my editors won’t fire me for handing them a story about the government covering up the deaths of American soldiers in an illegal covert operation. Ask Mike Williams what he thinks. I bet he’d be happy to see the jury pool infected a little on your father’s behalf.”

      How obvious is that? I ask myself. “I should have seen that you were trying to help when you first mentioned it. I’ve been known to look gift horses in the mouth.”

      “You’re under a lot of strain. I hear that’s a leading cause of idiocy.”

      “I feel like an ass.”

      “Only because you are, Valenti. What do they teach you people at law school anyway?”

      “Advanced studies in maximizing hours billed and similarly arcane legal minutiae.”

      She shakes her head and laughs. “Fifty grand a year in tuition for that?”

      “So now what?” I ask after I throw my hands up in a “what can I say?” gesture.

      “That’s up to you. Amy’s story could probably run between Christmas and New Year’s.”

      “Are you printing what I told you?”

      “Not unless you tell me I can use it. I gave my editor the bare bones without naming you or Amy and he was excited. He heard much of the story from someone else a few years ago but needs a second source before he’ll run the story.”

      “I’m that source?”

      “No,” she replies. “You weren’t there. My editors want to speak to the guy who was with Amy in Colombia.”

      “Joe McIntyre. He exchanges Christmas cards with Mama and Papa, so his address must be around. Maybe his phone number, too.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Then what happens?” I ask. “You go to Colombia?”

      “I’ll be staying right here, thank you very much.”

      “They’ll do the whole story from Chicago?”

      She laughs. “That’ll be the day. Our international staff will be all over this.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m strictly local. I’ll look after the Chicago angle.”

      “Am I the local angle?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” she replies with a chuckle. “You might be mentioned once or twice. Don’t get delusions about seeing your name in print on a daily basis.”

      Such a small role for Pat doesn’t seem right. “Isn’t this a chance to be something more than a local beat reporter?”

      “I’m just a simple Chicago gal,” she replies. “I think what I do is important in its own way.”

      “I didn’t mean to suggest it isn’t. Why not advance your career?”

      “Maybe I’m already sitting in the right seat on the journalism bus. Don’t worry about me, Tony. I’m happy enough with my little lot in life.”

      “I’m jealous.”

      “Don’t be,” she says with a smile. Then she reaches for her coat. “Let’s blow this place.”

      It’s still snowing two or three feet per minute.

      “How’s Brittany doing?” she asks while we slog our way to the car.

      “Good. Settled into school and liking it so far.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “Happy for her, sad for me.”

      Pat looks at me across the roof of the car as we sweep off snow. “The little twit hasn’t written to me once. Is she coming back for Christmas?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “What are your plans for Christmas Day?”

      “I’ll be working on discovery for Papa’s trial and probably trying to get something done about this eminent domain crap. Mike sent me a packet of discovery materials yesterday. I had a peek last night and I’ll dig into it again when I get home. It’s going to take a long time to get through it all.”

      She tut-tuts. “No one should be alone at Christmas. I talked to Mom last night. You’re welcome to come by their place for Christmas dinner.”

      “Multiple O’Tooles?” I ask in mock horror as we climb into the car.

      She grins. “A proper infestation.”

      Part of me is tempted, the rest cringes at the thought of being face-to-face with everything I’ve lost. “We’ll see.”

      “You spent Thanksgiving alone, didn’t you?”

      I start the car and nod.

      “Fun stuff?” she asks sardonically.

      “Not so much,” I reply before I put the car into gear and ease out of the parking lot. As if the night Brittany left for Europe hadn’t been bad enough, I’d sunk even further into despair and self-loathing by the time I passed out on the couch after my Thanksgiving feast of PB&J sandwiches. I washed those down with Papa’s last bottle of grappa before polishing off a half-bottle of bourbon.

      Pat studies me with concern. “Think about Christmas, Tony. Being with happy people who care about you is never a bad thing.”

      I can’t imagine where she plans to find people who give a shit about me. “I’ll let you know.”

      She gives me a long look, followed by a shrug. “Whatever you think. There’ll be scads of food. We eat around four o’clock. The invite’s open right up until dinnertime.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate the offer.”

      “I hope you’ll come.”

      We ride in silence until I turn onto Liberty Street and she says, “Let me know what that Citadel person has to say after you call.”

      “Sure.”

      A handful of snowmen in varying stages of completion stand here and there among the homes of our neighbors. Nowhere near as many as we used to build, of course, but kids still seem to populate Liberty Street. Grandchildren visiting, I suppose. A sled has left a set of tracks alongside the road in the general vicinity of the buried sidewalk. My blood begins to boil at the absurdity of condemning this neighborhood. “We’re supposed to have property rights in this country. How can Zaluski get away with this crap?”

      “People like Zaluski and Mayor Brown have been getting away with this crap for years.”

      I hammer a fist on the top of the steering wheel. “How?”

      “Cedar Heights has a sketchy mayor paired with an overly ambitious village manager. That’s a particularly toxic combination. You’re in the ring with a tough tag team that is eager to auction off Liberty Street.”

      “David and Goliath stuff, is it?” I ask wryly.

      “Compared to David, you’re a pipsqueak without a slingshot, but otherwise, not a bad analogy.”

      “You going to be okay driving in this?” I ask when I nose into our driveway.

      “Am I a Chicago gal?”

      “So you say.”

      We exit the Porsche and stand together in the driveway for a minute, allowing the snow to drift down on us.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she asks softly.

      “Unless you’re behind the wheel or a shovel, I suppose it is.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “Killjoy!”

      I follow Pat to her car and help dig it out.

      She leans her forearms on the roof when we’re done. “You’re gonna be in a fight to the death with Zaluski and the mayor. They’re probably still pissed about the last time the shopping center project didn’t fly. They won’t want to lose twice.”

      “They’re pissed? You think either of those clowns has more pent-up hostility to vent than I do?”

      Her brows knit together. “They can’t afford to suffer too many chinks in their aura of invincibility. They’ll be ruthless.”

      “That’ll make three of us.”

      “Be careful, Tony,” she warns before climbing into her car. “Who knows what lengths they might go to?”

      Far from accepting Pat’s admonishment to tread carefully, the thought of assholes like Brown and Zaluski trying to screw my parents out of their home pisses me off. This is personal now; I want revenge for what these bastards did. The image of my shrunken father swimming inside his prison garb pops into my head. It produces my first inkling of the degree of helpless rage that likely sent a spasm through Papa’s trigger finger.
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      State’s Attorney to Seek Death Penalty for Cedar Heights Cop-Killer: Sources.

      I stare at the headline for the umpteenth time since I sat down to my first cup of coffee this morning. My eyes stray from the screen to the silent phone on my desk at Fleiss Lansky LLP. Mike Williams has been in court all morning and is supposed to call when he breaks for lunch. It’s now pushing eleven-thirty. I can either read the headline again, keep staring at the phone, or do something constructive. I reach for the business card Mr. Rosetti gave me and dial the Washington, DC telephone number of Teresa Keebler-Jones at The Citadel Foundation.

      “The number you have called is no longer in service…."

      Shit! Looking on the bright side, Keebler-Jones isn’t a particularly common name and The Citadel Foundation is headquartered in DC. I assign the task of tracking her down to my legal assistant and call Papa’s insurance agent, Jill, to see how our claim for the garage is progressing.

      “It’s early days yet, so let’s lay low,” she says. “It’s not a good idea to lean on the claims people.”

      Time to light a fire under Jill. She’s young, having taken over the agency from her father when he retired a couple of years ago. This is the crap companies instill in young agents: sell, sell, sell, but don’t bother the busy people in claims when pesky customers want their claims paid. “It’s a straightforward claim, Jill. If you don’t plan to pay it, just say so.”

      “You know I’d write you a check today if it were up to me,” she says in that phony insurance agent (and lawyerly) schtick that says, “we’re in this together.”

      “We’re not going to play that game. Your job extends beyond peddling product and cashing commission checks. It’s time a little cash flowed back to my dad.”

      “I’ll call claims this afternoon,” she replies sullenly.

      She’d better. I need the damned money. Half my pay is now going to Brussels in child support. Another half goes to credit card and Porsche payments. Another half pays the utilities and buys mac and cheese. Yeah, that’s right—three halves total 150%. Even I can do enough basic arithmetic to understand this budgeting conundrum.

      “I’ll look forward to your call,” I say before cutting the connection.

      My assistant Pam places a sticky note on my blotter. “Here’s the number for Miss Keebler-Jones.”

      I nod my thanks and dial. “Is this Teresa Keebler-Jones of The Citadel Foundation?” I ask when a lady picks up.

      “Who’s calling?”

      “My name is Tony Valenti, from Cedar Heights, Illinois. You helped my parents and their neighbors with an eminent domain issue a couple of years ago.”

      “I’m Teresa’s sister.”

      “Can I speak with her?”

      A stifled sob is followed by a choked, “My sister was murdered last week.”

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter, sensing the inadequacy of the words as they pass my lips.

      “Thank you,” she says gracefully.

      “How do I reach The Citadel Foundation?”

      “The Foundation closed four months ago,” she says. “Funding issues. They ticked off some powerful interests who exerted enough pressure to strangle Citadel’s funding. Teresa was working on something new, but….”

      We say our goodbyes. What the hell do I do now? I was banking on the expertise of Keebler-Jones for guidance.

      Mike calls while I’m wallowing in despair. One of his death penalty murder cases went to the jury this morning. “How did it go?” I ask.

      “Not well.”

      “Sorry.” I pause long enough for him to elaborate. When he doesn’t, I carry on. “You saw the Trib this morning?”

      “Bastards!”

      His anger surprises me. “You thought they’d shoot for the death penalty.”

      “That’s no surprise. I’m pissed about them leaking the decision. I should have been told before they talked to some damned reporter.”

      “They’ve been leaking all along.”

      “Yeah,” he grumbles, “but this is a helluva way for your dad to find out. Speaking of which, you still meeting me at the jail?”

      “What time?”

      “Now.”

      “I’ll be fifteen, twenty minutes.”

      “See you then.”

      I hang up and grab my coat. We settle onto a pair of hard plastic chairs in the attorney-client room thirty minutes later and wait for the guards to produce Papa.

      “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something that might help us,” I say while we wait.

      “What’s that?”

      I give him a quick recap of my sister’s demise and Pat’s plan to run the story in the Trib.

      “Jesus, that’s awful,” he mutters. “Not much of a Christmas fable, is it?”

      Today is December twenty-third. “No. You’ve been reading the crap in the papers about Papa?”

      He nods.

      “Pat figures we should have a go at trying to infect the jury pool a little on Papa’s behalf. She made a disparaging remark or two about my legal instincts when she realized I hadn’t thought of that.”

      Mike grins. “You telling me that a reporter has better legal instincts than my co-counsel?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “Shee-it,” he chuckles. “She may have a point, though. It might work to our advantage in jury selection.”

      I may know squat about criminal law per se, but seeking every possible edge to use in court is universally a good thing. “Hopefully.”

      “You been through the discovery material yet?” he asks after we cool our heels for another minute or two.

      “Some. I’ll dig deeper starting tonight. You gonna tell Papa what was in the paper or should I?”

      “I guarantee you he knows. That sort of news spreads pretty quick in here.”

      “Did you hear what was in the Tribune this morning?” I ask Papa in the midst of a brief hug after he’s finally ushered into the room.

      “One of the guards, he tell me.”

      Undoubtedly with a high degree of sensitivity, I think bitterly while imagining one of the asshole guards gleefully delivering the news.

      Mike slides some magazines across the table to Papa. A loaf-sized package wrapped in foil follows. “Brought you a couple of Christmas gifts.”

      Papa flips through the stack of periodicals. Mike brought a little of everything—sports, entertainment, local stuff, a couple of weekly news magazines—probably hoping Papa will be interested in at least one of them. It’s doubtful, but a couple might fill a few empty hours. Papa peels back a corner of the foil. Inside is a fruitcake.

      “Mom’s specialty,” Mike says proudly. “She’s been making them ever since I was knee-high to a June bug.”

      “Your Mama, she make the panettone each year?” Papa asks.

      Mike points at the fruitcake. “You call this panettone?”

      Papa delivers a solemn nod. “Yes, in Italy we say panettone.”

      “Mom bakes me a bunch every year so I can spread a little holiday cheer,” Mike says.

      Papa’s eyes settle on me. “What you do for Christmas, Anthony?”

      “I’ll be reading discovery materials, with a side of how to save your house.”

      “What is this house business?”

      I fill him them in on the village resurrecting the redevelopment plans.

      “You stop them, Anthony! They no have our home!”

      “I’ll try, Papa. I’ll try.”

      “You come here tomorrow?”

      “I’ll probably stop by in the morning,” I reply.

      “What are you doing the rest of the day?” Mike asks me.

      I sense an invitation coming and immediately head it off. “Pat invited me to spend Christmas with her family.” I don’t mention that I’m not planning to go.

      “We eat panettone now,” Papa announces while peeling back the foil wrapping from Mrs. Williams's fruitcake.

      “That’s for you,” Mike protests.

      Papa fixes him with an “I will be obeyed” look. “We eat now.”

      Mike shoots a grin my way. “Yes, sir.”

      “Anthony’s Mama, she make panettone every year,” Papa says while breaking chunks off the cake and distributing them. “Buon Natale.”

      “Merry Christmas,” I translate.

      “Merry Christmas,” Mike mumbles around a mouthful of cake.

      The cake is delicious, though it has little in common with Mama’s panettone. Mama’s loaf is a much lighter holiday fruitcake than the weighted footballs Americans indulge in.

      “Tell us about your folks,” I suggest to Mike.

      “Nothing much to tell. Both career civil servants, devout Baptists, tough-as-nails parents.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Tough as nails, huh? An abused child, were you?”

      He laughs. “Hell no, but Mom and Dad—especially Mom—was a holy terror whenever we got out of line.”

      “Did all of you go to college?”

      “My folks didn’t give us a choice, God bless ‘em. So, we got us a doctor, an Air Force pilot, an HR drone with the city, a cell phone engineer at Motorola, a state social worker, some dumbass working at the Public Defender’s office, and a baby sister following in the dumbass’s footsteps at Northwestern Law.”

      I arch my eyebrows theatrically. “Two attorneys in one family?”

      “Hey, if we can accommodate Doctor Williams’s ego and his snooty physician wife, there’s plenty of room around the dinner table for the likes of me and Sara.”

      Papa smiles at Mike. “You have Christmas with your Mama and Papa?”

      “Every year.”

      “You are good boy, Michael.” I almost expect Mike to get a pat on the head. The wry grin he turns on me while Papa breaks off another chunk of cake suggests the same thought has crossed his mind.

      “You go to the church at Christmas?” Papa asks Mike.

      “We do.”

      Papa nods his approval. “What religion?”

      “We’re Baptists.”

      “You have the presepio at the church?”

      “What’s that?”

      “A life-size Nativity scene. Presepio is a big Italian tradition at Christmas,” I explain, remembering how badly Papa always wanted to take us to experience Christmas in Italy. “It’s the centerpiece of an Italian church over the holidays. Papa used to do the carpentry and then we’d go on a tour of Chicago churches that had presepios. You should see some of them, Mike. Spectacular.”

      Mike looks at Papa. “You do some woodworking?”

      Papa nods.

      “His family’s trade back home was carpentry,” I say. “He’s good. Unfortunately, Papa couldn’t get his foot in the door with the trade here.” It was always a sore point with Mama, who felt Papa should swallow his pride and do the trade school courses the State of Illinois insisted on before they would consider him a bona fide carpentry tradesman. Papa refused to suffer what he regarded as a humiliation and instead spent thirty years doing laundry at Cook County Hospital. It’s not something he’s dwelled on.

      “Best is living presepio,” Papa proclaims.

      “We’ve only got a little nativity scene,” Mike says. “But let me tell you, we Baptists love to sing. There’s lots and lots of singing in our church come Christmastime.”

      “Messa cantata,” Papa notes with approval.

      “Sung mass,” I translate. “The traditional midnight service on Christmas Eve.”

      “You go to Orsomarso for Christmas and epiphania, Anthony,” Papa says. It’s nice to see life stirring in his eyes, even if it’s a yearning to relive the traditions of a hometown he’ll almost certainly never see again. Given his obvious love of Orsomarso, I can’t figure out why he never went home to visit. His explanation that “I am in America now” has never quite rung true.

      “Is Orsomarso where you’re from?” Mike asks Papa.

      “Yes. Is small village in hills of Calabria. Very old.”

      “Tell me about it,” Mike says.

      Papa studies him. “Yes?”

      “Please.”

      I settle back and listen to Papa relate tales of his childhood, peppering the stories with asides to explain the traditions of his homeland, such as the meatless feast on Christmas Eve and dressing in their finest for midnight mass. Yarns of Father Christmas follow (Babbo Natale in Papa’s telling) and the excitement of La Befana visiting with gifts for the bambini on epiphania.

      Mike expresses horror at the notion of making kids wait until January sixth for presents.

      Papa shakes his head in response. “Is good, Michael, not same as here. Christmas is for store in America, all toys and money. Is not like this in Italy. Better, I think.”

      “Maybe so,” Mike says thoughtfully. “Maybe so.”

      My thoughts turn to the upcoming exposé of Amy’s saga. “The Tribune will be running the story about Amy soon.”

      Papa’s brow furrows. “I no understand why you do this now.”

      I explain again about trying to infect the jury pool in his favor.

      “I no understand this infecting.”

      “The State has been leaking crap to the press claiming you have a history around Cedar Heights of being a general pain in the ass,” I tell him. “The hope is that—”

      Papa’s eyes flash. “They say this in newspaper?”

      I nod.

      “Because we try to keep our home?”

      “Pretty much,” I reply.

      He squares his shoulders while fury flares in his eyes. “Is time to stop this, Anthony! You stop them!”

      “I’ll try, Papa. I know how much the house means to you.”

      His eyes burn into mine. “For your Mama, Anthony. You do this for my Maria!”

      We chat for another few minutes before Mike announces that he has to get back to the office. After Papa and I share our customary hug, Papa turns and surprises us by embracing Mike as well. “Buon Natale,” he says to us before he’s led away by a guard. Mike and I wordlessly make our way outside.

      “Welcome to the family,” I say when we step into the parking lot.

      “He’s quite a fiery guy if the right buttons get pushed, huh?”

      “He’s got a long fuse,” I reply with a chuckle. “You don’t want to light it.”

      I ponder the unwelcome implications of Papa’s temperament on a witness stand before Mike asks, “You ever been to his hometown?”

      I shake my head. Michelle and I went to Tuscany a couple of times, but we didn’t get to Orsomarso. Maybe we should have. I push the thought aside. More regrets I don’t need. I wink at Mike. “Thanks for letting him go on about Italy. It’s been years since I’ve heard him reminisce like that.”

      “It was interesting,” he says. He takes a step toward his car, then turns back to me. “Experiencing him like that puts a different spin on things.”

      “How so?”

      “I really like the guy. Wouldn’t it be great to get him out of this hellhole and send him to Orsomarso next Christmas?”

      I shake my head with a grim chuckle. “And you accuse me of having wild-ass dreams about winning this case.”

      Mike claps me on the shoulder. “That was before I started catching glimpses of how formidable you Valenti men are when y’all get riled up.”
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      When I was six, I woke up at three forty-five on Christmas morning terrified that Santa wouldn’t leave presents if he found me awake. I squeezed my eyes shut and snuggled deep under the covers where I hoped Santa couldn’t see me awake. Right, like I was gonna fool the guy who gets to every house on the planet in a single night. When sleep wouldn’t come, I crept to the top of the stairs to peek around the banister to see if Santa had already been and gone. He had! Two hours of delicious anticipation followed while my mind’s eye filled with images of the treasures that waited beneath the Christmas tree. Presents would be followed by hours of playtime and meals and treats and storytelling—our home fairly bursting with love and affection. But that was then, and this is now. A vintage Valenti family Christmas will not weave its traditional magic through this house today. It’s Christmas morning and the alarm clock display again reads three forty-five, but this year I don’t need to creep to the top of the stairs to confirm that Santa hasn’t been here. I already know he isn’t coming.

      What the hell am I doing awake anyway?

      Deano is wheezing and pawing at the bed. The poor old bugger can’t clamber up anymore, so what’s he up to? I thought I heard something when I woke up, but I can’t hear anything now. Maybe Deano thought so, too, but his hearing is going. After listening for a minute longer, I burrow back under the covers in an effort to shut out the world. For the first time ever, I’m free to do anything I like on Christmas Day, including sleeping it away. Sleep eludes me, however, leaving my mind free to wander down avenues best not explored. To realize that one walks the earth alone is at once profoundly terrifying and profoundly liberating. If nobody else cares, I don’t have to, either. There are no longer expectations to live up to, no appearances to keep up, no possibility of continuing to fail myself and others. It occurs to me that Kris Kristopherson had it right when he wrote the lyric to “Me and Bobby McGee”—freedom is just another word for nothing left to lose.

      Screw it, I decide while tossing the covers aside. So long as I’m awake I may as well put the time to use. While the coffee maker begins to gurgle, I realize that I’ve been smelling smoke ever since I woke up. A quick check confirms that nothing is smoldering in the kitchen, but the acrid smell is growing steadily stronger. While I’m on my way to check the basement, I notice the glow of orange and yellow apparitions dancing across the living room window. I grab the phone and hurry over to discover whose house is ablaze. When I look outside, it isn’t a neighbor’s house I see going up in flames. It’s our front porch!

      I cram my feet into a pair of boots and rush out the front door, where I almost topple right into the flames. My first thought after I stumble back is, get the hose! I’ve scampered all the way to the kitchen before I remember that the hose is tucked away for the winter. Does Papa have a fire extinguisher? I don’t recall seeing one, so I gallop down the basement stairs and grab a pail. On my way back upstairs I realize that I haven’t called 9-1-1. After sliding the pail under the kitchen tap and twisting the faucet all the way open, I dial 9-1-1 and report the fire while pushing Deano out the back door, then hang up and sprint to the front door to dump the pail of water onto the flames nearest the door. I’ve only been running back and forth with buckets of water for a minute or two when I hear sirens and see the reflection of approaching emergency lights in the windows at the far end of Liberty Street. A fireman is hurrying up the walk when I step back outside with my next pail of water. Good thing they’re here—I’m sure as hell not getting the upper hand on the flames with the pail, though I’ve kept them away from the door. I spill water on the flames again and head back inside for a refill.

      “Sir!”

      “In here!” I yell back as I jam the pail under the tap again.

      A fireman hurries in behind me. “Get out of the house!”

      “One more pail.”

      “Sir, you need to get out. Now!”

      Once the pail fills, I hustle back outside and empty it on the flames. Two firefighters are standing ready with a fire hose nozzle while another pair finish connecting the hose to the hydrant in the Vaccaro’s front yard. I decide to keep battling the flames until they finish setting up. When I turn to head back in, the door is closed and the fireman who followed me in earlier bars the way inside.

      “One more!” I shout, expecting him to step aside.

      “I can’t let you back in the house.”

      We’re eye-to-eye when the first deluge from the fire hose crashes into the wall and soaks me from head to toe. It’s only then that I realize I’m outside in boxer shorts, a t-shirt, and a pair of winter boots—shivering and shaking like a drenched dog.

      With the firefighting officially taken over by the pros, I stumble down the steps to the sidewalk and into the driveway. Mr. Vaccaro wraps a blanket around my shoulders. A firefighter immediately supplements it with a foil blanket.

      “I called the fire department, Anthony,” Mr. Vaccaro tells me, which explains the arrival of the first fire trucks within a minute or two after my call.

      “Thanks,” I mutter. How in hell does a porch covered in snow burst into flames in the middle of a winter night? Not spontaneously, I’d wager. Brittany safely in Europe seems like a damned fine idea.

      The firefighter who kept me out of the house walks up to us. “Any idea how this started?”

      I shake my head as the last flames flicker and fail under the torrent of water from the fire hose.

      “I smell gasoline,” the firefighter mutters, eyeing me carefully.

      I sniff the air and nod. “You’re right.”

      “Hopefully, you’ll never find yourself in this situation again but if you do, get out of the house right away and wait for us,” he says. “Be thankful for the snow. That fire would have burned a lot faster if the wood had been dry. You gave it every chance to follow you in through the open door.”

      I meet his eyes. “Firefighting is best left to professionals and I should listen when I’m told to get my ass out of the house?”

      “That’s right,” he agrees with a chuckle. “I got a wife and teenagers at home. I don’t need people ignoring my orders on the job, too.”

      Six hours later, the sun is up, the fire trucks and investigators are gone, and the latest excitement at the Valenti home is over. I’m at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and my laptop, searching through the real estate transfer records for the sales of the Palumbo, Priolo, and DeLuca properties. Mr. Rosetti wasn’t kidding when he said they were offered a healthy premium above the market value of their homes two years ago. I’m intrigued to discover that the purchaser of record for all three properties was a numbered company. The printer starts spitting out copies of the records. I’ll study them later.

      A late breakfast of canned pears and toast is followed by a shower and shave. Then it’s back to business. I hunt through corporate record databases in hopes of unmasking the beneficial owners of the numbered company that purchased the rental houses on Liberty Street. None the wiser after two hours, I conclude that I’ll need the resources of Fleiss Lansky LLP to successfully deconstruct that puzzle—if it can be unraveled at all.

      It’s early afternoon when I finally put my computer to sleep and try to call Brittany. The call goes straight to voice mail. I slap together a ham and cheese sandwich and wash it down with a Stella Artois while I wait for Brittany to call back. When she still hasn’t called by late-afternoon, I climb into the Porsche as darkness falls. Time to visit the family patriarch in jail.

      Papa is a million miles away during my visit, uncommonly reticent to share the family memories and anecdotes that are his Christmas stock-in-trade. Neither of us is much company for the other. Despite being in the same room, Papa and I are each very much alone today. We’re both relieved when I decide to leave after an awkward hour.

      Pat’s Hyundai is parked out front when I arrive home. She trudges up the driveway to intercept me when I step out of the Porsche. With a nod at the charred front porch as we climb the steps, she asks, “What happened?”

      “Somebody decided to have a little bonfire.”

      Her eyes smolder. “Who?”

      “The cops and fire department are investigating but between the fire itself and the firefighting effort, whatever evidence there might have been was trampled or melted.”

      “You okay?”

      “Sure,” I reply as my eyes drift to the street after I unlock and push the door open. An image of a bicycle-mounted figure wearing a hoodie pops into my mind. Could that be our mysterious arsonist?

      She stares at me a moment longer, shakes her head, and then marches angrily into the front hall. “You’ve spent Christmas Day hiding from the world, haven’t you?”

      “I’ve been working.”

      “On what?”

      I recite the laundry list of distractions I’ve used to pass the day.

      “You’re such an idiot,” she says before handing me a gift-wrapped package. “Merry Christmas, Valenti. If it wasn’t Christmas Day, I’d kick your ass.”

      “Merry Christmas. I didn’t get you anything.”

      “All I asked for was a little time with my friend. You couldn’t give me that?”

      If she’s hoping to make me feel bad about not showing up at her parents’ house or even calling to say I wasn’t coming, she’s succeeding. The upside is that she referred to me as a friend. After she wriggles out of her coat and stuffs her mittens, scarf, and cap into a sleeve, I trail Pat into the living room like a whipped puppy. She stops dead to stare at tropical fish swimming around on the television screen. “The Aquarium Channel? You stood me up for this?”

      I used to watch this channel with Brittany when she was a baby. It’s been on in the background a lot since she left for Europe.

      “You really know how to make a gal feel special, Valenti. I’ve been stood up before—maybe not on Christmas Day, mind you—but never for fish pictures!”

      Sensing a lack of genuine anger behind her words, I risk a grin. “Better than me standing you up to watch a bunch of big sweaty men playing with a pigskin?”

      She responds with a sardonic smile. “Just getting back from the jail?”

      “Yes, and I stopped to see Mr. Rosetti to get current addresses for the Priolo, DeLuca, and Palumbo families.”

      “How was your father?”

      “In jail for Christmas,” I reply with a shrug.

      Pat’s eyes stray to the printed copies of the real estate sales transactions that are scattered on the coffee table. “Are these the rental houses?”

      “Yup.”

      She whistles after reading the first record and then glances at the others. “I don’t get it. My parents’ house is pretty much like these places and it isn’t worth anywhere near this much.”

      “Helps explain why they sold out, doesn’t it?”

      She nods thoughtfully. “I’ve been digging into the Trib archives. The surest way to beat eminent domain seems to be by screaming bloody murder and making enough noise to give the politicians cold feet. That game plan worked here two years ago. It might work again. Quite a few of your neighbors were mentioned in the stories.”

      “But we already know most of them are out of the game this time.”

      “So, you need a Plan B.”

      “I’ve got a few days off after Christmas to canvass the neighborhood. I’ll look for a few gamers.”

      “There’s gotta be a story somewhere in here,” she says after flipping through the real estate papers again. “Can I get copies?”

      When I return from making copies in my kitchen “office,” Pat is wearing a half-smile while she watches the fish.

      “Pretty cool,” she says. “I’ve never been able to keep fish alive. Do you have any idea how many goldfish might have been saved if I had this channel?”

      I shake my head and laugh, but a deep stab of guilt follows when I think about the day. “I would have come if it had just been you and me for dinner.”

      “You got something against my family, buster?”

      “I can’t deal with anyone’s family today, Pat. It’s all too fresh.”

      Her eyes drop to the package I still haven’t opened. “Open your present.”

      I heft it and turn it over a couple of times, then give the package a shake and sniff around the edges. “Maybe a book?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Why don’t you open it and see?”

      Sure enough, it’s a book. The Razor’s Edge by W. Somerset Maugham. “Maugham? Isn’t he one of those guys English professors torment their students with?”

      She laughs. “It’s called literature, bozo. I’m not going to say I always lapped this stuff up in school, but I was lucky enough to find my way back to it when I actually knew enough about life and the world to appreciate books like this.”

      I remember writing an essay on Maugham’s tale of a First World War veteran who turned his back on Chicago society to search for the deeper meaning of life. I still remember the gist of it. A maverick in the most un-American sense of the word, Laurence Darrell was that rare creature able to shrug off the straitjacket of societal expectations and conventions. Larry, who pointedly eschewed the desperately excessive lifestyle of his wealthy peers, was a character I had dismissed as something of a flake, or possibly an intellectual dilettante. If I remember this much, it must have made more of an impression than I realized at the time. Something in this story obviously matters to Pat. I resolve to discover what it is. “Thank you.”

      “How was Christmas in Brussels?” she asks.

      “Who knows? I left Britts a message and haven’t heard back.”

      “The little fart still hasn’t sent me an email,” Pat complains. “Maybe she’s having too much fun in Europe to bother with us Yankees?”

      We pass a few minutes discussing the Christmas gift haul of Pat’s nieces and nephews, plus some O’Toole family news. “It’s been another lovely O’Toole family Christmas, Tony. Every year when we’re all sitting around the table for Christmas dinner, I realize how lucky I was to be born into my family.”

      I’m in the kitchen digging out hot chocolate fixings when the phone rings. “We’re about to find out how Christmas went in Europe,” I say when the caller ID announces that it’s Brittany.

      Pat edges toward the door.

      I wave her back in. Brittany will be pleased to have a chance to talk to her. “Stay. We can both yell at her.”

      I’m surprised to find Michelle on the line. “Merry Christmas, Tony.”

      “Merry Christmas.”

      “Let me put you on speaker so we can all talk,” she says.

      “Merry Christmas, Dad!” Brittany exclaims.

      “Merry Christmas, honey,” I reply with a grin. I put our phone on speaker and announce, “Pat’s here. Say hi.”

      “Hi!” Pat and Brittany shout in unison.

      “Did you guys spend Christmas together?” Brittany asks.

      “We’ve been visiting for a few minutes while Pat drops off my present,” I reply while spooning heaping piles of cocoa into a pair of mugs.

      “What did you give him?” Brittany asks Pat.

      “A book.”

      “I thought you liked him?”

      I chuckle while Pat rolls her eyes.

      “Which book?” Michelle asks.

      “The Razor’s Edge,” I reply.

      “Maugham?” she says with disdain.

      Pat stiffens but holds her tongue.

      “Who’s Maugham?” Brittany asks.

      “We had to read him in school,” Michelle replies, taking pains to make it sound like an onerous ordeal. It’s certainly not a book her father, the inestimable Prescott Rice III, and his fellow Wall Street tycoons and cronies would approve of, and Michelle is very much her father’s daughter.

      Brittany laughs brightly, oblivious to her mother’s oblique bitchiness. “Why didn’t you just give him a lump of coal?”

      “What did you do today?” I ask before Pat can respond to Michelle’s barb.

      “We’re skiing in St. Moritz with Morgan,” Brittany says. “We’re going back to Brussels tomorrow night.”

      Brittany didn’t mention travel plans. “Morgan?” I ask lightly. “Girlfriend or some Belgian beefcake you picked up?”

      “Morgan Tomlinson,” Michelle clarifies.

      What’s he doing there? I wonder. Tomlinson is a blue-blood marketing executive with Coca-Cola. He’d still been working in Atlanta when we left. None of my business, I guess. Still, I wonder when that started. “No cell service in St. Moritz?” I ask with a touch of sarcasm.

      “Well, it’s late here and I just wanted to make sure Brittany had a chance to call before bed,” Michelle announces. “Maybe you can call back at a more opportune time for the two of you to chat.”

      “C’mon Mom!” Brittany argues. “I’m wide awake!”

      “Good night, Tony,” Michelle says while Brittany continues to protest in the background. The line goes dead before I can reply.

      “Wow,” Pat says. “Nice wife you had there, Valenti.”

      “I’m sorry,” I grumble through clenched teeth.

      “No need to apologize for her.”

      The kettle boiled while we were on the phone. I pour the water and toss a handful of frozen mini marshmallows into each cup before sliding one across to Pat.

      “I’m making progress at Village Hall,” she announces while she stirs the marshmallows.

      “Progress on what?”

      “I’ve been asking around about what happened to your father’s building permit application.”

      That’s news to me. “And?”

      She smiles. “I think I’ve got the license guy dead to rights.”

      “He deliberately held things up?”

      “Yup. Not that I think he did it on his own initiative.”

      The initiative would no doubt be Zaluski’s, the rotten bastard. “So now what?”

      “I’ll set up a meeting with him after New Year’s.”

      “Will he give up Zaluski?”

      “Be patient, Tony. Even if this guy implicates Zaluski, showing that the village dragged its feet with the building permit is a baby step. Taking Zaluski and the mayor down won’t be easy… or quick. It’s going to take time to get to the bottom of whatever’s going on.”

      My doubts must be obvious. She touches my arm and says, “I’ve got faith in you, Tony. You’ll rally the troops and come out of this on top.”

      I do well not to laugh in the face of her misplaced faith. As for rallying the troops, it’s no secret that people don’t much like me; didn’t someone just try to turn me into the Christmas roast turkey?

      I break out the Maker’s Mark as soon as Pat leaves and am spiraling down into a black hole of despair by the time I finish draining the first bottle. My eyes land on the dog in his bed, chin resting on his paws as he gazes back at me. Good old Deano. Loyal Deano. Dogs don’t just up and discard you. I stagger over to Deano’s bed and lay on the floor, getting nose-to-nose to him with my chin resting on the backs of my hands. His sad eyes stare back into mine.

      I know he wants Mama or Papa, preferably both. “I’m here for you, pal, but I’m not who you really want, am I? You mind if we feel incomplete together?”

      Deano’s chocolate eyes gaze back without comment. We stare deep into one another’s soul for a minute or two.

      “You comfort me a lot more than I comfort you,” I mumble before pushing myself back up.

      After splashing more bourbon into a glass, I take the bottle for a visit to the Valenti family picture wall. My eyes settle on Frankie’s high school graduation picture. Definitely the better looking of the Valenti boys, he was two inches shorter than me at the time but twenty pounds heavier. The extra weight was all muscle that he put to use as a brawler and destroyer of little brothers. My earliest memory of Frankie’s animosity was being abandoned in a sandbox several blocks from home when I was four or so. Frankie had taken me well beyond Independence Park while babysitting me. I didn’t understand the words he taunted me with when he left me behind in tears, but I did learn to recognize the cruel smile and mean little eyes that were seared into my psyche through the long reign of Fearsome Frankie. I’ve since learned that Frankie told Mama and Papa that I had run away from Independence Park that day when he had “looked away for a second.” That was only the beginning. I didn’t recognize the bullying for what it was until we got a little older. When I dared to push back, things turned ugly… and stayed that way. It had been followed by years of beatings, destroyed homework, broken toys, and public humiliation—particularly at school. Things had slowed some when Frankie finished high school and moved out, but never stopped completely. It had culminated a few years later when Frankie arrived on Liberty Street after overindulging in happy hour at the end of a day’s work on a road crew. He found me home alone on semester break from my freshman year of college. I made the mistake of challenging his taunting rant about me being a school pussy by telling him that I wasn’t stupid enough to skip university for beer money. I’d then pointed out that I’d be making something out my life while he dug ditches.

      “I couldn’t afford university,” he’d erupted. “But you get to go, you pampered, spoiled little prick!” The first sucker punch had landed while I argued that I couldn’t afford to go, either, but had busted my ass to earn my volleyball scholarship. A flurry of punches quickly put me down. Then he’d grabbed my arm, dislocating my elbow and shoulder while he dragged me into the basement with my head bouncing off the steps until it finally thudded onto the concrete basement floor. He pounded me into a bloody pulp, leaving me with a shattered orbital bone, my nose mashed across my cheek, two broken ribs, and a punctured lung. I’d only been saved by Mama and Amy arriving home from grocery shopping. Frankie, disheveled, out of breath, splattered with blood, and sporting swollen knuckles, had fled after telling them I’d fallen down the stairs. Amy found me in a crumpled heap behind the furnace and screamed for Mama to call 9-1-1. The hospital had stitched up the cuts, reset the broken bones, and removed my spleen. Poor Amy had later apologized for never intervening over the years; she was too afraid of our older brother to risk his ire. Neither of us saw him again. Although he’d gone on to join the Marines so that he and Amy were both service members at the time of her death, he didn’t bother to attend her funeral.

      “Why do you hate me?” I ask as I stare at his familiar smirk. “Answer me, goddammit!”

      No reply, of course, just that smirk. I’ve wondered all my life what it is about me that makes people turn away. My own brother, for God’s sake. Even Papa slapped me around now and again after a little too much grappa. My wife ditched me. Twice. Hell, even my own daughter can’t stand to be around me. I reach out and touch Frankie’s picture. “Maybe you were right all along. Michelle, too. I really am a worthless sack of shit. A waste of space. A malignancy in the genetic pool.”

      They’d called me all of these things and more. I knock back another slug of bourbon and stare at my sorry-assed reflection in the wall mirror beside the picture collection. I’m the human equivalent of a used condom—worthless, unwanted, and easily discarded.
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      “Well, if it isn’t my secret weapon,” Mike says with a grin when I walk into the vestibule at the Cook County Jail on the evening of January third.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “Didn’t you read the Trib this morning?”

      I did. Gearing up for the trial, the state’s attorney’s reporter (as Pat calls him) wrote a little piece about how Tony Valenti, “fresh from his role as the principal attorney of disgraced Sphinx Financial,” was now on the defense team of his father, “cop-killer Francesco Valenti,” “lending his considerable legal clout pro bono to buttress the defense team assembled by the Public Defender’s office.” The asshole even slipped in a little blurb about me stirring up trouble in Cedar Heights, all the better to polish my bad-guy credentials. Subtext to potential jurors: Don’t trust this man!

      “My boss saw that,” I groan. Lawrence Goddard ordered me to keep a low profile in my father’s trial and around Cedar Heights. Fleiss Lansky LLP apparently has zero tolerance for troublemakers in the community.

      “Isn’t that Alex Dempsey a piece of work?” Mike says as we approach the security checkpoint. “The dastardly Tony Valenti slinking back to Cedar Heights to undermine The American Way and all that is good and wholesome in the world.”

      “Like I’m some sort of legendary defense attorney.” Dempsey would have a good laugh if he understood the inadequacy that lies at the heart of me. It will be apparent soon enough.

      “You must be,” Mike says. “Poor Alex makes it sound like they’re totally outgunned by the two of us.”

      “Right. We’ve got them outnumbered two to thirty or thereabouts, plus all the cops they have at their disposal.”

      Mike cracks his knuckles and meets my gaze. “How’s the job?”

      “Most days I feel the need for a shower on the way out.” He cocks an eyebrow, so I continue. “A Wisconsin court subpoenaed the engineering and testing documents about a Fafnir furnace component that allegedly failed and caused a natural gas explosion that annihilated a La Crosse home and its three inhabitants. Fafnir has ordered me to quash the court order by any means necessary. They’re determined to keep the truth buried.”

      “That’s soul-killing shit, brother. Makes me feel good about what I do—shitty hours, shitty money, and all.”

      “How did court go?” I ask. Mike had requested a continuance this afternoon, arguing that the prosecution’s tardiness in delivering their psychiatric evaluation has delayed us ordering our own.

      “No continuance. Judge Mitton wasn’t sympathetic. He says we should have gotten our own evaluation done by now, regardless of what the prosecution was doing.”

      “Bastard!”

      Mike raises an amused eyebrow. “You’re anti-Mitton?”

      “Hell yes!”

      “I’m okay with old Myron,” Mike says before putting a finger to his lips when we reach security. He expands on his point once we’re through and climbing the stairs to the interview rooms. “His time on the bench is winding down, making him less susceptible to pressure. Sure, he’s a little crusty, but that cuts both ways. He’s never been one to coddle prosecutors.”

      “He hasn’t seemed too fair so far.”

      “Francesco killed a cop, Tony. No judge likes that. We could have done much worse than Mitton. How’d you like some character two years removed from the state’s attorney’s office—another law-and-order butcher with political aspirations?”

      “Things didn’t go too well with Mitton today, did they?” I argue stubbornly.

      “He was right, Tony. A continuance wasn’t warranted. I should have gotten our shrink in to see Francesco sooner. Don’t blame the judge. Blame me. I screwed up.” Mike gives me a long look and says, “The judge sets the rules in the courtroom, decides what evidence comes in and what doesn’t. No matter how much pressure the State brings to bear, Mitton will play this straight. He knows we haven’t caught a break yet. When he thinks we’ve earned it, he’ll toss us a bone or two.”

      Mike pulls a thin sheaf of papers out of his briefcase after we enter the conference room. “Here’s the psychiatric assessment from the prosecution,” he says with a sneer before reading from the summary. “‘Subject presents tendencies suggestive of antisocial personality disorder.’ They’re not saying he’s a little withdrawn when they use that term, Tony. This says Francesco is an aberrant personality inherently prone to violent behavior.”

      “That’s so much bullshit,” I scoff.

      “Yeah, well, you know it and I know it. In fact, lots of folks may know it, but the judge and jury don’t know it.” His eyes drop back to the report. “‘Shooting Deputy O’Reilly was a manifestation of a possible impulse control disorder known as intermittent explosive disorder.’” Mike stops and meets my eyes. “In other words, he can blow again at any time.”

      “Jesus.”

      He sighs heavily. “The judge is right. We should have done our own assessment.”

      “Why didn’t we?”

      His shoulders sag. “Same old story… not enough time, not enough money. I have someone coming to talk to Francesco tomorrow. We have to discredit this horseshit,” he says while tossing the report on the table. “Francesco needs to be seen as a highly distressed man who lost control for an instant.”

      After getting to his feet to pace and blow off a little steam about other bullshit stunts he’s encountered at the hands of prosecutors, Mike slides back into his seat and gives me a tired smile. “I read the story about your sister in the Trib. Anyone who reads that story oughtta be feeling a little sorry for Francesco.”

      “Let’s hope so. Pat has another story about a jerk in the Cedar Heights licensing office taking a bribe to hold up Papa’s building permit to fix the garage.”

      “A bribe in Cedar Heights, you say?” he mutters sarcastically.

      The door finally opens and a guard lets Papa into the conference room. After we exchange greetings, Mike gives Papa a quick recap of the prosecution’s psychiatric assessment.

      “I not some crazy nut like they say,” Papa retorts. “Why they say this?”

      “The psychiatrist who wrote this works for the state’s attorney, so he’ll make things sound as bad as he can,” Mike replies.

      Papa’s brow furrows in confusion. “He is the one I talk to after shooting? He was not a bad man. Why he say these things?”

      “He’s not the one you talked to, but they used that man’s report,” Mike replies. “You’ll be talking to another psychiatrist tomorrow. This one is ours.”

      “Why do this again?” Papa asks.

      Mike cocks an eyebrow. “Do we believe what the first guy said?”

      “No,” Papa and I reply in unison.

      “We’ve hired someone else,” Mike explains. “We’ll need to show the court that the prosecution’s psychiatrist wasn’t right.”

      Papa’s questioning eyes look from Mike to me. “These doctors, they no tell the truth, just what lawyers want them to say?”

      Such is the world of expert witnesses, I think before replying, “Something like that.”

      “This is not right! Is court not for truth?”

      “You just answer the doctor’s questions tomorrow as truthfully as you can, Francesco,” Mike says. “Let us worry about the rest. Now—”

      Papa cuts him off. “You answer me, Anthony.”

      “Two people can see the same event differently, Papa. In court, a judge or jury hears both sides of a story and then tries to decide which version is correct.”

      “That is truth in the legal sense of the word, Francesco,” Mike adds. “My job is to make sure I tell the court everything they need to know to arrive at a just decision. I can’t do that without your help. We need to hear your side of what happened that night.”

      I hold my breath while Papa thinks this over. He has so far refused to talk about the shooting. God alone knows why, but he’s an obstinate old cuss when he makes up his mind to be. “Stubborn as an old ass!” Mama said more than once.

      “Peter Zaluski is going to be a witness against you,” I tell Papa in hopes of jolting him out of his reluctance to speak of that night. Zaluski is only listed as a potential witness. If he appears, we assume it will be to testify about how Officer O’Reilly came to be on Papa’s doorstep the night he was shot.

      “Zaluski!” Papa exclaims angrily. “He will tell more lies!”

      “That’s why we need you to tell us everything,” Mike says patiently.

      I lean in. “Tell us about that night, Papa. You were sitting in the kitchen with the Trib and a beer when the cop showed up?”

      He nods slowly, clearly taking himself back in time. “As soon as I see this policeman at door, I know he will be trouble.”

      “Why is that?” Mike asks.

      “He is bad policeman. Angry, always angry. That night, he angry again.”

      “Again?” I ask. “This wasn’t the first time you encountered O’Reilly?”

      “He yells at my Maria. He makes her cry!”

      “When was this?” Mike asks. “What happened?”

      “She see a boy break into swimming pool at night. She call police. This boy, he is police officer’s son.”

      “O’Reilly’s boy?” I ask.

      Papa nods. “The police officer yell at Maria one day on street, call her bad names. He swear at her!”

      “You saw and heard this?” Mike asks.

      Papa nods. “He say his son is in trouble. Is Maria’s fault. He say she not get away with making trouble for his boy.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us about this?” I ask.

      Papa shrugs. “I no think it matter.”

      “Everything matters,” Mike says firmly. “Tell us exactly what happened on September seventeenth, Francesco. The doorbell rang?”

      Papa settles back again, his eyes half-closed as he remembers. “When I open door, policeman try to open screen door. Is locked, so he kick it. He yell at me. Is crazy person!”

      “What about the eviction notice?” Mike asks. “Did O’Reilly tell you he had court documents to serve?”

      Papa nods. “He say I have to take papers he brings.”

      “And did you open the door then?” Mike asks.

      Papa sighs. “I tell him I no open door. He should leave papers in mailbox.”

      “Why didn’t he?” I ask.

      “He say he come to kick me out of house.”

      “Were you afraid of him?” Mike asks. I immediately recognize how pivotal a question this is. Papa, looking a little ashamed as he does so, nods. Mike’s eyes meet mine for a heartbeat before he again locks eyes with Papa. “How long did this go on, Francesco?”

      “One minute. Two minute. Maybe more. Door is breaking.”

      “Why didn’t you just close the inside door?” Mike asks.

      “Then I can no get papers. He say I must have them.”

      And there’s the impulsive madman of the prosecution’s imagination, I think dryly. Facing down danger to carry out the orders of law enforcement… at least until he decided to shoot the guy.

      “When did you take out your gun?” Mike asks.

      “When policeman break door. Gun is by door in closet. I hope gun will scare him away.”

      “Did it?” Mike asks softly.

      Papa is growing more and more distraught as the story unfolds. “No. He throw paper inside. Hit me with stick.”

      Mike’s eyebrows rocket up. “He hit you with his nightstick?”

      Papa nods.

      “You kept telling him to leave?”

      Papa nods again.

      “That’s when you shot him?” I ask.

      With shame written all over his face, my father whispers, “Yes. After he hit me again.”

      “Sounds like Papa was provoked,” I say to Mike Williams after my father leaves.

      “Makes the shooting a little more understandable,” he agrees. “No witnesses, though.”

      “None that we’ve found so far.”

      “So far?” Mike mutters grimly. “We’ve been through the discovery materials a thousand times. There’s nothing there.”

      “Papa was there. Put him on the stand,” I suggest as we gather up our papers and briefcases.

      “No way, Tony. Dempsey will eat him alive. We need to take a closer look at who Sheriff’s Deputy Andrew O’Reilly really was.”

      “I’m just a corporate weenie, so tell me how we do that.”

      “You are a corporate weenie,” Mike says with a nasty grin as he dons a well-worn deep green mohair overcoat and opens the door. “I’ll have our investigator look into O’Reilly. We’ll need a copy of his personnel records from the Cedar Heights PD and Cook County Sheriff. I seem to recall a couple of excessive force complaints against him. Let’s peek under that rock.”

      “I’ll request O’Reilly’s personnel records,” I say while I slip into my red Gore-Tex jacket and follow him out of the conference room.

      “The poor sonofabitch,” Mike mutters while we walk. “Francesco must’ve come here with his head full of Hollywood dreams about the good life in America—streets paved with gold, boundless opportunity for everyone. All that glossy bullshit about America that we sell abroad.”

      “I suppose he did,” I murmur.

      “Look what he got. He couldn’t practice his carpentry trade and ended up working his ass off for years at a menial job he could’ve gotten in Italy. Now this.”

      “He had a nice home. A family.”

      Mike chuckles grimly. “Maybe I understand this better than you do, Tony. When my ancestors ‘immigrated’ here, things didn’t work out so well for them, either.”

      “And your point is?”

      Mike lays a hand on my shoulder. “They lied to him about what to expect, then turned around and took away what he managed to scrape together. Now they want to kill him. The dude must be feeling pretty bitter.”

      “So let’s make sure this isn’t the final chapter.”

      “Amen to that, brother,” Mike says as a slow smile crosses his face. “Amen.”
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      The January seventh meeting of the Cedar Heights Village Board hasn’t even begun and we’re already a step behind Peter Zaluski and company. In fact, I’ve prepared for the wrong battle. I’d expected the board to discuss a potential redevelopment plan for Liberty Street tonight, but that discussion is nowhere to be found on the agenda posted in the Village Hall lobby. The board will instead be voting to establish a Tax Increment Financing (TIF) district in support of the Independence Park/Liberty Street Redevelopment Plan. Having no idea what the hell any of this means, I’ve used the village’s Wi-Fi and my laptop to discover that passing a municipal TIF ordinance establishes a prima facie case granting legal authority for condemnation. In other words, a redevelopment plan has already been approved and the village is maneuvering to implement it. In another hour or two, Independence Park and the houses along Liberty Street could be formally condemned. How in hell am I going to keep that from happening?

      I cross Village Hall’s sterile lobby and continue on through a set of double doors that lead into the Council Chamber. The room, which also serves as a community hall when the Village Board isn’t sitting, is nothing if not utilitarian. Banks of fluorescent lights alternate with white acoustic ceiling tiles, bathing everything in a blaze of harsh white light. The walls are vast expanses of institutional eggshell white, on which plaques and notices hang at equidistant intervals. Chunky black speakers hang high in each corner, flanking a stage at the front of the room. The stage reminds me of the one in my elementary school gymnasium. In fact, the whole space reminds me of school gyms, right down to the basketball nets cranked up out of reach at either end. Several tidy rows of straight-backed chrome and fabric chairs for the public are arranged in the center of the room. A portable lectern with a microphone stands at the head of the aisle in front of the stage.

      My post-Christmas effort to recruit Liberty Street neighbors to do battle with City Hall was a bust. Big surprise that people didn’t line up with me. The denizens of Liberty Street exhibited surprisingly little interest in attending tonight’s meeting—even after I explained their homes might be bulldozed. To say I’d been discouraged after two hours of that would be a gross understatement, so I’m inordinately pleased to see some elderly neighbors in the public seats. Mrs. LaSusa and her husband are here. The Vaccaros are also present. Even Mr. Rosetti is putting in an appearance. Pat has staked out a corner, pen and pad in hand. I walk over to her and explain the significance of the board adopting a TIF ordinance as opposed to the redevelopment plan we expected. She had noticed but wasn’t aware of the implications.

      “What do we do?” she asks. “You’re the expert on this stuff.”

      “Then we’re truly up the creek. To put this in lawyerly terms, what we have here is a classic case of the blind leading the blind.”

      Pat gives me an indulgent smile that carries a gentle reprimand for the self-denigration.

      “When did they slip the redevelopment plan through?” I wonder aloud.

      “After the November fourth board meeting. I’ve got a copy of the minutes. I’ll ask about it.”

      We pause to watch Zaluski’s entrance. He smiles and joshes with a handful of people milling around the seats reserved for village staff. I resist the urge to walk over and smack the smug smile off his face.

      Seven people troop onstage and settle into black executive chairs behind polished honey oak workstations. The desks form a semicircle on the stage, from which the Village Board peers down at the rest of us. My eyes roam around the room and meet those of Mike Williams, who said he might “drop by to watch the show.” He nods. I nod back before I leave Pat and slip into a seat amongst my neighbors.

      His Honor the Mayor introduces Zaluski, Tricia Dix from Three Streams Development, and Hernando Mendoza from the architectural consulting firm Cormier, Marr, and Mendoza. My eyes lift to study this unholy trinity, who represent our opposition for the evening. My reading has taught me that Hector Mendoza is a hired gun specializing in unearthing blight conditions in properties that developers want condemned. Mayor Brown gives the trio a quick wink in greeting.

      Last year’s Cedar Heights High School valedictorian, Jeremy Spencer, earnestly recites the Pledge of Allegiance. The kid looks like the winner of a Howdy Doody look-alike contest who is well on his way to selling vacuum cleaners door-to-door. After we suffer through more civic banality, Mayor Brown calls the meeting to order. A marginally overweight man of average height in his mid-fifties, the mayor radiates the vanilla charm of a small-time politician. I’ve learned from Pat that he’s a petty potentate who considers the village his personal fiefdom and its taxpayers his serfs. Supposedly, little happens in Cedar Heights without his knowledge and consent, which means the scorched earth campaign waged against my parents went forward with His Honor’s blessing. Zaluski isn’t my only enemy at Village Hall.

      While the board takes care of routine business, I read through more of the TIF articles I bookmarked earlier. I tune back in when a trustee gets into a tussle with the mayor over the awarding of a telecommunications contract. Brown seems offended at being challenged.

      A pair of Lilliputian glasses threatens to ski off the nose of Trustee Alvin Smith, the sole African American member of the board, who is sharply turned out in a tasteful charcoal suit, powder-blue shirt, and a fire-engine red necktie. Only a full head of tightly cropped, graying hair betrays approaching middle age. Trustee Smith is staring at the mayor. “Did the fact that an officer of Digital Wizardry is related to the mayor influence the village manager’s recommendation?”

      His Honor turns to Peter Zaluski. “Mr. Zaluski?”

      “That was not a factor in my recommendation,” Zaluski reassures one and all.

      When Smith leans into the microphone again, his steely eyes betray his dislike of the village manager. “Based on what specifics, Mr. Zaluski?”

      “Digital Wizardry offered the best balance of cost-effectiveness and professional ability.”

      “They must be very good to warrant a premium of fifteen percent more than the other bids,” Smith retorts. “What makes these folks fifteen percent better?”

      “Bid details are confidential.”

      When Smith continues to demand details, Zaluski’s eyes appeal to the mayor for help.

      “This has gone on long enough,” His Honor says. “The village employs Mr. Zaluski to carry on the business of Cedar Heights, not to be a punching bag for the political aspirations of board members.”

      “I’m merely asking for the information I need to cast an informed vote on the matter before us,” Smith retorts. The exchange reminds me that Smith is rumored to be considering a run for mayor in the next village election.

      “Discussion of this matter is closed,” Mayor Brown proclaims with a rap of his gavel. “Please call the vote, Madam Clerk.”

      Trustee Smith objects loudly as the motion is polled and passed by a vote of five-to-one. The mayor doesn’t vote; he’s only called upon to break a tie.

      Brown makes a show of consulting the agenda. “We’ll now hear a report and recommendations from the Planning Commission. This relates to the urban renewal study commissioned to assess the Independence Park/Liberty Street Redevelopment Plan.”

      It’s show time. A buzz circulates through our corner of the public seats.

      “Village Manager Peter Zaluski will present the report,” the mayor continues. “Tricia Dix and Hernando Mendoza will assist. All three will be available to answer questions afterward.” He pauses to smile at his demolition team and then turns a beatific countenance upon the citizens present. “I understand some of you folks wish to speak to this matter?”

      A few heads bob up and down.

      “Excellent!” he says. “As you’re recognized, please proceed to the podium and state your name and address. Who would like to go first?”

      I pop to my feet and claim the point position. Mayor Brown beams at me.

      “Tony Valenti,” I announce. “Forty-seven Liberty Street.”

      A flicker of distaste registers in His Honor’s eyes. “Our time for discussion is finite, so we’ll limit questions to one per person.”

      “As I understand the TIF laws you propose to use in this matter,” I begin, “the village must adopt a redevelopment plan before commissioning the study we’ll hear about tonight. Is that correct?”

      The mayor nods warily. “That’s correct. Do you have a question?”

      “When was this redevelopment plan approved? I haven’t seen a copy of it or any mention of its passage on the village website.”

      Brown hands off. “Mr. Zaluski?”

      “The redevelopment plan was initially adopted two years ago,” Zaluski tells us. “After an extensive review, we determined that it remains viable.”

      “When was that decision made?” I ask.

      His Honor shakes his head and tells me, “You’ve already asked your question. Please be seated.” After I sit, he somberly studies the voters. “The village spent considerable time and expense preparing the original redevelopment plan for the Independence Park/Liberty Street project. After establishing that we are still legally able to utilize that plan, we concluded that it would be fiscally irresponsible not to do so. Mr. Zaluski will highlight the findings of the Planning Commission’s report.”

      Zaluski rises. “Our plan calls for an exciting makeover of the Independence Park environment. When complete, the village will gain a new shopping center and several midrise condominium buildings.”

      Zaluski nods at Tricia Dix of Three Streams Development, who flips the cover page off an easel to unveil an artist’s rendering of a futuristic multi-level complex where Independence Park now stands. It’s flanked by a quartet of handsome condominium structures that replace the houses on Liberty Street. It looks great, albeit with no artistic license spared to spruce up the setting. Unless they bulldoze a few more residential streets, the area surrounding the proposed development won’t be the upscale neighborhood depicted in the drawing.

      “Not only will this development significantly improve the aesthetics of this area,” Zaluski continues, “redevelopment will bring the village sorely needed new tax dollars. It will also enhance adjacent property values.”

      From what I’ve gleaned in my eminent domain studies, most of the communities pushing these projects end up offering developers sweetheart deals to locate in their jurisdiction. All too often, those municipalities end up eating the financing guarantees they offer to bankroll the commercial portions of the projects. Generous tax exemptions are granted to corporations for up to ten years. The developers unfailingly bluster and threaten relocation if their tax exemptions aren’t extended every time they’re due to expire. The individual condo owners who buy into these projects generally receive no tax breaks. Big surprise, that.

      “We’re pleased to have Hernando Mendoza here,” Zaluski says. “Hernando is a partner with Cormier, Marr, and Mendoza, the architectural consulting firm Three Streams Development engaged to prepare an updated urban renewal study.”

      Mendoza gets to his feet. He’s not a tall man, but there’s a presence about him. Nice suit. Meticulously groomed. A confident air bespeaking cockiness. Hernando Mendoza wouldn’t have been out of place in the Sphinx boardroom. I distrust him on sight.

      A video screen glides down from the stage ceiling and a graphic appears, entitled: Independence Park/Liberty Street Urban Renewal Study. This is followed by a slide containing dense columns of numbers. “As you can see,” Mendoza says, “municipal expenses are rising steadily. Experience teaches us that they will continue to escalate as long as this neighborhood remains in its existing configuration. Experience also tells us that once a neighborhood is in decline, crime gains a foothold and then runs rampant. Law enforcement costs rise in step with the breakdown of order, and public works costs skyrocket as vandalism explodes.”

      Mendoza turns a smile upon the Village Board as a new slide appears. “Fortunately, we can see in Table Two that Cedar Heights has an opportunity to turn the situation around before this neighborhood reaches the point of no return.”

      Table Two illustrates revenue numbers skyrocketing while expenses slide down the scale, turning the Independence Park/Liberty Street neighborhood into a fiscal Shangri-La. Disney couldn’t script a happier ending. I’m reminded of Mama’s old saying: “Figures don’t lie, but liars figure.”

      Pictures of Independence Park pop onto the screen. Dilapidated. Forlorn. An eyesore without question. Used condoms carelessly discarded inside what remains of the change rooms. Feces litter the interior floors as well as the crumbling pool and surrounding concrete terrace, whether human or animal isn’t clear. Drug paraphernalia is also present—used needles, the stubby roaches of joints.

      Mendoza scrolls through picture after picture of the trio of rental houses on Liberty Street, cleverly multiplying the effect with shots from various angles—front, back, side views, even a couple of aerial shots. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the whole street had gone to the Rottweilers.

      “Don’t be fooled, those pictures show only three houses,” Mr. Rosetti booms angrily.

      I’m relieved to see some feistiness from him, but cringe when the next pictures show the crushed corner of our garage with shredded black plastic sheeting flapping in the wind. Mendoza fails to mention that the village bears none of the cost of repairing our home while it reaps one hundred percent of the negative PR value from the situation.

      Mrs. LaSusa gets to her feet. “I wish to speak about this.”

      “In just a few more minutes, Mrs. LaSusa,” His Honor says with an indulgent smile.

      I chuckle softly. Mrs. L, our neighborhood busybody, is apparently known at Village Hall.

      “At least three indications of blight must be present for an afflicted neighborhood to meet TIF standards,” Mendoza continues. “The area identified in The Independence Park/Liberty Street Redevelopment Plan has no less than six of the blight factors we were asked to investigate for.”

      Peter Zaluski gets to his feet. “Thank you for an excellent presentation, Hernando.”

      Mendoza beams and sits down; yet another corporate whore heard from. Tricia Dix leans over to whisper in his ear and places a hand on his arm as she does so. His grin widens. I imagine the conversation: “That was great, Hernando! Exactly what we paid for.”

      Mayor Brown also thanks Mendoza, then invites the public back into the discussion. I’ve been scribbling questions in a notebook and have distributed a few to neighbors.

      Mr. Rosetti is first in line at the lectern. “How many properties show evidence of blight?”

      His Honor looks to Zaluski, who looks to Mendoza.

      “I don’t recall the exact number,” the architect replies, “but almost every house on Liberty Street was identified as a blight risk.”

      “Are you suggesting my home is an eyesore?” Mr. Rosetti asks indignantly.

      Mendoza shakes his head. “Blight isn’t only about appearance. We do an in-depth analysis in which many factors come into play.”

      “If I may,” Trustee Smith interjects, not waiting for a reply before carrying on, “perhaps Mr. Mendoza will be kind enough to list the factors his study used to identify blight.”

      Mendoza shoots Zaluski a concerned look. The village manager in turn looks to the mayor for guidance. When His Honor gives Mendoza an almost imperceptible nod, I inch forward to the edge of my seat. So do my neighbors.

      “We’ve seen some of the factors,” Mendoza says, “such as increased crime evidenced by rising calls for police and fire department services.”

      “Does that include 9-1-1 calls?” Trustee Smith asks.

      Mendoza nods.

      Smith raises his eyebrows. “It seems to me that somebody calling 9-1-1 to report a fire or medical emergency is a pretty weak indication of blight.”

      “It’s part of a pattern—” Mendoza begins.

      Smith cuts him off. “How many of these calls to the police and fire department concern criminal activity, as opposed to citizens seeking medical assistance or a little help keeping their properties from burning to the ground?”

      Mendoza’s eyes cut to the mayor.

      “I’m sure Mr. Mendoza will be happy to make that information available to us in due course,” Brown says.

      Mr. Vaccaro replaces Mr. Rosetti at the podium. “Independence Park has been rotting for years. Who will stop the crime when the police never come? Are we to suffer because the police don’t do the work we pay them for? How much of this crime you speak of takes place in Independence Park?”

      Once again, Mendoza has no details. Smith asks that they be made available. Mendoza promises they will be. This broken record could get monotonous.

      Mr. LaSusa steps to the microphone clutching one of my notebook pages. Mr. L. is a smallish man who seems to be growing smaller still as the years pass; a quiet man who worked in the Marshall Field’s furniture warehouse for years, loading and delivering. I’ve always liked him. He always had an encouraging word or some simple kindness for the kids on the block. “The village stopped fixing anything around Independence Park and Liberty Street years ago, yet most of Cedar Heights’ other streets and sidewalks are kept in good repair,” he says.

      “Do you have a question?” His Honor asks.

      Mr. L. nods. “When and why did the village instruct public works to stop doing maintenance work on Liberty Street and Independence Park?”

      The mayor looks to Zaluski for an answer.

      “Unfortunately, budget constraints don’t allow us to do all we’d like to,” Zaluski says. “Increased revenue from this redevelopment will help alleviate that problem.”

      Uh-huh. That’s what this is all about.

      “Has the village instructed Public Works not to make repairs on Liberty Street?” Trustee Smith asks.

      “Certainly not,” Zaluski replies tartly.

      I guess they just decided to stop on their own.

      A man I know only as Joe shuffles to the microphone to ask another of my questions. “What tax incentives and/or financing guarantees are we offering these people?”

      “Negotiations on financial matters are confidential,” Zaluski replies.

      I’m overcome with a case of the warm fuzzies at this display of open governance.

      I find Trustee Smith’s thoughtful eyes on me. He offers the faintest suggestion of a smile before looking away. “Mr. Mayor, I hope Mr. Zaluski or one of your other friends is taking note of all the questions we’ll be needing answers to.”

      Brown studiously ignores Smith and calls on another neighborhood old-timer.

      “Why don’t you tell us why our houses ain’t worth keeping?” the man asks Mendoza.

      “A prime focus of urban renewal is addressing imbalances between revenues and expenses,” the slick prick replies.

      And here I used to think urban renewal was about making our inner cities livable.

      Mendoza continues, “We compare the neighborhood with others in the municipality in terms of average revenue generated per parcel of land in the subject area. Smaller, older homes simply don’t generate as much tax revenue as newer and larger homes do, let alone commercial projects.”

      “That’s a blight factor?” Trustee Smith asks as a current of repressed anger surges through the public seating area.

      “We look at houses falling beneath minimum square footage parameters, those with a limited number of bedrooms and bathrooms, those without attached garages, the age of the houses,” Mendoza explains. “These are key components of the study.”

      I stand up. “I have another question.”

      “Haven’t all of your questions already been answered?” Mayor Brown asks me with exquisite sarcasm. He’s apparently aware that many of the evening’s queries came out of my notebook. “You’ve already spoken, Mr. Valenti. Be seated.” The mayor stares me down for a moment before turning his gaze to the next person in line. He breaks into an enormous, shit-eating politician’s grin as he booms, “Hello again, Mrs. LaSusa!”

      She replies with a cursory nod and turns her attention to Zaluski. To scattered snickers from her neighbors, Mrs. L. announces that she’s “not nosey or anything, but I walk my dog every day and I notice things. The pictures of the Valenti garage?”

      Zaluski nods uncertainly. “Yes?”

      She waves her cell phone. “I just saw a story about that on WGN.”

      Her words freeze me in my seat. I notice a little smile on Pat’s face, a rather smug smile.

      “What story is that, Mrs. LaSusa?” Zaluski asks anxiously.

      “I’ll get to that. I saw that truck smash into the garage.”

      I didn’t know. I doubt anyone did. Why the hell hasn’t she mentioned it?

      “I went and talked to the truck driver so Francesco and Maria would know who should pay for the repairs,” she continues. “The men said they were from the village, so I thought it would be taken care of. Why didn’t you fix it?”

      What the hell? We thought it was a hit and run—probably some kids or a drunk, maybe drunk kids. The police report recorded it as a hit and run.

      The question clearly discomfits Zaluski. “We weren’t doing any work there at that time, Mrs. LaSusa. Perhaps you’ve confused a village work crew with someone else.”

      Mrs. L. crosses her arms and glowers at Zaluski. “I am not confused, young man. I know what I saw out there and I remember speaking with your people.”

      “What date was this?” Trustee Smith asks.

      “In the spring,” she replies with a shrug, then searches the audience and meets my gaze. “Anthony probably has the date.”

      I nod back at her. “Late April. I’ll get the exact date.”

      “You mentioned the news a moment ago?” the mayor nervously asks Mrs. LaSusa.

      “WGN says someone at the village took a bribe not to give Francesco the building permit so he could fix his garage. They said Anthony had to take the village to court and get a judge to order you people to issue a building permit. Why did he have to do that?”

      While Zaluski and the mayor start to squirm, I see that Pat is still smiling. The Tribune was until recently the owner of local television station WGN. The ties between some of the former colleagues remain tight, especially with long-running stories that predate the sale. I suspect Pat knew this story was breaking tonight. When she catches my eye and winks, I smile back.

      “It’s wrong that you people kept Francesco from fixing his garage,” Mrs. LaSusa lectures, getting increasingly worked up as she goes. “What business do you have doing that? Now you show all these pictures pretending people in our neighborhood don’t take care of their homes. You are a disgrace!”

      The mayor looks mortified.

      Mrs. LaSusa turns back to glare at Zaluski. “I’d like to know what you people were doing out there! Some sort of funny business is going on, isn’t it?”

      “All I can do is check with our Public Works Department to see if they had a crew there,” Zaluski replies.

      Having spoken her piece, Mrs. L. shakes her head in disgust, then turns on her heel and stalks back to her seat.

      Pat steps to the lectern and digs a sheaf of papers out of her back pocket. “Pat O’Toole of the Chicago Tribune. I have here a copy of the minutes from the November fourth in camera executive meeting that was held after the regular board meeting.”

      The eyes of both Zaluski and Mayor Brown widen as they absorb the news that Pat has a source within the village administration. His Honor’s icy eyes shift to the pack of village staffers, as if he’s wondering which thumbscrew wasn’t sufficiently tightened down. I hope Pat’s source covered their tracks very, very well.

      Pat continues with her eyes locked on the mayor’s. “I’m told that this was a rather exclusive meeting, so exclusive that only a select few trustees were invited—just enough to achieve a quorum. Is that true, Mr. Mayor?”

      “I don’t recall the details,” His Honor replies.

      Pat glances between the mayor and village manager. “You told us earlier that you decided to proceed with the original Liberty Street redevelopment plan. That decision was taken during the November fourth in camera meeting. Why isn’t it in the minutes?”

      “I haven’t seen a copy,” Brown says.

      “Would you like to see my copy before you answer?”

      “We’re not in court, Miss O’Toole,” Mayor Brown retorts. He’s losing his patience and his temper is fraying. This evening’s meeting isn’t going as planned.

      Pat presses the point. “Who was present at your secret session on November fourth, Mr. Mayor?”

      Trustee Smith taps his microphone for attention. “I would also like to know that. I was at the regular board meeting that night. This is the first I’ve heard about an in camera session.”

      “Do you recall Miss Dix and Mr. Mendoza being there?” Pat asks the mayor.

      “I’ve spoken to Miss Dix and Mr. Mendoza a number of times. I wouldn’t venture a guess as to when and where each of those encounters took place.”

      “You see a lot of them, do you?” Trustee Smith suggests acerbically.

      “I’m told that Miss Dix and Mr. Mendoza were present at the in camera session and that discussions were held about how to sell this project to the public,” Pat adds.

      “The names of the people in attendance at that meeting, plus everything that was said, is a matter of executive privilege,” the mayor snaps.

      “So, you’re telling us this plan was hatched behind closed doors with the hope that the voters of Cedar Heights would be none the wiser?” Pat asks.

      His Honor looks away from her. “I’d like to thank everyone who took the time to participate this evening. Question period is over.” The mayor looks to Zaluski and makes a cutting motion. A sharp crackle echoes through the speakers when Zaluski gets up and pulls the plug on the public microphone.

      “I think we can proceed to a vote on this matter,” the mayor announces, catching everyone by surprise. A rumble of angry voices rolls through the crowd.

      Trustee Smith is on his feet. “No motion for a vote is on the floor at this time, Mr. Mayor. I move that the trustees discuss this matter before a vote is called.”

      His colleagues stare down at the incensed voters glaring back up at them. Three nod in agreement. Along with Smith, the trio constitutes a majority.

      The math isn’t lost on Mayor Brown. “One minute each,” he snarls.

      Smith instantly seizes the floor and cites a litany of what he considers deficiencies in Mendoza’s report. “You’re making a mockery of this board, Mr. Mayor. We shouldn’t bring this matter to a vote until we have answers to every question the people of Cedar Heights have raised here tonight. Until then, we can’t possibly make an informed, intelligent decision. I, for one, would welcome the return of a little democracy around here.”

      Heads nod in agreement, both along the row of trustees and in the public seats.

      “Time’s up, Trustee Smith!” the mayor snaps. Then he turns to a woman who has her arm in the air. “Go ahead, Trustee Myers. One minute.”

      The waif of a woman the mayor has spoken to nods but refuses to meet his gaze. “I yield my time to Trustee Smith.”

      “Why, thank you, Trustee Myers,” Smith purrs while Brown glowers at her. Smith pauses long enough to attract the mayor’s attention, then stares straight into His Honor’s eyes. “I move that the board defer consideration of any and all measures pertaining to The Independence Park/Liberty Street Redevelopment Project until our February fourth meeting.”

      Trustee Myers, perhaps still smarting from the visual darts His Honor fired her way, seconds Smith’s motion. The mayor’s smoldering eyes signal that he intends to make her pay for her impertinence.

      “Please call the roll, Madam Clerk,” Smith commands, all folksiness gone as he usurps the mayor’s prerogative to call matters to a vote.

      Faced with a fait accompli, Mayor Brown nods grimly to his clerk, who polls the trustees. The motion carries by a vote of four to two.

      Trustee Smith has bought us a few weeks. It’s all I can do not to run up front and hug the guy. Instead, I stroll over to shake his hand and congratulate my newfound ally on his success. His political clout will be a welcome addition in the struggle to save Liberty Street.
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      I’ve just pressed the brew button on the coffee maker when the doorbell rings. Mike has invited himself over to deliver trial news and to do a little Monday night “underdog strategizing.” When he walks into the front room, he stops to look around and nods with appreciation. It’s his first time inside our home. “Place is looking mighty fine for a condemned dump.”

      “Thanks,” I chuckle while he hands me his coat.

      He walks over and stops in front of the stone fireplace. “Is this Francesco’s work?”

      I nod. The stones are varied shades of gray, with purple tones and veins of pale blue and beige. A handsome carved mahogany mantelpiece bears a hodge-podge of family photos, pottery, plus statuettes and other knick-knacks Mama and Papa collected over the years.

      “And the woodwork?” Mike asks while we admire the crown molding that tops the walls. Papa spent hours routing the edges, perfecting every miter joint, staining the alder to the exact bronzed fruity shade Mama had wanted. Then he buffed it all to a museum-grade gloss.

      I nod again.

      Mike whistles softly. “He’s quite a craftsman.”

      “He is,” I reply while leading the way to the kitchen, anxious to hear the trial news Mike has come to share.

      He pauses in the doorway to the kitchen, his fingers tracing the intricate trim surrounding the doorframe. The fit is flawless; every notch and groove meticulously crafted to seamlessly kiss up against its neighbor. “Francesco did this, too?”

      “He did.”

      “Those old European guys do amazing work, don’t they?”

      Feeling a little like a bobblehead doll, I nod yet again.

      Mike’s eyes roam around the kitchen, absorbing it all: hand-crafted alder cabinets (almost always alder with Papa), sunny terra cotta plaster walls, countertops inlaid with colorful miniature tiles, sixteen-inch ceramic tile flooring, and a rustic open pendant light fixture hanging from the open beam ceiling over a stout maple table. No hint remains of the banal kitchen the builder left behind so many years ago. He looks at me with a grin. “I trust you had nothing to do with this fine workmanship?”

      “Not a thing. You said you have trial news. What’s up?”

      Mike drops into a kitchen chair. “We start on January twenty-eighth.”

      “That’s only nine days away! Are we ready?”

      “Nope. Which is why I’m here.”

      I take a couple of deep breaths to settle my nerves, followed by a serious slurp of coffee. “Okay, so where do we start?”

      “Luke Geffen did the public records search on O’Reilly.”

      “He’s your investigator, right?”

      Mike nods. “We’re getting a better picture of Deputy O’Reilly and it ain’t pretty. There was an assault and battery charge after a bar fight. Looks like the cops on the scene torpedoed that complaint with some shoddy follow-up. There was also a domestic battery complaint filed by O’Reilly’s sister-in-law after he beat the shit out of his wife and kid last year. That complaint was eventually withdrawn. No real surprises and nothing we can use so far, but Luke is going to reach out to the wife and sister-in-law.”

      “Maybe we can call them as witnesses?”

      “They’d be hostile witnesses, at best,” he replies. “That’s always a crap shoot.”

      I’m tempted to point out that hostile witnesses are more witnesses than we have at the moment, but don’t. I am, after all, Mr. Rookie Defense Attorney. “Any luck with O’Reilly’s police records?”

      “Some,” he replies. “The Cedar Heights PD file came back pretty quick. He left there years ago, so I suppose they weren’t too concerned about his record. The Cook County Sheriff’s office is another story. Getting that file is like trying to access the crown jewels.”

      “Was there anything of interest in the Cedar Heights PD file?”

      “I suspect he left under a cloud. There were a couple of excessive force complaints, not terribly unusual for a cop’s file.”

      “Given Papa’s version of events, that’s significant.”

      “We’ll need a lot more than a couple of poorly documented complaints to make hay out of his police record,” Mike counters. “I have a hearing with Judge Mitton in the morning to see if he can speed things along with the Sheriff’s office.”

      “What time? I’d like to come.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “Where are you gonna find time to save the house, Francesco, and put in a proper day’s work?”

      “I’ve got all the time in the world. An Executive VP of Fafnir expressed concern about my work on their file in the matter of the exploding furnace. Fleiss Lansky found my involvement at the Cedar Heights Village Board embarrassing. I was reminded of the firm’s warning to resolve my differences with the Village of Cedar Heights and to keep a low profile where Papa’s troubles are concerned. Guess I didn’t.”

      A scowl creeps over Mike’s face as he listens.

      “Trying to protect our home and keep my father from being executed are apparently matters of little import in the grand scheme of things. And that was that.”

      “They fired you?”

      I nod.

      “The hell is wrong with those people?”

      “It’s a law firm,” I reply. “Appearances. Reputation. Billings. That’s what matters.”

      “That’s a bitch, man.”

      We spend a minute or two disparaging Fleiss Lansky before moving on to ponder the possibility of using Deputy O’Reilly’s past to build a defense strategy. After twenty minutes, we reluctantly conclude that we don’t have much to work with.

      “We need to get Francesco’s story in the record,” I say.

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Yoo-hoo!” Pat calls from the front door. She has also invited herself over to deliver news. “Mr. Valenti, sir? Are you home?”

      She’s closing the door with her foot and shrugging out of a Chicago Bears jacket when I arrive in the front hall. She glances up at me as Deano the Watchdog lumbers up wagging his tail. “Door was open. Mind if I come in?”

      “What if I do?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Shut up and take my coat.”

      I do so, then lead the way to the kitchen. Mike and Pat exchange greetings while I fill a coffee mug for Pat. Then I serve an Entenmann’s coffee cake I picked up on my morning grocery run.

      “You’ve been baking?” Mike asks with a smirk.

      Pat snorts. “Don’t give him any ideas. We don’t want him burning the place down.”

      “Quite a job you’ve done, getting our boy in the spotlight,” Mike says to Pat. He’s referring to the ongoing saga of the village board hearing and its aftermath, which continues to unfold in the Tribune. I’m an occasional human-interest prop.

      “Thank God it’s been a slow news week,” she says. “Valenti’s not that compelling.”

      “Thanks. It’s not as if I enjoy the limelight,” I grumble, thinking of the Fleiss Lansky guillotine falling on my neck only hours ago.

      Mike, whose thoughts must have gone to the same place, frowns and looks uncomfortable.

      I turn to Pat. “To what do we owe the honor of your visit?”

      “You go first,” she says with her eyes traveling between us. “Your intrepid reporter smells a scoop! Trial news?”

      I fill her in about the trial date.

      “Wow, that’s pretty close. You’re plotting strategy?”

      “Something like that. What have you come to tell us?”

      “Peter Zaluski deigned to speak with me. They’ve fired Mr. Building-Permits-Withheld-for-a-Small-Fee. I think precious Peter might be running a little scared.”

      “Of what?”

      “Probably the mayor. Or maybe the law. We’ll see.”

      “The law?” Mike asks.

      “Titan didn’t go away after Tony’s folks and their friends sent them packing two years ago,” she replies.

      “They didn’t?” I ask.

      Pat shakes her head. “Nope. The current Independence Park/Liberty Street scheme is basically the same redevelopment plan they put forward two years ago.”

      “Same old, same old,” Mike says.

      “That’s not news,” I agree. “They told us that at the board meeting.”

      “Right,” Pat says. “But they didn’t mention that Three Streams Development is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Titan.”

      “Bastards,” I mutter.

      Pat nods and adds, “Guess who owned the numbered company that bought your neighbors’ homes two years ago? Guess who owns the management company that’s letting those properties be run into the ground?”

      “Titan?” I guess.

      “Bingo. Our editors plan to do an expose on eminent domain abuse using this neighborhood as its basis.” Her eyes shift to Mike. “I assume you’re looking into Deputy O’Reilly?”

      “Why do you ask?” he asks warily.

      “Maybe I can help. Search the Trib’s archives and look for complaints about him. I’ll follow up on that if I find anything, check with our usual sources on all things cop-related, and see if anyone around the paper has anything to say about the guy.”

      “I like it,” Mike says. “How long will it take to poke through your records?”

      “A day. Maybe two.”

      “Amen,” Mike says while getting to his feet. “I gotta run. Just wanted to give my esteemed co-counsel a heads up about the trial. The state’s attorney has his foot on the gas and won’t be letting up anytime soon. Francesco’s doughty band of attorneys is gonna have to do likewise.”

      “Just tell me what you want me to do,” I say while he shrugs into his jacket.

      “Give some thought to a few topics you’re comfortable taking the lead on. We’ll talk again at court tomorrow.”

      “Time and location?”

      “Nine o’clock sharp.”

      “On California?” I ask to clarify the courtroom.

      “Yup,” he says before the door closes behind him.

      “You have the day off?” Pat asks as we settle on the couch.

      “You could say that,” I reply before filling her in on my firing while boosting Deano up to lounge between us.

      “Those bastards! Sue them!”

      I respond with a morbid chuckle. “I wouldn’t have a prayer of winning.”

      “This stinks, Tony. It really stinks.”

      Deano is nonplussed by my work news. He’s worked his snout under Pat’s elbow and has assumed the tummy rub position.

      I brandish the slender straw I’ve been clutching for the past few hours. “Looking on the bright side, I’m available for Papa’s trial and am free to help run Zaluski and Brown to ground.”

      Pat studies me for a moment. “I think we’re going to find Titan’s fingerprints all over what’s been going on at the village. Some cash was probably spread around and a few rules were likely broken.”

      “No doubt Zaluski has pocketed a few bucks.”

      “Don’t bank on it. Zaluski is a self-righteous, grasping bureaucratic yes man who really believes untrammeled government power is a good thing.”

      “And your point is?”

      “Let’s not rule out the possibility that he was hoodwinked,” she says while she indulges Deano. “Maybe he’s beginning to realize there may be more here than meets the eye. Including his.”

      Disinclined to view Peter Zaluski in anything but the worst possible light, I change the topic. “What about the slime bucket who took the bribe?”

      “Henry Poindexter. I’m working on him. With luck he’ll tell us who paid him off, maybe lead us to Titan.” Pat takes her hand off Deano to lay it on my arm. “I want you to be very careful, okay?”

      “How so?”

      Deano squirms closer to remind Pat that she’s supposed to be rubbing his tummy. She gets the message and resumes his massage. “I was concerned about what the mayor and Zaluski might do if they feel cornered, but Titan’s a threat of a whole other magnitude, Tony. They scare the hell out me.”

      “It’s a corporation,” I argue. “I know a thing or two about how corporations think.”

      “And?”

      “Big corporations can’t afford to get involved in that kind of crap. It’s not like they’re a bunch of thugs or something. Think of the PR nightmares. Legalities. Reputation risk. Don’t lose sleep worrying about Titan coming after me.”

      She gives me a doubtful look but lets it go.

      My phone rings. The caller ID says it’s Brittany calling at one o’clock in the morning Brussels time. What’s wrong? I wonder as I anxiously pluck the phone off the end table.

      “We’re coming in two weeks!” she exclaims.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Mom’s got a meeting in Atlanta. She’s gonna drop me off at O’Hare on her way.”

      “How long will you be here?”

      “A week.”

      “What about school?”

      “I’ll take time off. Can’t stay here by myself among all these foreigners, can I?”

      Heaven forbid! I think, attributing the parochialism to my ex-wife. Suddenly very aware that Papa’s trial starts in less than two weeks, I ask, “When do you arrive?”

      “February second,” Brittany tells me after a quick conference at her end.

      Uh-oh. “Papa’s trial will be on. You won’t mind coming to court?”

      “Naw, might be kinda interesting.” She falls silent for a moment. “How’s Pat? Will I get to see her?”

      “Want it straight from the horse’s mouth?”

      “Huh?”

      I hand the phone to Pat and settle back to listen.

      “Hey, kiddo!” Pat says with a smile. While she and Brittany chat about things European and possible outings in Chicago, I take the opportunity to study her. I’ve already screwed things up with her once. It can’t happen again. She catches me looking and gives me a questioning smile while she says good-bye to Brittany and hands the phone back.

      “Mom says we’ll make the rest of the arrangements by email.”

      “Sounds good. You have to go?”

      “Yup. It’s late here. Mom just got home and told me we’re coming. I couldn’t wait to tell you!”

      “I’m glad you did,” I reply, wondering if Michelle is making a habit of leaving our child alone until one in the morning on weeknights. “Have a good week. Can’t wait to see you.”

      “It’ll be fun.”

      “Darn right it will. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, Dad.”

      After setting the phone back on the table, I lounge back and find Pat’s thoughtful eyes on me. “Gonna be a busy week to have her here,” she says.

      “Better than a busy week without her.”

      “True. I’ll pitch in as needed.”

      “Thanks.”

      She changes gears. “Remember me mentioning that I’d talk with our crime beat guy about O’Reilly?”

      I nod.

      “His name is Theo Wilson. I’m having lunch with him tomorrow. He found a cop who was on the force in Cedar Heights with O’Reilly. Better still, this guy and O’Reilly were also members of the same gym for the last year or two. Sounds like they were both into body-building and that O’Reilly was into steroids in a big way.”

      “Why is he willing to talk?”

      “Says guys like O’Reilly are the bane of good, honest cops.”

      “Sounds promising.”

      “Let’s hope so,” she says.

      “More coffee cake?”

      “Sure.”

      After we head back to the kitchen, fix our plates, and settle down at the table, conversation circles back to the topic of my employment, or lack thereof. This continues into cleaning up afterward, with Pat bitching about how Corporate America screws over its employees with impunity.

      I have no counter argument. Perhaps I’ve backed the wrong horse all these years? “Maybe I’m getting what I deserve in a karmic sense. After Sphinx and all.”

      Pat snaps a dishtowel at my butt. “That was on Hank Fraser, not you!”

      “I’m not so sure about that anymore.”

      She smiles and touches my arm. “Well, the Tony Valenti I know today is a good man.”

      I know better but don’t argue the point.

      She notices my hesitation and laces her fingers through mine. “I may have had a schoolgirl crush on you twenty years ago, Valenti, but it takes more than popular preppie boy crap to impress me now.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she replies before releasing my hand and holding out her coffee mug. “I’ll take some more of that coffee.”

      I smile and turn away to pour another cup when a pane from the kitchen window shatters and falls into the sink. A burst of pops follows. More glass shatters before it registers that someone is shooting at us. Pat shrieks and spins away, topples across the table, and crashes to the floor. She’s face-down when I dive down beside her. My heart all but seizes up when I see blood streaming off the end of her nose and puddling on the floor. Pat’s not moving and doesn’t answer my anguished pleas to tell me she’s okay.

      The shooting seems to have stopped. I douse the lights and snag the phone off the counter while I dash back. For an interminable minute, I fixate on her blood as it pools on the floor. Now in full panic mode, I dial 9-1-1 and explain that Pat has been shot and is lying comatose in a lake of blood on my kitchen floor.

      The operator asks me to hang on while she dispatches emergency services. “Sir, help is on the way, but I need you to tell me as much as you can about what’s happening,” she says when she returns. “Do you know who was shooting at you? Is the shooter in the house?”

      “No. It came from the backyard.”

      “Are the doors locked?”

      I check the back entry and run to the front door to confirm it’s also locked, then scurry through the upstairs rooms to make sure the windows are closed and locked. “All good. I’ll check the basement.”

      “Sir?”

      “What?” I ask from the top of the stairs.

      “Wait for the police and let them check.”

      Doesn’t sound like bad advice. But. “You won’t send paramedics in until they’re sure the house and yard are clear?”

      “Correct.”

      Well, that decides it. Pat needs help now. I flick the switch and scamper down the basement stairs, too terrified about her to be tentative. The windows are all closed. Nobody lurks around the corner with a gun. I tell the emergency operator that the basement is clear. “I’ll check the yard now.”

      “Stay inside, sir!” the operator snaps with a trace of exasperation. “Police are on the scene.”

      Pat is still down amid a growing pond of blood. At least she’s breathing. Deano is quivering and whining in the corner. “What about an ambulance?” I ask.

      “Minutes away, sir.”

      “She’s still breathing,” I announce before peeking out the back-door window. Seeing nothing, I flip the switch for the outside lights and take another look.

      “Police,” a taut voice says from the other side of the glass. “Turn the damned lights off and unlock the door!”

      I douse the lights and have my fingers on the lock before I gather my wits. How do I know who’s outside? “I need to see you first.”

      “Sir?” I hear from the telephone handset still in my raised hand. “What’s going on?”

      “You talking to 9-1-1?” a deep voice shouts from outside.

      “Yeah,” I reply.

      A big hand holding a shield appears in the window. “Give them my shield number. My name is Cho. They can confirm that from my shield number.”

      The voice on the phone is beginning to lose its calm professionalism. “Sir? Sir! Is everything all right?”

      I relay the cop’s name and shield number. She assures me that Officer Cho is legit, so I swing the door open.

      The big cop steps inside and spins me against the wall and starts to pat me down. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “Hey! This is my house. I made the 9-1-1 call.”

      “Then we won’t have any problems, will we?” he says before pulling the wallet out of my back pocket.

      “Hurry up! Pat’s hurt!”

      More footsteps enter the kitchen before he releases me and hands my wallet back. A menacing female cop stands in the open doorway. Our watchdog touches a tentative nose to her hand. She absently scratches behind Deano’s ear.

      Officer Cho nods at me. “He lives here.”

      Okay, so getting the new Illinois driver’s license paid off.

      “I’ll clear the rest of the house,” the newcomer says before she marches down the hall with gun in hand. Deano bounds along at her heels. Scratch his ears and he’ll follow you anywhere. Anytime, apparently.

      I stifle a strangled laugh as I watch them go, then turn to Cho. “Get the paramedics in here.”

      “As soon as my partner gives the all-clear,” he replies as he drops to his knees beside Pat.

      “How is she?” I ask anxiously.

      “Breathing. Decent pulse. Can’t tell you any more than that.”

      I sink into an empty chair. Pat may be breathing and her heart may still be pumping, but even I know that the outcome of a bullet to the head comes in varying shades of bad. Cho continues to monitor Pat, clearly concerned and doing what he can to help. Sure, he was a little rough with me, but I suppose walking into a shooting scene is a touch nerve-wracking.

      “Sorry if I was harsh with you,” I say.

      He shrugs. “Harsh? That was nothing, sir. You oughtta hear some of the shit we get called for trying to help. No worries.”

      “All clear!” the woman cop calls from the stairs.

      “Front door unlocked?” Cho asks me after he tells the 9-1-1 operator to send the paramedics.

      “No,” I reply as the reflection of emergency lights splashes across the living room walls. I’m off like a puppy to kibble, anxiously holding the front door open as a couple of paramedics hustle into the house with a crash cart. Try as I might to squeeze back into the suddenly crowded kitchen, I can’t see what’s happening with Pat before she’s wheeled away and I’m alone with Deano and Constable Cho.

      I grab my car keys, run out to my car, and give chase to the ambulance.

      After two hours pacing the emergency waiting room, all I know for sure is that Pat is in a trauma room. I’ve been informed that only her family will be apprised of her condition. Nonetheless, I’m still here an hour later when I encounter a distraught woman at the coffee vending machine. A quick look pegs her as Pat’s mother.

      “Mrs. O’Toole?” I ask. When she makes eye contact, I continue. “My name is Tony Valenti. I’m a friend of Pat’s. I was hoping—”

      Pat’s mother levels a shaking finger at me. “You got her mixed up in your troubles. My daughter was worried for you and look where it’s gotten her!”

      “I had no idea—”

      “You will not see my daughter again if I have anything to say about it!” she shouts. “Stay away from her. You broke her heart in high school.”

      I did?

      “I won’t have you hurt her anymore!” After a final malevolent glare, she turns her back to me and stomps away.

      While I’m stunned by the attack, at least it suggests that Pat’s still alive.
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      I’m headed back to the vending machines when I spy morning daylight peeking through a window blind and glance at my watch. It’s nearing seven o’clock. The hearing for a continuance in Judge Mitton’s courtroom will be underway in just over two hours. I have time to get home and make it to court on time if I leave right now, traffic willing. It’s not as if I’m accomplishing anything at the hospital anyway. Decision made, I purchase the biggest flower arrangement in the gift shop and leave instructions to deliver it to Pat. Then I hurry out. Thankfully, my car hasn’t been towed from the Emergency parking lot—an unexpected miracle.

      I tune in to WGN Radio for the seven o’clock news, which provides more info about Pat’s condition than I received at the hospital. The Tribune and local television and radio will shamelessly exploit her shooting, citing her as “one of our own” to justify the exploitation of her life-and-death struggle. After recounting the scant details of the shooting itself, the announcer continues, “At this hour, we can tell you that Pat has survived several hours of surgery but her condition remains guarded. Her family has asked for privacy during this difficult time in their lives.”

      “And in ours,” a solemn newsroom colleague adds.

      “Yes. Stay tuned to WGN for updates and the latest on this breaking news story.”

      A Cedar Heights PD cruiser is parked in the driveway when I arrive home. A drab brown Ford Taurus sedan festooned with antennas that screams “unmarked police car” is parked on the street. The front doorway is again strung with yellow crime-scene tape. In a departure from the last time our home was a crime scene, a policeman is standing guard. I greet and thank him before going inside. The kitchen sink and counter are a mess of broken glass and debris, but someone has swept the glass off the floor and mopped up Pat’s blood. Looking through the empty kitchen window frame, I’m surprised to see Detective Plummer standing in the middle of the backyard with Deano at his side. What is he doing here? Our eyes meet and I let them in.

      “How’s your lady friend?” he asks with evident concern.

      I recite what little I know, then add, “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      “I heard about this on the radio and decided to stop by. Never know what will end up being of interest to a case.”

      Meaning Papa’s case, no doubt. I don’t want to consider the possibility of Pat’s shooting turning into a matter for a homicide detective.

      “I have to get showered and dressed to make it to court at nine.”

      “You go ahead,” he says. “I’ll see what I can find out about Miss O’Toole’s condition.”

      After thanking him, I head inside to speed shower, speed shave, and speed dress. Plummer is poking around a bullet hole near the kitchen window when I return.

      “Any update on Pat?” I ask.

      “She’s out of surgery and out of immediate danger,” he replies as he follows me into the living room. “The entry wound was through the eye. I don’t know how deep the bullet penetrated or how much damage it did. I’m afraid she lost the eye.”

      I step back and lean against the sofa for support. A vision of Pat’s bright green eyes swims into my head. I wonder how much of the intelligence that burns behind those eyes might be lost, then slide off the armrest and sink onto the cushion where she sat only hours ago.

      I feel a hand on my forearm and look up to find Plummer kneeling in front of me. “You okay?” he asks. I nod. “Sorry to hit you with that. I thought you’d want to know.”

      I do want to know, but this is devastating.

      Plummer carries on. “The doctors aren’t telling us much. We won’t be allowed to question her for at least a few days, so she’s either doped to the gills or they’re not sure she’s going to pull through. Head wounds are unpredictable as hell, Mr. Valenti. I wouldn’t expect to hear anything definitive for a couple of days. If you’re so inclined, pray.”

      I struggle to process the news. An enormous lump in my throat precludes answering.

      “I’ll touch base if I learn anything else.”

      “Thanks,” I manage to croak. I’ll take any updates I can get. They sure as hell won’t be coming from Mrs. O’Toole.

      Plummer backs away and stands up. “You wanna hear my thoughts about what happened here last night?”

      “Yes.”

      “A couple of the uniforms were talking about you being vandalized. Tires slashed and a fire set on the porch?”

      I nod.

      “The tires? Could be a random act of vandalism. Arson on your front porch a month later? Maybe the two incidents amount to targeted vandalism. But someone shooting at you here a few weeks after that?”

      “Not vandalism?” I ask weakly.

      “You should have been a detective. Come with me.” He leads me back through the kitchen and out the back door. Then he walks over by the kitchen window and points to several small holes in the wall. “The people you’re up against in this eminent domain business have a lot of money and power.”

      That’s not exactly a news flash, Detective.

      “Agreed?” he prompts while I stare back at him.

      “Agreed.”

      “Whoever did this managed to put two shots through a big window from short range. We found ten shell casings out here, so that’s eight misses. Our suspect isn’t a marksman. If a professional had been sent to take you out, you’d be on a slab at the coroner’s office.”

      “That’s a comforting thought.”

      “This looks pretty amateurish to me. You might want to consider staying somewhere else for a while.”

      Like I should crawl into a hole and leave Papa in the lurch while the cops do whatever it is they’re going to do about this? Not to mention letting Cedar Heights take the house unopposed? Absolutely not.

      Perhaps reading my thoughts, Plummer sighs. “Amateurs are unpredictable. An amateur might come at you anywhere and at any time. Probably best that you’re not out in public any more than you need to be.”

      The bicyclist again comes to mind, but that didn’t involve Pat. Besides, I’m pretty sure it was just a kid on a bicycle, not a shooter. “Any suspects come to mind?”

      Plummer looks me in the eye. “You tell me.”

      Have I pissed off anyone enough to prompt them to shoot me? Has Pat? We probably both have somewhere along the way. If we’re talking recently, though, the eminent domain issue seems the most likely trigger. I leave for court with the unsettling specter of some nut stalking me with a gun. Someone I won’t see coming.
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      I’m hands-free in the Porsche on Cicero Avenue, uncharacteristically weaving in and out of traffic at twenty miles per hour above the posted speed limit. If I don’t hit anything or get pulled over, I should make it to court by nine. What the hell, if you own a Porsche, you should drive it like you’re on an open Bavarian road even when you’re in Chicago traffic on a winter morning, right? I’m waiting to be put through to Pat’s boss at the Chicago Tribune, city editor Brook Atherton.

      “This is Atherton.” He sounds like a guy from the heart of Brooklyn. Based on his name, I had him pegged for a New England preppie. So much for my powers of deduction.

      “My name is Tony Valenti.”

      “Pat’s friend,” he says immediately. “Do you have more news about her condition than we do?”

      “I listened to WGN at seven.”

      “Then you know as much as we do.”

      Damn. I was hoping for more, figuring he would be in touch with Pat’s family.

      “What can I do for you?” he asks.

      “I’d appreciate it if you could keep me up to date on Pat’s condition.”

      “What does her family think of that?”

      Honesty is probably the best policy. “They won’t be updating me.”

      “If the family take us into their confidence, I won’t betray that confidence.”

      Suspecting that I won’t be hearing from Mr. Atherton again any time soon, I bid him farewell and mash the gas pedal against the floorboard. Having successfully dodged both vehicular mayhem and the cops, I meet Mike outside our courtroom with five minutes to spare.

      “How’s Pat?” he asks.

      I tell him what I know.

      He shoots a look toward the courtroom doors. “You gonna be okay in there? You don’t need to be here, man.”

      “Better than sitting at home thinking bad shit,” I say before leading the way into court. Once we’re seated, I tell Mike about Pat’s colleague Theo Wilson, including the fact that he has a source with info about O’Reilly’s alleged heavy steroid use.

      “Keep me posted on that,” he says as court is called to order.

      Two minutes later, Judge Mitton is staring down at us. More precisely, he’s staring down at Mike. I’m sitting quiet as a church mouse so as not to screw things up. Watching with interest from across the aisle is Alex Dempsey.

      “I have your motion for a continuance, Counselor,” the judge says to Mike. “I’m not sure who to be annoyed at, you for coming to court with this so close to trial or the sheriff’s office for dragging their feet getting the file to you. Enlighten me.”

      After telling the judge that we first requested the file weeks ago, Mike gives the court a quick overview of what Luke Geffen has uncovered. “Your Honor, in light of these new developments, we need to explore Deputy O’Reilly’s background in as much depth as we possibly can. We’ve been handicapped in our trial preparation and need more time to prepare.”

      Alex Dempsey opens his mouth, then clamps his lips shut when Mitton casts a smoldering glance his way.

      “Exactly how does this impact your trial preparation?” the judge asks Mike.

      “This new information may go to our client’s state of mind at the time of the shooting, Your Honor. The information we’ve compiled suggests that Officer O’Reilly had a lengthy history of belligerent behavior that may be relevant to this case.”

      “Have you turned this information over to the prosecution?”

      Mike replies, “Our information comes from public records and the Cedar Heights PD, Your Honor, information that’s readily available to the prosecution. Mr. Dempsey will have any discoverable information as soon as we do.”

      “He’d better,” Mitton warns.

      “He will. We would appreciate the assistance of the prosecution to obtain Deputy O’Reilly’s personnel records from the Cook County Sheriff.”

      The judge turns his attention to the prosecutor. “Mr. Dempsey?”

      “First I’ve heard of it.”

      Mike snorts.

      “Have you brought this to Mr. Dempsey’s attention before this morning?” Mitton asks.

      “No, Your Honor,” Mike admits.

      This draws a withering look from the judge before he turns back to the prosecutor. “Can you help speed this along, Counselor?”

      Dempsey shrugs. “You know how these things are, Your Honor.”

      Mitton’s nostrils flare. “Tell me how things are.”

      “It generally takes some time to pry personnel records out of the sheriff’s office.”

      The judge’s frosty gaze lingers on Dempsey for several seconds before he begins scribbling some notes. He talks while he writes. “Mr. Williams makes a valid point. Let’s see if I can help smooth the way for you gentlemen.”

      Dempsey scowls at Mike while the judge finishes working.

      “I’ll have an order ready within the hour for the release of Deputy O’Reilly’s personnel records to your office,” Mitton tells Dempsey. “Perhaps they’ll respond promptly to a request coming from you. Have my order delivered to the sheriff as soon as you get it. A copy of the personnel records will be in the hands of defense counsel by close of business today.”

      “I’ll do my best, Your Honor, but the sheriff’s office is an independent agency. It’s not as if they drop everything when we ask for a favor.”

      Unless it helps the prosecution, I think.

      “You’re not asking a favor of them, Mr. Dempsey!” Judge Mitton thunders. “You’re delivering an order of this court. If the sheriff has any difficulty distinguishing between the two, tell him to give me a call. I’ll be here all day.”

      “I’ll do my best, Your Honor.”

      “Your best better be good enough,” the judge warns Dempsey. Then he turns his attention to us. “The defense motion for a continuance is denied.”

      Mike sags beside me.

      The judge’s eyes shift back to Dempsey. “This ruling assumes that Officer O’Reilly’s complete personnel file is delivered to the Public Defender’s office by five o’clock this afternoon. If that doesn’t happen, I’ll reconsider the motion for continuance and impose sanctions against the prosecution.” After a rap of his gavel, Judge Mitton dismisses us and calls for his next case.

      Well done, Judge.

      Dempsey surprises me by drawing Mike aside as soon as we exit the courtroom. They talk for less than a minute before Mike walks back.

      “What was that about?” I ask.

      “I think Alex has an inkling of what we’re going to find in O’Reilly’s file.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “He wanted to know what our position would be if they took the death penalty off the table.”

      “A plea deal?”

      Mike nods. “Francesco pleads guilty to first degree and the State asks the Court to agree to a life sentence.”

      I think of all we’ve learned about Andrew O’Reilly. My mind revisits the crime scene photos of our battered screen door. I recall what little Papa has told us about that night. Then I decide that, if we plea at all, we’ll plea for a damned sight less than first degree murder and life in prison. “What did you say?”

      “I told him we’d think about it,” he replies.

      The hell we will.
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      We’re down to our last full week of trial preparation and still don’t have a concrete plan. Mike has invited himself over on Saturday afternoon to discuss strategy, sweetening the offer with the news that he’s bearing a gift from his sister Sara.

      “What’s the latest on Pat?” he asks as soon as he steps inside.

      “I talked to Plummer this morning. The bullet was a twenty-two. It clipped the bridge of her nose before plowing through her eye. Probably hit glass or the window frame on the way. The brain penetration was fairly shallow. The neurologists say we can’t be sure of anything at this point, but I guess there’s room for a bit of cautious optimism.”

      “Beats the hell out of them being pessimistic, brother.”

      “I suppose,” I mutter. As much as I want to believe everything will turn out fine, I’ve heard enough about head wounds over the past few days to temper my optimism. There’s also the distinct possibility that even if she pulls through, the Pat I know isn’t coming back. I don’t want to dwell on that, so I suggest getting right to work.

      Mike nods before giving me a quizzical look. “You’re talking to Plummer?”

      “Not about our case.” I explain about finding the detective at our home the morning after Pat was shot and how helpful he’s been since. “I guess he’s not all bad,” I conclude sheepishly.

      Mike nods, then settles in at the kitchen table, legal pad and pen at the ready.

      “The screen door still intrigues me,” I say to kick things off. “Mr. Vaccaro next door doesn’t recall ever seeing it damaged.”

      “We’ve been over this,” Mike says. “Nobody can testify with certainty that the door wasn’t damaged before O’Reilly arrived, or that he busted it up.”

      The idea of putting Brittany and/or me on the stand to testify about the door is a non-starter. We’re too close to Papa to be found credible and there’s too many ways Dempsey might use us to muddy the waters. Still. “I’m not ready to let it go yet,” I argue.

      “Get me proof that O’Reilly busted it up and I’ll run with it,” Mike says. When I don’t respond, he changes gears. “Luke reached out to the ex-wife, but she won’t talk. If we decide to put O’Reilly on trial, we’ll pencil her in as a potential hostile witness. Her sister was a little more forthcoming. She’s a possible witness for us.”

      My mind drifts. Plummer told me that Pat is up and about a bit and talking but doesn’t remember the shooting and is having trouble holding a conversation.

      Mike is staring at me when I tune back in. “You hearing me?”

      “Sorry. My mind’s wandering a bit.”

      “You’re back now?”

      “You were telling me about the ex-wife’s sister?”

      “She described O’Reilly as an angry, insecure man whose bullying was fueled by steroids. Unfortunately, that describes more than a few cops.”

      “We’ve got the makings of a case against O’Reilly,” I say with a welcome note of optimism. The odds of a jury buying into Papa’s story about an out-of-control O’Reilly increase as the documents and potential witnesses pile up. O’Reilly’s Cook County Sheriff personnel file revealed a pattern of violent behavior similar to his Cedar Heights days. It also included the revelation that O’Reilly was suspended last year for abusing a teenager while serving an arrest warrant. There’s a history of this guy going apeshit on citizens.

      Mike rolls his eyes. I keep pushing the O’Reilly steroids angle, he keeps throwing cold water on the notion that it matters.

      “Got some good news for you,” he says. “My little sis was so pissed after you got fired that she started a crowdfunding campaign to keep you solvent.”

      “A what campaign?”

      “Crowdfunding, old man,” Mike says loudly and slowly. “It’s something people do nowadays to help folks when misfortune hits.”

      The doorbell pre-empts further explanation.

      “Expecting company?” he asks.

      “Just Penelope Brooks from Butterworth Cole.”

      “She’s still doing work for you?” he asks in surprise. Mike knows how much Butterworth Cole charges. He also knows that I’m about broke.

      “I’ll explain,” I call over my shoulder as I leave the kitchen.

      The story behind Penelope’s pending arrival is a welcome bit of serendipity. Trustee Smith called me to discuss court action to stop the village’s condemnation proceedings. For obvious reasons, he can’t task a village attorney with the job. Penelope drafts a far better petition than I do, so I called to ask what it would cost to have her prepare the filing, only to learn that Herbert Cumming has fired me as a client. Nice of him to let me know. Penelope apologized and offered her regrets over my demise at Fleiss Lansky.

      “I didn’t say I won’t do it,” she said with a chuckle when I started to say goodbye. “This just means I can’t do it officially and can’t bill you.”

      “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You didn’t ask. I’m offering.”

      “Really—”

      “Don’t argue,” Penelope had ordered me curtly. She gave me her personal email address and told me to send her the pertinent details. That was on Wednesday. She called last night to ask if she could drop off a draft today. She hands me a legal-size envelope when I open the front door. “Here you are, sir. One petition for an injunction. No charge.”

      “Much appreciated. Thanks for coming by on a Saturday.”

      “No problem. I’m on my way out to the burbs to see my brother and his family. You’re on the way.” Her concerned eyes focus on mine. “How’s Pat?”

      She gets the same update I gave Mike.

      “I’ll keep her in my prayers,” she murmurs when I finish. Then she looks up and down the street and says, “Nice neighborhood. Love the trees. I miss that, living in the city.”

      “It’s worth saving,” I quip.

      “Absolutely!”

      “Wanna come in for a beer or something?”

      She shakes her head. “That might be fun, but they’re waiting for me.”

      I pat the envelope and turn to Mike, who has followed me to the door. After introductions, I say, “Penelope has been kind enough to draft a petition asking for an injunction to stop the village from proceeding with the condemnation. Pro bono.”

      “That’s downright decent of you,” he tells her.

      “You won’t report me to the ABA?” she asks with a playful smile.

      “Screw ‘em,” Mike says with an answering grin. “Sounds like you’ve done some good work for Tony and Francesco.”

      Penelope’s eyes cut to me.

      I smile. “She sure has.”

      Her cheeks redden as she says, “Thanks.” Herbert Cumming probably doesn’t dole out much praise.

      “Mike’s little sister has started some sort of funding crowd thing to keep my head above water,” I announce.

      “Crowd-funding,” Mike says with an exaggerated shake of his head. “Twelve-thousand bucks raised, last I heard.”

      “Cool!” Penelope exclaims.

      “Twelve thousand dollars?” I ask incredulously.

      “And she’s just getting started.”

      I turn to Penelope and pat the envelope again. “Sounds like I can afford to pay you for this.”

      She waves my offer aside. “Stop. This is the least I can do after you bailed me out in court.”

      “What are you talking about?” Mike asks.

      “I was floundering in court when we were arguing for the foreclosure injunction,” Penelope replies. She smiles and hooks a thumb at me. “Then this guy gets up and blows the village attorneys away.”

      “Our boy Tony is a courtroom brawler?” Mike muses.

      “I don’t know about a brawler, but he’s really good in a courtroom,” she replies. “Quick on his feet. Smooth as silk.”

      “Interesting,” Mike says thoughtfully.

      “I should be off to my brother’s,” Penelope says. “Have a look at the petition and let me know if you want anything changed.”

      “Will do,” I reply. “Thanks again.”

      “Happy to help. I feel as if I’m fighting on behalf of the good guys for a change,” she adds with a grin.

      “The mayor and his pals are in deep shit against you and Trustee Smith,” Mike says with a chuckle when the door closes behind Penelope. Then he slaps a hand on my shoulder and meets my gaze. “I gotta tell you, Tony, I’m stretched really thin at work these days and here you are, a courtroom wizard and suddenly a man of independent means with time on your hands.”

      “Independent means, my ass,” I counter with a chuckle. “Thank Sara for me. Give her a hug, a smooch, whatever she wants.”

      “You got it, brother. Now, as I was saying, you sound like every public defender’s wet dream. How about you take on a little more of the trial lawyering?”

      “Such as?”

      “Let’s expand on my previous request. Argue a few more motions. Handle a witness or two or three.”

      “I’m not sure I have the chops to get up in criminal court without screwing up and sending my father to jail, or worse.”

      “Penelope says you do and I remember you bragging on how you kicked ass in moot court at law school. Don’t sell yourself short, man. Believe in yourself.”

      He means well, so I smile and nod. The fortune cookie platitudes bounce harmlessly off the towering walls of self-doubt that surround me. I can probably handle some minor witnesses to take some pressure off Mike, but I won’t let him make the mistake of handing me anything critical to our hopes.
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      I awaken Sunday morning to find a legal pad in my lap, right where it was when I fell asleep on the couch last night. The scribbling on the pad is a list of the pros and cons of putting Sheriff’s Deputy O’Reilly on trial. There’s no question that he was guilty of bullying my parents, a score I have no way to settle. Putting him on trial is the only retribution open to me, a realization that gives me pause. I can’t allow a subconscious desire for revenge to color my assessment of the best way to defend Papa. I set the notes aside and pore over the discovery materials from the state’s attorney yet again. Nothing new there.

      My thoughts turn to Pat, who has never been far from my mind over the past week. I haven’t heard from Brook Atherton since I asked him to talk to Pat’s mother about adding me to her hospital visitor list. A call to the nurse’s station confirms it hasn’t been done, so I decide to take matters into my own hands and call Pat’s cell phone. The woman who picks up isn’t Pat. With a sinking feeling, I suspect I’m speaking to her mother.

      “May I speak to Pat?”

      “Who is this?” she asks.

      “Tony Valenti.”

      Mrs. O’Toole’s reply is a dial tone. The phone rings two minutes later while I’m adding milk to a cup of coffee.

      “Tony?”

      “Pat?”

      “Did you just call?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mom!” Pat snaps before covering the phone so I don’t hear what comes next. A moment later, sounding weary and exasperated, she says, “I got your flowers. Why haven’t you visited? Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay,” I reply while relief floods through me. She sounds pretty much like herself.

      “So, why haven’t you come?” When I hesitate, not wanting to precipitate a dust-up between her and her mother, Pat quickly intuits the reason. “Jesus Christ, Mom! I told you I wanted Tony to visit. You didn’t put his name on the list, did you?”

      I can’t hear Mrs. O’Toole’s reply.

      “I’ll tell the nurses to let you in,” Pat tells me. “Get your ass down here, Valenti.”

      I can’t help but grin. Yup, that’s our Pat.

      When I arrive on her ward forty minutes later, a nurse tells me that Pat’s asleep, orders me not to wake her, and then directs me to wait in the hallway outside the closed door of her room. A diminutive, rail-thin Black man with a close-cropped head of snow-white hair sits on the floor. I notice a cleric’s collar when he looks up at me.

      “Here to see Pat?” he asks.

      I nod.

      He gets to his feet to shake my hand. “Reverend Alvin Jakes. If I’m not mistaken, you’re Tony Valenti?”

      I return his handshake a little uneasily. How does this guy know who I am?

      “Pat has mentioned you.”

      She hasn’t mentioned Jakes to me. “Are you from Pat’s church?”

      “Lord, no!” he chortles. “My congregation is in Lawndale, Mr. Valenti. Has she mentioned the work she does with us there?”

      “She hasn’t.” Lawndale is one of Chicago’s longest suffering Black neighborhoods.

      “We’re working to reclaim the community. Pat has chronicled the work and championed the effort every step of the way. I don’t think we could have kept the funding going without her turning a spotlight on Lawndale whenever the effort has flagged.” He pauses to chuckle. “She’s also held a few political feet to the fire as needed. Our girl even takes a regular turn wielding a hammer and paintbrush on a regular basis.”

      Why am I not surprised?

      “I heard your phone call,” Jakes says. “Don’t be too hard on Pat’s mother. This has scared the heck out of her.”

      I’m unable to muster much empathy.

      “The important thing now is that you’re here,” Jakes says. Then he tells me that he’s been following the tale of our neighborhood. “I’ve also been following the news about your father ever since Pat told me she knew him,” he adds soberly. “I say a prayer for y’all every day.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Uh-huh. I did some time as a younger man, so I know something of what your daddy’s going through. Getting caught up in our justice system is no treat. If there’s anything I can do for you folks, be sure to let me know.”

      The reverend’s good heart moves me deeply. “Thanks again.”

      “Just doing the Lord’s work as best I know how.”

      I nod at the door. “How is she?”

      “Getting better by the day.”

      The nurse I’d spoken to marches past us and into Pat’s room. Two minutes later, she steps out and smiles at Jakes. “She’s awake. You can go in now, Reverend.”

      “Thank you,” Jakes replies graciously. When the nurse frowns at me for taking a step to follow, the reverend takes my elbow. “Tony’s with me, Alva. Pat’s real eager to see him.”

      His endorsement wipes the frown from her face.

      “Thanks,” I murmur as he draws me inside.

      “I’ll leave you two to visit,” he whispers before he slips out with a parting wink. It’s hard to feel anything but positive in the presence of his mischievous grin and twinkling eyes. I didn’t even mind when he characterized my profession as “trafficking in American justice” and likened us to practitioners of the oldest profession. All said with a smile, of course.

      “Is that you, Tony?”

      “It’s me,” I reply while stepping into Pat’s field of vision. A bundle of wires and tubes snakes away from the bed to a bank of monitors and equipment that tower above her. She studies me with her remaining eye. A thick bandage covers the left side of her face, held in place by strands of gauze wrapped around her head.

      She looks me up and down. “You’re really okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says with a frown. “Mom means well but she can be a little overbearing.”

      “Just looking out for you,” I reply diplomatically.

      This prompts a sad smile. “I’ve been worried about you.”

      “I’m good. Do you remember what happened?”

      “I remember you making coffee and recall hearing the window break. Then I woke up in the hospital. Who was shooting at us?”

      “I don’t know. You need to stay away from me once you’re out of here.”

      “The hell I will,” she says. Then she seems to lose focus. When her eye settles on mine a moment later, I can tell she’s lost the thread of our conversation.

      “I’m serious, Pat. You should avoid me until the cops figure out what’s going on.”

      “This probably has something to do with the village. I’m not going to let those bastards run me off.”

      I smile. “I’ll have to run you off myself?”

      “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, Valenti,” she retorts with a weak return smile.

      My thoughts stray to what might have been if the bullet had been a fraction more accurate and resolve to be part of whatever life fate has in store for Pat, playing whatever role she wants me to.

      “It hurts,” she says wearily as she settles back onto her pillow. “Did you know that shockwaves from bullets cause nasty concussions?”

      I shake my head and settle into a chair beside the bed. “You’ve got a concussion?”

      “Maybe two. I had a cut and an enormous goose egg on the back of my head when they brought me in.”

      It all comes back now—Pat toppling over the table and crashing onto the tile floor.

      “When they think I’m asleep, Mom and Dad talk about what the doctors and nurses tell them. I forget half of it, but I remember enough to know I’m getting better.”

      “So Reverend Jakes tells me.”

      She smiles. “You met the Reverend?”

      “I did.”

      “I love that man,” she says quietly. When she falls silent, I’m not sure if she’s lost the thread again or if she’s simply thinking about Reverend Jakes.

      Her eye is only half-open when Nurse Alva bustles back into the room five minutes later and gives me a look of disapproval when she sees how tired Pat is. “Time for meds and a nap.”

      “At least they don’t poke me in the ass,” Pat mutters while the nurse sticks a needle into her IV line. When Nurse Alva tries to shoo me out, Pat’s hand inches out from under the covers to rest on mine. “Let him stay until I’m zonked out.”

      The nurse nods and departs.

      “What’s happening on Liberty Street?” Pat asks.

      I tell her about Penelope’s injunction and add, “Trustee Smith held a press conference today and asked folks to keep you in their prayers.”

      Her eye widens in surprise. “What was that about?”

      “He said he wanted to discuss the Trib’s story about redevelopment at the next village meeting and claims the mayor shut him down. He’s questioning what’s really going on, what the mayor’s hiding. Then he presented a slide show of what he called the other ninety-five percent of the houses on Liberty Street that Titan and its minions were hiding from the public.”

      Pat smiles. “Sounds like the election campaign is underway.”

      I smile back. “Smith claimed that his little dog-and-pony show was designed to shine a little light in the dark corners where Mayor Brown and his cronies are trying to ‘ram this travesty through in an undemocratic manner,’ or words to that effect. He threatened legal action if the paper can’t get to the bottom of it, then urged the attorney general and feds to get involved.”

      Pat’s brow furrows. “How did I play into this?”

      “Smith wondered if the shooting might have been related.”

      “Wow. That’s pretty strong stuff.”

      I nod with satisfaction. “Yes, it is. Now we wait to see what comes of the village board meeting on February fourth.”

      But first, the battle for Papa’s life is about to commence.
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      It’s eerily still in the Cook County courtroom on Tuesday morning as we await the start of Papa’s trial. The chessboard that is pre-trial strategy has been carefully set. Preliminary motions have been heard and argued; opening moves have been painstakingly plotted. We’re about to enter into the fog of battle, where the best-laid plans seldom survive first contact with the enemy. For the first time in my courtroom experience, the terminology of warfare seems wholly appropriate to the stakes.

      The combatants are assembled and in position. I’m at the defense table with Mike on my left. Papa is seated to my right. Only my father’s restless fingers and haunted eyes betray the fear and apprehension that must be churning inside him. He’s dressed in a wine-colored suit Mama coaxed him into buying years ago at Montgomery Ward. The $700 suit I picked up for him to wear during the trial has been returned to the store; deemed unsuitable by Mike. “He’s an elderly blue-collar guy. The jury should see him as they’d expect to see a man of his station in life.”

      Across the aisle sits Alexander Dempsey, decked out in a conservative blue suit replete with a miniature American flag pinned to the lapel. Beside him is a severe woman we’ve seen on and off in the pre-trial hearings. Sylvia Perez is an up-and-comer in the state’s attorney’s office.

      Behind the tables for the prosecutors and the defense team, several rows of chrome and fabric chairs extend to the back of the courtroom. Detective Jake Plummer sits directly behind Dempsey and Perez, looking much as he did the evening this nightmare began. As lead investigator, he’s one of only two potential witnesses allowed in the courtroom throughout the proceedings. The other is Plummer’s partner, who is seated beside him. The partner is a little taller, a little older, and a little balder. His department store suit struggles to contain his swelling paunch. A couple of junior assistant state’s attorneys sit quietly alongside the detectives, ready to run errands as needed. They remain in the background to promote the fiction that the respective sides in the courtroom have more or less equal manpower to draw upon. Given that the day will begin with jury selection, the courtroom is otherwise largely deserted.

      When Judge Mitton arrives just after eight, I wipe my sweaty palms on the pant legs of my suit while my gut starts to churn out the first wave of what promises to be buckets of stomach acid. We spend fifteen minutes arguing about jury selection. When we’re done, the judge spends a minute scribbling notes while the tension builds.

      The courtroom has been updated to accommodate modern electronic and security requirements. Windowless off-white walls rise up to white acoustic-ceiling tiles. The carpet is a light shade of gray. Harsh fluorescent lighting pours down on the straight-edged minimalism of the bar, bench, and witness stand, all equally devoid of character. My mind wanders to mental images of comfortable old courtrooms conjured up by reading southern novels—aging rooms with imperfect glass in high windows that bend shafts of sunlight pouring in from a blue sky. Stately ceiling fans whirring overhead stir sultry air pregnant with human sweat and anguish. The picture strikes me as more humane, less contrived, less coldly calculated to deliver assembly line justice… less frightening for a fallen son fighting for his father’s life.

      Judge Mitton brings my meandering mind to heel. “We won’t be leaving here today until we’ve sworn in our jury and gotten the prosecution case underway, so you can either cancel your evening plans or make sure we don’t fritter away the day with needless delays. Understood?”

      We get to work. Twelve jurors and two alternates are selected before lunch recess. The prosecution works hard to block minority jurors, but we manage to seat four. As Mike explains it, “If this trial turns on Deputy O’Reilly’s behavior, the State’s worst nightmare is a jury of folks who have plenty of experience dealing with cops like him.”

      We want those jurors for that very reason. What a system.

      “Looks like Judge Mitton is going to keep things moving along,” Mike says happily as we leave the courthouse to eat. “I hate trials that drag on longer than they need to.”

      “Billable hours,” I remind him. “The name of the game.”

      “Not around here. How’s Pat?”

      I tell him about my hospital visit and finish by mentioning Reverend Jakes, launching into a brief explanation of who he is.

      Mike holds up a hand to stop me. “So, you’ve met the Reverend Alvin Jakes, have you?” he says with a slow smile.

      I nod.

      Mike chuckles. “He’s quite a character, isn’t he?”

      “He is.”

      “Pat’s well-known in the Black community. She’s done good coverage over the years—sympathetic coverage. A lot of folks regard her as a sort of honorary sister.”

      “I didn’t know,” I say with an inner smile. Physically, they don’t come any whiter than Pat. Spiritually, maybe not so much.

      When we return to the courtroom after lunch, the contrast from the sleepy atmosphere of the morning is startling. The press is out in force, including a contingent from Court TV. The reporters are seated behind the rows of seats reserved for family members of the victim. Only a few of them are filled, save for a handful of police officers and the public mouthpiece of the Fraternal Order of Police—the police union commonly known by the acronym FOP. More spectators are eventually allowed in to fill the empty seats.

      Behind us sit Mr. and Mrs. Vaccaro, Mr. Rosetti, the LaSusas, and a handful of other neighbors and parishioners Mama and Papa befriended over the years. I recognize several men and women who worked long years alongside Papa in the laundry room at Cook County Hospital. The rest of the courtroom is filled with God alone knows whom. Mike calls them the usual collection of kooks and curiosities that populate a courtroom. Oddly enough, to me anyway, many of them seem to know one another. They carry on spirited conversations while we await the judge.

      “All rise,” a bailiff orders when the door behind the bench finally swings open. “Cook County Criminal Court is now in session, the Honorable Judge Myron Mitton presiding.” The judge marches in and drops into the high-backed chair behind his bench. After arranging some papers, he settles back to survey his domain. He’s fully engaged today. His eyes move from the prosecution table to ours and beyond, darting to and from in a bird-like display of alertness, an unsettling mannerism I’ve noticed before. It’s never seemed as exaggerated as it does this afternoon, or perhaps that’s just my tightly wound nerves amplifying events.

      “Good afternoon,” Judge Mitton says to the assembled host.

      A chorus of reciprocal greetings echoes through the courtroom before the judge quiets the crowd with a light tap of his gavel. “Let’s bring in our jury.”

      Alex Dempsey plants himself before the jurors once they’re settled and begins his opening statement. After the usual rhetoric about how the prosecution will explain what happened on the evening of September seventeenth, Dempsey launches into an attack on my father. With a look of contempt and a voice dripping with disdain, he aims an accusing finger across the courtroom at Papa. “The defendant has a long history of defying the authority and traditions of civil society, ladies and gentlemen. While the rest of us pay our property taxes—perhaps with a little grumbling,” Dempsey adds with a knowing glance at his fellow tax-payers, “the defendant thinks he’s entitled to a free ride. The Village of Cedar Heights felt otherwise and took action to recover its delinquent taxes. This eventually led to a foreclosure action. Sheriff’s Deputy Andrew O’Reilly visited the defendant’s house on September seventeenth to deliver an eviction notice, a task that is routinely completed without incident. But when this… this, individual was served, he flew into a rage. While the unsuspecting deputy stood on the defendant’s front step carrying out his duty on behalf of society, the defendant ruthlessly gunned him down in a merciless barrage of bullets.”

      When Dempsey pauses for a sip of water, Mike dips his head and whispers, “Only one of which found its target from a range of two feet or thereabouts. Now there’s a stone-cold killer for you. Alex is overplaying his hand.”

      Dempsey rattles on for a few more minutes, promising to prove his accusations “well beyond a reasonable doubt.” He closes by pleading with the jury to “do the right thing and send a message that Cook County will not tolerate wanton violence against our brave law enforcement professionals who put their lives on the line for us each and every day.” If nothing else, the prosecution’s opening statement seems to bear out Mike’s contention that Papa’s prosecution is at least in part a bone being tossed to the FOP.

      Judge Mitton turns to us. “Does the defense wish to make an opening statement?”

      “The defense reserves our opening statement, Your Honor,” Mike replies. Our opening will be the first salvo in our attack on the prosecution’s argument when we present the defense case. It seems prudent to keep our near total lack of strategy to ourselves.

      A procession of witnesses who establish the facts of the case fills the rest of the afternoon: the 9-1-1 operator who fielded the initial call; the responding police officers and paramedics; the police department evidence technicians who processed the scene; the coroner who performed the autopsy on O’Reilly. The coroner posits that the downward trajectory of the bullet that struck the deputy is best explained by Papa shooting from the top of the porch while O’Reilly stood at the base of the steps. Mike sits quietly through it all, voicing only a handful of objections when witnesses stray from fact into conjecture about motive or the unknowable circumstances of the shooting. Judge Mitton sustains them all. The prosecution trots out its psychologist following a brief recess. After an interminable recitation of the man’s credentials and curriculum vitae, Dempsey finally gets around to exploring the shrink’s findings about Papa. They spend a ridiculous amount of time on this, expounding upon theories of behavior and hypotheticals while the jurors do their best to follow along—not to mention simply stay awake. The shrink eventually finishes up by asserting that Papa is some sort of homicidal sociopath. This finally gets the jurors’ attention.

      Mike assures me that dueling psychologist testimony is seldom the turning factor in a trial. He begins his cross-examination by strolling over to stand a few feet away from the psychologist. “Would it be fair to say that most anyone in Mr. Valenti’s position would be a little out of sorts after the shooting?”

      “Out of sorts?”

      “Not quite himself. Maybe in a bit of shock about what’s happened?”

      The doctor ponders this for a moment. “Perhaps somewhat. But given the socio—”

      “So,” Mike says to cut off an extended reply, “we’ve established that Mr. Valenti may not have been his usual self the night of the shooting.”

      “I didn’t—” the doctor manages to say before Mike cuts him off again.

      “Please, Doctor,” he says with an engaging smile, “in the courtroom, I get to ask the questions and you get to answer them. If I’m ever in your office, then you can tell me whatever else is on your mind. Fair enough?” Mike casts a quick look toward the jury while he says this, the unspoken subtext being “Doesn’t this guy ever shut up?”

      Mike carries on conversationally, “Given that Mr. Valenti might not have been quite himself in the wee hours of September eighteenth, how many more times did you visit with him and, if you don’t mind telling us, how often did you go? Every couple of weeks? Every month? Every other month?”

      “Objection!” Alex Dempsey finally says in an effort to break Mike’s stride.

      “Grounds?” Mitton asks.

      “Mr. Williams isn’t allowing the witness to answer the questions. He’s asking multiple questions at once.”

      “One question at a time, Mr. Williams,” Mitton orders.

      Mike bows his head towards the judge. “I’m sorry, Your Honor.” He eases a little closer to the witness box and asks again how many times the doctor examined Papa.

      “As is standard in such cases, my assessment is based upon the initial psychological assessment that was undertaken in the hours after arrest,” the psychologist says tartly.

      Mike cocks his head to the side for a long moment before he asks his next question. “Surely, you’re not telling us that your findings are based entirely upon the bail report prepared in the Cedar Heights lockup by a social worker on the night of the shooting, are you, Doctor?”

      “That is standard practice, Counselor,” the doctor replies, “as I’m sure you know.”

      “No follow-up interview or additional assessments were carried out during the months Mr. Valenti has been incarcerated?” Mike asks in wide-eyed disbelief.

      “There never is, Counselor, as you also know,” the doctor replies testily.

      “Interesting.” Mike cocks an eyebrow and shakes his head in wonder. While Alex Dempsey probably wants his witness to answer the initial questions and shut up, Mike is making no effort to curtail the doctor’s snide asides. “Let’s back up to your initial testimony, shall we Doctor?”

      “If you want.”

      “That was quite an impressive list of credentials you and Mr. Dempsey told us about,” Mike observes.

      The doctor nods. He’s clearly pleased to have his qualifications acknowledged again.

      “You have a great deal of experience testifying in court, don’t you?”

      “I do.”

      “In how many trials have you testified?”

      The shrink puffs up. “I don’t keep track.”

      “Really?” Mike asks.

      “Really.”

      “During a trial in this courthouse just last month, do you remember being asked and answering that same question?”

      “Vaguely.”

      Mike walks toward the witness box until he’s looking down his nose at the good doctor. “Do you recall replying that you have testified upwards of two hundred times, perhaps as many as three hundred?”

      “That rings a bell. Yes.”

      “And counting today, Doctor, how many of those times have you given testimony at the request of the prosecution?”

      “Many times.”

      “Have you ever, even once, been asked to or offered your services to defense counsel?”

      “I don’t believe I have.”

      “Is your answer ‘zero times?’”

      “It is.”

      “Approximately how many days a year do you spend testifying in court?”

      “Again, that’s not something one keeps track of.”

      “Humor me, Doctor. You must keep track for income tax purposes, if nothing else. Would it be fair to say that you testify in one hundred cases per year?”

      “Probably not that many.”

      “Fifty?”

      “I really can’t say.”

      “I did a little checking,” Mike says. “Just locally, you know… Cook County, Kane County, Lake County, DuPage County, Will, McHenry. The Chicago metro area. Did you know that court records show that you’ve testified in at least five hundred and twenty cases in the past five years?”

      “If you say so.”

      “That’s over one hundred cases every year!” Mike marvels. “If you’re in court for even one or two days in each of those trials and spend a day or so assembling your assessments, being an expert witness for prosecutors is pretty much a full-time job for you.”

      “Is there a question somewhere in there?” Alex Dempsey mutters.

      “Would it be fair to say that you’re essentially a full-time employee of local prosecutors?” Mike asks.

      “I am not an employee of any prosecutor’s office,” the doctor retorts haughtily. “I am a professional psychologist in private practice.”

      “Do you actually see patients?”

      The psychologist glowers up at Mike. “No.”

      “Your only clients are prosecutors. Is that a fair assessment of your ‘practice,’ Doctor?”

      After the doctor answers with a sullen “one might say that,” Mike walks away from him without a second glance, leaving Judge Mitton to dismiss the witness.

      “We’ll adjourn here for the day,” the judge announces.

      We feel like we’ve done well. While Mike has hopefully blunted the testimony of the prosecution’s psychologist by painting him as a shill for the prosecution, he cautions against getting overly excited about it. “The best thing about that is that it ended the prosecution’s day on a down note and court is dark tomorrow.”

      “But?” I ask.

      “Alex was just laying the groundwork today. He’ll do his heavy lifting starting Friday.”

      After replaying the afternoon in my mind, Mike’s little triumph over the psychologist seems a minor blip against the hours the prosecution spent laying brick after relentless brick to build a solid case against Papa.
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      Just after noon on Thursday, ten days after Pat was shot, Nurse Alva wheels her out of the hospital in a wheelchair and brings her to my waiting car. After running battery after battery of tests, the neurologists have concluded that Pat’s brain damage falls on the mild side of the Traumatic Brain Injury spectrum. Her motor skills seem to be in decent shape, although she’s experiencing occasional dizziness and balance issues. Her concussion symptoms have subsided to intermittent headaches and moderate light sensitivity. She’s prone to nausea and a little vomiting, which may manifest themselves more once she’s out of the hospital and exposed to more stimuli. The biggest concerns are some memory issues, a bit of slurred speech, and anxiety accompanied by mood swings. These will require therapy but will hopefully improve over time. Her eye wound is healing nicely. The hospital—perhaps prompted by the Tribune’s health insurance corporation—is cutting her loose. She’s excited to be going home. I’m happy to be taking her.

      Nurse Alva hands me a bag of medications after we settle Pat in the passenger seat. “Take care of that girl. She’s a special one.”

      “I know,” I reply with a smile.

      Pat fiddles with the Porsche’s entertainment system until she finds WGN. “News junkie,” she says fake-apologetically before she twists halfway around in her seat to focus her right eye on me. “What’s with you? Any new job prospects?”

      “I’m devoting all my time to Papa’s trial and getting ready for next month’s Village Board meeting.”

      “On a diet of mac ‘n cheese?” she asks with a little grin. Other than the eye patch, she’s working her way back to being the same old Pat.

      I shake my head. “I’m not one-hundred percent sure how it all works, but Mike’s sister Sara set up a crowdfunding thing for me.”

      “Cool! Tell Mike or his sister to call me. I’d like to help.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Concentrate on getting better.”

      “Don’t make me play the wounded patient card, Valenti. Just do as you’re told.”

      I have the good sense not to argue.

      “What’s your take on day one of your dad’s trial?” she asks as we enter the freeway. Sunshine pours in the windshield.

      “About what we expected so far,” I reply before catching movement in my peripheral vision as Pat slaps a hand over her good eye and groans.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Sun!”

      I pop the glove box open and fish around. “Brittany’s sunglasses,” I say as I put the case in her hand.

      She puts them on. “That’s better. Thanks.”

      “You sure? I can take you back to the hospital.”

      “Absolutely not, Valenti! Now, what did I ask you?”

      “You were asking about the trial. We’ll probably start the defense case on Monday or Tuesday. We’re still not sure what that is.”

      “That’s leaving things a little late. What’s the problem?”

      I tell her what we’ve got, what we’re hoping for, and that we’ll most likely have to go after O’Reilly. “Mike doesn’t think we have enough to make it fly.”

      “Did you talk to Theo Wilson?”

      “Just once. Atherton didn’t want him talking to me.”

      “That bastard. I’ll make sure Theo calls you.”

      “You’re going to get lots of R and R, O’Toole. I’ll call Wilson myself if I feel the need.”

      I doubt I will. Wilson’s source is a former partner of O’Reilly’s named Beau Smith, whom Luke Geffen has already spoken with. Smith claims the steroid use and long hours in the gym began in O’Reilly’s early days on the Cedar Heights police force—pretty much as soon as he realized that the combination of badge, gun, and swollen biceps was nectar to law-enforcement groupies. According to Smith, O’Reilly spent many an evening at a local watering hole for cops and their hangers-on called the Cuff and Billy Club, drinking and whoring when he should have been home with his wife and kid. Interesting tidbits to be sure, but we already know O’Reilly was an asshole. There’s no defense angle in that, especially given Smith’s newfound reluctance to testify or to let the Trib identify him as a source. He’s undoubtedly correct that he’d be a pariah with a lot of cops for doing so.

      “The prosecution laid a solid foundation for their case,” I continue. “They also did a fair job painting Papa as an unrepentant villain. I’m not sure how to go about putting a human face on a man who killed a cop.”

      “I’ve got an idea that might help.”

      “Good. We’re starved for ideas.”

      “I’m coming to the trial.”

      “No way, Pat. You should be home resting.” And keeping out of public view until the cops catch the bastard who shot you.

      “Me sitting behind the defense table with this damned eye patch will make an impression, Tony.”

      “That’s all we need. Evidence that Papa consorts with pirates.”

      Pat punches my shoulder. “Stop with the class clown crap. I’m being serious here.”

      “Sorry.”

      “All modesty aside, I’ve got a pretty positive public profile around Chicago. It won’t hurt to have the jury see me lining up behind your father.”

      My initial reaction is to object to using Pat as a human prop. My second take is that it’s a damned fine idea. Will Mike approve? I decide to ask him before committing to anything. “We’ll see.”

      “The hell you will. I don’t need your permission.”

      “Point taken.” I work the Porsche into the right lane. “Detective Carter called this morning.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “He’s the detective trying to find out who shot you. They have a ballistics match between the gun used to shoot you and a .22 caliber cartridge and slug used in a gang shooting three years ago. The gun itself hasn’t been recovered.”

      “I don’t get it. What’s a gang shooting got to do with me?”

      “Nothing,” I say as we exit the freeway. “Carter told me that most gang guns are throwaways that can’t be tied to a specific person unless they’re recovered at the scene of a crime.”

      “Oh,” she murmurs.

      I’m starting to wonder about her neighborhood as we pass train yards and a succession of ramshackle warehouses and industrial concerns. Not exactly what I’d want to see when I look out the kitchen window with my morning coffee in hand.

      We drive through the southern reaches of Humboldt Park and pass Norwegian American Hospital before Pat says, “Turn left into the alley.”

      We park behind a tall, narrow three-story house and Pat leads me inside. The back door opens into a bright, wide open kitchen with a huge island. The kitchen spills into an expansive, sun-infused living room that stretches to the front of the house. The floors are a fruity hardwood, not unlike our floors on Liberty Street. It’s an airy, welcoming space.

      “You like?” Pat asks when she sees me gawking.

      “I do! It’s all yours?”

      “I live in the main house and rent out a suite in the basement. Want the twenty-five-cent tour?”

      “Sure.”

      She points at the stairs. “Let’s go up.”

      The second floor consists of a big master bedroom at the front of the house, an updated bathroom that I suspect has been substantially enlarged, and two narrow bedrooms. One bedroom is now a home office and the other is a modest guestroom; both have a very nice view of the garage and alley. Pat pauses at the base of a set of narrow stairs leading to the third floor.

      “Secret hideaway?” I ask. “Sex chamber? What lies at the top of the stairs?”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for this,” she murmurs anxiously. She has turned pale and is a little shaky.

      “Are you okay?” She doesn’t answer. When I notice a sheen of moisture glistening on her forehead, I wrap an arm around her shoulders. “Hey, no worries. I can see this later.”

      “I need to face it now.” She takes a deep breath and climbs the stairs with me in tow. We emerge into attic space that has been converted into a spacious painting studio. Pat has clearly put a lot of time and effort into setting this up—and likely some serious coin, as well. A pair of dormer windows and a skylight cut into the steeply pitched ceiling flood the space with natural light; several light fixtures hang throughout the room. A handful of canvasses hang on the walls and a substantially complete landscape sits on an easel, awaiting only the top third of a mountain to be complete. Beside the easel, the once-white surface of a melamine table is coated in bright splashes of paint. The vivid colors also drip down the sides of a plethora of paint containers clustered at one end of the table. The floor around the easel sports an even greater riot of color.

      “You’re still painting?” I ask.

      “Duh.” Color me stupid with a giant brush.

      “You were good in school, but this stuff is brilliant. Do you sell your work?”

      “Some friends and acquaintances have pieces hanging in their closets and basements,” Pat deadpans, but I can tell that she’s pleased with my reaction.

      “Wow!” I whisper when my gaze falls upon a painting that depicts a solitary figure sitting on a beach watching the sunrise. I don’t know how I know it’s a sunrise over Lake Michigan, but I do. The painting speaks to me of welcoming the day. “You did this?”

      When she nods, a tear leaks out the corner of her good eye.

      “Hey,” I say, wondering what I’ve said wrong.

      She sniffles. “I’ve lost my depth perception. I can’t paint with one eye.”

      My mind is racing to retrieve something I read. “Got it!” I say triumphantly.

      Pat pulls back and looks up at me. “Got what? A new eye for me?”

      “There was an article in one of those airline magazines about a painter who lost an eye. He didn’t think he could still paint but he could. If he can, so can you.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You can. You will.”

      “If you say so, Pollyanna,” she says with a reluctant smile. “For the record, they told me the same thing in the hospital.”

      “Me, doctors, art schools… all on the same page. Maybe you should start listening to me.”

      “Not happening!” She nods toward the painting I was admiring. “I can picture that over your fireplace.”

      I turn to her in surprise. “You’d sell it to me? How much?”

      “It’s a gift, dummy.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding. You can sell this!”

      “Don’t be gauche, Valenti. Gentlemen don’t argue with wounded ladies.”

      I guess I own a painting.

      “I’m a little tired,” Pat murmurs. “Let’s go back downstairs.”

      I take her by the elbow to steer her out of the studio and down the stairs.

      “You want some water?” I ask when we reach the main floor. Looking into the kitchen, I notice that Pat’s house has been stocked for her return. A small mountain of gauze bandages sits on the granite kitchen counter beside an enormous Costco-sized bucket of Tylenol and what could well be a small grocery store’s entire selection of fresh fruit.

      “Mom,” Pat says when she sees me looking. “She’ll be here in a half-hour or so.”

      “I’d best be out of here by then.”

      She grimaces and walks into the living room. “I’ll take that water now.”

      When I catch up to her, water bottle in hand, Pat has settled onto a ruby red leather sofa and pulled her feet up under her. She takes the water. “Thanks. If Mom had her way, I’d be living at home and sleeping in my old bedroom for the next month or two.”

      I settle onto the other end of the sofa. “That’s not a bad idea. I don’t like you being here by yourself.”

      “Ha! Like that’s gonna be possible. Between Mom and Reverend Jakes and his flock, I’ll be begging for solitude before long. I’ll expect to see you here on a regular basis… if you don’t mind coming.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      “You can have a Get Out of Visiting Pat card when you’re in court,” she adds with a thin smile.

      We chat for a few minutes during which she continues to fade as the initial excitement of coming home ebbs away.

      “You don’t have to wait for Mom to get here,” she mumbles as her eye settles to half-mast. “I’m not being very good company.”

      “I’ll wait right here,” I reply softly as her eye closes. I find a throw blanket in the coffee table drawer, drape it over her, and sit quietly until Mrs. O’Toole arrives. I sneak out the back door as she comes in the front.

      On the way home I ponder all I’ve learned of Pat in the past few months. I’m struck by how deeply she’s rooted in her hometown and how her Chicago isn’t necessarily my Chicago. My Windy City is Michigan Avenue and State Street; Wrigley Field and Grant Park; a cheesy old tune claiming that Chicago is “My Kind of Town” and other nuggets of civic boosterism. Pat is familiar with all that, but she also inhabits a city I know little to nothing about. Reverend Jakes welcomes her to Lawndale, her civic anthem is “Sweet Home Chicago,” and she’s rehabbed and lives in a house on the fringes of the city. She’s doing her part to put her neighborhood back on its feet. Pat understands the vast cultural milieu of the people who live in this city, including—maybe especially—the underprivileged, who have never quite registered on my radar. I feel bad when I see them on the news and hear their sad stories; sometimes I’m even moved to indignation that people live in abject poverty in America, but my commitment to helping has never gone beyond a tax-deductible donation to the United Way. Pat, on the other hand, embraces these people and feels their suffering. She moves amongst them and champions them in print. She shines a light into the murky nooks and crannies society hopes to hide them within. She demands that we do better. She does better.

      Were we really raised a mile apart and educated at the same schools? There was a time when I took pride in how far and fast I had traveled from my origins. I put great stock in my career success and the social heights Michelle and I scaled to reach the upper echelon of Atlanta society. Then again, Icarus also soared higher than he dared. Turns out neither of us can fly for shit.

      Though she’s never strayed far from her roots, perhaps Pat’s journey has yielded richer rewards and taken her further in ways that count. She’s inspired me to try to do better. To be better. To make a positive difference. We’ll soon know if I’m up to the challenge.

      A car door slamming close behind me after I park at home and climb out of the Porsche startles me. I look up to find Phil and Sandy Russo getting out of a silver Ford Explorer in the Vaccaros’ driveway.

      Phil smiles and lifts a hand. “Hey, Tony!”

      I pause, then plow through the snowbank separating the driveways, extending my hand as I go. “Hi, Phil. How’s it going?”

      He comes around the Explorer to meet me. “Doing okay.”

      My eyes capture his wife’s. “Hi, Sandy.”

      Sandy doesn’t say a word before she turns her back on me and hurries into the house.

      “I’m developing a complex,” I tell Phil as we stare after her.

      “Hell, I’m sorry, Tony. I’ve never seen her like this with anyone. You sure you didn’t steal a lollipop from her or bust up a favorite doll when you were kids?”

      “Not that I remember.”

      I’m still tossing and turning in bed two hours later when it occurs to me that I’ve never seen a statement from Sandy in the discovery materials.

      Why not?
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      I’m meeting Mike at a local diner near the courthouse in response to my text telling him we need to meet before court begins. He swears by the place, which seems to be something of a go-to destination for flies. The food must be good, because the greasy spoon sure can’t be renowned for its décor and ambience. Maybe the extra fly protein in the food sets it apart. Maybe a touch of fly shit spices up every bite? I order coffee with a side of water.

      “What’s so urgent?” he asks after ordering a Big Breakfast! special.

      “Do you recall seeing a statement from Sandy Russo in the discovery materials?”

      He shakes his head no.

      “Everything the cops have should be in that discovery, right? I’ve seen everything they gave you?”

      “That’s right,” he replies with a quizzical expression. “Why?”

      “My neighbor’s son-in-law mentioned his wife giving a statement to the police. If she did, it’s not in the discovery.”

      “What did she see?”

      “Phil said Sandy didn’t see the shooting but she overheard them arguing.”

      Mike’s eyebrows arch. “Francesco and O’Reilly?”

      “Right. Her maiden name is Vaccaro. Her folks still live next door. Maybe the cops used the wrong name.”

      Mike ponders the news for a moment and then pulls out his cell phone to call Luke Geffen. “Hey, Luke. Go through all of our Valenti discovery one last time and make sure that a woman named Sandy Russo or maybe Sandy Vaccaro isn’t mentioned in any police reports. Hell, check all the Sandies, Sandras, and any variation of the name you can think of. Plan on lunch at my desk and clear your calendar for the afternoon.” Mike pauses and looks at me. “Do you have her contact information?” After I shake my head, Mike resumes his conversation with Luke. “The husband’s name is Phil Russo. Find out where they live and plan to pay her a visit after lunch.”

      “Let’s get to court,” he says after he ends the call.

      Day two of Papa’s trial begins with Detective Plummer on the witness stand. Dempsey uses him to lay out the version of events the prosecution wants the jury to convict upon. This takes up the entire morning. Again, Mike is content to let them build their case with only a few objections.

      We meet Luke Geffen for lunch at Mike’s desk in the Public Defender’s office. He’s a surprise. I’d expected some sort of television hard-boiled private eye type. He barely looks old enough to drink legally—a scruffy, skinny-assed kid in ripped jeans and a well-worn Chicago White Sox jersey who lost the battle with acne somewhere along the way. But he’s engaging, funny, and quick as a whip. Luke confirms that the names Sandy Russo and Sandy Vaccaro are nowhere to be found in our discovery materials.

      “Bastards!” I snarl.

      Mike settles back in his seat and gazes up at the ceiling. “There’s a reason we didn’t get anything about her. Why is that?” Without waiting for a reply, he counts off one finger. “Maybe there isn’t a statement.”

      “Phil said—” I begin.

      Mike shoots an annoyed glance my way and starts over. “Maybe there isn’t a statement. Maybe she had nothing new to say and a lazy beat cop didn’t bother writing it up.”

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      Mike counts off a second finger. “Maybe they took a statement and didn’t pass it along to the prosecution.”

      “But they have to,” I protest.

      “They’re supposed to. Not the same thing, my friend.”

      “No shit,” Luke chimes in.

      “Why wouldn’t the cops turn it in?” I ask.

      “Maybe they didn’t think it was important enough to type up,” Mike replies. “Or maybe it said something they didn’t like. Maybe it just didn’t square with everything else they had.”

      “Something damaging to their case?” I ask.

      A smile creases Mike’s face. “Now you’re thinking like a defense attorney! Taking this a step further, maybe the cops don’t want something she said to see the light of day.”

      I look at Luke. “Did you get an address? Are you going this afternoon?”

      Looking a little bemused, he answers, “Yes and yes.”

      “I want a verbal report before you write up the transcript,” Mike says.

      Luke nods, seeming to approve of the order.

      “What do you mean?” I protest. “We need that transcript right away!”

      Mike shakes his head. “No, we need to hear what she says today. We need to be very discrete, gentlemen. If the prosecution gets wind of this, they’ll put her on their witness list and either depose her themselves or demand a copy of her statement to us under reciprocal discovery. Luke here is a very busy guy. It might be a day or two before this overburdened fellow gets a transcript typed up.”

      The light bulb finally flickers to life in my razor-sharp legal mind. “Ah.”

      Mike’s eyes twinkle. “If they’re trying to hide something, I want them to think they’ve succeeded.”

      Dempsey starts the afternoon by trying to get Plummer to agree that Papa is some sort of homicidal menace to society. When Plummer resists the invitation to play into this narrative, Mike whispers an aside that perhaps all the players in the prosecutor’s camp aren’t singing from the same hymnal.

      Mike starts his cross-examination by walking around the defense table and addressing Plummer as if they’re making conversation. “Mr. Dempsey asked you to affirm that Mr. Valenti fits the profile of sociopathic murderers you’ve encountered in your duties as a homicide detective. You disagreed with that assertion. Correct?”

      While Plummer takes a moment to formulate his answer, Mike casts a quick look at the jury. This is the first time today he’s left his seat to approach the witness stand. Several jurors have inched forward, possibly inferring from his approach that this exchange is particularly significant—perhaps more so than any prior testimony. Several hours into the proceedings, this is the first hint of the adversarial police/lawyer drama that television and movies have conditioned them to expect in a courtroom.

      “I’m not a psychologist,” Plummer finally mutters. “I’m not the right person to ask.”

      “I understand that,” Mike replies graciously. He’s taking care not to attack the detective, who comes across as a credible professional whom the jury seems to like. He moves a step closer. “Yet Mr. Dempsey asked you that question, Detective.”

      “Objection!” Dempsey says. “Does Mr. Williams have a relevant question for this witness, or can we move on?”

      “Of course, I have questions for this witness, Your Honor,” Mike says. “I’m probing a topic Mr. Dempsey opened up on direct.”

      “Objection overruled,” Judge Mitton says with an impatient glance at Dempsey. “Proceed, Mr. Williams.”

      “As I was saying,” Mike says to Plummer, “Mr. Dempsey clearly believes that your experience with sociopathic killers allows you to make a qualified determination of whether or not Francesco Valenti fits that mold. When you observed him on the night of September seventeenth and early hours of September eighteenth, did Mr. Valenti strike you as a prototypical sociopathic murderer?”

      I hold my breath. This may be a critical moment in the trial. While Mike is confident that Plummer will not make that assertion, asking the question is still an extremely high-risk, high-reward proposition. The jury will expect Plummer to support the prosecution’s claim. If he doesn’t, not only does the learned doctor look like a paid shill for the prosecution, the credibility of Dempsey will take a hit. If Plummer falls in line, Mike will have to find a way to undo the damage. While I’ve come to think he’s not such a bad guy, my money is on Plummer being in the tank for the prosecution.

      “Not when I spoke with him,” the detective says.

      I’ll be damned. Is Plummer actually on the side of justice?

      “Have you had occasion to speak with Mr. Valenti since that night?” Mike asks.

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Thank you, Detective. That’s all I have for Mr. Plummer at this time, Your Honor. The defense reserves the right to recall this witness.”

      “Does the prosecution have anything further to ask Detective Plummer at this time?” Mitton asks Dempsey.

      He doesn’t, so the judge dismisses Plummer and adjourns for lunch. We should be hearing from Peter Zaluski this afternoon.

      Over lunch, I make a final play to be allowed to cross-examine him. “I want a piece of that son of a bitch!”

      Mike shakes his head. “Hell, no!”

      “The prosecution calls Peter Zaluski to the stand,” Sylvia Perez announces when court is called back into session.

      I work very hard to keep my expression neutral as the village manager takes the stand. It won’t do to have Papa’s son looking like a deranged sociopath while Zaluski is testifying.

      After establishing that he is the Cedar Heights Village Manager and has been for the past several years, Perez invites Zaluski to tell the jury about the events that put Deputy O’Reilly on our front step on the evening of September seventeenth. Zaluski surprises us by starting with Titan Development’s first attempt to acquire Liberty Street and Independence Park via eminent domain.

      “Is there something about that time period I don’t know about?” Mike asks me anxiously. “Did Francesco have a run-in with anybody?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “There was no question that the village would have been well-served had that project proceeded,” Zaluski says. “But Mr. Valenti and his friends had other ideas. They disrupted our plans at every turn. They even imported agitators to stir up trouble in the community.”

      “The hell?” Mike whispers.

      “No idea,” I reply. Maybe he means Teresa Keebler-Jones? “Ask for specifics on cross.”

      “In the end,” Zaluski says sadly, “Mr. Valenti and his cohorts prevailed, although a few of them did cash in a few months later. The neighborhood has been in steep decline ever since.”

      “Was that the last conflict between Mr. Valenti and the Village of Cedar Heights?” Perez asks.

      “Unfortunately, not,” Zaluski replies. “It came to our attention some time ago that Mr. Valenti made improvements to his home without obtaining the necessary building permits. This allowed him to hide the improvements from the village to keep his property taxes artificially low. When this came to light, we reassessed the property and sent Mr. Valenti a bill for unpaid property taxes and penalties. He refused to pay.”

      The sonofabitch is relishing the opportunity to deliver a little payback to my father. When Zaluski pauses for a sip of water, I realize that he’s coming across as a dedicated public servant intent on doing what is best for the village. I’m not buying. Zaluski would have to be an unusually naïve character not to have seen what Titan was up to.

      “Mr. Valenti’s neighbors began complaining last summer that the side of his garage was damaged and had become an eyesore,” he continues. “This is detrimental to the neighborhood. The last thing we want is honest Cedar Heights taxpayers footing the bill for their neighbor’s house repairs and maintenance, so we sent demands for Mr. Valenti to complete the repairs. He couldn’t be bothered to do so. We had no choice but to initiate foreclosure proceedings.”

      “Your next step was eviction?” Perez asks.

      “It was. I’m afraid Deputy O’Reilly was serving an eviction notice when Mr. Valenti decided to murder him.”

      “Objection,” Mike snaps. “Assumes facts not in evidence.”

      Perez rolls her eyes, a stunt that does not escape Judge Mitton. “We can do without your histrionics, Miss Perez.” The judge then returns his attention to Mike. “What facts are those, Counselor?”

      “It hasn’t been established that Mr. Valenti murdered anyone, Your Honor. We’ve heard no evidence about what prompted events that evening. Mr. Zaluski certainly doesn’t know—unless he was there?” Mike concludes with a sidelong glance at the village manager.

      “I was attending my son’s Little League playoff game,” Zaluski replies indignantly.

      Mike dismisses him without asking about his claim that Papa had been an agitator two years ago. We want him off the stand. The sonofabitch has turned out to be an effective witness for the prosecution.

      “It’s getting late, Counselor,” Judge Mitton tells the prosecutor. “We can take a fifteen-minute recess and come back or we can adjourn for the weekend. I would prefer to hear from another witness or two if possible, assuming you can wrap up by five.”

      Dempsey nods. “I would like to call one more witness today, Your Honor.”

      Mitton nods back. “Court is recessed for fifteen minutes. Let’s all be back in place at three forty-five.”

      “Five bucks says we’re gonna finish with the grieving widow,” Mike says. “Too bad we didn’t end with Plummer. That would have been a good takeaway for the jury.”

      Luke Geffen arrived during Mike’s cross-examination of Zaluski and is waiting patiently in a seat directly behind us. As soon as the judge sends the jury on its way, Mike spins his chair around to face Luke.

      I do likewise and blurt, “Did you find her? What did she tell—”

      Mike slaps an index finger across his lips and cuts his angry eyes towards the prosecution table. “Quiet.”

      His concern is underscored when I look up and find Dempsey leaning toward us. Mike gets to his feet. “Let’s take this outside, gentlemen.”

      After gathering our coats and briefcases, we follow Mike out. He leads us thirty feet away from the courthouse doors before he stops and turns to Luke. “What have you got for us?”

      “I found Mrs. Russo. She wasn’t happy to see me but resigned herself to talking. She didn’t realize I was working for the defense when she agreed to talk.”

      “Tell me you told her the truth,” Mike says sharply.

      Luke smiles. “Of course, I did. Eventually.”

      Mike’s eyes twinkle. “What did Mrs. Russo tell you before you were able to rectify that unfortunate misunderstanding?”

      “Not much,” Luke replies, dealing a crushing blow to my desperate hope that Sandy would ride to Papa’s rescue.

      “Anything useful?” Mike asks.

      “She told the police what she heard and reminded me that she hadn’t been able to see the actual shooting through the hedge. When I asked her if she’d heard the shooting, she nodded and gave me a funny look, like I should have already known that.”

      “And then?” I ask hopefully.

      “She asked who I was working for.”

      “So much for the happy ending,” Mike grumbles.

      Luke answers with a grim smile. “I managed to ask if she’d be willing to give us a statement before she slammed the door in my face.”

      “Shit!” I mutter.

      “We’ve got an ear witness,” Mike says. “If Sandy Russo heard everything Francesco told us was going on, this could be significant.”

      “And if she didn’t, or doesn’t admit she did?”

      “Not many upstanding citizens are willing to perjure themselves in a murder trial, Tony.”

      That’s probably true of the Sandy Vaccaro I grew up with, but the Sandy Russo I’ve experienced over the past few months certainly isn’t the same girl, so who knows? “There’s something going on with her. She’s scared of something.”

      Mike shrugs. “Time will tell.”

      “What should we do about her?”

      “Tough call. One option is to say nothing and add her to our witness list after the prosecution rests.”

      “But we don’t know what she’s going to say.” Even I know that a good lawyer never asks a question in court unless he or she knows what the answer will be. Putting Sandy Russo on the stand would be the epitome of recklessness.

      “Exactly,” Mike agrees. “Another option is to barge into Judge Mitton’s courtroom screaming bloody murder because the cops buried Sandy Russo’s statement. The good judge will order them to produce whatever they’ve got and will slap sanctions on the prosecution if they’re hiding something. If they are hiding something, whatever it is has to help us, right?”

      “And if it doesn’t?” I counter.

      Mike shakes his head and chuckles. “If it doesn’t, Suzy Sunshine, it probably won’t hurt us. If it’s not exculpatory, why hide it? You can bet your gloomy ass they’d be using it if it helped their case.”

      Can’t counter that logic.

      “Whatever way we decide to go, we’re not going to do anything today. I need to ponder our options and the upside and downside of each. I want you guys to do the same.”

      Luke nods. I nod.

      Mike turns to me. “You’ll be cross-examining the ex-Mrs. O’Reilly if she turns out to be the final witness of the day.”

      I turn to him in surprise. “She’s supposed to be your witness.”

      “You can handle it. We need to get you into the game.”

      I worry that the jury’s takeaway for the weekend will be me screwing the pooch on cross.

      Sure enough, Dempsey calls Molly O’Reilly to the stand after the recess. O’Reilly’s ex can’t be more than forty or so years old, yet with thinning hair the color and texture of frayed twine, a thick waistline spilling over the waist of a pair of knockoff designer jeans, and a face as weathered as tree bark, she looks like she’s at least fifty—and a hard-living fifty at that. Even so, I suspect Molly O’Reilly had once been an attractive woman. When she throws back her shoulders and strides to the witness stand with her head held high, it’s difficult to imagine her as anything other than someone in control of her own fate. After establishing that the O’Reillys were married for seventeen years and that the love of her life had left behind an adoring fifteen-year-old son that the good officer doted on, Dempsey asks the widow if she recalls the fateful night of September seventeenth.

      The jury leans closer to hear Molly O’Reilly answer in a voice barely above a hoarse whisper. “I’ll never forget,” she says tragically. “Never. It’s the nightmare police wives live in fear of.”

      “How did you learn of the death of your husband?” Dempsey asks with a false intimacy that would do a daytime talk show host proud.

      “A couple of police officers,” sniffle, sniffle, “came to my door the next morning and broke the news to me.”

      Dempsey dwells on the drama a moment longer, then takes his witness on a quick spin through the halcyon days of her marriage to Andy O’Reilly. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” he says while handing her more tissues. “How are you and your son managing?”

      This question prompts another outburst of sniffling. “I don’t think we’ll ever get over this.”

      Dempsey stands back while his witness dabs at her eyes with her Kleenex prop. He lets her perform for a full ten seconds while he monitors the jury’s reaction, then thanks her “for allowing us to intrude on your grief. You’ve been very helpful. I’m sure I speak for everyone in this courtroom when I wish you and your son Godspeed in the difficult days ahead. You can go now, Mrs. O’Reilly,” he adds before pausing to look at us. “Unless the defendant’s attorney wishes to question you?”

      Quite a performance. What does Molly O’Reilly stand to gain by trying to bullshit the court about her late ex-husband and their rocky relationship? Maybe she’s worried about collecting on all of his death benefits. The bigger question is what Dempsey’s game is. Surely he knows the truth about the O’Reillys.

      Mike leans close. “Be careful with this.”

      I meet his gaze and nod. “Just enough to pop the balloon.” Then I get to my feet and look across the courtroom at Molly O’Reilly. “Were you and Andy O’Reilly living together on the night he was shot?”

      The widow fidgets for a moment and then looks at Dempsey. “No.”

      “Were you still married to Andy O’Reilly at the time of his death?”

      “No.” She ventures a nervous glance at the jurors, a couple of whom avert their gaze.

      Just to make sure the jury doesn’t leave for the weekend thinking Molly O’Reilly carried a torch for “the love of her life” right to the bitter end, I ask one more question. “Did you divorce Andy O’Reilly over a year ago on grounds of physical and verbal abuse?”

      She answers, “Yes,” in a near whisper that seems more evasive than tragic. The jurors are staring at her with far less empathy than they’d shown a few minutes ago. My work is done.

      When Dempsey declines the opportunity to re-cross his witness, I worry that he’s got an unseen card up his sleeve that he’s going to play when we least expect it. Judge Mitton sends Molly O’Reilly on her way without noticeable warmth and excuses the jury for the weekend.

      “How much time will you need Monday morning to finish your case-in-chief?” he asks the prosecutor in a not-so-subtle hint to move things along after the weekend.

      “I’m confident we’ll finish Monday, Your Honor.”

      I wonder what evidence the prosecution can possibly have left. That’s not my biggest concern, though. We still aren’t sure what case we intend to present as soon as Tuesday.
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      I meet Brittany at O’Hare International Airport at noon on Sunday when she flies in from Brussels with her mother.

      Michelle hasn’t changed outwardly, and I suspect she hasn’t changed a bit inside, either. She’s arrived in her usual impeccably arranged splendor. A chic white raincoat is draped over the sleeve of a form-fitting burgundy dress. On another woman, the silky fabric clinging to her might be considered slinky. Michelle somehow manages to give it a conservative, executive-appropriate twist. Tall and willowy with long, lustrous raven hair and an almost regal bearing, she’s graced with curves any stripper or starlet would kill for—assets she’s never shied away from employing in either the boardroom or the bedroom. Not that she’d sleep her way through the executive suite or even seriously entertain a workplace tryst to advance her career. Michelle is simply aware of the numbing effect testosterone has on the male brain. She’s used that knowledge to her advantage for as long as I’ve known her. In what is surely a sign of progress, her many charms leave me cold today.

      “You won’t have her in that house, will you?” she asks after a perfunctory hello.

      “That house is our home,” I retort.

      “I will not have my daughter staying in a house where someone has been shot in the last few weeks!”

      “She’s not your daughter. Britts is our daughter and she’ll be staying with me. She’ll be fine. Get used to the idea.”

      “What security arrangements have you made for her stay?”

      “I said she’ll be fine.”

      Michelle bites off whatever angry reply is on the tip of her tongue and storms away to catch her connecting flight to Atlanta.

      We collect Brittany’s bags and head home. Fortunately, the insurance company contractor has replaced the front porch without building permit issues, so I don’t mention the fire or vandalism. I reassure her as best I can about Pat’s condition, bring her up to speed on the trial, and I’m current on events in Europe by the time we arrive at Liberty Street. I make hot chocolate and am just getting into the Cedar Heights saga when my phone rings. It’s Mike Williams.

      “I was gonna stop by but I know you and Brittany are catching up,” he says after we exchange greetings. “I’ve got a quick question or two.”

      “Shoot.”

      “I’ve been thinking about how to play Sandy Russo’s alleged statement.”

      “And?”

      “I want to throw a tantrum about the discovery violation.”

      I don’t disagree but I’d like to hear his reasoning. “Why?”

      “What she heard has to help us.”

      I decide to play devil’s advocate. “Probably so. If you’re so sure of that, why not just put her on the stand and find out?”

      “I’ve considered it, believe me.”

      “No time for the prosecution to prepare or dull the impact by getting her story out first,” I continue. “If Sandy confirms Papa’s story, the prosecution can’t unring that bell.”

      “But then we’d need to put Francesco on the stand to tell his side of the story. You know how I feel about that.”

      Indeed, I do. “But if Sandy’s testimony supports Papa’s version of events, getting his story in front of the jury should outweigh whatever damage Dempsey can do to him.”

      “You might be right.”

      I pause and stare out the window while I think. “So, the question is whether or not to blindside Dempsey and hope it’s a knockout punch or go a little more cautiously to guard against landing a haymaker on our own chin.”

      Mike chuckles. “That about sums it up.”

      I’m sorely tempted to swing for the fence on this. Mike sees the potential of doing so, yet he’s holding back. Is he being overly cautious or am I being reckless? What gives me the right to gamble with Papa’s life? Mike waits me out until I finally say, “Swinging for the fences appeals to me, but there’s no Plan B if it goes wrong.”

      “That’s right.”

      Prudence, Tony, I tell myself. “File the motion.”

      “I’ll file it this afternoon. Your job is to park your butt at home and enjoy your daughter.”

      After we say our goodbyes, I find Brittany in the living room admiring Pat’s painting of the beach at sunrise. I hung it over the fireplace the night I brought it home.

      “Pat’s work,” I say.

      Brittany looks at me in astonishment. “This is awesome! You didn’t tell me she paints like this.”

      “I didn’t know.” I tell her about discovering Pat’s painting room the day I took her home from the hospital.

      “Can we call her?”

      “We’re going to see her tomorrow.”

      “Please, Dad?”

      I put them on the phone together and putter while they chat.

      Brittany walks in a few minutes later and hands me the phone. “Your turn.”

      “Hey, Pat,” I say. “How are you?”

      “Good. Sitting down?”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve been doing a little work the past few days.”

      I stifle the urge to give her hell for not resting. “And?”

      “Titan targeted your house this spring. They sent a demolition crew to run a truck into the garage and then bribed Henry Poindexter in the licensing office not to issue the building permit. The Trib is running the story tomorrow. The article will suggest that folks higher up the village food chain were pulling the strings to use the damaged garage to foreclose and get your father evicted. We’ll draw a direct line to how that effort had tragic results for your father and Sheriff’s Deputy O’Reilly.”

      “Bastards!”

      “Indeed,” Pat agrees. “Your father and his neighbors aren’t the first folks Titan has pulled this stunt with. They hire a bunch of punks to trash target neighborhoods and homes they covet. They’ve been running the same scheme in Phoenix, Tulsa, Sarasota, and who knows where else—always operating through cleverly disguised subsidiaries.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “A Titan demolition team was arrested in action several days ago. I’ve been building a network of reporters around the country who are working on eminent domain stories of their own. When Titan’s thugs got themselves arrested in Sarasota, a reporter there called me.”

      “How did the reporter find out?” I ask. “I mean, guys get arrested for vandalism all the time. Must be thousands of them. How was the connection made to Titan?”

      “It’s not like these bozos are the most savory critters around, Tony. They ratted out their boss before the day was out and the cops found him as easy to roll as a mangy mutt that wants its tummy scratched. And so it went, right on up the line until someone fingered Titan.”

      I shake my head in wonder. “Not much in common with the blue wall of silence, huh?”

      “Nope.”

      “I should be able to use this at the Village Board meeting on Tuesday. I just need to figure out how.”

      “You’ll work it out,” Pat says confidently before we end the call.

      I order pizza from Malnati’s and carry it into the kitchen when it arrives. With the sky darkening, I walk over and close the wooden plantation shutters that cover the new kitchen window. Pretty hard for a shooter to hit what he or she can’t see. At least that’s what I’ve been telling myself.

      When the doorbell rings five minutes later, Brittany bounces to her feet. “I’ll get it.”

      “No! I’ve got it. Stay right here.”

      Brittany’s inquisitive eyes widen at my display of skittishness.

      I open the door to find a pudgy security guard staring back at me. “Is there a Brittany Valenti staying here?”

      I stare back at him, wondering who the hell he is and what he’s doing on my front porch asking about my daughter. A quick glance at the flashlight and other paraphernalia hanging off his belt suggests he’s unarmed. “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?” he asks back.

      “I live here, so I’ll do the asking. Who the hell are you and why are you here?”

      “We’re here to protect Brittany Valenti. Is she here?”

      “Who sent you?” I ask while he snaps his gum. I doubt this guy would even be a match for the mysterious hoodie bike rider.

      “Dispatch.”

      “Maybe you should call dispatch and find out who told them to send you here.”

      After his dispatcher assures him that he’s at the right address, Brittany’s prospective bodyguard squares his shoulders and once again demands to know if she’s in the house.

      “Listen pal,” I inform him, “I don’t know anything about this. You’re not coming in.”

      Mr. Bodyguard inches closer to the door. “Sir, we’ve been hired to protect Brittany Valenti. I need you to step aside so I can confirm that’s she’s okay.”

      “Or what?” I scoff. “You’ll call the real police?”

      He’s not sure what to say to that. He takes a step back.

      “Until you can tell me who hired you, please get off my step before I call the police to report you as a trespasser.”

      When he doesn’t move, I close the door in his face and start back to the kitchen, then begin to suspect what’s probably going on. I divert to the bedroom and call Michelle’s cell. She picks up immediately.

      “Did you hire some sort of security service to watch Britts?”

      “I did. If you won’t see to her protection, I will. I have a call into our attorney to see what other steps I can take.”

      Maybe she’ll have Brittany taken into protective custody until Mommy can whisk her back to Europe? When I recall the vision of Michelle’s hireling standing on the porch, I can’t quite suppress a chuckle. Unfortunately, Michelle hears it.

      “You think this is funny?” she explodes. “My daughter is in a house that a killer is stalking, and you laugh at my concern?”

      “You should see the clowns they sent out here. You’re wasting your money. Call them off. I’ll take care of things.”

      “I won’t call them off! Even if you won’t let them in the house to protect Brittany, I insist that you allow them to set up a perimeter.”

      A perimeter? I repeat silently. What a joke.

      “Do not try my patience on this,” Michelle warns when I don’t reply.

      I’ve had enough. “You don’t insist on anything in my home. Call off your rent-a-cops before I have them arrested for trespassing.” With that, I cut the connection and silence the ringer so we won’t be interrupted by Michelle’s outraged return calls. I coerce Brittany into playing along by silencing her phone to forestall a family telephone brawl. She can tell her mother that she forgot to take her phone off airplane mode after they landed at O’Hare.

      The doorbell rings again forty minutes later. Michelle’s SWAT team? I’m tempted not to answer but eventually relent. Maybe the poor little bastard has to pee. I peer through the peephole and see Detective Plummer standing on my front step. When I open the door, he’s staring at the retired Ford LTD Police Interceptor parked at the curb.

      “Hello, Mr. Valenti. I hope you don’t mind me dropping by.”

      After we shake hands, Plummer looks back at the Shield Security vehicle. “What are those guys doing here? Everything okay?”

      I wave him inside. “My daughter’s visiting. My ex-wife hired them to protect her.”

      Humor dances in the eyes of the detective but he doesn’t say whatever’s on his mind.

      “Come on in. We’re having hot chocolate in the kitchen. Unless you need to speak to me privately?”

      He shakes his head before following me into the kitchen to exchange greetings and a little small talk. “Me being here while we’re in the middle of a trial doesn’t look so good. No trial talk, okay?”

      “What brings you here, if not the trial?” I ask.

      “You’ll be happy to hear that we’ve got Miss O’Toole’s shooter in custody.”

      “Terrific!” Brittany exclaims.

      “That’s great!” I add to her cry of relief. For all my bravado earlier with Michelle, I’ve been having second thoughts about Brittany staying here.

      “Remember when we were talking in the yard the morning after it happened?” Plummer asks.

      I nod.

      “Once I heard that we’d been able to get a ballistics match on the shell casings and bullets through IBIS and it turned out to be a gangbanger’s gun—”

      “What’s IBIS?” Brittany asks.

      “Integrated Ballistics Identification System.”

      “Wow, a government acronym,” she says with a smirk.

      Plummer returns her smile. “Yeah. Imagine that.”

      “And?” I prompt impatiently.

      “I asked myself why a gun that was used in a gang shooting resurfaced a few years later in Cedar Heights in the hands of some bozo who doesn’t know how to use it.”

      “This isn’t your case,” I say. “Why were you looking into it?”

      “The gangbanger gun bothered me. How did it end up here? Most of them go into the lake or down a sewer after they get used, but sometimes they disappear into a cop’s pocket. Anyway, I had a look at the call sheets from a couple of hours either side of the shooting here and a name caught my attention.”

      “Who?” Brittany and I ask in unison.

      “Andy O’Reilly Junior was pulled over for driving a little erratically in Daddy’s car a little before midnight. Nothing else was filed, so I tracked down the beat cops who pulled him over. They recognized him as O’Reilly’s kid, figured he was blowing off a little steam, and cut him loose with orders to go straight home.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” I say.

      Plummer nods. “Yeah, it does. I remembered you telling me about Brittany being harassed by the O’Reilly boy at school. It’s no secret that the kid’s a handful, so I dug a little deeper. I wanted to have a look for the gun at the kid’s house. My captain laughed me out of his office when I suggested they get a warrant and check.”

      “Why did he do that?” Brittany asks.

      “Cap reminded me that O’Reilly was one of our own and suggested I had a lot of nerve wanting to mess with the poor guy’s family.”

      “Not that surprising,” I mutter.

      Plummer’s eyes narrow. “That’s not how the job works, Mr. Valenti. I went to see O’Reilly’s ex. We chatted about the trial for a bit. Mrs. O’Reilly told me she worries about some of the people her husband had been running with before he split. Said she was glad there was still a gun or two in the basement. When I asked her about the guns, she gave me the insider nudge-nudge, wink-wink routine about cops picking up an illegal piece and bringing it home. Told me her husband did it a few times, as if everyone does.”

      “Do cops actually do that?” Brittany asks.

      Plummer’s brow creases in distaste. “Dirty cops do it, and some who aren’t so dirty. Some guys keep them as an extra personal piece. Dirty cops plant them as evidence and worse. Anyway, I decided a little bullshit was in order to smoke out the truth, so I told her the kid was good for the tire slashing and arson here. I topped that off by telling her that a gun O’Reilly pocketed had just been used in an attempted murder. When she went pale, I knew I was onto something. Things played out pretty quickly from there—warrant, ballistics, confession.”

      “Did he slash my tires and torch the porch?”

      “He did.”

      I meet Brittany’s surprised gaze. “I’ll explain the vandalism later.”

      “Okay,” she says uncertainly.

      I turn back to Plummer and angrily ask, “Did the mother know?”

      “Who knows? Guess it doesn’t matter one way or the other. Anyway, I gotta run. Thought you should know.” Then he fixes Brittany in his gaze. “Last thing. It’s against the law to disclose the name of a juvenile offender.”

      She stares back blankly.

      “That means we can’t breathe a word of this to anyone,” I tell her. “Detective Plummer has done us a favor to let us know. He’s trusting us not to jeopardize his career by popping off about it.”

      Brittany’s expression is grave as her eyes track back to Plummer. “Understood. I won’t let you down.”

      He smiles. “I know. I wouldn’t have told you if I wasn’t sure of it.”

      “Wait,” I say when he turns for the door. “Why did he come after us?”

      Plummer sighs. “Anger. Rage. Revenge. He’s one screwed up young man.”

      Brittany turns to me. “The kid on the bike? I bet that was him. He’s always cruising around on a bike like that.”

      “Kid on a bike?” Plummer asks.

      Brittany explains.

      “Could be,” he mutters when she finishes. “I’ll ask him… put your minds at ease.”

      Brittany smiles. “Thanks.”

      I can’t figure Plummer. He’s messing with my cop preconceptions; the guy genuinely seems to be a seeker of truth. Hell, he’s even being helpful.

      “I guess it’s kinda sad,” Brittany murmurs.

      I recall the horrific vision of Pat lying in a pool of blood on this very floor. Sad, my ass. I’m glad the kid is off the streets and hope he stays off.

      “But he’s still an asshole,” Brittany adds.

      She and I chat for a few more minutes after Plummer leaves, but she’s fading fast. I tuck her in ten minutes later.

      Her hand creeps out from under the covers and tightens on mine while another yawn overtakes her. “You’ve got a lot going on. Don’t let me get in the way.”

      I tuck her hand back under the covers and lean down to plant a kiss on her forehead. “Don’t be silly. I’m thrilled you’re here. Have a good sleep, honey. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Her eyes close and she snuggles deeper under the covers with a contented sigh.

      A profound weariness settles over me after I softly close the door. She’s right. A momentous week lies ahead. The fate of this house and my father will likely be decided by next weekend.
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      At seven-fifteen Monday morning, a visibly angry Judge Mitton sweeps down the courthouse hallway toward Mike and me. Mike made an emergency call to the court yesterday to notify the judge that we would be moving for a continuance “due to an egregious discovery violation.” The judge is dressed in a purplish paisley open-collar shirt and rumpled gray slacks. A fashion plate he’s not. We exchange morning greetings.

      “Lovely morning,” I observe, hoping to lighten the judge’s mood with a little levity. Another six inches of snow fell last night. With the wind howling off the lake, morning temperatures are flirting with absolute zero.

      Mitton glances at his watch and scowls. The prosecutors haven’t arrived. He pushes his door open and grumbles, “Knock when Mr. Dempsey arrives.”

      “Don’t try to cheer him up,” Mike says after the door closes. “We want him good and ornery when he lights into Dempsey.”

      Alex Dempsey, Sylvia Perez, and Detective Plummer arrive a moment later and we’re all shown into Judge Mitton’s chambers. Considering how long the judge has been on the bench, his office is surprisingly modest. A few family pictures dot the walls or sit on top of a cherrywood credenza. Mitton sits behind a matching desk cleared of paperwork, save for a couple of files. Even the customary display of law school diplomas is absent, suggesting his ego is tucked away somewhere with his fashion sense.

      Mike reveals that Luke talked to Sandy Russo on Friday afternoon, emphasizing that she seems to have spoken with the police on September eighteenth.

      Judge Mitton’s eyes settle on Dempsey. “I assume Detective Plummer is here to tell us what happened?”

      Dempsey nods. “I asked Jake to find out who spoke with Mrs. Russo and why that interview wasn’t included in the police reports we received.”

      The judge glowers at Plummer. “Let’s hear your story, Detective.”

      “Pretty simple, Judge. A couple of O’Reilly’s asshole buddies took it upon themselves to cover his ass one last time.”

      Mitton makes an impatient ”come on” motion. “Details.”

      “We found out on the night of the shooting that Sandy Russo had been at her parents’ house. She left before we started going door to door, so I sent a couple of uniforms to her house the next day.”

      “Why send uniforms?” the judge asks. “This was a potential witness from next door in a homicide case where you had no eyewitnesses.”

      “The Vaccaros knew nothing about the shooting. I expected the same from their daughter. My plan was to send a detective if she told the uniforms anything of interest.”

      Mitton nods. “That was done?”

      “No. The jokers decided to erect their own little Blue Wall of Silence.”

      “How?” Mitton asks sharply. “You sent them. Why didn’t you follow up?”

      The detective pulls a piece of paper out of his pocket and hands it to Mitton. “This is what they turned in. They claim they don’t remember her saying anything else.”

      The judge scans the page, silently hands the paper to Mike, and asks, “Have you seen this?”

      “No,” Mike replies tersely after reading it. He thrusts the paper at me before he turns on the prosecutors. “This wasn’t in discovery.”

      “It wasn’t in our paperwork,” Dempsey says.

      “Why not?” Mike asks.

      “That’s a good question,” Plummer replies. “It’s in ours and it’s logged on the record of evidence transferred to the state’s attorney.”

      Dempsey turns his palms up and shrugs. “No way to know what happened at this point. It’s just one of those things, I guess. Let’s move on… no good will come from pointing fingers.”

      The Report of Witness Interview I’m looking at consists of the date and time Sandy Russo was interviewed, confirmation that she was at her parents’ house at the time of the shooting, and notes that she didn’t see the crime take place. There’s no mention that she heard anything relevant.

      Mitton’s eyes settle on Dempsey. “Quite a happy coincidence that the sole person in a position to shed some light on events wasn’t supposed to be heard from, Counselor.”

      “It’s an unfortunate oversight, Your Honor.”

      Mitton’s eyes are aflame when he leans forward to address the assistant state’s attorney. “How many times have you stood in front of a jury in my courtroom and stated that coincidences seldom hold up under scrutiny? Isn’t ‘where there’s smoke, you can bet there’s fire’ a favorite line of yours when defense counsel has an awkward circumstance to explain away?”

      “With all due respect, Your Honor—”

      Mitton cuts him off with a raised hand and returns his attention to Plummer. “What is your department doing with the officers who pulled this stunt?”

      “They’re on administrative leave while the department investigates.”

      “And after a suitable interlude they’ll be back on the street,” Mike grumbles.

      Mike’s comment draws a scowl from the judge, who is working himself into a lather. Plummer is the target of his ire. “Whenever I wonder why a good portion of the public trust cops about as much as they trust their politicians, lawyers, and crooked salesmen, I only have to recall crap like this. Is there no oversight of the police department in Cedar Heights?”

      Plummer sighs. “Judge, sometimes even I wonder.”

      “That’s a pathetic admission, Detective.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      Dempsey’s eyes widen at Plummer’s comment. I hope it never reaches the ears of the powers that be in Cedar Heights.

      Mitton taps his fingers on the desk. “Our first order of business this morning was going to be a prosecution motion contesting the admissibility of Deputy Sheriff O’Reilly’s law enforcement personnel records. The prosecution’s motion to suppress is denied.”

      “May I speak to this matter, Your Honor?” Dempsey asks.

      “Keep it brief.”

      “We object to giving the defense a chance to put a dead man on trial.”

      “He deserves to be on trial!” I snap.

      “Save it for the jury, gentlemen!” the judge admonishes us. A sigh escapes him as he settles back in his seat and his eyes settle on Mike. “Let me guess. This wasn’t the first instance of abusive behavior by Officer O’Reilly?”

      “Hardly, Your Honor. The guy was a thug in a uniform.”

      “Officer O’Reilly’s record was in many ways exemplary,” Dempsey retorts.

      Mitton all but rolls his eyes at the prosecutor. “Given what I’ve heard this morning and all the smoke you’re blowing, Counselor, I’m inclined to let the defense dig. You better hope they don’t uncover any other attempts to suppress evidence showing Deputy O’Reilly wasn’t the choir boy the FOP has painted him to be.”

      “Your Honor—”

      Mitton slams a fist on his desk as he cuts Dempsey off. “You still don’t understand how angry I am, do you?”

      “If I were you,” Dempsey says, “I’d be upset—”

      “You’re not me!” Mitton snaps before he turns to Mike. “I’m giving you two extra days to find out what, if anything, Mrs. Russo has to tell us. We’re adjourned until nine o’clock on Wednesday morning.”

      Dempsey leans forward to wade back into the discussion. A pointed glare from the judge stays the prosecutor’s tongue.

      “Discovery violations merit a remedy, Mr. Dempsey. Be thankful I’m not penalizing you further. The matter is closed.”

      And with that, the judge breathes life into Papa’s defense.

      “When we reconvene Wednesday,” he continues, “the prosecution will continue its case-in-chief, which will conclude by the end of the day.” Mitton’s eyes traverse between Dempsey and Mike. “That deadline includes whatever cross-examination you see fit to undertake, Mr. Williams. The opening statement for the defendant’s case-in-chief will start proceedings on Thursday morning. I’d like to wrap this up before the weekend.”

      We walk out of the courthouse five minutes later and stop dead. Twenty feet away, in the midst of television cameras and scribbling scribes, stands the spokesman of the Fraternal Order of Police.

      “Judge Mitton showed with his outrageous ruling this morning that he’s no friend of law enforcement or the principles of law and order,” the FOP SOB thunders. “Our members will remember this insult come election time!”

      I wonder how the FOP already knows about Mitton’s decision to allow O’Reilly’s record into evidence. Then I notice Sylvia Perez watching the show with satisfaction. Ah.

      “Asshole,” Mike mutters.

      “Doesn’t the idiot realize Mitton is retiring?”

      He shakes his head in disgust. “Tough to say. This guy never misses a chance to throw his weight around, preferably in front of a camera.”

      Dempsey catches up to us. “We should talk.”

      Mike’s phone chirps and he turns away to answer.

      “What should we talk about?” I ask Dempsey.

      “I was speaking to Mr. Williams.”

      Mike waves me over. “Luke Geffen’s excited about something,” he whispers when I reach him.

      “Should I wait?” Dempsey grumbles.

      Mike asks Luke to hang on and turns back to the prosecutor. “What’s on your mind, Alex?”

      “We should keep the lines of communication open.”

      “Any reason in particular?” I ask. Dempsey gives no indication that he heard me. Funny how these guys pop up to chat every time they suffer a setback. In my previous legal life, it usually meant my adversary was worried about something coming to light. Stalling generally worked in my favor. I wonder if that’s also true in criminal law.

      “Can you give us a minute or two?” Mike asks the prosecutor. “I have to take this call.”

      Dempsey shrugs and pulls out his own phone. “I’ve got a few minutes,” he says before he turns and walks away. We head in the opposite direction.

      “Luke, what’s up?” Mike asks when we’re out of hearing range. “Interesting… what did she say?” Mike knits his eyebrows together while Luke replies. “This afternoon sounds good… let me know what she has to say… get a read on her, Luke, tell me how she’d come across on the stand… good work… thanks… later.”

      “The ex-sister-in-law just called him,” Mike tells me after he hangs up. “She knows the kid is in custody and WGN just announced that O’Reilly’s personnel records are coming in. She wants to talk to Luke this afternoon. I wonder why?”

      “And if it’s good or bad news for us,” I say while Dempsey walks back to meet us with a smile on his face.

      Mike looks unsettled. “I always get nervous when a smiling prosecutor wants to talk to me.”

      Dempsey wants to exclude me from his conversation with Mike, who argues the point for a minute before I throw up my hands and walk away. What the hell, Mike will fill me in when they’re done.

      I think about how things are progressing and my role in Papa’s defense. The hours upon hours of research and late-night reading I’ve devoted to boning up on criminal law have paid off insofar as Mike has a partner, albeit a painfully green one. We shared a good laugh recently when he delivered the decidedly backhanded compliment that my criminal law skills now surpass my prowess on a basketball court. None of it seems funny now that we’re deep into the trial. What if I ball things up?

      After an animated discussion with Dempsey, Mike walks back to me. “They’re offering to recommend a twenty-five-year sentence if your father pleads guilty to first-degree murder. Francesco could be out in fifteen years.”

      I guess we’re not the only people who think Mike and I have an uphill struggle ahead, even with Andy O’Reilly’s track record and character to work with. We’ve kicked this around a bit and the endgame remains a bone of contention between us. I’m inclined to put the case in the hands of a jury whereas Mike wants to angle for the best possible plea deal. He doesn’t want to let an opportunity slip by; I don’t want to settle for the first or second offer that comes along. Sooner or later, our diverging views are going to come to a head.
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      At six-fifteen the next evening, Pat and I watch from my living room as WGN Evening News airs a segment previewing tonight’s Cedar Heights Village Board showdown. They’ve begun with a recap of last month’s meeting, complete with the photos of Liberty Street and Independence Park that had featured so prominently in the would-be developer’s presentation. A video showing the rest of the neighborhood in all its well-kept glory comes next.

      Mr. Rosetti follows, looking every inch the dignified senior citizen. “I have lived on Liberty Street for over forty years. Like many of our neighbors, we bought our house new from the builder. Our children grew up on Liberty Street and played in Independence Park. We all did our best over the years to see that our neighborhood flourished.”

      “Until Titan Development took an interest,” the reporter interviewing him prompts.

      “That’s correct. A handful of houses in the neighborhood were purchased by the developer, trashed, and then trotted out last month to suggest that Liberty Street is a slum in need of condemnation. Two years ago, those houses were as pretty and well-kept as the homes you just showed.”

      WGN moves on to a segment summarizing the Tribune’s bombshell reporting about the underhanded tactics Titan has wielded nationwide to expropriate property it wished to develop. We drive over to Village Hall at a quarter-to-seven and find a couple of open seats amongst my neighbors. I seem to have done a better job rallying the folks of Liberty Street than I’d thought. The public seats are filling quickly and the media has descended upon Village Hall en masse, far too many of them to squeeze into the cubicle-sized square of floor space allotted for the press. Cedar Heights is generally lucky to see a reporter or two from the community paper at a board meeting. This evening offers a feast of exposure. Pat was right about her media brethren. She says it only takes a drop or two of political blood to be spilled within sight of two or more reporters to get them circling. Linking corruption to murder incites a feeding frenzy.

      A side door opens at seven o’clock and in troops His Honor the Mayor, followed by the village clerk and all six village trustees. I notice the eyes of a couple of trustees widen as they take in the carnival crowd awaiting them. An explosion of flash bulbs abruptly diverts their gaze. Mayor Brown turns a sour countenance upon the swollen press gallery before calling the meeting to order. Roll call confirms that the entire Village Board is present. The clerk matter-of-factly recites the Pledge of Allegiance. There is no prayer. There’s every indication that Brown intends tonight’s meeting to be over quickly. His hopes run into trouble immediately, beginning with the usually routine step of approving the agenda.

      Trustee Smith looks up from the paper in his hands. “I see that you’ve taken the Independence Park/Liberty Street Redevelopment Plan off the agenda, Mr. Mayor.”

      The mayor’s response is lost in the angry clamor sparked by Smith’s disclosure.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Mayor,” Smith says when the turmoil dies down enough for him to be heard, “I didn’t hear your reply.”

      His Honor angrily hammers his gavel until the crowd falls more or less silent. “I said that as there’s no representative from Three Streams Development here this evening, there’s no point having it on the agenda.”

      As he speaks, I realize Zaluski is also nowhere to be seen.

      Smith furrows his brow. “I was under the impression that we village trustees are the deliberative body in Cedar Heights, Mr. Mayor. Am I wrong?”

      Brown sighs a long, heavy rumble of resignation. “You’re quite right, Trustee Smith. Is there some point to your little speech or are you just playing to the cameras?”

      Smith smiles tightly. “I move to reinstate discussion of the Independence Park/Liberty Street Redevelopment Project to this evening’s agenda.”

      “For what purpose, Trustee Smith?” the mayor asks. “We don’t yet have answers to all the questions raised at our last meeting.”

      “Perhaps you don’t want the matter on the agenda with all this press here, Mr. Mayor?” Smith suggests.

      “Nonsense,” His Honor replies, turning an indulgent smile upon the media throng, wordlessly commiserating with them over his need to suffer such a fool. “I, for one, want answers to these troubling questions.”

      “Such as the suggestion that the United States Attorney is investigating allegations of improper dealings between Titan Development and the highest levels of this village’s administration?” Smith asks sharply.

      Mayor Brown glares at the trustee but, perhaps tellingly, doesn’t dispute the claim. It was first printed in the Tribune this morning.

      “I second the motion,” Trustee Myers says, reminding everyone that there’s a motion on the floor. The skittishness that was evident the first time she bucked the will of His Honor four weeks ago is nowhere to be found.

      The motion reinstating the main event to tonight’s card passes four to two. A wave of relief surges through the public and press seating.

      The clerk asks for the minutes of the January seventh meeting to be approved. They are. More minor village business follows. The hiring of an accounting intern is approved and a new liquor license is authorized. The Parks Department gets funds to purchase a new lawn mower. As each measure is introduced, discussed, and quickly approved, the elephant in the room hovers impatiently.

      During discussion of a request from the fire department for funds to send a pair of paramedics to a certification class in Springfield, Reverend Jakes pulls me aside. His eyes roam across the press contingent and extra seats hurriedly brought in to accommodate the public. “Quite a turnout,” he says.

      I nod approvingly. “Who would’ve thought?”

      “Anyone watching you pull all this together. None of this would have happened if you hadn’t taken the initiative. You were the rallying point—the neighborhood leader, as it were.”

      If that’s the case, it’s a wonder anyone showed up. “Plenty of people worked hard to get things to this point, Reverend. Pat O’Toole. My neighbors. Trustee Smith.”

      A deep chuckle escapes Jakes. “I’ve got a wee bit of experience fighting city hall, Tony. You’ve done a fine job here.”

      “You give me far too much credit.”

      “Balderdash!”

      I love how he says that. I smile gratefully and grasp his arm. “Thanks, Reverend. That means a lot to me.”

      Mayor Brown announces that Liberty Street is the next item on the agenda and informs the buzzing crowd, “I’m afraid time doesn’t allow for public comment tonight. We’ll make time at a future meeting.” He raps his gavel to still the resulting commotion, then turns to the row of trustees. “Each of you will have a maximum of two minutes to address this matter.”

      “Pressing meeting with the feds?” a mocking voice calls out from the press pack.

      His Honor’s eyes snap to the reporters. “The press are invited guests here this evening,” he snaps in a menacing tone. “The invitation can be rescinded.”

      The press area falls silent.

      Brown puts off the main event as long as possible by inviting every other trustee to speak ahead of Smith. Myers leads off and counsels delay. Two other trustees echo her comments. The remaining pair of unabashed toadies to the mayor argue against this sentiment, deploring such ill-conceived efforts to stand in the way of progress. His Honor appears appreciative of their efforts.

      “Something is terribly wrong with what’s happening on Liberty Street,” Smith says when his turn arrives. “I think it behooves us to put the brakes on this project before the mayor and his minions sneak it in the back door.”

      “I resent that accu—” His Honor starts to retort.

      Smith rolls right over the budding objection. “I move that all funding for the Independence Park/Liberty Street project be temporarily withdrawn, effective immediately.”

      Trustee Myers seconds the motion. The measure passes four to two, momentarily rendering the discombobulated mayor mute. With the door thus ajar, Smith launches a follow-up strike before His Honor can recover.

      “I further move that additional action pursuant to approval of the Independence Park/Liberty Street Redevelopment Plan be deferred until a new mayor and board of trustees are sworn in after the next Cedar Heights civic election.”

      Trustee Myers immediately seconds the motion. To my delight, a well-orchestrated palace revolt seems to be underway.

      “The roll, Madam Clerk?” Smith prompts.

      “I haven’t called for a vote yet!” the red-faced mayor thunders. The clerk gives him an expectant look. His Honor can either call for the vote or keep the discussion going. “Call the vote,” he mutters.

      “Trustee Myers?” the clerk asks.

      “Yea.”

      Two more yeas and a pair of nays tally before the clerk calls for Smith’s vote.

      “Yea!” he booms. The ensuing vacuum swallows the echo of his words.

      “The motion carries four to two,” the village clerk announces with an air of disbelief. His Honor, along with the rest of us, is equally stunned at the speed and totality of his defeat.

      The clerk’s announcement seems to throw a switch releasing the pent-up tension in the room. Dozens of voices explode. Residents whoop while reporters shout questions. The mayor’s gavel restores some semblance of order. The fury twisting his crimson face is warning enough to retake our seats and still our tongues.

      “I have an announcement to make,” Brown says in a hollow voice. “Immediately before this meeting began, I reluctantly accepted the resignation, effective today, of Village Manager Peter Zaluski.”

      A few hands shoot up in the press section while less reserved reporters shout questions.

      “Was Zaluski working with Titan?”

      “Was the resignation forced?”

      “Will Mr. Zaluski be charged with any wrongdoing?”

      His Honor is banging his gavel and demanding a motion to adjourn when Pat grabs my sleeve to drag me out of my chair. “Come on!”

      I follow dumbly as she leads me deeper into Village Hall. We stop abruptly outside a closed office door in a dimly lit suite of offices. The lights are on and we can hear activity inside. Pat’s hand rests on the doorknob for a split second while she thinks. Then, with a decision apparently reached, she raps on the door. The office falls silent.

      My eyes settle on the brass placard affixed to the wall beside the door: Peter R. Zaluski, Village Manager.

      Pat hammers again, waits five seconds, then twists the knob and punches the door open. Zaluski stands frozen in place behind an enormous wooden desk. A copy paper box rests in the middle of the blotter. Another box sits on the floor nearby. Both are filled with the accoutrements and paraphernalia of long occupancy: plaques, diplomas, framed photographs, a personalized crystal paperweight, an engraved letter opener. Other odds and ends poke out of the piles in the boxes.

      Pat walks in, continues to the desk, and leans on it for support. I follow, stepping alongside her, concerned that she’s pushing herself too hard. Her eye is locked on Zaluski, who stares back without comment.

      “Sorry about your job,” I blurt, surprising all three of us.

      Zaluski’s eyes search mine for a long moment before he judges my words sincere. “Thank you.”

      “Wanna hear my theory of what happened?” Pat asks.

      Zaluski says nothing.

      “You were duped, Mr. Zaluski,” she continues. “Like everyone else who wants to get ahead in Cedar Heights, you toadied up to Mayor Brown and his pals. I think you believed, and probably still do, that the homes on Liberty Street really should be razed for a shopping mall.”

      Zaluski stares back but still says nothing.

      “Isn’t that right?” she presses.

      He nods.

      “So, when these rental properties popped up and you found out the Valentis and Rosettis had potential property tax issues to exploit, I’m guessing you thought that was a little bit okay, huh?”

      Zaluski doesn’t reply, nor does he interrupt.

      “Then along came the business with the Valenti garage. That was like manna from Heaven, wasn’t it?”

      Zaluski is now watching us like a fox cornered by baying bloodhounds on the hunt, desperate to plot an escape route before the men with guns arrive.

      “I don’t think you were behind the worst of what went on,” she continues, “but you’re certainly guilty of helping orchestrate the persecution of the Valentis.”

      Zaluski’s eyes flicker to mine, confirming Pat’s charge. I can imagine gears whirring behind those eyes. Excuses. Rationalizations. Perhaps he was “just carrying out orders.”

      “You were used by the mayor and his pals, weren’t you?” I ask.

      Zaluski doesn’t answer. Instead, his haunted eyes return to Pat. He finds no succor there.

      “You were used as callously as Tony’s family and Officer O’Reilly,” she snaps. “You were so blinded by ambition that you didn’t see it. Isn’t that right?”

      Something in his eyes—is it possible to nod with your eyes?—conveys silent confirmation. Unquotable confirmation.

      “The mayor knew, didn’t he?” Pat asks.

      No denial. No confirmation. No response at all.

      Pat keeps hammering away. “You were his henchman through all of this, weren’t you? Admit it. You were duped. Willingly, no doubt, but still duped.”

      Zaluski replies with an almost imperceptible nod.

      Pat pushes harder. “The mayor knew what was happening all long, didn’t he? He was in on this with Titan. Isn’t that right?”

      Zaluski finally responds. “Didn’t you say in one of your articles that Mayor Brown knows everything that goes on in Cedar Heights?”

      Pat nods.

      “Whoever told you that knows this village.”

      A mirthless smile curls Pat’s lips. She has what she came for.

      “Can I get back to my packing now?” Zaluski mutters. “I’d like to be out of here before the rest of your colleagues find me.”

      Pat tosses a business card onto the desk. “Fair enough. Call me if you want to unburden your soul.”

      “Good luck,” Zaluski says.

      I look up to find his eyes on me. “You, too,” I murmur. Then I follow Pat into the hallway. As she marches away, I pause and turn back to gently close the door on the premature termination of Peter Zaluski’s public service career. My anger at him is spent, scattered like dust with the realization that his professional demise echoes my own at Sphinx Financial.

      Pawns. The two of us.
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      Two hours later, Pat and I are quietly savoring our triumph while we sip mugs of hot chocolate at my kitchen table. Several neighbors have come and gone, even Mike popped in for a few minutes with his congratulations. I was among the few who avoided the media-fueled street celebration of our victory at Village Hall. I’m emotionally drained—euphoric over the outcome of tonight’s meeting yet dogged by anxiety about what awaits us in court tomorrow morning. I excuse myself to tuck Brittany in.

      She’s already under the covers. “How would you feel about me staying?” she asks.

      It’s a question I’ve asked myself a few times this week. Brussels seems the best place for her right now. My daughter has gained maturity in the past few months and Europe seems to be broadening her perspective. She’s traveled, seen new cultures, and met people unlike any she’s known before. All in all, I like the change in her. I can’t see a return to St. Aloysius turning out well and I can’t afford private school. “Much as I’d love to have you here, maybe you’re better off staying in Brussels for a while yet.”

      “How long?”

      “At least the rest of the school year. We’ll see how things are here come summer.”

      The tentative smile she pastes on doesn’t mask her anxiety. “Don’t want me around?”

      “What kind of a doofus kid of mine thinks I don’t want her around?”

      My quip produces a chagrined grin. “Tell me why you think I should stay there.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “It’s kinda neat but I miss some stuff here.”

      “You don’t get many chances to live overseas.”

      “I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too,” I say while taking her hand in mine. “It’s not like this is going to last forever.”

      “I know.”

      “You want to live here?”

      “Here? In this house?”

      “Yup. Right here.”

      She hesitates. “I thought you were gonna get a place in the suburbs?”

      “I don’t think so. Money’s tight and the house is growing on me. Papa and I have been talking and I think I’m going to stay. Living here opens up a lot of possibilities for me when it comes time to choose a new job.”

      “You’re still gonna be a lawyer, right?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Her eyes widen. “What else would you do?”

      “Good question.”

      “Wow,” she says with a little smile. “Maybe you can do something respectable and I won’t hafta tell people my old man is a lawyer.”

      I reply with a playful smack on her arm. “Get to sleep. Big day tomorrow.”

      She squeezes my hand and snuggles deeper before we say our good nights.

      “Everything going okay with you two?” Pat asks when I walk back into the kitchen.

      “She was asking about coming back.”

      Pat’s face lights up. “Soon?”

      “I think she’s better off in Brussels for now. Besides, she’s not big on the idea of living here. She mentioned the suburbs.”

      “Have you closed the door on that idea?”

      “I think so. I’m not sure what I’ll do if she makes it a condition of coming back.”

      A frown signals Pat’s disapproval. Part of me agrees with her. On the other hand, let her have a kid of her own, then we’ll see how firmly she stands on principle. By silent agreement, we let the subject drop.

      “Any plans for the next hour?” I ask.

      She gives me a quizzical look and shakes her head.

      “Are you feeling up to hanging around while I run over to the jail?”

      “I’ll be okay,” she says, then glances at her watch. “It’s awfully late for that, isn’t it?”

      I nod. She’s right, but I want to tell Papa what happened tonight and get his input on tomorrow. We’re meeting the prosecutors at seven-thirty to discuss plea deals. He’ll suffer the consequences if what passes for our strategy blows up on us.

      “Going now?” she asks.

      I glance down at the last of my hot chocolate. “Maybe I’ll finish this first?”

      We sit in companionable silence for a minute, savoring tonight’s victory and worrying about tomorrow. At least I am.

      Pat breaks the silence. “I thought Brittany was enjoying Europe?”

      “Maybe she’s feeling a little homesick.”

      “She told me she gets bored sometimes.”

      “How? There’s so much to do and see.”

      “Like Euro Disney?” Pat asks with a wondering shake of her head. “If you never do more than scratch the surface of life, anything gets old in a hurry. Even Europe, it seems. It’ll be a shame if the kid gets saddled with her mother’s provincialism.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Sticking to safe and familiar all the time is a shitty way to live.”

      I nod in agreement while The Razor’s Edge comes to mind. Has the story influenced the changes in me over the past month, or has my evolution deepened my appreciation of the novel? I suppose it doesn’t really matter if the chicken or the egg came first; the Tony Valenti who read the last page of Maugham’s masterpiece isn’t the same man who first cracked open the cover. My worldview today has much more in common with Pat’s than it does with the one I shared with Michelle.

      “I finished the book.”

      “Enjoy it?” she asks with a knowing smile.

      “Very much.”

      We exchange a quick hug before I leave for the jail.

      Papa is escorted into the attorney client room thirty minutes later. After we embrace and settle into our molded plastic seats on either side of a battered wooden table, Papa fixes his alert eyes on mine. “Why you come so late, Anthony?”

      His eyes sparkle while I relate the outcome of the Village Board meeting and the fate of Peter Zaluski. “The feds are also investigating Mayor Brown,” I conclude.

      Papa smiles. “Is good, Anthony. As should be.” Perhaps he feels as if some of the injustices and losses he’s suffered have been partially redressed. There have been a few more smiles of late. We’ve knocked down several walls and are as close as we’ve been since I left for college. Papa seems pleasantly surprised to have me playing a role in his defense. As I’ve grown more confident that I’m contributing something of value, I’ve even kicked around a little legal strategy with Papa. I’ve come tonight to do a little more of that. “I think the prosecution is bringing us a new plea deal in the morning.”

      “What is this deal?”

      He shakes his head in annoyance when I start to explain what a plea deal is. “I know what plea deal is,” he snaps impatiently. “What they say?”

      “They’ll recommend twenty-five years if you plead guilty. It’s a possibility we need to consider.”

      He scowls. “They still call me guilty and I go to jail?”

      I nod.

      He fixes a steely gaze on me and states, “I no go to jail, Anthony.”

      He killed a cop, for God’s sake. Short of getting the needle, what else does he think is going to happen? I can’t imagine how we’re supposed to reconcile Papa’s demand with reality, but I know that look and that tone of voice. This isn’t up for discussion. I get an unsettling sense that if Mike and I don’t deliver, Papa will find a way to take his future into his own hands.
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      Papa’s trial will resume at eleven this morning after our two-day recess. We’ll be starting a couple of hours late to accommodate Judge Mitton, who is presiding over an emergency hearing for another trial. Aside from Luke Geffen delivering the written transcript of his interview with O’Reilly’s ex-sister-in-law, Fiona Novak, the trial landscape hasn’t changed since Monday. We’ve still got a huge hole in the heart of our case and are running out of time to fill it.

      I take the garbage and recycling out to the curb, still wracking my brain for any germ of an idea that might lead to a coherent defense strategy. Sandy Russo exits the Vaccaros’ front door. By the time she notices me, I’ve crossed into their driveway and am standing beside the driver’s side door of her Ford Explorer. She pauses, probably deciding whether to go back inside or deal with me.

      “Good morning, Sandy.”

      “Hi,” she mutters without meeting my gaze.

      I remain silent until she finally looks up. “You wouldn’t talk to our investigator.”

      “I said all I had to say to him. The nerve of you people—pretending that I was talking to someone from the police. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m in a hurry.”

      “You might have information that will help Papa. Why didn’t you come forward?”

      “I talked to the police.”

      “They didn’t tell us that.”

      She shrugs. “That’s between you and them.”

      “No, Sandy, it’s not. They’re legally bound to give witness statements to the defense. They didn’t tell us about you.”

      She looks confused. “Why not?”

      “My guess is that they don’t want anyone to know what really happened that night.”

      “Your father killed a policeman, Tony. End of story.”

      “But only Papa knows why.”

      “So he can tell the jury all about it.”

      “Who’s going to believe him if it’s his word against the State of Illinois?”

      A hardness comes into her eyes. “I can’t get involved.”

      “You’re already involved. We can call you to testify.”

      “I don’t think so,” she shoots back.

      “You think wrong.”

      She frowns as if her worst fears have just been realized. Then anger tightens the muscles around her eyes and mouth—exactly the expression her mother got when I’d crash through their hedge in pursuit of a baseball or football. “My daughter has to go to school with O’Reilly’s son. Did you know that?”

      I shake my head.

      “The boy isn’t much different than his father was and now, after what your father did, the O’Reilly boy is meaner than ever. How do you think it’s gonna be for our daughter if I get up in court and tell what that boy’s father did and said the night he was shot?”

      “I didn’t know—”

      “There’s always been a lot you didn’t know, Tony. It’s been years since you had time to bother with Cedar Heights or the people here… including your own parents. They were mystified and hurt by your neglect. The only people you had time for were the ones who could help you escape our little one-horse town.”

      “I’m sorry, Sandy. I guess I can’t fault how you feel about me, but this is for Papa. Can you at least tell our investigator what you heard?”

      Not a hint of sympathy or forgiveness softens her features when she takes a step forward to force me out of her way. “No.”

      I’m sorely tempted to tell her that O’Reilly’s kid can’t bother her daughter now that he’s behind bars, but I don’t dare cross that line—especially as I’m an officer of the court. Sandy and I stare each other down for several seconds before I turn and trudge back to our house.

      I head to the bathroom to shave and stand before the mirror, glaring at the ragged face staring back at me. Sandy’s comment about me neglecting Mama and Papa has left me shaken. I hadn’t paid enough attention—I realize that now—but neglect? Was it that bad? Enough that even the neighbors noticed? How could I have been such an asshole? I shake my head and turn on the taps to splash cold water over my face; maybe hoping to wash away the shame I see there. After another minute of self-flagellation, I grab a hand towel and dry off. Then it’s off to court.

      Judge Mitton calls us to order an hour later. Pat sits front and center amongst our neighbors with her lost eye symbolized by the black patch. This is only her second public outing since being released from hospital. She winks at me with her good eye when she catches me looking, prompting my first smile of the day. I appreciate her being here; she’s nowhere near as fully recovered as she’s pretending to be.

      Mitton brings in the jury and calls on Dempsey to continue the prosecution’s case.

      “The prosecution rests, Your Honor.”

      A stunned silence falls over the courtroom. “The hell?” Mike mutters.

      I think back to Friday afternoon and Dempsey intimating that the prosecution had more witnesses and/or evidence to present. “Guess he was just screwing with us.”

      Mitton pounces on the opportunity to move things along. “Is the defense ready to deliver its opening statement?”

      “May we have a moment, Your Honor?” Mike asks.

      After prosecutors complete their case-in-chief, defense attorneys often move to dismiss the charges by claiming the prosecution hasn’t provided sufficient evidence to prove guilt. Such motions are almost always dismissed. We’ve been considering a plan to pitch a twist on the strategy. Thankfully, Mike’s office worked up the motion yesterday. In hopes of buying time, we decide to play that card now.

      “May I approach?” Mike asks the judge, brandishing a sheaf of papers that includes a copy of the Fiona Novak statement.

      “Give it to my clerk.”

      Mike hands the paperwork to the clerk and returns. She glances at it, makes a notation, and passes it along to the judge.

      I hand a copy to Dempsey and say, “We got the statement last night.”

      The judge’s eyes settle on Mike after he sees what the clerk has handed him. “Another motion, Counselor?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “Don’t see many of these,” Mitton mutters when he finishes reading and beckons the lawyers to the bench. We rush forward as quickly as decorum allows, then jostle for position, not unlike children struggling to be first in line at the Good Humor truck. The judge lifts the corner of the motion and looks at Mike. “A motion to set aside a grand jury finding, Counselor?”

      “I believe the motion is fully warranted in this matter, Your Honor,” Mike replies.

      “Why is that, Counselor?”

      “If the State had been in possession of the new evidence that has come to light—specifically Deputy O’Reilly’s personnel records and the new statement from his ex-sister-in-law, we argue that the State would have brought lesser charges.”

      “Pure speculation, Mr. Williams.”

      Mike counters, “Given the current state of the evidence, bringing a capital charge in this case is demonstrably inappropriate.”

      “Your Honor—” Dempsey starts to say.

      Mitton raises a hand to forestall him. “I don’t necessarily disapprove of prosecutors giving themselves a little wiggle room by overcharging a case. We’ve all seen it done a thousand times. Often enough, it works out for the best.”

      Mike leans in. “Your Honor—”

      Mitton waves him off. “I want to study your brief, read this new statement, and have my clerks do a little research. Everyone gets an extended lunch and I’ll rule when we come back. Court will be recessed until three o’clock, but I expect you people here at two-thirty.”

      The judge’s eyes move between Mike and Dempsey. “If you folks haven’t already been talking, I suggest you try to find common ground.”

      Fat chance.

      When we return from lunch, Mitton’s clerk greets us and ushers us into the judge’s chambers.

      “Did you folks have a chance to talk about a deal?” he asks.

      “Not a word,” Mike replies.

      Mitton cocks an inquiring eyebrow at Dempsey. “Counselor?”

      “I spoke with State’s Attorney Walker. Unfortunately, he has commitments he couldn’t reschedule. We’ll get together this evening.”

      “Mr. Williams?” Mitton asks.

      “The State knows where to find me, Your Honor.”

      Mitton appears satisfied. “Perhaps we should adjourn for the day and allow you folks some time to work things out.”

      “I see no reason to waste half a court day,” Dempsey says.

      I sense that Mike is about to agree. “Can I have a moment with Mr. Williams?” I ask the judge.

      Mitton glances at me in surprise. “By all means.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” I say while tugging at Mike’s sleeve. “We’ll just step into the hall.”

      As soon as the door closes behind us and I make sure we’re alone in the hallway, I turn to Mike. “Walker’s the top dog in Dempsey’s office, right?”

      “That’s right. Cook County State’s Attorney Timothy Walker. A real piece of work.”

      “You want to negotiate?”

      “That’s what the judge wants.”

      “It’s not what I want, dammit.”

      “We don’t have enough to hang tough,” Mike says softly. “I wish it wasn’t so, but it is. Time’s run out on us.”

      “The hell it has. We haven’t even started our case. The judge didn’t rule on your motion.”

      “He won’t rule in our favor. Even if Mitton agrees that the case is overcharged, he’ll deal with that by pushing Dempsey to cut a deal for a lesser charge.”

      “Why is everyone pushing for a deal?” I ask.

      “Business as usual, Tony. There’s always pressure to clear the docket.”

      “I don’t like it. Let’s wait them out. They’ve just seen what Fiona Novak has to say. They’ve gotta start worrying about what the jury will think of O’Reilly when we’re done with him.”

      “That’s possible, but if they come back with a reasonable sentence, I don’t care what we plead to.”

      “That’s not your call,” I counter. “I talked to Papa last night. He doesn’t want to go to jail.”

      Mike gives me an incredulous look. “The hell?”

      “You need to talk to him before we open, Mike. Trust me on this. We can open our case in the morning.”

      Mike ponders a moment longer. “If you say so.”

      “Good man.”

      “You handle things in there,” Mike says before he opens the door to lead me back into chambers.

      I’m initially taken aback at being appointed spokesperson, but it isn’t as if I’ve never addressed a court. “Mr. Dempsey doesn’t have a deal to discuss with us at the moment, Your Honor,” I say once we’re seated. “We’d like to hear what they have to say before we deliver our opening statement. If the prosecution brings us a deal to discuss, we’ll fill you in on that before court resumes.”

      The judge nods. “Fair enough. Will you be ready to make your opening statement first thing tomorrow?”

      “Absolutely, Your Honor,” Mike replies.

      “Absolutely” might be a little optimistic.

      Mike seems to agree thirty minutes later when we leave the attorney-client room after Papa gives us our marching orders. Our job is to keep him out of jail, turning Mike’s preferred strategy on its head.

      “How the hell are we supposed to do that?” he asks in exasperation as we step into the cold outside the courthouse. “You need to make him see reality, Tony. We open in the morning and we still don’t have a case. We need to cut a deal.”

      “The hell we do. Not the shit deals on offer so far.”

      Mike looks at me in disbelief. “You, too? The acorn didn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “I want to be sure Papa has a say in what we do,” I say with an edge in my voice.

      “We both want the best possible outcome for Francesco.”

      “Maybe so, but we’re miles apart on what that looks like.”

      Mike’s expression is troubled when he says, “I’m starting to think so.”

      “With what Fiona Novak just gave us, we’ve got enough to raise the specter that O’Reilly was in the grip of roid rage,” I say after an uncomfortable pause. “The guy was chock full of steroids when they cut him open. Think about it, Mike. He fits the mold.”

      “Even if he does, we’ve got nothing concrete to prove it.”

      “Let me dig. Have Luke Geffen dig, too.”

      Mike looks skyward and sighs. “Fine. Run with it, but let’s not piss away what little time we have chasing rainbows.”

      I’m not finished tossing hand grenades. The only way to keep Papa out of jail is to convince the jury that he was defending himself. The only evidence we have of that is what he told us. “We may have to put Papa on the stand.”

      Mike spins on me. “The hell you talking about, man? No friggin’ way is that happening!”

      “Why not? We’ll put a little old guy on the stand, a law-abiding citizen who’s bewildered by what’s happening to him—a simple man who wonders why the government is so determined to put him out of his home of forty years. Cedar Heights made life miserable for him and his wife. That’s been proven. To his mind, the stress of that had a lot to do with her death.”

      Mike groans. “Come on.”

      “That’s how he feels, dammit! That’s what he’ll say under oath. Can anyone prove otherwise?”

      “Judge Mitton is going to tell our jury that their job is to decide whether or not Francesco shot and killed O’Reilly,” Mike counters. “Why he did it isn’t relevant.”

      “Papa will be a sympathetic figure to the jury,” I argue. “They’ll hear his version of what happened that night. They’ll hear how much O’Reilly scared him. We can put on a bunch of neighbors as character witnesses.”

      “The hell you been smoking? I’ll tell you what happens if we put Francesco on the stand. He’ll tell his story and then Dempsey will tear him apart. He’s an absolute beast on cross.”

      “The jury is also going to hear the story of a legalized thug named Andrew O’Reilly,” I counter angrily. “They’ll hear his record. They’ll hear from people who know firsthand what Andrew O’Reilly was about. I don’t know about you, but if I were sitting on the jury, I know where my sympathies would lie.”

      Mike’s eyes bore into mine. “But you’re not sitting on the jury, Tony. Think about that.”

      I’m not throwing in the towel. “Papa will be a sympathetic figure.”

      Mike shakes his head in exasperation. “He’ll be especially sympathetic when they stick a needle in his arm, won’t he?”

      Picturing that pulls me up short. Who in hell do I think I am pretending to know what to do in a murder trial?
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      Mike is chatting with Dempsey and Perez when I walk into the courtroom at seven-twenty the next morning. I stifle a yawn while Mike separates himself from the prosecutors and walks over to me.

      “We okay?” he asks.

      Are we? Nothing will be gained by us squabbling. “Sure.”

      “Has anything come out of the show at Village Hall Tuesday night?”

      “An investigator from Papa’s insurance company called yesterday to compare notes. They’re going to pay the claim and go after Titan for reimbursement.”

      Mike grins and thumps the table. “Hot damn! Score one for the little folks!”

      “No kidding,” I mutter while envisioning the outstanding balance on my latest ABA credit card statement. My eyes drift back to Dempsey and Perez. “Where’s Walker?”

      “Always the last to arrive. The Alpha Dog waits on no one.” He eyes me for a moment. “You look like hell. Did you get any sleep?”

      “A minute here, a minute there. I’m a little groggy like Mount Everest is a little tall. But I’m pumped full of coffee.”

      He chuckles, then turns serious. “I thought about things last night. We’ll play things your way this morning.”

      “How so?” I ask in surprise.

      “Let’s dip a toe in the water in terms of putting O’Reilly on trial and see how that plays.”

      The door opens and Cook County State’s Attorney Timothy Walker marches into the room. He’s a study in immaculate grooming, reminding me of any number of faceless C-suite corporate executives of my acquaintance. An elegant blue suit hangs perfectly on his trim frame. A red and blue striped rep tie stands out in sharp relief against a blindingly white dress shirt. His head of thick blonde hair is styled to display its owner’s youthful vigor to maximum effect. A pair of black oxfords gleam under the brilliant overhead lights with each lengthy stride he takes. My fingers inch to my own striped rep tie. I resolve to go shopping to buy something less establishment.

      Walker shakes hands with Dempsey and Perez, then chats with them for a minute before he turns and advances on us. We meet him beside the defense table.

      He takes Mike’s hand first. “Williams. How are you?”

      “Fine.”

      “Tough case,” Walker says, as if he’s been losing sleep over it. He turns to me and extends his hand. “Timothy Walker, Mr. Valenti. May I call you Tony?”

      I take the proffered hand. Piercing blue eyes study me carefully. “If you want.”

      “How are you holding up?” he asks. Although the question is couched in feigned concern, I sense that it’s exploratory—a fighter sizing me up. I’ve played this game before and won’t be telegraphing any sign of weakness to Papa’s ambitious would-be hangman.

      “Just fine.”

      Walker stares into my eyes for a moment before he turns back to Mike. “Last time we locked horns was the Camponelli matter, wasn't it?"

      Mike’s strained response is filtered through a tight smile. “Maybe so.”

      Mike told me about the Camponelli case yesterday to illustrate who we’re up against. Walker had clinched the endorsement of the FOP for his second Cook County State’s Attorney campaign by winning death penalty convictions against two teenage gang bangers accused of shooting a narcotics officer. Mike told me that his clients weren’t choirboys, but there was no evidence that either one of them pulled the trigger; the cops couldn’t even prove they’d been in the immediate vicinity when the shooting took place. It had taken the highly questionable testimony of a jailhouse snitch to seal the case. Two kids awaiting possible execution for a crime they probably didn’t commit doesn’t bother Timothy Walker. Not one bit. The important thing is that suburban voters lap up his tough-on-crime shtick. An undercurrent of animosity flows between the two men as they lock eyes.

      “You sleep well when you think about those kids on death row?” Mike asks.

      “Like a baby,” Walker replies with an edge of surliness.

      “Let’s get to it,” I suggest.

      Walker slides effortlessly back into character by flashing me a winning smile. “I couldn’t agree more,” he says affably. He gestures for Dempsey and Perez to join us. After they do, Walker turns to me. “Alex tells me you’re being a little stubborn?”

      The condescension rankles. Instead of taking the bait, I reply with the hint of a shrug.

      Walker shifts his attention to Mike. “Alex offered you first-degree and twenty-five years. What more do you want?”

      “A serious offer.”

      “That’s the best offer you’re going to get.”

      Mike takes a step back. “See you back here in an hour or so.”

      “What the hell do you want?” Walker snaps.

      “Something resembling justice,” I retort.

      “We’ll seek the death penalty if you don’t bend,” Walker threatens. “We’ll get no less than life in prison.”

      “And if we bend?” Mike asks.

      “We’ll be satisfied with twenty years.”

      “What’s the difference to a sixty-nine-year-old man?” I ask.

      Walker turns his palms up. He and his colleagues have taken several steps toward the door when Judge Mitton throws the door open and walks into the courtroom. He’s once again a study in clashing attire. This morning it’s a plaid long-sleeve shirt over a pair of faded brown corduroy slacks. His shoes cry out for a visit to the shoeshine stand in the lobby. The contrast between him and the Cook County State’s Attorney turning to greet him is stark. Knowing that the rumpled judge holds the upper hand in the power equation between them must grate on Walker no end. I suspect Mitton isn’t shy about letting Walker know who rules his courtroom.

      After a quick round of greetings, the judge steps back to study us. “Have you come up with something workable?”

      “We’ve made an offer,” Walker replies smoothly. “The defense isn’t receptive.”

      “What’s the offer?”

      “First-degree.”

      “Sentence?”

      Walker meets his gaze. “Twenty-five years.”

      He’s already walked back the offer of twenty years?

      Mitton gives him a long look. “You haven’t moved beyond that?”

      “We’ve given this our best good faith effort.”

      The judge’s expression telegraphs his dissatisfaction.

      “With all due respect, Your Honor, it’s not your place to tell us how to manage a case.”

      Mitton takes a step towards Walker. “I agree. On the other hand, misconduct in my courtroom is most assuredly my business, wouldn’t you say?”

      Walker doesn’t bat an eye. “Misconduct is overly harsh to describe a clerical oversight.”

      “Don’t try my patience. I’m not one of your pals at City Hall or down in Springfield. A pair of cops disposing of evidence to cover up criminal behavior by another police officer is hardly a clerical oversight.”

      “Reasonable people can disagree about what happened, Judge. The bottom line is that we must protect our communities and the folks who keep us safe. Where does it leave us when people think they can question the decisions and actions of the authorities?”

      “In a free country,” I retort.

      Judge Mitton’s eyes twinkle when he looks at me. Walker’s lips tighten into a straight line.

      “Are you prepared to rule on our motion to set aside the grand jury indictment, Your Honor?” Mike asks.

      Mitton nods. “I am, but we’ll discuss the discovery violation first. Be in my chambers at eight-thirty.”

      Walker turns to me as soon as the door closes behind the judge. “Willing to gamble with your father’s life, are you?”

      “I’m not willing to sacrifice him to your career aspirations.”

      “That’s not what this is about,” Walker says indignantly before he spins on his heel and marches out with his minions in tow.

      “The hell it isn’t,” Mike mutters as we watch them go. “I thought they might come around.”

      We grab a couple of coffees from a vending machine and spend the next half-hour reviewing our opening statement and witness list. Judge Mitton’s clerk shows us into his chambers when we arrive at eight twenty-nine.

      The judge’s eyes immediately settle on Walker. “Mrs. Russo spoke to the police the day after the shooting,” he says without preamble.

      “I haven’t had much time to look into this,” Walker says. “Mrs. Russo isn’t even on our witness list.”

      Mitton’s eyes smolder. “You’ve had this since September.”

      “As Mr. Dempsey told you, this looks like a clerical oversight.”

      Mike snorts. Mitton doesn’t bother to admonish him.

      “Technically,” Walker continues, “this wasn’t an eyewitness statement. Mrs. Russo told the police what she heard, Your Honor. I suspect someone misunderstood our instructions to turn over all eyewitness statements.”

      He’s got to be kidding. I’ve generally considered allegations of prosecutorial misconduct on this scale to be so much sour grapes from defense attorneys. Goes to show how much I know.

      Judge Mitton’s eyes narrow. “That’s quite a story, Counselor. I’m not buying. The failure to turn over Mrs. Russo’s statement is an egregious discovery violation. Mr. Valenti’s ability to mount a defense has been jeopardized by your misconduct.”

      Walker shrugs. “Friday was the first time we heard of Sandy Russo.”

      “That’s the result of poor supervision of your investigators and weak administrative oversight within your offices,” the judge says. “The defense is entitled to a remedy.”

      “We’re well into this case, Judge. Whatever Sandy Russo may or may not have heard isn’t going to make much difference in the outcome. A remedy is inappropriate.”

      “I’m afraid you’re again mistaken on a point of law, Mr. Walker,” Mitton replies before turning to Mike. “Have you given some thought to an appropriate remedy, Counselor?”

      “We’ve been blindsided, Your Honor. Mrs. Russo won’t speak with our investigator.”

      Walker spreads his hands. “Because she has nothing to tell them, Your Honor. This is no more than a red herring thrown out by—”

      “I’m speaking with Mr. Williams!” Mitton snaps at the state’s attorney. “You may speak when I tell you to. Understood?”

      Walker flushes with anger. The judge invites Mike to continue.

      “The circumstances of this shooting are not what we believed them to be, Your Honor. Given all that’s coming to light, we may need to re-evaluate our position and reconsider Mr. Valenti’s defense.”

      “How long do you think you’ll need?”

      Dempsey jumps in. “There’s no need to delay the trial, Your Honor. If the Court orders Mrs. Russo to cooperate, we can send someone out to take her statement today. If she has anything relevant to say, we will bring that forward in rebuttal.”

      Mitton turns to Mike. “Counselor?”

      “Sounds to me like the State wants to skate over its discovery violation, Your Honor. However much Mr. Dempsey and his boss try to spin what’s happened, the fact remains that they withheld information about a key witness—deliberately, if you ask me.”

      Walker indignantly comes halfway out of his seat. “I object to—”

      “Don’t bother, Counselor,” Mitton says. “I’m not persuaded that withholding Mrs. Russo’s statement was an innocent oversight.”

      The state’s attorney continues to look aggrieved. When Cook County voters finally wake up and throw his ass out of office, he’s got a future in Hollywood.

      Dempsey tries to step in. “Your Honor, you know I don’t—”

      Mitton shuts him down with an angry glare. “It happened! If your office hadn’t played games with discovery we wouldn’t be in this position, would we?”

      Walker crosses his arms and stares at the wall above the judge’s head.

      Mitton turns back to us. “Remedy?”

      “Given the prosecution’s track record with this witness, it hardly seems prudent to trust them to do things right this time,” Mike replies. “Perhaps the Court should order Mrs. Russo to speak with our investigator and then we’ll decide how to use the information.”

      Walker jumps in. “We would, of course, immediately be given a copy of her statement, as per the rules of discovery.”

      “Mr. Williams?” the judge asks.

      “They had their shot at this, Your Honor. Perhaps a suitable remedy would be to withhold Mrs. Russo’s statement from the prosecution. They’ll have a chance to cross-examine her if we choose to call her as a witness.”

      Judge Mitton thinks for a moment. “That sounds reasonable. It even includes a touch of poetic justice. Our second order of business is the defense motion to dismiss the grand jury indictment. The motion is denied.” His eyes settle on Walker as he continues, “In light of the potentially exculpatory evidence withheld from the prosecution and defense prior to the grand jury hearing, the Court is sympathetic to the defense pleading that this case has been overcharged. I might have ruled differently if the motion had come before the prosecution rested.”

      Walker smirks while Mike and I try to mask our disappointment.

      The judge slaps his hands down on the desk and pushes his chair back. “Now, go prepare so we can bring in our jury at nine o’clock and move things along.”

      We spend the next ten minutes getting organized as press and spectators filter into the courtroom. Brittany has joined Pat in the seats immediately behind our table. She mouths “hi” when I turn back to wink at her. The prosecutors are conspicuously absent, something we comment on as the minute hand creeps closer and closer to the top of the hour. Mike wonders what they’re up to; I suspect their boss is throwing a temper tantrum. Dempsey and Perez stride in at one minute to nine, seconds before a door opens and a pair of sheriff’s deputies march Papa into the courtroom. He settles into the seat next to mine. I fill him in on our fruitless meeting with the prosecutors while Judge Mitton sweeps in and settles behind the bench.

      Once the jury is seated, the judge turns to Mike. “Are you ready to proceed, Mr. Williams?”

      Mike nods and gets up to deliver our opening statement. It’s a study in brevity. He asks the jurors to keep an open mind and then spends several minutes highlighting what we perceive to be the contradictions and holes in the prosecution’s case. I admire his confident delivery. You’d never guess we’re flying by the seat of our pants.

      Mike directs the jurors’ attention to the only prop he will use in his statement, a picture of the mangled screen door hanging from the frame of our front entry. “Have a look at this, ladies and gentlemen. This picture shows the screen door at the Valenti home as it was when the police arrived on September seventeenth. Ask yourselves if you’ve ever seen a screen door this beaten up. Ask yourselves how much strength it would take for a person to do this to a piece of metal. Ask yourselves what kind of rage must be behind such an act. This picture tells a story, ladies and gentlemen. We intend to tell you that story.”

      As Mike winds down, he stands in front of the jury box. “Ladies and gentlemen, we will show you the tragic events of September seventeenth from an entirely new perspective. The differences between the truth and what you’ve been told by Mr. Dempsey are stark. I find them deeply troubling. I suspect you will, too.”

      Mike walks back to the defense table and pauses for a sip of water. Then he walks around to stand behind Papa and utters the only part of our opening statement we can currently substantiate. “Francesco Valenti is a good and decent man who has lived an honest, productive, and honorable life. He worked at Cook County Hospital for thirty years. He’s been a good and loyal husband, a loving father, and a doting grandfather. Mr. Valenti is a law-abiding citizen with absolutely no history of violence, a man who has made valuable contributions to his neighborhood for many, many years. He’s the father and grandfather we all wish for.”

      He walks back into the well and looks each and every juror square in the eye. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for hearing me out. We look forward to presenting the true facts of this case, facts that will demonstrate that Francesco Valenti is a far different man than Mr. Dempsey’s jaundiced portrayal suggests.”

      When my partner sits down, I cast a sideways look at Dempsey. He looks smug. Nothing Mike said countered the fundamental fact that Papa shot Deputy O’Reilly.

      Judge Mitton raps his gavel. “We’ll take a thirty-minute recess. When we return, the defense will present its case.”

      “Tony! Mike!” Pat whispers urgently from behind us after the jury departs and Papa is taken away.

      We turn back to find Pat and Brittany at the rail behind the defense table.

      “What’s up?” I ask as we scoot our chairs back to them.

      Pat pushes Brittany’s cell phone into my hand. “Look!”

      I stare at the phone for a long moment and then hand it to Mike. I’m speechless. Mike isn’t. “Not a word,” he cautions us before he pockets the phone and leads us into the hallway. Once he finds an empty alcove, he ushers us into it and stares at the picture again. He cautions us to keep our voices down, then softly asks, “Where the hell did this come from?”

      “Dad took it before we went to school the night Papa shot the cop,” Brittany whispers back.

      I take a closer look at the picture. Brittany wears a pained frown and has her hands on her hips while she stands on our front porch, right in front of the pristine screen door. I belatedly remember the moment. She’d been bragging about the quality of the camera on her new phone while we were killing time before we left for St. Aloysius, so I’d turned it on her to snap a shot. The photo is date-stamped September seventeenth. Better still, it’s time-stamped 6:07 PM—three hours before a police photographer snapped the picture of the broken, twisted door Mike used in his opening statement.

      “Why the hell didn’t you show this to us before?” Mike asks Brittany.

      “Because she’s been in Brussels and hasn’t seen the picture of what happened to the screen door until just now,” Pat reminds him tartly. “You should be thrilled to have the damned thing. Leave the kid alone.”

      “Sorry,” Mike says to Brittany. “I’m just thinking about how much it would have helped to have this sooner.”

      “We’re plenty glad to have it now,” I tell Brittany. “Good work!”

      Mike leads us back into the courtroom after he clarifies the details. He catches the eye of Detective Plummer and waves him over.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “We need to get this into evidence,” Mike replies. “The story of how the picture got here this morning needs to be told and corroborated as fast as we can make it happen. Chain of custody is going to come into play. That’s going to be dicey. You can bet your ass the State will try to keep this out. The sooner we legitimize it, the better.”

      My knee-jerk reaction is not to share this with the enemy, but Mike’s logic is sound. Still. “Can’t we do it ourselves?”

      Mike shakes his head. “Best to have the cops involved. Plummer will play it straight.”

      I’ll be damned if I don’t agree.

      “What’s up?” the detective says after he greets everyone.

      Mike hands him the phone with the picture open. Plummer looks down at it, glances up at us, then studies the image some more. “Where did this come from?”

      Mike explains.

      “I’ve never seen what happened to the door before this morning,” Brittany adds. “When I did, I remembered that Dad took this picture.”

      Plummer nods thoughtfully. “You keep all the pictures you take with your phone?”

      “Pretty much.”

      He thinks that over. “This is the new phone you had on September seventeenth?”

      “Yup.”

      “I remember you mentioning it. You were pretty excited.”

      Brittany blushes a little when she nods.

      Plummer smiles. “Hey, don’t be embarrassed. This is way nicer than my phone. I’d be showing this thing off if it was mine.”

      She gives him a grateful smile. “Yeah, it’s pretty cool.”

      “I’ll say. Mind showing me where you hide the pictures?”

      Brittany angles the phone towards Plummer and scrolls through a gazillion photos.

      “All date and time-stamped, huh?” he says.

      “Yeah. I like to know when and where, y’know?”

      “Sure do,” Plummer replies. Then he turns to me. “Still got the sales receipt for this?”

      “I do.”

      The detective turns to Mike. “What do you wanna do?”

      “The phone needs to be taken into evidence but I don’t want it solely in police custody. We’re going to need expert analysis to authenticate the picture.”

      Plummer thinks on that, then nods. “How are we going to do that?”

      “My brother Reg probably knows what needs to be done,” Mike replies. “He’s a cell phone guy at Motorola. Not that this is a Motorola, but I imagine they’re all similar enough.”

      “No way is a Motorola anything like my phone,” Brittany says indignantly. Mike has apparently uttered a cell phone sacrilege. Given what I paid for the damned thing, it’s probably true.

      “That’s a question for you attorneys to tackle,” Plummer replies.

      “I’ll buzz Reg,” Mike says before he takes a few steps away to call his brother. He turns back to us when he finishes. “Reg has a couple of ideas about who can do the work. He’ll get back with me after he makes a call or two.”

      “Let’s hear what the judge and Mr. Dempsey have to say,” Plummer suggests. He walks over to the Clerk of the Court to tell her what’s going on.

      “I can’t have my phone back?” Brittany asks with a tremor in her voice.

      “If not, we’ll get you a new one,” I assure her.

      “But my life is on there, Dad. I can’t live without it!”

      “They can transfer the data, can’t they?” I ask no one in particular.

      “I’ll see what can be done,” Mike says.

      Pat rests a hand on Brittany’s. “I’ll take you to a cell phone store.”

      Five minutes later, we’re in Judge Mitton’s chambers explaining how the photo came to light.

      He takes a long look at the picture, shakes his head, and looks up at Mike. “As you were saying earlier, Mr. Williams, the door tells quite a story.”

      “Having that phone turn up here literally minutes after Mr. Williams made that exact statement in his opening is a little too convenient for my liking,” Dempsey says.

      The judge looks at Mike. “The same thought crossed my mind, Counselor.”

      “I can see why it might, Your Honor, but we brought this to the Court’s attention as soon as Brittany showed it to us.”

      “Detective?” the judge asks Plummer.

      “I’m no expert on this stuff, Your Honor, but it looks like it may be legit to me. We’ll need experts to verify that the phone hasn’t been tampered with, but I remember the girl telling me about the phone the night of the shooting. She said it was new. Mr. Valenti says he has the receipt, so that and store records should confirm ownership and date of purchase. It looks like she’s kept all the pictures she’s taken with it. It’s not like the old days when a splice on a film negative showed right up, but the techies can tell if a picture file has been imported or manipulated.”

      “This is our piece of evidence,” Mike says. “We want someone of our choosing to look at it. The police are welcome to send a technician along.”

      “Who is your guy?” Judge Mitton asks.

      Mike pulls out his phone. “Lane Brown at Brown Photo and Electronics. My brother gave his name to me.” Mike then fills Mitton and Dempsey in on his brother’s occupation.

      The judge nods. “Sounds reasonable to me. Mr. Dempsey?”

      “The phone should be in police custody. I don’t trust any of this and will move to suppress this picture on the basis of chain of custody.”

      “You’re going to do that anyway,” I retort. “It’s not like you’re looking for the truth.”

      “Let’s wait and see what the experts can tell us,” Mitton says. “Log this into evidence and arrange to have the experts look at it right away, Mr. Williams. I don’t want to hold things up.”

      “But this is significant,” Mike argues. “We’ll need some time.”

      “You have some time. It’s not as if you and Mr. Dempsey are needed to oversee the work. I’ll send one of my bailiffs along to do that. Let the experts sort things out while you present your case. Assuming we can establish the picture is authentic and that the date and time are accurate, the story it tells is pretty much self-evident. You won’t need a lot of time to show it to the jury and explain its significance.”

      “I need time to think about this,” Mike says. “This may impact our order of witnesses and how we present our evidence.”

      “I’m sorry, Counselor, but we don’t even know if this evidence will come in. I may give you some leeway at the end of your case, but we’re starting on time this morning.”

      Mike is about to say more when I put a hand on his arm and speak up. “Fair enough, Your Honor. Can you extend recess an extra thirty minutes so we can get things organized?”

      Mitton nods. “We can do that.”

      By the end of the recess, Lane Brown has agreed to tackle the job of investigating Brittany’s phone, validating the integrity of the photo, and getting a report to us by nine o’clock tomorrow morning, all for a mere $6,500—money well spent if the picture makes it into the courtroom. Plummer called in a favor from a Chicago PD evidence technician and she has agreed to work with Lane Brown. Unlike the prosecutors, the detective seems to be on the hunt for as much truth as he can find, regardless of its impact on the proceedings. I hope it doesn’t rebound on him. One of the judge’s bailiffs is going along, as well, so we’re all set.

      “Things are looking up,” I say to Mike before we walk back into court.

      “Never count your chickens before they hatch,” he warns me. “I just overheard Dempsey on the phone to Walker. They’re already preparing an injunction to keep the picture out.”

      “Mitton will let it in.”

      Mike nods thoughtfully. “Probably so. If he does, putting Francesco on the stand might not be such a wild idea, after all.”
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      The first witness we call is our psychologist, Dr. Angela Backstrom. Our goal is to reframe the jury’s understanding of Papa to debunk the prosecution’s depiction of him as a homicidal time bomb waiting to explode. When Dr. Backstrom finally leaves the witness stand after a furious cross-examination by Alex Dempsey, I think we’ve made progress. Mr. Rosetti, Mrs. LaSusa, and Mr. Vaccaro follow, adding their voices in support of Doctor Backstrom’s depiction of Papa as a benign and admirable everyman. There’s still the inconvenient fact of him shooting a sheriff’s deputy to confront, but we hope the jury is now puzzled as to why he did so.

      Our next witness is the recently unemployed Peter Zaluski. Mike has decided that it’s safe for me to handle Zaluski when we recall him to the witness stand. I don’t quibble with the former village manager over the chronology and facts of his prior testimony, driving instead straight to the motivations of the village in its dealings with my parents. “Let’s go back a couple of years, Mr. Zaluski. Let’s revisit the months immediately after Titan Development failed in its first effort to condemn and seize the Liberty Street/Independence Park neighborhood for development. Do you remember that period?”

      “Reasonably well,” Zaluski replies.

      “Offers to purchase were made to a number of Liberty Street homeowners in the months following this, correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “Is it true that offers were made only to homeowners who played significant roles in contesting the eminent domain effort?”

      “Objection!” Dempsey shouts. “We have no basis to believe Mr. Zaluski was involved in those negotiations.”

      “Counselor?” the judge asks me.

      “Mr. Zaluski just told us that a few of Titan’s opponents sold out in that time frame. I would like to explore the village’s involvement.”

      Mitton nods. “Proceed, Mr. Valenti, but only if the witness has direct knowledge of those events.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.” I return my attention to Zaluski. “Do you know who decided which homeowners would receive purchase offers?”

      “Mayor Brown and I were consulted.”

      “Who consulted with you, Mr. Zaluski?”

      “Titan Developments. We were asked to provide a list of the homeowners who had been instrumental in thwarting the eminent domain effort.”

      “Were you told why Titan Developments wanted this information?”

      “Titan wished to remove those homeowners from the picture before their next effort to acquire the parcel for development.”

      “They had a target list, did they?” I ask.

      “Objection!” Dempsey yells. “That’s hearsay! Mr. Zaluski was not privy to—”

      “They did,” Zaluski says while Dempsey is objecting.

      Dempsey furiously demands that Zaluski’s answer be stricken from the record. Judge Mitton merely asks Zaluski to refrain from answering until an objection is either sustained or overruled.

      “Do you have direct knowledge of discussions within Titan Developments at this time, Mr. Zaluski?” I ask.

      “I do not.”

      “Were you involved in any discussions about future efforts to revisit this development plan?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s skip ahead to the tax reassessment of the Valentis’ home. You said it came to your attention that Mr. and Mrs. Valenti had made improvements to their home without obtaining the appropriate building permits. Do you remember that testimony?”

      “I do.” Zaluski seems quite happy to cooperate today, which stands in sharp contrast to his efforts to obfuscate and otherwise obstruct Mike’s efforts to get at the truth just last week. Perhaps his target for payback has shifted from Francesco Valenti to Mayor Brown.

      “Can you tell us how that information came to your attention?”

      “Titan gave us a list of improvements and suggested that we have Henry Poindexter in our permits department check to see if building permits were issued.”

      “Why Poindexter?”

      “I didn’t know, I just went along with the request.”

      “And this was done?”

      Zaluski nods. “Yes. Poindexter was sent to inspect the property that week and initiate a reassessment.”

      “Is it unusual to have all that occur in the space of a week?”

      “Very much so.”

      “Why was it done in this instance?”

      “The mayor told us to.”

      “Was the rest of the process leading up to the eviction notice also expedited at the direction of you and Mayor Brown?”

      “It was.”

      “Would it be fair to say that Francesco and Maria Valenti were targeted for punishment because they helped defeat Titan Development’s efforts to redevelop Liberty Street and Independence Park?”

      “Absolutely,” Zaluski replies. “Our goal was to drive the Valentis and others like them out of the neighborhood. Titan planned to bring the redevelopment plan to us again after the main opposition was neutralized.”

      I let Zaluski’s answer hang in the air while I take a sip of water. “Neutralized,” I mutter with distaste. “That’s rather militaristic terminology for the public servants of a village to be using, isn’t it, Mr. Zaluski?”

      He looks somewhat chagrined. “I suppose it is.”

      “Did the administrators of the Village of Cedar Heights believe they were locked in conflict with any citizens who disagreed with Titan Development’s plans for the Liberty Street neighborhood?”

      “Mayor Brown certainly did.”

      “Why do you think that was?”

      “You’d have to ask him.”

      I’m not here to beat up Zaluski. Not anymore. “I have no further questions for the witness.”

      Dempsey declines to cross examine Zaluski. He seems happy to see the backside of him.

      Mike calls the former coroner of the City of Detroit. Coroner Jones has built a second career questioning coroner’s findings he finds particularly egregious. He’s costing us several thousands of my crowd funding dollars to call into question key findings of the Cook County Coroner. It will be money well spent if it works. He’s smooth and authoritative on the stand. The jurors listen carefully. Are they buying? Who knows?

      Mike’s next witness is a doctor with extensive knowledge of steroids and experience treating abusers of steroids. Luke Geffen had looked her up two nights ago and somehow or other managed an interview that convinced her to appear a day later. Mike brings in autopsy toxicology reports confirming that O’Reilly died with startling levels of human growth hormone and anabolic steroids in his system. According to the doctor, the concentrations and mix of substances is indicative of a heavy steroid user at the apex of a stacking episode. She explains that steroid users are especially likely to experience incidents of uncontrollable rage after stacking. Deputy O’Reilly died on a night when he was decidedly susceptible to erratic and violent behavior—behavior to which he was no stranger. Dempsey is unable to blunt the damage on cross.

      I’m up next, this time to trot out O’Reilly’s personnel files. The records and witnesses from the Cedar Heights PD and the Cook County Sheriff’s office show that he had a penchant for abusing suspects and other members of the public. Dempsey does his best to temper the damage. By the time we break for lunch, the jurors must be thinking Papa is a pretty good guy compared to Andy O’Reilly. When I share this thought with Mike, he agrees but notes, “Unfortunately, it doesn’t excuse Francesco shooting him.”

      I recall Molly O’Reilly to the stand when court reconvenes. Mike and I debated the merits of bringing Molly’s sister, Fiona Novak, to the stand before I attempt to shred Molly, but decided that Fiona might be an effective counter if Dempsey manages to rehabilitate Molly or has withheld some key point he hopes to spring on us at the last minute. If her answers to my first couple of innocuous questions are any indication of what’s to come, Molly O’Reilly intends to fight back this afternoon. Suits me fine.

      “When we last spoke, you told us that you divorced Andy O’Reilly on grounds of mental and physical abuse. Is that correct?”

      “No, it’s not,” she snaps. “You misrepresent the facts.”

      I pick up a copy of the court records from their divorce proceedings and hand them to her. “Is this an official copy of the papers from your divorce?”

      She refuses to touch the papers. “They’re not true.”

      “What isn’t true, Mrs. O’Reilly?”

      “Andy wasn’t abusive.”

      I take a step closer to the witness box. “You swore he was when you filed for divorce.”

      “Well, I needed to say that to get support, didn’t I?”

      “You’re telling us that you’ll lie when it suits your purposes or to get what you want?”

      “Of course, I do. How else—”

      “Objection, Your Honor!” Dempsey shouts to shut her up. “Counsel is asking leading questions.”

      “Given Mrs. O’Reilly’s prior testimony, I’ll allow Mr. Valenti some latitude to do so.”

      I turn back to the ex-Mrs. O’Reilly. “You were explaining when and why it’s okay to lie in court.”

      “Everybody knows you gotta say stuff like that to get what you’ve got coming to you.”

      “Do you know what perjury is, Mrs. O’Reilly?”

      She snorts. “Yeah, legal mumbo jumbo that doesn’t mean anything. Everyone lies in court.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Andy always said so. So does everyone else. Cops have to lie in court—that’s the only way to get around lawyers like you.”

      I notice Dempsey deflating before I cock my head to the side. “Did you rehearse your prior testimony with the prosecutor’s office, Mrs. O’Reilly?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Once? Twice?”

      “Until I was sick of it,” she says in exasperation.

      I arch my eyebrows and step back as if I’m utterly shocked and scandalized by her answer. With all the wide-eyed disbelief I can summon, I ask, “They knew you were going to lie on the witness stand?”

      “Objection!” Dempsey snaps. “We assumed our witness was being truthful with us. I resent the implication that we would knowingly allow a witness to perjure herself on the stand!”

      “Do you have a specific objection, Mr. Dempsey?” Judge Mitton asks.

      “Defense counsel is insinuating that our team is guilty of gross misconduct. He has no grounds to do so.”

      The judge cocks a skeptical eyebrow at Dempsey for the briefest of seconds and then turns back to me. “Do you wish to file a formal accusation of misconduct against Mr. Dempsey?”

      I make a show of pondering the judge’s question for several seconds. “Not officially, no. I don’t think it’s necessary at this point, but we’ll reserve the right to do so.”

      “As you wish, Counselor.”

      I take a sip of water to let my “unofficial” accusation sink in. In my experience, no witness has ever worked so hard to impeach herself. It’s hard to believe Molly O’Reilly did so without the prosecutors knowing she would. If I were a juror, I’d be mighty pissed with the prosecution right about now. “So, now you want us to believe that Andy O’Reilly never hit you?” I ask after a suitable interval.

      “What happens in my home stays in my home. It’s none of your business.”

      “Your Honor?” I plead.

      “Please answer the question, Mrs. O’Reilly.”

      She looks daggers at the judge and then me. “He might have slapped me a time or two.”

      “Once or twice, Mrs. O’Reilly?” I ask. “Just a simple slap? Is that your testimony?”

      “Yeah.”

      I hand her a copy of the domestic abuse complaint Molly’s sister made on her behalf. “Do you recognize this?”

      “Garbage,” she snarls. “Bullshit from my sister.”

      “Please refrain from using profanity in my courtroom,” Mitton orders her.

      “Was your sister mistaken, Mrs. O’Reilly?” I ask. “Did she not take you to the Emergency Department at Maywood Hospital for treatment after your husband beat you and your son?”

      “We had a little fight, okay?”

      “Did you suffer contusions?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Cuts and bruises, Mrs. O’Reilly.” I hand her a copy of the Emergency Department record of their visit and then pass a copy to the clerk for distribution to the jurors. How in hell Luke Geffen can be nine places at once is beyond me but I’m glad he gets around so efficiently. “This is the hospital’s official record of your visit. I believe you required stitches.”

      “Maybe a couple.”

      “Eleven, and two broken teeth?”

      “Maybe. I don’t really remember.”

      “And one broken and two cracked ribs?”

      “Said I don’t remember, didn’t I?” she snarls.

      “Could your foggy memory be a result of the concussion the emergency room doctor diagnosed?”

      “Okay, so he beat the crap out of us. You happy now?”

      “This was the last straw for you, wasn’t it, Mrs. O’Reilly? You filed for divorce within a week of this incident.”

      “Yeah.”

      As much as I hate to humiliate her any more to demonstrate how often Andy O’Reilly resorted to violent behavior, I’m not done yet. “We heard testimony earlier about your ex-husband’s steroid use. Were you aware that he used steroids?”

      “Pretty obvious to everyone, wasn’t it?” she replies sarcastically. “He wasn’t exactly a little guy when we got married, but he was twice as big by the time we got divorced.”

      “We also heard that he did things like pyramiding and stacking to get better results from his steroid use. Did you witness that?”

      “Yeah, he made me inject him with the damned stuff sometimes.”

      “Did you notice a change in his behavior after the stacking incidents?”

      “Jesus God, yeah. I was scared to be around him for a few days after he did that. We’d go to my mother’s until he wound down.”

      “Was he especially abusive after stacking?”

      Her eyes flash. “Didn’t I just say that?”

      “If I were to tell you that your ex-husband ripped a screen door to shreds, what would you say?”

      “Objection,” Dempsey says. “Do we have to listen to defense counsel’s storytelling?”

      “You do,” Mitton  retorts. “Proceed, Mr. Valenti.”

      I uncover the post-shooting photo of the screen door. “On the night Deputy O’Reilly was killed, a screen door at the scene of his shooting was almost ripped out of its frame. Is this something you can imagine him doing in a temper in the day or two immediately following one of his steroid stacking sessions?”

      She pauses before answering; perhaps realizing that an honest answer will be a damning indictment of her ex-husband. She elects to tell the truth but does so with a snarky codicil. “Yeah, he could do that. It wouldn’t surprise me at all—but he couldn’t have done it after your father pumped him full of bullets, could he?”

      “He could have done it before he was shot, couldn’t he?”

      She shrugs. “’Spose he could.”

      “Last question, Mrs. O’Reilly.”

      “About time,” she grumbles.

      “According to the custody provisions of your divorce agreement, your son is supposed to spend Tuesdays with his father. September seventeenth was a Tuesday. Is it true that you didn’t allow Andrew Junior to visit his father that day because you knew Andy Senior had just stacked steroids?”

      “Yeah.”

      I give silent thanks to Fiona Novak for that revelation and add, “You couldn’t expose the son you loved to Andy O’Reilly that night, could you?”

      Her shoulders sag when she mutters, “No.”

      “Because you were afraid of what he might do to Andy Junior. Right?”

      “Right,” she admits with a poisonous look at me.

      “I have nothing else for this witness, Your Honor,” I say. Except contempt. My feelings shame me. It’s not as if I don’t know what being beaten black and blue does to your soul. I should be feeling a little pity for Molly O’Reilly, not the opposite.

      Dempsey makes a half-hearted and unsuccessful attempt to repair the damage. How do you rehabilitate a witness who just told the court that she lies under oath when it suits her?

      Mike and I decide that we’re happy to leave the jury with this picture of the victim in mind for the evening. The suggestion that the prosecution willingly allowed and may have coached a key witness to commit perjury is bonus material. We have an engineer from the manufacturer of the screen door who can testify to its strength and the force needed to mangle it. We’ll put him on the stand in the morning with the damning pictures of the door’s destruction to refresh the jurors’ memories.

      Judge Mitton agrees to recess for the day after we assure him that we’ll finish tomorrow. I wonder if we will. The matter of the photo on Brittany’s phone needs to be resolved and we expect to hear from Sandy Russo. There’s also the possibility that Papa will testify. We’re undecided about putting him on the stand, but it seems ever more likely as the trial unfolds.

      “Now what?” Brittany asks me while Mike walks away to call his office.

      “Mike still thinks we should consider a plea deal. Probably second-degree murder.”

      “I’m hearing a lot of ‘Mike thinks’ these days,” Pat says. “What does Tony think?”

      “Tony’s a corporate lawyer,” I quip.

      Pat crosses her arms and levels an unamused gaze on me. “He’s also co-counsel in his father’s trial. What do you think?”

      “The corporate lawyer thinks we should be able to do better than that. Maybe manslaughter—especially if we can get Sandy Russo to corroborate Papa’s version of events and Judge Mitton admits the picture from Britt’s cell phone.”

      “And has the corporate lawyer had that discussion with the public defender?” Pat asks.

      “Not exactly.”

      “The reporter,” Pat says with a hint of a smile, “thinks the corporate lawyer should make his views known to the public defender post-haste as the reporter thinks the corporate lawyer has a good case to make to the public defender.”

      I smile back at her. “The corporate lawyer will take the reporter’s views under advisement.”

      “The corporate lawyer better listen, buster,” she concludes with mock ferocity.

      “The European chick agrees with the reporter,” Brittany adds with a grin as Mike returns.

      We’re discussing where to go for a quick bite when Luke Geffen calls. I listen to Mike’s side of the conversation. “You gave her the court order? Wow… tell me what she said… no shit… that’s some stubborn woman… no, don’t bother… I’ll take this to the judge.” Mike hangs up and tells me that Sandy Russo read Judge Mitton’s order to provide a statement to a representative of Papa’s defense team, threw it back in Luke’s face, and screamed “Screw you!”

      Mike shakes his head and turns back to the courthouse. “Let’s go see the judge before he leaves for the day. He needs to have Sandy Russo brought in. I want her declared a hostile witness before she gets on the stand.”

      We send Pat and Brittany on their way. Judge Mitton grants Mike’s request twenty minutes later.

      “I’ve got to spend some time tonight on another case,” Mike tells me as we leave the courthouse. “Can you get with Francesco and talk to him about testifying? Walk him through how things played out that night and see if his story changes from what he told us at Christmas. We need to know what he’s going to say. I don’t think he’s coachable.”

      I can’t argue with his reasoning and agree to go, stopping along the way for a bite at a sub shop while I prepare for the chat. I want to be sure Papa understands the risks of testifying. Once I feel ready, I head to the jail. Papa listens carefully while I explain the potential downsides. “Mike says Alex Dempsey will come at you hard if you testify,” I warn him when I finish.

      “He will try to trick me. I know this.”

      “He’ll do his best to make you look bad in front of the jury. If he can, things could go very badly.”

      Papa shrugs. “It will be as it should be.”

      What the hell does that mean? “Sometimes I almost get the feeling that you don’t care which way this goes, Papa.”

      He studies me for a long moment. “You listen now, Anthony. I no tell you this before, I tell only Maria.”

      Some sixth sense warns me that I’m about to hear something I was never meant to know and will probably wish I’d never heard.

      “This is not first time I kill a man, Anthony.”

      I’m speechless as his intense eyes bore into mine.

      “You wonder why I no worry about what will happen to me now. You listen. If I die, maybe is judgment of what I do two times now. I no get punish first time, maybe this time I be punish for both, capisci?”

      “No, I don’t capisci, Papa. When did you shoot someone? Who? Why? How the hell don’t I know about this?”

      He doesn’t appreciate my interruption. “I say you listen to me, Anthony!”

      I sit back and cross my arms.

      He rests his forearms on the table. “In Orsomarso, my Papa have gun in house to hunt the rabbits, shoot wolves and badgers when they come.”

      “Is this why you didn’t want guns in our house? Mama told me something happened in Italy that put you off guns.”

      Papa is visibly annoyed, probably because Mama told me more than she was supposed to, or maybe because I’ve interrupted him again. Whatever the reason, the anger lines quickly dissolve into melancholy before he gathers himself to continue. “After my Papa die, bad men from cosche come to our house. Papa, he no like them, he no pay them, he no work for them. They no like this but Papa mind own business and do the woodwork for village, so they no bother him.”

      “Who are these people, Papa?”

      “What is called in America the mafia, in Calabria is Ndranghet. In our village is cosche, the local people who are Ndranghet. After Papa die, they come, they want money to not bother us. If Mama no pay, they will kidnap my sister Alessandra to make Mama pay.”

      I didn’t even know he had a sister. “Jesus, Papa. I never knew any of this. What did your mother do?”

      “Mama do like Papa, she no pay and tell them go away.”

      “What happened?”

      Papa’s eyes narrow. “They take my sister.”

      Jesus Christ! “I’m sorry, Papa.”

      Pain swims across Papa’s face as the memories wash over him. When he continues, his voice is haunted. “I take gun to hunt Cosche and find Alessandra. I find her at farm, they rape her and lock in barn with animals. I try to take her home. A man try to stop us. I shoot him and we run away.”

      “Then what did you do?”

      “Mama and Alessandra go to hide with cousin at monastero in Abruzzo—you say the monastery, I think. I go with them, but I no stay.”

      “Why not?”

      “I no spend life hiding from Cosche filth! Mama and Alessandra more safe if not with me. The Cosche, they try to find me. If they do, I die.”

      “So you came to America?”

      “Yes.”

      “And your sister and mother? What happened to them?”

      “Alessandra still in Abruzzo. Has husband and four children. My Mama, she die many years ago.”

      “Have you seen your sister, Papa? Do you write?”

      He shakes his head sadly. “Is not safe for her. I hear sometime from cousins, have picture of her and family.”

      I’ve never seen the picture. “Surely it’s safe to see her now?”

      “If I no go to jail, maybe I go. Maybe Cosche no look for me no more.”

      We sit in silence for a minute or more before Papa looks up to meet my gaze. “So, Anthony, maybe God punish me now.”

      Neither of us believes in the traditional Catholic God, but maybe Papa is thinking of Karma or fate or something along those lines. I finally understand why he seems resigned to whatever fate awaits him in Judge Mitton’s courtroom, yet I can’t believe the cosmos intends to exact its pound of flesh for what Papa has done. His sister’s kidnapper and rapist deserved his fate. From what Papa has told us about what happened on September seventeenth, Andy O’Reilly brought about his own demise. But that’s just my opinion. What are the odds a jury will agree?

      How the hell can we put him on the stand now? He’s as honest as the day is long and will tell the truth if he’s asked a question that even hints at past violence. We sure as hell aren’t going to introduce the killing in Italy, but if the prosecution unearths it on cross, we’re screwed.
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      The picture on Brittany’s phone is under discussion in Judge Mitton’s chambers early Friday morning. The judge is reading the report produced by Lane Brown and police evidence technician Kyung-Soon Cho, who have determined that the photo and time stamp of Brittany in front of our screen door is authentic. Lane has attached the original phone invoice and activation record to confirm that the phone in evidence was sold to Brittany on September thirteenth, was activated the same day, and that she has been using it every day since. Records from her cell phone service provider and backups from her phone to the cloud helped with authentication. All in all, very impressive work by Lane and Cho in less than a day.

      Alex Dempsey tosses his copy of the report aside. “Nothing here proves Brittany Valenti was in physical possession of that phone on September seventeenth or any other day. For all we know, the phone was spirited away to be tampered with—possibly without her knowledge.” Dempsey pauses and stares us down. “No way does that phone belong in our courtroom. We’ll be filing an injunction within the hour to suppress any and all images purported to have originated from that phone.”

      Mitton glances up at Dempsey. “You’re not forgetting who’s going to rule on that injunction are you, Counselor?”

      “With all due respect, Your Honor, our office is prepared to appeal to the appellate court if you rule against us.”

      The judge taps the report. “These folks seem to know their stuff. You’re kidding yourself if you think you’re keeping this evidence out, no matter who you appeal to.”

      “We’re not even sure who these two so-called experts are,” Dempsey retorts.

      “One of them is a veteran Chicago PD evidence technician,” Mike scoffs. “Don’t try to tell me you haven’t worked with her.”

      Dempsey wordlessly fixes his gaze on the judge.

      Mitton turns to Mike. “Will you be putting these folks on the stand?”

      “Of course,” Mike replies before his eyes swing to Dempsey. “I’ll enjoy watching you rip into the competence of an experienced police technician, Alex. Just think of all the defense attorneys who will use the attack to undermine the competence and credibility of all police evidence techs. Your boss and FOP friends should love it, too.”

      Dempsey’s expression morphs from anger to angst in a heartbeat.

      “Do you honestly think you’re going to impeach the testimony of these folks and discredit the picture?” Mitton asks him.

      “We’re going to try.”

      “You’re not going to waste time in my courtroom doing so. I want both sides to stipulate to the authenticity of this photo. We’re not going to drag this trial out while you try to suppress evidence, Mr. Dempsey.”

      “My office won’t agree to that.”

      “The evidence will take us where it will, whether you and your boss like it or not,” Mitton retorts. “The jury will assess the credibility of the evidence and what weight to afford it. That’s how our system works.”

      “State’s Attorney Walker feels very strongly about this, Your Honor. He’ll file for an emergency stay if you allow this evidence in. Perhaps we’d all be well-served by a short delay so we don’t jeopardize the case.”

      The judge shrugs. “Do what you will, Mr. Dempsey. I’ll review your petition before court this morning if you get it here within the next fifteen minutes. Otherwise I’ll look at it during recess, but I’m telling you here and now that I will let this in. If another court reverses that decision, so be it. In the meantime, I want this photo stipulated to so we can move things along and to save you the embarrassment of trying to discredit a police technician in open court.”

      Dempsey hesitates.

      “I assume you have Mr. Walker on speed dial?” Mitton asks. “Call him and hand me the phone.”

      “Mr. Walker,” the judge says several seconds later. “Yes, he has… no, I’m not going to hold things up… you’ll be free to appeal… we’re going to stipulate to that, Counselor.” Mitton scowls while he listens and then growls, “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Mr. Walker. We’re going to stipulate… have at it… good day.”

      “Let’s get to work,” the judge says after he hangs up.

      I spend fifteen minutes with an engineer from the storm door manufacturer to establish that the steel frame is, in fact, highly resistant to bending. “It’d take a damned strong guy some time to do that!” he marvels as I linger beside the picture of the door and detail the damage done to it. Sylvia Perez asks a couple of perfunctory questions and quickly abandons her effort at cross examination. What’s she going to do? Argue that for some reason or other our particular screen door was uniquely pliable?

      Mike calls Fiona Novak as our next witness. She confirms the story of taking her sister to emergency after Andy O’Reilly beat her up and of filing the police report, then goes on to paint an unflattering picture of her ex-brother-in-law.

      Sylvia Perez gets to her feet and marches toward the witness stand to begin her cross-examination. “Why now? What’s motivating you to dance on your brother-in-law’s grave today?”

      Fiona draws back in her seat. “Pardon me?”

      Perez fixes a contemptuous glare on the witness. “You hated Andrew O’Reilly, didn’t you?”

      “Objection,” Mike calls out. “Fiona Novak’s relationship with or feelings toward Mr. O’Reilly were not explored during our direct examination.”

      “Objection sustained,” Judge Mitton says. “Restrict your questioning to the topics opened during direct testimony, Counselor.”

      “Her motivations for attacking the victim are certainly pertinent,” Perez retorts. “She’s had nothing to say about any of this until today. We’d like to know why she’s changed her tune.”

      After pondering Perez’s statement for a moment, Mitton has a question of his own. “Does Mrs. Novak’s testimony today contradict an earlier statement given in the course of your investigation?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Your Honor,” Perez replies.

      Mike glances at me and whispers, “Do you know where she’s going with this?”

      “Hopefully to hell in a hand basket.”

      Mitton relents. “I’ll permit you to probe that topic very briefly, Miss Perez. The prosecution had the chance to call Mrs. Novak as a witness and did not, so you’ve limited yourselves to what you can explore. I won’t allow you to circumvent that decision now.”

      “Understood.”

      “One last thing, Miss Perez,” the judge says sternly. “You will not treat witnesses boorishly in my courtroom. Is that understood?”

      Perez nods and rephrases her question. “In an earlier statement to police, you chose not to volunteer any of these stories you’ve come up with this morning. Why did you withhold this information when you were questioned?”

      “The topic never came up.”

      “What did come up?”

      “Not much of anything. I was asked when I had last seen or spoken with Andy. That was pretty much it.”

      “How did you answer that question?”

      “The last time I saw or spoke with Andy O’Reilly was the day my sister was granted her divorce. I tagged along to help in case he decided to attack her again after court.”

      “Your Honor,” Perez exclaims in exasperation, “I didn’t ask Mrs. Novak why she went to court with her sister. Please have her last sentence stricken from the record, beginning with ‘I tagged along.’”

      “Is that comment in her original statement?” Mitton asks.

      “No.”

      “I can corroborate that, Your Honor,” Mike adds.

      “Thank you, Counselor,” Mitton says with a grateful glance at Mike. “Please strike the last sentence as requested by Miss Perez,” he tells the court reporter before turning back to the witness. “Mrs. Novak, please answer only the questions asked.”

      “Sorry,” Fiona Novak says. She doesn’t look overly apologetic.

      Perez takes a step toward the witness box, shoots a knowing glance at the jury, and says, “You didn’t volunteer information to the police but now you suddenly tell all to the defense. Why is that?”

      “The police officers I spoke with knew Andy O’Reilly. I assume they didn’t ask because they didn’t want that information on the record. Now that—”

      Perez cuts her off. “Why did you decide to come forward at this late date with derogatory information about the victim of this crime?”

      “As I was about to say,” Fiona replies tartly, “my nephew was understandably upset over the death of his father. I saw no need to pile on by exposing him to the ugly truth about Andy. I was trying to protect him.”

      “Very noble,” Perez sneers, “but here you are today slinging mud about his father.”

      “You asked ‘why now?’”

      “I did,” Perez replies sarcastically. “Please do tell us.”

      Fiona glares back at her. “My initial inclination was to protect Andy Junior from the truth about his father. When I saw on the news that Andy’s police records would come out in court, I realized that the truth couldn’t be hidden. I already knew Andy Junior had been arrested for shooting Pat O'Toole at the Valenti house a few weeks ago—”

      “Objection!” Dempsey roars from the prosecution’s table. “Assumes facts not in evidence. Even if true, the identity of a minor charged with a crime cannot be disclosed.”

      Pat beckons me and I slide back to listen. “The Trib and WGN broke the story and reported the kid’s name an hour ago. He’s being tried in adult court.”

      I scoot back to the defense table while Mike and Dempsey argue about the objection. While Dempsey is taking a turn, I tell Mike what I’ve just learned while the clerk hands an envelope to the judge. Mitton glances at it and sets it aside.

      When Dempsey finishes, Mike pipes up. “I have new information that bears on this discussion, Your Honor.”

      Mitton, who seems fed up with the bickering, waves Mike on. “Pray tell, Counselor.”

      “News outlets have reported that Andy O’Reilly Junior has been arrested for the attempted murder of Pat O’Toole. He will be tried in adult court.”

      All eyes in the courtroom settle on Pat.

      “I assume the state’s attorney’s office is aware of this?” Mitton asks Dempsey.

      “I didn’t know.”

      “The objection is overruled. You may finish your answer, Mrs. Novak.”

      “Thank you, Judge,” she replies. “Now that Andy Junior’s been arrested for trying to kill Mr. Valenti’s son and Miss O’Toole, there’s no reason to protect him from the truth.” She looks at Papa. “When I look at what the village has done to this poor man and his family, how could I sit by and not speak up?”

      I’m surprised when Dempsey and Perez don’t challenge the statement, which allows Fiona Novak to twist the knife a little deeper.

      “Francesco Valenti’s probably lucky to be here today,” she adds. “I imagine Andy was at his barbaric worst when he went out there that night.”

      “Nothing more for this witness,” Perez snaps.

      Mike declines to re-cross the witness. What more could she possibly say to help us?

      “How many more witnesses do you have?” Mitton asks after Fiona leaves the courtroom.

      “We need to consult on that, Your Honor,” Mike replies.

      Mitton glances at his watch. “We’ll adjourn for thirty minutes and resume at ten-thirty.”

      “I’ll see the attorneys at sidebar,” he announces after the jury files out and the courtroom begins to empty. Once we gather, he looks Dempsey in the eye. “Your plea for an emergency stay has arrived. I had a glance at it while Mrs. Novak was on the stand. I’ll see all of you in my chambers in twenty minutes to announce my decision.”

      “So, what have we accomplished?” I ask Mike when we’re alone outside the courthouse.

      “Everyone now knows Andrew O’Reilly was an asshole. His death was no great loss. Maybe the jury will believe he messed up the screen door. That doesn’t absolve Francesco for murdering the lousy sonofabitch.”

      “Point taken, but the jury might buy into the idea that O’Reilly was on a steroid bender that night.”

      “We’re not there yet,” Mike sighs.

      Twenty minutes later, Judge Mitton rules against the prosecution’s request. Dempsey huffily retorts that his office will take the matter to appellate court.

      Mitton shrugs. “That’s your prerogative, Counselor. Now let’s get back to work.” He spends the next five minutes brow-beating Dempsey into stipulating to the authenticity of the photo, arguing that it might play to their advantage if the appellate courts rule against him.

      When court reconvenes, Mike calls Brittany to the stand. A pair of easels face the witness and the jury. One holds a blow-up of my picture of Brittany in front of the screen door, the post-shooting photo of it sits on the other. Each is covered with a sheet of manilla paper.

      After the preliminaries are complete, Mike uncovers the post-shooting photo. “Have you seen this picture before, Brittany?”

      “Yes.”

      “Here in court?”

      “Yes.”

      “Had you ever seen this picture before I showed it during my opening statement yesterday morning?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever seen the door in this condition?”

      “Not until yesterday.”

      Mike uncovers the picture from her phone. “Was this picture taken with your cell phone?”

      “Yes. Dad took it just before we left the house the night of the shooting,” Brittany replies, prompting gasps throughout the courtroom.

      “So, approximately an hour before the shooting took place.” He then has her explain how she first realized the significance of her photo when she saw the door ‘after’ picture yesterday during his opening statement. Judge Mitton informs the jury that the defense and prosecution have stipulated to the authenticity of the photo. If any jurors still doubted that an altercation took place at our front door on September seventeenth, they should be convinced of it now.

      Given the stipulation about the picture, Dempsey doesn’t have much to cross-examine Brittany about. He’s reduced to hammering away at the slender crack afforded to him when she can’t swear to a certainty that her cell phone has been in her possession every minute of every day since she first activated it. If it wasn’t in her hand at all times, maybe Dempsey can sow some semblance of doubt in the minds of the jury.

      Then he goes a step too far. “If I were to ask if you had your phone with you on any given day, how often would you have to admit that you simply don’t know, Miss Valenti?”

      “Days I don’t remember having it?”

      “Correct.”

      “Oh, I’ve had it every day, Mr. Dempsey. There was, like, this one morning when I thought I’d lost it for a few minutes, but I left it in my jeans pocket when I threw them in the laundry. I live on that thing. It’s my lifeline to everyone I know.”

      Dempsey is stumped. Seeing that, Brittany forges ahead to help out. “You can look, Mr. Dempsey. I send messages to my Dad and friends every day. Instagram, too.”

      Dempsey throws in the towel. “Nothing more for this witness, Your Honor.”

      After Brittany departs the witness stand, Mitton calls the lunch recess.

      Mike and I make a beeline for his Public Defender office and gobble down a couple of Italian grinder sandwiches while discussing how we should wind up Papa’s defense. We feel we’ve shown that Andy O’Reilly was a thug and that he, not Papa, was the person most likely to have been the ticking time bomb that exploded on the evening of September seventeenth.

      “Is that enough to push the jury to consider manslaughter or, better still, self-defense?” I ask.

      “Self-defense?” Mike exclaims with an expression of utter disbelief.

      “Why not? We haven’t heard from Sandy Russo yet.”

      Mike throws his hands up in exasperation. “We have no idea what she’ll say!”

      “I think we have a shot at this, Mike.”

      “Putting on a self-defense case would be malpractice. We may have cracked the door open for a manslaughter plea deal.”

      “Papa won’t go to jail, Mike.”

      “The hell does that mean? It’s not his call.”

      “You need to talk to him.”

      He stares back at me, shakes his head, and plucks his briefcase off the desk. “I don’t know what the hell has gotten into you two, but let’s go.”

      Papa is shown into the attorney-client room ten minutes later. Mike makes his case. "You see the danger here, Francesco?”

      Papa withdraws into himself for a moment. We fall silent while he works through whatever is on his mind.

      Then Mike’s cell buzzes. “Luke Geffen,” he announces after looking at the caller ID. He takes the call and spends most of it grunting and nodding. He disconnects and takes a deep breath. “At the risk of further encouraging you two, Luke just talked to Beau Smith, the Tribune’s source for the steroid and weightlifting story. He’s decided to testify, after all. His stories about O’Reilly abusing his family and being chased out of Cedar Heights PD will be inflammatory as hell.”

      Papa looks vindicated. I haven’t mentioned his bombshell admission about killing his sister’s kidnapper, which I’m sure was intended for my ears only. It’s a wild card that scares the hell out me. I look from him to Mike and then level my eyes on my father. “If we can convince the jury that O’Reilly provoked you into fearing for your safety before you shot him, we may be able to argue self-defense.”

      “Then I no go to jail?” Papa asks.

      “If we can convince the jury.” I explain the possibilities of Sandy Russo’s testimony, how it may have the potential to help or hurt our case. “We may have to put you on the stand to make that case, Papa.”

      Mike is appalled at what he’s hearing. He turns a searing look on me before telling Papa, “That’s extremely high risk, Francesco. We don’t need to decide just yet.”

      “Is best,” Papa says after a moment. “I think Anthony is right. O’Reilly scare me so I shoot. This is truth.”

      Mike looks to me for support.

      “It’s dicey, Papa,” I say softly, horrified that my earlier enthusiasm for him testifying may end up walking Papa into a disaster of epic proportions. I should have known I’d mess things up. “We can’t put you up there unless we have evidence to support your story and the jury is convinced that you’re not prone to violence,” I add pointedly, hoping he understands my oblique warning about the danger of disclosing what happened in Italy all those years ago.

      Mike repeats his malpractice outburst.

      Papa breaks the ensuing silence by reaching out to lay his hand alongside Mike’s cheek. “Michael,” he says soothingly, “I no want to live in this place. Better to die than live like animal.” His beseeching eyes linger on Mike’s for a long moment. “Capisci?”

      “I hope you’re not about to get your father killed by filling his head with pie in the sky bullshit,” Mike snaps at me as we depart.

      I envision a fitting epitaph for my gravestone: One spectacular fuck up after another.
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      There is a one-hour delay after lunch. Luke Geffen is bringing Beau Smith to court while Dempsey fulminates in Judge Mitton’s chambers about “yet another defense ploy to sidestep discovery rules.” Mitton listens to how Smith came to land on our witness list at the last minute. He accepts Mike’s explanation and says we can put Smith on the stand.

      When Dempsey continues to argue, Mitton stops him. “You chose to designate this a priority case, Mr. Dempsey. I’m mindful of the pressure that puts on the defense team and that you made this a priority case for exactly that reason. I intend to make sure Mr. Valenti is afforded due process, even if it gets a little messy due to time constraints. Understood?”

      Dempsey’s lips tighten into a straight line. He replies with a curt nod.

      It does my heart good to see Mitton giving the sonofabitch a good dressing down. Damned if old Myron isn’t growing on me.

      The judge turns to Mike. “Hurry things along, Mr. Williams.”

      Mike calls Beau Smith and prompts him to share his recollections of the time he spent with O’Reilly on the Cedar Heights PD, complete with the unsavory details of their carousing. They explore O’Reilly’s stint as a fellow gym member of Smith’s and dig into the details of O’Reilly’s rampant steroid use. Smith is able to go into detail about O’Reilly’s penchant for pyramiding—stacking and cycling different steroids to maximize the effects. He even relates an episode of O’Reilly experiencing roid rage. Perez subjects Smith to a brutal cross-examination that would discourage anyone from inviting him out for a beer but fails to impeach his testimony. Smith is on and off the stand in thirty minutes. The jury listened intently. I think it went well.

      Time to roll the dice one more time. After wiping my palms on my pants, I get to my feet and announce, “The defense calls Sandra Vaccaro Russo.”

      At our request, Judge Mitton had Sandy taken into custody and delivered to the court this morning. With Brittany’s picture of the screen door in play and yet another account of O’Reilly’s volatility fresh in the minds of the jurors, evidence of an altercation between O’Reilly and Papa would be invaluable. We’re gambling that Sandy will provide it. Given her refusal to cooperate with the court or anyone else, Mitton has granted us permission to treat her as a hostile witness. As I watch Sandy escorted to the witness stand and sworn in, I feel queasy in the pit of my stomach. Yes, this is a girl I grew up with, but I’m not her favorite person. I hope Mike is making the right call in having me question her.

      Even though the hostile witness designation gives me plenty of latitude to work Sandy over in search of the truth, I decide to ease my way into the questioning. Maybe she’ll be cooperative, maybe not, but the optics will be better if the jurors witness her making a deliberate decision to be uncooperative.

      After establishing that Sandy grew up next door and was having dinner with her parents on the night of the shooting, I lob my first softball. “Did you make a statement to the police about the shooting that took place outside Forty-seven Liberty Street on the evening of September seventeenth?”

      “I did.”

      “Can you tell us when the police questioned you?”

      “The next morning.”

      I arch an eyebrow to signify surprise. “Not at your parents’ on the night of the shooting?” Subtext: What were the police doing that night if not talking to the people next door? What kind of shoddy investigation took place?

      “I guess I’d gone home by the time they rang the bell,” Sandy replies. She’s perched alertly on the edge of her seat with her hands resting primly in her lap.

      “I see. Where did you make the statement?”

      “At my house.”

      “Did the police tell you they were taking a formal statement?”

      “Yes, they did.”

      Ah, but they didn’t. I’ll circle back to that later. “Did you witness the shooting, Mrs. Russo?”

      “I did not.”

      I hold eye contact with her in hopes of establishing a little rapport. She’s been surprisingly agreeable so far. “Would you mind telling us what you told the police the morning after the shooting?”

      She’s clearly surprised by the question. “They still haven’t given you my statement?”

      I notice a couple of jurors frown. I stifle a fist pump and lament, “I’m afraid not, Mrs. Russo. Perhaps you would be kind enough to tell us what you told the police?”

      She fidgets in her seat and looks down into her lap when she answers. It’s her first sign of discomfort. “I remember clearly.”

      Tread carefully, Valenti. “Do you need a moment? Perhaps a drink of water?”

      Sandy’s eyes rise to mine in appreciation. “Please,” she murmurs. The bailiff directs her to a bottle of water tucked away in a corner shelf of the witness box.

      I let Sandy take a sip and resettle herself. “When you’re ready to continue, please tell us what happened.”

      “Just like I told the police?”

      “Yes, please. As best you can remember. I understand that you didn’t see what was happening next door?”

      “That’s right. It started raining hard right after dinner. I couldn’t remember if I’d closed my car windows, so I ran outside to check. That’s when I heard what was happening next door.”

      I ease a step closer to the witness box and ask a simple question that totally unnerves me because I have no idea how she’ll answer. “Will you please tell us about that?”

      “Well, I could hear Andy yelling.”

      “By Andy, do you mean Deputy O’Reilly?”

      “Right.” She’s addressing me directly, as if I’m the only other person in the room with her. Maybe it helps steady her nerves.

      I smile encouragingly. “You were acquainted with O’Reilly?”

      “In school. We were in some of the same classes. His son is in some of my daughter’s classes at school this year. At least he was until they arrested him.”

      “Were you friends with Deputy O’Reilly?”

      “No. I saw him around the school sometimes.”

      “So you knew who he was.”

      “Right.” A look of distaste crosses Sandy’s face. At the memory of O’Reilly? I resist the impulse to probe further; there’s already more than enough uncertainty about what she might say.

      “You know Francesco Valenti.”

      “He’s been my parents’ neighbor as long as I can remember.”

      “You would recognize his voice?”

      “Sure. I heard him that night.”

      “You’re certain the people you heard were Francesco Valenti and Andrew O’Reilly?”

      “I am.”

      “How would you classify your relationship with Mr. Valenti?”

      “We’ve been neighbors forever. He’s always been nice to my family. My parents are friends with him.”

      “Francesco Valenti is a good neighbor?”

      She nods firmly. “Yes. And a good man.”

      “Did you see him on the night of the shooting?”

      “He waved at me from the porch when I arrived at my parents’. I didn’t see him again after that.”

      “Did you see Deputy O’Reilly?”

      “I did. I saw Andy pull up in front of your—the Valenti’s house. You can’t see their front door from our front step. There’s a hedge.”

      “Deputy O’Reilly arrived in a police cruiser?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you see him get out of his car?”

      “I did.”

      “Did you speak with him?”

      “No, I was still in the house when he arrived. Andy walked up the driveway toward the Valenti’s front door. I remember wondering what the police were doing next door and hoped everything was okay.”

      “What happened next?”

      “I went to get my coat and keys and went outside. Andy was yelling and banging on the front door. Really pounding it.”

      “And then?”

      “Mr. Valenti answered the door and said, ‘What’s this?’ or something like that.”

      “You were close enough to hear clearly?”

      She nods. “Yes. Our driveways are side by side. I was fifteen or twenty feet away.”

      “Go on.”

      “Andy and Mr. Valenti argued.”

      I take a deep breath and plunge deeper into the unknown. “Tell us about the argument, as accurately as you can.”

      “Bad language and all?”

      “Please.”

      “Andy did most of the talking… shouting, actually. He was very loud and aggressive.”

      “Was this normal behavior for O’Reilly, so far as you knew him?”

      Sandy nods. “I guess. He was a bully all through high school. Grade school, too. Guess he never changed much.”

      I pause a beat to let the jury absorb Sandy’s assessment before asking, “Officer O’Reilly was being abusive to Mr. Valenti?”

      “Oh yes, I’d say so. Very. Andy shouted, ‘Looks like you messed with the village one too many times, old man.’” Sandy blushes and looks into her lap when she swears. “‘Only a dumbass wop right off the boat is stupid enough to keep pissing them off. You’re gonna pay now,’” she adds. “Something like that.”

      “What did Mr. Valenti do then?”

      “Well, I don’t know what he did. I told you I couldn’t see.”

      Feeling foolish, I ask, “How did Mr. Valenti respond?”

      “He didn’t say much. Andy called Mr. Valenti a dago and told him to go back to Italianoland, then started yelling at him to open the door. ‘Open the fucking door!’ he shouted.”

      “Did Deputy O’Reilly say why Mr. Valenti needed to open the door?”

      “Yes. Something about having to give him papers so they could throw his wop ass out of the house. Then he screamed at Mr. Valenti to quit jerking him around or he’d rip the door off its hinges and come in after him. The banging started again, but louder and sharper, like maybe Andy was kicking the door or hitting it with something hard. He said it was about time the village ran Mr. Valenti’s wop ass outta town.”

      “He seemed to like that expression,” I observe, ruing the fact that I’d never get the chance to stuff O’Reilly’s words back down his throat.

      “That was Andy O’Reilly. Loud and rude and obnoxious. From the day he was born until the day he died.”

      “Objection!” Dempsey shouts. “Do we need to keep abusing the memory of this poor man, Your Honor?”

      “I think you’ve made your personal feelings about Officer O’Reilly abundantly clear, Mrs. Russo,” Mitton tells her quietly. “There’s no need to do so again.”

      Sandy blushes slightly and nods.

      “You can continue to tell us what you heard O’Reilly say and do,” I tell her. “Did Mr. Valenti start yelling, too?

      “Not really. Mr. Valenti’s a pretty easygoing guy. He likes to play the stern patriarch role but he’s pretty soft under all that. He’s a marshmallow with the kids.”

      I smile. The jury should like that. I decide to keep quiet and see where Sandy leads us.

      Her voice takes on an angry edge. “Andy said some real nasty things about Mrs. Valenti. Called her an old bitch who shoulda learned to mind her own business. Mr. Valenti got a little angry then. He told Andy not to speak ill of his dead wife—Mr. Valenti’s wife, that is. She passed away last summer.”

      She looks up at me with a sad smile. “Real nice lady… but you know that.” Then she seems to remember where we are and blushes.

      I noticed a few jurors wince at O’Reilly’s comments about my mother. “Did O’Reilly say anything else about Mrs. Valenti?” I ask in hopes of stoking their anger.

      Sandy’s brow furrows in fury. “Andy said he was happy when he heard she died. He joked that maybe the real estate developer poisoned her to help clean up the neighborhood.”

      I’m glad Papa shot the bastard. Too bad someone didn’t do it years sooner.

      I let the ugliness of O’Reilly’s comments hang in the air for a moment. “How long were you outside listening to this, Mrs. Russo?”

      “I can’t say for sure. I almost missed dessert by the time I went back in. Maybe as long as five minutes.”

      “What happened next?”

      “I remember Andy shouting that he was gonna turn the door into scrap metal.”

      “Did Mr. Valenti sound afraid while this was going on?”

      “He did,” Sandy replies. “Who wouldn’t? Andy just went on and on shouting obscene, ugly words. He kept yelling at Mr. Valenti to open the door and calling him awful names and that he’d teach him not to mess with the cops. He said he was coming in and that Mr. Valenti would be one sorry wop when he did. God, it went on so long!” She pauses with a distraught expression and sounds stricken when she adds, “Then I heard what sounded like metal screeching and glass breaking.”

      “What happened next?”

      “Andy shouted ‘I’ve got you now, you little prick!’ That just chilled me, you know? It sounded like he was going to do something awful to Mr. Valenti. I was thinking I should do something—call 9-1-1 or something. Mr. Valenti shouted for Andy to leave, to leave him alone. Then, almost right after that, Andy shouted, ‘What the hell is this? That’s it you little fuck, you’re dead!’”

      I wait quietly for the conclusion I’m sure is coming.

      “That’s when I heard the shots,” Sandy says with haunted eyes. “I didn’t hear anything after that, so I went back inside and called 9-1-1.”

      The courtroom has been deathly silent throughout Sandy’s testimony, but a subdued buzz now surges through the courtroom. I let it settle before continuing. “You told the police all of this the morning after the shooting?”

      “Pretty much,” Sandy replies. “Maybe in a little less detail. They didn’t seem interested, to be honest. They didn’t seem surprised or much concerned about Andy’s behavior.”

      “You never heard from the police again?”

      “Not until they gave me a ride here this morning.”

      I lock eyes with Mike Williams across the room. He nods.

      I smile at Sandy. “Thank you for coming forward, Mrs. Russo. Nothing further, Your Honor.”

      Dempsey’s cross-examination fails to damage Sandy or diminish the power of her testimony. The judge calls for a recess.

      I catch up to Sandy in the hallway after we leave the courtroom. Her husband and parents are with her, but she slides a few feet away from them when she sees me coming. We exchange greetings, albeit stiffly, and then I ask why she decided to quit fighting us.

      “Aside from being hauled down here by the police?” she asks. She does so without rancor.

      “Besides that.”

      “Phil wanted me to. So did Mom and Dad.”

      “I’m glad they did.”

      “That’s not all,” she says. “There were my memories of Amy and your mother. I imagined my father in your father’s shoes. Seeing you take down those jerks from Titan made an impression, too. Maybe you do care about Liberty Street.”

      “I really appreciate it, Sandy.”

      “This will sound selfish,” she says with downcast eyes, “but part of it was O’Reilly’s kid getting arrested. I realized I could get up and tell my story without that little monster taking it out on my daughter. I’m sorry I almost let that get in the way of doing the right thing. I apologize for that.”

      “All’s well that ends well.”

      “Is this going to end well?”

      It’s a good question.
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      Mike and I head for his office to map strategy.

      “I guess you were right, after all,” he says after we sit down. “The stage is set for Francesco to tell his story.”

      My mind’s eye conjures up a vision of Dempsey asking my father if he’s ever attacked or hurt anyone and Papa relating the story of killing his sister’s kidnapper. How do I walk back my argument that he should testify without telling Mike about Papa’s secret?

      “Hey,” Mike says when I don’t respond. “You okay?”

      “I don’t want to put him on the stand.”

      Mike studies me for a long moment. “Why the change of heart? Cold feet?”

      “I think we’ve made our case. Quit while we’re ahead?”

      Mike ponders that for a long moment. “Having the jury see and hear Francesco tell the story he told us might seal the deal, Tony. Like I say, the stage is set for that.”

      “What if Dempsey trips him up? What if Papa stumbles when he gets up there?”

      “Did he have trouble telling you the story again last night?”

      No. He told me a different story that I can’t share. I shrug, not wanting to lie. “There were differences. He was a little shaky. I think the risk of things going wrong on the stand outweighs the upside. We’ve made the case for self-defense, Mike.”

      He takes a deep breath, steeples his fingers, and stares up at the ceiling for a good two minutes before his eyes drop back to mine. “Maybe you’re right.”

      Maybe I’m not, I think while a crushing weight of responsibility settles over me.

      “You sure about this?”

      I swallow and nod.

      He slaps a hand on the desk. “Okay then, my friend.”

      We turn our attention to our closing argument, which we’ve been assembling in bits and pieces for the past day. With the screen door photo and Sandy Russo’s testimony in hand, we’re no longer playing for favorable sentencing on a reduced charge.

      “I like it,” Mike announces after we work for a half-hour. “Hits the high points, casts a shitload of doubt on the prosecution’s case, and sets us up to win this thing.”

      “I think we’ve got it right, so long as Dempsey hasn’t saved any surprises for rebuttal.”

      “I want you to deliver our closing argument,” Mike says after a sober pause. “You’re better up there than I am.”

      What the hell has gotten into him? I shake my head emphatically. “I don’t think so.”

      “Seriously, Tony. You’re damned good in front of a jury. The way you dismantled Molly O’Reilly was a friggin work of art and your handling of Sandy Russo was dazzling.”

      “Dazzling?” I laugh. “Who the hell says that nowadays?”

      Mike’s eyes twinkle. “As in ‘I was positively dazzled by the brilliant oratorical skills of my skinny-assed understudy,’ my friend.”

      “You opened, Mike. You close. That’s tradition. This is no time to mess with the natural order of things.”

      “Tradition don’t mean shit to me, Tony. Let me make a final point and then we can arm wrestle or something to settle this.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A son standing up there arguing for the life of his father would be some powerful shit.”

      “That’s straight up emotional manipulation,” I retort. “A lot of folks hate that. Me, for example. It may play well with some jurors, but it could backfire spectacularly with others.”

      “Good thing you’re not on the jury then, huh?” he replies with a grin. “I like the idea of you standing up there.”

      “You’re selling yourself short,” I reply. And way overselling me. “Your opening was terrific and you’ve bonded with the jury. You’re just the man to seal the deal.”

      Mike excuses himself for a bathroom break, leaving me alone at his desk with a six-inch mountain of case files. I wonder if I could do what he and his colleagues do. The system is stacked against most of their “clients” from the day they’re born. Too many are guilty of nothing more than being born with the wrong skin color and living in the wrong neighborhood. All too often, pretty good kids unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time become easy pickings for lazy policing and a justice system fixated on meeting arrest quotas and clearing cases. A lot of Mike’s clients are guilty of everything they’re accused of; after all, there’s a percentage of bad apples in any demographic. My time in the business world and corporate law taught me nothing if not that. But it’s also enabled me to recognize the disconcerting differences in how criminality plays out between different social milieus. Whereas a bad seed born to parents on Chicago’s Gold Coast or the tonier suburbs goes to the best schools and learns how to perpetrate white-collar crime as a Wall Street bankster, the same kid born into poverty on the South Side becomes a two-bit gangsta in the hood. The white-collar crook hides behind the best legal defense money can buy; the kid from the wrong side of the tracks gets an overburdened and underfinanced public attorney. As a rule, the public defender is woefully outgunned by a richly funded justice system that devours the poor and then trumpets its supposed successes and commitment to achieving law and order. The more I learn, the more it disgusts me. I realize with a start that Papa’s case is a variation on that theme.

      Mike startles me when he drops back into his chair. “Where have you been?” he asks with a smirk. “Imagining yourself wowing our jury with your closing statement?”

      Actually, my little reverie had pounded home the point that he has a wealth of experience arguing for people’s lives. I, on the other hand, have exactly none. “Nope. I’ve been imagining you up there having your very own Perry Mason moment. You’re closing, Mike.”

      He starts to roll up his shirtsleeve and clears some papers out of the way before he settles his elbow in the clearing with his hand up in the classic arm-wrestling pose.

      I chuckle. “Not happening. No more discussion—you’re delivering our closing argument.”

      “Aw shit, man, you ain’t no fun,” he grumbles, giving up easier and more gracefully than I expect him to.

      We get into a discussion about Brittany’s long-term plans on our way back to court; should she stay in Europe or should she come home? As for the short-term, Michelle is flying through O’Hare this evening and Brittany has a ticket to join her on the trip back to Brussels.

      In a speak-of-the-devil moment, Brittany and Pat exit a cab in front of the courthouse when Mike and I are a half-block away. We catch up while Pat pays.

      “Hey!” my daughter exclaims when I wrap my arms around her from behind.

      “Good lunch?” I ask.

      “Burgers and fries at Portillos,” Pat replies. “What’s not to like for a kid on her way back to the depravities of Europe?”

      We all file back into court. The judge arrives and summons the jury.

      “Mr. Williams?” he asks.

      Mike stands. “The defense rests, Your Honor.”

      Mitton glances at Papa in mild surprise, as if he’d expected him to take the stand. The judge recovers quickly and turns to the prosecutor. “Please deliver your rebuttal, Mr. Dempsey.”

      The prosecutor looks as surprised as we had been when he rested. He turns a hungry gaze on Papa, then asks for another recess.

      “We just came back in,” Mitton says. “I’ll give you five minutes to get organized.” Then he turns to the jury. “Keep your seats, folks. Sorry for the delay.”

      Mike dips his head and mutters out the side of his mouth, “I wonder how much time Alex spent preparing to rip into Francesco?”

      A lot, I’m thinking after seeing the predatory look Dempsey gave Papa. Maybe I was right about keeping Papa off the stand. Imagine that.

      “We may have dodged a bullet there,” Mike whispers.

      I slide my chair back when Brittany summons me. “What happens now?” she asks.

      I explain that the prosecution will offer any rebuttal witnesses they can muster to challenge the evidence we introduced in our case. “After that, Mike and Dempsey will deliver their closing arguments. Then the judge will give the case to the jury.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Judge Mitton will instruct them—explain how they should go about making a decision, point out what their options are, offer some suggestions to help them work through the evidence. Then he’ll send them off to reach a verdict.”

      “Does that take long?”

      “It shouldn’t,” Pat says airily. “Our guys kicked their asses.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Brittany says. “It’s gonna suck big time if I have to fly to Belgium without knowing what happened.”

      “What time’s your flight?” Mike asks.

      Brittany looks to Pat for the answer. How would she have gotten through this week without Pat?

      “You’ll need to leave for the airport no later than five or so,” Pat replies. “Things might be tight. Looking on the bright side, you’ve got that fancy new cell phone to keep in touch until your flight leaves.”

      That would be the fancy new $750 cell phone Pat and Brittany charged to my ABA credit card last night.

      The prosecution’s rebuttal, such as it is, lasts all of sixty-three minutes. I’m not surprised that Dempsey doesn’t want to dwell on the gaping holes we drilled in their case. Judge Mitton, who is anxious to finish the trial this afternoon, makes Dempsey come right back to deliver the prosecution’s closing argument after a twenty-minute recess.

      The gist of Dempsey’s forty-minute closing argument is that Papa broke a cardinal rule of civilized society by attacking a law enforcement officer carrying out his duty. He recaps the State’s evidence in an effort to rebuild their case and bolster the narrative the prosecution wants the jury to carry into their deliberations. In Dempsey’s telling, Papa’s actions were the tragic culmination of a pathological killer’s years-long battle to cheat the Village of Cedar Heights out of a few thousand dollars. He darkly hints that the very underpinnings of peaceful society will be undermined if Francesco Valenti is allowed to escape “the ultimate punishment for his assault on the law and order we all cherish. Do not allow Sheriff’s Deputy Andrew O’Reilly to have been taken from us in vain!” he thunders righteously. “We ask that you, the jury, serve justice by convicting this murderer and sentencing him to death—as he sentenced Sheriff’s Deputy Andy O’Reilly to death.”

      What a steaming, hypocritical load of shit, I think after Dempsey sits down.

      Mike lays a hand on my shoulder when Judge Mitton calls on us to deliver our closing statement. “Mr. Valenti will do our closing,” he announces while sliding our closing argument notes over to me.

      My eyes shoot to his. What the hell do I do now? Argue with him in front of the judge and jury? I lean in close and angrily mutter, “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Just remember that you’re not on a basketball court,” he says with a trace of humor in his eyes.

      Sure. Big joke. How dare he put Papa’s fate in the hands of a mediocrity like me? “What if this stunt costs Papa his life?” I seethe quietly.

      “This stunt is designed to keep that from happening, my friend.”

      “Mr. Valenti?” Mitton prompts impatiently.

      I gather my thoughts and take a few deep breaths to settle my nerves while I get to my feet, slip into my learned lawyer character, turn my attention to the jury, and begin, “I’ll bet every one of you has seen movies, read books, or seen television shows about crime and courts and the police. Am I right?”

      My question is met with nods and a few sheepish smiles.

      “Sometimes I watch, too,” I tell them with as much of a smile as I can muster. “Starting with the first cops and robbers shows I saw, I’ve heard the same mantra over and over again, as if it’s the key to solving all crimes. Means. Motive. Opportunity. Have we all heard that?”

      Once again, heads nod in the jury box.

      “Let’s apply that mantra here,” I say as I wander over to stand beside the pictures of the screen door. “What has the prosecutor told us so far? He talked about law and order. He insinuated that Francesco Valenti is a stone-cold killer who threatens the fabric of civilized society. He told us that Sheriff’s Deputy Andrew O’Reilly was a conscientious cop who was just performing his duty when Francesco Valenti suddenly attacked him without provocation or warning.” I shoot a pointed look at the pictures and let the absurdity of that claim hang in the air while I return to the defense table and glance at our notes.

      “Did Francesco have the means to shoot Deputy O’Reilly?” I ask when I turn back to the jury. “Yes he did. He kept a gun in the house to protect himself and his wife from the criminal elements that had recently moved into their neighborhood. Did Francesco have the opportunity to shoot Deputy O’Reilly? Yes, he did—he had that opportunity for several minutes before he felt compelled to protect himself with deadly force. Finally, did Francesco Valenti have a motive to attack Deputy O’Reilly? Mr. Dempsey would have you believe Francesco acted out of rage over a tax bill. The truth, of course, is that when Deputy O’Reilly rang the doorbell at the Valenti home, Francesco had absolutely no motive to harm his visitor. So, what happened, ladies and gentlemen? Why did Francesco end up having to shoot Deputy O’Reilly some five minutes or more after he answered his door? Did our prosecutor answer that question for you?”

      He sure as hell didn’t! I want to shout.

      “We’ve told you a more nuanced story that fills in a great many blanks that the prosecution’s narrative conveniently skips over,” I continue. “The drama that culminated in the death of Deputy O’Reilly played out over several years—even longer if we consider O’Reilly’s police and steroid abuse history. The real story is a complex puzzle that conspired to create a tragic confluence of people and events. The prosecutor has glossed over those complexities in an effort to sell you a formulaic law and order script that should end with the death of the mythical bad guy at the hands of the good guys representing law and order.”

      I pause to shoot the prosecution table a wondering look, then turn back to the jury. “What happened in Cedar Heights wasn’t some high noon shoot-out in a western, folks. We’ve tried to get at the objective truth of what happened, or at least as close to it as all of the available evidence can take us. The evidence shows that Deputy O’Reilly’s personal demons sometimes turned him into a violent, steroid-fueled monster. The evidence is equally clear that this is who Francesco Valenti was confronted with that evening.”

      I break again to read our notes and take a needed drink of water. The jury has been listening attentively. That’s good, but I’m still nervous and scared.

      “You’re doing great,” Mike assures me quietly when I turn my questioning eyes on his. “Much better than the corporate weenie lawyer you were only short months ago.”

      His gambit to relax me works. I keep my head down to hide the ghost of a smile that comes to my face.

      “It’s important to understand what was really going on in the lead up to September seventeenth,” I tell the jury as I walk back toward them. “The Valentis were victimized by a predatory corporation and the Valentis’ very own civic government. You heard Village Manager Peter Zaluski admit in this courtroom that he and the mayor singled out the Valentis for some particularly vicious persecution. It’s interesting to me that Francesco knew all along exactly who was behind the misery he and his late wife suffered through. It’s interesting because it seems to me that if Francesco were really the homicidal loose cannon of the prosecutor’s imagination, he would have acted on that knowledge long ago. He didn’t, ladies and gentlemen. He didn’t because he has been a peaceful, honest, and productive member of our community for many, many years. Violence is not the way of Francesco Valenti, nor has it ever been—which makes the mystery of what happened that night all the more unfathomable.”

      I pause to see if a bolt from heaven will strike me down after I make that statement. Then I take a minute to recap the underhanded effort to hand our neighborhood over to Titan, emphasizing the toll it took on Mama and Papa. “Given the emotional trauma Francesco experienced over those two years, who among us would have blamed him for striking back by going to the media or by taking to the courts to defend his home? It was Maria Valenti, Francesco’s dearly departed wife, who took up the legal challenge until she passed away several months ago. Francesco placed his faith in the American legal system, assuming that the forces of law and order would eventually prevail and save his home. The reality, of course, is that those supposed forces of law and order had conspired against him to steal his home. They conspire now to take his very life.”

      I take another stroll back to our table for a drink of water and a peek at our notes. Then I begin another trek to stand before the jury. “The story of how Deputy O’Reilly destroyed his life and the lives of those closest to him is a tragedy in and of itself. The fact that law enforcement agencies enabled and tolerated his rampages and excesses should outrage us all. If his employers had refused to tolerate his abuse of citizens, none of us would be here today.”

      I begin a slow walk along the length of the jury box as I continue, meeting the eyes of every juror as I go. “I’m going to talk a little more about the tactics of the prosecution in this case, but first, let me assure you that my comments are in no way a personal attack on the prosecutors,” I say reasonably, somehow escaping a thunderbolt from on high for spewing a second whopper. Of course I’m attacking the bastards!

      “It’s simply my duty to prevent the travesty of justice that the State seeks to perpetrate here today,” I continue. “In a few minutes, the prosecutor will talk to you about law and order. He’s going to urge you to send a message with your verdict, a message to deter others who would shoot a police officer. That’s not why we have trials, ladies and gentlemen. The state’s attorney’s office has a pretty big PR department. They can get their messages out without your help.”

      I hope that message resonates with the jury while I walk right up to the rail at the edge of the jury box. “Whenever I hear prosecutors talk about sending messages, I suspect those impassioned sound bites are targeted at voters. ‘I’m tough on crime! I’ll keep you safe from the bad people! Vote for me!’ But maybe I’m just being a little cynical,” I add with a shrug before carrying on. “Prosecutors like to suggest that defense attorneys bewitch juries into believing outrageous fairy tale versions of events. They are particularly fond of this tactic when they can’t explain away evidence and facts that undermine their case.”

      I resist leaping up to click my heels together when two jurors nod thoughtfully.

      “I expect Mr. Dempsey to work himself into a lather while suggesting that we’ve put the victim on trial. He’ll talk of how morally reprehensible it is to attack the victim—especially a victim who cannot defend himself.” I pause and lift my shoulders in a little shrug. “Heck, who wouldn’t get a little outraged by such a claim? I would… were it true. But it isn’t true in this case, ladies and gentlemen. It’s not true at all.”

      I make a final pilgrimage back to our table for another drink and gather my thoughts. My stomach is digesting itself as I prepare to launch the finale of our closing argument, the last words that will be spoken in this courtroom on Papa’s behalf.

      “They’re eating out of your hand,” Mike whispers.

      My eyes settle on Papa. The calm veneer he’s worn throughout the trial is beginning to fray. I can sense the tension emanating off him like heat baking off a stretch of asphalt boiling under a blazing desert sun. After taking a deep breath, I force myself to relax on the exhale and turn back to face the jury, making a point to look each of them in the eye as I approach. Try as I might to get a sense of which way any of them are leaning, I don’t have a clue. I’ll never play poker with a single one of these people.

      “Have we put Andrew O’Reilly on trial here?” I ask. “Yes, we have. We did so because that’s where the evidence led us. We did it because the sad truth is that the actions of Deputy O’Reilly on that night deserve to be put on trial. We did it because our search for the truth about the evening of September seventeenth yielded a set of facts that left us no alternative. The prosecution had the same facts available to them and tried to hide them from this court. They tried to hide them from you, ladies and gentlemen. The state’s attorney and law enforcement have an obligation to seek the truth in criminal matters, no matter where the evidence leads. It’s incumbent upon prosecutors not to abuse the considerable tools and advantages the criminal justice system gives them when they try a case. Yet, all too often, their goal is to win at all costs—justice and fairness and the constitution itself be damned. I submit to you that the prosecution of Francesco Valenti for murder is such an instance. How else can we explain the State’s efforts to keep the truth out of this courtroom?”

      I let the jurors ponder that question for several seconds, then reposition myself in front of a new set of jurors before continuing, “Recall, if you will, the efforts of the prosecution to suppress key evidence in this trial. They attempted to keep Officer O’Reilly’s unsavory history as a law enforcement officer out of court by suppressing his personnel records. They did not want you to see the photograph of the screen door at the Valenti residence before Deputy O’Reilly arrived. In fact, the state’s attorney appealed Judge Mitton’s decision to let you see that evidence. What possible motive could the prosecutors have for that action other than to deny you the truth? The police and prosecutors even attempted to hide Sandy Russo from you, ladies and gentlemen. They violated the rules of discovery in our criminal statutes by attempting to hide the fact that they had even spoken with Mrs. Russo. They certainly did not do their duty to provide you with all of the available evidence. Time and time again they have attempted to hamper your ability to come to a just decision in this case. For that, ladies and gentlemen, perhaps a message should be sent via the verdict of this case. I will not make that argument.” A cynic might claim that I just did. Still, no thunderbolt from Heaven. I must be golden today.

      I pause for effect and reposition myself again before launching into our final roll of the dice. “Judge Mitton will speak to you about the law before he sends you to deliberate on all you’ve seen and heard here. Before he does, I would like to discuss a point of law that will be pertinent to your deliberations. Article Seven of the Illinois Criminal Code is a self-defense statute that specifies when it is legally permissible to use force against another person. This law permits the use of force—even deadly force—if you reasonably believe it is necessary to protect yourself and/or others from imminent bodily harm or death. Put simply, the law says Francesco was within his rights when he used deadly force to prevent Deputy O’Reilly from breaking into his home. Note that there is no exception allowing a law enforcement officer to illegally force his or her way into a home. Don’t allow anyone to tell you otherwise.”

      In case my point isn’t clear enough, I go a step further. “This point of law is central to this case. The fact that O’Reilly was attempting to serve an eviction notice in no way permitted him to force his way into the Valenti home. He had absolutely no legal standing to do what he did that evening. Mr. Valenti was under no obligation to permit Deputy O’Reilly to break into his home and assault him. Without an arrest warrant or a warrant granting him entry to the Valenti residence, O’Reilly violated the law by breaking into Francesco’s home. O’Reilly was guilty of several crimes in those five minutes: he was guilty of criminal trespass, attempted assault, and uttering death threats, to name a few. According to the laws of Illinois, Francesco had every right to defend himself and his home using lethal force if he believed himself to be in imminent danger.”

      Having given the jury the dry facts of the law, I’m on the fence as to whether or not they’re fully engaged in my narrative. I decide on the spur of the moment to go off script in an effort to bring the law to life. “Allow me, if you will, to recreate the scene at the Valenti home on September seventeenth.”

      The jurors inch forward almost as one while I take a few steps back and plant myself directly in front of them. The enormity of the moment threatens to overwhelm me. I freeze for a moment that feels like an hour, then take a deep breath to steady my nerves.

      “Imagine if you will,” I continue, “Francesco sitting at his kitchen table after dinner while he reads about his beloved Cubbies in the evening paper. He’s enjoying his nightly bottle of beer. The doorbell rings. He sets the paper down beside his beer, folded open to the sports section he’s been absorbed in. When Francesco opens his front door a moment later, Deputy O’Reilly confronts him. The deputy is on the type of steroid induced rampage that caused even his family to flee. Just how out of his mind was O’Reilly? The before and after photos of the Valentis’ screen door bear testament to the unfathomable rage that consumed O’Reilly in the final minutes of his life. But I’m getting ahead of myself.”

      I pause to study the jury. “Imagine yourself in the position Francesco finds himself in. Sandy Russo told us that Deputy O’Reilly literally terrorized Mr. Valenti for at least five minutes and maybe more—however long it took O’Reilly to destroy the screen door. That door was all that shielded Mr. Valenti from an enraged man nearly twice his size and half his age. Sandy Russo told us that O’Reilly kept up a steady stream of invective while he battered down the screen door. O’Reilly insulted Mr. Valenti personally, hurled ethnic slurs and insults, even gloated about the village finally ridding itself of Francesco Valenti. O’Reilly threatened physical harm again and again. Mr. Valenti demonstrated remarkable restraint in the face of incredible provocation, ladies and gentlemen. He maintained an almost superhuman control over his fear for five minutes or more. It was only when Deputy O’Reilly began hurling vulgarities directed at the memory of Francesco’s recently deceased wife of over forty years that Mr. Valenti reacted with a measure of annoyance.”

      God, how I wish I could tell the jury that O’Reilly clubbed Papa with his nightstick, I think while I let the jury ponder Papa’s forbearance while the bastard broke into our home.

      I continue, “Ladies and gentlemen, to understand how truly remarkable this exercise of restraint was, let’s ponder how long five minutes is. In five minutes, we might prepare and cook an omelet, sew a button or two, wash the supper dishes, or take the dog for a walk around the block. Imagine yourself being under assault for that period of time, beseeching your attacker for calm… all the while watching your last line of defense being shredded before your eyes. Imagine the terror Francesco must have felt as the door finally gave way and nothing stood between him and his attacker.”

      I ease closer and pause to let the scenario play out in the jurors’ imaginations. “Mrs. Russo related O’Reilly’s chillingly triumphant cry when he finally battered his way inside: ‘I’ve got you now, you little prick!’” I thunder. It’s the first time I’ve raised my voice. The jurors appear shaken; Papa looks like he’s just seen a ghost. I want the jury to sense the menace of O’Reilly’s triumphant shout when he ripped the screen door out of his way in a final mighty heave and stood face-to-face with Papa. I hope I didn’t overdo it.

      I back off a foot or two while the jurors recover, then push the narrative forward. “It was only then, in that terrifying moment when he justifiably feared for his well-being, that Francesco Valenti finally reached for his only means of self-defense—a gun that had been within arm’s length ever since O’Reilly’s assault began. Deputy O’Reilly’s response to Mr. Valenti’s final desperate warning to leave him alone was, and here again I quote Mrs. Russo: ‘That’s it you little fuck! You’re dead!’ In his panicked effort to save himself, Francesco fired his gun five times. Contrary to the prosecution’s depiction of this as a cold-blooded execution, Mr. Valenti managed to hit his target only once from a range of no more than two or three feet as O’Reilly burst into his home. Unfortunately for Deputy O’Reilly, that bullet struck a carotid artery in his neck. The prosecutor’s coroner suggested that the downward angle of the entry wound from O’Reilly’s neck and then down to his shoulder was best explained by Mr. Valenti walking to the top of the steps and firing down. You’ll recall that Dr. Jones didn’t buy into that theory. Everything we’ve heard today also strongly argues against it. The shots that missed O’Reilly lodged in the door frame and the porch near the door. How could that happen if the door and porch were behind Mr. Valenti? Not a single one of the stray bullets struck the sidewalk or yard.”

      I allow the jury enough time to absorb the implications of what they’ve just heard, then step right up to the edge of the jury box and mimic a person leaning forward and reaching for something in front of him. I use my free hand to draw a line down from an imaginary gun to my neck and then to my shoulder. “It seems much more likely that the angle of the entry wound is explained by O’Reilly lunging toward Mr. Valenti as the shots were fired. Coroner Jones seems to be sure that this is how the shooting happened. It’s absolutely clear from Sandy Russo’s testimony that the shots were fired in the midst of an altercation. The notion that Mr. Valenti walked out of his house and executed an unsuspecting police officer has been thoroughly debunked.”

      I pause while the jurors assess my assertion, confident they can come to no conclusion other than the one I just presented. “By any reasonable standard and certainly in the eyes of the law as it is written in Article Seven of the Illinois Criminal Code, it’s clear Francesco Valenti shot Deputy O’Reilly in an act of justifiable self-defense. Given the evidence you’ve seen and heard in this courtroom, there is simply no other reasonable conclusion to be reached. The prosecutor is going to get up in a moment and try to tell you otherwise, but he can’t use the evidence to assemble a credible case proving Francesco Valenti set out to shoot Officer O’Reilly that night. He can’t even demonstrate that Francesco seized the first opportunity he had to do so… or the second, or the third, or however many opportunities he had to do so in a period of five minutes or more. It just didn’t happen that way. I know it. The prosecution knows it. Most importantly, I believe you now know it, as well.”

      “The burden of proof is on the prosecution in a criminal trial, and never more so than in a murder trial,” I earnestly tell the jury. “The prosecutor promised you he would prove Francesco Valenti cut down an innocent police officer standing at the bottom of the front porch. He told you Mr. Valenti did so in cold blood. Without warning. Without provocation. Mr. Dempsey will claim he has proven this.” I walk back to the screen door pictures and stare at them until I’m sure the jurors are also looking. Then I look back to them and gesture at the pictures. “The evidence says otherwise. The law says otherwise. I trust you will also say otherwise. Thank you for serving on our jury, ladies and gentlemen.”
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      Within two hours, Dempsey has done what he can to mitigate the damage we’ve inflicted on his case and Judge Mitton has instructed the jurors on the finer points of law before sending them off to reach a verdict. It’s hard to imagine the jury doing anything other than setting Papa free or finding him guilty of a lesser charge with limited jail time. Then again, predicting a jury’s decision is a fool’s errand. They are as capricious as the weather, and often even more contrary.

      A scrum of reporters has cornered Pat for her reaction to the news that Andy O’Reilly Junior is in custody for shooting her. We pause to listen.

      “It’s all very sad,” she says. “The kid seems to have had a tough life, what with a broken home and seeing his mother abused for years. Losing his father at that age has to be tough, even if his dad was abusive. I hope the poor kid gets the help he needs to put his life back together.”

      Pat rejoins us while Penelope Brooks is congratulating us for what she describes as “one heck of a defense case and an amazing closing argument! Even the old law and order fogeys at Butterworth Cole had a good word or two to say about you guys. Anyway, gotta run. Good luck!”

      “How long will the jury take?” Brittany asks after Penelope walks away.

      “It shouldn’t take long,” Pat says confidently. “Chubby was brilliant. Hell, the jury might indict Dempsey for having the nerve to prosecute Francesco.”

      Mike rolls his eyes. “That’s laying it on a little thick, sister.”

      “It’s pretty damned clear that Francesco acted in self-defense,” she counters.

      We’ll see. I believe we made our case and the prosecution didn’t come close to making theirs, yet my stomach is in knots. “There’s no telling how long the jury will take,” I inform Brittany. “Sometimes they come to agreement fairly quickly, but not often. They need time to discuss things or for a majority to cajole a holdout or two to reach consensus.”

      “They’ll see things our way sooner or later,” Pat says before looking at her watch. “We should be on our way.”

      “Can’t we stay a little longer?” Brittany pleads. “Dad says it’s stupid to get to the airport more than thirty minutes before a flight.”

      “You don’t wanna be one of those self-important idiots who holds the plane up,” Pat says while giving me a knowing grin. I’ve been pegged as a chronic departure gate offender.

      My farewell with Brittany is heart wrenching. We’ve agreed that she’ll be back for at least the summer after school lets out in Belgium. What happens after that is anybody’s guess.

      Mike excuses himself to return to his office. Other cases await. I find a coffee shop down the block and settle in to wait, and to reply to numerous text messages from Brittany over the following hour. Her flight is delayed, but she’s still in a panic about boarding without knowing the verdict.

      I’m on my fifth cup of coffee when Mike calls. “You still at the courthouse?”

      “Nope. Whiling away the day at a coffee shop down the street.”

      “The jury is coming back in. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      My gastric glands are disgorging fire hydrant worthy waves of acid into my stomach by the time I reach the courthouse just ahead of Mike. Pat arrives seconds later. She gives me a thumbs up—whether for encouragement or to signal that Brittany is safely on her way, I can’t tell. She hustles off to score a good seat while Mike and I make our way to the defense table. Dempsey and Perez are already seated.

      Before I can sit down, Mike rests his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. With his eyes fixed firmly on mine, he seizes and pumps my right hand. “However this goes, it was an honor working this case with you, Counselor. Best damned rookie I’ve ever played with,” he adds with a wink.

      “I had a halfway decent coach,” I say past the lump in my throat.

      “This case got me thinking,” Mike muses after we sit down. “Maybe I’m a little too quick to cut a deal in some of my cases. You reminded me that sometimes it’s best to go toe-to-toe with the prosecution—especially when the plea deal on offer isn’t much better than the outcome we’d get losing at trial.”

      The bailiff delivers Papa to us just before Judge Mitton returns. The clerk announces that court is back in session and the jury files back in. I reach over and squeeze Papa’s hand. He squeezes back.

      “Have you reached a verdict?’ Mitton asks the jury.

      The middle-aged black woman who was appointed foreperson of the jury replies that they have.

      Just tell us what it is already! I rail inside while the formalities are observed.

      The bailiff takes the verdict from the jury foreperson and hands it to the judge, who reads it, seemingly one letter at a time with a long pause between each syllable. He finally looks up and asks Papa to stand. Mike and I rise with him while the judge hands the form back to his clerk, who prepares to read the verdict aloud. I hope my trembling legs will keep me upright until she finishes.

      “The jury finds that the actions of the defendant in the shooting death of Sheriff’s Deputy Andrew Sean O’Reilly constitute justifiable self-defense according to Article Seven of the Illinois Criminal Code. The defendant, Francesco Pascal Valenti, is therefore found not guilty of a crime punishable by law in the State of Illinois in the matter of the death of Sheriff’s Deputy Andrew Sean O’Reilly.”

      Papa grips my hand while Dempsey rises and asks the judge to poll the jurors to ensure that the verdict is indeed unanimous and was reached free of any coercion.

      After the jurors affirm their verdict, Judge Mitton winds things up. “The defendant is to be released from custody forthwith. You’re free to go, Mr. Valenti. Good luck. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, thank you for you service. You are dismissed.”
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      It’s one of those surprising mid-March days when the temperature surges into the seventies and prompts the question, “Is Spring here to stay?” Pat is lounging beside me on Mama and Papa’s swing in the backyard; we each have a beer in hand. Mike came by for lunch and left a few minutes ago, but not before pinning me down on a date for our latest hoops showdown. The first rematch, played the week after Papa’s acquittal, ended pretty much like our first contest. I’m looking forward to hanging out with Mike, though not to the whipping he promises to lay on me in the gym. It’s a small price to pay for his friendship.

      Penelope Brooks was by earlier. She recently hung out her own shingle after deciding she didn’t want to be a big city law firm attorney, after all. I’ve hired her to explore a lawsuit against Titan Industries. I freely admit to spite being a motivator. I want to punish the bastards for the hell they perpetrated on my parents and our neighborhood. Our case’s prospects brightened considerably this week with the announcement that the United States Justice Department is investigating Titan’s activities in Cedar Heights and elsewhere. Penelope is also in discussion with Fleiss Lansky to settle my pending wrongful dismissal suit. Given the firm’s slavish devotion to its image, we suspect they’ll pay up to avoid a public slugfest with the newly minted local folk hero I’ve become. The media creation of Tony Valenti as a modern-day David slaying Goliaths is a curiosity I’m still shaking my head about. That said, I’m perfectly willing to use my fifteen minutes of fame to bludgeon the likes of Fleiss Lansky and Titan.

      And Papa? Papa is in Abruzzo visiting his sister Allesandra and her family. He’s paid his first visit to his mother’s grave and plans to sneak into and out of Orsomarso to visit the grave of his father. I gave him Brittany’s old cell phone to keep in touch. He’s driving me crazy with text messages and pictures arriving at all hours of the day and night with no regard for the seven-hour time difference between Abruzzo and Cedar Heights. He wants me to bring Brittany for a visit. Maybe once school is out.

      Pat has borrowed a knit sweater of Mama’s to ward off the gathering chill as the sun sinks. She pulls her hands up inside the sleeves. Two months after the shooting, she’s steadily getting better. Some memory lapses, speech a little slurred now and again, though less and less as the weeks pass. Her balance is almost back to normal and the mood swings are fewer and less severe. If she’s to be believed, the occasional bouts of depression are over with. I hope that’s true. I still worry about her.

      “Should we go inside?” I ask.

      “Uh-uh. I’ve been waiting months to sit outside.”

      “What’s it like in St. Petersburg this time of year?”

      She shifts to look at me. “Cold. Why?”

      “Just curious.” The truth is, all her chatter about the place has me intrigued enough that I’d like to tag along this summer. I haven’t yet worked up the courage to invite myself, but I might.

      “Hmm,” she murmurs before she tucks her feet under herself. Something in her smile suggests that she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      I reach up and run a finger over one of the buds sprouting on the Hawthorne tree the swing nestles beneath. Here and there in the yard, flowers are poking up through the soil. With the danger of freezing hopefully past, I’ve turned on the water and Mama’s Hummel boy is once again emptying his watering can into his barrel. A shaft of sunlight illuminates the idyllic scene in Amy’s mural. I take a deep, satisfying breath of the earthy smell of the damp peat Mama and Papa worked into the soil. Life is going to be good here, helping Papa tend to the yard and making time for other simple diversions. We’ve decided that he’ll tend to the tomatoes while I try not to kill off the roses.

      “I see one of the rental houses sold,” Pat says. The former Priolo, DeLuca, and Palumbo properties all went up for sale a week ago, hopefully signaling the end of the effort to bulldoze our neighborhood.

      “Pray that a family moves in,” I mutter.

      “Amen,” she says. One of Pat’s stories in the Tribune last week hinted strongly that Mayor Brown is about to be indicted on several charges of corruption related to accepting money and gifts from Titan Development. Funny how the U.S. Attorney—until recently all but invisible around Cedar Heights—is finally mining the deep vein of crime and corruption running through our little village. Welcome as the feds’ attention is, I can’t help wondering where they’ve been over the past few years.

      “I was just thinking about eminent domain,” Pat says. “Isn’t it always the way? They take something good and bastardize it for the profit motive.”

      “Or self-aggrandizement.”

      She nods.

      “Good intentions. That’s how they sell it.”

      “We know where that paving leads,” she says with a grim chuckle.

      “Straight to hell. Hopefully Mayor Brown is hitching a ride.”

      Trustee Smith has proposed funds to clean up and restore Independence Park, a measure the village trustees quickly lined up behind. He’s also called for a stepped-up police presence. I plan to be active in the rebirth of our neighborhood and have kept in touch with him. He aims to  win the next mayoral election and it looks like he just might make it. I’ll support him.

      I think of my life. My work. Of modern society. Of what’s happened in the past few months. I’ve been thinking a lot of Big Thoughts lately—after forty-some years of coasting, it’s about time. All the chatter about me being a good lawyer is almost convincing in the wake of Papa’s trial. Maybe I have a place and purpose in the world, after all. Looking ahead is almost exciting, but I’m not about to let my guard down. The urge to look over my shoulder in search of storm clouds is an ongoing distraction. I know they’re lurking.

      “What about Brittany?” Pat asks.

      “She’s going to finish out the school year in Brussels.” I think about Papa’s request and come to a decision. “Then I’m going to fly over so we can join Papa in Abruzzo with his sister for a couple of weeks. We’ll come back here for the rest of the summer.”

      “Think she’ll stay?”

      “She says she wants to. I told her I’m not moving.”

      “Private school?”

      “If we can afford it.”

      “Is the house still an issue for her?”

      I nod.

      “She’ll come around,” Pat says confidently. “It’s a great house and she’ll get to live with her grandfather.”

      “If he ever comes back,” I say with a chuckle.

      “Really? He’s enjoying it there?”

      I tell her about the pictures and texts. “He’s having a ball, but I think he’ll be back to grow his tomatoes.”

      “So all three of you under one roof,” she says with a smile. “Sounds great, Valenti. Family matters.”

      “I know.” It’s been a tough lesson to relearn.

      We rock quietly for another moment or two.

      “And you, Tony? What are your plans?”

      “I’ll be okay.” While I’ve given her the same answer many a time, this is the first time I actually believe it might be true.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. What about you? Have you given any more thought to the polka dot eye?”

      “Enough with that!” she replies with a laugh. When Pat went to be fitted for her first artificial eye, she discovered that it will be a temporary one; a placeholder until her eye muscles are ready for a permanent version. I suggested that she have a little fun with it and we kicked around the idea of various color combinations and other off the wall goofiness. She’s not quite as sanguine about the experience of losing her eye as she’d have the world believe, but a little humor seems to help get her over the bumpy stretches. Hence the polka dots.

      “I’ve got something to show you when we go in,” I say.

      “Tease.”

      “Who? Me?”

      “Yeah, you, Valenti. Do I at least get a hint?”

      A partnership agreement sits in a kitchen drawer. I’ve already signed. What the hell. Why be coy? “I’ve decided to become a respectable attorney.”

      She manages a face of absolute shock and breathlessly asks, “Pray tell, how does one manage that?”

      “Penelope Brooks offered me a job. I’m going to accept. We’re forming a partnership. She has some family money and I’ll chip in some of the settlement money from Titan and Fleiss Lansky.”

      “Where will you find clients?”

      “Penelope has some connections and I’ve heard from a few people who followed the village business and Papa’s trial. Strike while the iron’s hot.”

      “Still going to need crowdfunding?” she asks with a smirk. I haven’t come to terms with crowdfunding, helpful though it was. Pat thought I was being ridiculous when I tried to send the remainder of the money back after Papa’s trial.

      “Depends how many ambulances I’m able to chase down,” I retort. “Don’t worry, O’Toole. I’ll get by.”

      “So, you’re gonna be some sort of respectable attorney,” she says after a minute. “What differentiates you respectable guys from the other ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-nine percent of the lot?”

      “We’ll seek out work with a heart—representing the little people battling the big boys, people who are disadvantaged in some way, worthy causes that need a little legal help.”

      “Lost causes.”

      “Probably some of those, too,” I reply with a grin.

      “You should get Mike to join you. You two were awesome together.”

      “I’ve thought about it.”

      “Well, think hard,” Pat suggests. Then she smiles and briefly rests her head on my shoulder.

      As the last rays of the sun paint Amy’s sky warm, welcoming shades of pink and gold, I feel the certainty of Spring’s arrival.

      
        
        THE END
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      What a perfect morning to fly, Megan Walton thinks as she watches a gas jockey pump fuel into the high-winged Cessna 210N she’ll be piloting on a city sightseeing tour on this, the last morning of her life. The robin’s-egg-blue aircraft, which is emblazoned with the scarlet Windy City Sky Tours logo, glistens in the September sunshine on the tarmac at the Chicago Executive Airport. Megan pops a stick of Juicy Fruit gum into her mouth and pockets the foil wrapper. The smell of the gum is a welcome antidote to the acrid odor of the avgas, especially with her stomach still roiling from last night’s party. She’d woken up just after seven with a jackhammer headache and not enough sleep, having gotten back into town from her cousin’s Labor Day weekend wedding in St. Lucia a little after two o’clock this morning. What a party! Cousin Emerald’s parents had chartered a Gulfstream G280 executive jet to fly select wedding guests to and from the Caribbean. Now, there was an aircraft, complete with a uniformed flight attendant who catered to Megan’s every whim, be it for booze or eats. Someday, Megan plans to be flying Gulfstreams instead of a Cessna.

      The mechanics Uncle Jonathan hired to service the Windy City aircraft are working on a little plane beside hers. Megan meets their eyes and looks away without acknowledging them. She forgets their names, not that it matters. They’re just hired help. Megan, a pretty twenty-three-year-old dressed in tight designer jeans and a form-fitting red company polo shirt, knows she looks good. Guys like these two, dressed in oil-stained coveralls and grimy baseball caps, can gawk at her all they want, but they’ll never touch what they’re pining after.

      Megan tucks her long, glossy blond hair into a ponytail while she watches the refueler disconnect the fuel hose from the Cessna and wind it back onto his truck. As soon as he departs, she shepherds the four waiting guests toward the six-seat Windy City aircraft. Leading the way is a cute tyke of four or five wearing jeans, a miniature New York Yankees jersey, and little sneakers that light up with every step. His smiling mother is close behind as he bounds along with unbridled excitement. She’s an elegant woman wearing a canary-yellow sundress and sandals. A single strand of pearls the size of marbles circles her throat. A beaming, well-dressed older couple, no doubt Grandma and Grandpa, bring up the rear.

      After her customers climb into the passenger compartment, Megan shuts the door behind them, pulls the chunky, black-and-yellow rubber wheel chocks away from the tires, and tosses them aside. Then she walks around the nose of the plane, climbs into the pilot’s seat, straps herself in, and fires up the single-piston-powered engine. The initial roar blasts a burst of blue smoke into the air before the engine settles into a pleasing purr, just as it should. As she releases the brakes and begins to roll toward a taxiway that leads to the runway, one of the mechanics starts running across the tarmac while frantically waving to her. She looks away. Whatever he wants can wait until she gets back. Megan just wants to get this flight over with so she can unwind a little and maybe sneak in a nap before her eleven o’clock tour.

      Five minutes later she’s flying into the sun, passing over Navy Pier and out over Lake Michigan, happy to let the rich bitch in the back narrate the sights for her kid and the old folks. It’s not easy to keep the thirty-minute flights interesting, especially three or four times per day. Too bad the woman’s high-pitched voice is so damned grating.

      “Ferris wheel, Mommy!” the kid squeals.

      Shut him up! Megan pleads silently.

      “Fast boat, Mommy!” the little noise box shouts while a speedboat races beneath them.

      Megan winces. It’s going to be a long half hour. The pounding in her temples won’t quit, not even after she downed a handful of Extra Strength Tylenol with the Venti-size Caramel Brulée Latte she’d scored at Starbucks on her way to work. A second cup rests in a cupholder tacked onto the armrest of her seat. Probably shouldn’t have had that second glass of champagne on the Gulfstream, she thinks as her lips curl into a devilish grin. Or the third, fourth, and fifth glasses—hell, she’s not sure the bubbly is completely out of her system even now. What the hell, it was a party flight. Thank God she’s wearing a pair of Bvlgari sunglasses to keep the blinding sun out of her eyes… and to keep her bloodshot eyes out of sight. That was $600 well spent. She’d given herself an extra spritz of perfume to mask any hint of hangover seeping from her pores. The Juicy Fruit should mask any unwelcome odor escaping her curdling stomach.

      The back seat falls blissfully quiet as Megan flies out over the lake at a height of 3,020 feet at a ground speed of eighty knots. That’s a little too fast, so she eases back on the throttle. She plans to travel a couple of miles offshore before turning south to let her passengers ogle Chicago’s iconic skyline for a few minutes. Then she’ll loop around downtown on her way back to the airport.

      “I wanna see the Ferris wheel again, Mommy!”

      Jesus Christ! Shut the brat up already! Megan fumes as she glances in the mirror. The kid’s seat belt is off and he’s bouncing on the rear seat. Did she check that he was strapped in before they taxied? Screw it, she isn’t gonna fight with them about it now… or tell them to shut the kid up. After all, they’re apparently Very Important People—politicians or something. She’s already forgotten the family name they seem to think is so impressive. Probably the types who will kick up a stink if Megan isn’t the polite little lackey they’re treating her as. She knows about people like this. Her mother, for example.

      Megan had enrolled in the aviation associate degree program at Parkland College on a whim, mostly because the guy she was interested in at the time had done so and it looked like fun. Her affection for the boy fizzled soon enough, but her love for flying blossomed. After she graduated, her parents poured a small fortune into rental aircraft so Megan could build the hours she needed to get her commercial license. When Uncle Jonathan and his friends bought Windy City Sky Tours to mess around with, Mother had put the heat on her brother to give his favorite niece a job… and when Mother wants something, Mother gets it. It was turning out to be a good gig that kept Megan in pocket money for parties and shopping. The hours were reasonable and she was generally able to milk the family connection to avoid early-morning shifts, leaving her free to stay out late and party—the whole point of living at her age.

      BAM!

      “Mommy!” the little kid exclaims while a shudder passes through the aircraft.

      The engine backfires again. What the hell?

      “Miss?” the old guy in the back asks uncertainly.

      Megan shrugs her shoulders nonchalantly and replies with an airy “Just a little backfire” to shut the guy up. Then she digs into her foggy mind, struggling to remember what she knows about backfires. It’s been forever since flight school and all the boring shit about stuff like this.

      Megan’s stomach lurches when the engine coughs and dies with a final convulsive shudder. What the hell do I do now?

      From the back comes a screeching “Mommeeee!”

      “That’s enough, Pumpkin,” the man in back tells his grandson in a soothing voice. “Let’s get you strapped in.”

      “No, Grandpa!”

      “Shush, sweetheart,” he purrs to the kid. “Let the pilot do her job.”

      Bless you, Gramps, Megan thinks gratefully. Okay, so now what? She runs her eyes over the bank of gauges and dials on the khaki-colored instrument panel in front of her. Altitude 3,105 feet. Airspeed seventy-three knots. Okay. She has a little time to work things out.

      The mother and kid start whimpering while Megan tries to organize her thoughts.

      Restart? Yes. There’s a checklist for that. Her eyes dart around the cockpit. Where the hell is it? There’s plenty of crap tucked away here and there but no sign of the engine-restart checklist. Okay, then. How hard can it be? She fiddles to reset the fuel mixture, hopefully to the correct mix. Then she cranks the ignition switch and pushes the throttle forward. Nothing. She tweaks the fuel mix and tries again. Still nothing. Shit!

      “Shouldn’t we turn back, Miss?” the old guy asks.

      Not a bad idea at all, Megan thinks as she gazes through the windscreen at the flat blue expanse of Lake Michigan stretching away into the distance. It’s strange and unnerving to see the scimitar propeller blades locked into place at eleven, three, and seven o’clock. Something about their appearance bothers her, but whatever it is remains just out of reach. Whatever. It’s probably just seeing them stopped in flight. She relaxes her death grip on the control wheel while struggling to recall something that might get her out of this mess. At least I’m flying a Cessna, she thinks. Cessnas glide pretty far. How far? They’d joked at school that a small aircraft would glide pretty much forever without power, but the 210N is bigger than the pissy little planes they’d trained on at school. It wouldn’t glide forever, but she had time. They couldn’t be more than a minute into the emergency.

      “I’m scared, Mommy!”

      “Turn back!” the woman in the back shouts. That sets the kid to wailing again.

      Megan glances in the mirror at the kid’s tear-stained face and his mother’s enormous, panicked eyes, then tunes them out while she studies the airspeed and altitude indicators: 2,800 feet; sixty-eight knots? Already? What the hell was the sink rate of this damned plane? Megan tries to work out her next steps, but nothing comes to mind. She squeezes her eyes shut and fights to control the rapid, shallow breathing that presages one of her panic attacks. How the hell had she gotten herself into this mess? Flying was fun but she hadn’t bargained on a morning like this. Her uncle greasing the palm of a pliable flight instructor had seemed like an inspired move when she struggled a bit to master the 210N rating qualifications, but it wasn’t looking like such a good idea at the moment. Sure, she can fly well enough, but this is a bit more than she can handle with her limited experience—especially while severely hungover.

      Fragments of her training finally float into her mind. She takes a deep, cleansing breath and lets it out slowly, taking stock of the situation and tapping the tips of her French-manicured fingernails on the edge of the wheel as she thinks. The first thing she needs to do is get the damned plane headed back toward Chicago. She’s only what—a mile offshore? Maybe two?

      “Miss?” the man in the back ventures. “Maybe we should radio for assistance?”

      The radio can’t help them now. It’s up to her. “I’ve been gathering my thoughts,” she tells Grandpa in a bid to shut him up. Her eyes drift across the instrument panel. Fifty-eight knots, 2,200 feet? What the hell is going on? They aren’t going anywhere if she keeps losing height and speed at this rate. The altimeter drops to 2,100 feet, and another knot bleeds off their airspeed in the time it takes her to process the thought. Should she radio for help? And look like an ass? No.

      “Turning back now,” she mutters over her shoulder as she banks the Cessna into a tight 180-degree left turn to get back to safety. If the damned plane isn’t going to fly, she needs to get closer to shore before she sets it down in the water. She’ll be okay then—she was on swim team in high school.

      “Miss!”

      “Mommy!”

      Megan doesn’t register the panicked chaos in the back seat as the wing loses lift and her aircraft drops nose first out of the turn. She’s now fully absorbed in her own horror as the surface of Lake Michigan fills the windscreen of the plummeting Cessna.

      Fuel starvation? Megan wonders as she finally starts to make sense out of what’s happening. No fuel reaching the engine would explain things. Did I bleed the tanks? She doesn’t remember, but she suddenly realizes that she didn’t feather the prop after it shut down. That’s what bothered her when she was looking at the blades. With the flat surface square against the wind instead of turned edge on, they’d been acting like a speed break. Then she notices the Gear Down indicator light glowing green by her right knee and the landing-gear handle locked in the down position. She even forgot to raise the landing gear after taking off. No wonder the damned plane was sinking like a stone when it should have been gliding. Her final mistake was not using the rudder to make a longer, flat turn back to shore to preserve lift under the wing.

      Megan adds her own screams to those coming from the backseat. She pins the wheel to her chest in a futile bid to defy the laws of gravity for the thirty seconds it takes the Windy City Sky Tours September eighth morning flight to complete its death dive. As they plunge into the cold depths of Lake Michigan, Megan finds the silence she’s been craving over the final fifteen minutes of her young life.
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      “Damn it!” I mutter as I lose yet another game of computer solitaire in my executive office at the oh-so-very prestigious law firm of Brooks and Valenti, a fifty/fifty partnership I own with Penelope Brooks. I think more than a few people familiar with the firm refer to us as Brooks and Dum; maybe they think we’re the country-and-western duo Brooks and Dunn? Whatever. I roll my faux leather executive chair across the bruised tile floor toward my office door, a classic wooden one with a frosted glass insert. A cheesy fake brass plaque glued on the outside surface announces that this is the office of one Tony Valenti, Partner.

      “Any sign of my one o’clock?” I shout to our receptionist/legal assistant/paralegal/office mother, Joan Brooks. She’s Penelope’s mother, a homey former Midwestern farmwife with a biting sense of humor she generally keeps hidden behind a taciturn demeanor.

      Joan shakes her head and scowls at me. “Decorum, young man! This is a law office.”

      That’s right. Shouting is frowned upon in the hallowed halls of Brooks and Valenti.

      “What she said!” Penelope hollers from the slightly larger executive suite beside mine. Her office is twelve feet by twelve feet. Mine is twelve feet by eleven feet, six inches… and yes, I have measured. Her office is also quieter, not sharing a common wall with the kitchen of the Chinese restaurant next door.

      I roll my chair back to my naturally distressed oak desk to start a new game.

      We’re not really the two-bit, low-rent law firm we appear to be in our current premises. We’re on day sixty-three in our temporary 1960s-era strip-mall digs while a contractor completes renovations on our permanent offices in a slightly more upscale heritage building a few blocks away in downtown Cedar Heights, a small suburb tucked just beyond the southwest corner of Chicago. Low rent is the point of being shoehorned into this dump. Oddly enough, the place is growing on me. It fits us: Brooks and Valenti—Lawyers to Little People and Lost Causes.

      I’m delightedly dragging my fourth king into place when a discreet knock on my door interrupts my progress. I glance up to find Mama Brooks standing in the doorway.

      She says, “Your one o’clock appointment is here.”

      “Please inform Mr. Likens that I shall be with him presently.”

      “Certainly, Mr. Valenti,” she replies in mock deference as she backs away.

      I frown at my interrupted game—I might have won this one, damn it!—and unfold my lanky frame out of my chair. It would be extremely poor form to keep Mr. Likens waiting while I finish the game.

      “How the hell are you, Billy?” I boom as I stride into the reception area, pluck my visitor off the ground, and give him a heartfelt hug while his feet dangle several inches off the floor. Billy is five foot eight or so of aircraft mechanic. I’m six foot five. I wrinkle my nose at the sickly-sweet scent of whatever new floral air freshener Joan has plugged in today to do battle with the cooking smells that permeate our office from our neighbor, The Golden Dragon. I prefer the smell of Chinese food to most of the scents Joan tries to smother it with.

      “Put me down!” Billy whispers furiously. “You know I hate it when you do this.”

      “I can’t help myself,” I say with a laugh as I set him down. “You’re just so darned cute!”

      Billy, the baby brother of the probable love of my life, Melanie Likens, blushes like a little beef tomato. It looks adorable on his cherubic face, which still sports a little baby fat in the cheeks at forty-three or whatever age he is now. I’ve been picking him up since he was nine or ten years old. It’s been pissing him off since he was eleven or twelve. His dark, curly hair echoes my own, albeit without the touch of gray I’m developing. That said, when his baseball cap is off—which isn’t often—his mane has started to show the first hint of receding. He’s dressed up for his visit. New blue jeans, a dark-blue Chicago Cubs windbreaker over a Cubs polo shirt, and hiking boots. His customary attire is ratty jeans or sweatpants, logoed T-shirts, and sneakers.

      Something in the blue eyes set into his angelic face gives me pause. Real anger over being manhandled? Nope. I see worry on Billy’s face. Maybe even fear. I wrap an arm around his shoulders and walk him into my office, where I close the door and wave him toward a worn chrome-and-fabric stacking chair positioned in front of my desk. We drop into our assigned seats and stare at each other.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      Billy doesn’t seem to know where to begin.

      “Have you had lunch yet?” I ask. “I haven’t eaten.”

      “Too nervous to eat, but you go ahead,” he mutters. Spoken like a true lunch-bucket guy who brings his midday meal to work every morning.

      Me? I don’t even own a lunch box. “We attorneys generally dine out with clients.”

      Billy looks at me uncertainly. My sparkling wit doesn’t seem to be putting him at ease.

      “Sorry for the jackass humor,” I add with a frown.

      He waves the apology aside.

      “Seriously though, it’s after one o’clock and I haven’t eaten,” I continue. “There’s a sandwich place down the block. We can talk there if you don’t mind.”

      He nods and gets to his feet, tucking a manila envelope into the pocket of his jacket. I hadn’t noticed it. Maybe he’s actually here on a legal matter? I figured he was just dropping by to bullshit for a bit. We’ve been getting together to do so every couple of months since I moved back to Cedar Heights a year ago.

      We stick to small talk while briskly covering the two blocks to the imaginatively named The Sandwich Emporium, which is located in a converted 1920s-era bungalow. I open the door for Billy and inhale deeply of the yeasty aroma of freshly baked bread. I’m disappointed that the co-owner who usually greets guests is conspicuously absent. Maiko is a big part of the attraction of coming here. Day off, I guess. We cross the black-and-white checkerboard floor to a little counter topped with a very old-style cash register. After ordering a pair of eight-inch Italian grinder sandwiches, a couple of kosher dill pickles, and two glasses of whatever beer is on tap, we sit on a pair of unbalanced chairs at a wobbly Formica-topped table set against a wall. We talk about his kids while we wait for our food. I pick it up when it’s ready, pay, and carry it back to the table.

      When Billy pulls out his wallet, I hold up a hand, grin, and wave him off. “I can’t accept, pal. If, as I suspect, you’ve come to avail yourself of my legal expertise, the cost of this meal will end up on your bill.”

      He shakes his head and chuckles. “You’re in fine spirits today. Working in a run-down noir law office seems to agree with you.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Noir… that’s good. We think of it as a dump. Noir is much better!”

      His expression turns serious as he pulls the manila envelope out of his jacket pocket. “Actually, I am here for legal help.”

      I don’t like the fear and worry radiating off my friend. I promised his sister before she died that I would keep an eye out for her baby brother. He’d run a little wild in his midteens but sorted himself out on the baseball diamond as one of the top junior ballplayers in Chicagoland. When his Major League Baseball dreams petered out, he settled down and started a family. My job is to make sure he doesn’t backslide. I’ve always called him on Mel’s birthday to keep in touch. Back in the days when I lived in Atlanta, I made a point of hooking up with Billy for lunch or a beer at least once a year when I was in Chicago. It sounds as if I’m about to be called upon to keep my promise to Mel.

      “Tell you what, Billy. Let’s eat and finish our beer, then I’m yours all afternoon to talk about whatever you’ve come to discuss. Okay?”

      He nods, lays the envelope down alongside his paper plate, and says, “Fair enough.” Then he digs into his sandwich with gusto.

      I join in, downing a few mouthfuls of sandwich and quaffing half my beer before my eyes focus on Billy’s envelope. It’s addressed to his company, R & B Ramp Services, but it’s the return address that horrifies me. The envelope is from Butterworth Cole, a prestigious legal behemoth with which Penelope and I have some complicated history. Butterworth Cole doesn’t piss around with legal issues unless there’s big money involved. Billy doesn’t have big bucks. I can’t imagine his partner, Rick Hogan, is any better off. Ergo, they’re mixed up with someone who can afford the services of Butterworth Cole. I can’t think of a way this spells anything but trouble.

      A sense of foreboding suddenly curbs my appetite, but I make myself down another couple of bites while Billy polishes off his sandwich and pickle. Might as well let him enjoy the meal before we get down to business.

      “Glad you made me eat,” Billy says as he pushes his plate aside. He wipes his lips and chin with a couple of paper napkins. “That was good.”

      “Best sandwiches in Chicagoland!” I exclaim, purloining The Sandwich Emporium’s tagline. Some of the sloppiest sandwiches, too. I’ve been to the dry cleaner a few times after spilling food and/or sauce on my suits and ties. I’m not always the tidiest guy when it comes to eating, but I’ve managed to get through today’s lunch without a mishap.

      Billy’s expression sobers when he picks up the manila envelope, cracks open the flap, and pulls out a sheaf of papers that I, in all my glorious legal expertise, instantly recognize as lawsuit paperwork. I’m distressed to spot R & B Ramp Services among a laundry list of defendants. I look up to meet Billy’s eyes and wait.

      “Did you hear about the tour plane that crashed into Lake Michigan the morning after Labor Day?” he asks.

      “Congressman’s wife and parents?”

      “He’s actually a senator named Evan Milton, but yeah. His wife and son died. Parents, too.”

      The story swims into focus. A tour plane had inexplicably landed nose first in Lake Michigan. Nobody swam away. “R & B is involved?”

      “We did their maintenance,” he replies, then lifts a corner of the paperwork with his pinky finger. “This legal stuff is way over my head. Fortunately, Windy City’s owners have plenty of money.”

      “Windy City? What’s that?”

      “The owners of the plane. They’ve set up a meeting with me and Rick to go over this thing.”

      “Who are these people?” I ask. “Where does their money come from? At $100 bucks per trip or whatever tour operators charge, I can’t imagine anyone is getting rich from the air-tourism business.”

      “Windy City is owned by some rich kids who work at the Board of Trade. The air-tour gig is a sideline. I figure they want a tax write-off and access to their own plane whenever they want it. One of them goes to football games at his alma mater, another goes on weekend jaunts to shop.”

      Alarm bells are going off all over the place. “And these nice people are anxious to help you and Rick, huh?” Billy gives me an uncertain look as I fold the legal papers back into the manila envelope, pocket it, and get to my feet. “I’m glad you brought this to me. Let’s go back to the office and kick it around with Penelope. She’s the brains of our little operation.”

      We chat about our kids on the walk back to the office.

      “I’ll pay you for your time,” Billy says while I hold the outside door open.

      That’s kind of funny, I think as he walks past a baby-blue copy-paper notice taped to the wall immediately beneath our firm’s temporary sign. An excerpt from Emma Lazarus’s poem “The New Colossus” that adorns the pedestal base of the Statue of Liberty is printed on the page:

      Give me your tired, your poor,

      Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

      The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

      Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me.

      That pretty much spells out the mission statement of Brooks and Valenti. The poor creatures referenced in the poem constitute far too much of our client base. Billy is a good fit for our firm—someone in no position to pay us anything near what a legal battle with Butterworth Cole is likely to cost.

      “I mean it, we’ll pay you for your time,” Billy reiterates as we enter Joan’s cramped reception area.

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll work something out,” I say as I knock on my partner’s open door and poke my head in.

      “Work what out?” Penelope asks, then sits up straighter when she sees Billy easing in behind me. “Sorry, I didn’t realize we had company.” She smiles, gets to her feet, and extends a hand to Billy. “Penelope Brooks.”

      “Billy Likens,” he says as they exchange a crisp handshake.

      Penelope waves us into her visitor chairs and meets my gaze. “Business?”

      I nod.

      She points at the office door. “Get that?”

      I reach back to push the door closed, then place the Butterworth Cole envelope into her outstretched hand without saying a word. We sit quietly while she reads. Penelope’s a wholesome and athletic Kansas country girl with shoulder-length brown hair cut with bangs across her forehead. She stands barely above five feet tall and is a remarkable reproduction of her mother, right down to the hairstyle. She’d been drawn to the law by her admiration of a grandfather who was elected local judge after their family hardware store had been put out of business by Walmart coming to town. Penelope loved how he did the job—“armed with a bushel of common sense and integrity but not a law degree.” He inspired her to go to law school. Penelope’s mother had worked in her father’s judge’s chambers after the kids were in school, developing the skills she now employs on our behalf. Joan has been widowed for something over two years. Filling her empty days with us seems to be good therapy.

      Penelope lifts her enormous chocolate eyes to us, bounces her eyebrows, and whistles softly. “They’re looking for quite a payout.”

      I’ll say. Twenty million dollars is a fair chunk of change.

      “I assume you’re one of the defendants?” she asks Billy.

      “R & B Ramp Services.”

      “Who are the rest of these folks?”

      “Windy City Sky Tours owned the plane,” he replies. “We serviced it.”

      “And the lawsuit names everyone else who might have touched the plane in passing any time over the past few years?” Penelope asks drolly.

      “Pretty much,” Billy replies with a chuckle.

      She thinks for a moment. “What does the NTSB say?”

      The National Transportation Safety Board investigates aviation accidents, among other things. It never ceases to amaze me that she knows things like this off the top of her head.

      Billy shrugs. “They’re investigating. It’ll probably be a few months before they reach any conclusions.”

      Penelope leans back while her eyes drift to the ceiling. It’s what she does when chasing a thought or a bit of information that’s just out of reach. My eyes follow, and I watch with interest as a particularly large dust mote breaks free from an old fluorescent overhead light fixture and floats down to land on one of my shirt sleeves.

      “Haven’t they been giving public updates?” Penelope asks as I flick the speck of dust aside.

      “Just the facts, madam,” Billy says with a goofy little smile he flashes whenever he thinks he’s being clever. In this case, he’s parroting Dan Aykroyd’s Detective Joe Friday in a 1980s motion-picture parody of the classic old television series Dragnet. How in hell Mel indulged Billy by watching that movie with him a thousand times is beyond me. I mean, the movie was okay, but how many times? But that was Mel—anything for her baby brother. His eyes cut to mine to make sure I didn’t miss his witty moment. I reply with an indulgent eye roll.

      Penelope’s eyes pass between us before she purses her lips, drops her head, and continues reading. When she finishes, she tosses the paperwork on the desk. “They’re fishing.”

      That they are. The lawsuit has no particular focus. Instead, it throws a wide blanket over every potential defendant they can think of and makes every conceivable claim of negligence and malfeasance… and then a few more.

      “Butterworth Cole is staking its claim as lawyers for the plaintiffs,” I tell Billy.

      “What does that mean?”

      “They’re pissing on the case to mark it as their territory in hopes the family won’t look elsewhere for representation.”

      “Don’t lose any sleep over it for now,” Penelope tells Billy.

      “I’m plenty worried,” he says with a frown. “How long will this last? A couple of months?”

      “No,” Penelope replies. “Cases like this last months, maybe even a year or more.”

      “But it’s only been a month since the crash,” Billy says. “They seem to be moving plenty fast.”

      “Like I said,” I say. “They’re marking their territory. With that accomplished, things will slow down. Butterworth Cole will drag things out as long as they can to milk their client for every possible billing hour.”

      Penelope tilts her head to the side and studies Billy. “How long have you been working with these Windy City people?”

      “A little over a year now,” he replies.

      “Did you know the pilot?”

      “Megan Walton. I was introduced when she started, but we didn’t get to know her. The pilot turnover at Windy City is atrocious. As Rick says, ‘If they paid their pilots more than a couple of bucks above the going hourly rate for flipping burgers, maybe they’d stay longer than a month or two.’”

      “Who’s Rick?” Penelope asks.

      “Rick Hogan, my partner at R & B. He was never comfortable with Megan flying the Cessna and wondered if she was properly qualified. That question gnawed at me from the day she arrived, never more so than on that morning.”

      Penelope cocks an eyebrow. “Tell us about Megan.”

      Billy frowns. “She’s Jonathan Walton’s niece.”

      “Who’s Jonathan Walton?” she asks.

      “One of the Windy City owners. He seems to be the guy in charge.”

      Penelope nods. “Okay. So, back to Megan. Why was Rick concerned?”

      “She barely looks—looked—old enough to have a driver’s license. We wondered how she built enough flight hours to qualify for the gig at Windy City.”

      Penelope knits her eyebrows together. “She had her pilot’s license, right?”

      “Yeah, and she was rated for the 210.”

      “So, why were you concerned?”

      “The 210 has retractable landing gear and other complexities that necessitate more than basic private piloting skills. It demands an aviator with experience, not someone who happens to look ravishing in aviator glasses and tight clothes.”

      Penelope’s eyes narrow. “That sounds a little sexist.”

      Billy shrugs. “That’s not how I meant it, Penelope. The family connection concerned me, and Megan was very much a ‘look at me!’ kind of gal—hard to take seriously. It was so typical of Windy City to exploit the looks of their employees to promote business. All their pilots look good—guys and gals. Anyway, the owners seem much more focused on appearances and marketing than safety. Even before the accident, we decided not to re-up the contract when it comes up for renewal.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Too much trouble. I’m tired of fighting with the cheap bastards to spring for the money to keep their planes airworthy.”

      “How long had this Megan been around?” I ask Billy.

      His brow furrows while he thinks. “Coupla months, maybe three?”

      Not long, then. I follow up with “What happened that morning to concern you?”

      “We were on the ramp next to her while she prepped the Cessna,” Billy replies with a faraway look. “When she started to taxi, I realized that I hadn’t seen her bleed the fuel tanks. Neither had Rick, so I ran after her, trying to get her attention so I could make sure she had done it. If she hadn’t, we could do it before she took off.”

      “This might be a dumb question, but I don’t know what bleeding the tanks means,” Penelope says.

      “You want to make sure you’ve worked any air bubbles out of the fuel tanks before flying,” Billy explains. “The last thing a pilot needs is to have an air pocket block a fuel line in flight.”

      I think of air in the fuel lines of lawn mowers and such. “No gas gets to the engine?”

      “That’s right.”

      “How long does the problem last?” Penelope asks.

      Billy meets her gaze. “Until the pilot manages to glide to a landing or the plane crashes.”

      Penelope winces. “Is that what you think happened?”

      “Could be, but nobody knows,” Billy replies. “I’m sure the NTSB will look into it.” Then he taps a finger on the paperwork he brought in. “I don’t get this lawsuit, guys. Shouldn’t it wait until the NTSB finishes investigating?”

      “Welcome into the pool with the legal sharks, pal,” I mutter.

      “This isn’t exactly our area of expertise, Mr. Likens,” Penelope says.

      “Billy, please.”

      Penelope smiles. “Billy it is. Are you sure you want us to represent you in this matter? We could do a little research and recommend a firm with more experience in air accidents.”

      Billy looks at me and shakes his head. “Mel trusted you. I trust you. I watched your dad’s trial and that business with the village where you saved Liberty Street from the wrecking ball. You folks are big time!” he concludes with a grin.

      “Big time, my ass,” I say with a chuckle. He’s referring to the one and only criminal trial I’ve been involved in, and what was essentially a zoning battle with a village of several thousand people. Both had gotten a little press about a gazillion media cycles ago.

      Penelope smiles at Billy. “Guess we’ve got a deal.”

      Bless her. No questions about billing, no equivocation whatsoever, just “How can we help?” This is why our firm’s monthly billings generally cover the rent with just enough left over to keep the partners in mac and cheese.

      Billy tells her about the Windy City invitation to drop by to discuss things, including a brief explanation of what he knows about the owners.

      Penelope’s eyes cut to mine. She doesn’t seem to like the idea any more than I do. She cups her chin in her hand and taps the end of her index finger on the tip of her button nose while she ponders the situation, then says, “I don’t like the idea of you meeting with the Windy City people.”

      “At least not by yourself,” I add.

      Penelope dons a half smile and shoots Billy a sideways glance. “Uh-oh. That’s his ‘Scheming Valenti’ tone of voice.”

      I feign an indignant expression. “Me? A schemer? Maybe I plan ahead a little now and then. That’s a crime?”

      “Come on,” Penelope says with a soft chuckle. “Out with it, partner. What have you got in mind?”

      “An observant fly on the wall in that meeting might learn quite a bit.”

      Penelope’s eyes twinkle. “Would this fly on the wall happen to go by the name of Tony Valenti?”

      I wink at Billy. “Behold the legal and feminine intuition of my partner, Billy, my boy. You’re in good hands.”

      Penelope may be smiling as she chuckles and shakes her head, but her eyes are wary as she looks at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You make for a pretty big fly.”

      She has a point. There aren’t many flies my size buzzing around town, not even in a city the size of Chicago.

      “You’re pretty recognizable these days, too,” Penelope adds.

      I shrug. Since the aforementioned murder trial and village squabble ended, I may as well be the Invisible Man. All that was months and months ago—ancient history in today’s media landscape. Besides, Billy’s would-be benefactors are Board of Trade creatures. “I doubt those people watch much news beyond the market reports.”

      “But they may recognize you,” she cautions.

      “I doubt they’ll shoot if they do.”

      Billy’s eyes have been tracking between Penelope and me as we’ve batted our ideas back and forth. His expression lightens and his eyes settle on mine when understanding finally dawns. “You’re coming with us?”

      Well, that hopeful expression settles things, doesn’t it? I can’t say no to that face, which is so similar to Mel’s. I reach over and squeeze his shoulder. “We can’t be sending an innocent little Christian boy like you off to the Board of Trade Colosseum to face those Chicago Loop lions all by yourself, can we?”

      Billy grins. Penelope looks mildly skeptical. I belatedly wonder what the hell I’m getting us into.
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      “I’m not sure about seeing these guys without lawyers,” Oliver Franklin says uncertainly two days after Billy brought the lawsuit to Brooks and Valenti.

      “Don’t be a pussy,” scoffs Jonathan Walton, one of Franklin’s two partners in Franklin, Tyson, Walton Commodity Brokers, LLC. The trio also owns one hundred percent of Windy City Sky Tours. “We’re dealing with blue-collar troglodytes with grease under their nails, Franklin,” he adds. “That’s why all three of us are here. If this meeting is ever questioned, it’ll be our word against theirs.”

      Partner number three, Caitlyn Tyson, laughs in delight. “That’s hardly even fair.”

      They’re seated in the FTW corporate boardroom with Walton at the head of the conference table, as befits his status as their unofficial leader. Walton began life with a healthy leg up that he owed entirely to the family he was born into. His wealthy mother is a pillar of the Chicago philanthropic and fine-arts scenes, and his father is a prominent plastic surgeon whose services his handsome WASP son couldn’t conceivably need. Jonathan Walton has never quite had to grow up; he still wears ball caps backward away from work and talks more like a college frat boy than a professional trader.

      Walton taps his copy of the lawsuit paperwork. “We’re not going to get stuck paying for this, Franklin. A case like this is exactly why Windy City is set up the way it is. We’re golden.”

      Tyson, five foot nine of upper-crust sorority girl dabbling in the business world with a couple of decimal points worth of her family’s fortune, reaches over to cover Franklin’s hand with her own. “Jonathan’s right. No lawyers today. We can string these R & B dopes along with the BS that we’re all in this together, just business partners looking out for one another.” She grins wickedly and adds, “We’ll get our lawyers involved to screw over these bozos later. For now, let’s learn what we can about what happened out there. These two probably have some insights into what went wrong.”

      “They sure as hell know more about it than we do,” Walton agrees. “We can pass that along to our attorneys. That can’t do anything but help us. The plan is to push hard to get this settled and put it behind us.”

      “Why?” Franklin asks. “The crash was only a month ago. Civil lawsuits drag on forever.”

      Walton shakes his head. “We hold all the cards here, pal. Lots of cash to spread around, top-shelf lawyers, motivated partners in AAA Avgas—”

      “Partners who know how to be persuasive,” Tyson cuts in with a grin.

      Walton chuckles. “To put it mildly.”

      “Plus the access our wealth and social standing provide.”

      “Right,” Walton agrees. “Hell, R & B probably doesn’t even have a lawyer yet. So, we’re going to use our advantages to bury those rubes—quickly and completely.”

      Franklin’s eyes track between his partners while a tentative smile creeps across his face. “Okay, I see where you’re going with this. You two are considerably more Machiavellian than me.”

      So we are, Walton thinks with a grin. Franklin, a thin, plain former prep school and college buddy of his, can supposedly trace his lineage back to Benjamin Franklin. Even he thinks that’s most likely bullshit, but he’s happy to take advantage of the story. Given that his family trades on that tenuous connection for their social standing in lieu of conspicuous wealth, Franklin tends to be the most cautious of the partners. He’d been a straight arrow at school, the guy who got the mercurial Walton out of a few scrapes with schools and the law. Walton and Tyson sometimes chaff at his timidity, but both recognize that it tempers their more reckless tendencies.

      “It sucks to be down to a single airplane,” Tyson grumbles. “Having a plane available for a weekend or two was a nice little perk.”

      “It was nice,” Franklin adds with a wistful smile.

      Walton frowns. That does suck. Taking their only remaining aircraft out of service for personal jaunts is out of the question. They discussed replacing the lost Cessna out of pocket, but Franklin had persuaded them to wait until the insurance company paid up. He argued that they were headed into the winter season and wouldn’t need a second aircraft until spring. Left unsaid was the fact that it would be a struggle for him to come up with his third of the cost.

      “I planned to use the Cessna for a shopping and clubbing trip to New York City next weekend,” Tyson gripes. “Now I’ll have to fly commercial.”

      Oh boo-hoo, Walton thinks. She can afford to charter a jet any time she wants to.

      Now in full-on annoyed mode, Tyson glares at the polished, black-granite wall clock. Its brushed aluminum hands point to a couple of minutes past two o’clock.

      “Where the hell are those damn mechanics?” she snaps. “I have things to do!”
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      “We’re gonna be late,” Billy complains to Rick and me as the Willis Tower elevator doors glide closed and he pushes the button for floor number sixty-seven.

      “No big deal,” I say as the elevator begins its ascent. “They’re probably annoyed that the help is keeping them waiting. Having them a little off balance isn’t going to hurt.” In fact, I’d lingered over a cup of coffee at Dunkin’ on West Adams Street until two o’clock sharp to ensure that we’d be five minutes late.

      Billy meets my gaze and shoots me an easy smile. “If you say so. You’re the lawyer.”

      “Don’t mention that upstairs,” I remind him with a grin as the elevator begins to slow. Brooks and Valenti hasn’t formally taken on the case, so I have no obligation to tell our hosts that I’m an attorney.

      “Man, these things are quick,” Rick marvels as the elevator slows to a smooth stop and dings to announce our arrival.

      It reminds me of the elevators at the former Sphinx Financial Tower in Atlanta, where I worked as a high-powered corporate attorney once upon a time. There are no elevators, of course—slow or fast—at the offices of Brook and Valenti, Strip Mall Attorneys at Law.

      The elevator spills us out into a hardwood vestibule flanked by a pair of generous reception areas behind glass walls. We pick Door Number Two: Franklin, Tyson, Walton Commodity Brokers LLC. I hang back, allowing Billy and Rick to take the lead. Both are decked out in Haggar slacks, button-down long-sleeve shirts, and deck shoes. I’ve dressed down to a pair of jeans, a black-and-gray striped short-sleeve shirt, and a pair of loafers—all the better not to look lawyerlike. I hope to become part of the wallpaper when the meeting gets underway.

      While Rick talks with the receptionist, I gaze around at the richly appointed reception area. My feet sink deeply into pile carpeting that threatens to swallow us whole. A burnished steel FTW logo stretches across the wall with the tagline Feeding the World just below it. Black-and-white photos of basic foodstuffs dot the walls—bushels of maize and soybeans, fields of grain. Feeding the world, my ass, I think as we’re shuttled toward a meeting room. I’ve done some reading up on these folks. FTW is a commodity-trading firm that works to manipulate the futures market to drive up prices. There seems to be nothing that the world’s bankers believe they shouldn’t be free to exploit, including food staples. I imagine that in their perfect world, bankers would pocket a penny or two with every bite.

      We’re shown into a large conference room. The smarmy smiles our hosts paste on their faces as they greet us heighten my suspicions about why they’ve invited Billy and Rick for a visit. I continue to hang back while my friends shake hands with their so-called partners. Then they sit down in a pair of brown leather chairs at the opposite end of the polished conference table. I take a seat alongside Billy, who nods toward me and introduces me as his friend Tony, “who we brought along today as a third set of ears.” I smile and nod at the jackals.

      The gaze of the woman introduced as Caitlyn Tyson lingers on me for a long moment after her partners dismiss me as unimportant. “Do I know you?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “You look familiar,” she mutters as she continues to stare.

      I’m tempted to say something—anything that might prevent my cover from being blown—but decide to keep my mouth shut. I shrug and look away.

      Billy has the presence of mind to distract everyone. “Man, I’m so glad you guys called!” he gushes to our hosts. “Getting served with this lawsuit really shook us up.”

      Walton turns an oily smile on him. “Glad to help, buddy. We’re all in this together.”

      Of course, you are! I think while intuiting that Walton appears to be the leader of this unholy trinity. The guy’s got a streak of bullshit on him a mile long.

      “Thanks, man,” Billy says.

      Tyson leans closer to smile at Billy and waves a hand toward the window, beyond which the expanse of Lake Michigan stretches away to the horizon. “So? What do you think happened out there?”

      Billy turns his palms up. “No idea. The NTSB report should tell us.”

      The investigation will take at least two or three months. I advised Billy and Rick to keep their heads down as much as possible until the accident report is published. They’ve already been questioned by the NTSB Go Team and have turned over their maintenance records. Windy City doesn’t need to know any of that. I suspect the only reason we’re here today is to allow our hosts to pick Billy’s and Rick’s brains for ideas Windy City’s lawyers can exploit to dodge responsibility for the crash and pin the blame on their R & B “buddies.”

      “Sure,” Walton says agreeably to Billy. “But what do you guys think?”

      “You’re the experts,” Tyson adds while all but batting her big eyelashes. “What do you think? Bad fuel? Pilot error?”

      Her second guess draws a sharp look of disapproval from Walton. No surprise there. The pilot was his niece. It looks as if he intends to protect Megan… at least at this early stage. “Structural failure seems to be a possibility,” he says, pointing the finger away from the pilot and squarely at R & B.

      Yeah, yeah, you’re all in this together.

      Billy shrugs uncomfortably. Rick’s eyes narrow as he says, “The maintenance was all current.”

      “It was supposed to be, anyway,” Tyson says enigmatically, showing the first card the Windy City owners are likely to play in their bid to pin the blame on R & B.

      Walton taps the lawsuit paperwork. “According to the plaintiff’s lawyers, our plane fell out of the sky for no apparent reason, my friends. They contend this was almost certainly due to faulty maintenance—either mechanical failure or structural failure, both of which point directly at you guys, right?”

      “That’s bullshit,” Rick mutters.

      “That remains to be seen,” Walton says as he sits forward and smiles at Billy. “That leaves you vulnerable, buddy. We can help. We’ll have your back, but we have to work together to do so.”

      Billy’s shoulders relax. Walton, apparently seeing him as R & B’s potential weak link, is trying to lure him into the trap of trusting his so-called partners. It’s time for me to enter the fray.

      I lean in and smile at Walton. “Let’s all remember that you folks are the lead defendant in this lawsuit.”

      My intervention surprises Walton, whose eyes cut to me before turning back to Billy. He looks like a predator whose prey has just escaped its grasp.

      “There’s a reason for that,” I continue. “R & B is just an add-on defendant. Same with the fuel vendor and the airport.” I pause and make eye contact in turn with Walton, Tyson, and Franklin. “You folks do get that, don’t you?”

      The Windy City three exchange glances. Walton’s smugness has faltered, Franklin looks genuinely worried, and Tyson is once again eying me suspiciously.

      “Sure, sure, but we’re all vulnerable,” Walton says as his eyes again settle on Billy. “We’ve got good lawyers, buddy. The best. The more we can tell them about possible causes for the accident, the better.”

      “And the sooner, the better,” Franklin chimes in.

      I think back to the video of the NTSB Go Team media briefings I watched this morning while I prepared for this meeting. I can still hear the flat recounting of the facts being delivered in the bureaucratic legalese so typical of government spokespersons. Based upon air traffic control radar, the established facts of the accident are: The Windy City Cessna was flying straight and level in an eastward direction at an altitude of 3,100 feet and a groundspeed of seventy-three knots when it began to lose speed and altitude beginning at 9:03:15 a.m. By 9:04:05 a.m., the airplane had descended to 2,800 feet and was traveling at sixty-eight knots. The NTSB had no opinion on whether the pilot was executing a planned descent, but nothing in the flight profile indicated otherwise. At least not for twenty-two more seconds, at which time the plane was traveling fifty-seven knots at an altitude of 2,100 feet. The final sentence of the briefing has stuck in my mind, perhaps because the dispassionate recitation of tragedy had been so utterly bereft of emotion. “At 09:04:27 the aircraft initiated an abrupt left turn, at which point the aircraft commenced a vertical descent. Radar contact was lost at 09:04:41.”

      “Billy and Rick were right earlier,” I say. “The NTSB investigation will get to the bottom of what happened. Of course, that report can’t be used in court, so anything that gets said at this stage could turn out to be a problem. It’s probably best for all of us to sit back and let things play out.”

      Perhaps aware that I’m onto their scheme, Walton gives me a long, decidedly unfriendly look.

      Tyson slams an open palm on the tabletop and explodes, “I do know you. You’re a lawyer! You helped your father get away with murder!”

      Recognition dawns on Franklin’s face, as well. “You shot down Titan Development’s plans in Cedar Heights, too, didn’t you?”

      Penelope apparently called things correctly.

      Walton shoots to his feet and levels an accusing finger at me. “You didn’t tell us you’re a lawyer! That’s unethical!” A sly smile curls his lips. “I’ll have your balls for this. Kiss your law license goodbye, asshole.”

      I smile back. “As Billy told you off the top, I’m just here doing a favor for a friend. I haven’t been retained to represent R & B.”

      Walton snorts and waves my comment aside. “I think it’s time for you gentlemen to leave.”

      I lock eyes with him as I languidly get to my feet. “With partners like you folks, it’s pretty clear that Billy and Rick will need their own lawyers.”

      Walton’s color is up as he points at the door. “Get the fuck out!”

      “Roger that,” I answer back. “Fucking off now.”

      War has been declared.
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      Life is good. I’m in the kitchen two days after being chased out of the meeting with the Windy City assholes, up to my neck in preparations for a Sunday backyard dinner of Tony Valenti’s Famous Burgers. Family occasions such as this are a big reason why my daughter, Brittany,  and I came to the Valenti family home in Cedar Heights when we fled Atlanta last summer in the wake of my failed marriage to Brittany’s mother. My mother may be gone now, having passed away a little over a year ago, but my father, Francesco—“Papa” to us—and my fifteen-year-old daughter are making up for lost time.

      Papa is washing a batch of his prized homegrown tomatoes at the kitchen sink. “You want the tomatoes?” he asks Brittany.

      “Those yucky things?”

      “No?”

      “I’m just kidding!” she exclaims as she eases closer to Papa. “I’d love a few of your tomatoes.”

      He gives her the stink eye as he pulls the bowl away from her. “No tomato for you! You have only the one chance when I ask!”

      My father stands a couple of inches under six feet, has a wiry build, and tufts of thinning gray hair. The most prominent features on his olive-complexioned face are wild, bushy eyebrows over a pair of piercing hazel eyes. He talks and walks fast, always has. I recall oftentimes running to keep up with him when I was a kid. There’s a fair amount of him in my features, although I keep my eyebrows carefully trimmed. I have his hazel eyes, but inherited Mama’s lengthy eyelashes and a more rounded face in comparison to Papa’s sharper features. You’d be hard pressed to find much family resemblance between my daughter and father. Brittany’s lithe build, bright blue eyes, and striking good looks owe much to her mother.

      As I turn away from yet another faux grandfather-granddaughter confrontation to survey my meal preparations—raw hamburger patties, German-style potato salad, and pasta salad—I see Papa wink and flip a tomato to Brittany. She catches it and pops it into her mouth in a single motion. What in hell makes these two think their fake dramas are so amusing is beyond me, but that might be because I’m neither young nor old enough understand the dynamic. Or maybe I’m just dense. What the hell, they seem to enjoy it.

      I’ve prepared a dozen of my signature half-pound patties—two each for my father and myself, one for Brittany. The rest will find their way down Papa’s gullet within a day or two. I pick up the platter of uncooked burgers and head for the door leading to our backyard while Papa smiles in anticipation. He came late to the burger party—burgers hadn’t been a thing where he grew up in Calabria, Italy. He and Mama tended to favor Italian dishes in the years after he immigrated to the United States, yet Papa loves the damned things nowadays. It’s a wonder he hasn’t chained me to the grill for the entire summer. Deano, our plump fourteen-year-old black Labrador retriever, lumbers along in my wake, wagging his tail at the prospect of a stray bite to inhale.

      “Hey, Ed,” I say when I reach the beige flagstone patio.

      Ed Stankowski is a retired Cedar Heights detective we’ve hired to provide a little security for Papa. After my father was acquitted of murder charges and our home was rescued from a predatory developer last year, he often faced harassment when he ventured out in public. The abuse had eventually followed him home. Hence the security.

      Ed dips his chin in my direction. “Tony.”

      I lift the platter of patties. “We’ve got plenty of burgers if you want one.”

      Ed glances at his watch. “May as well. Jake’s gonna be late picking me up.”

      “Again?” I ask with a wide-eyed chuckle.

      “Yeah,” he grumbles, but he’s smiling as he does so. “Another big case, or so he says. He might just be out having a pre-brew brew, y’know? Maybe with one of those young women cops they’ve got nowadays.”

      I lift the lid on our Weber grill and start tossing patties on the rack. “Nah, Jake’s a one-woman kinda guy, don’t you think?”

      Jake Plummer is the Cedar Heights PD homicide detective who was the lead investigator in Papa’s case. To my immense surprise, Plummer turned out to be a good guy. He’d put me onto Ed when it became clear that Papa needed a little temporary security.

      Ed laughs at my observation. “You’re damned right. Jake has the good sense not to piss off his wife by chasing after young women. We senior citizens need people to care for us in our dotage. It’s not as if the gals are interested in us old farts, anyway.”

      I soon have a veritable bonfire going on the grill. I’m using two spatulas to move the patties around in an almost futile bid to keep them out of the grease flares that always threaten to overwhelm me when I cook burgers. It’s like playing whack-a-mole with continuous bursts of flame.

      Ed watches with an amused smile. “Y’know you need a bigger grill for that many burgers, don’t you?”

      “Oh, I know,” I reply dryly. I’ve been thinking that I might be able to get Papa to spring for a larger grill by telling him I could cook two dozen patties at a time on a bigger grate. My appeals for a grill manufactured within the past century have fallen on deaf ears. “Papa seems to think a Civil War-era grill is all we need.”

      “Lemme talk to the old coot and knock some sense into him.”

      I give Ed a skeptical look. “Good luck with the old coot.”

      His eyes stray around the backyard sanctuary my parents built over the years. Papa and Mama added plenty of Mediterranean flourishes, including a creamy four-foot-tall stucco fence that features a mural my late sister, Amy, painted the summer after she graduated from high school. A rock-and-rose garden rises in the middle of the yard. Papa’s tomato plants line the north side of the fence. To the surprise of everyone—no one more than me—I managed not to kill Mama’s prized rose bushes over the summer.

      “Every time I come here, I find myself thinking about what a cool yard this is,” Ed says. “Makes me wanna do something with my own place.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      “Too damn lazy,” he says with a chuckle.

      Papa eventually saunters out. Deano trots over to join him—another bloodhound hot on the scent of fresh meat. My father appears surprised but happy to discover that Ed is still here. They get along well, and I’m pleased that my retired father has someone to hang with. They’re of an age, and Ed appears to enjoy the company as much as Papa does. He seems to be in no hurry to wind things up. It’s not as if he’s charging us much, so I’m happy to play along.

      “Plummer, he late again?” Papa asks Ed in his fractured English. After forty-plus years in the US, he still hasn’t mastered the language.

      Ed nods, then points at the grill, where I’m just visible within a blanket of smoke as I battle to keep from charring the burgers. “Your kid needs a bigger grill, Francesco. Stop being a cheap bastard and get him one!”

      “Yes?” Papa asks him with an appraising glance my way.

      Ed nods. Papa nods. There must be a generational wavelength at work here. I may be getting a new grill!

      Papa wanders back into the house. Deano stares after him but isn’t prepared to abandon his burger quest.

      Jake Plummer lets himself into the backyard a minute later. The detective is in his mid-fifties, maybe five feet eight inches tall, is well on his way to bald, and is dressed in a nondescript gray suit that probably came off the rack at a department store. Cheap suits seem to be his detective uniform. “Ski!” he exclaims.

      Ed turns to look at his friend. “Hi, you culturally insensitive son of a bitch!”

      Plummer’s frosty mustache twitches as he laughs. He swears that his use of “Ski” to refer to Ed is nothing more than commentary on his friend’s rather prominent nose, whereas Ed insists it’s a slur on his Polish ancestry.

      Plummer makes a point of sniffing the air, which is still thick with smoke pouring out of the grill. “Smells pretty good out here.”

      “Good timing,” I tell him as I start transferring the cooked burgers into a CorningWare serving dish. “Want one?”

      Plummer takes another sniff and smiles. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      “Would one of you guys mind poking your head inside to let everyone know that we’re ready out here?” I ask.

      When Ed nods and starts to stand, Plummer puts a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “Got something I need to talk to you two about without anyone else listening.”

      Ed settles back into his seat. I plop the lid on the CorningWare bowl and set it on the side shelf, where the heat from the grill will keep the burgers warm. Something in Plummer’s demeanor puts me on edge.

      “A pal of mine from Chicago PD intelligence dropped in on me this afternoon,” he begins. “That’s why I’m late.”

      Ed cocks an eyebrow. “And?”

      “Some organized crime wise guy gave him a heads-up about a visitor from Italy who’s in town putting out feelers about Francesco.” Plummer studies me intensely. “Any idea what that’s about?”

      I might have an idea, but I need to think this through before answering.

      Plummer pauses for a beat to let me answer before he continues, “My first thought was that this has to be bullshit, but then my guy told me a little bit about who this character is supposedly associated with. You familiar with an outfit in Italy named Ndrangheta, Tony?”

      My sphincter muscle contracts. Yeah, I know who they are—mafioso on steroids.

      “Those are some nasty bastards,” Ed mutters.

      Jake nods in agreement, then turns back to me. “No screwing around here. What’s this about?”

      How do I handle this? On his last night in jail during his murder trial, Papa had told me a horrible story about the rape and kidnapping of his sister from their hometown of Orsomarso in Italy when he was twenty years old. She was taken by members of the Cosche, a local offshoot of the national Ndrangheta. Papa had found her and killed the man who abducted her. He’d then spirited his sister and mother away to a monastery in a different Italian province before he fled to the United States with a price on his head. I tell Jake and Ed the story and end with a request to keep the information as confidential as they can. They both nod.

      “So, you think we need to take this seriously?” Ed asks.

      Plummer is looking at me as he nods. “Good call telling us about this, Tony. I get the feeling it was a tough call for you to make.”

      He’s got that right. The story was meant for my ears only and I’ve respected Papa’s confidence ever since. Much as I’d like to continue doing so, this is no longer about keeping a secret. If the Ndrangheta has finally caught up to Papa, he may not be the only person at risk.

      “If you’re worried about legal jeopardy in the US over what Francesco did, don’t be,” Plummer adds. “It happened ages ago and thousands of miles away. It’s nothing I’m inclined to act on.”

      Ed weighs in. “The bastard deserved to be blown away.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?” Plummer agrees. “Anyway, the question is: What are we gonna do about this?”

      “Why is this coming back on Papa now?” I ask. “It’s been almost fifty years.”

      Plummer purses his lips. “Francesco’s trial was pretty big news. Maybe word got back to the wrong ears in Italy.”

      “Most likely to this Orsomarso place,” Ed says. “I’ll bet this is personal. Some old asshole from back in the day wanting to settle a score. An outfit like the Ndrangheta ain’t likely to bother with shit like this, but if they did, they wouldn’t have come fishing for information. They would’ve just sent someone to take Francesco out.”

      Plummer nods thoughtfully. “Ski’s probably right.”

      “So, how do we play this?” Ed asks.

      I haven’t got a clue, but I think I know what I have to do next. “Papa needs to know. You guys decide what needs to be done, and we’ll do it.”

      Ed appears skeptical. “You think Francesco will just go along with whatever we tell him to do?”

      “Normally, I’d say no, but I’m not giving him a choice,” I reply.

      “He’s probably gonna be pissed that you told us this story at all,” Ed counters. “I doubt he’ll be in any mood to play along.”

      I’ve been thinking this through as we’ve talked, and my nonnegotiable bottom line is already clear. “Papa’s got a choice. He either does whatever you say needs to be done, or Brittany and I are out of here.”

      “Good call,” Plummer says.

      Ed nods. “Agreed.”

      Papa can rant and play the stern patriarch all he wants, but Brittany’s safety comes first. I glance down at the burgers. “Let’s go eat before these things congeal. Then I’ll talk to Papa, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Sounds good,” Ed says. Plummer agrees.

      I walk Papa to his bedroom after we eat and bring him up to speed. He’s pissed at me for spilling the beans to Ed and Jake. I let him rant for thirty seconds and then put my foot down. “We’re going to do whatever Ed and Jake suggest.”

      My father’s face morphs into that of the stern father of my youth. “You no tell me what to do, Anthony.”

      I raise a hand to cut him off. “Here’s the deal, Papa. It’s either that, or I take Brittany somewhere safe. Tonight.” That gets his attention. “Let’s go. Jake and Ed are waiting in the backyard to talk with us.”

      My father blows out a long, lingering breath that seems to deflate him a little, then nods and gets to his feet.

      “Boy talk,” I tell Brittany glibly as we pass through the kitchen on our way to the backyard. “Back in a few minutes.”

      Plummer and Ed are in quiet conversation with their heads close together when Papa and I emerge from the house. Their eyes track from my father to me in silent question.

      “Papa’s on board,” I announce.

      “What we do?” Papa asks.

      “We’re having a little disagreement about that,” Ed says, getting the jump on Plummer, who appears annoyed to be beaten to the punch. “I suspect you’re gonna agree with my plan, Francesco.”

      “Tell me this plan,” Papa orders him.

      “We’ve got a little group who call ourselves the fossils,” Ed says. “We’re a bunch of retired old cops who sometimes dust ourselves off to take on a security job. I’ll talk to a few of the guys tonight. Hell, this will be a little welcome excitement for the old bastards. Checkers, darts, and dominoes can only fill so many hours in a day. We’ll have guys here round the clock starting tomorrow morning while Jake tries to figure things out.”

      Plummer shakes his head and turns to me. “I’d sooner see you folks go somewhere for a week or two while I investigate.”

      “Nah, we can manage things here,” Ed says confidently.

      Plummer sighs. He’s skeptical. Worried. Should I be?

      “I no run away!” Papa proclaims in an outburst of machismo.

      Plummer meets my eye. “Sounds like we’ll have to dynamite Francesco’s ass out of here if we want him to go.”

      I spread my hands and suggest, “Maybe we should.”

      “I no go!” Papa reiterates.

      Ed, damn him, reassures Papa that he and the fossils can handle things.

      Plummer shuffles close and whispers, “I’ll expedite things, Tony—put out more feelers tonight to try to get to the bottom of this. If the threat seems real, we need to get your asses out of this house until we neutralize whoever the hell is gunning for Francesco.”

      “Agreed.”

      And so, against our better judgment, we surrender to Papa’s and Ed’s display of aging testosterone. For now.

      The detectives stick around for dessert. I feel a little naked after they depart. Ed’s fossils won’t be here until tomorrow, which leaves only me to protect Brittany and Papa. The gun Papa purchased and used last year is long gone, trashed after he was acquitted of murder in the shooting it was used in. Looks as if I’ll be staying up tonight with only 911 on speed dial to defend us.
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      I pull my car to the curb in front of Pat O’Toole’s Humboldt Park home a week later. Pat’s an old high school classmate who re-entered my life in the midst of last year’s turmoil. She’s a local reporter for the Chicago Tribune newspaper. Pat had been steadfast throughout Papa’s ordeal, even during a period when we had a falling-out. Our victory in the battle over the redevelopment plan for Liberty Street owed a great deal to her reporting. After a few bumps along the way, we’ve settled into a comfortable friendship with undertones of more.

      Pat suggested going for a little run in the park, so I’m decked out in a pair of fraying royal blue cotton shorts, a graying Marquette University T-shirt, and a pair of severely scuffed Nike cross-trainers—an outfit that indicates how little I get out to jog, let alone run. She wants to discuss her concerns about our upcoming lunch meeting with an aviation journalist who contacted me about the Windy City crash. She meets me at the door.

      “All good on the home front?” she asks. Pat knows that Ed Stankowski has stepped up Papa’s security but doesn’t know the details.

      “Ed and a couple of buddies are on duty,” I reply. “So far, so good.”

      Pat holds the door open and lets me in, then sits me at the breakfast counter with a sunshine yellow, smiley-face mug of steaming coffee. The mouth-watering aroma of bacon lingers in the air. Alas, I’ve come too late to partake.

      “Tell me a little more about Stankowski,” she says.

      “Ed’s an old detective who was pensioned off after he was shot in the leg during a domestic dispute. He says he’s too young to call it a day, so he keeps his hand in with security jobs, like babysitting Papa.”

      “And the fossils?” she asks with a quizzical smile.

      “Bunch of other retired cops looking for things to do.”

      “What’s really going on, Valenti?”

      “You know Papa’s been hassled a bit since the trial,” I reply. “We’re just playing it safe.”

      Pat senses that something more is up, something to worry about. The fear on her face hits me hard. She’d been shot in our kitchen ten months ago when the son of Papa’s shooting victim sprayed the back of our house with bullets from a .22-caliber handgun. The bricks still bear the scars from the slugs. Pat lost an eye.

      “You’re a crappy liar, Valenti,” she says. “The drama around your father died down a while ago. Now there’s suddenly a bunch of retired cops babysitting him. What’s up?”

      I shrug.

      “So, don’t tell me what’s going on,” she says irritably before spinning her laptop around to face me. “Read this while I get changed.”

      A Chicago Sun-Times article is open on the screen. The headline reads:

      Milton Crash: Maintenance and Fuel Vendors Under Microscope

      I do a slow burn as I read the article, the gist of which is that the NTSB investigation is focusing on tainted fuel and/or shoddy maintenance as likely causes of the crash. Or so the Sun-Times reporter’s unnamed sources tell her. The writer goes on at some length to establish that the fuel vendor at the airport, AAA Avgas, has reputed ties to organized crime. I resist the urge to slam down my coffee mug as I finish reading, limiting myself instead to an angry, “Son of a bitch!”

      “Quite a smear job, huh?” Pat asks as she slides onto the black fabric barstool next to mine, plants her elbows on the butcher-block countertop, and rests her chin on the knuckles of her clasped hands.

      I look at her in surprise, not having heard her come back downstairs. “No shit. Where did”—I scroll back to the top of the article for the reporter’s byline—“Sandy Irving get this crap?”

      Pat purses her lips and lifts a shoulder. “That’s a good question. Maybe Ben Larose can shed a little light on that.”

      Larose is the aviation writer we’re meeting for lunch. I stab a finger at the laptop. “You think he’s the source for this?”

      “I doubt it.”

      I lean back and look up at the ten-foot ceiling. “Billy Likens assures me they did nothing wrong.”

      Pat shrugs as she slides off her barstool. “He’s your client, of course, but to play devil’s advocate for a moment, what if that’s not true?”

      “It is a good question,” I allow, but when Billy’s angelic face appears in my mind’s eye, I just can’t buy it. “I don’t think Billy’s lying.”

      “Fair enough,” Pat says, then pauses to give me a long look. “That name rings a bell. Billy Likens, as in Melanie Likens’s little brother?”

      “That’s him.”

      “Did you and Mel stay in touch after school?” she asks. After I nod, she frowns. “I heard she died. Hard to imagine… she was always so full of life.”

      Until she wasn’t, I think morosely. Mel’s death had devastated me. The topic of Mel is a dark place I try not to visit.

      Pat rests a hand on the counter, reaches back to grab the toe of a white-and-orange Asics running shoe, and pulls her foot up to her butt to stretch her quadriceps muscles. She’s clad in form-fitting, jet-black spandex, whereas I’m dressed in what might be euphemistically called shabby chic or, perhaps more accurately, like some bozo trapped in an athletic wear time warp. Frankly, it’s a little embarrassing. Things are about to get worse.

      She glances up at an antique wall clock with a different breed of bird pictured for every hour. “C’mon, Valenti. Limber up and let’s get moving. We can talk about the Milton crash and Ben Larose while we run.”

      My eyes track up to the clock. Eight thirteen. She’s right, we do need to get moving. I’ve got a prospective client meeting in just over two hours. While Pat goes through an elaborate prerun routine, I do a couple of stretches, polish off my coffee, and admire the main floor of Pat’s house. Lots of hardwood, plenty of sunshine pouring in through oversized windows, tasteful minimalist leather and wood furnishings, several nice pieces of art, and a fascinating collection of bric-a-brac she’s brought home from her extensive travels through Africa, Asia, Europe, and, well… everywhere. There’s a tenant in a self-contained basement apartment. Upstairs, the second floor contains a remodeled master bedroom with an ensuite bathroom, a guest room, and a home office. A painting studio fills the converted attic space. It’s a great house.

      Pat finishes a couple of stretches on the floor, bounces up, and pulls her shoulder-length red hair into a ponytail that she stuffs through the back of a Chicago Blackhawks ball cap. She waves me along as she jogs to the front door.

      “We’ll start easy,” she assures me as we cross Division Street to enter Humboldt Park in the crisp mid-October morning air. The park is a 207-acre gem, one in a series of elegant West Side urban parks developed by William Le Baron Jenney in the 1870s.

      I focus on my stride as we head deeper into the park along a cracked ribbon of tree-lined asphalt. Pat’s “easy pace” has me sweating inside a minute. At five foot ten, she has a long, loping stride that eats up a lot of real estate with every step. In high school, she’d been mockingly called “Stick,” a reference to her tall, slender frame and lack of curves. Understanding that it hurt her more than she let on, I did what I could to shut the assholes down, but it was high school, and I had limited success. Still, she noticed, appreciated it, and we became friends, although she wasn’t welcome among the crowd of cool kids I ran with.

      “The full trail is about two miles,” she says conversationally after we’ve covered a couple of hundred more yards.

      “Okay,” I wheeze. “I’ve never understood the point of running.”

      Pat cocks an eyebrow my way. “No?”

      “What’s the point if a scary monster isn’t chasing you?”

      She shoots me a bemused sideways glance. “You’re such a doofus.”

      “I’ve been called worse.”

      “I’m a little surprised the Milton crash didn’t get much attention after the initial feeding frenzy,” she says a moment later as she coasts along.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Senator Milton qualifies as something of a celebrity these days, right? Potential presidential run, all of that.”

      I chug along beside her and nod while focusing on my somewhat ragged breathing. My legs may be limbering up a bit. Or maybe I’m simply going numb below the waist. Either way, I’m hopeful that the worst is over. By silent agreement, she talks, I listen.

      “The NTSB has pulled out all the stops for precisely that reason,” Pat continues. “Feed the media beast, satisfy the clamoring politicians.”

      She’s right. The Windy City Sky Tours Cessna has been retrieved from the bottom of Lake Michigan. The investigation seems to be moving quickly.

      “It’s kind of sad how little mention is made of the victims,” Pat mutters. “Lots of talk about the forty-three-year-old junior senator with higher-office aspirations and how this might impact his political career. What about Tiffany?”

      When I don’t reply, she throws her hands up in exasperation. “See what I mean? Tiffany Walton, his thirty-two-year-old wife who won’t turn thirty-three. Then there’s Cameron, all of four years old, and let’s not forget Cameron’s apparently doting grandparents, dead in their mid-sixties. This isn’t just about politics and money.”

      This is one of the reasons Pat is such a great reporter. She’s interested in people. She shines a light on how the news affects the people touched by events. She’s got a big heart—one that currently seems to be pumping a lot more oxygen to her body than mine is.

      “I’m not terribly familiar with how the NTSB works, but I’m told leaks like what we saw in the paper are extremely rare,” she continues. “So rare, in fact, that leaks generally originate from people working in some other facet of an investigation.”

      “I’ve… heard… that… too,” I manage to gasp. The truth is that I don’t really know what I should be doing at this point in an aviation accident case. I’m still trying to get up to speed. The NTSB does have what seems to be a well-deserved reputation for playing things close to the vest.

      Pat asks, “Is Billy Likens in trouble?”

      The question surprises me. I slow to a walk to catch my breath, hopefully enough to carry on a bit of a conversation. “Why do you ask?”

      Pat isn’t even breathing hard as she jogs circles around me while I suck in as much life-sustaining air as I can. She grabs my sleeve and tugs until I start running again, then answers my question. “Sandy Irving has good sources in law enforcement circles, which makes me wonder if she’s getting her information from the police. My understanding is that the NTSB only brings in law enforcement when there’s a suspicion of possible criminal activity.”

      That’s a disturbing possibility. Billy and Rick have talked with the NTSB and turned over all their records, but they haven’t spoken with law enforcement. Not that I know of, anyway. I push the thought aside, ignore my burning thighs, and work to keep up while wheezing out an answer. “They haven’t… talked… to… the cops.”

      “Let’s pick up the pace,” Pat suggests over her shoulder as she surges ahead.

      Is she kidding? I’m a jogger of sorts; she’s a runner. There is a difference. I belatedly recall that Pat was the queen of cross-country running in high school and has apparently completed a couple of full marathons and a bunch of half marathons. “You. Can. Keep. This. Up. All. Day. Can’t. You?” I shout at her back as I fall behind.

      She turns back to circle behind me and comes alongside wearing a smirk. “Not all day, Chubby, but I can go for a good while yet—especially at this pedestrian pace of yours.”

      We’ve finally rounded the north end of the park and are heading south when it first occurs to me that Pat may be out to kill me. She’s loping along effortlessly with plenty of bounce in her step. I’m plodding along on legs of stone. We’re now running into a middling breeze, which feels good but may well arrest my forward progress before much longer.

      “Back to Ben Larose,” Pat says.

      “Yeah,” I gasp hoarsely.

      “He mentioned vendors, said he has some info about them, right?”

      I nod.

      “Why talk to you about that?”

      “You. Tell. Me.”

      “Maybe Irving’s source reached out to Ben and he’s fishing for more information?”

      They’re good questions. I’m in no condition to speak, so I nod in reply and wonder why Larose would want to compare notes with me. Maybe Pat’s right to be skeptical of the guy’s motives.

      “I’m not sure I want to be seen with him around our newsroom,” she says. The meeting is set for noon at the Tribune. She suggests meeting Larose at my office instead.

      “No way,” I reply flatly. How can I expect Larose to take me seriously if he sees our office? Strip-mall lawyers going up against Butterworth Cole? Right. “Someplace… neutral.”

      “Ideas?” she asks as we start to round a lagoon.

      I wave her off.

      “When we stop?” she asks with an amused lilt in her voice.

      I nod gratefully. We pass tall stands of wild grass and a mixture of yellow and blue wildflowers that hug the shore of the lagoon. The imposing Humboldt Park Fieldhouse Gymnasium is at the water’s edge on the far side. I admire the graceful sweep of its base, a low ribbon of concrete dotted with arches along its length. Several stories of brown brick tower above it. Twin turrets capped with greened bronze roofs anchor the two wings running out from the center block. This would be an enjoyable jog if Pat weren’t bent on breaking the Humboldt Park land speed record. Maybe we can stop and admire things for an hour or two while I catch my breath?

      “So?” she prompts as we slow on the approach to North Humboldt Drive, a city street that bisects the park from north to south. She continues to run in place after I lumber to a stop beside her. “What have you got in mind for someplace neutral to meet for lunch?”

      “The Sandwich Emporium?”

      “Great idea! I haven’t been there in months!” she exclaims with a smile. “I’ll meet you at eleven forty-five.”

      The walk light comes on, and Pat trots across the street with me in her wake. She  eventually stops in the parking lot outside the Boat Pavilion and looks back at me with abject pity. Having lost my forward momentum waiting to cross the street, I can’t coax my legs back into action. I stagger up and stop with my hands on my knees. My head sinks almost as low while I struggle to inhale a thimbleful of precious air.

      “Poor Valenti,” she says in a sing-song voice as she runs in place.

      I sink to my haunches and look up. Her eyes are tracking a pair of Spandex-clad mothers who breeze by, chattering away while they effortlessly push tank-sized baby strollers with a single hand each. Pat’s eyes drop to mine, then cut away to the running mommies as a grin spreads across her face. “I’ve got a stroller like that at the house to push my niece around when she visits. I could nip home for it and push you around for a bit if you feel up to it?”

      She’s lucky that she’s a girl… and that I can’t catch her.

      I’m a sopping bucket of sweat when we arrive outside Pat’s house ten minutes later. I’d originally planned to make a pit stop at home to shower and shave before going to the office, but no way am I going to soil the leather seat of my Porsche Panamera with the river of sweat currently streaming off me. “I’ve got a set of sweats in the car. Mind if I change here?”

      Pat wrinkles her nose. “All right. Try not to drip all over the house.”

      I grab a gym bag out of the back seat and follow her inside.

      She points toward the main-floor bathroom. “Knock yourself out, Valenti. I’m gonna run upstairs to change.”

      More running?

      The bathroom is off an alcove between the kitchen and living room. I push the door most of the way closed behind me and start to strip by pushing my shorts down around my ankles. While I try to kick them off, I attempt to multitask by pulling my shirt over my head, where it promptly gets stuck around my shoulders. I hate it when this happens, yet never seem to learn that a thoroughly soaked shirt doesn’t come off easily. Shouldn’t garments slide right off when a person is slick with sweat? Oh shit, I think as my feet get hopelessly tangled and I begin to topple sideways, unable to free a hand to break my fall. My head glances off the corner of the sink vanity as I crash to the floor in a pathetic heap of tangled limbs.

      “Are you okay?” Pat asks anxiously when she rushes in a moment later.

      “Yeah,” I mutter in embarrassment as she works the shirt the rest of the way over my head. With my arms free, I quickly yank the shorts over my feet and squirm into my waiting sweatpants. In addition to being found in my jockey shorts helpless as a baby, it occurs to me that I probably smell like rancid locker room socks. Pat grabs the hand towel off the rack and starts running it under cold water. When I touch above my eye, my finger comes away with a smear of blood.

      “Stay down there where I can reach you,” she says when I start to stand, putting a hand on my shoulder and dabbing the cold cloth to my forehead. Her eyes go wide when they settle on the shoulder her hand is resting upon. “What happened here?”

      She’s staring at a patch of puckered red scar tissue running across the back of my shoulder and down to the shoulder blade. It’s a couple of inches wide and five inches long.

      “Just a little cooking incident,” I reply.

      She narrows her eyes. “On your back?”

      In a fit of temper during our marriage, my ex-wife, Michelle, had clobbered me upside the head with a frying pan full of bacon grease. The grease spilled down my shoulder and back, scalding me before we could rip off my shirt. Thankfully, I emerged with my love of bacon intact. “Long story,” I mutter without elaborating.

      When it’s clear that I’ve said all I’m going to, Pat mutters, “Okay,” drawing the word out while handing me the top of my sweat suit.

      I quickly pull it on and zip up. She’s uncharacteristically quiet while I gather up my running clothes and stuff them into a plastic Jewel shopping bag. “See you at lunch,” I say as I steal away with my secret.

      I’m the first to arrive at The Sandwich Emporium a couple of hours later, where six or seven people are already tucking into their lunches. Maiko Campbell, who runs the joint with her husband, Brian, looks up when I push the door open and the bell above it tinkles. As I do every visit, I inhale deeply and savor the yeasty air. Deano, our aging black lab, would suffer olfactory overload here… and love every minute.

      “Tony-san!” Maiko exclaims happily as her round face bursts into an enormous smile. Maiko’s short body is as rotund as her face, which is framed by a jet-black pixie haircut. It’s a face and smile that could light up even the darkest dungeon.

      “Hello, Maiko,” I reply with an answering smile. I’ve never seen anyone respond to Maiko’s greeting with anything but a smile. She’s a delightful force of nature. “Missed you when I was here a week or two ago.”

      She smiles. “Of course you did!”

      “Tony,” her husband, Brian, grumbles as he looks up from behind a modest sandwich-assembly table and wipes a hand on his apron before lifting it an inch or two in greeting. He’s as taciturn as Maiko is effervescent. They met while he was stationed with the United States Navy Seventh Fleet in Yokosuka Japan. He had the good sense to marry her and bring her home to Cedar Heights.

      Maiko points at my forehead. “You made someone mad?”

      “Such touching concern,” I retort lightly. “I met a grumpy sink.”

      Apparently not inclined to pursue the details of my assault at the hands of Pat’s washbasin, Maiko slides behind the cash register. “What will you have today?”

      I lift my eyes to the wall-mounted menu behind her that lists the standard sandwich shop fare in black-plastic lettering on a white background. Under that is a slate chalkboard where Maiko writes the daily special in a big splash of brightly colored chalk. The Sandwich Emporium Daily Special is an institution. Maiko shops at several local grocery wholesalers every morning, where she buys whatever happens to be on sale. She and Brian create daily specials from whatever she brings home, which makes for some highly unusual sandwiches. “Shouldn’t the prices be lower if you get everything on sale?” I’d once asked her playfully. That had gotten me a good-humored slap on the arm but no deals on sandwiches.

      “I’m meeting a couple of people,” I tell her. “I’ll order when they get here.”

      “Oh!” she exclaims. “You wanna use our private dining room?”

      I stare back at her in slack-jawed surprise. “You have one?”

      “Downstairs in our apartment. Ha ha ha!” This cracks her up to the point at which she has tears in her eyes as she slaps her palms on her thighs.

      It’s not that funny, but her laughter is infectious, so I find myself chuckling right along with her. Hell, even Brian cracks a smile, albeit a very weak one.

      “How many guests?” Maiko asks while wiping a final tear from the corner of her eye.

      “Two.”

      “Plus you?”

      “Yup.”

      “Two plus you equals three, Tony-san,” she says with a twinkle in her eye. “I hope you don’t help that beautiful daughter of yours with her math homework.”

      In a battle of wits, she’d take me down ninety-nine times out of a hundred—if I got lucky once.

      “You wait here while I fix you a nice table in back,” she says before bustling away toward the rear of the restaurant.

      A “nice table in back” is a little table crammed into a cubbyhole by the back door. It’s as private as things get at The Sandwich Emporium. God help her and Brian if a fire inspector ever happens by while diners are wedged into the shop’s only emergency exit. It’s where she stashes Penelope and me when we visit on Thursdays for our weekly working lunch. How she plans to squeeze a third chair in there is beyond me. She returns a minute or two later, just in time to hear the door chime tinkle again when Pat walks in. Pat has exchanged the running gear for jeans and a powder-blue polo shirt. I’ve changed, too, of course, into a lawyer suit. I left the suit jacket and tie hanging on the back of my office door, where they’re safe from eating mishaps.

      “Miss O’Toole!” Maiko squeals with delight. Her eyes soften when she asks, “Are you okay?”

      Pat smiles and nods, looking mildly annoyed as she does. Continuing to be asked what she calls “the health question” the better part of a year after her shooting is testing her patience. “I know people mean well, but enough already!” she told me, following that up with “like I need constant reminders of the shooting every time I manage to put it out of mind.”

      Time to change the subject. “So, what the hell is The Sour Kraut?” I ask Maiko with a pointed glance at the daily special chalkboard.

      “Ah,” she says as her smile returns to full wattage. “German sausage with a lemon compote. Sour. Kraut. Get it?”

      Maiko stares at me expectantly, waiting for the laugh she’s sure is coming. I battle to keep a grin at bay and sternly point out, “You know that’s culturally insensitive?”

      Maiko’s hand shoots to her mouth as her eyes pop wide open, and she asks innocently, “Does that make me a bad person?”

      So much for keeping a straight face. I laugh and roll my eyes. “Probably not.”

      “Definitely not,” Pat says with an easy smile. “Sandwiches don’t have feelings.”

      The bell tinkles when the door opens again. Pat nods at the new arrival and takes a step forward with her hand extended. “Ben.”

      Ben Larose is not what I expected, sterling judge of unseen characters that I am. Having heard that he’s a pilot as well as an aviation writer, I was expecting a gung-ho, once-upon-a-time fighter jock. Why, I don’t know. I guess we all have our unwitting prejudices and misconceptions about all manner of things. Larose is as tall as I am but might weigh no more than one of my legs, and I’m not exactly bulky. The arms dangling out of the short sleeves of his sky-blue, plaid button-down shirt look like two wisps of straw. A prominent Adam’s apple protrudes like a bird’s beak out of a neck that barely looks substantial enough to support the weight of his head. Larose’s face looks as emaciated as the rest of him: sunken eyes, hollow cheeks, sliver of chin, all crowned with a mop of tousled shoulder-length straw hair. His face sports thick stubble that suggests he could grow a full beard within hours. He turns to me after greeting Pat and reaches for my hand. His blue-gray eyes sparkle with intelligence as an engaging smile appears. We exchange greetings before he announces that he needs a bathroom break.

      “What do you think?” Pat asks when he’s out of earshot.

      “I’ve been drawing this guy since high school!”

      The blank look she gives me slowly morphs into a grin and a chuckle. Pat’s a talented artist; in fact, one of her paintings hangs over the fireplace mantel at our house. I can’t paint for shit, but I have a rare gift for drawing stick people. I’ve kept Pat and others amused many a time over coffee with my little creations.

      She touches a fingertip to the bandage on my forehead with an amused smile. “How’s it feel?”

      “Like I got hit with a sink.”

      “I’m happy to report that the sink escaped the encounter unscathed,” she assures me with exaggerated relief.

      As soon as Larose reappears, Maiko bustles over and shoos us toward our freshly prepared private table. It sports a crisp, black plasticized tablecloth, utensils wrapped in designer paper napkins stuffed into a water glass in the center of the table, and a set of salt and pepper shakers in the shape of two swans. A trio of sweating water glasses completes the picture. It’s a good thing Pat and Larose take up about as much lateral space as a pair of broomsticks, I think as Maiko shoehorns us into our seats.

      “Three daily specials?” she says with a stubby pencil poised above an order pad.

      Pat and I nod. Larose glances at us, shrugs, and says, “Sure.”

      Maiko favors him with a motherly smile and departs.

      “I take it you two are friends?” Larose asks.

      Pat replies, “We worked together on our high school newspaper and have done a little investigative work together lately.”

      Larose’s brow furrows when he looks at me. “I thought you were a lawyer?”

      “Oh, he is,” Pat says. “Valenti couldn’t cut it as a newspaperman.”

      Maiko swoops in with our sandwiches, three unordered glasses of draft beer, and a pile of extra paper napkins. The sandwiches smell great. The beer smells better.

      “I, uh, don’t drink,” Larose informs Maiko as she turns to go.

      She glances back over her shoulder. “You do today!”

      He laughs and nudges his glass across the table until it sits between Pat and me. I get the sense that he’s perpetually entertained by the world around him, as if the absurdity of life is a source of unbridled amusement.

      We tuck into our Sour Kraut sandwiches, pausing frequently to grab one of a quickly diminishing supply of paper napkins to wipe our chins. Larose narrates a quick recap of his life and times between bites: private pilot license at eighteen; journalism degree at twenty-three; commercial flying license at twenty-four; three years trying to break into aviation journalism while building up flying hours… “neither of which paid for shit.” He holds up his sandwich, takes a bite, and mutters, “Good stuff!” around a mouthful.

      He’s right. Maiko and Brian have managed to slap together yet another bargain-bin gastronomical marvel.

      I push my empty paper plate aside and reach for Larose’s untouched beer. “Let’s cut to the chase,” I suggest after drinking off a long draft of brew. “What are we doing here?”

      “Did you read the Sun-Times this morning?” he asks.

      I nod and lean in closer while we lock eyes. “Did you have anything to do with that?”

      His eyes cut to Pat. “Really? You thought that?”

      Pat shrugs. “I don’t know what to think, Ben. I don’t know you all that well.”

      His tone, which carried an edge when he fired his question at Pat, softens. “True enough, but remember that I called Tony before this morning’s paper came out.”

      “Which doesn’t exactly exonerate you,” I point out while tapping my middle finger on the table to punctuate my words. “The story didn’t materialize out of thin air overnight.”

      Larose smiles as his eyes turn to Pat. “Ah, he is a lawyer.”

      Pat chuckles as a return smile lifts the corners of her lips. “For better or worse, that he is.”

      The good humor fades when Larose turns back to me. “Cutting to the chase, then. I started hearing last week about some of what we read this morning. That’s not the type of thing anyone at the NTSB puts out.”

      “And?” I prompt.

      “I made a couple of calls. My NTSB contacts are pissed. They claim Irving didn’t get her information from them.”

      “Law enforcement?”

      “My first thought, as well,” Larose mutters with a hint of approval for my insight.

      I flip a thumb at Pat. “The thought occurred to her.”

      “Sandy Irving,” Pat explains in reference to the Sun-Times reporter after hastily swallowing a bite of sandwich. “She’s tight with the police.”

      Larose nods thoughtfully. “Yeah, she is. Here’s the thing, though. My NTSB sources say they haven’t called in the police, at least not to this point.”

      I sink back in my seat and blow out a lengthy breath. “Good to know, I suppose.”

      “If not the police or the NTSB, who is Sandy Irving talking to?” Pat asks.

      “I hoped you might have some ideas,” Larose mutters. “Nothing pisses me off more than some asshole trying to use me to push a false narrative.”

      Pat nods sympathetically. I nod as well, but a little guiltily. As a lawyer, I’m well schooled in the art of pushing false narratives. Shame on me. Probably best not to mention that just now.

      Larose scowls and continues, “I got a phone call last week from some guy who took great pleasure in identifying himself as an anonymous source with knowledge of the matter.”

      Pat laughs softly. “God, don’t you just love asses like that?”

      No need to get personal, I think dryly.

      Larose snorts. “Give me a normal source instead of some wide-eyed amateur playing Deep Throat to my Woodward and Bernstein.”

      I look at the reporters in confusion. Who are we talking about?

      Pat seems to intuit my unspoken question. She gives me a sympathetic look and pats my hand. “The source and reporters who broke Watergate,” she informs me while sharing a disbelieving look with Larose.

      I’m apparently some sort of news-history ignoramus. Never mind that Watergate happened in the early 1970s, when I was in diapers.

      We fall silent. I run the Sun-Times article through my mind while they polish off their sandwiches and push their plates aside, then ponder Irving’s source. I suspect Pat and Larose are doing likewise. I’m first to take a stab at connecting the dots. “Could it be the owners of Windy City Sky Tours trying to get a narrative out there to taint Billy and Rick?”

      “Billy and Rick?” Larose asks.

      “R & B Ramp Services,” Pat answers. “Windy City’s maintenance vendor. Also Tony’s clients.”

      Larose nods his understanding. “Irving was also peddling the possibility of bad fuel. Her source wants the fuel vendor to look bad, too.”

      “Yeah, but it’s pretty common knowledge that AAA Avgas is all mobbed up,” I say. “They hardly need to be tainted in the public eye, do they?”

      “No, they don’t,” Larose agrees thoughtfully while Maiko swoops in and clears the table. We decline her offer of dessert.

      “I think Billy and Rick were the primary targets of Irving’s story,” I mutter angrily after Maiko walks away. “It really pisses me off that she put Billy and Rick in bed with Avgas.”

      “Pretty clever ploy to paint your guys as common crooks,” Pat says when her eye settles on me. “Who might want to do that?”

      The pieces of the puzzle settle firmly into place. “My money is on the bastards at Windy City.” Sooner or later, it’s a sure bet that Billy and Rick are going to find themselves in court against their  Windy City pals, who have just fired the opening salvo in what promises to be a nasty battle to shape public opinion.
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      While we’re having lunch, Francesco Valenti pokes his head out the back door of his Liberty Street home. “Coffee?” he asks Ed Stankowski.

      Ed shoots a look to his fossil partner for the day, Max Maxwell, who is a granite block of retired Chicago PD sergeant with a graying military brush cut. Max is seated on the opposite side of the patio from Ed. They both wear jeans and short-sleeve, police-department-logoed golf shirts with well-worn leather shoulder holsters holding Glock pistols.

      “Coffee?” Ed asks.

      “Nah, just makes me hafta piss,” Max grumbles.

      Ed smiles at Francesco and holds up a single finger. “Just one, pal. Thanks.”

      “The guy makes a hell of a sandwich!” Max says after Francesco disappears back into the house. It’s his first day here. Sharing his sunflower seeds with Deano has made him a fast canine friend. The dog is lounging in the grass a couple of feet away from Max, patiently waiting for his new pal to toss another sunflower seed his way.

      They’ve just finished paninis piled high with every Italian cold cut known to mankind, compliments of Francesco, who has insisted on feeding the fossils lunch every day. He’d gotten downright pissy the one time a fossil brought a sandwich from home.

      “Seems like a nice enough guy, too,” Max adds.

      Ed belches and slaps his stomach. “Yeah, he’s good people. We’ve been able to shoot the shit quite a bit over the past week. Interesting guy.”

      Max frowns and digs a hand into his ever-present bag of Spitz sunflower seeds, causing Deano to go on point. “Seems strange to be talking that way about a guy who killed a cop, don’t it?”

      Ed has no qualms about being in Francesco’s corner. He’d initially been a little conflicted about protecting a cop killer, but Jake Plummer considers Francesco’s exoneration a righteous acquittal, and Jake’s word is gold with Ed. The story about how Francesco had rescued his sister and put down the sack of shit who raped and kidnapped her also earned him some serious props with the retired detective. Taking down a mobster face-to-face to save a loved one at age twenty or thereabouts took some balls. Too bad Jake won’t let me share that story with the fossils, Ed thinks. The guys would appreciate what Francesco did and would feel better about being here.

      He looks Max in the eye. “Andrew O’Reilly was a sad excuse for a cop.”

      “Can’t argue that point,” Max mutters.

      Their heads snap toward the crack of splintering wood at the back of the yard. The old cops are still frozen in place when a figure wearing a black balaclava steps around the corner of the garage.

      The man—it’s gotta be a man judging by the gait and build, Ed thinks as his mental synapses fire to register the deadly risk they’re facing—looks around the yard, his eyes following the arc traced by a handgun thrust ahead of him in a two-fisted hold. The turning head stops at Ed. The gun follows. Ed is reaching for the pistol in his shoulder holster as the intruder’s gun barrel settles on him. People weren’t shitting me. That gun barrel looks ten feet wide.

      A streaking Deano shoots past the rose garden and launches himself at the attacker. The dog’s jaws clamp shut on the shooter’s biceps in the same instant the man pulls the trigger—a fraction of a second too late. Ed spins around with the impact of the bullet and topples off the edge of the patio into a rose bush while a bolt of fire rockets up his arm. The crack of more gunfire permeates into his brain, accompanied by the fierce snarling of Deano. The shooting stops in the same moment that the dog’s growl is abruptly cut off. It’s replaced with a pitiable whimper before the back gate slams shut.

      When the yard falls silent, Ed is face down in the dirt, gritting his teeth and squeezing his burning biceps with his good hand.

      “Max!” he cries out frantically as his eyes track across the patio. A battered pair of Reebok cross-trainers stop a couple of feet away from Ed’s eyes a moment later. I hope to hell those belong to Max.

      “Hang in there, brother,” Max says as he kneels down and pushes his face in front of Ed’s. “Just the arm wound?”

      “Just?” Ed moans through clenched teeth.

      “That’s it?” Max asks sharply as his eyes lift to survey the yard.

      Ed finally gets it. Max isn’t about to piss around with a nonlethal wound while the threat of an active shooter persists, no matter how much the damn thing hurts. Ed nods and waves Max away.

      “What happen? I hear the shots!” Francesco shouts as he bursts through the back door. His wild eyes quickly lock on Ed. “You are shot?”

      No kidding. Ed shoots a disbelieving look at Francesco and shouts, “Get back inside, you dopey old son of a bitch!”

      Max gets up in Francesco’s face and bodily shoves him toward the door. “Get your ass back in there and call 911!”

      “Now!” Ed adds while Max’s eyes sweep the yard with his Glock at the ready.

      Given something useful to do, Francesco seems to get a grip on his initial panic. He nods and hustles back inside.

      “Did you get the bastard?” Ed asks when Max returns and kneels at his side.

      Max’s eyes continue to sweep the yard. “Don’t know. Didn’t wanna hit the dog, and the garage blocked my line of sight to the gate, so I only had a split second to shoot after Deano dropped out of sight.”

      Speaking of which, Ed thinks as he struggles to sit upright and casts his eyes around the yard in search of Deano. “Oh shit,” he mutters disconsolately when he spots an inert mass of black fur just inside the back gate.

      Max’s eyes track Ed’s. “Damn!” he growls before he gets to his feet and marches toward the back of the yard, pistol leading the way in a two-fisted grip. Given the murderous expression etched on his face, Ed suspects Max is hoping a target pops into view.

      They both startle when the back door slams open again and Francesco pokes his head out. He’s got a telephone jammed tight to his ear. “The police! They come!”

      Ed twists around to face Francesco. “Perfect. Now stay the hell inside before someone shoots your ass off!”

      Thankfully, Francesco only glances Max’s way before he goes inside. It wouldn’t do to have him rushing over to Deano before the scene is secured. Ed scooches his ass back around so he can see Max, who is standing stock-still by the back gate. The stucco fence along the sides and front of the yard is only four feet tall. The back fences along the alley are a full six feet, so between those and the garage, the yard has privacy from the alley and, at the moment, that means protection. Stay in the yard, Ed silently urges his partner. While it’s unlikely that their assailant is lurking in the alley, the smart move is for Max to remain where he is and wait for the cavalry to arrive. As Ed watches, Max backs away from the gate and kneels beside the dog. Ed can’t bring himself to ask how Deano is; he’s acutely aware that the old dog probably just saved his life. No way was the shooter gonna miss a kill shot from twenty feet with that cannon.

      After a thirty-second inspection, Max looks up and meets Ed’s gaze. “No blood, but he’s hurt. The bastard must have kicked the shit out of him on his way out.”

      Ed squeezes his eyes shut as sirens in the distance announce that help is on the way. Better than being shot… unless the bastard pumped a bullet into Deano that stopped his heart instantly before he could bleed out. Is there some sort of 911 for dogs? He slips his belt off and ties it around his arm to stem the flow of blood while Max paces back and forth by the back gate.

      Sirens begin converging on the scene a minute later. Ed waves his good arm to get Max’s attention as the first sirens die and car doors slam on the street out front. “Get the vet’s number from Francesco and get Deano some help.”

      Max nods as he walks briskly toward the gate at the front of the yard and shouts, “We’re in the backyard! Scene is clear! Retired police officer down!”

      “We’re coming in,” a tense voice calls back. “Hands where we can see them.”

      “Understood,” Max replies calmly.

      Ed manages to stagger to his feet and get one hand on top of his head before a pair of Cedar Heights PD officers march into the yard. Their guns linger on Ed and Max for a long moment before the older of the two cops says, “I know these two.”

      Ed recognizes Marty Zeller. Good cop. Good guy to have around in a crisis. “Yard’s clear,” he tells Zeller. “Shooter went out the back gate.”

      The cops nod but sweep the rest of the yard and the garage, anyway.

      “You okay, brother?” Max asks while they wait.

      The wound burns like hell and throbs with every beat of Ed’s heart, but it isn’t debilitating. “Sure. Hurts like a bitch, though.”

      Max nods, then goes inside to get the number for Deano’s vet.

      “What the hell’s going on, Ed?” the older cop says as they walk back.

      “I’m doing just great, Zeller. Thanks for asking.”

      A police cruiser with siren wailing skids to a stop in the alley behind the garage.

      Zeller takes a few steps toward the back fence, identifies himself, and announces, “Yard and garage have been cleared. The shooter left through the back gate.”

      “Got it. We’ll hold here.”

      More sirens scream down Liberty Street and die out front. More car doors slam shut. “If the bastard’s still anywhere in the neighborhood, he’s screwed now,” Max mutters as he returns.

      Zeller walks back, takes a good long look at Ed’s arm, and then locks eyes with him. “Doesn’t hurt too much?”

      Ed nods. Hell, now that he mentions it, it doesn’t feel too bad. Good sign? Bad sign?

      Zeller herds Ed to one of the Adirondack chairs and all but shoves him into it. “Could be going numb, or you could be going into shock.”

      “Sit down,” Max snaps when Ed resists.

      A uniformed policewoman walks up. “There’s an injured dog?”

      Zeller nods toward the back gate. “Down there.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” she says with a concerned glance as she starts toward the back of the yard.

      Max calls her back and hands her a Post-it note. “The dog’s named Deano, and he just saved our asses. This is the number for his vet.”

      She nods solemnly and hurries away.

      “What the hell went down here?” Zeller asks.

      Max gives him a quick recap, ending with “All over in less than a minute.”

      “Did anyone go after the shooter?”

      “This old wreck?” Ed snorts with a sideways glance at Max. “Hell, he’d probably give himself a heart attack if he tried to walk fast for more than a block.”

      Zeller looks at a glowering Max and chuckles.

      “No point, anyway,” Ed adds. “He wouldn’t catch a young buck like that.”

      Zeller’s eyes snap back to Ed. “Did you get a good look at the shooter? Enough to put it on the air?”

      Max nods. “Let’s see. The back fence is six feet tall, so let’s call the guy around six foot?” he asks Ed, who studies the fence and gate and then nods.

      “Kinda stocky,” Max adds. Ed nods again.

      “Definitely a man?” Zeller asks.

      “Yeah,” Ed replies. “That was my first impression. The build. How he moved. Probably young, too. Pretty agile.”

      Max nods. “Absolutely.”

      A cop pushes the back gate open. “There’s a little blood on the gate and a few drops leading away. Is it from anyone in there?”

      Max’s eyes light up. “I got the son of a bitch!”

      “The blood’s not from anyone in here,” Zeller shouts back. He turns back to Max and Ed. “Anything else you can tell me about the shooter?”

      “Black pants,” Ed says.

      “Dark hoodie, too,” Max adds.

      “Anything else? Hair? Skin?”

      Ed shakes his head. “Balaclava.”

      “Gloves, too,” Max mutters. “No idea what color his skin is.”

      “It’s a start,” Zeller says before turning away and calling in what they have. He ends on a hopeful note. “Possible gunshot wound, as well.”

      “I hope they find him bleeding out somewhere,” Max mutters before he turns and stalks toward the back door. “What kind of cocksucker hurts a dog?”

      Don’t forget that he shot your partner, too, Ed thinks with a painful chuckle. The laugh dies on his lips when his eyes settle on the limp lump of fur at the feet of the distraught policewoman standing by the back gate.
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      It’s a little after nine o’clock the next morning when I pull into our driveway after a night at the animal hospital. My fifteen-year-old daughter, Brittany, her eyes puffy and red from crying most of the time we spent sitting beside a comatose Deano after the vet finished examining and treating him, insisted on remaining at the dog’s bedside while I came home.

      Papa’s frantic call after the shooting had cut short our lunch with Ben Larose, sending Pat and me racing home as fast as my Porsche could take us. After being assured by the paramedics hovering over Ed that he was okay—other than having been shot—we’d hopped back in the car and chased the police cruiser taking Deano to the nearest animal hospital.

      As near as the vet can guess, the shooter pistol-whipped Deano once across the face and had also landed one or more vicious kicks to the dog’s midsection with a heavy boot. Bad, yeah, but I’m grateful the bastard didn’t simply put a bullet into our mutt. Assuming there’s no underlying organ damage that has yet to reveal itself, Deano should recover in anywhere from a few weeks to a month or two. The vet suspects he’s got a doggy concussion, as well. I doubt any of it will curb his appetite.

      I take a deep breath after I shut off the car and work my stiff neck around to produce a satisfying crack. Then I hustle through the rain to the front porch and take refuge with a pair of Ed Stankowski’s fellow fossils.

      “How’s the pooch?” the white-haired one asks. I’ll be damned if I can remember the names of these guys. Hell, they’re all white haired or well on their way to being so… if they have any hair at all.

      I tell them what I know, prompting a few caustic remarks leveled at the kind of scum who hurts animals. I’m mildly amused when neither castigates the guy for shooting Ed.

      “How is Deano?” Papa asks anxiously as soon as I step inside. He looks haunted, not unlike the near catatonic state he’d lapsed into during the days after the shooting last year. He’s once again overcome with guilt. For Ed? Deano? Both?

      I rest a hand on his shoulder and squeeze. “Stop blaming yourself, Papa. This isn’t your fault.” When his eyes meet mine, I realize that nothing I can say will convince him of that. “Deano’s doing as well as can be expected.”

      “I will pray,” Papa announces solemnly when I finish.

      What the hell? Papa hasn’t prayed since my sister, Amy, died during a covert US Army operation in Colombia sixteen years ago.

      “Plummer and Ed are here,” Papa tells me before he heads toward the back of the house.

      “Ed?” I ask in surprise as I follow. I knew Jake Plummer was coming by; he’d called last night to tell me that we need to talk.

      Papa nods. “Plummer, he say Ed stupid to come.”

      “He might be right.”

      Papa’s nostrils flare. “You no make Ed joke!”

      “Just kidding around,” I assure him as I walk through the kitchen and open the back door. “Come on, Papa. Let’s hear what they have to say.”

      We find Plummer and Ed lounging on a pair of pastel Adirondack chairs tucked under the extended retractable awning. Ed’s bandaged arm is in a sling, and he looks a little pale. To my surprise, his partner from yesterday, Max, is also here, standing off to one side. I met Max for the first time in our yard after the shooting. He seems to be a formidable old bugger.

      “How’s Deano?” Ed asks immediately. “He gonna pull through?”

      “Looks like he should.”

      Ed sighs in relief. “Who woulda thought the lazy old mutt had a mean streak?”

      I smile tightly and turn to Plummer. “Did they catch the bastard yet?”

      He looks decidedly unhappy when he shakes his head no.

      “Any leads?”

      He shakes his head again and mutters, “Not yet.”

      Shit. I don’t like the idea of staying here while somebody is targeting Papa. At least I had Brittany spend last night at Pat’s house. She’s at school today, and this morning I told her to go to Pat’s after school. I don’t understand my father’s insistence on staying here. There’s the fatalistic streak in him that revealed itself last year during his trial when he seemed resigned to whatever destiny awaited him. He may feel like his time will be up whenever fate decrees, but why tempt it? Not to mention that there are other people’s lives at stake this time. He’s a stubborn old cuss, true, but this just seems so out of character. There has to be a way to talk some sense into him.

      “We just arrived,” Max says. “We’re about to compare notes and kick some ideas around.”

      “Don’t let me stop you,” I say, perching myself on the arm of an empty chair while I wait.

      “The crime scene folks collected the blood from the back gate,” Plummer begins. “They’ll test that against the DNA database. They also recovered the slug that nicked Ed, and they’ll test that for a ballistics match.”

      “Nicked?” Ed mutters. “Painful damned nick, Jake.”

      “Shell casings?” I ask, thinking back to Pat’s shooting earlier this year. Spent shell casings had helped the police track down the guy who shot her.

      “Afraid not,” Plummer replies.

      “Doesn’t sound like there’s much to go on,” I observe glumly.

      “Let us work our magic,” Ed says with a wink. “We old bastards still have a few tricks up our sleeves.”

      Plummer shoots an amused glance Ed’s way before taking in everyone with a sweep of his eyes. “Now that we’ve had some time to reflect, let’s talk about what happened yesterday. Ed? Max?”

      Max takes the lead. “The guy knew what he was looking for. He walked into the yard and immediately had a look around, then looked right at me and moved on as if I wasn’t here. He locked in on Ed as soon he saw him. No hesitation at all.”

      “That’s right, the guy had zero interest in Max,” Ed says. A smile plays on his lips when he adds, “Maybe it was a woman, after all? They ain’t never interested in Max.”

      Max shoots Ed the bird. “Why did the guy go straight for Ed?”

      Plummer’s eyes twinkle. “Maybe he knows Ski and was trying to do the world a favor?”

      The schoolyard taunts, while mildly amusing, surprise me. This is professional detective work?

      “My point is that the shooter definitely targeted Ed,” Max continues with a hint of impatience. “Leaving aside the smart-ass bullshit, let’s think that through. It’s important.”

      “No doubt about it,” Ed agrees.

      I look from Ed to Papa and back again. “You know, at a glance, Ed and Papa bear a resemblance. Maybe the shooter mistook Ed for Papa?”

      Max purses his lips and nods thoughtfully while he processes the possibility. Papa blanches, perhaps at the suggestion Ed may have taken a bullet intended for him.

      Plummer points at Ed and chuckles. “But the nose, man. Dead giveaway! Nobody sees that honker and mistakes the profile for anyone but Ski!”

      “Screw you, Jake,” Ed shoots back, but there’s a smile on his face when he does.

      Cop humor, I suppose. Kinda beyond me. “Children!” I admonish them. “Let’s focus on the problem, shall we?”

      Three sets of bemused eyes settle on me before Ed says, “Sorry, man. This is how cops deal with stuff that makes us piss our pants.”

      Plummer nods before he pushes himself off his Adirondack chair and takes a step away from it. “Whoever was here yesterday certainly wasn’t Ndrangheta.”

      “How do you figure that?” I ask.

      “Too many mistakes. If they’d sent one of their guys after Francesco, he’d be dead by now.”

      “Agreed,” Ed mutters as he and Max nod.

      Plummer continues, “Dollars to doughnuts this is the work of some local shitbag from Francesco’s hometown trying to settle a personal score.”

      Papa’s mouth twists in fury as he spits out the words, “Cosche filth!”

      “But didn’t you say it was a young guy?” I ask in confusion.

      “The shooter was,” Jake replies.

      Ed carries the ball from there. “Pulling on that string, we’ve got some old son of a bitch from Calabria hiring a local punk to do his dirty work. Why?”

      “Too old to do it himself?” Max suggests. “Too infirm?”

      “Possibly,” Plummer says. “Or maybe he just doesn’t want to get his hands dirty, especially on foreign soil, where his buddies don’t own the cops and judges.”

      “Will he try again?” I ask Plummer.

      “There’s the question, folks,” he says as he cuts his eyes to mine.

      Max steps a little closer. “If so, he won’t be sending the punk from yesterday. The little shit targeted the wrong guy and got himself shot doing so. Totally balled-up job. It’s one and done for that boy, fellas.”

      “Especially if you winged him good,” Ed adds.

      “From your lips to God’s ear,” Plummer mutters.

      “So, maybe the old bastard from Italy decides he needs to do this himself to get it done right?” Ed says.

      “Maybe he thinks the kid got Papa yesterday,” I interject. “The news reports didn’t have Ed’s name.”

      “True, just that some old guy got shot,” Max says thoughtfully.

      The rain is now pouring down so hard that we can hardly see the back fence. With the talk of someone taking another shot at Papa or Ed or whomever they’re after, I can’t help worrying about what might lurk beyond the veil of water.

      Plummer starts to pace around the perimeter of the awning while he talks. “Could be, I suppose, but the news reports made it clear that the victim was treated and released. Whoever’s behind this has gotta know that.”

      “Hurts like a bitch,” Ed mutters to eye rolls from the other detectives.

      “For Christ’s sake give it a rest, Ed!” Max grumbles. “Swear to God, I ain’t never heard anyone bellyaching and carrying on so much about a pissy little scratch.”

      I’m trying to work out if Max’s outburst was real or feigned when Plummer walks to within three feet of my father and plants himself with his hands on his hips.

      “You need to get the hell out of here until we get a handle on this, Francesco. These guys seem to be in a hurry. Hell, I only caught wind of this a week ago, and they’ve already struck twice.”

      I turn to meet Papa’s eyes. “Jake’s right.”

      My father dismisses me with a flick of his wrist, then locks eyes with Plummer and resolutely replies, “No!”

      Plummer stands his ground. “It’s folly to assume the threat isn’t real. There’s no shame in playing things smart.”

      Papa glowers back at him. His obstinance is starting to piss me off. He’s not the only person living here.

      Plummer levels a finger at Ed. “You want to risk this happening to someone else, Francesco?”

      I look Papa in the eye. “Or worse?”

      He glares at me for a heartbeat before stomping off into the house, slamming the door behind him.

      “What the hell is that?” Plummer asks angrily. “He’s staying?”

      I turn my palms up. “Damned if I know.”

      “Talk some sense into him.”

      “I’ll try after he cools down a bit, Jake.”

      “Don’t try,” he snaps. “Get him the hell out of here… and if he’s too pigheaded to go, at least get yourself and Brittany out.”

      I inform him that I’ve temporarily moved Brittany in with Pat.

      “You should go, too,” Plummer suggests.

      After they leave, I head for Papa’s room and rap on the door. “Ed and Jake are gone. You and I need to talk.”

      Silence.

      I raise my voice. “We need to talk right now, Papa.”

      After a long moment, the door opens and Papa stares back at me. Between the stomping off into the house, the slamming of the door, and the reluctance to open his bedroom door, I’m reminded of dealing with a petulant teenager.

      I meet his angry gaze with one of my own. “Jake is right. It’s time to go somewhere else for a few days.”

      “I no go.”

      “Ed’s already been shot. Are you trying to get someone killed?”

      “No.”

      I brace my hands on either side of the doorframe and lean my face closer to his. “Well, you’re going to, and it’s not going to be me or Brittany, damn it.”

      “I no run away from Cosche filth!”

      “Enough with the old-country macho bullshit, Papa! Nobody’s going to think you’re less of a man if you use a little common sense in the face of danger.”

      “I no go! Ed, he think they can keep me safe here.”

      Damned Ed! I slap a hand on the doorframe. “Brittany isn’t coming back until this is over with.”

      The agony in his eyes challenges my decision, but I stand firm. “I’m not putting Brittany at risk no matter what you or Ed or anyone else says, Papa. Period.”
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      It’s Friday evening of an eventful week that started with Ed’s shooting. With Papa’s pigheaded refusal to move out of his house, I’ve moved Brittany in with Pat for the time being. Deano will follow when he’s released from the animal hospital tomorrow. Which leaves me. Pissed as I am with Papa for putting others at risk by insisting on staying here because of some macho “I not run away” bullshit, I don’t feel right leaving him on his own, so I’m splitting my time between home and Pat’s place. To Jake Plummer’s disgust, Ed and the fossils seem to have no more sense than Papa—or maybe they share his prehistoric testosterone. In their eyes, Ed’s shooting has made this personal, and they’re determined to see things through. As much as possible, they have one or two guys stationed in the backyard and one on the front porch, with another retired cop in the house with Papa. They’re running short this evening, so I’m sticking around, not that I’ll be much help if anything goes down. There’s one fossil in the backyard, and Ed Stankowski is inside with Papa. Max Maxwell will be here around seven o’clock, as soon as his grandson’s third birthday party wraps up. A fourth fossil will join them shortly.

      Pat and I are hanging out on the front porch awaiting the arrival of Ben Larose so we can conclude our interrupted Monday lunch meeting. She glances at her watch. “Where the heck is Ben? I have to pick up Brittany from volleyball at seven thirty.”

      “Where was her game?” I ask.

      “Some prep school way the hell and gone up in Winnetka. She was griping about having to travel all over Chicago to play.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Pat says with a smile. “Such is the life of the varsity volleyball player.”

      “It’s a tough life,” I agree sarcastically.

      Pat frowns. “She’s right, though. They do travel all over the place to play.”

      “She’s the one who insisted on going to private school.” If anyone deserves sympathy about things school related, it’s me. Brittany is attending Hyde Park College Preparatory High School, which is costing me almost $20,000 in annual tuition—twenty grand that her mother should be paying.

      “That’s the price of having her here with you instead of over in Brussels with her mother, Valenti.”

      “I know.”

      She smiles. “So quit griping about it.”

      She’s right. I went through hell when Brittany went to live with her mother last year. Maker’s Mark bourbon and I had grown close in those months… much too close. Brittany had left for a number of reasons, one of which had been a refusal to return to St. Aloysius High School after a brief suspension following an uncharacteristic blowup with a teacher. She’d had a number of run-ins with teachers and students in the wake of Papa’s shooting incident. If the price of having her back in Cedar Heights is astronomical tuition, it’s a cost I’m willing to bear. Still, a guy can bitch a little about his kid’s hit on his pocketbook now and then, right?

      We can see into the living room from where we stand. Papa is parked on his venerable La-Z-Boy recliner, and Ed has settled into Mama’s old easy chair while they watch a dated rerun of The Rockford Files television show. Along with Kojak and Columbo, Papa has a thing for old cop and private-eye shows—yet another thing he and Stankowski have bonded over. I don’t know about Ed, but Papa has watched every episode of the shows enough times that he can probably recite the dialogue word for word. He claims that he learned English from watching TV. That may be, but I don’t recall any of his favorite TV dicks speaking broken English.

      Pat’s brow furrows. “Shouldn’t Ed be at home resting?”

      “He’s a tough old bird.”

      “Dumb old bird, if you ask me,” she mutters with a wondering shake of her head. “Have the cops figured out who shot him?”

      “Nope. We’re starting to wonder if maybe they took their shot and moved on.”

      An elderly gentleman is strolling past with the help of a cane. He peers up at the house as he goes. Pat studies the old-timer on the sidewalk for a moment, then smiles at him and lifts a hand to wave at him in greeting. He doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Who’s that?” she asks.

      I’ve been back in Cedar Heights for over a year now, and I’m still meeting the new crop of neighbors. “I don’t recognize him. He looks like he belongs around here, though, doesn’t he? Probably someone’s grandfather.”

      “It’s only been a few days, Tony,” she says when she turns back to me and picks up the thread of our conversation. “If some guy is still after your father for something that happened almost fifty years ago, what makes you think he’ll walk away five days after he finds him?”

      It’s a good point that’s been nagging at me, as well. “I wish Papa would close the damned blinds.”

      Pat glances back at the expansive front-room window. With darkness falling and the living-room lights on, Papa and Ed are totally exposed to the street. Papa refuses to move the wall-mounted, fifty-five-inch television—“I no make more holes in the wall!”—and he isn’t about to rearrange the living-room furniture, which is placed exactly where Mama thought it should be. I think of the old guy looking inside as he wandered by. Anyone on the sidewalk has a front-row seat to whatever is going on in our living room.

      “Yeah, they should close them,” Pat agrees as we watch them.

      Papa’s eyes drift to the portrait of Mama that hangs on the wall between the front door and picture window. I often find my father sitting and gazing at Mama’s picture or the trinkets and mementos she scattered around the living room, occasionally doing so with her rosary beads in hand when he thinks no one is watching. He’s not a demonstrative man, but I know the loss of his wife of forty-seven years still tears at his heart every day he’s forced to live without her.

      “He misses her, huh?” Pat asks.

      “He sure does.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t want to leave the house and all those memories behind, even for a few days.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe that has something to do with his determination to stay here. God, but grief is a complicated mess.

      We watch a Cedar Heights PD cruiser approach and wave back to the pair of officers who lift their hands in greeting as they coast by. It’s a relief to know they’re coming by fairly regularly. Jake Plummer has warned us that the frequency of patrols will likely dwindle as the days pass.

      Pat and I chat and watch every car that comes down the street as we wait. Liberty Street is two long blocks of post–World War II brick bungalows that end at Independence Park. Almost every lot features a stately old oak, elm, or ash tree that towers high overhead, creating a canopy above the street. Over the years, the mostly Italian immigrants who settled here have added flourishes to infuse both the bland tract houses and the neighborhood with splashes of personality.

      “So, anything new with this lawsuit business?” Pat asks.

      “They seem to be in an unusual hurry,” I reply. “They’ve sent a raft of requests for discovery and want to schedule depositions next week.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      I shrug. “Good question.”

      Larose finally arrives at six-fifty, twenty minutes late. “Traffic was a bitch,” he informs us.

      We’re distracted by the deep rumble of an approaching car. A muscular Carousel Red 1969 Pontiac GTO Judge eases to the curb in front of the house and parks behind Pat’s aging Hyundai Sonata. The GTO has been fully restored with twin hood scoops, fat Mickey Thompson street tires, and a functional rear spoiler. I know the details not because I know a damned thing about cars, but because Max had waxed poetic for fifteen minutes about what three years of detailed work in his backyard garage had wrought. I seldom hear him string more than five or six words together in a single go. It’s amusing and touching to see the guy get so emotional about having lovingly restored his father’s old wheels.

      “That’ll be Max,” I announce as the car falls silent and the door pops open. Max climbs out and locks the door with a key. I guess they didn’t do power locks back in ’69.

      “Nice wheels,” Larose says admiringly when Max trudges up the front steps.

      “Thanks,” Max mutters as he eases into one of the two lawn chairs squeezed into the far corner of the porch. He plunks a thermos down next to the chair.

      “You’re early,” I note.

      “Even a grandfather can only take so much of screaming three-year-olds,” he grumbles, then adds with a sardonic grin, “so when Ed told me you were standing guard out here, I thought I’d best get my ass in gear.”

      “Good call,” I say before giving his shoulder a squeeze. Then I lead Pat and Larose inside, meet Papa’s gaze, and tilt my head at the front window. “If you’re going to insist on watching TV with all the lights on at night, at least close the curtains. ”

      Papa’s nostrils flare. “I like to see the outside.”

      “You two look like a couple of ducks in a shooting gallery,” I retort.

      Ed nods. “Point taken.”

      Papa shoots a scowl Ed’s way.

      “Thanks, Ed,” I say while closing the drapes. “Good to know one of you has a little common sense.”

      Papa’s scowl swings to me before I turn away and lead my guests to the kitchen, where Larose, Pat, and I settle around the maple table. I pour myself a bourbon. My guests settle for soft drinks.

      Larose gazes around at the hand-built ceiling cornices, doors, and doorframes, as well as the ceramic tile floor and countertop. “The village tried to condemn this place last year?” he asks in disbelief.

      I nod. “Go figure, huh?”

      “What’s the world coming to?”

      Pat takes a pointed look at her watch. “Let’s get to it, guys. I’ve got thirty minutes, tops.”

      “Did you get a chance to ask your clients about the stuff I mentioned?” Larose asks me.

      He called on Tuesday with a few questions. I touched base with Billy and Rick to get the answers he’s after, but I have a few questions for him before I share Bill’s and Rick’s replies. I don’t want him writing an article that quotes my clients.

      “I did,” I reply. “Tell me what you plan to do with the information.”

      “I’m not entirely sure. I’ve been poking around a bit, learning what I can about what happened.”

      “Working on a story?” Pat asks him.

      “At some point, assuming I’m able to cobble together enough to write something that offers a reasonably factual account of what happened.”

      “Why not just wait and do a story on the NTSB report?” I ask.

      His eyes drift to the window for a long moment before they settle back on mine. “That’s a good question,” he says thoughtfully. Then his lips tighten, his brow furrows, and his voice hardens. “I guess I’m offended by the idea of someone like Megan Walton flying a Cessna 210 with paying passengers aboard. Someone needs to look into that and ask some tough questions about how it happened.”

      “She wasn’t qualified?” Pat asks in surprise as she plants her elbows on the table, settles her chin on her knuckles, and waits for Larose’s reply.

      He frowns. “Technically, she had the requisite flight hours and was rated on the 210N.”

      “But?” Pat prompts.

      “As a practical matter, I very much doubt that she was really qualified. She had the bare minimum number of hours.”

      “So she was qualified and yet not qualified?” Pat asks uncertainly.

      I’m as confused as Pat. How could Megan Walton be both?

      “The Cessna 210 isn’t a simple aircraft to fly,” Larose mutters. “You’d like anyone flying one to have had some high-quality instruction, plus cockpit time with someone who knows what he or she is doing. There’s a big difference between simply being rated on a 210 and knowing the aircraft well enough to get out of a jam when something goes wrong. Putting a greenhorn in the cockpit with paying passengers is criminally negligent.”

      “Is that what happened?” I ask, wondering how Larose could possibly be sure if that was so.

      He leans back in his seat and sighs. “I’ve got a lot of contacts in aviation, Tony. Lots of good sources, especially when they speak off the record. I was able to gather some interesting details about Megan Walton’s piloting career.”

      “And?” Pat asks.

      “Her flight instructor for the 210 is a pretty sketchy character,” Larose replies with a look of distaste.

      “How sketchy?” I ask after draining the last of my bourbon. Man, that went down quickly.

      Anger flares in Larose’s eyes when he replies, “He’s somehow managed to skate by more than a few times when people have raised concerns. Rumors of kickbacks have dogged him for years. No reputable flight-training outfit will touch the guy, but he manages to get by on his own. Given how much money is behind Windy City Sky Tours and the Walton family, hiring him makes absolutely no sense. There are way better choices readily available. The Waltons could have hired anyone they wanted.”

      “Why is this character still in business?” Pat asks.

      Larose turns his palms up. “Why are so many sketchy people able to make a living? Some are con artists, some make a go of it by sacrificing quality by bidding low, others are simply willing to deliver whatever results people are willing to pay for, ethics be damned. I suspect that’s what happened with Megan.”

      “That seems like a pretty risky proposition for Windy City to undertake,” I suggest.

      “Yeah, well, from what I’ve learned about Jonathan Walton, it sounds like he’s been buying his way out of trouble his whole life,” Larose says.

      I think back on the time I spent with Walton the day I visited his office with Billy and Rick. “He’s certainly an arrogant bastard. I guess I can see him pulling a stunt like that.”

      “Especially if you know anything about his sister,” Pat adds.

      “I’ve heard a thing or two about her,” Larose says. “By all accounts, the woman is hell on wheels. Not someone you want to cross.”

      “You’re talking about Megan’s mother, right?” I ask.

      He nods. “I talked to a guy who runs in their social circles. According to him, if Megan’s mother told Jonathan to give Megan a job, he’d make it happen one way or another. These are the kind of people who think the rules the rest of us play by don’t apply to them.”

      “Money does talk,” I grumble.

      “Which brings us back to the flight instructor,” Larose says. “He wouldn’t jeopardize a fat payday by pushing back against a client’s demands. That would require some integrity.”

      I’ve heard enough to feel as if Larose isn’t going to betray our trust regarding Billy and Rick, but decide to lay down some ground rules, anyway. “Whatever Billy and Rick say can’t be quoted in your article.”

      When he gives me a questioning look, I explain that I don’t want anything on record that might come back to haunt my clients at trial.

      He drains his can of 7Up and sets it aside. “Fair enough. I’m more interested in the Megan Walton angle, anyway.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I say. “I put your questions to Billy and Rick. To your first point, they swear everything that needed to be done to that aircraft was completed. To quote Billy directly, they did so ‘despite the assholes at Windy City dragging their feet at every turn before coughing up the money to keep the maintenance current.’ Billy and Rick claim everything is properly documented. They’re confident it will be crystal clear to the NTSB and anyone else who investigates that the fault for whatever happened isn’t theirs.”

      Larose gives me a skeptical look. “That’s some touching faith in the integrity of the system.”

      “The NTSB is rock solid, aren’t they?” Pat asks.

      “They are, yeah,” Larose replies.

      The NTSB will play things straight; that’s not his concern. He just doesn’t share Billy’s touching faith that the legal system will invariably work as it should. I’ve seen the law subverted by the rich and powerful often enough to share his skepticism. “It’s everyone else we have to worry about,” I mutter.

      Larose points a finger at me and says, “Bingo.”

      We spend a few more minutes discussing the accident before Pat tells us that she needs to leave if she’s going to be on time to collect Brittany. I gather their empty soda cans and dump them in the recycling bin after they depart, making a mental note to chat with Penelope about using Larose as an expert witness when this eventually goes to trial. Then I go to the living room to visit with Papa and Ed. I’m bidding them good night when my phone rings. To my dismay, the name of my ex-wife, Michelle Rice, pops up on the caller ID. I briefly consider ignoring the call, then reluctantly give in. She’ll just keep calling until she wears me down, anyway. I walk into the kitchen to take the call.

      “Another shooting at that damned house!” she exclaims in lieu of a greeting. “You may as well be living in one of those Black neighborhoods, for Christ’s sake.”

      Despite being fully aware that attempting to reason with her when she’s worked herself into this state is a waste of breath, I try, anyway. “We’ve got secur—”

      “This is not acceptable, Tony!”

      “Calm down.”

      “I will not calm down!” she shouts. “I won’t have my daughter living in a shooting gallery!”

      I’m trying to work out a non-incendiary response when I realize that she’s said everything she intended to and has ended the call. Our next contact will most likely be through the Rice family’s formidable army of lawyers. A shaft of fear worms its way into my heart when I realize that another contest for custody of my daughter is probably brewing. It’s hardly a stretch to imagine a family court accepting the argument that Brittany isn’t safe in the Valenti family home. Yes, she’s parked at Pat’s house for the moment, but this isn’t a battle about temporary arrangements. It will determine what country Brittany is going to live in—and with which parent.
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      “Where is she?” Brittany asks in exasperation while we stare out the living-room window on a dreary Monday afternoon three days later. We’re waiting for Pat to pick up Brittany and drop her off at a friend’s house.

      I smile inwardly as I watch my daughter bouncing impatiently from foot to foot. Her hand shoots up to the short, spiky bottled-blond hair that has replaced the lustrous auburn hair she was born with. The hairdo seems to be a little touch of rebellion. If so, it’s the only touch of teenage revolution I’ve seen from her. I can live with that.

      “Gawd, this is so lame,” she gripes twenty seconds later. Gawd is pronounced with a hint of Georgia drawl that she picked up while living in Atlanta for the first fourteen years of her life. She’s never sounded like a native Southerner—not with parents who hail from Chicago and Connecticut—but it’s there, particularly when she’s agitated. When you’re fifteen years old, I guess losing a couple of minutes with your friends is a big deal.

      As for me, I’ve enjoyed the morning and am in no hurry for it to end. It’s the first time we’ve spent at home together since I moved her in with Pat a week ago. Pat dropped her off a couple of hours ago while she went to the office to tie up some loose ends on a story. She was due back at noon. It’s now seven minutes after.

      “Relax!” I say with a laugh. “She’ll be along shortly.”

      My daughter gives me an exasperated look, the type reserved for old people who can’t possibly understand the travails of youth. She announced earlier that she was going to walk to her friend’s house. Before Ed’s shooting, I would have been fine with that. Not now.

      Pat’s Sonata squeals to a stop at the curb two minutes later. I walk onto the front porch and lean against the wood railing while Brittany rushes down the steps and races to the street. Pat’s barely out of the car before Brittany is on her as if she hasn’t seen her for, well, a lot longer than two hours.

      “Sorry,” Pat says as they stroll up the sidewalk to the porch. “I was doing an interview for a story. It took a little longer than expected.”

      “That’s okay!” Brittany says brightly.

      Really?

      Pat drops her keys into a colorful handbag the size of a small suitcase and meets my gaze while she climbs the porch steps. “You’re driving, Valenti. Mind eating on the run? We’re going to be late as it is.”

      “Are we going somewhere?” I ask while my daughter scoops up a backpack from the floor just inside the door.

      Pat nods at me, then asks Brittany, “You all set?”

      “Yup!”

      I collect my car keys from the entry-hall table. Brittany is already through the door.

      Pat’s now the one bouncing from foot to foot while she holds the screen door open. “Get a move on, Chubby. Chop, chop.”

      “Where are we going in such a hurry?” I ask while I secure the dead bolt on the front door.

      “I’ll tell you about it on the way,” she calls over her shoulder as she bounds down the steps to the Porsche and yanks the passenger door open. Brittany is already clambering into the back seat on the other side.

      “So, where are you guys going?” Brittany asks after I back out of the driveway and put the car in gear for the five-minute drive.

      “Lunch first,” Pat replies. “Subway or something?”

      Brittany shakes her head. “Not me. I’m eating at Jocelyn’s.”

      “There’s a Quiznos on Cicero,” I say as we near the end of the block. “Does that work?”

      “Quiznos. Subway. There’s a difference?” Brittany cracks.

      I chuckle before responding, “Millions of advertising dollars swear there is.”

      Pat groans. “Don’t get me started on advertising.”

      “So? Where are you guys going this afternoon?” Brittany asks again.

      “I help rehab houses in Lawndale on Monday afternoons,” Pat replies.

      I recall her mentioning it. I wonder what I’ll be doing.

      “The paintbrush!” Brittany exclaims.

      Pat laughs and nods. “Yes, the paintbrush.”

      “The Paintbrush” hangs on the wall in Pat’s home painting studio. It was presented to her by the Reverend Alvin Jakes at the conclusion of the first Lawndale rehab project she worked on. It’s engraved with her name, the address of the house, and the date of completion.

      “You’re taking Dad to Lawndale?” Brittany asks as I pull away from the stop sign at the end of Liberty Street.

      “Yup. Something to keep his mind off everything else that’s going on.”

      Brittany frowns. “Is it safe? Isn’t that one of those inner-city neighborhoods?”

      I can all but hear her mother’s sneering characterization of “colored communities.”

      Pat sighs heavily. “I hate that inner-city tag. Lawndale is a west-side neighborhood that has suffered through some tough times, kiddo. Almost every employer there pulled out after the riots in the late 1960s. That left most folks out of work. That’s what put Lawndale into a death spiral. Reverend Jakes and others have been working to turn it back into a safe and vibrant community.”

      “Pat’s been telling that story in the Tribune for years now,” I add. “Reverend Jakes told me that they probably couldn’t have kept their funding flowing without her help.”

      “I’ve played a very small role,” Pat scoffs.

      “Riiight,” I retort with a sidelong glance at her. She won a local reporting Pulitzer Prize for one of her stories about Lawndale. The paintbrush suggests she’s played a more practical role, as well.

      “Are there gangs and stuff?” Brittany asks.

      “There’s crime,” Pat allows. “But not as much as there used to be.”

      “You’re safe, though, right?”

      Pat turns in her seat to make eye contact with Brittany. “It’s not like I’m out wandering the streets at night or dealing drugs. I’m working with people in the community, so I’m cool with the locals.”

      “How did you first get involved?” I ask.

      Pat smiles at the memory. “I did a story about a church named Calvary New Life that works in the community. Reverend Jakes’s church, as a matter of fact. One thing led to another, and next thing I knew, I had a hammer in my hand.”

      “Like, what do you do there?” Brittany asks.

      “We fix up old houses so families can move in. That’s how they reclaim the neighborhoods. The families and church work together to chase the troublemakers out. It works well.”

      “Sounds cool,” Brittany says as I ease the car to a stop in front of Jocelyn’s house.

      Pat shifts her gaze to me. “Assuming your old man finally knows one end of a hammer from the other, we’re going to put him to work.”

      “One end has a big clawlike thing, right?” I ask.

      Pat chuckles. “There might be hope for you yet. You, too!” she adds to my daughter.

      “Yeah. Right!” Brittany laughs as she pushes the rear door open and hops out.

      “Don’t forget that we’re picking up Deano this afternoon!” Pat shouts after her.

      Brittany replies with a thumbs-up and an enormous grin.

      “Quiznos?” I ask Pat after Jocelyn lets Brittany in.

      “Sure. Music?”

      Dinosaur that I am, I still load discs into the Porsche’s CD player. I browse the collection and select one I think she might like. Pat settles back into the supple leather seat and closes her eyes while she listens. We drive the next couple of miles without speaking. About halfway through a track called Tattoo’d Lady, she starts rummaging in the glove box and comes up with an empty CD case.

      “Is this what we’re listening to?”

      “You bet.” Rory Gallagher. Tattoo. For my money, his best album, showcasing the eclectic range of his musical influences.

      “This is great! How come I’ve never heard of this guy?”

      “He was a lot bigger in Europe than he ever was here,” I reply.

      “How come?”

      “He refused to release singles, never whored himself to a record label. Plus, he died years ago when he was only forty-seven.”

      Pat frowns. “That’s too bad. How did you hear about him?”

      “Amy.” The crown jewel of my sister’s meager estate had been her prized record collection. More so than whatever was on the radio when I was in my adolescence and early teens, hers was the music I grew up on. I’ve still got her LP records, which have been safely tucked away for years and replaced with CDs.

      “God, I love that song!” Pat exclaims as she hits replay, dials the volume higher, and settles back to listen for the rest of the drive to Quiznos.

      “Drive-through?” I ask while turning into the parking lot. This is the only Quiznos I know of that has a drive-through.

      Her eyes don’t open. “Perfect.”

      I ease into line behind a single car. Guess nobody expects to find a drive-through Quiznos.

      “Nine-inch meatball,” Pat tells me before I ask.

      I’ve never tried one, so I place an order for two meatball subs. Sandwiches and sodas in hand a few minutes later, we pull into an empty spot in the parking lot and let Rory serenade us while we eat. The sub tastes every bit as good as its savory aroma promised.

      “That was good,” I say happily when I finish, ball up my napkins in the wrapper, and toss it all at the garbage bin outside the car window. I miss.

      Pat hands me a napkin and points to a spot on her chin. “You missed a spot, Valenti.”

      I wipe the tomato sauce off, collect Pat’s waste, and climb out of the car to stuff everything into the trash container. Then we set out for Lawndale.

      “How’s it going with Britts at your place?” I ask after we turn north on Cicero.

      Pat groans. “What’s with the superhero movies, for God’s sake?”

      Brittany is in a superhero movie phase.

      “I’m enjoying the break from them,” I reply with a laugh.

      “She’s been coming up to the studio and sketching while I paint,” Pat says. “She’s pretty good.”

      “Yeah, she is.”

      “Turn left here,” Pat tells me after a fifteen-minute drive. “Pull in behind the pickup truck.”

      We’re outside a tiny old bungalow sitting in the middle of perhaps the most woebegone excuse for a lawn I’ve ever seen. The siding has been stripped off the house, and it’s being swathed in white Tyvek HomeWrap. New white-vinyl windows wrapped in cardboard and plastic are stacked beneath a gaping hole in the wall where the largest of them will go. A couple of guys are on the roof laying a fresh layer of shingles.

      “How y’all doing, Pat?” one shouts down with a big grin.

      “Good, Pete. You?”

      “Outstanding!” he replies before he greets me with a friendly nod. “Hey, man.”

      I smile back and return the greeting.

      A diminutive, rail-thin Black man with a close-cropped head of graying hair steps through the front door and bounds down the steps as we come up the sidewalk. The smile his face splits into reminds me of why I love this man to bits. Reverend Alvin Jakes came into my life after Pat was shot last year. He stuck around to offer his support during my father’s trial as well as throughout the ordeal of Titan Development’s attempt to bulldoze our neighborhood. He wraps Pat in a bear hug. His eyes twinkle mischievously when he looks at me over her shoulder and asks, “Is this the new recruit?”

      Pat steps out of the embrace. “I warned you that he may not be of much use.”

      “She’s been talking about me again, has she?” I ask.

      The reverend grins, then grasps my arm and tugs me toward the house. “Yessir, but you’re still welcome.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter while shooting a sideways stink eye at Pat.

      “Uh-huh,” he says. His eyes drift heavenward when he adds, “We appreciate every one of God’s children that He sends to help with His work here.”

      “Once you see me with a hammer in hand, you may question His wisdom,” I say.

      He wraps an arm around my shoulder. “It sure is good to see you again, Tony. All is well?”

      I nod. Something in his eyes telegraphs his knowledge of recent events around our house, but he doesn’t broach the topic. I’m grateful.

      “What are you gonna have us doing?” Pat asks.

      Jakes winks at me. “Considering Tony’s hammer handicap, I think you two should do some painting.” He looks me up and down. “Did you bring any old clothes?”

      I shake my head.

      “We oughtta have something you can slip on over those nice uptown threads.”

      “They’ve got a ton of old stuff you can throw on,” Pat adds.

      Jakes squeezes my shoulder as he turns back to the house. “Pat knows where to find ’em.”

      She takes my arm and leads me inside. More effusive greetings welcome us to Lawndale before Pat heads to the basement with me in tow, pulls a pair of well-worn but clean coveralls from a wire strung between two crosshatched ceiling beams, and tosses them to me—all the while chattering with a couple of guys who are busy hanging drywall. I pull on the coveralls. Now protected against unruly splatters of paint, we make our way back upstairs. After a brief tutorial by Pat, we begin slopping paint on the walls of a bedroom.

      “I hear there’s been some action on the lawsuit front,” she says.

      “Yup. Now that they’ve had time to sniff out where the money is, Butterworth Cole has amended the lawsuit to add the principals of Windy City and Megan Walton’s estate as defendants.”

      “Plenty of money in the Walton family,” she says with a healthy measure of distaste.

      “Not a Walton family fan?” I ask.

      She frowns. “I was assigned to help a cub reporter cover Jonathan’s society wedding a few years ago and to write a profile on the Walton family. Not a nice group of people. I don’t get the public fascination with people like them.”

      “The whole celebrity thing, I guess. Nothing new in that. It’s been going on for decades.”

      “I suppose. It just seems worse now.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” I say. “Maybe it’s that old saw about people who are famous for nothing more than being famous? They seem to be breeding like rabbits these days.”

      “Yeah, I suppose,” she grumbles.

      We paint in silence for the next couple of minutes.

      “Nice work,” she says with a snort when I slop a giant glop of paint on the floor. “We’ll be putting carpet in, Valenti. No need to paint the floorboards.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Anyway, back to the Waltons,” she says. “It might be worthwhile for you to know a little more about them.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Lillian Walton is a staple of the Chicago philanthropic and fine-arts scenes—a true matriarch of Chicago society. Young Jonathan married well, to a wife in the mold of his mother. Mind you,” Pat continues with a sardonic smile, “there’s just a whiff of distaste amongst the true hoity-toity when it comes to the social standing of his wife.”

      “Why?”

      “For starters, she doesn’t come from old money. There also seems to be some doubt that her grandfather came by his money honestly in the age of the robber barons. Anyway, between his mother’s and wife’s fortunes, Jonathan is a lucrative target for a lawsuit.”

      “Sounds like it,” I say while dipping my paint brush into the can and carefully working off excess paint so as not to soil any other forbidden surfaces.

      “Megan’s mother, Annabelle—an absolute rich bitch if ever there was one—is Jonathan’s sister. Annabelle’s husband’s grandfather made a killing during the Prohibition era, sometimes literally, if the rumors are true. Not that the family talks about that. Megan had a huge trust fund that’s just waiting to be picked over in a lawsuit if she’s found to be at fault for the crash. Her mother is apparently apoplectic about the possibility of even a penny of that money ending up in the pockets of ‘a dirty damned politician’ like Senator Evan Walton.”

      “Apoplectic?” I say with a chuckle.

      “Writer word,” she replies sheepishly.

      “Nice to be hanging out with such an erudite painting partner.”

      She smiles. “Screw you, Valenti.”

      The Walton nonsense reminds me of the Rice family bullshit I suffered through during my marriage. They all sound like peas in a pod. As if defending Billy Likens isn’t motivation enough, inflicting a stinging defeat on the Waltons would be satisfying as hell. We return to our painting.

      “Who’s going to live here?” I ask after several minutes, during which I managed to roll paint onto a section of wall without spilling a drop. At this rate, the good reverend is going to be begging me to return.

      “Shit!” Pat exclaims when she misses the paint tray while reloading her roller, adding a nice dash of paint to the floor.

      “Carpet’s coming,” I remind her with a nasty grin.

      “Screw you again,” she mutters while hooking a thumb at her glass eye. “At least I have the excuse of compromised depth perception with this damned thing.”

      I immediately regret my smart-assed remark. Pat seldom mentions the eye, but I know the depth-perception issue challenges her on a regular basis, especially as it affects her personal painting.

      She shrugs it off and gets back to work while she answers my question about who will live here. “They’ll find a family that needs a home and is willing to do the hard work needed to rebuild and reclaim the neighborhood. Folks have to be in for the long haul and be willing to face down the punks and druggies.”

      “Not a job for the faint of heart. Jakes and his people sell the houses to these folks?”

      “Whenever possible. The project needs the money to move on to the next house.”

      “What if the family can’t get a mortgage?”

      “Reverend Jakes has recruited a couple of community banks to get involved. New Calvary will take out a mortgage if they have to, then rent the house back to the family on a rent-to-own basis until the homeowners can get their own financing.”

      We paint and chatter for another half hour before Pat lays her brush aside. I pause in midstroke and realize that she’s finished two walls in the time it’s taken me to do about ninety percent of one.

      She looks at her watch. “You go ahead and finish that wall while I start cleaning up. We need to get you home before Brittany calls.”

      I think about Pat as I finish. I came to understand last year just how deeply immersed she is in Chicago and have developed a deep appreciation of who she is. Despite having been raised in the same neighborhoods and attended the same schools, I’ve somehow managed to get through the first few decades of my life without contributing ten percent of what she’s done. For all the social climbing I’ve done, hers has been far and away the richer life. With that lesson learned, I’ve been playing catch-up—not that I’ll ever come close to matching her accomplishments. At least I’m now in the game.

      “Have you and Penelope developed a sense about how vulnerable Billy Likens and his partner are?” Pat asks once we’re in the car and on our way back to Liberty Street.

      My thoughts turn to the NTSB investigation and the lawsuit that R & B Ramp Services is caught up in. “Sort of. There are so many moving parts to this thing. It’s like trying to sort out a giant jigsaw puzzle with a couple of thousand scattered pieces. Papa’s trial last year was like a ten-piece toddler’s puzzle in comparison.”

      Pat snorts at my analogy.

      “Really,” I insist. “I’m so over my head with this thing that it frightens me.”

      “You’re not up to the challenge?” she asks sharply as we coast to a stop at a red light.

      “I promised Mel I would look out for Billy, but I’m not sure how to do so in this case. I can’t stand the thought of letting them down.”

      Pat turns sideways in her seat. “Look at me,” she commands. I do. “This sounds an awful lot like what I heard from you last year, Tony—the whole ‘I’m not good enough, I’m going to get Papa executed’ crap you were spewing before you went to trial and got him acquitted. Why is it so hard for you to accept that you’re smart and capable?”

      I gaze back at her angry face and shrug. Over the years, my older brother, my ex-wife, former business colleagues, and a string of disillusioned girlfriends have all attested to what a worthless piece of shit I am. I’ve always had a tough time arguing against what seems like a mountain of evidence. I do try, but it’s a constant struggle, and I’m sometimes prone to backsliding at the merest hint that they had me pegged correctly.

      The honk of a horn behind me interrupts our staredown. I glance up to see that the light has turned green. Cicero Avenue may be clear ahead, but I’m in no doubt that the lawsuit littering the road ahead will severely test my limited legal skills. Penelope is probably going to have to bail me out if we hope to save Billy’s and Rick’s asses in court.
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      I’m sitting at the kitchen table with Papa and Ed Stankowski shortly after ten o’clock the following evening when I start nodding off and decide it’s time for bed. I drain my glass of bourbon and get to my feet. “Bedtime for me, gentlemen.” I fix them with a pointed look and add, “Stay in the house tonight, you two.”

      Ed smirks at me and lifts his damaged left arm in its sling, reaches inside with his good hand, and produces his pistol. “I’m right-handed. I’ll be fine if anything goes down.”

      Officer Marty Zeller, who quietly told me that he’d driven here at the end of his shift after being told Ed was here tonight, turns a questioning gaze on me.

      “I found these two sitting on the front porch with a couple of beers last night,” I tell him over my shoulder as I rinse my glass.

      Zeller rolls his eyes. “Even if you had two good hands, Ed, the two of you sitting out there is dumb as hell—especially only a week after you got yourself shot. Tony’s right. Stay inside. I’ll personally drag your asses back into the house if I catch you out there.”

      Ed doesn’t argue.

      Papa’s another story. “You no tell me what to do at my home!”

      Zeller ignores my father. “Get your head out of your ass, Ed.”

      Ed glares at him. The ‘head up his ass’ crack was apparently going a little too far. Cantankerous old buggers that he and Papa are, they’ll probably take an entire case of Moretti outside and guzzle the whole thing before the sun rises.

      I should have crawled into bed the moment I got home from work this afternoon. The evening began with my father demanding that I bring Deano home from Pat’s house, where he’s still recuperating. I continue to refuse, reasoning that Deano is safe there. Apparently, the Deano argument isn’t finished.

      Papa looks up at me after I put my glass into the dishwasher. “Deano, he come home tomorrow.”

      “I’m done arguing with you,” I retort as I head for my room. I’m asleep almost before my head hits the pillow.

      A popping noise interrupts my sleep three hours later, the same sound I’d heard the night Pat was shot before my eyes. The sound of feet pounding through the living room brings me fully awake.

      “Call 911!” Zeller calls out from the front of the house as more gunfire erupts outside. “Damn!” he shouts while I scramble out from under the covers and grab my cell phone.

      I’m connecting with the emergency operator when I reach the living room and follow Zeller’s voice onto the front porch. The smell of gunpowder hangs in the heavy night air.

      “What the hell were you two thinking?” Zeller is yelling at a stunned Papa while I give the 911 operator our address.

      Zeller steps past Papa and bends down. Ed Stankowski is crumpled in the corner of the porch. “Ed?” Zeller pleads. “Ed!”

      “Ed’s hit?” an approaching voice asks out of the darkness in the front yard.

      “Bad,” Zeller mutters. “You put down the bastard who shot him?”

      “Yeah,” Max says as he arrives at the porch rail and stares in horror at his wounded friend, whose breathing is distressingly labored. Max slams a meaty fist into the railing. “I told the stupid bastards to get inside when I heard them out here a little while ago.”

      “I sorry,” Papa murmurs as he gawks at his bloodied friend.

      “A lot of good that does Ed now,” Max snarls at him.

      I inform the operator that a retired cop has been shot, then send Papa inside to get a blanket. Zeller reaches over the rail, squeezes Max’s shoulder, and points into the yard. “You’re sure that guy’s down?”

      The second mention of a guy down registers in my discombobulated mind. My eyes follow Max as he walks to a body sprawled in the grass halfway between the sidewalk and our porch. The glow from the streetlights reflects off a sheen of blood on the torso. With his gun pointed at the head of the prone figure, Max none too gently prods a leg with his foot. When he gets no reaction, he bends down and presses his fingers to the victim’s neck. After rolling the man facedown, he slaps a pair of cuffs on the guy and turns him onto his side facing the house. Max pauses for a long moment with his head hanging low, then straightens up and walks back toward us. His footsteps leave imprints in the dew on the grass. “Son of a bitch is still alive.”

      I tell 911 about the second shooting victim as Papa delivers an old picnic blanket to Zeller and then sits on the top step while Max and Zeller do what they can for Ed.

      Zeller’s hands are slick with blood when he gets to his feet and grabs the cell phone out of my hand to speak with the 911 operator. “Where’s that damned ambulance?” he demands as the sound of approaching sirens grows steadily closer. His next words chill me. “Ed’s been shot in the chest. He’s coughing up blood and is struggling like hell to breathe. His heart’s racing a mile a minute. I think we’re losing him. What the hell should we do until the paramedics arrive?”

      Zeller listens with a grim expression, then slaps the bloodied phone back in my hand and squats down to resume working on Ed.

      Papa stares up at me. The haunted expression is back in his eyes when he gestures toward the body in the yard. “The man, he come for me. He walk on sidewalk and see us, look only at me when he take gun out of jacket and point it. Ed, he jump in front of me and try to shoot the man. He get shot!”

      Papa’s starting to go into shock. I pull him into an embrace and hold his frail shoulders tightly as he begins to sob. Then I take him back inside, settle him in his La-Z-Boy, cover him in a fuzzy blue blanket Mama had used to warm her legs, and pour him a glass of grappa. I make my way back to the porch as the first emergency vehicles arrive. At Max’s direction, the initial team of paramedics hurries to the porch and starts working feverishly on Ed. A second ambulance arrives within the minute. Max directs those paramedics to the second shooting victim. When a uniformed officer shines a powerful flashlight on the casualty in the front yard, I recognize the old man who had walked past the house while Pat and I were waiting for Ben Larose four nights ago. Should I have done something when I noticed him staring at the house? Granted, he hadn’t seemed threatening, but still. What had I said? “He looks like he belongs?” Right.

      When a third ambulance arrives, I send its paramedics inside to check on Papa.

      “Shit! We’re losing him,” one of the paramedics working on Ed exclaims.

      “We need to get him to the hospital,” his partner mutters grimly.

      After they wrestle Ed onto the gurney, hustle him out to their waiting ambulance, and race away to the hospital, Zeller slumps onto the top step and watches the second team of paramedics as they work on Ed’s shooter. “Damn it,” he says dejectedly as his eyes meet mine. “I fell asleep at the kitchen table. How could I?”

      He’d told me earlier that he started work at six o’clock yesterday morning. I look at him sympathetically. “How long have you been awake now?”

      He shrugs and disconsolately murmurs, “No excuse.”

      “What the hell were they doing out there?” I ask angrily.

      Zeller shrugs. “Beautiful night for a beer on the porch. For some reason, neither one of them seemed to think anything bad was likely to happen.”

      “Why? Ed got shot here a few days ago!”

      He shakes his head forlornly. “Sometimes we cops get to feeling a little invulnerable. Maybe Ed figured he could handle any risk that popped up.”

      “Like I say, he just got shot. How in hell could he think that?”

      “He was still on painkillers, Tony. Add a beer or two. Impaired judgment?”

      “Damned costly error in judgment,” I mutter.

      We’re ordered out of the house while detectives and crime-scene technicians pore over every inch of the porch and yard. A long night lies ahead while we anxiously await word from the hospital.
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      My nose follows the smell of freshly brewed coffee when I wake up just after seven o’clock in the morning, two hours after I’d fallen into an exhausted sleep on the sofa in Pat’s office after the ordeal of Ed’s shooting. I stifle a yawn and run my hands through my unruly hair as I come downstairs into the kitchen, tug my sweatpants straight, and give Pat a grateful nod as she pours me a cup of coffee.

      “Good morning,” she says. Then she points at the kitchen table. “Sit, before you fall down.”

      “Morning,” I mumble.

      She’s fully dressed and made up, at least as much as Pat is ever made up. As she walks over and slides the coffee in front of me, I wonder if she’s been to bed since we straggled in just after three in the morning. We’d let Brittany sleep through the night in the second-floor guest room that she’s claimed as her own. I’m not sure where Pat stashed my father.

      I lift the coffee to my lips. “Thanks.”

      “Uh-huh,” she murmurs in Chicago’s approximation of “you’re welcome.” She looks down at me with concern and rests a hand on my shoulder. “How are you?”

      Shell-shocked. Confused. Frightened. Pissed at Papa and Ed. I shrug and turn my hands up helplessly, then steer the conversation elsewhere as Pat settles into the chair beside mine.

      “Papa?” I ask.

      She tilts her head toward the living room. “Crashed on the couch. Still sleeping.”

      “Brittany?”

      “She’ll be down shortly. I heard her hitting the shower a few minutes ago.” Pat’s eye settles on me. “I haven’t told her what happened.”

      I get it. I’m the parent. Still, I’m not looking forward to telling Brittany about the latest gunplay on Liberty Street. It turns out that I don’t have to. My daughter bursts into the kitchen a minute later in tears, throws herself into my arms, and exclaims, “You’re okay!”

      I hold her close. “I am. Papa is, too.”

      She smells of soap and shampoo, some sort of citrusy scent. She sobs against my chest a moment longer while her damp hair wets my shirt. Then she turns her eyes up to mine. “I just saw the morning news. They said two people were shot?”

      “Ed Stankowski and the guy who attacked them.”

      Her startled eyes ask the obvious follow-up question.

      I guide her onto the chair beside mine before I answer, “Ed’s in the hospital. It’s bad. We’re hoping for the best.”

      “Why?” Brittany sobs disconsolately while Pat deposits a steaming mug of coffee in front of her.

      There’s really no satisfactory answer to that, so I wrap an arm around my daughter’s shoulders and hug her to me for a long minute.

      “I’m so afraid for Papa,” she murmurs into my shoulder before she sits back and gulps down a shot of coffee.

      “We all are, honey.”

      Pat putters at the counter while we sit silently, then returns with a big bowl of communal fruit. We pick at it. A stack of buttered toast grows cold beside it. Pat finally breaks the oppressive silence in an effort to get our minds off Ed.

      “Sandy Irving broke a new story in the Sun-Times this morning about the Milton crash.”

      “What’s that about?” I ask.

      “Windy City has filed a lawsuit against its insurance company for denying their claim to replace the aircraft. Ben Larose told me yesterday that the NTSB released the plane wreckage to the insurer a couple of weeks ago. He’s figured all along that pilot error is the most likely outcome of the investigation, so the denied claim didn’t surprise him. His guess is that the insurance company is probably suggesting that Windy City was negligent in putting Megan Walton at the controls of the aircraft.”

      My thoughts turn to how this might affect the R & B case and conclude that it should help us.

      Pat glances at the clock and turns to Brittany. “Bobby should be here in fifteen minutes, kiddo. Are you ready to go?”

      Brittany nods.

      “Lunch made?” Pat asks her.

      “I’ll buy something at the caf.”

      I meet her gaze. “You don’t have to go to school today.”

      “Seeing Bobby will help, Dad.”

      Ah, yes. The boyfriend. There used to be a time when Daddy was the Soother in Chief. I miss those days. The ringing doorbell interrupts my pity party.

      Brittany scoots to the front door and returns a minute later with a somber Jake Plummer in tow. Jake’s rumpled charcoal suit, red eyes, and the stubble on his face suggest he hasn’t been to sleep. Papa, awakened by the doorbell, stumbles along in their wake and veers off to the bathroom.

      Fearing bad news, I capture Jake’s eye. “Ed?”

      He wearily shakes his head. “He didn’t make it.”

      We’re still sitting in stunned silence when Papa wanders back from the bathroom wearing worn pajama bottoms and a fraying sleeveless T-shirt. He’s rubbing sleep out of his eyes when it registers that something is terribly wrong.

      “Ed?” he asks with a frightened tremor in his voice.

      I break the bad news. It sends a visible jolt of pain through my father, who sags onto a stool at the breakfast bar and buries his face in his hands while a wretched groan erupts from the depths of his being. An uncomfortable silence settles over us as Papa struggles to rein in his emotions. When he does, he looks up at Jake. “We go home now?”

      The glower Jake turns on him doesn’t contain a trace of empathy. “This is now a homicide investigation, Mr. Valenti. Your house is a crime scene until further notice.”

      “Until when, Jake?” I ask. “Later today? Tomorrow?”

      He shoots a flinty gaze my way. “Until I decide it isn’t.”

      The lawyer in me wants to argue, but Papa beats me to it. “After I shoot O’Reilly, you let Anthony go back next day.”

      Jake’s angry eyes lock on Papa’s for a long moment before he turns his attention to me. “As I was saying a moment ago, Ed’s shooting is now an active homicide investigation. We’ll require formal statements from you and Francesco today. Make your way to the station after lunch and ask for me or my partner—Francesco at one o’clock and you at two. Got it?”

      “I go back to my home,” Papa insists stubbornly. “They no chase me away!”

      Jake steps up to the breakfast bar, braces his hands on the countertop, and leans across until his merciless face is no more than two feet from Papa’s. His voice is pure ice when he growls, “Ed Stankowski was a good friend of mine, Mr. Valenti. I’m not going to conduct another homicide investigation at your damned house just because you want to keep thumping your chest and pronouncing yourself unafraid.”

      Papa stares back at him wordlessly.

      “Got it?” Jake presses. “Get the hell out of that house. Whoever is after you has now failed twice with a single shooter. If they come back, it will be with a small army. We’re not looking out for you another goddamned day.”

      Papa is shocked by the outburst. So am I, although I quickly realize that I probably shouldn’t be. Jake is right. Papa needs to be elsewhere. But where? I don’t want to put Pat and Brittany at risk by stashing him at Pat’s place. A hotel? That hardly seems secure. Where the hell in the limited options we have available will he be safe?
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      As if Ed Stankowski dying yesterday hadn’t already cast enough of a pall over my morning, Billy Likens called with news that the FBI has invited him and Rick Hogan in for “a chat” today. Right. Like the FBI invites people in to shoot the breeze. Something potentially unwelcome is afoot. I’d gotten the contact information for the agent who phoned Billy, then gave the woman a call to let her know that either I’d be joining the party or there would be no party at all.

      So, here we are late in the afternoon at the FBI Field Office on Roosevelt Road in downtown Chicago. Compared with the interview rooms at Cedar Heights PD, the room they’ve deposited us in isn’t too bad—still Spartan, but a little larger and with somewhat newer institutional furniture. It also smells clean, a nice change from the lingering sweat and fear that have seeped into every corner of the Cedar Heights PD interrogation chamber. Yet it’s still depressingly drab. I’m not pleased to be here and am in a pissy mood.

      The vibe Agents Johnson and King are throwing off isn’t improving my disposition. Johnson is big and burly, with a pug face that looks as if maybe he’s gone a few rounds too many in the boxing ring with other big, burly guys who had better boxing skills. King is a lithe Black woman with close-cropped hair and a simmering anger that threatens to explode at any moment. They’re seated across the table from my clients. I’m seated a little off to one side of Billy. One end of the table is pushed up tightly against the eggshell-white wall.

      Ed Stankowski’s face keeps popping into my head, which prompts an overwhelming sense of regret, responsibility, and fury. Compartmentalize, Valenti. Whatever is going down here requires my undivided attention. There’ll be time to resume mourning Ed at the end of our FBI visit.

      “So, the aircraft,” Agent King says to Rick after the preliminaries are out of the way. “What can you tell us about it?”

      Rick, who has arrived dressed in his work overalls, stares back at her in confusion.

      The stone-faced agent studies Rick as if he’s perhaps a little on the dull side. “Make? Model? What do you know?”

      Why in hell is the agent testing Rick’s knowledge of the aircraft? If King is trying to knock us off balance right from the get-go, she’s off to a good start.

      Rick sounds a little annoyed when he answers, “Cessna 210N. Built in 1979. Continental 10-520L fuel-injected engine that puts out three hundred horsepower or so. Purchased by Windy City Sky Tours for one hundred and forty-five thousand dollars.”

      The agent’s eyes shift to Billy, who tossed on a pair of faded blue jeans and a red plaid shirt before hopping in the car with Rick. “That sound about right to you?”

      “It does,” Billy agrees.

      King’s steely eyes pass between Billy and Rick. “Were there any engine issues that you’re aware of?”

      “None,” Rick replies in the same moment that Billy shakes his head and says, “Nope.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Structural deficiencies?”

      Billy is shaking his head and preparing to reply when I reach over and clamp my hand on his forearm. “Don’t answer.”

      I lock eyes with Agent King. “This isn’t an ‘information session,’ Agent King. You’re conducting an interrogation without Mirandizing my clients.”

      She gazes back impassively and doesn’t deny it.

      “This is beneath the FBI,” I say while glaring at the agents.

      Instead of backing off, Johnson poses a question to Rick that comes right out of left field. “Tell us about the circumstances leading up to your liver transplant, Mr. Hogan.”

      This smells like a setup. Rick was away from work for a few months earlier in the year for the surgery. I mimic a zipping motion across my lips, hold my hands up in a timeout gesture, and turn to the agents. “I need a minute with my clients.”

      “Sure,” Johnson says agreeably. “We’ll step out.”

      “No,” I reply sharply. “We’ll step out, thank you. While we’re gone, I suggest you revisit the FBI manual to refresh your understanding of Miranda rights.”

      Once we’re out in the hallway, safely away from any recording devices that might be running inside the interview room, I look up and down the hallway of closed doors before I turn to Rick. “Is there something I should know? Drinking issues they’re going to unearth?”

      “Nothing that isn’t bullshit,” Billy retorts angrily.

      Rick’s flinty eyes narrow. “What the hell does that mean, Tony?”

      “I’m just doing my job and trying to figure out what the hell is going on here, guys,” I reply while holding my hands up in a peacemaking gesture. I tilt my head back toward the interview room. “Those two are gnawing at a bone someone has tossed their way. Worse, they’re not affording you your basic legal rights. So far as I know, that’s not the FBI’s usual style. I’ll deal with that later. For now, I need to know if there’s something to what they’re digging into. Is there?”

      Rick and Billy exchange a glance that sets off alarm bells.

      “Out with it,” I say firmly. “There can be no surprises.”

      “Our insurance company heard allegations from someone suggesting that Rick’s liver transplant was the result of alcoholism,” Billy says. “Our policy just came up for renewal and they canceled it. They told us that Rick’s supposed drinking is evidence of poor character and that we were negligent by hiding it from them.”

      “Anything to it?” I ask Rick.

      He shakes his head. I hold his gaze for a long moment to satisfy myself that I’m getting the truth. He stares back resolutely. So what is this about? I roll several possibilities through my mind. If the insurance company is claiming that it canceled because of a fraudulent application that didn’t disclose alcoholism, I can imagine the insurer trying to skirt liability claims arising from a legal claim of responsibility for the crash. These guys will be royally screwed if that scenario plays out. Where will Penelope and I get the money to go after the insurance company if it comes to that? It would cost many thousands of dollars to take on the insurer, and these two probably don’t have more than a few thousand lying around between them—if that. The color drains from their faces when I explain the possibility of their being found liable without insurance coverage. I cross my arms over my chest. “True or not, why the hell didn’t you tell me about this?”

      “Because it’s BS!” Billy shoots back.

      “And who might have put that bug in the insurance company’s ear?” I ask. “Did you ask yourselves that?”

      Their blank expressions are answer enough.

      “Figure it out,” I suggest. Then I wait.

      “The insurance company knew about the transplant,” Rick finally says. “We made a claim on our key man disability policy for the time I was off. The same company holds all of our company policies.”

      “Yet they didn’t question things when you made the claim?” I ask.

      They shake their heads.

      “Which suggests someone tipped them off to the alcoholism possibility fairly recently. Who might do that?”

      They exchange a bewildered look.

      Windy City, that’s who. I drop my shoulders and sigh heavily. “Okay, let’s set that aside and see what else our FBI friends have on their minds. Don’t answer a single question unless I give you the okay. Understood?”

      They nod before I lead them back to the interview room.

      My eyes cover both agents when we resume our seats. “Miranda?” I ask pointedly.

      After King belatedly reads Rick and Billy their rights, I place my hands on the table and eyeball the agents. “Nothing said to this point counts for shit. Whatever recording you’re making of this better make note of that. Understood?”

      Agent Johnson nods reluctantly.

      “All right, then,” I continue. “We’re done with the transplant topic. What else is on your minds?”

      Johnson turns his attention to Billy. “The subject aircraft was due for a hundred-hour inspection in August. Was that done and, if so, when?”

      “Go ahead,” I tell Billy.

      “I don’t have an exact date off the top of my head, but it was done around the middle of the month,” he replies.

      “You sure about that?” the agent asks with a hint of skepticism.

      Billy looks confused by the line of questioning. “Yeah.”

      The agents remain silent, as if they’re feeding Billy plenty of rope to tie around his neck if he’s so inclined.

      “We gave a copy of the inspection report to the NTSB,” he tells them.

      “Yeah, we’ve seen it,” King says dismissively. “What about a billing statement to Windy City Sky Tours for the work?”

      If they’ve seen the paperwork, why are they questioning it?

      Billy and Rick exchange a look. I recall Ben Larose mentioning that an NTSB briefing mentioned a wing strut showing signs of failure, but hadn’t the spokesman also said they were unable to determine if the strut had failed before the plane hit the water? I probably should have explored that in more depth when Larose first told us about it. If I had, I might be better prepared for what I’m hearing now. I don’t like where this seems to be leading, but I want to know exactly where the FBI is going with this line of questioning. I decide to let it play out and nod at Billy to answer.

      “We sent one,” he says.

      “Have you got a copy of their payment?” King asks.

      Billy frowns and looks to me. I nod again. There’s a note of exasperation in his voice when he replies, “No, we always have to chase them for payment.”

      “We’re lucky if they pay any sooner than sixty days,” Rick adds. “As if we can afford to float credit to a bunch of millionaires on a regular basis.”

      My mind has shot ahead during this exchange. Is someone suggesting R & B is guilty of fraudulent record keeping? Is that why the FBI was called in? The questioning is suggestive of neglect or worse. My clients either said something to the NTSB investigators that raised suspicions, or someone else has fed them information that has. Billy and Rick are naive enough to blindly trust their business partners to do the right thing, because it wouldn’t occur to them to do otherwise, but it’s looking as if someone has buried a knife deeply into their backs. The most likely culprits are the principals of Windy City and/or AAA Avgas, undoubtedly counseled by lawyers every bit as ethically challenged as they are. Unfortunately for my clients, they’re represented by a lawyer who doesn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground when it comes to countering legal chicanery on this scale.

      The FBI agents exchange a look that suggests they have whatever they were after. I decide it’s time to terminate our little chat and get out of here before one of us says—or neglects to say—something that might come back to haunt us. The agents look smug as they see us out.

      The ramifications of the past half hour unnerve me. The prospect of Rick and Billy being found liable for millions of dollars in a lawsuit was a daunting-enough prospect. The added concern of not having insurance coverage to cover the cost has come as an unwelcome shock. That said, at the end of the day, the case is all about money. The threat of Billy and Rick facing criminal charges in the deaths of five people is a problem of a whole other magnitude. Is that where the FBI is heading?
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      The morning after being grilled by the FBI, Billy joins Penelope and I in our conference room to be deposed by an attorney named Andrea Wisnowski. Wisnowski is representing Windy City Sky Tours in its lawsuit against R & B Ramp Services, an action that seeks to pin sole blame for the September eighth crash on R & B. AAA Avgas’s silent, brooding lawyer, Luigi Mafioso or some such, is in the lobby with Wisnowski. He’s joined her case as a second plaintiff against Billy and Rick. So, our codefendants in the initial court action, Windy City and AAA Avgas, are now suing us. Something smells foul in this tangle of lawsuits and lawyers, but I can’t yet put my finger on it. Wisnowski and Luigi plan to depose Billy’s partner, Rick Hogan, after lunch.

      Billy leans close. “Is this going to be like yesterday?” he asks me nervously. He’d been thoroughly shaken when we left the FBI building yesterday.

      “Nowhere near as intense,” I assure him. “Some of the same topics may come up, though. Just tell the truth again.”

      Penelope nods. “This is exploratory, Billy. They’ll be looking for anything they think they can exploit.”

      “What if I screw up and give them something?”

      “Do you think you did anything wrong, Billy?” Penelope asks.

      “No.”

      She smiles reassuringly. “So, don’t worry. Just do as Tony said. Keep telling the truth and we’ll be okay.”

      “If you say so,” Billy says uncertainly.

      Of course, the truth is highly malleable in legal matters—not that I’m going to burden our client with that inconvenient truth this morning. He may find out how that works in due course, but he doesn’t need to hear it today.

      “Showtime,” I say with a wink at Billy, then pat his shoulder on my way to wave our guests in.

      Wisnowski, a humorless, petite woman, has brought along a court reporter of her choosing. It’s an unusual and insulting move, suggesting that our law firm can’t be trusted to provide a competent or impartial reporter, but we didn’t bother to contest the matter. We stood our ground by insisting on hosting the deposition, so I suppose turnabout is fair play in the never-ending one upmanship between lawyers.

      We set up, Billy is sworn in, and the fun begins.

      Wisnowski adjusts a pair of designer eyeglasses on her prominent nose, then locks her narrow brown eyes on Billy. Luigi lounges in a seat at the end of the table, continuing his brooding performance from the lobby. It occurs to me that he’s here to act as a little muscle to back up Wisnowski, a play to intimidate us—a reminder that AAA Avgas is reputed to be a front company for the mob.

      The initial questioning about Billy’s training and experience underscores that he’s a decidedly blue-collar guy. He tells Wisnowski that he went to work as an apprentice bus mechanic with PACE (the Chicago suburban transit agency) out of high school, then attended the City Colleges of Chicago at night to learn how to repair and maintain aircraft.

      “Did you graduate?” Wisnowski asks.

      “Of course,” Billy replies indignantly. “I wouldn’t be doing what we do if I hadn’t.”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “That’s right. We’d like to see your transcripts.”

      Billy looks annoyed and I’m about to object when Penelope coolly interjects, “We can do that.”

      “We’d like them in a timely manner,” Wisnowski brusquely informs Penelope. “Close of business next Friday is acceptable. That holds true for all documentation I request today.”

      “Is that so?” Penelope responds tartly. “We’ll see what we can do.”

      “And will inform you of our progress in due course,” I add. Who does the woman think she is?

      “I presume you will reciprocate with prompt delivery of any materials we request,” Penelope says.

      “We’ll do what we can, Miss Brooks,” Wisnowski retorts. “We have numerous cases on the go at any given time.”

      “With plenty of eager little lawyer beavers, interns, and other gophers to help,” I respond.

      “Do you have other active cases?” Wisnowski asks with a smirk.

      “Actually, we do,” I reply. “But, we promise that our wee little firm will try its best.“

      “And no more than you deliver in return,” Penelope adds.

      Wisnowski ignores us and turns back to Billy. “Tell us what you did after aircraft school.”

      “I served an apprenticeship and picked up several years of experience before me and Rick started R & B Ramp Services.”

      “And here we are,” I say. “Let’s talk about matters that are relevant to the case.”

      Wisnowski shoots me an annoyed glance, then focuses on Billy again. “Tell us about the morning of September eighth, Mr. Likens. You prepared the Windy City aircraft for flight?”

      “No,” Billy replies.

      Wisnowski’s eyes widen in surprise. “You have the maintenance contract for Windy City?”

      I cut off Billy’s reply. “I’d like a moment with our client.”

      “I see no need for—” Wisnowski begins.

      “I wasn’t asking for your permission,” I interject as I get to my feet, gesture at Billy and Penelope to follow, and lead them to the door, where I pause to look back at Wisnowski. I point at Luigi. “Perhaps you can ask your co-counsel about the quality of the fuel they pumped that morning.”

      I head for my office with Billy and Penelope in tow. Penelope closes the door after we enter, then leans her back against it.

      “What’s up?” she asks.

      “After the grilling the FBI gave Billy and Rick, I’m not comfortable having them answer questions about anything more than we discussed in that meeting.”

      Penelope cups her chin in her hand and taps the tip of her nose with her index finger. “Why?”

      “Someone’s angling to place the blame for the crash on them,” I reply before turning to Billy. “Just to be sure that I understand things properly, the pilot is ultimately responsible for flight preparation?”

      He nods. “That’s right. It’s up to the pilot to complete a final visual inspection, make sure the plane is properly prepped, and fueling is completed properly—all the checklist material. None of that is on us.”

      “You don’t want Billy to answer any questions about what went on with the aircraft that morning?” Penelope asks me.

      “That’s right,” I reply. “If we get into that topic, I think it opens the door to a claim that Billy and Rick had some degree of responsibility to correct any oversights they observed.”

      “Like Megan not bleeding the fuel tanks?” Billy asks.

      “Exactly,” I reply. “If the NTSB asks, then you answer, of course, but let’s not hand any potential ammunition to these people.”

      “I think you’re on point, partner,” Penelope says.

      I rest a hand on Billy’s shoulder. “You’re doing fine in there, pal.” I look at Penelope. “If Wisnowski goes down the same path the FBI did, that means they share a source, or—even worse—that the FBI and these folks are talking.”

      She nods gravely. Then we go back to the conference room. To our dismay, Wisnowski promptly asks about the one-hundred-hour inspection and Rick’s transplant.
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      The autumn wind is biting late the following Monday morning as we leave Ed Stankowski’s funeral mass at St. Aloysius Church. It’s an ill wind that portends even more heartache. Breaking somewhat with the Catholic Church custom of burial within two to three days of death, the burial was postponed an extra day to accommodate an autopsy and then again to avoid either a Halloween or Sunday service. In a further rupture from tradition, Ed’s widow eschewed a full-blown police funeral. Max told me that she remains bitter about the force casting Ed aside, railing, “Now they want to pay tribute? Why? To assuage their guilt about discarding him, or just to pretend they care?”

      I’m with Papa, Brittany, and Pat. Brittany’s boyfriend, Bobby Harland, is also here at her request, and she’s leaning on him for support. I feel a little stab of irrational jealously; that used to be my job. Bobby and I have barely spoken… this is hardly a social occasion, let alone the time or place to get to know someone. As I watch Brittany and him together, I wonder what I don’t know about her life these days. A stupid thought, I know, but the topic of Brittany is a loaded one today. No sooner had I finished breakfast this morning than I was served with papers from my ex-wife. Michelle is taking me to court, seeking full custody of our daughter. This morning has been difficult enough for everyone as it is, so I haven’t mentioned Michelle’s bullshit to anyone. Breaking the news after dinner tonight or waiting until tomorrow will be plenty soon enough.

      The church service brought back unwelcome memories of Mama’s elaborate funeral mass last summer in this very church. Ed, a Polish Catholic, had gotten the full treatment as well, including a vigil and service at the funeral home last night. We’d stayed away. Given Jake Plummer’s current hostility to Papa and reasoning that he might not be the only one of Ed’s buddies feeling that way, it seemed the prudent thing to do. Pat went and spoke to Ed’s widow to pass along our condolences and appreciation for all Ed had done and ultimately sacrificed to keep Papa safe. Mrs. Stankowski was very gracious, offered her thanks, and extended her apologies for any grief we’ve taken from Ed’s buddies. She told Pat that she wants to speak with Papa and me today.

      So, we’re hanging around on the sidewalk twenty yards from the church entrance in case she still wants to. Mindful of Jake Plummer’s wrath, we’re doing our best to keep out of his way while remaining available.

      Mrs. Stankowski emerges from the church into the sunlight with Max Maxwell and looks around. When Max points to us, she pats his arm and starts in our direction. Mrs. Stankowski is a fine-looking woman, a little taller than Ed’s modest height. She’s dressed in a calf-length black dress under an open slate-gray wool overcoat with a matching veiled pillbox hat that rests atop graying shoulder-length hair.

      “Thanks for waiting,” she says in a crisp New England accent as she walks up to us.

      I introduce myself, Pat, Brittany, and Bobby, leaving Papa for last.

      “Ed was very fond of you,” she tells Papa after greeting him with a brief lean-in hug. “He told me last week that he didn’t mind getting shot for you, Francesco… not that he was happy about it,” she adds with the trace of a smile. “He enjoyed spending time at your home and probably would have come even if he didn’t have the security work for an excuse.”

      Papa is overcome with emotion to the point at which he can’t speak. His eyes fill with gratitude and a few tears.

      Mrs. Stankowski turns to me. “I’m sorry about Jake Plummer. Max told me he’s been hard on you. Jake’s real upset, but he shouldn’t be taking it out on you people.”

      I wave the apology aside. “We understand. I know Jake’s a good guy.”

      She nods. “I’m happy to hear that.”

      This leads to an awkward moment. All that needs to be said has been said.

      Mrs. Stankowski wears a sad smile when she touches Papa’s arm and says, “Okay, then. God bless you folks.”

      We intend to go straight home. Papa has been attracting hostile stares from a few of Ed’s buddies. Like Plummer, they’re pissed at Papa for being outside with Ed that night and incensed at him for putting people at risk by refusing to move out of the house. Thankfully, the fossils who had been at our home with Ed have largely been supportive. Most made a point of stopping by to have a word or two, which seems to have meant a lot to Papa. Having belatedly realized that Jake’s anger is plenty justified, my father has been wallowing in guilt since the morning Ed died.

      Max hurries across the lawn and intercepts us as we make our way toward my car for the drive back to Liberty Street. “You folks coming to the cemetery?”

      I shake my head no.

      “Yes, you are,” he says. “Stick around afterward. Jake wants to talk to you.”

      I wonder why. Speaking of the unexplained, Jake’s a pallbearer. Max isn’t. I ask why, adding, “You guys were pretty tight, right?”

      “Sure, but Ed and Jake go way back. I was never CHPD, so I only got to know Ed over the last coupla years. Anyway, stick around after they bury Ed, okay?” After I nod, he gives Papa a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

      We pile into the Porsche and head for the cemetery.

      Mrs. Stankowski stands proud and erect at the windblown graveside twenty minutes later, setting aside the crushing grief she must feel while she honors the man she married but won’t get to enjoy retirement with. They’d come heartbreakingly close. I remember Ed mentioning that she’s retiring from her teaching position after the school year. “Then we’ll be a couple of old tumbleweeds blowing around the country,” he’d happily told me.

      I wipe away a tear as the priest begins the brief Catholic graveside service and have shed many more by the time Ed’s body is committed to the earth. Everything about this day transports me back to Mama’s funeral, so I’m mourning for two.

      As the mourners straggle away in groups big and small, we edge away from the grave site and linger under some trees. I admire the fall foliage as the leaves perish in vibrant shades of red, orange, and gold. My eyes are drawn down to the mound of dirt beside the pit that now holds Ed’s coffin, then once again range over the breathtaking show being put on by the dying leaves. The tragedy of Ed’s life being snuffed out is thrown into bitterly stark relief. He deserved to exit at the end of a long, well-earned retirement, just as the leaves around us are going out in style at the natural end of their life cycle.

      Jake and Max find us five minutes later. Jake looks as if he hasn’t been to bed since the night of Ed’s murder.

      He begins by touching Papa’s arm. “Sorry if I was hard on you, Francesco. Ed’s wife gave me hell when she heard about it.”

      Papa nods.

      “Make no mistake, though, you need to get your ass out of that house.”

      Papa nods again.

      Jake switches gears. “The bastard who shot Ed is still in grave condition, but we were able to speak with him briefly.”

      Max’s expression leaves little doubt that he wishes the guy wasn’t doing even that well. I’m totally in sync with his thinking. Mind you, we’d all like to hear everything the guy can tell us. Then he’s free to croak.

      “We’ve done some digging on the guy,” Jake continues. “He’s not from Italy, after all. He’s from Toledo and is connected to the Luciano family’s operations there, though he’s pretty much retired now. It turns out that his family traces their roots back to Calabria and the Cosche assholes there.”

      Papa’s eyes switch from sorrow to rage in an instant, but he holds his tongue.

      Jake gives him a moment to say something, then moves on. “We were right. Some sorry old bastard from over there is behind this.”

      “That name—Luciano,” I say to Jake. “Wasn’t there a Mafia bigwig named Luciano?”

      He nods. “Lucky Luciano.”

      That sounds pretty damned scary. “Are these his people?”

      He shakes his head. “Nah, Lucky operated in New York City way back—eighty, maybe a hundred years ago. This bunch today just share a name with hi. They might be twentieth cousins, fifty times removed or some bullshit. Definitely not as powerful or scary as old Lucky used to be.”

      “Good to know,” I say in relief. “So, Jake, what do we know about this guy who’s after Papa?”

      His lips tighten into an angry straight line that suggests frustration. “The line between Italian law enforcement and Ndrangheta gets a little murky at times, so I had Interpol do a little poking around Calabria to smoke out this fucker.” His eyes shoot to Brittany and Pat. “Sorry about the language, ladies.”

      Brittany, who has been plucking leaves off the oak tree we’re standing beneath, is now absently picking one apart. She waves the apology aside and hisses, “They are fuckers.”

      I feel Bobby Harland’s eyes on me when I don’t react. I won’t correct Brittany for saying what we’re all thinking. When my eyes meet Bobby’s, I offer him the slightest nod. He responds with the ghost of a smile. Damned if I don’t like this kid.

      “Anyway, until we work this out, Francesco needs to make himself scarce,” Jake concludes.

      “We’re working on a plan for that,” I inform him.

      His eyes cut to mine. He spins his hand in a “come on” motion and waits for me to explain.

      “We’re thinking we might spirit Papa away to stay with his sister in Italy.”

      Jake’s brow furrows as he absorbs the news. “Italy?”

      “Who’s gonna look for him there?” I reply. “Plus, he’ll be with people we can trust.”

      “I guess there’s some twisted logic in that,” he allows after he thinks for a minute, but he’s clearly skeptical.

      Max jerks a thumb at Jake and addresses Papa. “I hear this guy told you that you’re on your own now?”

      Papa nods.

      Max shoots Jake a pissed-off look. “Well, he don’t speak for all of us, Francesco. You’re moving your ass out of your house, right?”

      Papa nods.

      “Good move,” Max says before he turns to me. “Tell me about this plan of yours.”

      I explain our nascent plan, such as it is.

      “I kinda like that,” Max says. “When do we leave?”

      We?
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      Papa and I arrive at Cedar Heights Police Department headquarters shortly after eight o’clock three evenings later to execute our hastily arranged escape plan for Papa. In an echo of the September evening when my father shot a man a year ago, we’re ensconced in the Spartan reception area while someone fetches Detective Plummer. Once again, he leads us to the last in a row of metal desks that have seen better days and seats us in a pair of folding chairs placed in front of it. It’s déjà vu all over again, including the stench of charred coffee. At least Papa isn’t behind bars tonight, although he’s not exactly a free man—not with a death sentence hanging over his head yet again. This one seems more threatening. Instead of the prospect of due process in a courtroom, this threat could end at any moment with a bullet to the head.

      Jake’s eyes look like a shattered windshield with the cracks rimmed in red. I’ve never seen him wearier. Trying to track down his friend’s killer of is taking one hell of a toll on him. “I’m still not sure what to make of this caper of yours, but I’m glad Max is going along for the ride,” he says.

      Caper? I think with an inner smile. Who uses that word nowadays?

      Max arrives while I’m trying to come up with a suitable response. Like Papa and me, he’s dressed all in black and has a matching ski cap in hand. He looks us over, nods in approval, shakes hands all around, and faces Papa when he’s done. “Your timing sucks, Francesco.”

      My father’s response is a blank look.

      Max sits his ass on the corner of Jake’s desk. “Oktoberfest is over, and it’s too early for the Christmas markets. You wanna take me on any more European adventures, you gotta plan better is all I’m saying.”

      Jake shakes his head with a bemused expression, then slaps a hand on his desk. “I’m coming with you as far as Bolingbrook.”

      Bolingbrook?

      “No need,” Max counters.

      “Shut up, Max,” Jake says. “I arranged the rides and I’m tagging along.”

      I can see that Max is pleased to have him along when he nods at Jake. So am I, even if his presence underscores the danger threatening Papa. I’m grateful that Jake stepped up to manage logistics after we told what we had in mind. Unsurprisingly, he had plenty of good ideas, not all of which he’s shared with me.

      Jake’s desk phone rings before I can ask why we’re going to Bolingbrook. He listens briefly and then says, “Right. We’ll be right down.” He hangs up, pushes back from his desk, and gets to his feet. “Suit up, folks.”

      Max pulls his ski cap on low over his forehead, so Papa and I do likewise. Then we troop out of the squad room after Jake, who leads us down a back stairwell.

      “The fewer people who see us leave, the better,” he explains while he peers through a peephole in a door that must lead into the rear parking lot. Apparently satisfied with what he sees, he pushes the door open and motions us out.

      Max leads and ducks into a Cedar Heights PD black-and-white cruiser. Papa and I pile in behind him, then Jake hops into the front passenger seat, slaps a hand on the dashboard, and says, “Let’s go.”

      As we zip out of the parking lot, Jake tells the driver that we’re going to a bookstore and gives him the address on Berwyn. He told us upstairs that we’ll be switching vehicles. News of a bookstore stop comes as a surprise.

      “We gonna score some girly magazines?” Max asks.

      Jake snorts. “It’s a bookstore, Max, not the kinda place that sells your style of reading material.”

      Max shrugs. “Whatever.”

      “Do you know Zack Menzies?” Jake asks him.

      “Sure,” Max replies, then does a double take. “Oh! This is his bookstore?”

      “Yup.”

      “Always wanted to visit.”

      “You won’t be browsing the shelves tonight,” Jake says. “We’ll be going in the front door, hustling through the mysteries and police procedurals, then straight past the thriller section and out the back door.”

      Max chuckles. “What? No romance section? No classic literature? No sports?”

      “Maybe a sports book or two,” Jake allows. Then he turns to Papa and me. “Zack’s another old cop. Bought himself a little bookshop when they pensioned him off.”

      The cruiser zooms along the damp streets without regard to posted speed limits, slicing through a steady drizzle and the haze wafting off the pavement as it evaporates. How is it that nights like this seem to swallow all light? It’s like driving without headlights.

      “And here we are,” Jake says ten minutes later when the cruiser coasts to a stop under a streetlight. Zack’s Used Books is a little storefront establishment in a well-weathered block of them. A Closed sign hangs in the door window.

      “There’s an unmarked panel van waiting in the alley out back,” Jake tells us before he opens the door. “Heads down and follow me. Don’t stop, don’t look around. Getting in and out of here is our riskiest move.” He hops out, takes a quick look up and down the street, then yanks the cruiser’s back door open. “Let’s go!”

      I swallow and follow him across the sidewalk. A silent man in a fedora and raincoat stands beside the front door and swings it open for us. This is even more noir than the Brooks and Valenti temporary offices.

      “Thanks, Zack,” Jake says without slowing. He leads us through the narrow aisles of the darkened store, which is illuminated by a handful of recessed lights with dimmers dialed almost all the way off. Either that, or Menzies found a bunch of two-watt light bulbs somewhere. The only sound breaking the ghostly silence is the squelching of our rubber soles on the polished hardwood floor. Tall shelves crammed with dusty-smelling books tower above us on either side, teetering ever so slightly as we hurry past them. The prospect of being buried beneath hundreds of books puts an extra pop in my step. I’m right on Jake’s tail when he steps into an alcove that houses another exterior door.

      “Move your ass, Francesco,” Max grumbles from behind us.

      Jake has a half smile on his face when his eyes meet mine. “Right into the van out there. Keep your head down. No stopping to gawk.” Then he peers through another peephole, shoves the crash bar to open the door, and waves us out.

      With his warning that this is the riskiest part of the trip fresh in my mind, I hustle across the four-foot gap between the building and the waiting vehicle. When I plant my feet to stop outside the van’s open side door, my shoes slide on the slick pavement. “Shit!” I cry out as I crack my shin on the rocker panel and crash facedown on the van’s grimy, smelly floor.

      Max rolls me deeper inside as he enters behind me. “Smooth move,” he says with a smirk.

      I’m on my back with both hands clutching my skinned shin when the door slams shut and the driver stabs the gas, throwing me backward to smack my head on the steel of the wheel well. Great. The wound on my forehead from Pat’s bathroom has almost healed; let’s start a new one on the back of my head.

      Max shakes his head as he watches, then turns to Jake. “Maybe we should drop Tony off at Loyola Emergency along the way so he’ll be in good hands when he really hurts himself.”

      “Up yours, Max,” I mutter through clenched teeth, even though my leg feels as if it could use the ministrations of Loyola’s Level One Trauma Center staff right about now.

      My cursing prompts a deeper laugh from Max. “We’ll turn you into a potty-mouthed old bastard like the rest of us yet!”

      I work myself into a sitting position with my back braced against the van’s side panel and look around in the dim light. If the outside of this thing is in as poor shape as the grubby interior, our wheels won’t attract any attention. The roaring road noise bleeding through the bare steel floor and shell of the van make me long for the cathedrallike hush inside my Porsche.

      “Did we get away clean?” I ask Jake.

      “Yeah. I had uniforms stationed at both ends of the alley to make sure no one saw us pile in here. We should be good.”

      I roll my pant leg up and frown at the angry two-inch gash on my shin. Max smirks before he looks away. I follow his gaze to Papa, whose eyes are glittering with excitement. At least one of us seems to be enjoying our little caper.

      “Is fun!” Papa exclaims when he catches me looking.

      “First time I’ve heard a target talking about how much fun it is to be out dodging bullets,” Max mutters with a dark chuckle.

      Papa and Max will be on a flight to Europe by morning, but I’m not yet privy to the logistical details of their departure. In fact, I don’t even know what airport they’ll be leaving from. This whole production is an eye-opening glimpse into a darker cloak-and-dagger world than I’ve never experienced. When I travel, I simply catch a cab or drive myself to the airport.

      “What next?” I ask Jake a few minutes later, after the van accelerates up a ramp and settles into a steady pace. We’re obviously on a highway, most likely Interstate 290 or I-55.

      “We’re on our way to the airport. If anyone’s tracking Francesco, it’s most likely a Mickey Mouse operation using cars and shoe leather. They won’t be prepared to track an aircraft.”

      “Are they leaving from O’Hare or Midway?” I ask, referring to Chicago’s two major airports.

      “Neither. They’re flying out of Clow.”

      So, now I know why we’re going to Bolingbrook.

      Jake turns to Max. “I’m looking forward to seeing this place.”

      “Nothing to write home about,” Max says with a chuckle. “Damnedest little ‘international’ airport I’ve ever seen.”

      I’ve heard about the place from Billy Likens and am intrigued. Clow International Airport is a general aviation facility in the far-southwest suburb of Bolingbrook, around thirty miles away from downtown Chicago. The man who founded it as a grass strip in the 1950s, Oliver Boyd Clow, managed to bring a little fun to the staid world of airport nomenclature by attaching International to the name of the field. I smile as I recall Billy telling me that Clow had said his airfield was named on a lark that bordered on the ridiculous. He had that right. I wonder how many—if any—of the little aircraft flying in and out of Clow have the range to reach the Canadian border in a single hop, let alone wing their way across oceans to Europe and beyond.

      “We’ll be monitoring the comings and goings at the airport to make sure nobody gets a good look at what’s going on,” Jake says as he turns back to me. “From Clow, our boys are off to Minneapolis.”

      “We’ll be flying KLM from there to Amsterdam,” Max says.

      “Minneapolis?” I ask.

      Jake nods. “Yup. The Luciano clan might have eyes at the Chicago airports. Their reach doesn’t extend to Minnesota.”

      Makes sense, but I was expecting to be home within the next hour or so after seeing Papa and Max off. “Guess I won’t be spending the evening at home, after all,” I grumble. “Hell, I’ll be lucky to be back by morning.”

      Jake’s eyes cut to me. “You’re going to Minneapolis? That isn’t in the plan.”

      “I’m going to see Papa off,” I announce firmly. Jake considers arguing for a long moment, then lets it go.

      “The more the merrier,” Max quips before he outlines their travel plans beyond Amsterdam. “We’ll be traveling south by train through Germany with stops in Hannover and Munich on the way to Innsbruck, Austria. Francesco’s nephew will pick us up there, then it’s an eight-hour drive to Francesco’s sister’s place.”

      “They can travel in the EU without passports after they clear customs in Amsterdam, so tracking them after that won’t be easy,” Jake explains.

      Papa’s sister has been safely tucked away in the town of Penne in Italy’s Abruzzo province since she fled Orsomarso some fifty years ago. We’re hopeful Papa can also fly under the radar there.

      Buried in the back of the van as we’ve bounced and jostled our way along since leaving the expressway, we haven’t seen much other than streetlights and the occasional building flash past. The first visual clue to our arrival at Clow comes when we pass through a pair of large sliding doors and find ourselves inside an aircraft hangar. Who knew there were hangars at Clow?

      We tumble out of the van and find ourselves standing beside a gleaming white, high-winged airplane. It’s bigger than I imagined Jake’s “puddle jumper” would be, although it’s small by airline standards. The hangar isn’t expansive, either—maybe twenty feet wide by thirty feet long, and twenty or so feet tall. Only about one in three of the overhead lights is switched on. The place smells of airport—whiffs of grease and oil overlaid with the sharp stench of aviation gasoline. My eyes settle on the aircraft. It looks familiar. The first inkling of why is a stylized red-and-blue Cessna decal that is mounted on the lower half of the fuselage just forward of the pilot’s door. Beside that sits an emblem that reminds me of a Roman soldier’s helmet.

      “What?” Max asks when he sees me staring.

      It can’t be. I shake my head. “Nothing. Where are the suitcases?”

      “Already on board,” Jake replies. “We shipped them ahead. Wouldn’t do to have Francesco and Max seen hauling luggage around, would it?”

      “Good point,” I reply. He seems to have thought of everything. Maybe he even knows what kind of aircraft this is. I point and warily ask, “Is this a Cessna 210?”

      “Pretty sure it is.”

      A kid comes around the front of the aircraft, smiles at us, and gives Jake a quick half hug. There’s a slight family resemblance there, something in the chin and cheekbones. But whereas Jake is a little on the short side and balding, the newcomer is tall and gangly with mussed black hair covering his ears. He’s wearing blue jeans, a button-down, western-style, long-sleeve shirt and a pair of beaten-up Nike sneakers that may have been white at some point in the distant past. Think castles, knights on white chargers, lots of kings and queens in charge of the Western world—that far back.

      “Is this thing a Cessna 210?” Jake asks the youngster.

      “Yup. A Centurion.”

      Holy shit. Given what happened to the only other Cessna 210 I know anything about, I’m not sure how I feel about flying in this thing. “Does it fly?” I ask in a lame attempt at humor.

      The kid gives me an odd look before he leads us around the airplane and opens the door leading into the rear passenger compartment. I follow Papa and Max inside and glance up to greet our pilot, but the left front seat is empty. I glance back outside and see Jake talking with the kid.

      He slaps the youngster on the shoulder. “Thanks, Tony. I owe you one.”

      “I’d say you owe me several!” the kid counters with a grin.

      “Jake’s nephew, Tony,” Max explains when he sees me watching. “We’ll call him Tony Junior for tonight.”

      Jake pokes his head inside while we strap in, Papa and me in the rearmost seat looking forward and Max in a seat that backs onto the pilot’s seat and faces us. Our knees are maybe three or four feet apart.

      “Have a good trip, guys,” Jake says as he shakes hands all around. “Good luck,” he adds pointedly to Papa and Max before he turns and walks away.

      Tony Junior speaks briefly with another man who is wearing the type of coveralls Billy Likens and Rick Hogan wear on the job. Junior then climbs into the pilot’s seat and starts flicking a bewildering array of knobs and switches and dials while the mechanic waits.

      I take advantage of the opportunity to examine my surroundings. There are windows on either side of us with a pretty good view outside, the roof is close overhead, and the black floor is made from the same type of material I’m accustomed to seeing under my feet in jetways when I board or exit real airplanes. The seats are leather, or a pretty decent imitation thereof. I’m reminded of piling into the cavernous back of our old Pontiac station wagon as kids when we went on road trips… and I’m going to fly how many feet high in this thing?

      My eyes snap forward when the kid pulls his seat belt and shoulder strap snug, fires up the engine, and glances over his shoulder. “Everyone strapped in back there?”

      “You’re our pilot?” I blurt as the engine roars to life.

      “He’s older than he looks,” Max assures me while Tony Junior nods and smiles at me.

      Older than he looks, huh? So, he’s what? Sixteen? Megan Walton could have been his mother!

      After the engine settles into a steady purr, I try to console myself with the reassuring knowledge that he at least knows where the on switch is.

      Junior shoots a cheerful thumbs-up to the ramp hand outside, who promptly disappears beneath the aircraft and emerges dragging the black-and-yellow rubber thingies that kept the plane from rolling away. He walks across the floor to push the hangar doors aside. Then, before I have a chance to leap out of the aircraft, we’re on our way out into the night.

      “Next stop, Minneapolis-Saint Paul!” Junior announces happily as we taxi away from safety. “I’d like to thank you for flying with us this evening on Plummer’s Put-Put Airlines.”

      Papa pays no attention to our pilot’s patter, Max dutifully chuckles, and I look around for the nearest barf bag. Then we’re clawing our way into the black sky at fifteen or twenty miles per hour and bouncing along as if we’re hitting atmospheric potholes every five or six feet. Or so it seems… I hope to hell we’re going faster than that.

      “Looks like we got away cleanly,” Max says with satisfaction. “Nobody got shot, anyway.”

      “Yeah, that’s a relief,” I reply dryly. I’m surrounded on a death flight by comedians. Not exactly how I imagined going out.

      Just under five white-knuckle hours later, we’re back on blessed terra firma, rolling past blue taxiway lights until we reach the general aviation apron. An airport pickup truck awaits us. I clamber out of the plane ahead of Max and Papa and resist the urge to kiss the ground. Then I help schlep their bags to the back of the pickup. The smell of approaching snow is in the air as a fuel truck pulls up alongside the Cessna. I hope to hell we’re on our way before the white shit arrives.

      After a quick hug and goodbye, Papa climbs into the front cab of the pickup with Max. Tony Junior supervises the refueling while I watch the rear lights of the vehicle carrying Papa and Max disappear toward the main terminal building in the distance. I say a silent prayer for their safekeeping. Then I add a quick one for my own safety. When I turn back to our aircraft, I find young Tony grinning at me.

      “Ready to do it again?” he asks. The little shit knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      I nod, wondering if Max and Papa are in any greater jeopardy than I am. At least they’ll be flying in a great big airplane with a grown-up at the controls.
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      The shakes from last night’s aerial adventure to Minneapolis are subsiding by the time Penelope and I depart for our weekly partner luncheon at The Sandwich Emporium. We’re still shoehorned into our strip-mall offices while we await completion of the future law offices of Brooks and Valenti on this, day ninety-three of what our general contractor had confidently assured us would be a ninety-day project. As I recall, he’d scoffed at the possibility that they’d take the whole ninety days to get the work done. I stopped by our future digs on the way in this morning. To my admittedly unpracticed eye, things seem to be maybe fifty percent along.

      Maiko Campbell looks up when the tinkle of the door chime announces our arrival. She breaks into one of those smiles that casts light into black holes. “Tony-san! Penelope!”

      “That’s us,” Penelope replies with an answering smile. The combined wattage of these two smiling is probably as dangerous as looking directly at a solar eclipse.

      My eyes immediately travel to the chalkboard and today’s eagerly anticipated daily special creation, then drop back to Maiko, over to Brian Campbell, and back to the chalkboard. “Corned beef on rye?”

      “Complain to the wholesalers!” Maiko gripes. “No good sales this morning, Tony-san. Even the corned beef wasn’t such a good deal.”

      “This is disappointing,” I mutter dramatically. “Guess I’ll have the corned beef on rye. Mind you,” I add with a sideways glance at Penelope, “we could have gotten that at any old deli counter for half the price.”

      Penelope smiles at Maiko. “I happen to like corned beef on rye. I’ll take one…. without the side of whining.”

      Maiko winks at her. “Coming right up. Go, sit down. Your usual table is ready.”

      We make our way to the back and settle in at our little table, set for two today instead of the trio of place settings Maiko had squeezed in when Pat O’Toole and Ben Larose joined me a couple of weeks ago. I make a show of breathing in the sweet aroma of Brian’s baking bread and licking my lips. “I’m starving.”

      “What happened to all the complaining about corned beef?” Penelope asks.

      I shrug.

      She eyes me for a long moment. “You look tired, partner. Late night?”

      “Something like that,” I reply. Jake ordered us not to mention last night’s escapade to anyone, even wives and partners—at least not until Papa and Max arrive safely.

      Penelope gives me an indulgent look and shakes her head. “You read my notes?”

      The FBI’s interrogation of our R & B Ramp Services clients had shaken us badly, prompting Penelope to dig more deeply into the peculiarities of aviation lawsuits. The result is a detailed briefing paper to guide our planning. We also sent off an indignant pro forma complaint to the FBI about their agents attempting to interrogate our clients without first reading them their Miranda rights. I imagine it’s now under careful review by the shredding department.

      I nod in reply to Penelope’s briefing-notes question while tearing the paper away from the tip of the straw sitting at my place setting.

      “Don’t!” Penelope warns as I lift the open end of the straw to my lips and blow, shooting the tube of paper across the table. “You’re such a child!” she exclaims with a laugh after she ducks out of the way.

      I beam back at her.

      She straightens up and dons her serious lawyer face. “Let’s get back to work.”

      “Do we have to?”

      “Yes!” she retorts with mock exasperation. At least I think it’s mock. “I talked to Ben Larose yesterday. I think you’re right about tagging him as an expert witness.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nods. “For a couple of reasons.”

      “Such as?”

      “He knows his stuff. I also trust that he’s on the side of the angels.”

      I bounce my eyebrows. “That’s us?”

      She does the adorable little nose twitch that signals when she’s amused. “Of course. Well, me, anyway.”

      I smile back. How is it that this woman doesn’t have a significant other? I’ve never seen her with anyone other than her roommate, Becky Seguin. Oh well. None of my business. Back to the matter at hand. “What did Larose have to say?”

      “Based on what I told him about the FBI interview, he agrees that the FBI—and possibly the NTSB—must have concerns about the hundred-hour inspection that should have been completed in August.”

      “That was completed in August,” I counter. “Billy showed us the paperwork and invoice.”

      She thoughtfully taps a finger on her nose with her chin in her hand. “I know, and yet they’re zeroing in on that. There’s something there.”

      Damn. She has to be right. Why else would the FBI be so interested in the topic? “What does it tell us that Wisnowski dug into the same topic?”

      “And Rick’s transplant,” Penelope grumbles. “You were right. It suggests that there’s some level of coordination happening between her and the FBI. That’s concerning.”

      “It scares the hell out of me,” I say. “Why is the FBI dancing to their tune? I’ve never thought of them as party to garden-variety corruption like this.”

      “No, and I wouldn’t be too quick to come to that conclusion,” Penelope says. “The FBI and Wisnowski may be dancing to a tune being played by a third party.”

      “Windy City?”

      “That’s one possibility,” she replies. “So is Butterworth Cole.”

      “Speaking of which, have you spoken with Randall Lennox’s pal there?”

      She shakes her head, “Still exchanging voicemails.”

      “Let’s not forget the Luciano family,” I suggest.

      “Time will tell, of course.”

      “It always does, doesn’t it?”

      Penelope smiles ruefully. “Hopefully, we’ll figure things out before we get steamrolled.”

      “You’re supposed to be showing me the bright side of things, you know,” I remind her.

      “It’s not all doom and gloom, partner.”

      Maiko bustles over while I sigh in relief. “Corned beef on rye for Miss Brooks,” she announces with a flourish as she places a paper plate in front of Penelope. Then she smiles at me and deposits a second plate under my nose. “And for Tony-san, who does not like a simple sandwich, we have a true daily special! Corned beef on raisin!”

      I burst into laughter when I look down to see a slab of corned beef squeezed between two slices of raisin toast.

      “You deserve that, Tony,” Penelope laughs. “Well done, Maiko!”

      I smile up at Maiko. “I’ll bet it tastes good!”

      She wrinkles her nose. “If nothing else, perhaps you’ll learn not to complain about the food here.”

      “Go ahead,” Penelope urges with a pointed look at my sandwich while Maiko scoots away to collect our beverages.

      However this tastes, I will rave about it, I decide as I lift the thing to my mouth and take a healthy bite. I smile around it as I chew. Maiko returns and cocks an eyebrow at me while she slides a pair of iced teas in front of us—we have a strict no-alcohol rule during Brooks and Valenti professional meetings. “This will be a thing,” I announce after swallowing and wiping my chin with a paper napkin. It actually isn’t bad. It isn’t great, either, although wild horses couldn’t drag that admission out of me in my current company.

      Maiko tilts her head and nods, as if she’s come to a decision. “We’ll call it the Valenti Vomit.”

      Penelope’s face twists into a revolted grimace. “Pee-yew!”

      Maiko smiles and walks away.

      “Getting back to not-so-gross topics, the FBI zeroed right in on the invoice for that inspection,” Penelope muses between bites.

      “Yeah,” I mutter around a mouthful of Valenti Vomit. “Let’s explore that.”

      She nods, swallows, and sets her sandwich down on her plate before touching a corner of napkin to her lips. She’s somehow managing to eat her sandwich without smearing grease all over her face. I, on the other hand, am doing a fair imitation of a one-year-old face-painting himself with a slice of birthday cake. How does she do it? I wonder with a guilty look at the pile of grease-soaked napkins that is growing alongside my plate.

      “Did you ask Larose what’s included in the hundred-hour inspection?” I ask.

      “I did. It’s pretty thorough. A lot of mechanical checks, testing and examining the electrical systems, plus—and I found this interesting—they inspect the airframe for structural integrity. Rust, cracks, and the like.”

      “Hmmm,” I murmur while I swallow and wipe my chin. “But didn’t the NTSB seem to be focused on engine failure?”

      “I went back and reread the transcripts of all of the NTSB public statements so far, then went through them over the phone with Ben. There is a single mention of a wing-strut failure that they left open.”

      “Left open?”

      “For further review,” she replies before taking a sip of her iced tea. “They didn’t make a determination of whether or not the strut failed before or after impact.”

      “Oh. That sounds ominous.”

      “Not necessarily. Ben says it’s entirely possible that the strut may have been subjected to stress in flight that exceeded its ultimate tensile strength.”

      “In English,” I request before popping the last bite of corned beef and raisin toast into my mouth.

      “In layman’s terms, the plane wasn’t designed to dive at a hundred fifty-plus miles per hour while the pilot fought the controls, causing the plane to twist and turn as it fell. Structural failure is a definite risk under those stresses. Ben can’t imagine that the NTSB will be able to determine what actually happened, and certainly won’t be in any position to make a definitive determination that the accident was the result of in-flight structural failure.”

      “Thereby clearing Billy and Rick of responsibility for the crash,” I conclude happily.

      “That might be a little too definitive,” she warns. “In Ben’s words, a plane failing under those circumstances is on no one unless the pilot deliberately flew the aircraft beyond its design tolerances.”

      “Stunt flying and such?” I ask.

      “Exactly.”

      “So, what’s the FBI up to?”

      “Good question,” she replies with her eyebrows knitted together. “Let’s not forget the mention of Rick’s liver.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter while pushing my empty plate aside. “That was a bit of a surprise. That said, you know how anal cops can be when it comes to drugs and booze—unless they’re the ones partaking.”

      “True, but it still concerns me.”

      “I can’t see how that fits into the crash narrative. Can you?”

      Penelope turns her palms up. “All I know is that there’s something in that paperwork that we need to be aware of.”

      I hold up a finger, dig my cell phone out of my pocket, and place a call to Billy.

      After we exchange greetings, he informs me, “I planned to call you in an hour or two when things quiet down a little.” Then he floors me with a bombshell we definitely weren’t expecting at this point. “Some guy came by after lunch and served us with a lawsuit from Windy City.”

      “Jesus, Billy! You should have called right away!”

      Penelope’s eyes grow large at my outburst.

      “Yeah, well, we’re trying to keep our heads above water here,” he snaps back.

      The fact that we’re pissed with one another doesn’t sit well with me. Billy and I have never been at odds before. Maybe we shouldn’t have taken this damned case.

      “Penelope’s here,” I tell him. “I’m putting the call on speaker.”

      “Hi, Billy,” she says pleasantly—ever the diplomat to soften the harsher edges of her partner.

      “Hey, Penelope,” he says. “Sounds like I messed up, huh?”

      Her eyes shoot daggers at me. “No worries, Billy. Tony’s one of those Mediterranean hotheads.”

      Billy laughs softly.

      “What’s going on?” Penelope asks. She drops her head back, looks up at the ceiling, and blows out a long breath after he tells her. “Did you read it?”

      “Real quick. We’re busy as hell here this afternoon.”

      “And?” I prompt.

      “Me and Rick tried to sort through all the legal mumbo jumbo. Best we can figure is that they’re claiming we didn’t complete the hundred-hour inspection in August.”

      “But you told us you did,” I counter.

      “Because we did,” Billy shoots back.

      “Tony’s just thinking out loud,” Penelope says with a poisonous glance my way. “He isn’t questioning what you told us. We’re all a little upset about this.”

      She’s right, of course. Before I can put my foot in my mouth again, Penelope asks Billy to fax a copy of the paperwork to her. She and Billy agree that he and Rick will come to our office for a meeting on Monday.

      At the end of the workday, I make a one-hour stop at home to turn on some lights, start a load of laundry, and walk around a lot to make the place look occupied. The plan is to keep Papa’s escape a secret for as long as possible. We hope to buy enough time for he and Max to reach their destination before anyone starts looking for them. After tossing the wet towels into the dryer so it will vent plenty of steam outside, I set several timers to turn lights on and off at preset intervals. The whole charade is designed to trick anyone who might be watching into thinking Papa’s in the house. He is, to the best of my knowledge, currently on a train with Max somewhere in Germany or in my cousin’s car in Austria or Italy—hopefully without any of the Ndrangheta or Cosche assholes any the wiser. I’ll feel better when Max lets us know they’ve arrived safely at Papa’s sister’s house. When I finish, I set out for Pat’s house.

      “Who pissed in your Corn Flakes?” she asks with a smile after I’ve grumped my way through our initial greetings and the obligatory “How was your day?” query.

      The old high school line prompts a grudging grin of my own. “Who thought up that dumbass expression?”

      “The world floats on a sea of stupid sayings,” she replies with a nonchalant shrug. She’s got a point.

      “Where’s Britts?” I ask.

      “Upstairs in the midst of the shower-and-hair ritual.”

      I know Brittany has plans tonight and so won’t be joining us for dinner, but she’s been a little cagey about what those plans are. I mention this to Pat and ask, “What’s the mystery?”

      “No mystery. Just boyfriend stuff.”

      “Argh.”

      Pat greets my little outburst with a look of exasperation. “She’ll tell you all about this stuff as soon as you stop saying dumb crap like that, Valenti.”

      After we perch ourselves on a pair of barstools at the breakfast counter, I explain how Windy City Sky Tours shit in my Corn Flakes today by filing a lawsuit against Billy and Rick. Her sunny disposition evaporates before I conclude, “The only upside is that it took my mind off Michelle’s latest stunt.”

      Mention of my ex-wife never sits well with Pat. Is that simply because Michelle is a bitch, or is there something more lurking beneath the surface of my complicated relationship with Pat? Having now admitted to a mutual high school attraction that neither of us had acted on, we’ve danced a little do-si-do square dance around each other for the past several months. It’s something we’re going to have to come to terms with sometime soon. But not today.

      “What’s Michelle up to now?” she asks.

      “I was served with a court order stating that, as Brittany’s guardian, I’m to ensure that she doesn’t come within a thousand yards of Forty-Seven Liberty Street.”

      Pat tilts her head to one side and frowns. “Lots of legal papers flying around today, huh? Actually, I can’t blame her for doing that. It’s a pretty good idea.”

      “I suppose. Of course, we’re way ahead of her. Your place is many thousands of yards from Liberty Street.”

      Pat smiles. “True.”

      “How’s it going with her here?”

      “Pretty good. We talked before school this morning about the prospect of her going to live with her mother again. I guess Michelle pitched the idea over the phone last weekend.”

      My entire being sags: face, slumping shoulders, plummeting spirits. Even my eyes follow until I’m staring down into my lap.

      Pat reaches over to touch my arm. “You’ll be happy to hear that Brittany says she isn’t interested.”

      I look up. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Did she say why?”

      Pat crosses her legs and pulls her coffee mug closer, tapping her fingernails on the rim while she considers her answer.

      “Well?” I ask impatiently. “It’s a simple enough question.”

      “If you’ll shut up long enough to let me talk, I’ll tell you.”

      I drag my thumb and index finger across my lips in a zipping motion.

      Her eye dances. “How frigging cool would it be to actually sew a zipper on that yap of yours?”

      I give her the mock stink eye.

      “It’s mostly girlfriend talk, but I can tell you a little,” she says. “Brittany doesn’t like her mother’s boyfriend and wasn’t thrilled to be left alone in Brussels as much as she was last year. She did like the other kids and getting around Europe a bit.” She smiles. “Bobby the boyfriend also factors into wanting to stay in Cedar Heights.”

      I restrain myself from uttering another “argh” or anything else similarly “stupid.”

      Pat grins in approval of my impressive show of restraint. “There may be hope for you yet, Valenti.”

      “Thanks.”

      She pauses and rests her chin on the backs of her knuckles in a show of deep thought, then smiles brightly. “Oh, and Brittany may have mentioned something along the lines of enjoying life in Cedar Heights with her boorish old man.”

      “You didn’t have to tell him that!” Brittany protests as she sweeps into the kitchen, plants a kiss on each of our cheeks, then settles a hip on the side of the counter while she eyes Pat suspiciously. “What else have you told him?”

      “Nothing much,” Pat replies with a laugh. “When’s Bobby coming?”

      Brittany’s face lights up as her eyes cut to the clock on the microwave. “Any time now.”

      I give her a stern look and say, “This boyfriend of yours better be a good kid.”

      Pat chucks me on the arm. “This is exactly the kind of dumb shit you say that keeps Brittany from trying to talk to you as if you’re an adult.”

      A smile plays on my daughter’s lips as she points at Pat. “What she said.”

      Well, color me infantile. I’m spared further humiliation when the doorbell rings.

      “Bring him in here,” Pat orders Brittany, who looks skeptical when she turns her eyes to me.

      “To borrow Pat’s words, can we please do this without you saying any dumb shit, Dad?”

      “I’m actually going to meet the beefcake?” dies on my lips. I nod instead. I do so solemnly. I do so under pain of death if I’m properly interpreting Pat’s warning stare.

      While I had a glimpse of him and we exchanged a few words at Ed’s funeral, this is my first up-close-and-personal encounter with Brittany’s boyfriend. Bobby Harland is a bitter disappointment. He’s close to six feet tall. Well put together. Open smile. Good-looking kid. Why couldn’t Brittany pick a spindly, acne-faced boy with zero sex appeal but an appealing personality? Yeah, I know that’s insensitive. A couple of minutes of small talk reveals that he has the personality thing going for him, too. Uh-oh. While he tells me that he’s impressed with the volleyball highlights from my college glory days that my daughter has shown him on YouTube—I’m on YouTube?—Pat smirks.

      Brittany draws all eyes when she hefts a solid wooden rolling pin and fixes her sights on Bobby. “Pat told me an interesting story about this.”

      “Yeah?” he asks with a smile.

      She starts slapping the rolling pin into her palm with a steady rhythm. “Tell him, Pat.”

      Pat chuckles. “That rolling pin belonged to my grandmother. She always claimed it was how she kept Grandpa in line.”

      “My grandmother had one just like it,” Brittany tells Bobby. “Right, Dad?”

      I like how she’s thinking. “That’s right.”

      Brittany’s eyes settle on Bobby while she asks me, “And it’s mine now?”

      “Why, yes. Yes, it is.”

      “Ah, young love,” Pat says with a sigh when the door closes after Brittany and Bobby leave.

      “I’ll bring the rolling pin by tomorrow,” I tell her with a grin. The goofy talk has been a welcome bit of levity at the end of a trying week. Of course, the glow of young love hangs a light on the fact that any kind of romantic relationship between Pat and me is going exactly nowhere. Yet the world continues to turn.

      Over the next two days, Penelope and Ben Larose compare notes and we all kick around ideas about what the Windy City lawsuit against Billy and Rick really portends. Having decided that the truth is on our side, we end up feeling fairly optimistic. Jake calls on Saturday with the happy news that Max and Papa have safely arrived at their destination in Italy. Dinner at Pat’s house with Brittany and Bobby that night goes well; no rolling pins needed, although I did remember to take ours and made sure Bobby got a good look at it.

      The renewed glow of puppy love and happy thoughts lasts all of thirty minutes after dinner. That’s when I get home.
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      Did I close the blinds? I wonder after hopping out of the Porsche in the driveway. I honestly can’t remember, so I shrug the concern aside and let my mind drift back to dinner at Pat’s. As I unlock the front door while recalling the adoring—hungry?—looks passing between Brittany and Bobby across the dinner table, I make a mental note to develop an intimidating paternal warning scowl before my next Bobby encounter. Then I step inside with a smile and pull the door closed behind me. I’ve shrugged halfway out of my Gore-Tex jacket when the floor lamp in the living room snaps on.

      “Good evening, Mr. Valenti.”

      I spin around to the pool of light spilling over Papa’s La-Z-Boy recliner and find myself staring at a big, buff stranger who is settled in comfortably with his legs crossed. A massive hand is wrapped around one of Mama’s special-occasion crystal tumblers. It’s filled with amber liquid and rests lightly on the arm of the chair. The intruder is dressed in a pair of tan Dockers slacks, a wine-colored, short-sleeve polo shirt, and brown loafers—an outfit not unlike my own. Mind you, unlike mine, his outfit is drawn tautly over mountains of muscle. His forearms are covered in a mane of black hair, and a tuft of hair bulges out of the open collar of his shirt. Even the backs of his knuckles are a little furry. The guy fairly reeks of testosterone. His eyes settle on mine while he offers me a half smile that is utterly bereft of warmth. His hooded eyes are equally chilly as he appraises me. The only hair on his polished head is a pair of menacing bushy black eyebrows. Yet the tone of his gravelly voice is almost warm when he invites me to “have a seat.”

      “Who the hell are you, and what are you doing in our home?” I demand.

      He doesn’t appear to be the least bit alarmed to be facing down an angry six foot five inch man when he lifts his glass as if he’s about to offer a toast. “Decent bourbon. Pour yourself a glass and join me.”

      It’s not a suggestion. Something in the man’s demeanor warns against doing anything other than exactly what he’s told me to do. So, as ridiculous as it seems, I pour two inches of Maker’s Mark into the tumbler he’s thoughtfully left on the table with the bourbon bottle. Then I prepare to have a chat with a man who looks like some sort of gangster. A little dart of fear pricks my heart when we lock eyes after I settle into Mama’s well-worn easy chair. I stare at his Mediterranean olive skin, prominent nose, and full, sensual lips that suggest Italian ancestry not unlike my own. There’s an effortless confidence wafting off this guy, whoever the hell he is.

      “Let’s talk about your father,” he says with a smug smile.

      I steel myself in anticipation of being told that Papa and Max have walked into an Italian buzz saw a few thousand miles from where we sit.

      “I couldn’t help noticing that he isn’t here,” the intruder says conversationally. “Only a single toothbrush in the bathroom, along with one lonely razor and a single bath towel. You haven’t moved out, have you?”

      He knows damned well that I haven’t. I don’t respond.

      “Where is Francesco?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. He left last week.”

      “Really?”

      “Really,” I ape.

      His eyes narrow, and a soft chuckle escapes his lips. “Your instinct to cover for Francesco is admirable, yet pointless, Mr. Valenti.”

      I choose to remain mute while a shaft of worry wiggles down my spine at the easy familiarity with which he refers to Papa as Francesco.

      “So, you’re playing your cards close to your vest while you think things through,” he says with a note of approval. “I see how you were successful in court during Francesco’s trial and at the village hall when you kept your neighborhood intact. Bravo to that, by the way. I was impressed. Very few people get the better of Titan Developments.”

      Like I give a damn what you think, pal, I think, feeling a little cockier now that I suspect that Papa and Max are safe.

      “The situation you find yourself in this evening isn’t as simple as you probably believe it to be, Mr. Valenti.”

      What situation? I force myself to settle back in Mama’s chair and cross an ankle over my knee in an effort to match his nonchalant manner.

      He appears mildly amused by my play. “Aren’t you curious to know how your predicament isn’t quite what you think?”

      “I can do without the cat-and-mouse bullshit. I figure you’ll eventually get to the point.”

      “Ah, a man who likes to cut to the chase,” he retorts in a mocking tone. His voice hardens as he continues, “There are two interests to be served where you are concerned, Mr. Valenti.”

      I silently wait for him to continue.

      “The first is the obvious concern that someone is anxious to see your father draw his final breath as soon as possible.”

      There’s a news flash, I think, but dare not say.

      “The business with your father from the old country isn’t our chief concern, though.”

      He looks as if he expects a response. I stay silent.

      “It may surprise you to learn that we have a keen interest in the lawsuit that our friends Windy City Sky Tours City and AAA Avgas has just filed against your client,” he continues.

      His friends? What the hell?

      “You see, Mr. Valenti, R & B Ramp Services must be found to be at fault for that unfortunate incident over Lake Michigan.”

      I drop my foot to the floor and lean forward with my elbows braced on my knees to lock eyes with the intruder. His connection to AAA Avgas cements my earlier suspicion that this guy is Mafia. By all accounts, AAA Avgas is a wholly owned holding of the Luciano criminal empire. “You, whoever you are, are colluding with Windy City against my client?”

      “Now, now, Mr. Valenti. Let’s be civilized about this, shall we?”

      The Luciano family civilized? Right. I wave an open hand between him and me. “You find this civilized? Me and you having a nice chat in my home, which you’ve just broken into?”

      His eyes flash. “You really don’t want to antagonize me, Mr. Valenti.”

      Screw that. “You’re here on behalf of the Luciano family, aren’t you? What the hell’s your name, anyway?”

      The eyes flash again, this time dangerously. He ignores my question about the Luciano family. His voice takes on a harsh edge when he replies, “You can call me Joe.”

      Right. “Joe,” I parrot with dripping sarcasm. Jesus. Two days ago, Penelope and I were lamenting having the FBI working against us in concert with a bunch of rich shits and one of Chicago’s preeminent law firms. Now we have the Mafia lining up against us, as well? What next? China? Russia? Aliens from outer space?

      Joe uncrosses his strapping legs and adopts my aggressive pose so that our noses are two feet apart. I stare into his dead eyes and battle the instinct to back off… and the sudden urge to wet my pants.

      “Your clients were offered an opportunity to work with Windy City on this, weren’t they?” he asks.

      I don’t reply.

      “So they’ve made their choice. Or perhaps you made it for them, and this is where you now find yourselves. Perhaps that should serve as a lesson to you, Mr. Valenti. Never mind little old me,” he says as he settles back into his seat. “Worry about those Windy City motherfuckers. Man, in some respects we’re choirboys in comparison. At least we have some scruples and a sense of honor in our own way—even if people like you fail to appreciate it.”

      I can’t even begin to formulate a response, at least not one that won’t antagonize this guy.

      “You and your partner are going to ensure that your client is found responsible for the crash of the Windy City tour plane, and soon. Time is of the essence.”

      “The hell we will,” I retort. “Your so-called friends were at fault, and we aim to prove it.”

      His eyes narrow. “At what cost, Mr. Valenti?”

      What does that even mean? I lean back, realizing that this explains why Wisnowski seems to be in an unseemly hurry to move her case along.

      “Where is your father?” he asks sharply.

      “I already told you what I know.”

      “If you’ll excuse the harshness of the term, Mr. Valenti, I believe you’ve just told me to go screw myself.”

      Like I’m going to confirm that. Good guess, though.

      He drops all pretense of civility. “That isn’t a wise decision. Why not make it easy on yourself and just tell me where Francesco is?” When I don’t reply, he continues, “We’ll find him if we want to, Mr. Valenti. You know that. I’m here tonight to ascertain how cooperative a man you can be.”

      Bullshit.

      “I must say that I’m disappointed with you so far,” Joe continues. “You don’t wish to disappoint people like me, Mr. Valenti. It’s not healthy.”

      The menace that has lurked just below the courteous veneer of the last few minutes is now in the open. What do I do now? There’s no telling what this guy might pull next. If I were to venture a guess, I suspect it will be painful. I meet his dead gaze. Well, screw him. They don’t have a clue where Papa is and have no idea how to go about tracking him down. If they did, “Joe” wouldn’t be here. I stare him down for a long, intensely unnerving moment before forcing a conversational tone into my voice. “Well, Joe, you obviously don’t know my father.”

      A sinister smile spreads over his face. “You probably don’t want me to, Mr. Valenti.”

      He’s got that right.

      “Papa has always gone his own way,” I say. “The guy who raped his sister found that out the hard way, didn’t he?”

      Joe frowns. “We do not approve of what was done to your aunt.”

      His sanctimonious bullshit rubs me the wrong way. I mean, these people are killers, drug peddlers, pimps, and worse. Stashing Brittany at Pat’s has never seemed more prudent. There’s more to fear in this world than the wrath of my ex-wife.

      “How touching, coming from a choirboy like you,” I retort.

      Joe purses his lips and gives his head a slow shake while he digests my insult. His cold eyes bore into mine. “Have it your way, Mr. Valenti. I’m afraid you’ll have to live with the responsibility for what happens next.”
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      My drinking companion the next evening after I kick off the work week is a decided improvement on Joe. For starters, I know and like Billy Likens. He called a couple of days ago to suggest bonding over a bottle. Perhaps he’s as disturbed as I have been to find us sniping at each other over all the legal bullshit for the past month. With the menace of Joe’s visit fresh in my mind, I resisted Billy’s offer to host our little get-together. I don’t want to put his family—wife, Shelly; seventeen-year-old daughter, Melanie; nine-year-old son Kenny; and possibly twenty-five-year-old son Craig, if he happens to be visiting—at risk. Nor did I feel comfortable dragging Billy himself into the line of fire by having him over to our house. In an inspired moment, I suggested meeting at the Cuff & Billy Club, a cop bar within spitting distance of the Cook County Courthouse. I don’t imagine that Luciano family thugs are welcome here, and that’s whom I hope to avoid tonight. The place is a bit of a dive—think of a roadside greasy spoon, wipe a damp washcloth around here and there, and you’ve got the Cuff & Billy Club. It even smells like an overripe kitchen rag. We’re seated at a little table for two in a dimly lit back corner. The noise generated by the boisterous, well-lubricated crowd affords us plenty of privacy. I push thoughts of Joe aside, determined as I am to spend the evening mending fences with Billy.

      We begin the evening chatting about sports, Billy’s passion. He’s a rabid Chicago Cubs baseball fan. Mel had led him astray from the Likens family tradition of being Southside blue-collar White Sox baseball fans. In the winter he’s a Blackhawks hockey fanatic and plays recreational pickup hockey. He’s not just a sports fan, though; he’s also a relief pitcher in the thirty-plus Chicago Central Baseball League, and he’s damned good. Billy turned down baseball scholarship offers so he could go to work after he knocked up Shelly with Craig when they were eighteen. He’s also into rocks; a rock hound and a rock climber when he isn’t digging them up. He’s allowed to take the kids rock hounding, but rock climbing is forbidden by Shelly—not even on the twenty-foot hill in their neighborhood park, “lest they also lose their minds and start risking their necks hanging off the sides of mountains.” He’s a fun guy to hang with.

      My eyes stray to his hands while he gripes about the Hawks blowing a three-goal lead in the third period of last night’s game before losing in overtime. At Shelly’s insistence, Billy’s hands are surprisingly clean for a mechanic’s, at least when he’s not working—“don’t be touching the kids with filthy hands and leaving oil stains on their clothes!”

      Billy steers our conversation to the topic we’d agreed to take a break from tonight. “That FBI stuff is eating at me, Tony. We didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I relate the conversations I’ve had with Penelope and Ben Larose, complete with our conclusion that the NTSB can’t make a solid case for structural failure. “Larose doesn’t think they’ll even try. The most likely scenario is that Windy City and/or AAA Avgas is casting aspersions to try to pin the blame on you in civil court. They’re probably whispering BS in the investigator’s ears to get the FBI sniffing around.”

      “Why?” Billy asks in exasperation.

      Joe’s visit last night offered a disturbingly stark explanation of why, but it’s not something to be shared with Billy. Or is it? Doesn’t he have a right to know everything about a situation that has the potential to destroy his livelihood? I decide to park that consideration until I’ve had time to think it through. Which prompts me to realize that I need to have a discussion with Penelope about what I learned during Joe’s visit. What a mess. I tell Billy that we think something might be amiss with the paperwork about the hundred-hour inspection.

      “How can that be when we’ve given the NTSB the paper trail for the work?”

      “We’re looking into it, pal. More to come. Now, let’s get back to our agreement not to screw up our night by obsessing over this shit.”

      He gives me a rueful smile and apologizes.

      “No worries,” I say while waving to get our server’s attention. When I do, I order another bourbon for me, a Miller Lite for Billy, and ask for more peanuts. Dry-roasted, generously salted peanuts… one of my gastronomical weaknesses. I hope to eventually be reincarnated as a cow so I can laze away the days with an endless supply of salt licks. Until then, I make do with peanuts and potato chips.

      “So, what’s up with your father and all the crap around your place?” he asks. “Real sorry to hear about the cop who got shot, man.”

      I give him a drastically abridged version of the story, leaving out the lurid details of Papa killing his sister’s rapist and his recent flight to Italy.

      Billy isn’t quite buying the bare-bones tale I’ve spun, but he lets it go after I deflect a couple more questions. “How about you, Tony? You’ve been divorced awhile now, huh? Any women in your life?”

      There’s a topic that won’t take long to cover. I turn my glass of bourbon this way and that to catch the light. I definitely don’t want to start wallowing in that misery over a few drinks. Morose Tony is definitely not Fun Tony. “Well, there’s Brittany,” I reply lightly. “A handful by any measure.”

      Billy lifts an eyebrow in surprise. “Really? I’ve always gotten the impression that she’s a good kid. Troubles?”

      I shake my head. Aside from her mother’s threat to steal her away from me again, things are good on the Brittany front. “Not from her. More crap from her mother. She filed for custody again.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah. Michelle and her parents have invited us to a little get-together later this week to discuss custody ‘without the unpleasantness of going to court.’”

      “That sounds hopeful.”

      “Hah!” I sneer. “I’m being given an opportunity to surrender gracefully.”

      “Why would you?”

      “Because that’s the way of the universe according to Prescott Rice the Third: You got. I want. You give or I take… and break you into a thousand little pieces in the process.”

      Billy frowns. “They sound like nice folks.”

      A bitter laugh escapes me. “Anyway.”

      “But things are good between you and Brittany, right?”

      I guess I’m about to find out. Things seem okay, but they often do just before the broken relationship roof falls in on me.

      “We’ve got a seventeen-year-old, man,” Billy says. “Feel free to talk things through. I may have a useful insight or two.”

      “Nah, you were right. Britts is a good kid. I was just thinking about the BS with her mother.”

      “I’m glad you got her back from Europe.”

      Let’s hope she doesn’t go right back. Crap, I’m in danger of starting to wallow in it all. I shrug, probably looking as miserable as I feel while doing so.

      “Okay,” Billy says with a tight smile. “No more Brittany talk.”

      “Thanks.” I pop a handful of peanuts into my mouth and signal our server for more.

      “How about Pat O’Toole?” he asks, opening yet another raw topic. “You two seem to get along.”

      “Yeah, we do, but she’s not interested in me that way.”

      “Which sounds like you’re interested in her ‘that’ way?”

      Am I? The distance she insists on imposing between us is starting to wear on me. Anyway, it’s not a topic to bore Billy with. I decide to steer the conversation to his late sister. Mel’s death had devastated me. I know it still haunts Billy, yet remembering her together seems to help both of us to shoulder the loss without sinking too deeply into melancholy. There are plenty of happy memories to sustain us, and we invariably get a few laughs out of remembering her wacky antics.

      “Have you heard from any of Mel’s friends lately?” I ask.

      He nods. “You know how people loved Mel. I still hear from a few of them now and then, and we get lots of Christmas cards. I ran into Pete Livingston at a ball game last summer, and we shot the shit over a couple of beers.”

      I smile. Pete was a wild one who ran with our crowd. “How’s Pete?”

      “Good. Still doing his firefighter shit, still telling cornball jokes, still stuck in adolescence. He was telling me about a time he and Mel and some other nuts drank a little too much and tried to paddle a dinghy by hand all the way across Lake Michigan in the middle of the night. I can’t believe they didn’t kill themselves!”

      “When I think about some of the dumb stuff we did, I’m surprised we didn’t kill ourselves several times over. That night we got it into our heads that we wanted to see Michigan,” I say with a chuckle.

      Billy grins. “You were there?”

      I nod. “Pete’s folks were out of town, so he suggested using his dad’s ‘little boat,’ which turned out to be an inflatable Zodiac with an outboard motor—not exactly a dinghy. We didn’t have a trailer hitch to take the whole thing, so we took the motor off and strapped the boat to the top of someone’s car—I forget whose. Anyway, Dipshit Livingston forgot to load the paddles, which we didn’t realize until we put the damned thing in the water. Mel, in particular, was disappointed about not getting to go to Michigan.”

      “All her fault, huh?” Billy asks with a chuckle.

      “Not entirely, but she was a babe, and no guy wanted to let her down.”

      Billy laughs. “I still thought of girls as being gross back in those days—especially Big Sis.”

      Mel was anything but gross. While not drop dead gorgeous in any traditional sense of the word, she was vivacious and inherently appealing. Everyone wanted to get close to her all through school. The glue of the special bond between her and me had been the abuse we suffered at home—mine at the fists and feet of my older brother ‘Fearsome’ Frankie, and Mel’s at the hands of her father, who was a twisted bastard of a child sexual abuser with his eldest daughter. Mel had suspected the truth about my brother by watching him interact with me at school and around the neighborhood. Her suspicions were confirmed one day when she arrived at our house while Frankie was pounding the crap out of me on the other side of the screen door. That particular beating had left me with a six-stitch scar on my right cheekbone that resurfaced when I tanned for years afterward. Things crystallized for me after school one day when she begged me not to go to volleyball practice and leave her alone in the house with her father. The fear in her eyes and her evident relief when her mother arrived sent my mind back to a number of other times when she’d exhibited uncharacteristic skittishness. Looking back on them, I’d realized that her father featured in every instance. She tearfully admitted to the truth when I pressed her for a definitive answer. Neither of us whispered a word of it to anyone else; we were friends, confidants, and a two-person, mutual-support network. I sometimes wonder if either of us would have made it through our teens without the other to lean on and love. Although the sexual tension between us was electric and we walked right up to the precipice of a full-blown relationship more times than I could count, the idea of going there and having it go sour terrified us, so we always backed away. The prospect of losing our best friend and one-person, emotional-support network was too terrifying to contemplate.

      I pick up the story of the Lake Michigan escapade for Billy. “Anyway, we’ve got three sixteen- or seventeen-year-old boys spewing testosterone and the apple of our eyes is in distress, so, dumbasses that we were, someone came up with the bright idea of paddling across. The notion actually scared the crap out of us, but once it was out there, none of us were turning back. I mean, who wanted to risk looking like a chicken in front of the girls?”

      “I guess no one thought about how stupid they’d look as bloated corpses washing ashore?” Billy asks with a wink.

      “Hell no!” I chortle while flagging our server for another round. This time I order myself two bourbons.

      “Pete said you didn’t make it to Michigan. What happened?”

      “We washed ashore on the Indiana sand dunes.”

      My mind turns inward to memories of Mel while we wait for the drinks. We spent years apart while Mel chased happiness around the globe in an unending string of bad relationships, each of which I think she hoped would erase the stain of her father. None ever could, of course, but I was always a safe home base when she came back to lick her wounds. If I hadn’t been married to Michelle, something more might have developed between us on one of those early homecomings.

      “Here you go, gentlemen,” the waitress says as she plunks our drinks down. She adds another bowl of peanuts and grins at me. “You might wanna go easy on those, sir. The manager’s gonna start charging you by the pound pretty soon.”

      Melancholy sets in somewhere in the middle of my fourth bourbon when Billy heads off to the bathroom and my thoughts turn to Pat. A series of bad relationships through my time in law school left me wondering if my older brother wasn’t right about how worthless and dog-faced I am. I’ve never forgotten his telling me that I was one of those guys the girls all snickered at and said “eew!” about when I passed by. Sure enough, I came to feel as if I wasn’t worth anyone’s emotional investment. I still feel that way at times… and this is why I shouldn’t drink too much.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Billy says as he slips back into his seat.

      “Just thinking about Pat. She talks a good game to explain why she isn’t ready to commit to any more than friendship.”

      “Such as?”

      “She’s happy with her life and career, she doesn’t need someone else to ‘complete her.’ She’s committed to work, family, Lawndale, and painting. She’s not sure she has time in her life for more. It all makes sense on one level, but I suspect it’s more likely a way for her to keep me at arm’s length without rejecting me outright. It stings, but I get it and accept it. I appreciate that she’s trying hard not to hurt me, but it’s still rejection.”

      “That’s a lot of self-trash talk, man,” Billy says softly when I finish and upend my glass.

      “Yeah, well, at some point I had to come to terms with the reality that I’m simply not good enough.”

      “Good enough for what?”

      “People. Friendship. Relationships. Just not cut out for it, I guess.”

      “Mel would slap you around something fierce if she heard this, Tony.”

      I smile the saddest of smiles and start in on my second glass of bourbon. “Yeah, she would. Nobody ever had a fiercer protector than I had in her.”

      “She had someone just as committed to protecting her.”

      I stare back into his eyes, wondering if he’s ever figured out what his father did to Mel. She’d always protected Billy from that knowledge and had sworn me to secrecy, as well. “Sometimes I wonder if the reason Mel and I never went all in on our relationship wasn’t something similar to the situation with Pat.”

      Billy shakes his head while giving me an incredulous look. “Nah, she loved you with her whole being, Tony. You two should have been together. Hell, you were meant for one another, whatever the hurdles. She knew that at the end.”

      Or maybe that was an act of pity on her part. By the time Mel and I finally found ourselves free of other entanglements after Michelle and I separated briefly for the first time when Brittany was only three and Mel had limped home from Australia after a particularly painful breakup, time was running out on us. We had three months together before cancer claimed her. I remember telling her how completely broken I felt during her last few days. I’ve often clung to her response. As she so often did, she found the right words in a song lyric. This one came from Leonard Cohen’s song “Anthem” about how there is a crack in everything, but instead of lamenting the crack, he suggests that this is how the light gets in. I’ve always found the idea to be a profoundly positive way to find the light within the darkness.

      Billy drinks off the last of his beer, then leans in closer and locks my gaze in his. “She did know you were the one, Tony. She told me that the biggest mistake of her life was not to roll the dice with you way back when, because she knew you would never, ever have let her down.”

      I nod and admit, “Yeah, I guess I do know that at some level.” But would she have turned away from me if she’d rolled those dice? Everyone else has.

      Billy rests his hand on my arm and leans even closer. “You’re real messed up in the relationship department, my friend. Don’t let Pat or your ex-wife or anybody else tear you down. You’ve told me more than once that my sister was the best person you’ve ever known.”

      I nod.

      “You’ve told me that she knew more about people than anyone, right?”

      I nod again.

      “I’ve also heard you swear that Mel was the most honest person on the face of the earth… past, present, and future.”

      I smile at that. It was quite a pronouncement—one I believe to this day.

      “We both made promises to Mel at the end,” Billy says. “Mine was to make sure you never lose sight of her love for you. I guess she knew you had this morose streak in you, so I understand tonight exactly why she tagged me to keep an eye out.”

      “Thanks, pal.”

      “Can I give you a bit of advice?”

      I twirl my hand in a “bring it on” motion.

      “Get back on the horse, buddy. You’ve got to know a woman or two. Take someone out on the town, live a little.”

      Maybe he’s right. Lord knows I can use a distraction from the ugliness that’s swirling all around me. Maybe it’s time to set aside my feelings for Pat and stop mooning over lost causes. Being her friend isn’t the worst thing in the world. Maybe it’s time to dip a toe in the water and see if maybe Mel was onto something. My thoughts track immediately to a former co-worker I ran into at the courthouse a few weeks ago. Note to self: call her.
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      Jonathan Walton sighs inwardly as he and his partners ascend to their office in a Willis Tower elevator. Caitlyn Tyson is on the verge of one of her eruptions—narrowed eyes, lips drawn tightly, fidgeting from foot to foot while she impatiently flips her hair away from her face. Oliver Franklin simply looks worried. What’s new?

      They’re on their way back to the office after meeting with their lawyers at Caitlyn’s insistence. Someone from her family is filling her head full of shit supposedly gleaned from a source within the Justice Department. She wants to have legal advice in hand if it turns out to be true. The story is that the FBI is investigating Megan Walton’s training and qualifications or some damned thing.

      “Just relax, guys,” he says impatiently when they’re safely in his office and out of earshot of anyone else. “It’s all under control.”

      “Yeah?” Caitlyn says in a challenging, grating tone.

      Walton nods, then walks over to a compact conference table that sits beside a floor-to-ceiling window with a magnificent lake view. He drops into his usual seat and waves his partners into theirs.

      “We’re good on this R & B inspection angle?” Franklin asks.

      “Oh yeah,” Walton replies with a chuckle. “Those two are toast.”

      “You’re sure that can’t blow back on us?”

      The guy can’t get enough reassurance, Walton thinks with disdain.

      “What’s this shit you’re spinning about doctored documents?” Caitlyn asks suspiciously. “R & B did do that inspection. We can’t just magically undo it.”

      “They can’t prove it,” Walton replies smugly before a laugh escapes him. “Such a little pissant company those guys run. They use a typewriter! Can you believe it?”

      “And that matters why?” Caitlyn asks in a caustically bitchy tone that amuses Walton—except when it’s directed at him. Which has been happening a little too often lately. Fault lines are beginning to appear in their little band of brothers… and a sister.

      “Let me tell you how that matters,” he retorts. “Not only do they use a typewriter, they use carbon copies, Caits.”

      She throws up her hands in exasperation. “So?”

      “Old shit like that is ripe to be messed with. Our Avgas friends dug up some ancient fart in a Mafia retirement home or someplace who knows how to forge and dummy up that stuff.”

      “They did, huh?” Caitlyn asks with a Cheshire Cat grin. She relaxes back into her seat and crosses her legs. Mount Caitlyn is temporarily dormant.

      She knows what’s coming, Walton thinks as he shoots her an answering grin. “The guy made the R & B carbon copy look like the original date was September ninth and that R & B did an amateurish job of trying to backdate it to August twenty-third.”

      “What’s the point?” Franklin asks.

      Walton winks. “It makes it look like they sent the paperwork after the crash, right?”

      Franklin nods.

      “And then tried to backdate it.”

      A slow smile spreads across Franklin’s face. “As if they hadn’t done the work, then panicked after the accident and cooked up some paperwork to suggest that they did.”

      “Exactly,” Walton says with an answering smile. “And then realized they screwed up with the date and tried to fix it.”

      “August twenty-third was the actual date they sent the invoice, right?” Caitlyn asks.

      Walton nods.

      “What about our copy?” Franklin asks. “The NTSB took it.”

      “Yup,” Walton replies airily. “No worries, dude. The Luciano guys substituted a new copy dated September ninth.”

      Franklin’s eyes widen. “Right in the NTSB’s files?”

      Walton smirks and nods.

      “How?” Caitlyn asks in a tone somewhere between skepticism and admiration.

      “How the hell would I know? That’s the Luciano family’s area of expertise.”

      Caitlyn whips out her cell phone and stares at the calendar. “But August twenty-third was a Sunday.”

      Walton bursts out laughing. “I know, right? That’s suspicious right there. Who the hell sends out invoices on a Sunday? Accounting departments are all at home, for Christ’s sake!”

      “Little pissant companies,” Franklin replies. “That’s who does weekend billing from their home office.”

      “Well, okay,” Walton allows after a beat. “You got me on that one, dude. That’s not really the point, anyway.”

      “Then what is?”

      Walton sits straighter and slaps a hand on the table. His patience with Franklin’s Nervous Nellie routine is wearing thin. “The point is that R & B is twisting in the wind.”

      “It all sounds maybe a little too clever by half, Johnny boy,” Caitlyn says.

      “It sounds perfect,” Walton shoots back.

      “Lorraine didn’t seem too thrilled that Avgas is in the clear,” Caitlyn says after a beat, referring to the senior lawyer of the group they’d just met with.

      “No biggie,” Walton scoffs. “Remember that Avgas is our partner in this.”

      “They’re mobsters,” Caitlyn shoots back. “Ours is a marriage of convenience. What’s their motivation to stay close to us now?”

      Walton slumps back in his seat. “Really, Caits? We know where the bodies are buried. They don’t dare cross us.”

      “They bury bodies,” Franklin says anxiously. “Don’t antagonize them.”

      Oliver has a point there, Walton realizes. “So, we don’t antagonize them. They don’t antagonize us. R & B takes the fall, and we’re all good.”

      Franklin stares back. “Do you honestly believe we’re not going to take some sort of hit on this?”

      “Windy City might have to kick in some cash, but we won’t. That’s the beauty of how the company is set up. Nobody can come after us personally. Our insurance company pays up on whatever we get tagged with.”

      “Our insurance rates would skyrocket,” Franklin says.

      “We just wind the whole thing up for a tax loss and move on if the rates get prohibitive, pal. It’s not like flying tours are a big deal for us.”

      Franklin’s expression argues otherwise. The Windy City revenue does matter to him. Walton often forgets what a pauper the guy is.

      “Don’t worry,” he reassures Franklin. “We’ll hook you up with another cash cow.”

      “It still bothers me that Lorraine is concerned about whether or not we will be able to pin all the blame on R & B,” Caitlyn mutters.

      Franklin sighs. “To be honest, it kind of bugs me that we’re screwing those guys over.”

      “Jesus, dude!” Walton explodes.

      “They do good work for us.”

      “Well, yeah, but that’s beside the point,” Walton argues. “We’re talking big bucks here.”

      “No room for sentiment,” Caitlyn agrees.

      Walton appreciates her support and smiles at her. “As for Lorraine, Caits, remember that she gets paid to worry about shit whether it’s a realistic threat or not. She’d worry about liability risks posed by the quality of the toilet paper in our public washroom if she thought she could turn it into billable hours.”

      Caitlyn chuckles.

      Walton looks from one partner to the other and decides that it’s well past time to sum things up and be done with the worrywart routine. “The key is that the accident wasn’t foreseeable by us and that whatever went wrong was out of our control. Bad gas? Nothing we could have foreseen, and we sure as hell didn’t pump the gas. It’s all good.”

      “But we chose the vendor,” Franklin counters.

      Walton feels an almost overpowering urge to rip Franklin’s nervous head off his skinny neck. “No, we didn’t. We didn’t choose anyone. Our aviation consultant did. We’ve got more layers of insulation between us and liability than a walrus has between itself and the Arctic Ocean. Relax, dude. Nothing was foreseeable from our vantage point.”

      Caitlyn uncrosses her legs and eases forward. “So, the big three potential causes. Bad fuel. Structural failure due to shoddy maintenance.” She’s ticking off each of her points by popping up a finger as she goes. She pauses for a beat, then thrusts out a third finger. “Pilot error.”

      Walton, who had been nodding along, hops off her blame train right there. “That’s my niece you’re talking about, Caits. She’s off-limits.”

      “She was flying the damn plane,” Caitlyn retorts.

      Walton rises halfway out of his seat and leans across the table toward her. “We will not throw Megs under the bus!”

      “Someone else might,” Franklin replies calmly. “Then what?”

      “Not our concern,” Walton replies as he settles back into his seat. “We won’t hang Megs out to dry. If the NTSB does… well, nothing I can do to prevent that, but my sister will crush my balls in a vise if she ever thinks we’re smearing her daughter.”

      Franklin nods. “Fair enough. We’re still sheltered if that happens?”

      Walton smiles and nods. “Correct. Not foreseeable. Not under our control. See how simple things are?”

      Caitlyn sits back in her seat, recrosses her legs, and taps her fingernails on the arms of her chair. “You keep repeating that mantra, Johnny Boy. Not under our control, not foreseeable.”

      “It’s what makes us golden,” Walton replies curtly. He hates it when she spouts the Johnny Boy shit. It never leads anywhere pleasant. It doesn’t this time, either.

      Caitlyn eases forward. “So, hypothetically, if there was anything untoward in Megan’s hiring—maybe a sketchy Cessna 210 rating—where do we stand?”

      Oh shit, Walton thinks. “Where’s that coming from, Caits?”

      “I told you earlier, Johnny Boy. The Justice Department.”

      “That’s just people tossing a hypothetical out, Caits. Relax.”

      Her eyes narrow as she sits farther forward and rests her elbows on the table. “And if there is something to the idea that your niece shouldn’t have been at the controls?”

      Walton doesn’t reply. That could be a problem but probably won’t be. He’s been assured by their lawyers that their corporate structure is airtight. It should be for the small fortune the bastards sucked out of us for that work.

      “Isn’t that why our insurance company denied our claim for the plane?” Franklin asks.

      “Sure,” Walton replies. “But you knew they were going to look for a way to deny the claim. Besides, it was for what, 100K and change? Petty cash, dude. Anyway, I sorted that—out of my own pocket, by the way. The records are sealed.”

      “Sealed from the cops?” Caitlyn asks acerbically. “Give me a break! A court order in a criminal trial will open that can of worms in a heartbeat.”

      “Look, guys,” Walton says in a tone intended to placate his partners and dial things down. “We hired that particular instructor for a reason. His ass is also in a crack if this goes sour. It’s all good.”

      “You’re a damned fool, Johnny Boy,” Caitlyn hisses. “You paid off that instructor to make sure Megan passed so you could hire her, didn’t you?”

      Walton sits rock-still until the urge to smack the bitch passes. Then he shakes his head and reminds her in a strained voice, “I got his name from the consultant, too.”

      “How?” Caitlyn shoots back, like a dog with a bone. “Did you ask him to recommend someone precious Megan could blow for her rating?”

      Walton manages, barely, to keep his cool. After all, there was no provable quid pro quo in the hiring or bribing of the instructor—it was a cash deal. “My mantra again, Caits,” he mutters. “Not foreseeable. Not within our control.”

      “To hell with your mantra!” Franklin snaps. “You hired that instructor. You took Megan on as a pilot. If someone can show that you had any inkling this instructor is sketchy and/or that you even suspected Megan wasn’t one hundred percent qualified to fly with paying customers, we’re screwed, so let’s quit talking like we couldn’t foresee or control that.”

      Caitlyn fixes a poisonous scowl on Walton. “Oliver and I couldn’t foresee or control that, but you sure as hell could, you asshole.”

      “Any half-assed lawyer could drive a bus through that defense,” Franklin adds.

      Walton starts to shake his head and open his mouth to argue the point. Caitlyn doesn’t give him the chance.

      “Show me some daylight between the company and that scenario, you moron!” she shouts.

      “I can’t believe you did that, Jonathan,” Franklin says with disgust. “You assured us Megan was fully up to speed in the Cessna. Hell, you even told us she was qualified by that university flight school.”

      “I implied no such thing,” Walton replies lamely.

      “I had no idea you’d hired someone to shoehorn her into our pilot’s seat,” Franklin mutters. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “He wasn’t thinking,” Caitlyn sneers. “He was pussy-whipped by his precious sister, to use that disgusting term he’s so fond of.”

      Walton jumps to his feet and slams a fist on the table. “Fuck you!” he snarls before he marches out of his own office. Sometimes he hates his overbearing shrew of a sister. Caitlyn, too. He backtracks to the office door and glares at his partners. “It’s a good thing for you two that I’m always at least one step ahead of the wolves you see nipping at our heels all the damn time!” Then he slams the door and stalks away to the conference room, bangs that door shut behind him, and starts scheming anew.
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      We’re in Cook County Circuit Court the next morning with Judge Ngo on the bench. He, like Wisnowski, is a Butterworth Cole alumni. He did a stint in the State’s Attorney’s office on his way to the bench, so we know whose side of the fence he’ll be on. I did a little research on him: grandson of Vietnamese refugees who reportedly disowned him after he used community contacts to railroad a couple of Vietnamese college students for a drug crime they were eventually proven innocent of when it was revealed that Ngo bent more than a few rules to get the conviction—not that he faced any disciplinary consequences for having done so. Big surprise there. So, let’s see, it’s now R & B Ramp Services, represented by Brooks and Valenti, versus Chicago high society, big business, legal sharks, the Feds, the Mafia, and now the Cook County court system.

      Court is called to order, with Wisnowski appearing on behalf of Windy City. We’ve agreed that Penelope will speak for us today. Aside from the fact that she prepared and filed our motion, I’m an exhausted wreck, wracked with guilt about Ed Stankowski and Papa’s plight—not to mention my burgeoning fear of Joe and what’s going to happen when I tell Penelope about his existence and demands. The weight of it all is crushing.

      Ngo peers down at us. “You’ve filed a motion asking the court to intervene in discovery, Miss Brooks. I won’t pretend to be pleased to find you in my courtroom at this early stage of proceedings. Now, why on earth are you in a hurry to drag people into depositions?”

      “This lawsuit is proceeding quite quickly, Your Honor, driven by plaintiff’s counsel. We allowed Miss Wisnowski to depose our clients two weeks ago, on the understanding that they would make their clients available to us for depositions on or before November tenth. They’ve cancelled three appointments and are now refusing to schedule any depositions at all.”

      “Perhaps the attorneys for the plaintiff have more patience that you, Miss Brooks. This action is only a few weeks old. Attempting to enlist the assistance of the court at this time is premature, to say the least.”

      I can sense barely constrained anger radiating off my partner even as she remains outwardly calm. “As I mentioned, Judge, the attorneys for the plaintiff have been pushing this case forward. Now that they have what they want, they refuse to reciprocate in discovery.”

      Ngo’s eyes are alight with amusement. “They’re not playing fair, huh?” he asks in an almost mocking tone.

      Asshole.

      “They are not keeping their commitments, Your Honor.”

      “Feeling played, Counselor?” he asks.

      I notice Wisnowski covering a grin with her hand. Bitch.

      Penelope doesn’t take the bait to get into an argument with the judge. She waits patiently. He doesn’t appear to be pleased when she allows the awkward silence to drag out.

      “What do you want this court to do, Miss Brooks?” he eventually asks.

      “Our motion speaks to that, Your Honor. We’re asking the court to establish a discovery schedule that allows all parties to prepare for trial. Opposing counsel has intimated that they wish to go to trial before the end of the calendar year. To be prepared for that trial date, we will need to receive our discovery materials as soon as possible.”

      “You want me to referee, do you?” Ngo asks.

      It’s a good thing Penelope is speaking for us. If not, I’m sure I would have said something by now that would have prompted Judge Asshole to hold me in contempt and toss my butt in jail.

      Instead of answering the judge’s question, Penelope dares to ask one of her own. “Are you entertaining the idea of an early trial date, as proposed by the attorneys for the plaintiff?”

      Ngo’s eyes narrow. “I asked you a question, Miss Brooks,” he snaps.

      “Yes, you did, Your Honor,” Penelope says. “To answer, I’m asking for clarification of your intentions.”

      Ngo glares down at her. “Yes, Counselor. I think an early trial date is a good idea.”

      “Shall we nail down a discovery schedule then, Your Honor?”

      He shakes his head no. “Why don’t we give you folks a couple of weeks to work things out among yourselves,” he says with a smile at Wisnowski, who smiles back.

      The fix is in,” I grumble to Penelope as we leave the courthouse.

      “Like hell,” she mutters angrily.

      It doesn’t take much to set me off cursing. To push Penelope there is an accomplishment.

      And woe to anyone who does.
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      It’s Friday morning, the day after our encounter with Judge Ngo. I’m standing at the window of my sixth-floor room in the Radisson Hotel Old Town Alexandria watching the Potomac River slog southward. The sludge-colored water, relentlessly dredging the bedrock of the river channel by a handful of millimeters each year, is doing so at breakneck speed compared with the progress of the hands crawling around the face of my Rolex. It’s been six hours since I awoke at four thirty-seven this morning, plenty of time to stew about lawsuits, a Mafia asshole named Joe, and if Papa is safe. Wasting time dealing with crap from my ex-wife and her blowhard father is an unwelcome intrusion. I’ve been cautioning myself all week to hold my temper over lunch. I know myself; I’m likely to have a short fuse in the face of what I know will be one provocation after another. It’s how the Rice family operates. We’re meeting Michelle and her parents for lunch in a little more than an hour. Alexandria was deemed a neutral location for today’s upcoming duel. Brittany and I flew in last night to avoid flight delays from a weather system tracking up the Eastern Seaboard.

      I’ve only seen Michelle once in passing since she walked out of our Atlanta home over a year ago with a suitcase in each hand. Her goal today is to rip our daughter out of my life. She’ll have a fight on her hands to do so, but I’d be a fool to underestimate her determination to win. My goal for today’s meeting is to get a sense of the lay of the land on which she and her father intend to fight this battle. I’m anxious to get on with it. I’m also scared to death of doing so.

      Brittany is on the phone with Pat, checking in on the recuperating Deano. Why people insist on talking to dogs on the phone is beyond me; I’ve seen the bewilderment or simple disinterest of dogs when people do it. I suppose it makes us feel better. I pass the time revisiting an article about the restoration of Old Town Alexandria in a guidebook thoughtfully placed in my hotel room by the Alexandria Convention and Visitors Association.

      “What did Deano have to say?” I ask when Brittany ends the call.

      She replies by sticking out her tongue.

      I’m going stir-crazy and we have time to do a little exploring before lunch. “Do you mind walking?” I ask.

      Brittany is looking forward to seeing her mother and grandparents but isn’t thrilled with their determination to revisit the child custody arrangements. I let her know that they want to do so, without revealing the specific details of her mother’s custody suit. I doubt they care what she thinks. If they did, they would have discussed it with her. They would have invited her along today, too. I do care what she thinks about this and spent hours debating the merits of bringing her along. I know that the Rice family will be unhappy that I have, so I’ve tried to figure out how I can position this to satisfy them. Talk about an exercise in futility; I’ve seldom if ever done anything to Prescott Rice’s satisfaction. I finally fell back on a pithy idea I’d stumbled across in a fortune cookie or something: “If you repeatedly hit yourself over the head with a baseball bat, you will feel better when you stop.” Dealing with Michelle and her father is no different, so I stopped agonizing over what they’d think about my bringing Brittany and—voila!—I felt better instantly.

      Once outside, we turn left on North Fairfax Street and find ourselves marching straight into the teeth of a raw wind whipping off the water. Hunched against the howling tempest, we start toward the center of Old Town Alexandria. Cobblestone streets cut between rows of restored colonial architecture. Too much of this suffers from an effort to achieve a certain patriotic colonial charm calculated to reel in tourists by the thousands. The presence of pizza parlors and coffee shops flanked by modern retail outlets and kitschy antique shops sounds a false note. Yet there’s no disputing the rarity of the architectural masterpieces dotting the landscape—solid-brick buildings decorated with chunky ornamental accents and trim uniformly painted white. The buildings press close, set back a foot or two at most from the narrow brick sidewalk. Steps jut out from front doors to further impinge on the walkway.

      When Brittany slips her arm through mine, I glance at her and wince at the sight of her rosy cheeks and runny nose. She dabs at her nose with a gloved hand and grins. “Great idea to get out and enjoy the outdoors, Dad!”

      I grin back and shrug in a “What can I say?” gesture, then cut west in search of succor from the wind along tree-lined residential streets. The charm the business denizens of Alexandria have striven so hard to fabricate elsewhere is evident on these blocks. There’s a timeless elegance here, something solid that isn’t found in suburbs such as the Wildercliff development we had inhabited in Atlanta and others like it scattered from sea to shining sea.

      I enjoy the ambience of the buildings for several blocks, then square my shoulders and head for King Street. The guidebook trumpets this strip as the “heart” of Old Town. When we turn the corner onto North Royal Street, my eyes settle immediately on Gadsby’s Tavern and Museum, a pair of conjoined classic red-brick Georgian colonial structures. Gadsby’s isn’t exactly neutral ground; it’s a Rice family favorite. We occasionally had dinner in the restaurant here in happier times, surrounded by period furnishings and colonial-garbed servers recalling the days when the storied building’s tables were graced by the likes of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Ben Franklin.

      We linger along the final block to kill the last few minutes before the Rices are due to arrive, pausing to gaze in the windows of a glass gallery before meandering back to wait on the sidewalk outside the restaurant. Our eyes impatiently roam between the ends of the block and the streets beyond—we’re both anxious to get out of the cold. At least I thought both of us were. Brittany ducks into the shelter of a doorway and unzips her coat. Is she nuts? No, just a teenager, a species seemingly impervious to the cold to judge by their willingness to challenge winter in running shoes and T-shirts. I glance up to see that we’re standing outside a Banana Republic store and smile at the irony of this store taking root directly across the river from Washington, DC, beside the watering hole of the Founding Fathers. Look at what’s become of us, guys!

      A block-long Mercedes sedan with Connecticut plates finally eases to a stop in front of Gadsby’s. The rear door swings open and a perfectly turned ankle appears, cradled within a burgundy leather shoe. A full head of immaculately coifed raven hair rising above the door announces that Michelle has arrived, doing so in all her impeccably arranged splendor. She glances up, spots me, and tosses a quick smile my way before ducking her head back into the car, presumably to speak with her father, Prescott M.F. Rice III. She re-emerges onto the sidewalk a second later, this time with a chic tan coat draped over the sleeve of a form-fitting, cream knee-length dress. Michelle possesses what I’ve always considered a uniquely extraordinary beauty. To this day, I don’t quite know how to describe it—it’s some ineffable combination of sultry sexiness overlaid with sophistication and elegance.

      It won’t do to fall under Michelle’s sway, so I force my thoughts back to the matter at hand. We’re here for one of two reasons. The Rices are convinced that their legal position with regard to custody is unassailable, in which case they plan to impress the hopelessness of my position upon me to prompt a bloodless surrender (thereby avoiding any public unpleasantness). The alternative is that they’re not at all confident of prevailing over me in court, in which case they’ll go on the offensive, blustering and threatening in an effort to intimidate me into a premature surrender (thereby also avoiding any public unpleasantness). In short, lunch today is a Rice power play. The story that we’re all here to facilitate an equitable resolution between friends is a smoke screen that doesn’t fool me for a second. Prescott Rice and his daughter play to win and won’t quit until they do. I have no intention of yielding.

      Brittany emerges from the recessed doorway and hurries toward her mother. Michelle’s ironclad control falters for a microsecond when she sees her, but the moment passes quickly, probably without Brittany noticing a thing. They share a chaste embrace. Brittany has combed the spikes out of her hair, so the new color and short cut attract no more than a raised brow when her mother eyes the new hairdo. Then Michelle holds Brittany out at arm’s length to conduct a fashion inspection. Our daughter is dressed for the occasion of a Rice family gathering, looking positively cultured this morning in a pair of platinum slacks and a pumpkin cardigan over a pale-tangerine silk blouse. She even sports a pair of burnished gold hoop earrings. A faint sheen of coral adds a touch of color to her lips. She’s very much her mother’s daughter today, not an encouraging omen given the reason we’re gathering here—especially not on Friday the thirteenth.

      Michelle meets my eyes after the inspection and smiles. Her shoulders rise in the vaguest suggestion of approval, the gesture performed with exquisite grace. “Mother and Father will be joining us after they park the car. They thought we might wish to have a few minutes together.”

      So you can use your charms to soften me up? I shrug.

      Michelle pastes a distant smile on her face and glides toward Gadsby’s door, leaving us to follow in her wake.

      I vigorously rub my hands together to restore circulation while we wait to be seated. “How are your parents?” I ask Michelle.

      She accepts the peace offering with equanimity. “You know Mother and Father, always complaining about being harried, but otherwise they’re well, thank you.”

      The tension between us is palpable, at least to me. Brittany seems oblivious to it as she tells her mother the latest school and Bobby Harland news. Our daughter looks embarrassed when she says, “Too much coffee this morning. Where’s the bathroom?”

      I direct her to the hostess for directions.

      “What is she doing here?” Michelle hisses as soon as Brittany leaves.

      “This is her life that you’re screwing with, Michelle. She should have a say in her future. Given all the BS you’ve been filling her head with, I thought it might be instructive for her to be a party to what you and your father are up to.” Then I shut up before I say something I might regret.

      “You better not have told her about the custody lawsuit.”

      I don’t answer. Brittany knows the current terms of custody, which were set by family court in Chicago. I have temporary custody while Michelle lives overseas. Michelle pays $2,500 in monthly child support. She’s also on the hook for tuition and school-related expenses for as long as Brittany is in school, including four years of undergrad and three years of postgraduate studies if she goes to university. Michelle is contesting the private high school tuition from the settlement, arguing that the provisions of the original ruling only apply to postsecondary education. She makes it sound as if she can’t afford to help on her Coca-Cola executive vice-president salary, prodigious bonuses, or her multimillion-dollar Rice family trust fund. Prescott Rice had threatened me with all manner of professional destruction if I didn’t cave in to their demands during round one. I hadn’t. Prescott was infuriated to discover that my lowly life as a lawyer in private practice has put me beyond the reach of his usual machinations to threaten careers, but I’m sure he’s still working whatever angles he can to screw me over.

      We wait in uncomfortable silence until Brittany returns. She appears a little pissed for some reason when she looks at Michelle, so we wait in awkward silence until our table is ready.

      “This way,” says a young lady wearing a bright smile and a period costume consisting of a full paisley skirt and a frilly white blouse. A sleeveless blue vest tops the ensemble, laced tightly enough to thrust her ample bosom dramatically upward.

      We fall in behind her with Michelle in the lead, followed by Brittany, and finally me bringing up the rear. We settle around a table for six beside an impressive fireplace framed to the ceiling in mahogany or some similarly dark and exotic wood carved by a long-forgotten craftsman of surpassing skill. The wooden table and chairs are colonial, of course, and the table is set with period pieces. The walls of the room are sky blue. It’s almost too warm in the heavy air near the fireplace, but that’s okay with me. I’m still trying to thaw out.

      Michelle has seated Brittany at her side, directly across the table from me on what I assume is meant to be the Rice side of the table.

      “This place is how I expected Europe to look,” Brittany says with a laugh.

      A waiter also dressed in period garb appears like magic and slides a breadboard onto our table. A loaf of the Sally Lunn bread I remember fondly from past visits rests atop the wood, as if welcoming me back.

      “May I get you folks something to drink?” he asks.

      I opt for a mug of Irish coffee that I can warm my hands on. After giving the waiter a thorough grilling about the contents of Gadsby’s wine cellar, Michelle orders a glass of a French white wine and alerts our waiter to the imminent arrival of two more guests. Brittany loyally requests Coca-Cola, earning a smile from her mother. The server leaves behind a trio of menus and three glasses of ice water. I pull the bread platter close, then cut and distribute slices onto our bread plates.

      Our daughter’s eyes go wide when a strolling violinist enters the room and merrily bursts into a sprightly rendition of “Greensleeves.” I’ve never heard the piece played quite this up tempo.

      Brittany, who has a few years of piano instruction under her belt, laughs after several bars. “‘What Child Is This’ done in four-four time? Cool!”

      Michelle is quick to correct her. “Actually, the tune is called ‘Greensleeves,’ honey. It’s one of those things you often see identified in song credits or sheet music as a traditional arrangement. They used to slap lyrics to whatever piece of music they felt fit the words. Someone obviously thought this tune was a good fit for the ‘What Child Is This?’ lyric.”

      “No way!” Brittany exclaims.

      “Tell me more about school,” Michelle says imperiously as she takes control of our get-together.

      I savor my heavily buttered bread and study my daughter and ex-wife while they discuss Hyde Park Prep School. The years have added a studied grace and maturity to the natural blessings bestowed upon Michelle. With the judicious use of makeup, she’s learned to tease her high, finely chiseled cheekbones into even more refined prominence. Her eyes are a pair of blue orbs in a hue just this side of the Hope diamond, framed by gracefully curling ebony lashes. Many a time I’ve looked at her and never seen beyond those eyes. Brittany shares most of Michelle’s facial features but lacks the exotic flourishes that set Michelle off from other women. The more subdued effect is better suited to Brittany’s unadorned character.

      Michelle finds my eyes on her and smiles a smile I haven’t seen in a long, long time. Despite myself, I feel the blood coursing through my veins a trifle faster than it was a moment ago. Damn her.

      “Tell me about the new job, Tony,” she orders.

      “Nothing much to tell,” I reply while setting down my bread. “We’re just a couple of lowly lawyers trying to see that everyday folks get a fair shake.”

      “I don’t suppose that pays very well,” she muses with a half smile. It’s always about the money with Michelle.

      “After expenses, I probably make about as much as a public defender.”

      Her jaw actually drops. The daughter of Prescott Rice locks eyes with me to determine if I’m being serious. After all, we’re talking chump change in the Rice paddy. Then she leans a few inches toward me, the subtle movement just enough to suggest an increasing level of intimacy. “Perhaps it wouldn’t be fair for you to pay child support.”

      Spoken as if she’s already won custody. Not surprising, coming from someone who is accustomed to having her way. I bite back the prideful retort that I don’t need or want her charity. The truth is that I do. Rather than say something I’ll regret, I pop another bite of bread into my mouth.

      “What are you doing the rest of today?” Michelle asks after the server delivers our drinks. I’ve noticed her consulting her watch and the mental day timer that resides in her head to regulate the minutes and hours of her existence, no doubt wondering where Mommy and Daddy Rice are.

      “No plans,” I reply while wrapping my hands around my big blue mug and slurping a little Baileys off the top.

      “When do you fly back to Chicago?”

      “Nine o’clock,” I reply as circulation finally returns to my fingers. Amputation due to frostbite might yet be avoided.

      “Mother and Father were thinking we’d spend the afternoon and evening at the house.”

      “The house” is one of the coveted Georgetown brownstones within walking distance of Saint Matthew’s Cathedral, the Rices’ DC stand-in for New York City’s Saint Patrick’s Cathedral. Each church is the house of worship for Catholics who matter in its respective power center.

      “All of us?” I ask.

      Michelle looks embarrassed.

      “That would have surprised me,” I admit. Not that I have any interest in visiting with the Rice family.

      “How would you feel about the three of us hanging out until you go?” Michelle asks.

      I cock an eyebrow in surprise. “No Georgetown?”

      She smiles. “No Georgetown.”

      Brittany seems to be enjoying the fact that her parents are being civil. It’s been a long time since she’s had a chance to hang out with the two of us. For her benefit, I smile back at Michelle. “I’d like that.”

      “I saw a news report about Hank Fraser’s testimony,” Michelle says while her eyes linger on me. “The man’s turned out to be every bit the snake I pegged him for.” She’s referring to my former boss at Sphinx Financial, who is on trial for fraud relating to the financial shenanigans that precipitated the fall of the firm. Even I’ve been shocked by how brazen some of Fraser’s scheming and scams were. Michelle had proven a far quicker study of him than I was. While initially charmed by his easy manner and solicitousness (hadn’t we all been?), she’d begun warning me that Sphinx was hurtling down the tracks toward derailment even before the first whispers of alarm began to circulate within investment and banking circles.

      “You’re right,” I admit, grudgingly acknowledging to myself that I’d been willfully ignorant in matters related to Sphinx—all too happy to grasp the brass ring Fraser dangled before my nose. I scrambled up the corporate ladder to dive into the muck of privilege and obscene perks we’d all happily wallowed in like swine rollicking in sewage. Many of us were still skimming along atop a sea of drowning shareholders when the good ship Sphinx finally turned turtle and precipitously plunged beneath the waves.

      “I knew Fraser would hang you out to dry to save his own skin,” Michelle adds. “Who knows what other mischief that man is capable of?”

      Is she warning me that Sphinx may yet come back to bite me on the ass once again? I was eventually cleared of wrongdoing by separate Congressional and SEC investigations, but the stench of Sphinx continues to trail behind me.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      She gives me a knowing smile above the rim of her wineglass as she takes a sip. “You can be a little naive at times.”

      “Me?” I ask facetiously. It’s no secret that I was a babe in the woods at the time of Sphinx. Probably still am, I suppose.

      She smiles, but it fades quickly. “I hadn’t trusted Fraser for a long time before things went sour. You knew that. Your association with that man frightened me.”

      “And I wouldn’t listen to you.”

      “Things could have been so different,” she says softly, perhaps even wistfully. “I was so angry with you for not listening, for not seeing what was happening.”

      “Angrier than I realized.”

      She nods. “Which only made me madder.”

      Is it possible I was once again so absorbed in what was happening to me that I made myself unavailable to those around me? My mind tracks to Papa and Mama. Do I count this failure number three? Four? Five? Will I ever be there for a person I love when he or she needs me to be?

      “I’m sorry, Michelle.”

      Her appraising eyes burrow deeply into my soul before her hand slides across the table to squeeze mine. “Maybe I wasn’t as supportive as I could have been.”

      I turn my hand over in hers and give hers a return hug. The spell is broken within seconds when a voice from the fringe of the dining room thunders, “Michelle!”

      I wince when heads throughout the room turn as one toward the assault on the tranquil atmosphere we’ve been enjoying. A heavy hand cuffs my shoulder seconds later.

      Prescott M.F. Rice III, the self-proclaimed “Oracle of Vesey Street”—where he once ruled the roost at an investment bank with world headquarters in Manhattan’s World Financial Center—steps into my field of view. Rice made his bones as a young Wall Street investment banker with the takeover and pillaging of a venerable old company whose time had come and gone. With the support and connivance of institutional investors, he had swooped in and plucked control of the company from the bewildered family before they knew what hit them. The sycophant business press had breathlessly marveled at the naked chicanery as Rice stripped the company of assets, saddled it with a mountain of debt, and peddled it back to investors in a public offering. This “radical” new business strategy was actually nothing more than typical corporate bullshit iconography: produce a steaming pile of shit, slap the moniker “Daisy Fresh” on refreshed packaging, and then turn the marketing shysters loose on an unsuspecting public. The same scam also worked well on the mortgage-backed securities and similarly toxic financial derivatives Rice peddled in the new century. He escaped the 2008 financial crisis unscathed, but left a trail of heartbreak and financial ruin in his wake. What a great guy.

      “Tony!” he booms, thrusting a meaty paw to within a few inches of my chest and holding it there until I rise to shake it. My ex-father-in-law is a man of privilege whose years of overindulgence have left him with an overstuffed belly and sagging jowls.

      “Hello, Prescott,” I say.

      “Haven’t seen you in a while, boy.”

      So, “boy” replaces “son,” which served as a substitute for Tony when I was married to his daughter. I like it no better—especially coming from a racist bastard who’s never been shy about denigrating the worth of Black folks. We both know how low a blow he thinks he just landed.

      With my fuse already smoldering, I wisely turn to an aristocratic woman who is, as always, impeccably dressed and coiffed, a trait she passed along to her daughter. Unlike Michelle, however, this woman of sophisticated appearance and stately bearing has the brains of a gnat. Also unlike her daughter, Evelyn Prescott is the type of vapid woman who revels in the trivialities and moral squalor of being the trophy wife of a rich and powerful blowhard.

      “Hello, Evelyn,” I say, my words colored with the affection I nonetheless feel for this woman, who has unfailingly treated me well through the years. Perhaps there’s also an element of pity and compassion inherent in my feelings, something akin to what one feels for an especially abused pet.

      Evelyn steps forward to hug the outer edges of my shoulders ever so lightly with her manicured fingertips while blowing a kiss just wide of my cheek. “It’s so nice to see you, Tony.”

      “Evelyn’s been a little concerned with all the troubles you’ve gotten yourself into,” Prescott gloats with a smug grin. The bastard’s undoubtedly enjoying every unkind word about that me he’s able to lap up. Is it any wonder so many people quietly use his middle initials when referring to him? Or to describe him? Motherfucker, indeed. And to think that I’d once been one of the brainwashed business types who bought into the iconography about men like this. Hell, I’d even aspired to emulate them. Being up close and personal with Prescott Rice disabused me of the notion that there was anything to admire in such men.

      “Nice to see you, too, Evelyn,” I say as she settles into the chair next to mine.

      Prescott bullies his daughter aside so he can sit next to his granddaughter and confront me face-to-face across the table. It also places him in the center of the group, the position he always aspires to and feels entitled to. While he grills Brittany about her life, I study him and wonder what stew of aberrant pathologies produced such a creature. He’s got every material thing anyone could ever possibly need, and enough spare change hanging around to purchase it all over again two or three or even four times. Yet he still works, still loves to see his name in print, still loves—perhaps more than all the other perks and privileges combined—to strike fear into the hearts of people of lesser station. He retired from the firm three years ago to do the bidding of it and its brethren in the halls and backrooms of Congress. I’ve often thought he enjoys this bullying best of all. As formidable as Michelle can be, this man is my most dangerous adversary today. I make a point to avoid his gaze and only half listen, which allows me to tamp down my temper.

      “We’d best order,” Michelle says, picking up her menu to underscore the point.

      My eyes land on the prime-rib-sandwich listing as soon as my menu falls open, prompting me to close it in almost the same motion.

      Daddy Rice turns to me after we place our orders. “Let’s get down to business.” He shoots a sideways glance at his wife. “Take Brittany and go powder your noses or something for a few minutes. I’ll send Michelle to fetch you when it’s time to come back.”

      I shake my head slowly. “I know what game you’re playing, Prescott. I’m not playing along.”

      Brittany surprises everyone by cutting in with an emphatic, “I’m staying for this.”

      Michelle spins to Evelyn while her father nears detonation. As if Brittany hadn’t uttered a word, she says, “There are some nice shops on King Street, Mother. Why don’t you take Brittany and pick out a nice outfit or two?”

      Evelyn’s somewhat confused countenance brightens immediately. She reaches for Brittany’s hand. “Doesn’t that sound marvelous, sweetheart?”

      Brittany yanks her hand back, then glares in turn at her grandfather and her mother. “You two want to play hardball? I saw the legal papers you sent to Dad.”

      I’m as stunned as everyone else is by this pronouncement.

      “I also heard what you said to Dad when I was on my way to the bathroom,” she hisses at her mother. “‘What is she doing here?’”

      The color drains from Michelle’s face.

      Brittany turns fully to her. “You left us, Mom, and now you start whining about wanting me back. Why? I was a latchkey kid in Brussels last year.”

      Michelle’s initial shock is morphing into an angry scowl.

      Brittany doesn’t let up. “Dad’s been my rock, my actual full-time parent. How dare you pretend that you care about me more than he does. How dare you suggest that he’s an unfit parent! You want to go to court on this?”

      For one of the few times in my life, I witness Michelle struck mute.

      Brittany then turns on Prescott Rice and berates him in a tone I’ll bet he hasn’t heard in decades. “I will speak to the judge if this goes to court, Grandpa. I’ll tell them who my real parent is.”

      He flashes her a scornful look. “You’re just a child who doesn’t understand these things. Nor do you realize the risk you take by defying us, young lady.”

      “Is that a threat?” Brittany shoots back.

      “Of course not, honey,” Michelle cuts in. The stony glare Daddy Rice has fixed on his granddaughter says otherwise.

      “The hell it isn’t!” Brittany explodes with a quick sideways glance at her mother. Then she meets her grandfather’s smoldering eyes. “I know bullying when I see it.”

      Daddy Rice turns a baleful look on Michelle. “Get a grip on your daughter! I will not be spoken to this way.”

      Michelle grabs Brittany’s arm. “That’s enough out of you!”

      Brittany throws off her mother’s hand. “What’s the statute of limitations for assault, Mom?”

      Michelle’s eyes go wide. “What?”

      “The frying-pan incident?”

      Michelle replies with an uncomfortable laugh and waves a hand dismissively. “My goodness, Brittany. You know that was an accident.”

      “I’m not an idiot, Mother,” Brittany retorts in a tone that makes mother sound like an epithet. “I was there. I saw what happened. That wasn’t an accident.”

      “Of course, it was. The frying pan was a little greasy. It slipped.”

      Brittany does an eye roll. “Riiight. Come on, Mom. Why don’t you just admit that you had one of your temper tantrums and attacked Dad?”

      Prescott Rice has heard enough. “Stop, goddamn it!” he shouts while pounding a fist on the table.

      I’m surprised none of the bouncing tableware topples to the floor. Michelle and especially Evelyn are mortified when the stares of our fellow diners settle on Daddy Rice, who doesn’t notice at all.

      “Even if Tony is determined to try to make something out of this story, it isn’t happening,” he proclaims.

      “If I wanted to make something of it?” I retort. “If I’d wanted to make something of it, I would have done so when it happened.”

      He carries on as if I haven’t spoken. “There are no witnesses to what happened, anyway.”

      “What about me?” Brittany shoots back indignantly.

      Rice’s tone is dismissive when he replies, “You’re a child. Your father has poisoned your mind against your mother. We’re talking about his word against Michelle’s in a court of law, for God’s sake. A serial liar who should be in jail for his time at Sphinx! His word against my daughter’s?” he says after leveling a finger at me. A harsh laugh escapes him as he sneers and mockingly challenges me to “Bring it on.”

      I ignore him and lock eyes with Michelle. “You didn’t tell Daddy about my visit to the hospital?”

      “High drama!” Rice exclaims as he slams a fist on the table again and turns his malicious eyes on me. “Angling to get a piece of my fortune by faking an injury? Hell, even for you, boy, that’s pathetic.”

      “That’s right,” I shoot back. “I faked thirteen stitches and a third-degree grease burn.”

      His eyes widen a smidgen. I guess Michelle didn’t give him all the details. I’m happy to.

      “The ER doctor didn’t buy our little story about how the frying pan slipped,” I continue. “She wasn’t fooled. She referred the matter to the police and recommended a battery complaint. They talked to me, you know. I’m sure there’s a record.” How would throwing that out in court square with avoiding any public unpleasantness, asshole?

      The potential embarrassment of my going public with this tale lands on Daddy Rice and his daughter like a sucker punch. I can all but hear the gears grinding in their minds as they seek a way to turn this to their advantage. Good luck with that. Rice throws his napkin down, stands, and commands his wife and daughter to follow as he stalks out of Gadsby’s.

      I look on Brittany with wonder. Who needs a temper when he has a daughter who can rip into people the way Brittany just did? Makes sense, I suppose—her parents both know a thing or two about losing their shit.

      “Guess we won, huh?” Brittany says with a sheepish grin.

      I smile back. “What were you doing reading through that lawsuit?”

      “You should be careful where you leave things. You’re not mad at me, are you?”

      I slap my hand over hers and squeeze. “Of course not. Thanks for sticking with me.”

      “No worries,” she says breezily.

      It’s a nice sentiment, but I know better than not to worry about her future. Especially with the Rice family gunning for me. Not that she needs to waste time worrying about her future. That’s my job.

      “Just stay the hell out of my stuff,” I say gruffly, making sure to temper the admonishment with a wink.
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      I should have done this a long time ago, I think the next evening as Trish Pangborne sashays away from our intimate table for two at Cité, “Elegant Dining at the Top of Lake Point Tower,” which is on the seventieth floor of an exclusive condominium tower along the lakefront. The restaurant had been Trish’s idea, and it’s a great choice—especially at our window table. She had tactfully declined the first table the hostess had brought us to, pointing down at the bright lights and the Ferris wheel of Navy Pier as she protested, “Oh, please, not a Navy Pier view.” She’d then wrinkled her nose in distaste as she touched the woman’s arm and stage-whispered, “There’s nothing romantic in that view, is there?”

      I’ve taken Billy Likens’s advice and climbed back on the horse by asking Trish out to dinner. It’s turning out to do be a good night for having done so; blowing off a little steam on the Rice family yesterday seems to have done me good, as did having had Brittany’s unflinching support. There’s still plenty to fret about, of course, but I’ve been able to push past it so far this evening. All seems to be well in Italy, and it’s now been a week since Joe showed up in Papa’s La-Z-Boy. The initial shock has passed, although Joe is certainly still a concern. The lawsuit crap, well, it’s a lawsuit. It can wait until after the weekend. It’s Saturday night and I intend to enjoy it with a lovely woman.

      I take the liberty of ordering a second glass of wine for each of us when our server returns. Wine is one of the many things I know crap about, but Trish has selected something from somewhere in Germany… or maybe France? From some river in Europe that starts with the letter R, anyway. Then I sit back and enjoy the view framed by the floor-to-ceiling windows while I await Trish’s return. Our table looks down on the sweep of Lake Shore Drive curving away south across the Chicago River with the skyline rising above it. The mirrored interior walls reflect the blue-and-gold accent lighting and the outside view back onto the glass, casting a decidedly soft and romantic ambience on the crisp, white linen tablecloth and intimate candlelight that flickers from within a low crystal holder. Even the polished stainless-steel utensils that reflect the lighting seem to have been chosen to complement the mellow mood.

      I’m enjoying spending time with someone who’s completely removed from my current routines and stressors. Joe’s visit is a week in the rearview mirror, all appears to be copacetic in Italy, and I got through Friday the thirteenth not only unscathed, but with something of a victory over Prescott Rice. I’m in a good place tonight.

      Trish is an attorney who works at Fleiss Lansky, a big corporate law firm where I plied my trade for a few months last year. They fired me because they didn’t like the optics of my defending an alleged murderer (my father) while also waging a very public battle to save our neighborhood from the wrecking ball. Fleiss Lansky also played a big role in funding the startup of our law firm. Penelope negotiated a substantial settlement after filing a wrongful-dismissal lawsuit on my behalf. The law firm is, of course, where Trish and I met. She made no secret of her interest in me, and I certainly took notice of her. Who wouldn’t? Trish is an alluring woman in her mid- to late thirties, petite, with lustrous wheat hair that hangs to the middle of her back. Her almond-shaped hazel eyes are mesmerizing, especially with the candlelight flickering in them. Tonight she’s wearing a silky, deep-blue, knee-length dress that suggests rather than advertises the subtle curves beneath it. A delicate gold necklace is draped around her throat, and diamond earrings dangle an inch or so beneath her earlobes. Her glistening hair picks up highlights from the lighting as it bounces gently on her shoulders. She glides back from the washroom, enjoying my stare every step of the way. As she sits down, I’m struck by the realization that her face bears a resemblance to that of Melanie Likens. Interesting… and not a bad problem to have.

      Small talk isn’t one of my fortes, but Trish is easygoing and has graciously overlooked more than a few of my malapropisms. After she settles back into her seat and meets my gaze with a warm smile, I show off my stellar conversational skills by noting that her surname isn’t a common one. “You’re my first Pangborne. Is that your married name?”

      “I wasn’t bringing any of my ex along when I left,” she says while reaching across the table to touch her fingertips to the back of my hand. A playful smile plays on her lips. “You’re my first Valenti.”

      The touch is electric. How did I resist Trish all the time I was at Fleiss Lansky?

      My phone comes to life and vibrates on the table. I should have turned the damned thing off, or at least silenced it. “Sorry,” I mutter while reaching to power it off. A reference to Brittany in the text message from Pat that has just arrived stays my hand.

      Is B there?

      I assume Pat means at 47 Liberty Street. Why would she think that? I glance up at Trish. “Babysitter. Mind if I make a quick call?”

      Trish smiles and shakes her head. “Of course not.”

      Pat picks up on the first ring and asks, “Is she with you?”

      “No. What’s up?”

      “Probably nothing. She went to drama rehearsal at Jocelyn’s house with Bobby. They’ve done it a few times now. He walks her home afterward. They’ve never been late before.”

      “I assume you’ve called?”

      “A few times after I sent several texts. Straight to voicemail.”

      The ignored calls and voicemails aren’t surprising—kids don’t talk on or answer their phones. The unanswered texts, however, are out of character. I force the memory of Brittany and Bobby exchanging longing looks across the dinner table last week out of my mind. Well, I try to. “That’s odd for her.”

      “Yeah, but listen to us,” Pat says with an uncertain laugh. “It’s hardly after nine on Saturday night. I’m sure they’ll be along soon.” She’s probably right.

      I say, “Have her text me as soon as she gets home.”

      “One of us will. Hearing your voice seems to have settled my nerves. Thanks for calling.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “What are you up to?” she asks.

      I look up and find Trish’s concerned eyes on mine. Well, isn’t this awkward? “I’m out for dinner with a friend,” I reply in a tone I hope doesn’t invite further inquiry, then wonder why. Pat has made it clear that she’s not interested. Trish is interested. I’ve got nothing to hide and nothing to feel guilty about. Mel made it clear that even I deserve happiness.

      “Oh!” Pat says in surprise. “I’ll let you go.”

      Trish’s eyes are still on mine when I disconnect, silence the phone, and jam it into my rear pants pocket.

      “Everything okay?” she asks.

      “Yup. My daughter’s just a little late getting home.”

      Trish cocks her head to one side. “Your babysitter doesn’t know you’re out for dinner?”

      “Long story,” I reply without mentioning shootings, custody battles, or any of the other complications I could cite to explain why my daughter isn’t living with me at the moment.

      She accepts the explanation with a nod and then fixes me with an amused expression. “Isn’t your daughter fifteen or sixteen?”

      “Fifteen,” I reply.

      She laughs a deep smoky laugh that stirs something inside of me, then injects a little note of challenge in her voice when she asks, “What time did you get to stay out until on Saturdays when you were her age?”

      I must sound like the ultimate parental ogre. “Midnight, maybe?”

      Trish leans back in her seat and pastes a mock scowl on her face. “She’s a girl, so she can’t stay out?”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “It’s not like that! The babysitter’s a little skittish, that’s all.” For many good reasons, I don’t add.

      Trish covers my hand with hers. “Just teasing you a little, Tony. She’s a lucky girl to have a father who cares so much.” Something in her tone and deep in her eyes makes me wonder if maybe her father wasn’t all he should have been to his daughter.

      Supper is excellent—the food and especially the company. We’re polishing off cherries jubilee for two when Trish leans closer and smiles. “I’m really enjoying this, Tony.”

      “Then I guess we both are,” I say with an answering smile.

      Her eyes continue to hold mine. “No need for the evening to end yet. We can have coffee or a nightcap at my place.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I reply while a little thrill passes through me. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt the ache of anticipation when a woman looks at me the way Trish is doing right now. I signal to the waiter and mimic signing a check.

      “Where to?” I ask as we leave the table two minutes later.

      She takes my hand in hers. “Just to the elevators and down to the fifty-third floor.”

      She stands close and smiles up at me while the elevator takes us down seventeen floors. Her perfume is a very subtle and appealing fragrance, dabbed on so lightly that it’s only noticeable at close quarters. We step off the elevator and saunter along a carpeted hallway to the door of her condominium. She lets us in and flicks a light switch, powering on a pair of wall sconces that cast little pools of intimate yellow light on the ceiling. The light reveals a sprawling living room with floor-to-ceiling windows that follow the rounded contours of the building. They say this building is oriented to afford every suite its own unobstructed view of Lake Michigan. It seems to be true.

      My eyes stray back to Trish when she asks, “You like?” She’s posed like a game-show hostess displaying a prize while she awaits my verdict with a smile playing on her lips. Is she asking about the living room? The view of the lake? Or her?

      “Yes,” I reply while holding her gaze. It’s the correct answer to all three possibilities.

      She glides close and eases up on her toes to plant a kiss on my cheek. “Thanks. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Glad to be here,” I reply as she lingers with her shoulder brushing up against me.

      She smiles and steps away. “Drink?”

      “Bourbon?”

      “I’ll join you,” she purrs before she steps over to a bar, takes two crystal tumblers off a shelf, and fills them from a bottle of Knob Creek bourbon. It’s a brand I used to indulge in back when I was pulling down a corporate lawyer’s ransom. She hands one drink to me, and we touch glasses before taking a sip. It’s spicy, sweet, and smooth as melted butter, a definite step up from my usual Maker’s Mark bourbon—which comes as a surprise after I’d convinced myself that I can’t tell the difference between it and premium bourbon. Maybe being with Trish just makes everything better.

      “To good friends and good times,” she says while peering up at me over the rim of her glass.

      “Indeed,” I reply hoarsely to the promise in her eyes.

      Her eyes linger on mine for a long moment before she smiles and sets her drink down on a nearby glass coffee table. “I’m going to go freshen up a bit. Back in a  minute,” she says over her shoulder as she sways away.

      My imagination edges into overdrive as I watch her slip into what appears to be a bedroom no more than fifteen or twenty feet away. I settle at one end of a supple wine-colored fabric sofa, pull my phone out from where it’s digging into my butt, and give in to a niggling voice that has been nagging at the back of my mind even as thoughts of Trish fill my head. I’m surprised to see a couple of new text messages and a missed call from Pat. Nothing from Brittany. The red voicemail icon is flashing. Shit. I can’t not check in. Hopefully, Trish won’t walk back in while I do.

      Pat’s voice is filled with worry when I listen to her voicemail. It’s thirty-five minutes old. “Why aren’t you answering? Having both of you out of reach is making me crazy.”

      Which means she still hasn’t heard from Brittany. I scroll through the text messages. Same story. The most recent one was sent ten minutes ago. Not good. I think of my date “freshening up” only several feet away. Why now with the Brittany drama? I wonder as Trish emerges.

      “What’s the matter?” she asks as she settles close beside me on the sofa with her warm thigh touching mine.

      “Brittany still hasn’t been heard from.”

      “Hmmm.” She lifts my wrist and looks at the face of my Rolex watch. “You’re worried,” she says when her eyes come back to mine. Hers are soft and warm. Concerned… with maybe just a hint of the disappointment I feel lurking beneath the worry.

      I nod, taking note that she hasn’t returned in a slinky nightgown or a robe with nothing beneath it. Whatever “freshening up” entailed isn’t obvious, not that she needed to do anything to improve on how lovely she looks tonight.

      Trish’s hand slides from my watch to my hand and squeezes reassuringly. “Call.”

      Our eyes telegraph a mutual hope that the call will put the matter of the missing Brittany to bed for tonight.

      “Tony!” Pat exclaims in relief. “Is she there?”

      I again assume she means our house on Liberty Street. “I’m not home,” I remind her.

      Pat is silent for a moment before she blurts, “Where the hell are you, then?”

      “With a friend.”

      “She’s still not answering her phone or my text messages,” Pat anxiously announces after a beat. “Did you know that your land line is out of service?”

      “We don’t have it anymore, Pat. I got rid of it when we gave Papa Britt’s old phone.”

      “Oh. I called Bobby’s parents, and he isn’t answering, either.”

      What are those two up to? Drugs? An accident? Who knows what other trouble kids get themselves into nowadays?

      “Maybe she needs you and went to the house to see you,” Pat says impatiently. “I thought you’d check after we spoke earlier.”

      I probably should have. I swallow a little bubble of guilt. What if Brittany went home and ran into one of Joe’s boys, or Joe himself? “I’ll go now,” I announce, and wince at the disappointment that seeps into Trish’s eyes.

      She lays her head on my shoulder after I end the call and looks up at me. “Maybe I’ll come with?”

      There’s no time to explain the many ways in which that’s a bad idea. I lift Trish’s chin with a fingertip and look into her eyes. “Any other time that would be a wonderful idea, just not tonight. There’s some dangerous stuff going on around our place that I won’t expose you to. Lame as this sounds, can I have a rain check?”

      She gives me an ineffably sad smile and nods.

      Does she think I’m bullshitting her? I take her face in both hands. “I promise you, Trish. I hate that this is happening tonight. It’s just… complicated, and I don’t have time to explain.”

      I can tell that she wants to believe, but there’s hurt somewhere in the depths of her eyes that won’t let her.

      I cradle her face gently. “Did you see the news about the retired cop who was shot and killed in Cedar Heights a couple of weeks ago?”

      She nods with a look of confusion, as if to ask what on earth that has to do with us tonight. “I heard something, but you know I don’t follow the news.”

      I’d forgotten. “That happened at our house, Trish. It’s not over yet.”

      Her eyes pop wide open. “Oh my God!” she exclaims as she pulls away, bounces to her feet, and pulls me up after her. “Your daughter could be in danger?”

      I nod.

      She throws her arms around my neck and holds me close with her frightened body quivering against mine for a long moment. God forgive me in the circumstance, but I feel every contour of her lithe form pressing against me.

      “Go!” she orders when she pulls back. “Please be careful, Tony. Call with any news. Any time,” she adds as she pushes me out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Jake Plummer, bless his heart, has answered my panicked plea for help the following morning. Brittany still hasn’t been heard from, nor has Bobby Harland. They were last seen departing the drama meeting just after seven o’clock last night. After I finally got home to find neither Brittany nor any indication that she’d been there, Pat had called the cops to file a missing person report.

      I watch from inside a busy Dunkin’ near Cedar Heights PD headquarters as Jake exits his unmarked police car and hustles inside. Cops and others mill about, coming and going in a cacophony of conversations and shouted orders. The scents of baking, coffee, and fast-food cooking compete for olfactory supremacy.

      “Coffee?” he mouths after he gets into the order line.

      I shake my head and point at the cup sitting in front of me, my tenth or twentieth of the interminable night and morning. I fidget nervously until Jake finally slips into the molded plastic seat on the opposite side of my table for two. He arrives with a tall coffee and—what else for a cop?—two doughnuts.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he sighs when he catches me looking. “A cop and his doughnuts.”

      I don’t reply, just sit and watch him getting organized with sugar and creamers and napkins. He chatters while he does. “Still bugs me that the corporate dicks who run this joint dropped the word Donut to change the name to Dunkin’,” he continues without waiting for an answer. “It’s a doughnut shop! I don’t even wanna think about how much this boondoggle costs me every time I buy a doughnut. Supposed to appeal to younger customers or some such bullshit. Read somewhere that they kept the pink-and-orange color scheme to reassure old farts like me that I’m still welcome. Bunch of corporate doublespeak, if you ask me. I swear to God, we should be sending young cops to the overblown ego-stoking productions these corporate executives indulge in to herald the latest and greatest BS they’re peddling. Great way to teach rookies how to spot someone spouting a line of horseshit. Good practice for the interrogation room.”

      I’ve got other things on my mind. “Thanks for coming, Jake.”

      “No problem,” he says before he bites off half a doughnut in a single go. He chews and swallows. “Max is back from Italy. Says he could happily live in that little Italian village Francesco is holed up in. He stuck around for a few extra days to make sure everything seemed to be okay and fell in love with the place.”

      Jake’s detective game face slides into place when he looks up from his doughnut and finds me sitting mute and disinterested in his news. “What’s up?”

      I fill him in on the events of last night and conclude, “They’re still missing.”

      Jake pushes the doughnuts and coffee aside, plunks his notebook on the table, and starts scribbling while he walks me through the story and wrangles every conceivable detail he can think of out of me.

      “What’s the word from patrol?” he asks when I finish.

      “Not a thing,” I reply bitterly.

      “Which is why you called me. They gave you the story that a person has to be missing for twenty-four hours before they’ll do anything, huh?”

      I nod. “Seems like bullshit when we’re talking about a couple of kids.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “I know missing kids isn’t really your thing,” I say by way of apology. I don’t really mean it. I want his help.

      “It isn’t until it is,” he mutters, then winces for having said that to a parent who’s still  clinging to hope. “Sorry.”

      I shrug it off. Sort of.

      “You’ve been in touch with this Bobby’s parents, right?” he asks while looking down at his notes.

      “Pat has. They’re scared shitless, too. He’s a good kid.”

      Jake’s eyes rise to mine. “Let’s hope so. How well do you know this kid?”

      “Not well,” I admit, “but—”

      “If cops had a dime for every time we’ve heard that about some prick who abuses a woman or worse,” he interjects. Then his face falls again. “Jesus, I’m sorry I put it that way.”

      As if I don’t already have enough scary ideas bouncing around my skull about what may have befallen Brittany, that somehow hadn’t yet occurred to me. I grow more incensed as the idea begins to fester, but my anger isn’t directed at Jake. “The asshole cops we talked to last night and this morning chalked it up to a couple of kids out for the night with their raging teenage hormones taking their natural course. You know where they were going with that.”

      Jake nods. “They may be right.”

      “Damn it—”

      He cuts me off with a raised hand. “It’s a possibility, Tony, but only one of several. The guys Pat spoke with should have considered the not-so-innocent explanations, especially once their minds turned over the sexual possibilities.”

      “Such as only Bobby’s hormones getting out of control.”

      “Yeah,” he mutters while he gathers up the half doughnut and inhales it. He wraps the second doughnut in a napkin and jams it into one of his suit-jacket pockets as he stands and grabs his coffee. “Let’s go.”

      “Where?” I ask as I scramble to my feet.

      “Down to the station to make sure a missing person report gets filed and worked. It’s time to get this show on the road.”

      We take his car, which smells much like the inside of Dunkin’. While he peels out of the parking lot, he orders me to call Bobby’s parents to make sure they’ve filed a missing person report on their son. “Give them my name and number and tell their local cops to call me if they need a kick in the ass to get to work on it.”

      I’m still on the phone with Mr. Harland when we park behind Cedar Heights PD headquarters. Jake taps his fingers impatiently on the steering wheel while I finish my call. He flings the car door open when I end the conversation, then waves me out. We march inside and go straight to the front desk. “Busy morning?” he asks a cop sitting behind a ballistic glass partition that separates him from the lobby.

      “Pretty quiet, Detective Plummer,” the guy replies airily.

      “Hrumph,” Jake mutters as we continue deeper into the building in search of the watch commander. We find him at a desk, sitting amid a mountain of paper, a half-filled paper coffee cup, and a half-empty polycarbonate package of grocery-store miniature cinnamon doughnuts.

      “I hear it’s a quiet morning around here, huh?” Jake asks.

      The sergeant appears pleased about it when he smiles and nods.

      “Quiet night, too?” Jake continues. “Night shift didn’t leave anything pressing for you guys to work?”

      “Nope.”

      Jake angrily relates what he knows about the disappearance of Brittany and Bobby. “This case better not end up on my desk because you guys have been diddling the dog while a couple of  kids are unaccounted for.”

      The sergeant’s nostrils flare. “I didn’t know,” he retorts indignantly.

      Jake is stone-faced as he stares back. After giving the sergeant a moment to think things through, he asks, “You were unaware that these kids are missing, or you’re just incurious?” His tone makes clear that he considers neither answer acceptable.

      The sergeant finally looks a little chagrined.

      Jake tilts his head my way. “Meet Tony Valenti, the father of the missing girl. Perhaps one of your not-so-busy people can find a few minutes to help Mr. Valenti locate his daughter?”

      After muttering a half-assed apology, the sergeant gets to work. I furnish more information and email him a recent picture of Brittany.

      “What about Brittany’s mother?” Jake asks after we finish and walk to the squad room and settle at his desk.

      My shoulders sag at the mention of Michelle. “What about her?”

      “Has she heard from Brittany?”

      “If so, I would have heard from her.”

      “You haven’t called?”

      I shake my head. “She’s angling for full custody. If something bad has happened, she won’t know any more than I do, but she’ll complicate things for everyone. I’ll call if and when I have news.”

      Jake doesn’t look convinced, but doesn’t argue. I’m not entirely sure I’m doing the right thing where Michelle is concerned, but I honestly can’t see how involving her will help things. If Brittany and Bobby have sneaked off to be together, there’ll be plenty of time to bring Michelle into the mix once the dust settles. If something else is going on, Michelle (and inevitably her father) will go on the warpath to use our daughter’s misfortune to slam me and advance her argument for full custody. Maybe I’m being selfish, I don’t know, but this seems like the right approach at the moment.

      I sit at Jake’s desk and drink coffee while he works and the shift supervisor does whatever it is he needs to do. Jake has said a couple of times now that it would be very unusual for two kids the age of Brittany and Bobby to be plucked off the street by persons unknown, so, while he doesn’t discount my concern, he’s leaning toward them turning up with some sort of teenage misadventure story to explain their disappearance. Hearing about Joe would change that in a heartbeat if I could tell Jake about the son of a bitch, but I don’t dare risk it. Maybe I should have. Maybe I should. Jesus, but this has me screwed up. I’ve been berating myself for the last week for not having the presence of mind to bag up Joe’s bourbon glass. Mind you, it was likely my own bourbon intake that had dulled my mental synapses enough that the idea didn’t occur to me. One thing is for sure; if he comes back, I’ll try to keep my head out of my ass on that score.

      The desk sergeant calls an hour later to inform Jake that the missing person report is done and circulating.

      It’s time for me to go. “Thanks, Jake.”

      “Uh-huh. That’s what we’re supposed to be here for,” he mutters angrily. “You get back to the house and hold tight. I asked the watch commander to have a patrol car roll by periodically.”

      “Thanks.” Do I mention Joe? I feel immensely guilty that I’m holding out on Jake. He’s trustworthy and would probably know how to keep things on the q.t., but imagining Joe’s reaction to my telling the cops about our visit has me spooked. For some reason—quite possibly simple stupidity—I decide not to.

      Jake peers up at me. “You got a gun yet?”

      I shake my head no.

      “Right, the famous Valenti firearm prohibition shtick,” he scoffs. “Get yourself a damn gun, Tony.”
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      I wish I had a gun when I walk into my living room and again find Joe camped out in Papa’s La-Z-Boy. He’s brought a couple of friends this morning. Big friends—even larger than himself. Maybe the gun isn’t such a good idea. I’m pretty sure I know who would come out on the wrong end of a shootout at the Valenti Corral.

      “Where have you been?” Joe asks while he points at Mama’s chair. “We’ve been here for a couple of hours.”

      “Just a little visit with the Cedar Heights PD,” I reply, figuring I might as well get that on the table right away.

      Joe’s eyes narrow. “I hope you didn’t mention our little get-together?”

      I shake my head no as I sit and again wonder why I hadn’t. At the moment, it seems like an especially dumb move—even for me.

      Joe smiles. “Glad to hear that, Mr. Valenti. It’s too late for cops now, anyway.”

      An icicle of fear gnaws its way into my heart. Why would he say that? There’s only one reason that immediately comes to mind. I’m on my feet in a heartbeat, towering above Joe. “If anything happens to her—”

      “Sit, Mr. Valenti!” he snaps as he pulls a handgun out of his lap and waves it lazily in my direction. The goons, who have been hanging back in the corners of the room, take a couple of steps in my direction.

      Me with a gun seems even more ill advised. Having one would have just gotten me shot.

      “Sit,” Joe repeats firmly as he stares up at me with the gun now centered squarely on my chest.

      I sink back into my seat and glare at the son of a bitch who seems to have orchestrated my daughter’s disappearance.

      “That’s better,” Joe says easily while the goons melt back into their corners. Then he settles back in the seat, folds his arms across his chest, and examines me for a long moment. “Did you file a missing person report?”

      I decide to tell part of the truth and hope he’s none the wiser. “Not personally. A friend did so last night without me knowing. Bobby Harland’s parents have filed one, as well.”

      Joe’s scowl lets me know that he doesn’t like this revelation. “Meaning their faces will be plastered on every milk carton in Chicagoland within a day or two.”

      I don’t think they do the milk-carton thing anymore, but there’s no point mentioning it. I shrug. “Nothing I could do to prevent that.”

      He considers that for several seconds. “Perhaps not. You will not breathe a word about this to the police. Understood?”

      I don’t reply immediately as the possibility of telling Jake about Joe plays through my mind. My eyes roam over the living room tables, hoping to spy a glass Joe might have touched. Nothing, damn it. I’ll at least throw a blanket over the La-Z-Boy after he leaves. Maybe the cops will find a fingerprint or two, or maybe some lint or whatever else they collect at crime scenes.

      “Understood?” Joe repeats harshly.

      The menace in his tone gets my full attention. I nod.

      He switches back to conversational mode. “We should discuss a few things, Mr. Valenti.”

      Things that will undoubtedly involve the well-being of my father and daughter. I swallow and do what I can to tamp down the terror in my voice when I ask, “What things?”

      “The whereabouts of your father, for one thing.”

      “I already told you that I don’t know where he is.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “And you haven’t heard from him?”

      “No.”

      His skeptical expression calls bullshit on me, but he doesn’t pursue it. Bigger fish to fry? A slow smile creeps over his face. “That daughter of yours is a lovely girl. It would be a shame if something untoward were to happen to her.”

      “You son of a bitch,” I snarl with my hands locked on the armrests of my chair to hold me in place. He’s three, four feet away—I can probably get my hands around his neck before he can lift his gun. My threatening tone prompts movement in the periphery of my vision as Joe’s goombahs go on point. “Where is she?”

      Joe taunts me with a mocking smile. “Now, now, Mr. Valenti. You know I can’t tell you that. Rest assured that Brittany is safe… for the moment. Comfortable even, especially locked away in a bedroom with that beefcake boyfriend of hers.”

      This is the first time he’s explicitly acknowledged that he has Brittany and Bobby. I should have seen this coming, I think as the final moments of his visit last week play through my memory: “Have it your way, Mr. Valenti. I’m afraid you’ll have to live with the responsibility for what happens next.” This is all my fault.

      “The boyfriend was a bit of an unwelcome complication,” Joe continues. “But he might prove useful in keeping Brittany under control.” He shoots a grin at the goons and adds, “Couple of good-looking fifteen-year-olds with raging hormones thrown together in a tough spot they might not get out of. It’s a good bet that Bobby’s keeping Brittany’s mind off her troubles by fucking her brains out, huh?”

      “Are you trying to provoke me?” I growl through clenched teeth while the goons chuckle.

      Joe waves the notion aside.

      “Just shoot me and be done with it if that’s what you’re here to do,” I say.

      Joe purses his lips and shakes his head. “It may yet come to that, Mr. Valenti—for all of you—but I’ve come today to make a point or two.”

      I glare at him wordlessly while my imagination plays out a scene of my caving his head in with Papa’s floor lamp.

      Something lurking in Joe’s amused eyes suggests that he knows I’m thinking tough-guy thoughts. He doesn’t look worried. “So, no cops, Mr. Valenti.”

      How many times is he going to tell me that?

      “We will know if you talk to any cops,” he warns me with a pointed look.

      The bastards probably do have eyes and ears within the local police forces. Hell, Jake was worried about just that possibility the night we spirited Papa and Max out of the country. Joe seems to be waiting for an answer when my mind returns to the present. I nod curtly.

      He dips his head in acknowledgment. “Are you ready to tell us where Francesco is?”

      When I realize that he’s leading up to exchanging my daughter’s safety for my father’s whereabouts, I stare back at him with as pure a hatred as I’ve ever felt toward a human being—not that this animal is anything more than a feral beast. What the hell do I do now?

      Joe rests his elbows on his knees and eases closer. “The other thing we discussed last week was your legal work for R & B Ramp Services. Don’t allow yourself to lose sight of your obligations in that matter, Mr. Valenti. The well-being of your daughter depends on it, yet we understand that you and your partner are not cooperating with our people.”

      “Your people?”

      “The lawyers who represent our friends, Mr. Valenti. Your performance in court last week doesn’t inspire confidence. It’ time for you to work with our folks to arrive at a settlement.”

      I trust you’ve given some thought to how you can assure me that our mutual interests are aligned in that matter?”

      Yeah, I’ve given this some thought, but not in the way he wants. I’m trying to figure a way out of this mess. Unsuccessfully. The leverage this guy has over me is like being squeezed in a vise. I nod dejectedly.

      “Well?” Joe asks. “Ready to play ball?”

      Am I? My daughter’s life is at immediate risk. At least I hope it is. I’ve only got this asshole’s word that she’s even alive. My father’s life will probably be forfeit if I reveal his whereabouts. The ruination of Billy Likens’s future is assured if I play along. I can’t betray any of them. I stare back implacably at Joe. I need to play for time while I figure out a way to turn the tables on this worthless piece of shit.

      Joe frowns. “You’re a hardheaded son of a gun, aren’t you? Not necessarily a quality I disapprove of, but stupid when you hold no cards, Mr. Valenti.”

      My stomach is digesting itself while I stare back at him in the forlorn hope that he doesn’t smell the fear emanating off me like steam in a sauna. Of course, he smells it. All predators play on and exploit the fear of their prey.

      Joe slaps his thighs and gets to his feet, then fixes me with a long, intense stare. “You’re playing a dangerous game with other people’s lives.”

      Don’t I know it.

      “Let’s go, boys,” he says to his gorillas, who obediently follow him to the front door. Joe pauses with his hand on the doorknob and looks back at me. “The clock is ticking, Mr. Valenti. I’ll expect to hear the answers I want within forty-eight hours.”

      And then? I wonder while an overpowering wave of gloom rolls over me.
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      It’s Monday when I wake up the next morning. Brittany has now been missing going on two days, and I’m twenty-four hours into the forty-eight hours Joe has given me to fold. I tossed and turned all night, wrestling with the impossible conundrum I’m in. I’d be surprised if I managed even a single solid hour of sleep. I gulp down a cup of coffee and a banana before leaving for work.

      “Tony?” Penelope asks an hour later, after I zone out on her yet again.

      I’m not sure why I’m here. It may be because it offers a potential distraction, as if anything has a hope of seriously distracting me from the nightmare unfolding around me. Or maybe I’m trying to keep up appearances so that I don’t arouse suspicions that there’s more amiss than “simply” a missing daughter. I’m too fried to even know what I think much of the time.

      Penelope walks around her desk and settles into the visitor’s chair beside mine. She takes my hand in hers and gazes intently into my bloodshot, scratchy eyes. “You don’t need to be here, Tony. Mom and I can hold the fort for a few days.”

      The unspoken end of the phrase is implicit in the river of empathy flowing through Penelope’s eyes and touch… until you find Brittany.

      Tears well up in my eyes and a sob escapes me when Penelope reaches her arms around me and pulls my head to her shoulder. She doesn’t say a word, correctly judging that nothing she can say will soothe me as much as her simple gesture of humanity. We sit like this for a couple of minutes before I ease out of her arms, wipe my nose on a Kleenex that has magically appeared in my hand from hers, and smile sadly. “Thanks.”

      She pats my hand. “Any time, partner.”

      We sit quietly for several seconds while she waits for me to make the next move.

      “Let’s go through this stuff again,” I suggest. It’s been a busy couple of days on the R & B front. My muddled mind is having a hard time assembling it all into a coherent narrative. “You don’t mind?”

      “Not at all,” she replies. “Let me top up my coffee. You want one?”

      I nod. “Please.”

      I pull a print copy of yesterday’s Chicago Sun-Times in front of me and scan through Sandy Irving’s latest “bombshell” story about the investigation into “the Tragic Milton Crash” while I wait for Penelope to return. This time Irving’s been fed a tidbit that “structural failure cannot be ruled out.” She’s also been cleverly served a scoop that “a mandatory inspection that might have revealed structural deficiencies in a failed wing strut may not have been completed by R & B Ramp Services. Authorities are investigating allegations that records pertaining to the alleged non-inspection may have been falsified.”

      “What bullshit,” I grumble. “We’ve seen the damned invoice for the work.”

      Penelope nods. “Windy City never paid that invoice, you know.”

      “They didn’t?”

      “Billy told me that Walton says they aren’t paying for work that wasn’t done.”

      “But it was done!”

      Penelope nods. “Smells of a set-up, doesn’t it?”

      Jesus. How many blind alleys are we going to wander into by the time this nightmare ends?

      “But how?” I ask. “We’ve seen the invoice.”

      “The question is: What are the FBI and NTSB looking at? Sandy Irving suggested that there may be falsified paperwork. If so, who doctored it?”

      “And how,” I mutter.

      She nods.

      I fold the paper closed and launch it at Penelope’s trash can as she circles back to her desk chair after setting a steaming cup of coffee in front of me. “I hope this Irving bitch is being well compensated for spreading bullshit.”

      Penelope frowns. “Nice as it would be to catch her with her hand in the cookie jar, I doubt any money is changing hands. Sandy Irving strikes me as one of those ambitious people who doesn’t let scruples get in the way of getting her byline on a sensational story.”

      The characterization echoes Pat’s scathing accusation that her cross-town rival “lacks even the most basic respect for journalistic ethics.”

      I sink back in my seat and attempt to organize my thoughts. “What’s the point?”

      “Of Irving’s story?” Penelope asks as her eyes drift to the newspaper on the floor about two feet wide of the garbage pail.

      “Yeah. What’s the point of that article? Who’s her source? What’s their game?”

      She shrugs. “If I had to guess, I’d say someone is laying groundwork for a future trial.”

      My mind drifts away to Brittany. Where is she? Which leads me to thoughts of Joe. Is he behind Sandy Irving’s stories? If so, is he expecting a reaction from me? Am I doing or failing to do something that’s putting Brittany in more jeopardy, assuming she’s even alive? God, this is torture.

      Joan Brooks pokes her head in. “Ben Larose is here, honey.”

      “Thanks,” Penelope says to her mother. Then she glances at me. “Ready?”

      I nod.

      Joan gives me a soft-eyed look dripping with empathy before she backs out. Like mother, like daughter.

      Larose enters. After the initial greetings are dispensed with, he stands awkwardly and meets my gaze. Then he shrugs as if he’s at a loss for words. “Sorry, Tony,” he finally mutters uncertainly. What else is there to say to a father who doesn’t know if his daughter is dead or alive?

      I nod. The topic of Brittany is quietly set aside.

      “Any more news on the fuel sample?” Penelope asks after Larose settles into the second guest chair beside mine. It’s a tight squeeze, two sets of long legs wedged into a space more suitable to the limbs of grade school kids.

      He shakes his head.

      I have a vague recollection about something to do with a missing fuel sample. I ask him to fill me in on the details.

      He shoots a concerned sideways glance at Penelope. I get it. He’s wondering, “How can he not know all about this?”

      She gives him an almost imperceptible nod and graciously says, “I’d like to hear it again, too.”

      Larose nods and turns back to me. “The NTSB recovered an uncontaminated fuel sample from the engine block of the Cessna.”

      I nod. This much I know.

      “The sample they sent for testing went missing sometime in the past week or two,” he continues. “The original thinking was that it had been misplaced in the lab and would turn up when they had a good look around.”

      “It hasn’t?”

      Larose shakes his head with a disturbed expression. “Not only that, but a second sample they held back from testing for just that eventuality is also nowhere to be found.”

      “Casting doubt on the misplaced-fuel scenario,” Penelope adds.

      “Correct,” he agrees with furrowed brow. “This kind of stuff simply doesn’t happen during an NTSB investigation.”

      Apparently, it does, I think before asking, “Do they at least have the test results?”

      Larose nods, but his expression remains troubled.

      “The rumor is that the test results indicated that the fuel was contaminated,” Penelope says. “The problem for us is that nobody but the NTSB can utilize those test results.”

      That’s right. NTSB reports cannot be presented as evidence in a court of law, damn it.

      “Contaminated with what?” I ask.

      “Nothing nefarious,” Larose replies. “It sounds like there was water in it. The contamination was fairly minor, so it may or may not have been a contributing factor. That’s what makes the loss of the backup sample so devastating. Without test results, there’s no way to hold AAA Avgas legally accountable for pumping bad fuel into that aircraft.”

      Even my addled brain can process how dire the implications of that news might be for our clients. Without tainted fuel to hold out as a cause for the crash, the lawyers for the plaintiff will almost surely turn to an argument pointing a finger at faulty maintenance. Penelope sags back in her chair and stares up at the ceiling, deep in thought. Larose sits quietly, as do I. Thoughts of my daughter quickly flood into the temporary vacuum in the discussion.

      Where is she? Is she still alive? If so, how do I keep her that way? Answers are just as elusive as they were the other ten thousand times I’ve posed those questions to myself since Saturday night.

      “Tony?” Penelope says softly, breaking into my reverie.

      Without quite knowing when I assumed the position, I find my forehead resting on my crossed arms on Penelope’s desk. “Sorry,” I murmur as I look up.

      She waves the apology aside before her eyes slide over to Larose. “The insurance company has the aircraft, right?”

      “They should still have it,” he replies. “The NTSB turned it over to them some time ago, though. If they’re done with it, they’ll probably sell it for scrap.”

      “We need to file an injunction to preserve any additional fuel trapped in the engine block,” Penelope says. “Actually, to preserve the entire aircraft.”

      “I agree about the wreckage, but there are two problems with the fuel angle,” Larose says. Penelope’s brow furrows in disappointment as he continues, “Even if there is more recoverable fuel in the engine block and it’s contaminated, there’s no way to prove it didn’t happen sometime during the past couple of months.”

      A great weariness settles over me. Are we ever going to catch a break in this damned case? And if we do, will it cost my daughter her life?

      “Rumor has it that Windy City and their insurance company have reached a settlement in their lawsuit,” Larose says next.

      “What does that mean to us?” I ask.

      His shoulders sag. “I’m told the settlement stipulates that all details and materials amassed by the insurance company are to be considered confidential and privileged information.”

      Penelope groans and swears for the first time in my experience. “Damn!” she mutters while slapping a hand on her armrest in frustration.

      “We can sue for release of the information,” I suggest.

      “I wouldn’t bet on winning,” she says thoughtfully. “That wreckage is starting to look like the only thing we’ll have to work with. We need to get our hands on it.”

      “If the FBI charges Billy and Rick, how are we supposed to defend them?” I wonder in horror.

      “Good question,” my partner replies. Then, as she usually does, Penelope unearths a silver lining. “Mind you, in that case we’d have the urgency of a criminal trial to argue for overturning the confidentiality provision of the settlement between Windy City and their insurance company.”

      So, I’m supposed to be excited about the prospect of criminal charges being laid against our client? How in hell did things come to this?

      Penelope squares her shoulders as if she’s gearing up for battle. “We’ll start by suing AAA Avgas for all their records from the week before and after the crash. Heck, we’ll countersue Windy City to make sure that we get our hands on everything they have when they turn over discovery.”

      “Go after every scrap of paper you can lay your hands on about Megan Walton and the rest of their pilots,” Larose suggests.

      I’m stricken with horror over the potential ramifications from us going after AAA Avgas and Windy City. Joe was pretty clear that he was looking out for their interests. Not for the first time in the past few days, I feel as if I may buckle beneath the weight of the competing interests at war within me. The lives of multiple people—Brittany, Papa, Billy Likens, Rick Hogan, and Bobby Harland—will potentially be put at risk or devastated by whatever we do.

      Penelope is again staring at me with open concern, which fills me with guilt and remorse. It’s hardly fair that her partner is withholding pertinent information. But she can’t know everything. Or can she?

      I throw my hands up and stand. “I don’t know what the hell to do!” I exclaim before I turn away and stalk out the door. Which is a massive mistake. I should have sat Penelope down and told her all about Joe. But I didn’t.

      Thinking we’re in agreement, Penelope goes ahead and files suit against AAA Avgas and serves Windy City Sky Tours with a court order for all records pertaining to the hiring and training of their pilots, including Megan Walton. She also files a motion to have the plane wreckage preserved and turned over to us. Moving with her usual efficiency, she files all the actions the following morning.

      The blowback isn’t long in coming.
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      Jake Plummer calls after dinner Wednesday evening, almost a full day beyond Joe’s two-day deadline, and a day after Penelope filed her new motions.

      “I need to see you right away,” he says tersely.

      My stomach twists into a tight, painful knot. “Why? Is Brittany okay?”

      “As far as I know.”

      I’m overcome with relief for a nanosecond before his answer fully registers. “So far as he knows” means he doesn’t know a damned thing more than he did yesterday. Or the day before that… or any of the days before that.

      “Where are you?” he asks.

      “I’m at home.”

      “Be right there.”

      “No!” I shout before he can sign off. If Joe’s watching the house and a cop shows up, we’re screwed. Not that I’ve gotten a whiff of anyone watching the house, despite continually looking over my shoulder and compulsively peeking out windows at all hours. Still, my fear of Joe’s omnipresence is such that I assume someone is out there. Always.

      There’s a long silence before Jake asks, “What’s up?”

      “Long story, but can you sneak in through the alley and back door?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Please.”

      This is greeted by another prolonged silence. “Why?” he finally asks.

      “I’ll explain when you get here.”

      He sighs and grumbles “All right” before he signs off.

      I’ve been home for most of the last couple of days. Putting Pat and Deano at risk with my presence at Pat’s doesn’t sit well with me, and the truth is that I’m not feeling as comfortable there as I had been when Brittany was there. Then there’s the possibility, however remote, that Brittany might end up here for some reason. If she does, I need to be here. Trish Pangborne, who has called and texted with her support and managed to do so without being intrusive, has edged into my thoughts surprisingly often, given my preoccupation with Brittany. I’m immensely grateful for all Pat is doing, especially the way she’s smothering the dog with love and attention as he recuperates, but things simply feel off when I’m around her. I’m not sure I’d be spending any time at Pat’s if I wasn’t going by to hang out with Deano as he recovers. There’s no way I want him around Forty-Seven Liberty Street with the likes of Joe dropping in every now and then. It doesn’t take much imagination to picture the outcome of Deano taking exception to Joe and company waltzing into the house uninvited. As for me, I’ve brought the danger upon myself, so it’s my job—and mine alone—to deal with it.

      In a bid to make Jake’s visit as stealthy as possible, I turn off the exterior lights and make a quick sprint to the garage to unscrew the bulbs in the motion-detector lights that cover the yard and alley. I spend the next few minutes pacing around the house, pausing only to stare at pictures of my absent family—especially Brittany. Jake sounded upset. Would he have told me over the phone if something had happened to Brittany? Probably not. That’s how cops do it when someone dies; they tell you in person. I collapse into Papa’s La-Z-Boy and bury my face in my hands. Has Joe retaliated for Penelope’s filings at the courthouse yesterday? If so, he’s moved quickly. Then again, I haven’t exactly gotten with the program.

      The thought of Joe and a mental image of Brittany’s lifeless eyes shoots me out of the easy chair and into the kitchen for the bourbon. I’m well into a tumbler of it when pounding on the back door breaks through my stupor. I turn and spy Jake’s agitated face in the window.

      He steps inside with a look of concern and studies the almost-empty glass sitting on the kitchen table. “You okay?”

      I nod.

      “I got a little concerned when you didn’t answer.”

      I cock a questioning eyebrow at him.

      “The doorbell, Tony. I rang three times, then started pounding on the door before you noticed me.”

      Oh. “Sorry.”

      “You look like hell,” he says after studying me for a few seconds. “Not sleeping?”

      “What’s sleep?” I force a smile, or I think I do while he leads me back to my seat at the kitchen table and plunks his ass down on one of the maple chairs. I can’t bring myself to ask why he’s here.

      “I’ve got some tough news,” he says after a beat.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the hammer to fall.

      “Bobby Harland’s body was discovered this afternoon.”

      My eyes snap open and lock on Jake’s. “Bobby?”

      “Looks like he was killed sometime today and dumped inside the Independence Park pool change rooms.”

      Not Brittany! I think with relief. Then I’m immediately overwhelmed by crushing guilt for momentarily being elated that it’s someone else’s child who has died.

      Jake sits patiently while I process the news. Jesus, Bobby’s death is going to gut Brittany if she’s alive to find out about it. Does Brittany know what happened? Did they make her watch? Dumping Bobby’s corpse across the street is a message intended for me—Joe’s admonishment for me missing his deadline, and possibly in retaliation for our new court filings that ramp up the heat on Windy City and AAA Avgas. Is it a warning that worse is still to come if I don’t get my ass in gear and do something to torpedo our defense in the R & B in the lawsuit?

      My thoughts turn to Independence Park. What a god-awful place for Bobby to end up. Recent images of the decrepit building come to mind. The pool and outbuildings I frequented in the summers of my youth have fallen into disrepair in recent years and have become a place for druggies, hookers, and their customers. Condoms, human and animal waste, and all other sorts of filth littered the place last time I saw it. The village has committed to a cleanup; I hope to God it’s already underway. My vision narrows while I stare dumbstruck at a cabinet door and recall the few hours I spent with Bobby. Did I cause this? Might I have prevented it?

      “Are they sure he was killed today?” I ask Jake.

      “Yeah, they are.” When I don’t respond, he moves on. “The kids were obviously kidnapped. That’s FBI turf.”

      “The FBI?” Won’t Joe love that?

      “That’s right,” Jake replies.

      I  nod dumbly. Is Brittany’s lifeless corpse lying somewhere more remote than Independence Park?

      “Even though nobody has contacted you with a ransom demand, we’re now treating this as a kidnapping,” Jake says. “The FBI has been notified and are taking over.”

      But demands have been made.

      “They should be by to see you….” Jake’s voice trails off as his eyes lock on mine. “That’s correct, right?” he asks sharply. “No demands?”

      What the hell do I do now? Joe will assume I’ve called the FBI despite his warnings not to involve the cops. Then what? Bobby’s already dead. If they haven’t killed my daughter yet, they will now. “Jesus God,” I groan before I pound the table with both fists.

      Jake’s eyes pop wide open. “Tony?”

      My eyes touch on his as my mind careens wildly in search of a solution, seeking anything solid to grasp onto. God, this is all so screwed up! What should I have done differently?

      Jake leans across the table and grabs my forearm. “Get a grip, Tony!”

      My eyes finally focus on his face. His lips are moving, but no sound seems to be coming out. Should I tell him everything? Jake’s proven himself to me time and again, but Joe will surely find out if I talk to him. I know he will. Then he’ll kill Brittany if he hasn’t already.

      “The FBI can throw resources at this that I can only dream about,” Jake is explaining when the roaring in my skull abates enough for me to tune him in again. “They have more bodies, more technology, more of everything. If anyone is going to bring Brittany home safely, it’s the FBI.”

      Do I drop everything in Jake’s lap?

      He inches right up to the edge of the table and stares hard at me until he’s sure he has my full attention. “No holding anything back when the FBI get here, Tony,” he says firmly. “They’ll have a much better shot at bringing her home safely if they know everything.”

      That’s probably true, but.

      Jake gets out of his chair and walks around the table to kneel beside me, then grasps my shoulders, turns me square to him, and gets right in my face. “You’re making a big mistake holding things back from us, Tony. A big mistake.”

      I stare back into his eyes. So, he’s figured me out. Not the details, of course, but he knows I’m keeping secrets. I look away and sigh heavily. He allows me ten seconds to come clean. Then his patience runs dry.

      “What the hell’s going on?” he asks sharply. “A teenage boy is dead, and you still think you can manage this on your own?”

      His outburst is like a slap in the face. My eyes refocus on his. Anger and exasperation are there, yes, but compassion and concern are present, too. And fear. Our eyes remain locked for a few long seconds before my resistance evaporates in a huge, shuddering sigh. Apparently recognizing that he’s broken me, Jake walks back around the table and resumes his seat. He folds his hands on the table and listens intently while I tell him about Joe. I leave nothing out.

      “That’s everything?” he asks when I stop talking.

      I nod, feeling as if I’ve just wrestled a massive anvil off my chest. He walks me through it all again with notebook in hand while he takes copious notes.

      “Jesus H. Christ,” he mutters angrily after we finish. He thinks things through for a minute or two, then visibly relaxes and catches my eye. “I’ll make sure the FBI gets this pronto, Tony. This is information we can act on immediately.”

      “Okay,” I mumble.

      “Where did this Joe guy sit when he was here?”

      “Papa’s La-Z-Boy.”

      “Which you’ve been sitting on every day since?”

      I nod.

      “Did he touch anything else? A glass maybe?”

      “He had a glass of bourbon the first time he showed up.”

      “Where’s the glass?”

      “I ran it through the dishwasher with everything else,” I reply sheepishly. “I threw a blanket over his chair after his last visit.”

      “Which was when?”

      “Sunday evening. He didn’t touch much of anything that time.”

      He nods without comment, then his eyes drift to the front door. “Have you seen anyone watching the house?”

      I shake my head. “Not for lack of trying.”

      “How about when you’re out and about? Anyone tailing you?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.”

      “This Joe guy has you spooked, huh?”

      “Damned right he does, Jake. He’s got my daughter. He killed Bobby, for Christ’s sake!”

      Jake holds his hands up. “He’s a gangster, man. Scum. You should be afraid of the guy, Tony, but here’s the thing. He’s just a two-bit gangster. He’s not Superman. He can’t be everywhere at once, and the Lucianos don’t have the manpower to keep watch on anyone twenty-four-seven, let alone someone like you.”

      “So, I shouldn’t worry about surveillance?”

      Jake sighs. “Yeah, you should, but don’t think they’ve got you staked out around the clock the way cops would.”

      “Should I have the house checked for bugs?”

      He thinks on that a moment, then shakes his head. “That’s not really their style. It’s a lot tougher to do that effectively than people seem to think, but I’ll send someone by to check if it’ll make you feel better.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’ll send a fingerprint technician out to dust around the La-Z-Boy. You never know… sometimes we get lucky.”

      Of course, the chances of getting lucky would be far better if I’d had my wits about me that first night.

      Jake closes his notebook and stuffs it into an inside pocket of his suit jacket. “Time for me to go to work,” he announces as he gets to his feet. Then he levels a finger at me. “And time for you to get some sleep. You’re already dead on your feet. You’ll be no help to anyone if you don’t get some rest.”

      “I can’t sleep while Brittany is somewhere out there,” I say weakly while throwing a wave toward the window.

      “What you can and will do is get some damned sleep. You’re not thinking straight, man. I’ll send a uniform to sit on the house and make sure nobody surprises you while you rest.”

      I doubt I’ll sleep a wink, but I’m too tired to argue the point. “What will you be doing?” I ask as he slips his coat on.

      “Trying to figure out who the hell this Joe character is.”

      “How?” I ask doubtfully while trailing him to the door. “It’s a great big world out there.”

      “The Lucianos are behind AAA Avgas,” he tells me as he opens the inside door and pauses with his hand resting on the screen-door handle. “We’ll pull hard at the Luciano thread. Sooner or later—hopefully real soon—that thread will come back to us with a noose around Joe’s neck.”

      I don’t have a clue how Jake plans to accomplish that, but he sounds determined and confident that he’ll succeed.

      “Someone will go through mug shots with you,” Jake continues. “If Joe doesn’t show up in the pictures, expect a visit from an FBI artist, who will do a composite sketch.” A little smile turns up the corners of his lips. “Good call on using the back door. You even killed the motion lights, huh?”

      I nod.

      “Good thinking. I’ll tell anyone else coming over to give you a heads-up and to use the alley. Make sure you power up the motion detectors between visitors.”

      “Will do.”

      “One final thing,” he says.” If Joe shows up here again, don’t touch anything he may have touched and let us get a crime scene crew here immediately to look for prints or DNA.”

      With that, Jake shoves the door open and strides purposefully to the alley. A little kernel of hope stirs in the depths of the blind fear that has consumed me over the past few days.

      I close the door and go straight to my daughter’s bedroom to feed her goldfish, which I’ve brought home from Pat’s. Brittany will have my ass if she comes home to find Puckerface floating belly up because I forgot to feed him. Of course, I’ll happily take that outcome in a heartbeat if she comes home. There are more Puckerfaces in the ocean… or at the pet store. After sprinkling flakes of fish food on top of the water, I walk back into the living room, where I see an apparition of Joe sitting in Papa’s La-Z-Boy. At least I think it’s a mirage. Could this be some sort of psychic message that he already knows what I’ve just done? I close my eyes and shake my head to clear it, but the specter of Joe remains in the chair, once again warning me, “No cops, Mr. Valenti. We will know if you talk to them.”
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      It’s late Friday morning, and Penelope is at the wheel of her silver Audi A4 sedan as we inch toward downtown on the Eisenhower “Expressway,” where it’s rush hour all day, every day. Brittany has now been missing for almost a week, and it’s been two days since Bobby Harland’s body was found. I know the statistics and understand that the odds of Brittany being found alive at this point are slender indeed. Yet there is a chance. We won’t give up hope, and Jake and the FBI won’t quit looking while there’s even the slightest prospect of bringing her home safely. Miracles do happen—just not very often. One might say we’ve already experienced a little one in that I haven’t yet collapsed from exhaustion. Or despair. I’ve dipped into Papa’s medicine cabinet the past couple of nights and swallowed a few of the sleeping pills that were prescribed for him last year. They still work.

      Now that word is out that a pretty white girl is missing, the media have pounced on the story, the city’s good Samaritans have sprung into action, and prayers are flowing. I’ll take whatever help is on offer, however nonsensical and self-serving some of it seems to be. As for Michelle, I’ve simply refused to pick up any of her calls. The couple of screeching voicemails she’s left attest to the wisdom of that decision. I don’t have the time, energy, or emotional reserves to deal with her outrage and maneuvering. Isn’t it interesting that she’s expressing her outrage and railing about what a shitty father I am while she’s still in Brussels? Wouldn’t most mothers have hopped on the first plane to Chicago and thrown themselves into the effort to bring their daughter home safely? Perhaps it’s a busy week in Human Resources at Coca-Cola Europe.

      Penelope is pensive after we exit the parking garage and walk three blocks along Wacker Drive to the modern skyscraper that is our destination. She shoots me a sideways glance. “I wish we knew what this girl has to share with us.”

      She’s referring to an enigmatic phone call to our offices two hours ago from a woman who claims that her daughter has information about Megan Walton’s pilot training that “you’ll definitely be interested in.” We’ve arranged for a deposition tomorrow. If the girl really does have damaging information about Megan, it would have been nice to have it prior to the confrontation we’re heading into.

      “So do I,” I reply as we arrive and push through a set of revolving doors that spill us into an expansive granite-floored lobby. We don’t need to consult the building directory to locate the offices of Butterworth Cole, where Penelope worked as an associate until quitting a year ago. I had briefly been a client before her boss, Herbert C. Cumming, dumped me. We’ve been summoned here this morning by none other than Cumming himself, who is the lead lawyer representing Senator Evan Milton in his lawsuit against Windy City Sky Tours et al—with one of the et als being our client, R & B Ramp Services.

      “How about what Randall Lennox’s friend told you about Wisnowski collaborating with Cumming?” I ask Penelope.  “Should we go there if Cumming opens the door to it?” Our source claims that he’s been seeing a lot of Wisnowski around Butterworth Cole after hours of late, always in the company of Herbert Cumming. He also claims he saw them with their heads bent close together in a conference room a couple of weeks ago. When he’d slipped in for a peek while they zipped off to the break room for coffee, he’d seen paperwork from both lawsuits spread out on the table. What does it all mean? Undoubtedly, nothing good, but there isn’t much we can do about it unless we choose to take Cumming on directly, and we have zero corroborating evidence to back up the claim of our witness. Cumming would eat us alive if we tried.

      Penelope meets my eye when a trio of young business types exits the elevator and we find ourselves alone as we’re whisked to an upper floor. “Seems odd to be here in an adversarial role.”

      I wonder if she’s feeling intimidated about facing off against her old boss, who I suspect isn’t outwardly supportive nor overly appreciative of the work of his underlings.

      Her eyes glitter mischievously. “I’ve often fantasized about beating up on Herbert C. Cumming.”

      “Figuratively or literally?” I ask with a weak grin.

      She bounces her eyebrows and drolly replies, “Both.”

      I smile absently as my daughter’s predicament forces its way back to the forefront of my thoughts. I push the thoughts aside, or at least try to. The distraction of work hasn’t been a panacea, but it has provided scattered moments of relief. That’s about the best I can hope for over the next thirty minutes. Doing something to help Billy and Rick won’t alter Brittany’s fate, whatever it turns out to be. That’s now in the hands of Jake Plummer and the FBI.

      The elevator glides to a stop at the forty-ninth floor, and the doors whoosh open onto the plush reception area of the Law Offices of Butterworth Cole LLC. I recognize the receptionist from my single visit here last September, back when collegiate sports groupie Herbert Cumming fawned over me amid fond memories of my leading our shared alma matter to a national volleyball championship. Things between us had soured quickly, in equal parts because of my affiliation with Sphinx Financial and his subsequent recognition that I wasn’t the deep-pocketed potential client he’d hoped I might be. The good news? I was demoted to the status of a client worthy of nothing more than representation by an associate counsel, which turned out to be Penelope. She did a great job then, and look at us now. She beats the hell out of Cumming in every possible way.

      The receptionist’s eyes widen when she recognizes Penelope exiting the elevator. She might even recognize me, too, though I doubt it.

      Penelope’s eyes light up and her smile dazzles as she walks straight to the reception counter and reaches across to squeeze the hand of her former colleague. “Hello, Jennifer! It’s so nice to see you.”

      Jennifer’s initial grudging half smile widens into something near a genuine smile. “Hello, Miss Brooks. Nice to see you, as well,” she whispers. I imagine being seen exchanging pleasantries with turncoat associates who have spurned the hallowed halls of Butterworth Cole is frowned upon.

      “We’re here to see Mr. Cumming,” Penelope says.

      Jennifer nods and glances at her computer screen.

      “Conference Room B?” Penelope asks.

      Jennifer nods again. “I’ll have someone escort you.”

      “I know the way,” Penelope replies, tugging at my sleeve before she marches past reception and down a hallway while Jennifer calls after us to wait. My partner smiles over her shoulder and disingenuously waves the offer of assistance away as an unnecessary courtesy. Then she shoots me a sideways smirk. “Let’s surprise the old bastard.”

      She’s developing quite a potty mouth.

      We spot Cumming through the glass wall of Conference Room B as we approach. He’s standing over a group of seated Butterworth Cole youngsters with his thumbs hooked in the straps of a pair of suspenders that is one of his courtroom props. He seems to be holding court—perhaps regaling them with tales of lawyerly derring-do, perhaps spinning a scintillating preview of how he plans to carve up and humiliate Penelope and me. He’s not a big man, maybe five foot eight or thereabouts, with thinning black hair teased into something of a comb-over and a little paunch bubbling over his belt buckle. Aging detracts somewhat from his assured self-image as an imposing legal giant, but he still has something of a presence about him. Cumming looks pretty much as he did a year ago. He’s probably just as much of an asshole as he was last year, too. He confirms that as soon as we stride into the room unannounced and interrupt his monologue.

      Cumming’s eyes widen when he recognizes us. His gaze quickly morphs into annoyance as he looks beyond us, probably wondering how a disreputable pair of ambulance chasers such as us have waltzed into the inner sanctum unannounced and unescorted. The flash of anger passes quickly, replaced by a transparently false welcoming smile as he advances on us with a hand extended and exclaims, “Tony! Good to see you.”

      I nod and shake hands with the phony bastard, making sure to crush his pudgy little hand in my big paw as I do so. He can pretend last year didn’t happen all he wants. We Italians have long memories.

      “Penelope,” he says while wrapping her hand in both of his in what’s probably an even less authentic welcome.

      It’s a paternalistic, condescending display, delivered as if she were still a flunky of his. Is he attempting to put her on her back foot by treating her shabbily, or is this simply a display of unconscious misogyny? I bristle on her behalf but am well aware that Penelope doesn’t need anyone’s protection. Her game face is set firmly in place.

      “Herbert,” she replies curtly with a disdainful expression that says, “Screw you.”

      I step back and lock eyes with Cumming. “What can we do for you?”

      He casts his eyes toward his acolytes with a bemused smile. “I believe the correct question is ‘What can we do for you?’” His flunkies smile and chuckle in sycophantic admiration of their leader’s rapier wit.

      And so the dance begins. The table is laid out with several pads of paper and glasses of water ranged along one side. This is where the assembled Butterworth Cole host will sit. A lonely pair of water glasses awaits us on the opposite side of the table.

      “You asked us here,” I remind him as I bypass our assigned seats, snag a water carafe and two glasses, and pull out a chair at the head of the table. I drop into it while I await his answer. Penelope slides into the seat beside mine and works it around until we’re sharing the end of the table.

      Cumming’s minions scramble to rearrange themselves around the far end of the room while I pour myself a glass of ice water from the sweating carafe. He remains standing. Some sort of power move, I suppose—the Big Man lecturing the Lesser Beings.

      “Let’s recap where things stand,” he begins. Then he starts to pace while he explains the state of the case from his exalted perspective. “My client will win this lawsuit, of course. We all know that. So the question becomes who will pay and how much.” He slows to a stop and looks at me. Then his eyes shift to Penelope. “Agreed?”

      Penelope doesn’t agree or disagree. She simply stares back at her former boss.

      Cumming purses his lips in a look of disapproval before he turns his attention to me. “Mr. Valenti?”

      Following Penelope’s lead, I don a neutral expression. “Yes?”

      “So, you plan to make this difficult,” he mutters with a rueful shake of his head while he slides a chair out and settles into it. “So be it.”

      What the hell is he up to? He clearly intended to put us on the defensive and is annoyed that we didn’t take the bait.

      Cumming sighs theatrically and looks to the young lawyer seated to his right. “Lay it out for them, Mr. Daniels.” Cumming then pushes his chair back, crosses an ankle over his knee, and feigns a Jonathan Walton-worthy look of disinterest. Interesting that the two of them share the same dismissive pose. I mentally dub it “The Asshole Move.”

      I resist the urge to mimic Cumming and settle for a display of mild interest by resting my arms on the table, then loosely clasp my hands together with fingers interlaced and settle my gaze on young Mr. Daniels. The guy is a cookie-cutter vanilla baby lawyer so common to big firms. I doubt I’d be able to tell him apart from his junior colleagues in a lineup five minutes after we walk out of here.

      “We assume you’ve been following the progress of the NTSB investigation?” Daniels asks us.

      I reach for a confused look. “Are you referring to Sandy Irving’s stories in the Sun-Times?”

      “In part,” he replies.

      “What else is there?” Penelope asks.

      “We’ve heard from other sources.”

      “Heard what from whom?” she presses.

      The look of contempt Daniels turns on my partner suggests that these two have a history. “We’re not about to share information with you, Penny,” he replies with a smirk. “Do your own research. If you can afford to.”

      So, there is a history here. Penelope hates to be called Penny, a fact Daniels seems to be well aware of. He’s trying to push her buttons. The slow smile that curls her lips while she pours herself some water signals that she’s got this.

      “My, my, Matty,” she says to Daniels in a syrupy voice I would never in a million years have expected to hear coming out of her mouth, “you really need to get over your schoolboy infatuation with me. Does that little snub still smart after all this time, poor boy?”

      Daniels reddens while he glares at Penelope. She smiles back sweetly before she sips her water, but there’s ice in her eyes.

      I tap my finger on the table to get everyone’s attention, then lock eyes with Daniels and riff off Penelope’s schoolboy taunt. “Perhaps we can dispense with the infantile posturing so you can say whatever you’ve dragged us down here to tell us?”

      Daniels’s poisonous glower lingers on Penelope for a second longer before he shifts his attention to me. “The point we wish to impress upon you is that culpability for the accident on September eighth is settling squarely on your clients.”

      I make a minuscule wave-off motion when I sense Penelope gearing up to argue the point. We’re not here to squabble about blame. I want these guys to lay their cards on the table without telegraphing any sense of where our heads are. Penelope shoots me a sideways glance and settles back, signaling that it’s my show for the moment.

      “Go on,” I tell Daniels while idly spinning my water glass with my fingertips.

      “We all know that the left-wing strut on the Cessna failed,” he states is if it’s an acknowledged fact, then expands upon his point when we don’t respond. “The FBI has determined that the hundred-hour inspection due in August was not completed by your client.”

      That’s news to me. Scary news. I do my best to tamp down my burgeoning fear while I continue to wait him out, interested to hear what other news Daniels has for us.

      “There’s no evidence of fuel contamination,” he adds.

      “No surviving evidence,” I note.

      Cumming’s eyes rise to mine. He shoots a satisfied little smirk my way.

      “You’re suggesting that the fix is in?” I ask Daniels.

      He turns a smarmy smile on me and replies with a curt nod.

      “I see,” I murmur. Penelope is tensing at my side, anxious to shoot back. I don’t think it’s time to do so. Not just yet. “You’ve asked us here to tell us how this should play out?”

      Cumming drops his foot to the floor, pulls his chair in, and squares his shoulders. “That’s right.”

      “And?” Penelope asks.

      Cumming tents his hands and rests his chin on the tips of his thumbs. I sense that he’s about to tell us precisely why we’re here, so I settle back and nonchalantly roll a pen between my fingers. It would be poor form to appear as if we’re eager to hear his offer.

      “Senator Milton realizes that no amount of money can bring back his loved ones,” Cumming begins with the air of a college professor addressing a particularly dim-witted class. He pauses to foreshadow the gravity of his next words, then solemnly announces, “We’re proposing a settlement of ten million dollars.”

      Ten million? The original claim was for twice that. What’s going on?

      Penelope goes straight to the heart of the matter. “How do you propose to apportion that settlement?”

      Cumming shifts his gaze to her. “Five million from Windy City Sky Tours, two point five million each from AAA Avgas and R & B Ramp Services.”

      Hmmm. Billy and Rick carry exactly that much liability insurance. Coincidence? Probably not, but the point is moot if R & B’s insurer gets away with dropping its policy retroactively. How should we play this?

      “So?” Cumming asks while we contemplate the offer.

      I hold up a hand and mutter, “Thinking.” A look at Penelope confirms that she’s doing the same, arms crossed while she stares up at the ceiling. The big question to me is why they’re proposing a settlement at fifty cents on the dollar. What’s changed? The rich shits at Windy City will hardly miss five million, ditto for AAA Avgas’s two and a half mil or, to put it properly, two point five million from the pockets of the Luciano crime family. They probably launder that much cash every day or two. R & B could scrape through this settlement if their insurance pays up. Of course, if Windy City and AAA Avgas manage to pin all the blame on Billy and Rick by winning the lawsuit they’ve brought against R & B, this entire discussion is moot. Surely Cumming knows that. What’s going on beneath the surface here that we don’t understand?

      “Does anyone accept responsibility?” Penelope asks.

      Good question. Whoever takes the rap can probably say good-bye to a future in the aviation industry.

      Cumming shrugs. “Given the mountain of evidence that is coming to light against them, it’s clear that R & B has to.”

      Well, that explains what this is all about. AAA Avgas stays in business. Windy City, too… assuming the rich pricks want to keep playing around in the air-tourism business. Rick and Billy—the only defendants in the case who need the work and love aviation—will find themselves cast into the wilderness without a pot to piss in.

      “So, you want to pin the whole mess on our client,” I say.

      “Our clients can’t be shown to be liable,” Daniels blurts.

      The implications of his statement escape me, at least until I sense Penelope tense at my side.

      “Your clients?” she asks sharply while Cumming glares at Daniels. Then, with barely constrained venom, she adds, “and here we thought Senator Milton was your client in this matter. You’re representing the interests of AAA Avgas, as well? Or is it Windy City? Maybe both?”

      Daniels is wearing a deer-in-the-headlights expression.

      “Can we say conflict of interest?” Penelope asks sharply. “We heard you were spending a lot of time with Wisnowski. Now we know why.”

      “Does the good senator even know about this conversation?” I ask Cumming. I’m having difficulty coming to terms with the notion that a firm as storied as Butterworth Cole could be involved in something so slimy—and I’ve developed a decidedly jaundiced view of the state of business ethics.

      “Of course, he does!” Cumming splutters unconvincingly.

      The snake!

      Penelope wags an admonishing finger at the other end of the conference table while her eyes settle on Daniels. “I think that’s going to turn out to be a very damaging gaffe, Matty.”

      I sense Daniels’s career flashing before his eyes as he reddens and shoots a terrified sideways glance at his boss. The murderous expression on Herbert Cumming’s face suggests that those fears are well placed. Daniels’s young colleagues look almost as frightened as he does. I meet his gaze and lift my water glass in a little toast before taking a sip.

      Penelope slowly rises to her feet and, in a parody of Herbert Cumming’s earlier pretentious professorial performance, begins to pace slowly around our end of the table. “Another mistake you folks seem to be making is to assume that you’re the only people with sources inside the NTSB investigation and law enforcement.” Her eyes settle on Cumming. “Of course, to those of us who are familiar with Butterworth Cole’s leadership, that level of hubris isn’t unexpected.”

      To my surprise, the possibility that we might have our own conduits of information seems to blindside Cumming and company. Although it might be working to our benefit at the moment, their lack of regard for the legal juggernaut known as Brooks and Valenti rankles. Penelope has stopped pacing and is glaring at Cumming as if she’s having the same thought.

      I slap both palms down on the tabletop and fix what I hope is a shrewd smile on my face. “You’d just love to wish away any questions about how a novice pilot named Megan Walton happened to be at the controls of that aircraft on September eighth, wouldn’t you?”

      Cumming looks as if he’s about to wet his pants, not exactly the expression one expects from an arrogant senior partner of a prestigious Chicago law firm.

      I channel Ben Larose. “Poor Megan was marginally rated in that aircraft—perhaps not even that. Her instructor is a pretty sketchy guy, so who knows how that rating came about, huh? Then there’s the apparent nepotism involved in her landing the gig at Uncle Jonathan’s company to consider. What does Senator Milton make of that?”

      “Probably nothing,” Penelope sneers. “His attorneys probably haven’t told him about any of this.”

      “Unless he has sources that are keeping him apprised of the NTSB investigation,” I say, tag teaming with my partner while my eyes bore into Cumming. “Think that’s a possibility, what with him being a senator and all?”

      Penelope fixes Cumming in her sights and once again demonstrates a mastery of the law and legal research that I can only aspire to. “Did you put in the time and effort to do a deep dive into the corporate structure of your client?” Before he can answer, she adds, with exquisite sarcasm, “Oh, I’m sorry, I should have specified that I was talking about Windy City Sky Tours, which is purportedly Wisnowski’s client. How does that work, Herbert—she sets up shop apart from Butterworth Cole so you can work both sides of cases and share a percentage of billings and settlements?”

      Cumming seems to have recovered his poker face as he stares back at her without uttering a word. His young flunkies are going to have to work on perfecting their poker faces. With the exception of Matty Daniels, their wide eyes and surprised little O-shaped mouths suggest they can’t believe what their fearless leader has been up to. Daniels appears to be the only one who knew.

      “There’s that hubris again, Herbert,” Penelope scoffs with a smile that is anything but a pleasant expression. Her eyes track between him and his acolytes. “None of you remembers the dangers of hubris from Greek mythology?”

      Nobody replies. Cumming is staring at her with open hostility. The others are simply afraid. I stifle a chuckle. She is so kicking their asses.

      Penelope braces her hands on the edge of the conference table and stares hard at our cowed adversaries. “Your friends, clients, or whatever they are—Jonathan Walton, Caitlyn Tyson, and Oliver Franklin—were pretty clever in their bid to shield their personal assets from any legal jeopardy arising out of the operations of Windy City. I imagine that’s why Walton is cocky enough to trust that his lawyers have succeeded in erecting an impenetrable force shield around him and his pals, huh?” She pauses while a thought seems to occur to her. “There’s that hubris thing again. Hmmm. Maybe that’s why you’re all in bed together? Shared hubris.”

      I’m not sure exactly where she’s headed with her little lecture, but I’m enjoying the ride. Our Butterworth Cole friends are not. My partner’s IQ may well exceed that of everyone else in this room. Combined.

      “Tony was right about Megan Walton being the key to understanding your settlement offer,” Penelope says directly to Cumming. She waits for him to respond. He doesn’t. She straightens up, braces her right elbow in her left palm, rests her chin in her other palm, and taps the end of her index finger on the tip of her nose. I know the move but realize that she’s not really pondering the problem; she’s just playing with her audience.

      “It seems to me that your Windy City friends are in deep doo-doo if Megan Walton is found to be at fault for the crash, gentlemen,” she continues. “Especially if it comes out that she was underqualified to be flying paying customers in an aircraft like the Cessna 210. Hmmm?”

      “There’s been no suggestion of that,” Cumming shoots back.

      Penelope arches her eyebrows as if she’s surprised to hear so silly a thing. “Maybe not that you’ve heard about.”

      I finally twig onto where Penelope is going. “That would suggest stunning negligence on the part of Windy City Sky Tours, wouldn’t it?” I ask Cumming.

      He doesn’t bother to respond.

      Penelope fixes another laser stare on Cumming and agrees with my assessment. “Yes, it would. A clear case of gross negligence and willful misconduct of that magnitude would almost certainly pierce the veil of liability that Windy City’s owners are trying to hide their assets behind.”

      Meaning that Senator Milton would have a clear shot at the personal fortunes of Jonathan Walton, Caitlyn Tyson, and Oliver Franklin, in addition to the assets and liability insurance of Windy City and the estate of Megan Walton. That’s some serious coin. I turn an admiring look on Penelope. As usual, even when I thought I’d worked out where her head is, my partner was already a step or two beyond the rest of us. The junior Butterworth Cole attorneys seem to be as surprised as I am. Cumming doesn’t. If he knew this, shouldn’t he have been pushing to prove the Windy City gross negligence and willful misconduct that Penelope is postulating?

      The disdain dripping from her words and the malice in her eyes telegraph Penelope’s belief that that’s precisely the outcome Cumming is seeking to prevent with today’s settlement offer. “So, Herbert, what client are you acting on behalf of this morning? The Walton family? The Tysons? The Franklins? I know that each of those families are Butterworth Cole clients, and you’re clearly not protecting the interests of Senator Milton here.”

      Cumming stares imperiously down his nose at Penelope as if she’s a fly on a hot dog that he’s about to shoo away. It strikes me as a stunning display of arrogance in the face of such a devastating accusation.

      “Actually, never mind,” Penelope says with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I’m sure the Illinois Bar Association will get to the bottom of it.” She gathers up her purse and portfolio before she leads me to the door leading out of the conference room. Then she pauses and looks back. “As for how deeply you’re in bed with the Lucianos and their lawyers, I guess we’ll just put a bug in the FBI’s ear and let them muck around in that mess.”

      Cumming’s arrogant expression disintegrates into dust the moment Penelope mentions making a referral to the FBI.

      “I think you know where you can stick your settlement offer,” I say in a snide aside.

      Penelope shoots a surprised, unreadable look my way. “We’ll show ourselves out.”

      “They can stick their settlement offer? What was that?” she asks hotly when we’re in the elevator. I know I’m in trouble but don’t know why until she adds, “If we can get Rick and Billy’s insurance company on the hook for the two and a half million and R & B doesn’t admit to any wrongdoing, I’ll take the deal in a heartbeat.”

      Oh. Sorry, Billy. Sorry, Rick. Sorry, Mel.

      Penelope’s gaze softens by the time the elevator reaches the lobby. She punches my shoulder as we step outside, winks, and warns me, “I’ll beat you up next time you tell anyone that we’ll do something without talking to me first. Understand?”

      Properly chastened, I nod.

      She meets my gaze. “I’ll touch base with Cumming this afternoon to let him know that we’ll take the settlement offer under advisement and discuss it with our client.”

      What if Cumming spurns Penelope’s olive branch because of my asinine outburst? “I’m sorry,” I mutter.

      She waves my apology aside and sets off down Wacker Avenue with me following meekly in her wake. By the time we reach the parking garage, my mind is once again fully occupied with my missing daughter. Having allowed myself to get caught up in the intrigue and fun of sticking it to Cumming, I haven’t given a thought to how Joe will react to what just happened. I put my head in my hands and sob silently after we get in the car.

      Penelope reaches across the seat to touch my shoulder. “Brittany?” she asks softly.

      I shrug and nod. More than you know.
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      After Penelope dropped me off, I endured yet another afternoon where no progress was made in the search for Brittany. I microwave my third consecutive dinner of penne pasta, wash it down with a beer, break out the bourbon, and glumly settle into Papa’s La-Z-Boy. Jake sent some technicians by earlier to sweep the house. No cameras. No listening devices. So, that’s a bit of a relief. His print guy left a mess on and around the La-Z-Boy that took me twenty minutes to clean up. No word yet whether or not the exercise proved fruitful. I’m sure Jake will tell me when he knows something. There’s also promising news on the R & B front, however. Penelope calls to inform me that Butterworth Cole will await the results of our consultation with Billy and Rick regarding the settlement offer. Which leaves the matter of Billy and Rick finding the means to pay their portion. To that end, we have an affidavit from Rick’s hepatologist stating that Rick’s liver issues and transplant were the result of a genetic condition, not alcohol abuse.

      “You’ve been busy,” I say. “Still in the office?”

      “Afraid so,” she replies. “I just scheduled a face-to-face meeting with a lawyer and senior claims executive of R & B’s insurance company. With the hepatologist’s report, they’ll have to reinstate Rick and Billy’s policy.”

      “And if they don’t?” I ask, suspecting the insurer won’t give in without a fight. In all likelihood, it will produce a hired gun or two who are willing to dispute the testimony of Rick’s doctor.

      I can hear the smile in Penelope’s voice when she replies, “I’ll threaten them with a massive lawsuit to not only reinstate the policy but to pay damages. I’ve done a little research for precedents.”

      “And you like our chances?” I ask.

      “I do.”

      “Well, then, so do I. Did you have a nice chat with your pal Herbert?”

      She laughs. “A nice chat? With Herbert Cumming? No, but it was productive.”

      “I’m a little surprised he was willing to wait on us regarding the settlement.”

      “We shook him up earlier today, partner. He’s running a little scared right now.”

      “He should be,” I grumble, thinking about the crooked bastard screwing his client.

      “He’s prepared to withdraw his insistence that R & B accept responsibility for the crash.”

      “You’re a magician,” I say. “How did you manage that?”

      “I believe he’s come to the erroneous conclusion that I won’t file a complaint about him playing both sides of the client fence if he makes that concession.”

      It’s hard to believe the guy worked with Penelope all that time without learning a thing about her. If he’s counting on her doing anything other than the right thing, he’s a damned fool. Cumming is an arrogant asshole, but he’s not a fool, so something must have led him to make that error in judgment.

      “Why do I suspect there’s more to the story?” I ask.

      “One might say that I didn’t forcefully disabuse him of the notion when he pitched it,” she replies with a trace of humor in her voice.

      “Didn’t forcefully disabuse him, huh?” I say with a chuckle.

      “Well, I didn’t disagree, but I certainly didn’t agree. I had Mom sit in on the call as a witness.”

      “Well done, partner. Next steps?”

      “I’ll draft a complaint to the Illinois bar over the weekend and tuck it away in my desk drawer until we get what we’re after,” she replies. “If anyone questions the delay, I’ll just say that it took me several days to put it together.”

      I chuckle again. Penelope can draft a complete brief and craft complicated trial motions in the time it takes most of us to have a cup of coffee. “Sounds like you’ve had a productive day,” I say. “Why don’t you go relax for the rest of the evening? Hell, take the weekend off, too!”

      She laughs softly. “I just may take you up on that generous offer, partner. Have yourself a good weekend.”

      I pour myself a glass of bourbon, plop my ass back into the La-Z-Boy, and take stock of the R & B case. Penelope, as always, has done outstanding work. We might actually be on the way to justifying the trust Billy showed in us when he put this in our hands. Wouldn’t that be nice?

      Yes, but it won’t bring Brittany home. It might even ensure that she never does. I wonder if there’s a way to leverage the Cumming situation against Joe. Not likely, but it’s something to think about.

      The doorbell rings. I don’t think I’m expecting anyone, but my muddled mind wonders if I’m wrong as I peer through the peep hole and see an urbane man standing on the front porch. I initially mistake him for Mr. Rosetti, a retired community bank manager who was a fixture on Liberty Street until recently moving to Florida. Perhaps the resemblance to Mr. Rosetti causes me to let down my guard, or maybe it’s just my incomprehensible level of emotional and mental exhaustion that leads me to crack open the door. The man already has the screen door open and pushes past me into the house. I catch a whiff of cologne while I try to process what is happening. When I turn to look at him, the stranger lifts the butt of a handgun an inch or so out of a shoulder holster inside a perfectly tailored, gray pinstriped suit jacket, holds a finger to his lips, and reaches past me to close the door.

      “Sorry to invite myself in so rudely, Mr. Valenti,” he says in an odd mixture of Italian- and British-accented English. “I have not come to harm you, but to discuss matters of mutual interest.”

      Anger is stirring within me as I realize that I’m probably speaking to another mobster who feels welcome in my home. “Who the hell are you?”

      “All in good time,” my visitor assures me as he walks into the living room. “It may be that I am a friend and ally. Perhaps not. Please, let us sit and discover which it will be, no?”

      He sounds so reasonable and I’m so weary that I simply shrug and fall into Papa’s La-Z-Boy. He settles into Mama’s easy chair, sitting very straight and proper while he crosses his legs primly and straightens the blue ascot at his throat. He’s a handsome man I guess to be in his late fifties or early sixties, with a full head of immaculately styled gray hair. His nails are impeccably manicured. When he smiles at me, his snowy-white teeth are straight and even. I hope to hell I look this good at his age.

      “Who are you?” I repeat.

      He steeples his fingers and studies me for a long, unsettling minute before he speaks. “I have come all the way from Italy to speak with you, Mr. Valenti. I hope we can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      “Will it bring my daughter home?” I ask harshly.

      He appears genuinely distressed when he softly says, “I pray for the safe return of your daughter, Mr. Valenti. Please understand that I am not involved in that unfortunate situation.”

      Damned if I don’t believe him.

      “The situation with Brittany is, however, indirectly related to my visit this evening.”

      My patience, never the greatest at the best of times, is sorely lacking tonight. “Get to the point,” I direct Mr.—did he even give me a name? “What’s your name?” I ask in a tone meant to discourage argument or dissembling.

      His eyes settle on my glass of bourbon. “What are you drinking, Mr. Valenti?”

      Is this guy for real? Yet his manner is so studiously courteous that it’s hard to take offense. I give him a tired smile. “I’ll tell you as soon as you give me your name.”

      His smile widens as a full-throated chuckle escapes him. “And so you open the negotiations. My name is Matteo Giordano.”

      I nod and raise my glass an inch off the armrest. “Bourbon.”

      He tilts his head sideways an inch or two in. “This is an American whiskey, no?”

      I nod again. This guy really isn’t from around these parts. Too urbane. Too gentlemanly. Doesn’t know his whiskey. Then there’s the ascot. Yeah, I can see him at home in an Italian villa on the shores of the Mediterranean.

      “Would you be so kind as to offer me a glass?” he asks. “I should like to try it. I have heard it is a sweet variation on Scotch whisky. Which sounds just about exactly how I would set about making Scotch potable,” he adds with a smile.

      Potable whisky? I laugh and hoist myself out of my seat. “Where the hell did you go to school?” I ask him as I make my way to the side table where we keep the booze. Am I really joshing with an Italian mobster? I am. Christ, I must be tired.

      “I assume you are really asking where I learned to speak English?”

      I nod while unscrewing the top from a bottle of Maker’s Mark. Didn’t I just open this last night? I wonder as I upend it and realize it’s already three-quarters empty. “I guess I am asking that. Somewhere in the UK?”

      “University of Rome and Cambridge,” he replies, then adds with a chuckle, “which is where I learned terms such as potable.”

      I hand him his bourbon and take mine—which I topped off, of course—back to my seat. I settle back and study my guest as he samples my whiskey, swishing it around his mouth with a thoughtful look on his face. Perhaps I was overly hasty in concluding that Matteo Giordano is a gangster. He looks across at me as he swallows, then delivers his verdict on the booze.

      “Quite nice.” He rests his glass on the armrest with his long, elegant fingers wrapped around it and says, “So.”

      “You came to me,” I remind him. “What’s this about?”

      “Your FBI is making certain inquiries in my country concerning matters we prefer not to have attention drawn to.”

      I stare back at him without comment. He’ll have to get a touch more specific if he hopes to enlighten me.

      “I am a businessman, Mr. Valenti. A portion of my business is done somewhat outside the law, if you will.”

      A spark of anger flares to life deep within me. So, he’s a damned gangster, after all, one who fancies himself a businessman. The guy has apparently gotten his hands on a legitimate business venture or two and thinks he’s civilized. Bullshit. He’s just a sanitized version of Joe. I ease forward in my chair and growl, “Have you come here to threaten my family?”

      He actually looks a little pained at the harshness of my outburst. “Perhaps you will allow me a few minutes to explain myself?”

      I decide to accommodate him. After all, the guy forced his way into my house with a gun, which he still has. I managed to lose sight of that while we were talking whiskey a minute ago.

      “If it will make sense out of your visit, what the hell?” I mutter.

      “Thank you,” he says courteously, then sips at his whisky again.

      With this demeanor, the guy can’t be much of a gangster. He proves me wrong within seconds.

      “My brother is a senior leader of Ndrangheta in Italy, Mr. Valenti. I have come to see you at his request. Have you heard of us?”

      I nod. After learning last year of Papa’s run-in with a local offshoot of Ndrangheta when he was a young man in Italy, I did a little research. “You’re the even more murderous group of thugs that oversees the Cosche bastards who kidnapped and raped my aunt in Calabria, right?”

      “That unfortunate incident is the basis for your father’s recent difficulties,” Giordano says without responding to my insult. “Rest assured that the rape of your aunt is unacceptable to us.”

      “But kidnapping her and holding her for ransom was just business?”

      I catch my first glance of the gangster lurking beneath the urbane veneer. “We will make no progress if you insist on being argumentative, Mr. Valenti.”

      I stare back at him, wondering about the difference between business and criminality in his world. Kidnapping a young teenage girl for ransom is merely “business,” but brutally raping her for the gratification of some horny bastard is criminal. Granted, the second is more reprehensible than the first, but how am I supposed to deal with someone whose moral code is this twisted? But deal with him I must, or so it appears. “So, your people wish to kill my father?”

      He shakes his head. “Not at all, Mr. Valenti. The truth is that a small circle of us knows that Francesco is staying with his sister in Penne. We do not wish him harm and will not share his whereabouts with his hunters at this time.”

      I feel the blood drain from my face as my heart rate skyrockets. These people know where Papa is? And what does “at this time” mean?

      “I tell you this to demonstrate that I am not your enemy, Mr. Valenti,” Giordano says in a reassuring tone while I revisit the bourbon bottle. He waves off my offer of a refill. “We would like the attention of American law enforcement diverted away from our affairs. Things have been somewhat difficult for us of late. Too much police scrutiny, if you will. Some of our associates have become, shall we say, too greedy. Too bold. Perhaps not unlike your former colleague at Sphinx Financial, Mr. Hank Fraser.”

      I can’t even begin to imagine where this is leading, although the suggestion that the practices of my old employer are in any way akin to how the Mafia goes about business hits a little too close to home. I lift my glass to my lips with one hand and circle my other in a “go on” gesture.

      “Let us speak of Francesco first,” he says after adjusting himself in his seat. He takes another tiny sip of bourbon, all but smacks his lips in approval, and settles his gaze on mine. “When we first began to hear rumblings that American police were making inquiries via Interpol about old events in Orsomarso, we were concerned enough to do a little research. This is how I learned about the kidnapping and rape of Francesco’s sister and the retribution he took.”

      I recall Jake telling me that he was exploring the Italian angle through Interpol. I assume that’s what Giordano is referring to.

      He continues, “In one respect, the killing of the rapist is honorable and admirable.”

      “In one respect?”

      Giordano nods. “On a personal level, very much so. On an organizational level, it is not helpful for people to believe they can defy us and prosper from doing so. In Francesco’s case, the brother of the man he killed is now determined to avenge his long-lost sibling.”

      “So, killing my father for an incident fifty years ago is an organizational imperative?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m afraid you misunderstand what I wish to convey. I’m sorry to be unclear.”

      Jesus, it’s all I can do not to apologize for misunderstanding. “Try again,” I mutter.

      “We would prefer that this man not pursue his personal vendetta and are prepared to take the necessary steps to ensure that he stops.”

      I like the sound of that but suspect there’s a catch.

      “As I say, we are businessmen, Mr. Valenti. So there is a cost to all things.”

      And there’s the catch. “And what is the price of my father’s life, Mr. Giordano?”

      “The whereabouts of your father is information of value, don’t you agree?”

      I stare back at him with a face of stone.

      “Someone will prove willing to pay for that information, Mr. Valenti… either to harm your father or to put an end to the contract hanging over his head. Will it be you who pays or the man who seeks vengeance?”

      In my current state, I have limited tolerance for bullshit, apparently even when it comes from an armed gangster. I blow out an exasperated sigh. “Jesus Christ, just name your price, will you?”

      Giordano’s eyes widen and an ember of flame flares in them but quickly dies. “We can make that problem go away and guarantee your father’s safety for two hundred and fifty thousand American dollars.”

      In other words, it’s going to cost me $250,000 to have Giordano and his people do whatever they are planning to do in order to end an inconvenience to themselves. I sag back in my seat and drink off a healthy slug of booze. Where do they expect me to find a quarter million dollars?

      “We know you can raise those funds, Mr. Valenti.”

      You do, do you? Maybe I can, but I have neither the time nor inclination to work that out just now. I’ll find the bloody money somewhere. Somehow. Of course, there’s the minor detail of whether Papa is even alive.

      “How do I know you haven’t already killed Papa?”

      “His sister would tell you of his death, no?”

      “We’re not in touch.”

      Giordano seems surprised by the answer. He studies me for a moment. “Operational security, I assume?”

      I nod.

      “Perhaps a wise precaution,” he allows. “You have no way to contact him?”

      “No.”

      “Interesting,” he muses. “Would I be here to guarantee his safety if he were dead?”

      How would I know? He’s a gangster, for God’s sake. I stare back and counter with, “You want me to accept the word of an extortionist?”

      He sighs. “We do have honor, Mr. Valenti.”

      “Can you send me a picture or something?”

      He shakes his head. “We know where he is. We don’t have him under surveillance. You will simply have to take my word that he is safe.”

      I guess I don’t have much choice. I’m hardly going to throw Papa to the wolves for the sake of playing a weak hand. Oddly enough, I believe the man. Then again, I’m emotionally and physically exhausted. I nod, then decide to push the conversation in another direction. “What about my daughter? Can you help me with that?”

      “As I said before, Mr. Valenti, kidnapping for ransom is a business transaction.”

      “She’s fifteen years old!”

      He nods sympathetically. “Were it my daughter, I would feel as you do. I must tell you, however, that your daughter is not our concern.”

      I glare at him. There’s really nothing I can say to that.

      He tilts his head an inch or two to the side and studies me. “Unless you’re a reasonable man, Mr. Valenti?”

      A jolt of adrenaline surges through me. Is he suggesting he can help? If so, it will definitely come at a cost. I’m willing to pay anything to get my daughter back. Unfortunately, the $250,000 demand for Papa’s safety will undoubtedly tap me out—assuming I can raise even that much. Then again, we’re talking about my daughter. Who takes priority? Her or Papa? What an impossible situation.

      Giordano continues to study me as I wrestle with the problem of how to prioritize the survival of the most important people in my life. We both know I have limited options and few cards to play. The bastard looks as if he’s intrigued by my quandary and is curious to see which way I’ll jump. Desperate I may be, but I succeed in clearing my head long enough to recall a primary tenet of Negotiating 101: Don’t appear overeager to accept what’s on offer.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I shoot back.

      “I may, perhaps, be in a position to assist in the safe return of your daughter.”

      I feel a surge of hope as he ponders whatever thought has occurred to him.

      “Of course, I am a businessman,” he reminds me.

      I know he’s a respectable “businessman,” so long as one accepts the premise that extortion is properly classified as business. “How much?” I ask impatiently.

      He tents his fingers and smiles. The jerk seems to take perverse pleasure in placing a price on lives. “I have a healthy cash flow, Mr. Valenti. You do not.”

      Tell me something I don’t know, asshole.

      “The truth is that you don’t have enough money to be of interest to us,” he says thoughtfully. “No, I think perhaps a favor is best.”

      “A favor,” I say flatly. What kind of favor can I do for this guy?

      He nods and uncrosses his legs to sit forward. “While most of my business is in Italy, I do have some interests here in America. Perhaps a day will come when I encounter a problem that can be resolved only by someone with your talents and status as a lawyer. Having you on standby to assist in resolving such a problem would be of value to me, Mr. Valenti.”

      I can’t believe I’m entering into a negotiation with a mobster about how I might be of future service, but here I am. I set my glass aside. I’m starting to feel the booze and can’t afford impaired judgment while dealing with this man.

      “A question?” I ask.

      He nods.

      “I know the Luciano family is mixed up in all this. I’m also at least somewhat aware of what their ‘business interests’ entail. To put it mildly, these are not people I wish to be associated with in any way, at any time.”

      He listens with interest but doesn’t betray the slightest hint of what he might be thinking.

      “How closely are you related to the Luciano family?” I ask.

      The hint of a smile touches his lips while he considers his reply. “I’m not, Mr. Valenti. At least not directly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I have no formal relationship with them.”

      My skin crawls at the prospect of what this “favor” might entail. Defend some goombah in court against charges for crimes that harm innocent people? Murder? Human trafficking? Kidnapping? Prostitution? Drug dealing? I might be able to live with my conscience if I did some work for this guy that involved more or less legitimate business such as tax avoidance or financial fraud: white-collar crime in which people aren’t physically harmed. Yeah, I’m rationalizing—everything these people do hurts someone, somewhere, somehow. On the other hand, we’re negotiating for Brittany’s safety. Is there any depth to which I won’t sink to that end?

      My eyes stray to my almost-empty glass. I force myself to look away. “I don’t suppose you can be more specific about this favor?”

      He considers the question but doesn’t immediately reply.

      “Perhaps we can negotiate some exclusions?” I ask hopefully.

      “Let’s set that aside while I give it some thought,” he finally says as he sits back and casually recrosses his legs. “We should clarify our existing arrangements before we consider another.”

      “How so?”

      He looks me squarely in the eye. “There can be no ambiguity about the specific terms of any arrangements we may come to, Mr. Valenti. None. As I’m sure you can imagine, the consequences should you fail to deliver on a commitment will be unpleasant.”

      Unpleasant? Loved ones maimed, kidnapped, or murdered? Maybe a limb lopped off? An acid bath? “Yeah, let’s be clear.”

      “For two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, the contract that is currently on your father’s head will be canceled.”

      The contract currently on his head? “That sounds considerably more limited than your promise to make the contract go away and to guarantee my father’s safety,” I counter. “Perhaps you can clarify your offer?”

      “The brother of your father’s victim has contracted with the Lucianos to eliminate your father. That contract will be terminated.”

      “That’s it?” I ask in stunned disbelief before a wave of outrage washes over me. “Leaving that Cosche piece of shit free to put out another contract or come after Papa himself?”

      Giordano arches an eyebrow.

      I think back on our conversation about the $250,000. “To hell with that. You promised that two hundred and fifty thousand dollars would guarantee my father’s safety, not buy him an extra few days or weeks and leave him looking over his shoulder every day.”

      Giordano purses his lips thoughtfully, stares off into the fireplace for a long moment, and then nods. “I believe you are correct, Mr. Valenti. I can see how my words might be interpreted that way. My apologies for not being clear.”

      I stare back at him and wait for more.

      “I am a man of my word,” he adds. “We are agreed, then. You have my promise that the matter of your father’s safety will be resolved.”

      “Good. Thank you,” I say as a wave of relief washes over me. As he dips his chin and nods, it occurs to me that I may have just issued a hit of my own. How do I feel about that? Not so good, even as I rationalize it as trading some nameless gangster’s life for Papa’s.

      “There is more to this matter,” he continues.

      I sigh. “What?”

      “You’ll recall that our primary motivation in approaching you is to prompt an end to the interest your police have in our business.”

      “I don’t see how accomplishing that is within my power.”

      He smiles. “Oh, but I think it is. The inquiries through Interpol were in regard to your father’s problems from Orsomarso. If you pass the word to the police here that the danger to your father has been removed, there should be no reason for the American authorities to continue poking their noses into our affairs. Business can then return to normal.”

      He makes it sound so simple. Maybe it is. “I can certainly pass that along.”

      “I assume you will speak to your friend, Detective Plummer.”

      Is there anything about my life this guy doesn’t know? It’s unnerving as hell to realize how closely these people have been watching me and how deeply they’ve probed into my life. He knows this, of course, and is using the knowledge to keep me off-balance. And compliant, I suppose. Well, he’s going to have to work a little harder to make me that malleable.

      He leans forward and gives me a look signaling that I should listen very carefully to what follows. “It would be best not to disclose my visit when you speak with Detective Plummer, Mr. Valenti. The police in America would not consider me a welcome visitor.”

      Meaning he’s wanted by law enforcement. Great. At the moment, I’m probably guilty of harboring a wanted criminal.

      “Should the police learn of my presence here and detain me, it could prove to be more than a simple inconvenience, Mr. Valenti. It would needlessly complicate or even preclude our business together.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s an explanation or a warning,” I mutter.

      “Both.”

      I nod while a fresh tentacle of fear creeps into me. “Understood.”

      He smiles. “Of course, you understand such things. You are a paisano yourself.”

      I’m not your bloody paisano. My friends aren’t a bunch of murdering thugs. Not that I dare give voice to those thoughts. I screw up the courage to return to the topic of my daughter. “I want Brittany home.”

      “As I said, Mr. Valenti, that depends on whatever terms we may agree to. The ball is in your court.”

      And I haven’t got a clue how to return his volley.

      “I see that this is something of a quandary for you,” Giordano says after a moment. “If I may make a suggestion?”

      I nod.

      “If we are to proceed in the matter of your father, he will be under our protection the minute your funds clear. Not a minute before. Capisce?”

      “I totally understand,” I seethe. Papa’s at risk until I pay up.

      “A point to consider in that regard, Mr. Valenti. Time is of the essence. Your father’s location is an asset we currently possess. It is of value to others, as well.”

      “I know.”

      “You are familiar with the expression ‘a bird in hand is worth two in the bush?’”

      “Yeah.”

      “The promise that you will raise two hundred and fifty thousand dollars is like a bird in the bush, Mr. Valenti. Your father’s hunters would also be happy to compensate us immediately for that information. Perhaps not as much as you have agreed to pay, but they have cash readily available—cash in hand, if you will, whereas your two hundred and fifty thousand dollars is still somewhere in the bush. I suggest you act quickly on our offer.”

      I take a deep breath as outrage stirs within me.

      “Relax, Mr. Valenti. We do have a deal, but our patience is finite.”

      “I already told you that I don’t have that kind of cash lying around the house,” I shoot back with a mixture of anger and fright.

      He smiles. “Because you don’t have that kind of cash. Here or anywhere. We know this, but we also know that you have the means to raise it. I only suggest that you do so without undue delay. We will be watching.”

      “It’s Friday evening,” I remind him.

      He nods. “Unfortunate timing, I agree. While you wait for the banks to open on Monday, you will have time to weigh my offer concerning your daughter. That is a matter of perhaps more urgency. I can do nothing to influence events concerning Brittany unless we come to an agreement. It would be a shame were something to befall her while you think things over, wouldn’t it?”

      I rummage through the kitchen cabinets until I find a couple of old paper sandwich bags, the only kind Mama ever used for lunches. No plastic baggies for Mama. I take one to the living room and tuck Giordano’s glass inside. I’m pretty sure he’s exactly who he said he is, but I’m not going to screw up again on the chance that he isn’t. Of course, I don’t know what to do with it. As usual, I’m painted into a corner. Do I tell Jake about the newest gangster in my orbit?
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      It’s a good thing Penelope called an hour ago to remind me that I’m due in the office by nine o’clock, even though it’s Saturday morning. I was already awake, but the work appointment had slipped my mind while I riffled through my latest investment statements, desperately trying to figure out how to raise a quarter of a million dollars in short order. My brain has been scrambled since Matteo Giordano walked out of my home last evening. I polished off the bottle of bourbon I shared with him and made a good start on another while I had an initial look at the investments. In my inebriated state, a solution didn’t offer itself. I woke up this morning hoping things would look better in the morning light. They don’t.

      My thoughts turn to Brittany after I cast the paperwork aside and head for the bathroom. Can Giordano really save her? Does he know if she’s still alive? He seems to know a hell of a lot, but does he know that? Why the hell didn’t I ask him last night? I’d do so now, but I have no way to contact him.

      “We’ll be in touch,” he had informed me as he let himself out.

      After a quick shower and shave, I hop into my Porsche and arrive at the office only five minutes late. Not a big deal as our appointment is scheduled for ten o’clock. We’ve come early to prepare for our visitors.

      Penelope greets me with a grin. “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

      “I was awake when you called,” I protest.

      “You look like heck,” she observes after giving me a long look. Then she moves closer and gives me a sniff. “Have a little too much to drink last night?”

      I still stink after gargling a gallon of mouthwash? Rather than simply answer the question honestly, I toss out a line I heard somewhere or other. “I might be feeling a little storm-tossed.”

      “Storm-tossed?” she says with a snort. “You look and smell hungover.”

      “Well, it’s much the same thing, but storm-tossed sounds ever so much more romantic, doesn’t it?” I ask in a lame effort at levity. I’m embarrassed and a bit ashamed about waking up less than sober. The drinking is becoming a bit of an issue again. It sure as hell isn’t going to help me save Brittany, but I reason that losing myself in a fog of alcohol helps maintain my sanity for a few hours at a time.

      Penelope smiles the smile of the exasperated.

      “Do I smell like a brewery?” I ask.

      She ponders the question, then shakes her head and replies, “Maybe like we’re a block or two away from one. Have you eaten?”

      Meals have become a decidedly hit-or-miss proposition. Most of the normal activities of life have. I shrug. “Forgot, I guess.”

      Out comes her cell phone. I listen to her side of the conversation while clearing off my desk.

      “Mom? Can you stop and pick up a bagel or two on your way in? Tony hasn’t eaten. I know… we’ll just need to keep harping on him. Thanks, see you shortly.” She drops the phone back into her purse. “Mom’s bringing you a couple of bagels. They should sop up whatever alcohol is still sloshing around your stomach.”

      After I tuck the last of my meager desktop accoutrements into a drawer, it’s time to complete the transformation of  my office into the Brooks and Valenti conference room. Penelope helps me push the desk back into a corner. Then we drape a starched white linen tablecloth over it. Voila! Our conference room has a side table to hold a coffee pot, stainless-steel water carafe, and a dozen of Penelope’s scrumptious home-baked muffins. I head for the back hallway, where an oversized walnut folding table sits on a wheeled furniture dolly. I trundle that back to my office, where Penelope helps me wrestle it off the dolly and unfold it. God knows how old the thing is, but it doesn’t look too makeshift, not after Papa stripped it down to bare wood and refinished the wood to a museum-grade gloss. This is the Brooks and Valenti conference room table. We place the little visitor chairs from our offices around it somewhat self-consciously—we’re well aware that the result is a far cry from a typical law office conference room. We considered buying more appropriate chairs, but they wouldn’t fit in our offices. There’s nowhere to store full-size chairs in our sprawling premises, anyway. We make do.

      All the while, through chatter about the Netflix movie Penelope watched last night and speculation about what we will discover at ten o’clock, the fallout from Giordano’s visit percolates through my mind. The $250,000. The “favor.” How do Giordano’s directives square with those laid down by Joe? How the hell do I balance the competing demands? Who do I involve?

      “Ah, here’s Mom,” Penelope says when we hear the front door crash closed at nine forty-four. She heads out to reception and is back within seconds to launch a paper bag from Daigle’s Deli at me. “Breakfast!”

      I snag the bag in midair and dig out the first of two plain bagels. I prefer sesame seed, but Penelope banned them during our second month of operation after I’d strewn seeds all over the conference room table just before a client meeting.

      “Be quick about it, partner,” she orders.

      Joan Brooks, jack of all trades, plays the role of transcriptionist at Brooks and Valenti, Discount Attorneys at Law. She walks in pushing a little cart holding a court-reporter-typewriter-like thingamajig and a tape recorder.

      I hold up my bagel and mutter thanks around a mouthful.

      She nods while she plugs in her thingamajig and sets it up. Then she retires to her desk to play receptionist, leaving me alone with Penelope. I collapse into a chair while my partner eases the door closed and comes back to stand nearby as I polish off bagel number two.

      “Anything new?” she asks with quiet concern.

      I assume she’s referring to Brittany, although it could be Papa, or maybe even the R & B file. I look back at her for a long moment. Where in hell to begin?

      “Tony?” she prompts softy before she reaches up and holds a finger to my temple. “I can hear the wheels grinding in there, partner. Please let me help.”

      I’m surprised to feel my scratchy eyes well up like a fire hydrant being cranked open.

      “Oh, Tony,” Penelope says as she pulls my head to her shoulder.

      The urge to tell her everything is overwhelming. From a strictly professional perspective, she absolutely deserves to know of the connection between Brittany’s kidnappers and our case representing Billy and Rick. Not that we have time to get into that now. Maybe after the deposition.

      As if on cue, the door opens, and Joan announces the arrival of our guests.

      “Let them know that we’re almost ready for them, Mom,” Penelope says. Then she hands me a clutch of Kleenex to dry my eyes and blow my nose. I nod in appreciation and then, in a superhuman feat of pulling one’s shit together, turn off the tear ducts.

      Penelope pauses with her hand on the doorknob and meets my gaze. “Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      She’s back within the minute, trailed by an exquisitely groomed woman in a plum knee-length dress who looks like something out of a fashion magazine. In her wake follows a young woman wearing jeans and an orange sweater. She falls just short of beautiful and is clearly the woman’s daughter. The fragrance of expensive perfume wafts off one or both of them, hopefully masking any residual hangover odor coming from me. Mother walks straight to me with her hand extended, drooping “just so” as a badge of her femininity. I almost feel as if I should dip to one knee and kiss the back of her hand. Everything about this woman’s appearance and demeanor spells one word: Money.

      “September Larkin,” she announces by way of introduction.

      September?

      She notes my surprise and titters in a coquettish laugh just short of a giggle. “Mother named me after my birth month.”

      I paste a smile on my face and nod. September Larkin seems to be cut from the same cloth as the Rice family and the assholes at Windy City Sky Tours… not exactly my favorite type of people.

      She reaches back to clutch the hand of her daughter and drags her forward. “This is my daughter, Sapphire,” she announces proudly, feeling the need to add, “Sapphire, of course, is September’s birthstone.”

      Oh, isn’t that just precious? I’m taking time away from the search for my daughter for this? The poor girl looks as if she wants to die. Penelope’s and my eyes meet in a sardonic echo of my initial reaction.

      Penelope, whom September has so far chosen to ignore, steps forward and forthrightly extends her hand. “I’m Penelope Brooks, Mrs. Larkin.”

      “Senior partner of Brooks and Valenti,” I add, earning myself a wry smile from Penelope. What the hell, September’s misogyny shouldn’t go unpunished.

      September nods curtly at Penelope and turns back to me. “Sapphire was well acquainted with Megan Walton.”

      Penelope nods, then settles into a seat at the table, motioning for our guests to do likewise. September is informing us about her family’s social standing when Joan bustles in to extend September and Sapphire the courtesy of our beverage service. Sapphire accepts a bottle of chilled spring water. September takes a horrified look at the Mr. Coffee brewer on our side table and waves the offer away.

      Penelope smiles at the girl. “You were friends with Megan?”

      Sapphire nods.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Penelope says softly.

      September, apparently unhappy to be shunted aside, leans in and injects herself back into the proceedings. “Was Megan Walton’s cell phone recovered?”

      “You’d have to ask the NTSB about that,” Penelope replies.

      September isn’t pleased with the answer. She turns to me and demands to know where Megan’s cell phone is.

      I shrug. “If it wasn’t recovered with her body, it’s probably at the bottom of Lake Michigan.”

      She’s either bewildered or scandalized by the possibility. “How can that be? Why wouldn’t they try to find it?”

      I’m tempted to reply, “Plane crash. Little object. Big lake,” but simply offer up another shrug instead.

      “The aircraft wasn’t intact when they found it,” Penelope says.

      “But surely they looked?” September presses.

      Penelope ignores the question and focuses on Sapphire. “As I explained to your mother over the phone, we will be treating this as a legal deposition, complete with a stenographer and a digital recording of our conversation.”

      Sapphire seems a little startled.

      Penelope sits back, carelessly throws one leg over the other, smiles, and says reassuringly, “It helps us capture the information accurately. No need to be nervous. Okay?”

      Sapphire smiles tentatively and nods.

      “Are you ready?” Penelope asks Joan, who presses the Record button on the digital recorder and positions her fingers over her court reporter thingamajig.

      “When did you last see or speak with Megan Walton?” Penelope asks once the preliminaries such as date, time, and names are out of the way.

      “The July Fourth weekend.”

      A teeny lifting of Penelope’s eyebrow mirrors my own surprise. September had intimated that her daughter and Megan Walton were BFFs. How likely is it that best friends, especially best girlfriends, wouldn’t see each other for over two months?

      Penelope is on my wavelength. “Were you both in Chicago over the summer?”

      “I think so.”

      Penelope leaves it there and asks, “What did you wish to share with us about Megan?”

      September steps in. “Would Megan’s phone be usable if they found it?”

      Sapphire rolls her eyes. “For God’s sake, Mother, I told you they don’t need Megan’s phone to see her social media feeds.”

      September shoots her daughter an indulgent smile and then looks from me to Penelope and back again. “Everything these kids say or do or even breathes is on social media nowadays. Did you know?”

      I nod. Hell, even I know that.

      Penelope refocuses on Sapphire. “What did you want to tell us about Megan?”

      “Have you seen her social media accounts?” Sapphire asks back.

      Penelope shakes her head. “Megan’s accounts were shut down immediately after the accident.”

      “That’s not surprising,” September says with her mouth twisting into a spiteful grimace. “That girl was the epitome of the spoiled high school rich bitch who grows into an irresponsible party girl. Megan didn’t give a damn about other people. You have no idea how that little witch simply brutalized poor Sapphire during high school. It’s just like her mother to hide the evidence by shutting her social media accounts down.”

      This is some sort of high school Mean Girls vendetta? Please, God. Spare me.

      September’s face morphs from spiteful to hateful with her next outburst. “If someone had put that girl and her bitch of a mother into their places years ago, perhaps none of this would have happened.”

      This dates back to Mommy’s high school trauma? There better be more to this than September hoping to stick a knife in an old rival.

      Sapphire seems to be embarrassed by her mother’s bullshit. She ignores September and leans in to say, “There’s something from last spring you probably need to see.”

      “What’s that?” Penelope asks.

      “Megan was bragging about bribing her way into whatever she needed—a qualification or something—to fly the planes her uncle’s tour company uses.”

      Even sleepy-headed, hungover me is electrified by this revelation.

      Penelope sits up straighter and asks, “Megan said she paid a flight instructor to get her rating for the Cessna 210?”

      “Is that the kind of airplane Megan was flying when she… she crashed?” Sapphire asks.

      “Yes, it is,” Penelope replies softly.

      A veil of sadness washes over Sapphire’s face.

      “Do you remember who else might have heard Megan talk about that?” I ask.

      “Oh, everyone,” she replies.

      “Was this at a party or something?”

      Sapphire shakes her head at me. “Megan posted about it on social media.”

      My spirits sink. All record of Megan’s social media has long since been scrubbed by her family. Sapphire leans across the table to Penelope with her cell phone in hand, taps the screen a few times, does a finger swipe or two, and presents the screen for inspection. I inch sideways to look. Apparently, not even the Walton family has the clout to erase all record of their daughter’s social media presence.

      “I’m in!” exclaims a social media post under a photo of a smiling Megan Walton. “Uncle Jonathan had to pay the asshole instructor a boatload of money to get him to pass me, but I’m rated on Cessna 210s! Yay! Come fly with me on Windy City Sky Tours starting next Thursday!”

      Penelope gets Sapphire to text screen shots of a couple of dozen pertinent posts, befriends her or whatever they call it on this year’s hot social media app, and thanks her for coming in. I’m happy to usher September and her daughter out of the office.

      My good spirits evaporate by the time we set about returning my office to a respectable executive suite.

      Penelope claps her hands and smiles. “This is great! It totally changes the landscape of this case.”

      Does it? I wonder. Bobby is still dead. Is Brittany? What it doesn’t change is Joe’s demand that we betray our clients. When I don’t hop onto the happy dance wagon, Penelope’s brow furrows with concern.

      “What’s up, partner?” she asks. “You look like a ghost just walked over your grave.”

      Penelope’s mention of ghosts and graves is distressingly apt for the realization that just blindsided me. What will Joe do if Billy and Rick win? Would their victory be a death sentence for my daughter? My mind swirls from one depressing thought to another while I imagine a slew of frightening possibilities. I take Penelope’s hand and lead her to my desk after we finish putting my office back together. After she settles into a guest chair, I lean my butt against the desk and look down at her. “We need to talk.”

      “About?”

      I walk around the desk and drop into my office chair, then dip my head and rub my temples while I search for the words to tell my partner that we can’t win the case against Windy City and Avgas … at least not yet. Do I tell her everything? Does she need to know about Matteo Giordano? In the end, I realize there’s no way to dance around the crux of the problem, which is Joe’s demand that we throw Billy and Rick under the bus. I draw a deep breath, cast my eyes to the ceiling in what might be an actual prayer for mercy, and then drop them to study Penelope while I launch into the story of Joe. Once I start spilling my guts, I don’t stop until she knows everything, right through to Matteo Giordano’s parting words last night.

      By the time I finish, her facial expression passes from initial shock and disbelief to bewilderment and finally hurt. “I can’t believe you haven’t shared a word of this with me, Tony. I’m your partner. I’m your friend.”

      I repeat the parts about Joe threatening me if word of his visits got out.

      “Joe warned you not to speak with the police, so I understand why you didn’t tell them right away. But me, Tony? You don’t trust me?”

      I apologize, rationalize, and make every excuse I can think of, but I know damned well I should have spoken with Penelope the morning after Joe first appeared in my living room. She deserved that. Billy and Rick deserved it, too. I get up and fix myself a coffee. Penelope declines my offer to get her one as well. I snag a couple of muffins before I sit down again.

      Penelope leans back in her chair, crosses her legs, and runs her hands through her hair several times while she thinks. Is she going to throw my ass out and terminate our partnership right here and now? I sample my coffee while I await my punishment.

      Penelope finally meets my gaze and surprises me by asking, “Have you got access to two hundred and fifty thousand dollars?”

      She’s not throwing me out? I shake my head. “Not in cash, no.”

      “Liquid investments?”

      Again, I shake my head. “I’ll call my investment guys on Monday morning to see what I can get my hands on quickly.”

      She gives me a long look. “What about the Titan settlement?” She’s referring to the million dollars she’d extracted from Titan Developments in a lawsuit over the harassment and other skulduggery that had been employed in the effort to drive my parents and their neighbors out of their Liberty Street homes.

      “All Papa’s,” I reply.

      “All of it?”

      “His house. His money.”

      She shakes her head softly and gives me a gentle smile. “I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me. It was the decent thing to do.”

      Have I just been called decent? By someone I’ve just betrayed?

      “What about the Fleiss Lansky settlement?” she asks next, referring to my payout from the wrongful-dismissal suit. While satisfying and nothing to sneeze at, the settlement hadn’t produced anywhere near as big a payoff as the Titan action did. A good portion of the Fleiss Lansky windfall was gobbled up by legal fees and a mountain of credit card debt I’d run up while unemployed. More was invested in our legal partnership.

      “What’s left is invested,” I tell her. “I’ll find out how much of it is accessible—and how quickly—on Monday.”

      She nods, then strikes her thinking pose. “You know, that quarter million this Giordano guy demanded is really for Francesco’s benefit.”

      I nod.

      “Francesco has all that Titan money, plus the house. At the risk of sticking my nose somewhere it doesn’t belong, this is really his issue. He’s the guy who shot the man in Italy way back when. He’s who the killers are after now. Right?”

      I nod again.

      “Seems to me that Francesco should be the guy footing the bill for his own safety, Tony.”

      “I don’t disagree.”

      “Then that problem is solved?”

      “You’d think so, right? He’s got the money in CDs at a few different banks.”

      Penelope looks relieved while she mimics ticking an item off an imaginary list. “Perfect. One down.”

      “I wish it were that simple,” I mutter. “In the rush to sneak Papa out of the country, I didn’t get him to execute a financial power of attorney.”

      She groans. “So, all that ready cash and no way to get at it.”

      “Right,” I confirm before getting up to score another couple of muffins.

      “Can you send the paperwork to him wherever he is now?” she asks.

      I haven’t told her that Papa landed in Penne, Italy. I do now. “We’re not in contact, though. Too risky.”

      She slumps lower in her seat and mutters, “Darn it.” Then she brightens. “I’ve got some money in IRAs and a few other investments. I’ll round up what I can if you’re short.”

      I feel like even more of a heel now than I did five minutes ago. How the hell did I not realize that I could trust Penelope with anything and that she’d be solidly in my corner come what may?

      “Okay, I think we’ve taken that talk as far as we can at the moment,” she announces while reaching across my desk to snag a muffin. “What about this Joe guy? How do we balance Brittany’s safety against Billy and Rick’s interests?”

      I turn my palms up, collapse back into my seat, and brush muffin crumbs off my shirt. “I haven’t got a damned clue. I’ve been thinking about it for days and haven’t come up with anything workable.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve been shouldering all this alone, Tony. You should have come to me.”

      I nod gratefully. “I know that. Now.”

      “What do the police say?”

      “They’re still investigating. They haven’t gotten anywhere.”

      “That’s frustrating,” she mutters in disappointment. “They’re usually all over missing kid cases and, well, after what happened to Bobby, you’d think they’d have a little more sense of urgency.”

      “They don’t know everything,” I tell her softly.

      Her eyes narrow. “Pardon me? What haven’t you told them about?”

      “Giordano.”

      She dips her head and rubs her forehead between her thumb and fingers. “But he explained quite a bit you didn’t know, didn’t he? Put some things in proper perspective?”

      “True.”

      “You need to tell Jake Plummer about him, Tony.”

      “What if Joe really does have eyes and ears in the police department?” I counter. “He knows Pat and Bobby’s parents filed missing person reports, so he doesn’t blame me for Jake knowing that the kids are missing. If Jake gets wind of Giordano and Joe finds out, though, things could get dicey.”

      “Assuming Joe even knows about Giordano.”

      “Of course, he does!”

      Penelope looks at me in pity. “This guy’s really gotten to you, hasn’t he?”

      One might say so. I think back to Jake telling me that Joe is hardly Superman. Maybe Penelope has a point.

      “You’re not thinking straight, Tony,” she continues. “The police are the guys to trust here, not this Joe character. You’re playing right into his hands.”

      “I don’t want her to get hurt.”

      She gets up and comes around the desk and rubs a hand in soothing circles around my back. “Then you need to get the police involved with everything, partner. Trust them to play their cards close to the vest.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “They will,” she assures me. “A final thought?”

      “What’s that?”

      “We can’t leave Billy and Rick twisting in the wind. We have a responsibility to them that we can’t put off indefinitely.”

      “Brittany’s safety comes first!”

      She nods sympathetically and lays a hand on my shoulder. “Agreed, but we don’t know how things really stand with Brittany.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “As much as I, or anyone, hates to consider it, we need to be alive to the possibility that Joe may have already killed her.”

      I can tell how much it pains her to have this conversation, but I’m still pissed at her for giving voice to the unspeakable.

      “It’s possible that Joe plans to use the time he’s bought to make a play to put the screws to our client, Tony. We can’t give him the opportunity to do so.”

      I can’t believe she’s prioritizing a civil lawsuit over the safety of my daughter. “We’ve got Sapphire’s deposition.”

      Penelope settles her hands on my shoulders and gazes into my eyes. “And if Joe knows about that?”

      The possible answers are all varying shades of disaster. “We’re giving him time to eliminate Sapphire.”

      She nods.

      I head home to spend the rest of Saturday searching for a quarter million dollars I’m not sure I have.
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      I’m still counting pennies when Jake calls to tell me that we need to talk.

      “We know who Joe is,” Jake announces triumphantly an hour later as he settles into a seat in the cramped office at Zack’s Used Books. We figured meeting here would be safe, with me coming in the front and him slipping in the back door from the alley. Zack Menzies runs his bookstore from a small steel desk wedged into a tiny office that also holds a trio of four-drawer file cabinets. The building has the peculiar smell of burnt dust caused by ductwork in dire need of cleaning.

      “What’s his real name?” I ask.

      “Giuseppe Vitale.”

      “So, he really is an asshole named Joe,” I mutter, Giuseppe being the Italian equivalent of Joseph.

      “Yeah,” Jake mutters with a wry smile. “Right on both counts.”

      “Are you picking him up?” I ask tentatively. My initial burst of excitement was immediately tempered by the realization that this could be a bad thing. Like the dog that finally chases down that elusive car, the outcome of the encounter may prove tragic for the pursuer. In this case, Brittany’s death could well be an unintended side effect of catching up to Joe. Which is backward thinking, I suppose. How else will we get her back?

      Jake shakes his head. “We know who he is but not where he is. We’re looking, though. So is the FBI. The question is: Now what? Even if we do locate him, do we move in on him? That could put Brittany in mortal danger if….”

      I have no difficulty surmising the unspoken next three words: she’s still alive.

      “Then there’s your father to consider. A lot of moving parts in this thing, all interconnected in some way.”

      I nod.

      “Makes it hard to know what to do,” he says unhappily.

      “I know.” I relate the story of Sapphire Larkin’s visit. “Penelope and I don’t know what to do next.”

      Jake shakes his head and frowns. “Ain’t that a bitch? You’ve finally got the bastards by the balls, and you’re scared to squeeze.”

      “Penelope raised the possibility that waiting might put Sapphire at risk.”

      “How so?”

      “Gives Joe time to track her down if he gets wind of her story.”

      Jake blows out a long sigh. “Your partner has a point. Then again, Joe probably doesn’t know anything about Sapphire.”

      “But he might. Can’t you take her into protective custody or something?”

      Jake dips his chin and rubs his hands over his face. “I’ll look into it.”

      “If we sit on the information and we lose her, we’re doing Billy and Rick a disservice for nothing,” I continue. “Especially if Joe already killed Brittany.”

      Jake winces. “We’ve been kicking options around with the FBI. It’s hard to know what to do, you know? Do we push harder and risk tipping off Joe and his pals to their peril? Nobody wants to put Brittany at risk, but the longer she’s gone, the better the odds become that something bad will happen.”

      “Or has happened,” I add morosely.

      He nods. “We wish we had more information to work with.”

      I can’t hold his gaze and drop my head to study the floor. There’s still Matteo Giordano to discuss.

      Jake stirs, and an edge creeps into his voice when he says, “Now is the time to come clean if there’s anything else you haven’t told me, Mr. Valenti.”

      The use of my surname brings my eyes up to his. He’s angry.

      “Your daughter’s well-being may well depend on us knowing everything there is to know.”

      “There is one other thing.”

      “Damn it!” he exclaims with disgust before I get another word out, which kind of pisses me off.

      “It just happened on Friday night,” I say defensively.

      He throws his hands up in the air. “Today is Sunday!”

      “When were you planning on returning my call from yesterday?” I retort. I’d heeded Penelope’s plea and called Cedar Heights PD, leaving a message for Jake to call me ASAP.

      He looks confused. “Yesterday?”

      “Yesterday. I left a message for you at work.”

      Anger flashes across his face. “Sorry, then. Mind you, you could have called my cell.”

      “I don’t have the number.”

      That surprises him. He scribbles it on a notebook page, rips it out, and pushes it across the desk. “You also could have called the feds. I gave you a name and number.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t know them, don’t necessarily trust them, suspect they might have balled things up.”

      Jake takes my little diatribe in stride, then asks, “What’s this other thing you forgot to mention?”

      “Grab your notebook so we only have to do this once,” I suggest. He does so with a wry smile. Then I tell him about Matteo Giordano’s visit.

      Predictably, he blows up. “Another mobster?”

      I suspect he’s angrier about gangsters crawling out of the woodwork than he is about me speaking with them. Still. “It’s not like I’m inviting these guys over!”

      Jake sighs and nods. “Fair enough.”

      “The feds would have gone after Giordano if they’d known he was here, wouldn’t they?” I ask. “Even if it put Papa and Brittany at risk.”

      “Probably so,” Jake allows.

      My interests aren’t aligned with the FBI’s interests. Something to keep in mind. “Anyway,” I say, “Giordano called me this morning to follow up.”

      “Did you get a number?”

      “Blocked, of course. He’s probably back in Italy by now.”

      Jake nods in agreement. “Probably so.”

      “Anyway, I told him I’ll do everything I can to raise the 250K tomorrow when the banks and markets open.”

      “And until then?”

      I shrug. “He reminded me that Papa’s safety isn’t guaranteed until I pay up and they take care of the situation.”

      “Speaking of which, any mention of what ‘taking care of the situation’ entails?”

      I swallow and shake my head. “No, and that’s been bothering me.”

      “How so?”

      “What does taking care of the situation mean?”

      He shrugs his shoulders in a “don’t ask me” gesture.

      “They won’t kill him, will they?” I ask anxiously.

      “They might. I doubt they’ll want to keep eyeballs on him for any length of time.”

      “I’m not sure I can live with paying for a hit.”

      “Then don’t think about it, Tony. Remember Ed Stankowski?”

      I swallow and nod.

      “All right, then. To hell with this guy. He’s got it coming to him.”

      He’s right, I suppose, but it’s going to take some time for me to process things. In the meantime, there are more pressing concerns. “Giordano knows where Papa is.”

      The detective’s eyes widen. “He has the address?”

      “He didn’t mention an address, but he knows Papa’s in Penne with his sister.”

      Jake is clearly shaken by the news. “How the hell can he know that?”

      Like I know.

      “Jesus H. Christ,” he explodes. “I played that close to the vest. Real close.”

      I shrug again. If Jake doesn’t know, I sure as hell haven’t got a clue.

      “So, what next?” he mutters.

      I feel as if I’m lost in a fun house maze of mirrors. “I don’t know! My daughter is probably dead, and we’re trying to figure out how to bring in Joe without putting her in danger. What do we do about a gangster from Italy who knows where Papa is hiding? Hell, the bastard might have already popped Papa. Either way, he’s going to walk away with two hundred and fifty thousand dollars of my money that maybe I could have used to free Brittany.” I push my chair back so hard that it topples over. “The hell of it is, there’s no way to know!”

      Jake watches my blowup without comment. After I pluck the chair off the floor, drag it back to the table, and sit down, he meets my gaze. “There is a way to check on Francesco.”

      There is? Why the hell hasn’t anyone told me? Not trusting myself to speak civilly, I gesture at him to continue.

      We’re interrupted by a knock on the door. Zack Menzies pokes his head in. “Everything okay in here?”

      Jake nods and gestures at me. “Yeah, this clumsy ass fell off his chair.”

      Menzies smirks at me and backs out.

      “The kid who picked up Francesco and Max in Austria… your nephew, isn’t he?” Jake asks.

      I nod. “Beppe.”

      “Odd name, but he sounds like a good kid. Max and Beppe worked out a backdoor channel just in case one of them needed to reach the other.”

      “And?”

      “Beppe’s girlfriend’s sister runs a café that he frequents. Max has a sister who lives somewhere north of Bumfuck, Maine. He and Beppe exchanged burner phones and worked out some kind of code to get messages back and forth. If Beppe needs to talk, he’ll call Maine, Max’s sister will get word to Max, and he’ll call the café in Penne. If Max needs to talk, same routine in reverse.”

      “Great. Let’s find out if Papa’s okay.”

      “My initial thought, as well,” Jake says. “But don’t you think Beppe would have tried to reach Max if anything was wrong?”

      There’s a certain logic in that, but. “What if something happened to Beppe, too?”

      Jake sighs. “Yeah, there’s always that possibility.”

      “There are altogether too many possibilities, almost all of them with shitty endings,” I grumble, then ask, “Why the burner phones? Why not just call her house?”

      “Couple of things. Max had the same question. Francesco’s sister doesn’t have a phone. Phone directories, mobsters bribing phone company employees, just too many ways for that to go wrong. When this all began way back when, they decided that sending letters was too risky. Someone peeks in a mailbox and sees a return address, you know. Anyway, they applied the same principal to phones.”

      “Almost sounds a little overly paranoid,” I say.

      Jake shakes his head no. “We’re talking about some nasty bastards, Tony. Your dad and his sister might have done the right thing. Worked well enough for fifty years, didn’t it?”

      “True.”

      Jake sits back and plants his palms on the desk. “The Giordano angle gives us another avenue to explore. I’m going to sit down with my FBI friends to see what they know about him and pick their brains on next steps.”

      “Will they be pissed that it’s taken me a day to reach out to you?”

      He chuckles. “Probably, but I think you hit the nail on the head about their knee-jerk reaction. Giordano’s probably wanted in the US, and that would override whatever concern the feds might have about the safety of Brittany and Francesco. The missed phone message may turn out to have been a blessing in disguise.”

      Sounds like I’ve done something right. Inadvertently, of course. “So, you’ll talk to the FBI.”

      He nods.

      I twist in my seat in a bid to get comfortable behind the desk, but there isn’t enough room to stretch, so I stand and push my arms straight up above my head. My fingers touch the ceiling when I do so. How in hell does Menzies work in this cubbyhole?

      I hope to God Joe doesn’t get wind of the FBI’s involvement. “The FBI is being careful, right?” I ask.

      “Sure. This isn’t their first go round with these people.”

      “Will I have any idea what’s going on?”

      Jake thinks that over for a long minute before he replies, “I’ll keep you in the loop as much as I can.”

      I slap my hands down on the desktop and lean over to hover above Jake before asking, “Meaning?”

      “What you need to know, you’ll know,” he replies curtly.

      “Where will you draw the line on that?”

      “Need to know. Any plans need to be tightly held for operational security.”

      I think I know what that means. I won’t be told a thing.

      He gives me a tight smile. “Yeah, just what you’re thinking. I’m not telling you a damned thing about whatever operational plans we decide upon.”

      Probably a wise idea. I resist the instinct to challenge his decision. He’s not going to bow to whatever pressure I try to exert. Nor will he respond to a heartfelt plea from a worried father. He’ll stand his ground and do whatever he thinks best. It’s a quality I’ve come to admire—even when it doesn’t get me what I want.

      “One more thing about Giordano,” I say.

      “Jesus, Tony. I thought you already told me everything.”

      I shrug. “This is a little vague. He said he might be able to help out with Brittany.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not really sure. The Ndrangheta is a bigger outfit than the Lucianos, right?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “Would the Lucianos follow an order from Italy?”

      Jake thinks on that for a long moment. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “What if Giordano threatened them?”

      “I don’t see it, Tony. I doubt the Ndrangheta is willing to put that much effort and risk their prestige over a matter as minor as this is. At least to them.”

      “What if they get something in return?”

      “You’ve got more money tucked away somewhere?”

      I shake my head. “No. Giordano mentioned me owing him a favor if he intervened.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Nothing, really. He caught me off guard.”

      “What can you possibly do for him besides pay ransom?”

      “Helping him out if he ever needs legal work done here.”

      “Jesus,” Jake murmurs while he runs a hand through his hair. “Whatever he asks won’t be legal. You know that?”

      I nod.

      “But if it gets Brittany back,” he muses.

      “Exactly.”

      “Cross that bridge when you get to it?”

      “I’m kinda thinking that way,” I agree.

      “I don’t know what to tell you. These are dangerous people, Tony. Cross them, well…”

      “I’m not even sure he can help,” I mutter. “Hell, he might just pocket my two hundred and fifty grand and walk away with it, leaving Papa to twist in the wind.”

      “Yeah, that’s possible,” Jake says unhappily. “Guess you need to decide how to play the favor conundrum.”

      I nod. “If it will get Brittany back, what choice do I have?”

      “Helluva spot to be in, pal. I wouldn’t presume to tell you what to do. Detective Plummer says that you should tell him to go to hell. Your pal Jake says you gotta look out for your daughter’s safety. Whatever you decide, be careful with these people.”

      “I will.”

      “I need to get to work, Tony. You go out first in case this Joe character has eyes on the place. I’ll visit with Zack for a bit and then slip out the back door.”

      I’m fully immersed in desperation and melancholy by the time I get home. Commiserating with Puckerface after I feed him underscores Brittany’s absence. I wonder if—just like Mama’s roses—nursing Puckerface along will end up being my way of trying to hang on to a piece of my daughter. I try to drown my sorrows in a fresh bottle of Maker’s Mark that takes me through the afternoon and into the evening.

      I stir in fuzzy bewilderment when the ringer on my phone wakes me up. My neck is bent into some sort of pretzel shape that refuses to yield to my attempts to roll or straighten it, my leg is asleep, and it’s pitch dark in the living room as I fumble about for the phone.

      “Hello?” I ask sleepily when I finally find it and connect the call.

      “It’s me,” Trish says in a tone that is equal parts concern and annoyance. “I haven’t heard from you in a couple of days.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble. She’s been so sweet and discreet, touching base now and again, not pressing for details, just letting me know she’s thinking about me and hoping for the best.

      “Have you been drinking?” she asks.

      “Maybe.”

      Her voice softens. “Maybe? You’re an adult, Tony. It’s legal. Can’t say I blame you.”

      Misery loves company. Should I ask her over?

      “No news about Brittany?” she asks, throwing a damper on whatever carnal thoughts are stirring.

      “No news,” I mumble. Mafia visitors notwithstanding.

      “Okay, then. Please keep in touch.”

      “I will.”

      “Now, go sleep it off,” she suggests with a trace of humor in her voice.

      If only I could sleep this nightmare away. Instead, despair burrows into me like a living thing creeping into the very center of my being. I wander the family home alone while I tumble deeper and deeper into a bourbon-fueled waking nightmare in which I’m faced with a life empty of the people I value most. Mama. Amy. Mel. Papa. Brittany. Fate seems to be squeezing me dry… using me up. Swallowing a bottle of pills or taking a long one-way swim in Lake Michigan might be the only way I’ll find peace if things go all to hell. That’s the bourbon talking, I know… but I’m starting to listen.
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      It’s now Tuesday, three days after my chat with Jake about Joe. Hard to believe it’s only been eight days since Brittany vanished. I’m at work again. Thoroughly exhausted again. Thoroughly discouraged. Again. Why am I even bothering to come to the office? It’s not as if it’s keeping my mind off my daughter. I’m drinking my first cup of coffee and thinking I should probably pack it in and go home when Penelope knocks on my door.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      “I suppose,” I murmur before I drain the rest of my coffee. I’m about to get up to leave when she walks in and sits down in one of my guest chairs.

      “I have a meeting in a few minutes that I’d like you to sit on, if you don’t mind.”

      Why not? And who am I to say no to Penelope. “Sure. What’s it about?”

      “It’s with the attorney from the insurance company that carries the R & B policies,” she replies. “He insisted on coming.”

      “Why?” I ask. As far as I know, everything has been worked out and R & B’s policy has been reinstated.

      “I know, right?” she replies. “This hardly needs to be handled in person, so I’m a little concerned that he might be coming to throw us a curveball. I’d like you with me in case this turns out to be trouble. I don’t want to end up in a he said, she said pickle.”

      Now I’m curious about the purpose for the meeting, too. “What time is he coming?”

      She glances at her watch. “Any minute now.”

      Like magic, Joan appears in my doorway and looks at Penelope. “Mr. Lennox is here, honey.”

      Penelope smiles. “Thanks, Mom. Tony will sit in.”

      Joan looks a little uncertain about that, but nods. I don’t blame her—especially if I look anywhere near as burned out as I feel.

      Randall Lennox smiles at Penelope with a gleam in his eye when we walk into the reception area to introduce ourselves.

      “So, your name is Penelope Brooks, huh?” he says with a chuckle,

      “And you’re Randall Lennox,” Penelope replies with a soft laugh. “Now we know.”

      I shake hands with Lennox as my eyes travel between him and my partner. “Anyone care to let me in on the joke?”

      “We were both at Butterworth Cole at the same time,” Penelope tells me.

      “Never met, never even knew her name,” Lennox adds.

      “Same,” Penelope says with a laugh.

      “Two ships passing in the night, as it were,” he says.

      Penelope does an eye roll. “How sad is that?”

      After a little reminiscing on their lives post-Butterworth Cole, we collect beverages—coffee for Lennox and me, tea for Penelope—and settle in the conference room.

      “So, you wanted to do this in person to reconnect with Penelope,” I say to Lennox.

      He shakes his head. “I had no idea she was here.”

      “Then why are you here in person?” Penelope asks.

      “Maybe I’ll explain when we finish up,” he replies enigmatically.

      What’s that about? I wonder warily.

      Finishing our business takes all of ten minutes before he hands us the official reinstatement letter, a copy of the policies, and asks us to relay his firm’s apology to Rick and Billy for the “unfortunate misunderstanding.”

      “Unofficially, can you tell us where the information came from that prompted your company to cancel the policy?” I ask.

      Lennox frowns. “I don’t know for certain.”

      “Can you ask around?” Penelope asks.

      He responds with a rueful smile. “I made a discreet inquiry or two about that and was rebuffed. Quite firmly, considering that I was only displaying a little curiosity about a matter I was litigating.”

      “Doesn’t add up,” I say.

      Penelope’s brow furrows. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “I assumed it had to do with alienating a client or something along those lines, but that didn’t quite feel right,” Lennox says.

      “Maybe they were afraid of someone,” I say. “As in physically frightened.”

      “You might have it right,” Lennox says as we start to pack up. “The guy who warned me off near wet his pants when I broached the topic.”

      Penelope gives him a searching look. “And that’s why you’re here, Randall? To warn us?”

      “Partially,” he replies. “Here’s another interesting tidbit. Rumor has it that none other than Herbert Cumming himself paid a visit to one of our executive VPs, only hours before we started to take an interest in Rick Hogan’s liver transplant.”

      “Really?” Penelope asks in disbelief.

      He nods “You shouldn’t be surprised. You worked there—you saw how Cumming operates.”

      “I suppose,” she murmurs.

      “Anyway,” Lennox continues, “now that I know who you are and that we’re fellow Butterworth Cole escapees, there’s something else I should pass along.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      A slow smile crosses Lennox’s face as he digs a Butterworth Cole business card out of his pocket and hands it to me. “You might want to talk to this guy. He’s a pal of mine from law school with a thing or two to get off his chest. He tells me that our Butterworth Cole friends are playing both sides of the fence on your case.”

      “Sleazy, but hardly surprising,” Penelope says with a snort of disgust. “I’d like to nail Cumming’s butt someday, but we both know how well he covers his tail.”

      Lennox winks at her. “Maybe you’re about to get your chance.”

      I give him an appraising look. “You almost left without giving that to us. Why?”

      He shrugs. “I wanted to take the measure of you folks before I slipped you the card. I’m not about to throw my pal to the wolves.”

      I nod. “Fair enough. He’s still with Butterworth Cole?”

      “For now,” he says as he reaches the door. “What you do with this from here on is your call. Hell, I’m not sure if it will help. Good luck.”

      After we say goodbye to Randall Lennox, a grin turns up the corners of Penelope’s mouth as she plucks the card from my fingers. “This could be sweet, partner.”

      I’m not convinced that we’ve been handled a cudgel we can wield in court, but Penelope may figure out a way to use it to bludgeon Cumming’s professional standing. My thoughts turn to my missing daughter as we enter my office. Brooks and Valenti are doing a very poor job of meeting Joe’s demand to throw the case. I relay my worry to Penelope.

      She frowns. “Ideas?”

      I drop into my chair and stare out the window. “I don’t think there’s a thing I can do for Brittany at this point. Her fate is in the hands of Jake and the FBI.”

      Penelope nods solemnly, sets her chin in her hand, and does the tapping on the tip of her nose thing.

      “The thinker,” I say wryly as I watch, but it’s me that comes up with an idea.

      “Let’s ask for an emergency meeting with Judge Ngo and make a big deal about wanting to discuss a settlement,” I suggest.

      Penelope looks startled for a moment before a smile teases her lips. “Good thinking, partner.”

      “Might buy us a few days if Joe gets wind of it.”

      “Oh, he’ll get wind of it,” she says as a smile blossoms on her face. “Wisnowski and Luigi, Cumming—someone has a direct line to Joe. In the meantime, I’ll reach out to Randall Lennox’s law school friend.
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      Jake Plummer calls me an hour later. “Where are you?”

      “At the office.”

      “I need to see you. Right now.”

      “Not here. Joe may be watching.”

      “Where, then?” he asks impatiently. His urgency is spooking me.

      “Go to our new office,” I reply after a moment’s thought. “It’s not unusual for me to stop by over the lunch hour to see how the work is going.”

      “What’s the address?”

      I give it to him and add, “If you get there before me, just go on in.”

      “Give me and Max ten minutes to get there before you leave. If Joe is watching, we’ll already be inside when you arrive.”

      The ten-minute wait to be on my way is torture. What’s up? Is Brittany okay? Is Papa? What other calamities might they be coming to tell me about?

      “What’s up, partner?” Penelope asks as I pace around the office like a zoo animal looking for a way out.

      “Detective Plummer needs to see me.”

      “Everything’s cool?”

      “Nothing’s cool,” I snap.

      She touches my arm gently. “Just checking that there’s no bad news, Tony.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “No worries.” We stare at each other for an awkward moment.

      “Good luck with Plummer,” she says before retreating to her office.

      I linger for five more slow-moving minutes before setting out for our future workplace. The building itself is a definite step up from the strip mall. We’re on the second floor, up a narrow staircase or a slow elevator ride from street level. The smell of fresh paint grows stronger as I take the steps two at a time before stepping into a bright space that will be Joan Brooks’s greatly expanded reception area.

      Jake and Max stare at me from the open doorframe leading into my new office. The wooden interior doors are all off somewhere to be stained. The place actually looks substantially complete. The painting is underway, only a couple of electrical fixtures remain to be installed, and the IT connections are mostly in place. The furniture is still to come. A pair of five-gallon paint containers sits beside freshly painted walls. Ladders are scattered about, drop cloths cover the floor, and paint rollers and brushes lie here and there.

      Jake waves a hand around. “Pretty nice place.”

      “Great windows,” Max adds.

      Both Penelope’s and my offices feature tall, wide windows. “One of the things I like best.”

      “When do you move in?” Jake asks.

      “Supposedly for Christmas,” I reply, parroting our contractor’s promise. He might actually keep this one. “That’s not why we’re here, guys. What’s up? Did you find Joe?”

      Jake nods. “Yeah. We’ll come back to that in a minute.”

      What’s more pressing than that? The obvious answer slams into my brain like a sledgehammer. Brittany.

      “Got a note this morning from the Italian police via Interpol to say that the problem in Orsomarso has been resolved,” Jake continues. “Guess you paid up?”

      I nod. With Penelope’s help and a margin loan against my investments, I scraped together Papa’s $250,000 ransom by noon Monday and promptly wired it to a bank in the Cayman Islands. The news from the Italian police confirms that it made its way to an account belonging to my latest Mafia buddy. Speaking of which, Giordano called earlier today regarding Brittany and the favor. I told him that I’ll do whatever the hell he wants if he can get her home. He was going to check into it and get back to me in the next day or two. He closed by reminding me that I’m agreeing to an open-ended favor, collectible at any time on his terms. I reluctantly agreed. With any luck, someone will blow him away before he comes to collect.

      “Giordano’s work, I imagine,” Jake says about the news from Italy. “Maybe a quiet word to cease and desist.”

      “A bullet in the head is a hell of a lot more likely,” Max adds from his perch on an upended empty five-gallon paint pail.

      Jake nods. “Yeah. Could be. Anyway, problem solved one way or another.”

      I feel sick deep in the pit of my stomach at the thought of the bullet-to-the-head solution, which would make my $250,000 blood money. Jake is studying me, perhaps intuiting where my thoughts have gone.

      “So, Joe,” he says.

      I’m happy to turn my thoughts elsewhere. “You found him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      “The FBI still isn’t sure where Brittany is, and moving on Joe is too risky without knowing. They’ll act fast if they locate her.”

      “If,” I mutter.

      “Afraid so,” Jake says sympathetically. “They’ve got a few wiretaps in place and are tailing Joe as best they can.”

      “As best they can?”

      “He’s Mafia, Tony. Most of them know how to shake a tail. There’s also the little matter of not spooking him, so the feds lose him now and then. They hope he’ll lead them to Brittany.”

      “How likely is that?” I ask skeptically. The FBI has known about Joe for four days. Nothing in their vaunted bag of tricks has helped us one whit to this point.

      Jake steps across to lay a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t despair. They’ve been picking up cryptic communications they think might be about Brittany. If so, that suggests she’s still being held.”

      Which suggests she’s still alive! “Held where?” I ask.

      “There’s the rub,” Jake mutters unhappily.

      “No ideas?”

      “Some. The feds are leery of poking around too closely for fear of showing their hand. That’s too risky for Brittany unless there’s a location to move on.”

      “Yet the clock is ticking,” Max mutters.

      Jake’s been pacing throughout the conversation, which makes me nervous. He’s usually a pretty calm guy, so the display of nerves is unsettling. He takes a deep breath and meets my gaze. “Me and Max have a bad feeling about where this is going and are worried as hell about Brittany. We think something is brewing.”

      “Why?”

      “The pattern of communication between the goombahs has changed,” Max answers. “New voices, more frequent chatter. Same code words but more urgency.”

      “The usual signs that something is developing,” Jake adds.

      “We’re wondering why,” Max mutters. “What triggered the new activity? Maybe word of what this Diamond chick told you got out somehow.”

      “Sapphire,” I clarify.

      Max shrugs impatiently. “Yeah, her. Did you send her to the NTSB? If not, how long can you hold off?”

      My shoulders sag. “Penelope and I got our wires crossed. She already filed against AAA and Windy City. She’s chomping at the bit to get moving with Sapphire.”

      Jake looks annoyed. “Maybe the court filings set Joe off.”

      “This Sapphire shit can’t wait a few days?” Max asks tersely.

      “Not long, if at all.” I explain Penelope’s fear that delaying may prove fatal to Sapphire and our case.

      “That’s a good point,” Max says.

      Jake tosses an unused paint-roller sleeve in the air and catches it. “Yeah, it is. The FBI was supposed to pick up Sapphire for safekeeping. Let’s hope they did. Anyway, what’s done is done. Maybe the court filings pissed off Joe, maybe it was something we don’t even know about. The important thing is that something is afoot.”

      “What does the FBI think?” I ask.

      Jake frowns while he continues tossing the roller sleeve. “We’re not all on the same page at the moment.”

      “How so?” I ask in alarm.

      “They don’t share our sense of urgency.”

      “We’re pretty sure Joe and his people are gearing up to make a move,” Max says. “If we’re right, we need to act now. The FBI isn’t so sure.”

      “But I think J.P. is moving our way,” Jake says.

      “J.P.?” I ask.

      “The FBI agent in charge,” he explains. “J.P. Duclos.”

      We fall silent, with Jake and Max presumably thinking next steps and me worrying that they’re moving too quickly. Or the FBI is going too slowly. Hell, I don’t know what I think. I only know that I’m worried sick. I tell them about the meeting with Lennox and our plan to seek an emergency hearing, and conclude, “We hope it buys us a couple of days with Joe.”

      Max nods in approval. “Two or three days may be all we need.”

      Jake misses catching the paint roller, which rolls under a ladder. He leaves it there. “Let me call J.P. to get the FBI take on things. If something’s going to happen, it’s probably going to happen soon.”

      “Like tonight,” Max grumbles.

      Tonight? “Then what?”

      “We’ll let you know,” Jake replies.

      “When?” I ask anxiously. “Not after the fact, Jake. Please.”

      He gives me a long look and answers with a noncommittal, “We’ll see. In the meantime, speak to your partner. No more new motions that might set Joe off. Keep this Sapphire news under wraps if you can.”

      “I’ll talk to her.” Whether it will make any difference, I don’t know.

      Max slaps his hands on his thighs and pushes himself up off the paint bucket. “Probably won’t matter, anyway. Dollars to doughnuts, something is going down tonight. We need to get our asses in gear,” he tells Jake as he heads for the door.

      “We’ll be in touch,” Jake assures me as he turns to follow.

      “Wait!” I exclaim. “Don’t I leave first?”

      Jake nods. “Jesus. I’ve gotta get my head out of my ass.”

      I touch his arm as I pass by on my way out. “No harm done.”

      As much as the days of uncertainty have been eating me alive, the idea of everything coming to a head as soon as tonight is even more frightening. The finality of that stirs up every fear in my being. I break into a cold sweat. If Brittany is still alive somewhere out there, she may not be by morning.

      Thoughts of her pour through my mind as I walk back to the office. Brittany the toothless baby gumming my fingers and then smiling up at me with her little pink tongue lolling about in her mouth. The precocious toddler toddling all about. My little girl, doting on Daddy before it became unfashionable to do so. The self-assured teen she grew into. The damaged teen she became after Michelle abandoned us. The memory of losing her to Michelle and Europe last year still bites hard, as does the fear of losing her again if Michelle and her father get their way.

      Those thoughts take me back to Gadsby’s—was it really only a little more than a week ago?—and the happy memory of Brittany going toe to toe with her mother and grandfather on my behalf. Not to mention Pat’s revelation about Brittany wanting to stay in Cedar Heights. The notion of another human being wanting to be with me is almost foreign. Thoughts of my brother’s assessment of me surface but don’t quite take hold, pushed aside by thoughts of Brittany’s support and Trish’s seeming approval. The years of being conditioned—or conditioning myself?—to feel inadequate are proving tough to overcome, but Brittany needs me to be strong for however long she has… be it hours, days, weeks, or hopefully decades to come. I feel so damned powerless. I don’t know what, but there has to be something I can do to help.
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      After a restless afternoon at the office following my lunch hour meeting with Jake and Max, I’ve dropped by Pat’s to feed Deano and take him for a trek around the block. He’s still slower than hell as he hobbles along in the rain, but at least he’s up and around and doesn’t seem as tender when I towel him off. He’s making progress. Physically, anyway, but the poor old guy seems to be down in the dumps. Deano’s probably wondering if he has a family anymore. He’s lapping up water from his bowl when my cell phone rings.

      “Where are you?”, Jake asks without preamble.

      “Pat O’Toole’s house,” I reply as I rip a handful of paper towels off a roll mounted on a counter spike. Deano has left muddy paw prints on the floor.

      After a pause during which I hear muffled conversation on the other end of the line, Jake says, “We’ll be along in a few minutes.”

      “Sure.”

      “Is there parking in back?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. We’ll come to the back door.”

      I stuff the phone back in my pocket and stare aimlessly out the window as my head spins out possible explanations for the impending visit. None of the scenarios I imagine ends happily. Jake’s going to give me a heart attack one of these days with his calls about needing to see me right away.

      “What’s going on, Tony? Has something happened to Brittany?”

      I look up to find Pat studying me with concern from the bottom of the stairs. She’s wearing faded jeans, a gray, long-sleeve T-shirt, and fuzzy Dumbo slippers that were a gift from her niece.

      “I’m not sure,” I reply. “Jake and Max are on their way here.”

      “You look scared.”

      I shrug and squat down to clean Deano’s paws, and then start in on a tummy rub. “Maybe a little. I’m a little frazzled in general.”

      She frowns and changes the subject. “I had a chat with Ben Larose today. The NTSB people were drafting their final report when they received some sort of bombshell information that put things on hold.”

      I think I can guess what that is. Penelope sent Sapphire Larkin to the NTSB with her Megan Walton story, but it’s not for public consumption. Not yet, anyway, so I can’t tell Pat about it.

      “Does Ben have any insight into the FBI’s plans regarding Billy and Rick?” I ask.

      “He thinks that can still go either way.”

      I guess there’s still room for hope on that score. Temporarily distracted, my hand has gone still on Deano’s tummy. His wet nose nudges my derelict fingers back into action.

      “Ben’s sources suggest the investigation is leaning toward a finding of pilot error, although they’re considering other contributing factors,” Pat continues. “Whatever new information they received supports the pilot-error theory.”

      Damned right it does.

      “Anyway,” Pat says, “the report will be delayed for another couple of weeks.”

      After I discussed Sapphire’s situation and our fears with Jake and Max, they spoke to their FBI contacts. The Feds agreed that the information should be held closely and have taken Sapphire into protective custody until Joe is rounded up. I hope they can keep her safe.

      Two car doors slam out back. Pat glances out the window while she stirs cream into a cup of tea. “Here they come.”

      I wait with my heart pounding against my ribs. I know something momentous is coming. Jake sounded on edge over the phone, and he and Max are stone-faced when they step inside. I give Deano’s tummy a final rub and get to my feet. The dog sighs in disgust, then turns his head away and rolls onto his side.

      “Tony,” Jake says curtly as he peels off his dripping jacket. Max merely nods a greeting.

      My flagging spirits revive a little when I recognize grim determination in their demeanors. They don’t look like a couple of guys resigned to delivering catastrophic news.

      Jake grabs Deano’s damp towel off the floor and starts to wipe his face, wrinkles his nose in distaste, then holds it away and studies it with disgust. I stifle a chuckle. Ah, the smell of wet dog. There’s nothing quite like it.

      “Can we speak with Tony alone?” Jake asks Pat after he drops the towel and reaches for the paper towels.

      Pat’s a little surprised, maybe even a little miffed to be kicked out of her own kitchen, but she recovers quickly. After shooting me a look filled with fear, she collects her tea mug and trudges up the stairs as if she’s ascending a hangman’s gallows.

      “Got any coffee?” Max asks.

      I put on a pot of coffee and dig three mugs out of the cupboard while he and Jake settle in around Pat’s kitchen table.

      “So?” I ask when I join them.

      “The FBI is moving in tonight.”

      My heart skips a beat. “They know where Brittany is?”

      “Not exactly,” Jake mutters.

      What in hell does that mean? “Is she okay?”

      Jake waves me off and says, “Sorry. Let me back up a bit.”

      “Okay,” I mutter impatiently while Max pulls a plate of cookies close and snags a few.

      “The FBI has come around to our thinking that something is going down tonight,” Jake says. “A move, maybe something more.”

      The words “something more” send a chill through me.

      “J.P. is pretty confident that they’ve narrowed Brittany’s whereabouts down to two possible locations.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      “Both are more or less local,” Jake replies.

      Whatever more or less local means. Probably not important. “They’ll hit both places at the same time?”

      Jake shakes his head.

      “What?” I ask in alarm. “Why the hell not? Those bastards will kill her the minute they know the FBI is after them!”

      Jake frowns. “Have you been following the news this afternoon?”

      “No.” As if I have time for that these days, or an inclination to watch some stranger kvetching about his or her fears for my daughter’s well-being—as if Brittany is something more than a vehicle to boost viewer ratings. “What did I miss?”

      “There’s a celebrity kidnapping and hostage situation in California.”

      I get up to pour three mugs of coffee and carry them back while Jake fills me in on the irrelevant details of events in California. As if I care. There are already sugar, sweetener, and creamers nestled in a basket in the center of the table. I peel two sweeteners open and empty them into my mug, dump in a couple of creamers, and wait while Jake fixes his coffee.

      “What does the BS in California have to do with us?” I ask.

      “J.P. was supposed to have two HRT teams on hand tonight,” Jake replies. “One is now on its way to Los Angeles.”

      “HRT teams?” I ask.

      “Hostage Rescue Teams,” Max explains.

      “What does this mean to us?”

      Jake eyes me steadily and says, “The FBI has only one team to hit two sites tonight.”

      Now I’m totally confused. One team. Two raids. “So, they’re going to hold off, right?”

      “J.P. is pretty confident that something’s going down tonight. You already know we agree with that. They aren’t going to wait.”

      “How in hell does this make any kind of sense?” I ask. “What if they target the wrong place?”

      “That would be a problem,” Max mutters. Jake nods in agreement.

      I try to wrap my head around the FBI’s logic. “They’ll hit one and then move on to the other if Brittany isn’t at the first place?”

      “It’s not quite that simple,” Jake replies. “Both locations are Luciano family safe houses. There appear to be people at both.”

      After pondering this for a long moment, the implications of it scare the shit out of me. “If they target the wrong location, word will reach the other place before the FBI can get there, right?”

      They nod soberly.

      “The goal is to pick the right spot,” Jake says.

      Why not just state the obvious?

      “The FBI has quite a bag of tricks in its arsenal,” Max says in a nakedly transparent attempt to soothe me.

      “They’ll try to jam communications into or out of the property they hit to prevent the other safe house,” Jake says. “With any luck, nobody will be able to sound the alarm.”

      With luck. Jesus. “And if they don’t get lucky?”

      “That could be very bad,” Max admits glumly.

      “The mob isn’t exactly in the Stone Age when it comes to technology, either,” Jake adds with downcast eyes. “Shutting down their communications isn’t a slam dunk.”

      This all sounds much too risky to me. What the hell became of the movie and television cops who have all the right tricks and tools to consistently clobber the bad guys inside of an hour or two? “Use a local SWAT team for one site?” I suggest.

      Max shakes his head. “The risk of a leak is too great.”

      “Then maybe they should wait,” I argue.

      “I don’t think so,” Jake says unhappily, underscoring the reality that they and the FBI feel compelled to play a hand they’d just as soon fold on.

      “But,” I murmur while knowing full well that there’s really nowhere to go with the thought. What’s about to happen is out of my hands. These two and the FBI probably know best, but that just builds on my feelings of impotency in the matter of saving my daughter. My idle hands reach for a peanut butter cookie. I chew and wash one down with coffee while battling to steady my nerves.

      Jake looks at me levelly. “Look, Tony, there’s no guarantee HRT can get her out safely even if they get the location right the first time.”

      It’s a sobering realization. I plant my hands on the edge of the table and push my chair back a couple of feet so I can rest my elbows on my knees. “They’ll go in sometime after midnight?” I ask. That’s how it’s always done on TV and in the movies, hitting the bad guys hard while they sleep, doze, or otherwise go comatose at just the right moment.

      “Normally, yes,” Jake replies. “Doctrine is to go during the wee hours.”

      “But maybe not tonight,” Max interjects. “We’re not sure we have that kind of time on our hands.”

      Jake nods. “That’s right. If the bastards have something planned for tonight, they won’t wait until the wee hours to do it.”

      We sit in silence for a long minute while I study my shoelaces. I suspect we’re all consumed with the same thoughts and fears.

      Jake and Max are studying me intently when I look up. A silent signal passes between them before they exchange a nod.

      Jake slides his chair back, slaps his knees, and stands up. “So, against an explicit FBI directive, we’re thinking that we’ll quietly stake out the second target location.”

      “Who’s we?” I ask.

      “Me and Max.”

      “Just the two of you?” Are they crazy? What the hell can two old cops accomplish alone against a nest of gangsters?

      “Maybe with one or two of Ed’s fossils, if we can arrange it,” Jake replies.

      “If we can find any of the candy-assed old bastards who haven’t already bugged out to Florida for the winter,” Max adds with the trace of a smile. Despite the direness of the situation, the old bugger is relishing the prospect of chasing after bad guys.

      The more I think about them going in on their own, the more aghast I am at the risk they’ll be taking. “Why don’t you take some regular cops with you?”

      Jake shrugs uncertainly. “Same security issue as involving a second SWAT team. I’m still smarting over Giordano knowing where we stashed Francesco.”

      “Can’t take a chance that Jake’s got a Mafia mole in his backyard,” Max mutters in quiet fury. “If I ever catch the bastard, he’ll get the same treatment the Mafia doles out to snitches. Throat slit and his balls stuffed down his throat.”

      I cringe at the visual. The vehemence of the statement and the look of rage on Max’s face startle me. I don’t think it’s an idle threat.

      “So, maybe just the two of us,” Jake says softly. The prospect doesn’t seem to sit well with him, yet he and Max are prepared to risk it all on behalf of my daughter.

      “I’m coming,” I blurt.

      “No!” they reply in unison.

      “Yes,” I retort.

      Jake settles his hands on the back of his chair and smiles grimly while he stares down at me. “What the hell would you do?”

      “I don’t know. Drive? Be an extra set of eyes and ears? Something, damn it!”

      They exchange another of their telepathic looks. Max nods. Jake nods back.

      “You any good with a gun?” Max asks me.

      “Remember Papa’s position on guns?” I ask.

      “Right,” Jake says with a snort. “So, the answer is no.”

      “That’s right,” I admit in frustration.

      Max watches the exchange, then turns to Jake. “Shotgun.”

      Jake thinks for a long moment before he nods and turns to me with a look of reluctant resignation. “I don’t like this at all.”

      “No choice,” Max says.

      Jake doesn’t look convinced as he continues to study me. “Involving you may turn out to be the biggest mistake I ever make, but we could use an extra body. If we can’t get a fossil or two organized, I guess you’re in.”

      Max reaches over and clasps my forearm in an iron grip while he stares hard into my eyes. “You’ll do exactly what we tell you to do. That shotgun will be for self-defense and only for self-defense.”

      Jake nods in agreement. “Understood?”

      I lick my suddenly dry lips and nod. “Understood.”

      Jake stares me down for a long moment, as if he’s assessing my response and deciding if I can be counted on in a pinch. Whatever he sees in my eyes seems to satisfy him.

      “We’ll need wheels to get Brittany away in a hurry if we end up springing her,” he tells me.

      “We’ll leave you with the car and the shotgun,” Max adds.

      I swallow. Mama always warned me to be careful about what I volunteered for. This certainly fits the bill, yet I don’t regret my impulsive offer to go along, no matter how much the prospect of what may lie ahead terrifies me.

      Jake steps back from the chair and mutters, “We need our heads examined.”

      Max shoots him a sardonic look before he finally releases my arm. “Just point and shoot that thing if you need to,” he tells me matter-of-factly.

      I nod slowly. “As long as Brittany isn’t around.”

      They exchange a concerned look. At the mere thought of me with a gun, or at the idea that I might end up in a situation in which Brittany is nearby and I have to shoot?

      “Right,” Jake finally says. “But if Brittany is there, she should be coming out with us.”

      “And if you’re not with her?” I ask.

      They stare back at me without comment.

      I realize that will only happen if Jake and Max have been taken out or are otherwise occupied, leaving me alone to face one or more armed gangsters.

      “That shouldn’t happen,” Jake assures me.

      Shouldn’t.
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      It hasn’t taken me long to disregard my first directive of the night. It’s been almost an hour since I dropped off Jake and Max on the shoulder of a secondary road. They are now making their way through several hundred yards of forest to our target, an old country farmhouse a few miles into Wisconsin. My instructions were to drive around the back roads while they crept through the woods. I did so for about ten minutes before my nerves got the better of me. What if I got into an accident or attracted attention from the local cops? What if the beaten-up old 2009 Dodge Journey Max had requisitioned from his son broke down? Max assures me it runs much better than it looks, but the rust spots, dents, and scrapes adorning its oxidized black paint don’t inspire much confidence. Looking on the bright side, aside from the Illinois plates, it fits right into the neighborhood.

      I’ve pulled into a little stand of bushes off the side of the road about three miles from our target. From here, the Journey should be pretty much invisible from the crumbling asphalt road—not that there’s much traffic. The evening air is cool and heavy with humidity. The rain has stopped for now and the sky is clearing, but the ground is still damp. Water drips from the trees, and there’s a little haze hanging ten or twelve feet in the air. It will develop into ground fog in the coming hours. I’ve stopped obsessively checking my watch. What’s the point in tracking every single minute that crawls by? For maybe the fiftieth time, I heft the shotgun and mimic aiming and shooting until the motion feels somewhat familiar—or at least not totally foreign.

      It’s eleven thirty-seven when the tip of what will be a full moon finally edges above the trees. Jake and Max should be in position; they’d timed their excursion through the woods to arrive just before moonrise so they’d have darkness for their approach and moonlight to operate with after arriving. As we were on the evening when we spirited Papa out of the country, we’re dressed head to toe in black, complete with ski caps pulled low over our foreheads and ears. Just like any other self-respecting SWAT team, we’re outfitted with the latest personal cell phones to coordinate our stealth mission. As if on cue, mine vibrates in my jacket pocket.

      The text from Jake is a simple letter A. I don’t respond. I’m to keep off the phone unless some sort of emergency arises that Jake and Max absolutely have to know about—bad guys coming, tanks, the plague, that sort of thing. The text notifies me that Jake and Max are in position at the farmhouse. It also signifies that I’m to move to my initial post, which is a stand of trees in a turnout about two miles from the farmhouse. Our plan is a little threadbare from this point forward. Jake is carrying our one piece of technology, a compact directional listening device they hope will give them an idea of what’s happening in and around the farmhouse. We’ll see. Jake browbeat J.P. Duclos of the FBI into agreeing to give him a heads-up if the FBI Hostage Rescue Team deviates from its scheduled assault on Target One, with the understanding that the information was for his ears only.

      “She’s gonna have my ass if she finds out you’re with us,” Jake had warned me in the car on our way here.

      “J.P. is a woman?” I asked.

      Jake nodded. “Yup.”

      “I’ve never heard a woman called J.P. before,” I said. Rather stupidly, now that I think about it.

      Jake smiled. “Exactly. She claims it helps the troglodytes to accept her bio and reputation without having to sort through their sexist baggage. Seems to work most of the time.”

      Max had chuckled and told Jake, “When she finds out that we’re out here, she’ll have your balls, too.”

      “If so, she’ll be the first woman to show any interest in them in years,” Jake retorted with a laugh.

      The exchange had loosened the tension in the car for an instant, but not by much. I could use another break in the stress that begins to squeeze my chest when text B arrives a few minutes later, signaling that they’re ready to move. Time to relocate closer to the target property. With all lights off, including the interior and dashboard lighting—Max had gone so far as to pull a few fuses to make sure I couldn’t screw things up—I carefully back out of my hiding spot and drive to another turnout screened by trees. This one is within 400 yards of a gravel drive that leads to the farmhouse. Max also seems to have pulled the fuse for the rear-window defroster, so I’ve opened all the windows to keep the window clear and have the heater cranked up to keep me warm. I turn it off now so I can hear better. Once parked, I’ve been tasked with a quick recon to ensure there are no other vehicles lurking nearby and that no guards have been posted at the entrance to the property. I’m concerned there will be and that they’ll spot me. Then what?

      After I maneuver the Journey into position, I can’t see a damned thing through the branches and bushes. My fingers snake across to the shotgun that rests on the passenger seat and close around it as I ease the driver’s-side door open. Max gave me a ten-minute lesson on how to load and fire the thing. It all seemed simple enough when there were no distractions, no sweaty palms, no shaking hands, and nobody pointing a weapon back at me. It doesn’t seem simple now. I work my way deeper into the trees and part some branches to have a look up the visible portion of the driveway leading to the house. All clear. Same for the intersection where the driveway meets the road. Aside from soaking my head in the bushes, so far, so good. No call to inform my partners is required. We’re operating on the principle that no news is good news. I exhale a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, creep back to the van, slip inside, towel off, and peek at my watch.

      Eleven fifty.

      If all is well and the FBI team is on schedule, show time will be in five minutes. I’ll make my next move if and when Jake sends prearranged text C.
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        * * *

      

      Jake Plummer is sweating in the damp, cool night air, despite being soaked from the waist down after the trek through the woods. He’s hunkered down behind a low stone wall about sixty feet from a back door that’s nestled under the rear porch of a white farmhouse. A single, bare incandescent light bulb casts a pool of light around the entrance. With his night vision fully engaged and moonlight filtering through the thin cloud cover, Jake has a decent view of the target building through a small pair of binoculars. The house isn’t particularly well kept up. The white clapboard siding is coated with a layer of grime. The aluminum-framed windows and standard steel door with a glass upper panel look to be at least a couple of decades old. The earpiece from a parabolic directional microphone is tucked into his right ear. It’s capable of picking up sound from as much as 500 feet away. Jake slips the binoculars back into one of the generous leg pockets of his black tactical pants, then picks up the microphone and aims it across a cracked and chipped concrete patio at a sliding kitchen window. It’s cracked open an inch or two. He can hear men’s voices, but not clearly enough to make out what they’re saying or even to be certain how many voices there are. To add to the confusion, the flickering light behind the red-and-white-checkered kitchen curtains is almost certainly from a television, which may account for the voices.

      At least we know someone’s in there, he thinks.

      Max is in position covering the front door and a black, late-model Ford F-150 pickup truck that is parked about fifteen feet away from it. He and Jake are wearing earpieces that are attached to their cell phones. They’ve dimmed their screens to almost nothing by using settings Jake wasn’t aware of before Max showed him. Who would have guessed Max was a techie?

      I hope to hell J.P. remembers to clue us in when they move on Target One, Jake thinks anxiously. That farmhouse is several miles outside Rockford, Illinois, about an hour west of Chicago. Even a few seconds’ advance knowledge might make all the difference if and when the shit hits the fan here. His thoughts then turn, as they often have tonight, to the third member of their team. Or, more accurately, he once again begins to worry about Tony Valenti, operationally and as a matter of conscience. Agreeing to include Tony on the operation went against all of Jake’s instincts. What the hell was he doing putting a civilian in harm’s way?

      “Tony’s got more skin in the game than anyone,” Max had told him when he prevaricated over bringing Tony along. “He knows the risks.”

      But does Tony really understand them?

      “We need him, and I get the sense that he’ll rise to the occasion if he needs to,” Max had concluded.

      Jake, thinking back to a year ago when Tony helped his father beat a murder rap, is confident Tony will try to. But going head-to-head against Luciano family soldiers in the wild isn’t quite the same thing as kicking the asses of a prosecutor or two in a courtroom.

      Jake’s phone buzzes with a text from J.P. Duclos of the FBI: Moving now. Jake is in the process of forwarding it to Max and Tony when the directional mic feed erupts in his ear.

      “The cops are raiding Rockford!” a guttural voice exclaims from inside the house. So much for the FBI’s ability to jam mob communications.

      “Let’s get outta here!” another man shouts.

      “Fuckin’ right!”

      “People inside,” Jake whispers into the microphone attached to the cord of his cell-phone earpiece. “At least two males. They know about the Rockford raid.”

      “What about the girl?” the second and younger-sounding voice calls out.

      “You know,” comes the reply.

      What the hell does that mean? Jake wonders in frustration. He wedges the parabolic antennae between a pair of rocks to free his right hand and pulls a Glock pistol out of its shoulder holster. Against every impulse he has, he holds fast and waits, desperately hoping that he didn’t just hear an order to do away with “the girl,” who is almost certainly Brittany Valenti.

      No joy, reads a new text from J.P. Duclos.

      Jake thinks for only a fraction of a second before deciding to send a request for help. Am at Target Two, he texts. Joy here. He hopes that J.P., who Jake suspected and hoped was wise to his and Max’s plans, earmarked some assets to send to their aid if need be.

      Jake ponders his next move. The bad guys already know they have company, so things will start hopping any minute. If he and Max get into a firefight trying to get Brittany out, they’ll probably need the Journey on short notice to make their escape, so it makes sense to move Tony closer. Doing so is a risk, but seconds saved could prove critical. If Tony goes where he’s supposed to and does what he’s been told to, he shouldn’t become a target.

      Jake sends text C.

      “Hey!” comes a voice from inside, “I got a guy on camera hiding behind the rock wall out back!”

      That would be me, Jake realizes as a rush of adrenaline surges through him.

      “How did that happen, asshole?” the deeper, older voice roars. “You watching porn again instead of monitoring the damn cameras?”

      Thank God for porn, Jake thinks dryly while he calls Max and tries to tuck himself more tightly behind the meager protection of the two-foot-tall stone wall. Nobody inside is going to hear him and Max amid their bickering. “They know I’m out here,” he whispers to his partner. “Expect them to bug out any moment, probably shooting when they do. They mentioned a girl.”

      “Is she going with them?”

      “I don’t know. One said to the other, ‘You know what to do,’ whatever that means.”

      “Shit!” Max hisses, sounding every bit as impotent as Jake feels. “What’s our play?”

      A very good question, Jake thinks. Go in? Let the bad guys get to the pickup truck if they try to move Brittany, then follow? Keep them from getting to the vehicle at all? Should he plan for FBI support?

      “Jake?” Max whispers impatiently.

      “Thinking.”

      “Think faster.”

      “They’re not taking that girl anywhere if I can help it,” Jake decides aloud. With the FBI now in play, he wouldn’t give a plug nickel for Brittany’s safety if these bastards get away again. “Don’t let them get in the car if you can stop them without hitting the girl.”

      “Copy that.”

      The night falls still for an interminable moment, during which Jake weighs the pros and cons of making a move of their own. Go? Don’t go? The decision is promptly taken out of his hands.

      Gunfire erupts from the front of the house. Semiautomatic. Big bore. Max is outgunned, but the sharp crack of his Glock assures Jake that his partner is still in the fight. Jake begins to scurry toward the front of the house to support Max, trying his best to keep low behind the wall as he does. He’s only moved ten feet when the back door explodes open and a man bursts out with an assault rifle, cuts sideways a few steps, and starts firing on full automatic. While he sprays rounds along the wall and into the spot where Jake had been only seconds ago, Jake ducks behind a bush and grips his Glock in both hands. His enemy’s magazine clicks empty within seconds.

      Undisciplined bastard, Jake thinks with a sliver of hope while the shooter slaps a fresh magazine into his weapon. I’m only gonna get one shot at this guy before he turns that thing on me. Do I warn him before taking him out?

      Jake’s in a millisecond of indecision when a second man wearing jeans and a T-shirt barges out the back door with someone slung over his shoulders in a fireman carry. He runs toward the south side of the house and disappears around the corner. Jake’s eyes snap back when the shooter unleashes a fusillade into the bushes, walking the stream of lead toward his hiding spot. Jake shouts “Police!” and squeezes the trigger just before the heavy-caliber bullets shred the shrubbery he’s sheltering behind.
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        * * *

      

      Max has just put his target down beside the pickup and shot out the truck tires when automatic gunfire erupts from the rear of the house. He breaks cover and races toward the action. The gunfire stops after a few seconds.

      “Police!” Jake shouts.

      What the hell? This is no time to give the scum balls a break! “Put him down, Jake!” Max hollers as he sprints along the north side of the house. The crack of Jake’s Glock is all but drowned out by the roar of the heavier automatic gunfire. The shooting stops within seconds. Max recklessly turns the corner onto the back patio with his gun thrust ahead of him and slides to a stop. A groaning man he doesn’t recognize is sprawled on his back. An assault rifle lies on the ground a foot away from his twitching hand.

      “Jake!” Max shouts. He kicks the gun farther away from the gangster while his eyes roam the back of the house and yard for additional threats. The only human sound is the labored breathing of the mobster at his feet. Max glares down at him and snarls, “Where’s the girl?”

      The unmistakable death rattle of the bastard’s last breath is all the answer Max gets.

      His attention shifts when he hears footsteps running down the driveway. Gotta be Jake, he thinks with relief when he spies someone sprinting away with a person draped over his shoulders. And he’s got Brittany! “Yippee ki yay!” Max whoops as he bends down to collect the assault rifle.

      He’s about to set out after Jake and Brittany when he hears a low moan from the bushes lining the back patio. He studies the runner a moment longer. Big bastard, running a hell of a lot faster than Jake can—especially while carrying dead weight. So, where the hell is Max’s partner?

      “Jake?” he calls as he hurries across the patio toward the moaning and spies his partner’s bloodied face peering up at him from the bushes. Max kneels beside Jake and rests a hand on his shoulder. “Who’s the runner?” he asks as his eyes stray back to the driveway.

      “No idea,” Jake whispers hoarsely. “Carrying someone. Brittany? Warn Tony.”

      Max pulls out his cell phone and calls Tony. “You’re about to have company. Bad guy carrying a girl coming your way.”

      “Brittany?” Tony asks.

      “Could be. Keep your head down!”

      Tony’s reply is unintelligible. “Got it?” Max asks impatiently. Tony’s whispered reply sends a chill through Max before he tucks the phone back into his pocket. Then he leans in closer to get a good look at Jake. Blood glistens on his partner’s ashen face and coats his chest.

      Jake holds up his cell phone and waves Max away. “I’m calling 911,” he mutters. “Go!”

      Max takes off after the guy carrying the girl. The man has a healthy head start. I wish to hell I hadn’t shot the tires out, Max thinks bitterly as he runs past the pickup truck and spies his prey a couple of hundred yards ahead. Son of a bitch is probably twenty years younger than me.
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      I pull into position C, as instructed by Jake. I tuck the Journey into yet another little grove of trees and bushes, this one a dozen or so yards up the lengthy driveway leading from the road to the farmhouse. My instructions are to keep my head down and duck low beneath the dashboard to use the van’s engine for protection if shots come from up the road. I have no role to play until Jake and Max need the vehicle brought up to the house or they meet me here.

      Gunfire erupts from the direction of the farmhouse—booming explosions with a string of sharper little pops mixed in. Jake’s and Max’s shots would be the little pops. Handgun pops. The majority of the gunfire is from the bigger guns. It’s heavier. Faster. Even from here, I can feel the damned blasts. It’s all over in twenty or thirty seconds.

      A quick glance at my phone shows no new messages from Jake. Or Max.

      Now that whatever mayhem was taking place up there has ended, a message from one of them would be welcome. Are they okay? I sit still for a couple of seconds, mindful of Jake’s orders to keep my head down while I await instructions. None come. We didn’t discuss this possibility. I lift my head above the dashboard and look in the direction of the house, but can’t see a damned thing through the tree branches and surrounding shrubbery. I ease the door open, step out, and rise to my full height to peer above the foliage. The vegetation still hampers the view, so I push deeper into the bushes and part a few branches. The roof of the house is visible in the moonlight above a rise in the driveway that obscures a view of the rest of the house and its surroundings.

      The phone in my pocket finally vibrates. I duck down and pull it free, fully expecting to find a text letting me know that the excitement is over and it’s time to bring the Journey. Instead, it’s a voice call from Max.

      He’s talking rapidly before I get the phone all the way up to my ear. He sounds agitated, saying something about a bad guy and a girl headed my way.

      “Brittany?” I ask stupidly.

      “Could be,” Max mutters. He’s out of breath.

      What the hell is going on? I wonder in the same moment that I hear footsteps approaching, crunching on the gravel. Whoever it is, he’s coming fast. I don’t hear what Max says next as I duck back into the van and pull out the shotgun.

      “Got it?” Max asks when I put the phone back to my ear.

      “He’s coming,” I whisper before cutting the connection and dropping the phone into a pocket. I hold the gun awkwardly across my body and take a sideways step closer to the drive as the pounding footsteps move steadily closer.

      Only one set of footsteps? Didn’t Max say that a guy and a girl were coming? The footfalls I hear are heavy. The guy, then. Where’s the girl?

      I duck down when a bobbing head appears above the rise in the road. I’m confused by the silhouette for several seconds. Then I work out that I’m watching a man—an extremely large man—sprinting right at me with someone draped over his shoulders. One hand is wrapped around the legs of the person he’s carrying. The other is holding an arm that dangles across his chest.

      Which means his stomach is unprotected when I step into the drive and bury the muzzle of the shotgun in his midriff. I hope I’ve run the shotgun barrel clean through the son of a bitch. Air explodes out of his lungs as he slams into me. I realize it’s Joe just before his forehead slams into my face. As we rocket backward in a tangle of bodies and limbs, I inadvertently squeeze the trigger. The blast of the shotgun is deafening. Then the back of my head slams into the packed rock of the driveway and the world goes black.
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      BOOM!!!

      “Jesus God, no!” Max exclaims as he drives one foot after the other in the wake of whoever was bearing down on Tony’s location. Silence replaces the startling explosion, save for the sound of Max’s footsteps and his wheezing while he struggles to suck in enough oxygen to keep propelling himself forward.

      Shotgun for sure. Did the mob bastard have one? Max has no idea. Surely, Tony didn’t open fire. I told him the bad guy was carrying a girl! Possibly Brittany, for Christ’s sake.

      Max finally clears the rise that leads down to the road. Three bodies are strewn across the drive. All still. All silent. Oh God, what had they done? Maybe Jake was right when he wanted to leave Tony behind.

      As he closes the distance, Max gets a better look at the bodies lying still in the moonlight. The smell of cordite hangs in the air. The girl is easy to pick out with her slender limbs all akimbo. She’s tiny in comparison to the big figures sprawled on either side of her.

      Secure the scene is his first thought when he reaches the bodies. Where’s the gun?

      Oh shit, that’s Tony, he realizes when he looks down on the man lying face up. Tony’s face is drenched in blood that is flowing freely and pooling on the gravel beneath his head.

      “There it is,” Max mutters when he spies a rifle butt sticking out from beneath the corpse that is face down—definitely a corpse, judging from a hole the size of a dinner plate that has been blown out of the back of the man’s T-shirt. It takes Max the better part of a minute to wrestle the gun out from beneath the deadweight pinning it to the ground. He works the gun free and angrily flings it aside, then yanks out his cell phone to call Jake. No answer.

      “Shit!” he howls at the indifferent moon before he calls 911 and unleashes a flurry of information.

      “We’ve already received a call from that location. Units are on the way,” the emergency operator says.

      “Jake,” Max mutters in relief. Maybe he’s still okay.

      “Pardon?” the operator asks.

      “My partner. Jake Plummer. He called you?”

      “Someone called,” she replies. “An unidentified male. We’re not sure what’s going on, sir. What’s your name and interest in the situation?”

      “Maxwell,” he replies impatiently. “Retired cop. My partner, Jake Plummer, called you. Is he still on the line?”

      “No,” the operator replies after a beat. “We received a call about gunshots with an officer and others down. That’s all we got before the caller stopped speaking.”

      Max sags down on his haunches and rests his forehead in his palms while his phone dangles between two fingers.

      “Sir?”

      Max blows out his frustration in a long exhalation and lifts the phone to his lips. “You’ve got the location here?”

      “Yes,” the operator replies. “I need—”

      “There are at least six victims out here,” Max interjects. “There may be more in the house. Send multiple units. The scene seems to be secure.”

      “Sir!” the operator exclaims in frustration.

      Max’s eyes are on the still body of the girl when he snaps back, “I’m checking on people here, madam. Some of the good guys are down, okay? Make sure you get some cops and ambulances out here right now.”

      Max plunges the phone deep in his pocket as he pushes himself upright and reluctantly walks over to take a closer look at the girl. His first aid training warns him not to move her to take a closer look, but the sliver of face peeking out from under a hoodie confirms it’s Brittany Valenti. Her right hand is tucked beneath her. The fabric covering her upper arm is speckled with the type of shredded tearing that comes from buckshot. Max’s eyes stray to Tony while he softly asks the prostrate father, “What have you done to your girl?”
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      I come to in an ambulance, groggy and disoriented as hell. Once my head begins to clear, I rip a pile of gauze off my face and reach for the paramedic who is perched beside me.

      “My daughter?”

      I startle the poor woman, who recovers quickly. “The girl who was with you?”

      “Yes,” I reply hoarsely.

      She rests a hand on mine, meets my gaze, and smiles reassuringly. “She’s fine. Bump on the head, a little buckshot in the arm. Nothing serious.”

      I let out a deep sigh of relief. “When can I see her?”

      “At the hospital. Her ambulance is right behind us.”

      I start to sit up to look out the back window and am overcome by dizziness and nausea. The paramedic reaches for me and pushes me back down. “Whoa, Daddy. You fared a lot worse than she did.”

      “She’s okay?” I ask when the world stops spinning.

      She nods.

      “She’s been through hell.”

      “I heard a little. Poor girl.”

      “What did they do to her?”

      She shrugs. “Can’t say, but I can tell you that she’s one tough little gal. Whatever she’s been through hasn’t broken her spirit.”

      “Does she know about Bobby?”

      The paramedic gives me a blank look. “Was Bobby one of the people who got shot out there?”

      “No. Her boyfriend. They killed him.”

      The paramedic’s eyes widen. “I didn’t hear anything along those lines, but we were kinda busy with you.”

      I retreat into dark thoughts about what Brittany has been through. Then the blackness closes in again. When I resurface, I’m being wheeled through an emergency room entrance.

      “Dad!” Brittany cries out from behind us. “Wait!”

      The stretcher slows before Brittany’s tear-streaked face appears above me. She looks terrified.

      “Hey,” I manage to croak.

      “Oh my God, Dad! What have they done to you?”

      “I’m fine,” I tell her.

      Her eyes cut to my paramedic friend, who nods. “He’ll be okay. It looks worse than it is.”

      A manic little laugh of relief escapes Brittany as she throws her arms around me.

      The paramedic gently tugs her away after a few seconds. “You might want to hold off on the hugs for a bit, honey. He’s probably a little tender.”

      I try to wave the paramedic aside, but she shoves my arm back to my side and starts wheeling me away. Brittany jogs along beside us. Once we reach the counter, my paramedic tugs her away.

      “He needs to see the doctor now, sweetheart. So do you.”

      Brittany breaks away long enough to lean in and plant a kiss on my cheek. “Hurry up in there, okay?”

      I manage a smile and nod.

      I check out of the hospital after a few hours in the emergency room. Brittany is with me as we emerge into the lobby. We’ve both suffered concussions, plus various scrapes and bruises. I’ve got a broken nose. If it weren’t for the haunted, faraway look in Brittany’s eyes and a gauze bandage on her arm, you’d be hard-pressed to see any sign of her ordeal. She caught a few bits of buckshot in her arm when the shotgun went off, but the wounds are minor—especially considering what happened to Joe. Jake Plummer is a different matter. He was still in surgery when I checked out. Max says things are touch and go. Fucking Joe. I’m glad I blew the sonofabitch away.

      I call a cab to pick us up.

      “Bobby?” I ask Brittany.

      Her face crumples. “One of the paramedics mentioned him,” she says through a torrent of tears. “I didn’t know he was dead until then. Why, Dad? Why?”

      I gather her into my arms and stroke the back of her head. “I’m so sorry.”

      She pulls back after a minute or two and turns her tear-streaked face up to mine. “I suspected the worst after they took Bobby away, but they wouldn’t tell me anything about what they planned to do with him. When I asked if they were bringing him back, Joe just smirked.”

      The bastard.

      “I’m glad you killed him, Dad.”

      I nod. I’m certainly not lamenting the end of Joe, but being the instrument of anyone’s death isn’t sitting well with me.

      “You want to talk about Bobby?” I ask.

      She winces and swallows, then shakes her head. “Later, Dad. I’m still having a hard time believing that he’s really gone. Besides, you can barely talk.”

      It’s true. My shattered nose has been wrestled back into place and is being held there by some sort of cast, supplemented with a swath of gauze and surgical tape. My nostrils are packed with cotton or something. Speaking is a chore.

      We sit quietly for a minute or two before a couple of people approach. FBI, judging from their demeanor and the cut of their suits.

      “Mr. Valenti?” a middle-aged woman asks.

      I nod. “FBI?”

      She nods, then introduces herself and her partner. “You feel up to talking to us?”

      I cut my eyes to Brittany, who is curled up against my side, then shake my head. “Not now?”

      She nods as her sorrowful eyes linger on Brittany, then hands me a business card. “We’ll need to speak with both of you. Soon.”

      I nod and pocket the card. “We’ll come by tomorrow, if that’s okay?”

      “Tomorrow is good,” she says. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry we’ll have to put you through more grief. You’ve been through more than enough already.”

      “Yeah,” I reply.

      “You’re free to go,” she says with a final sympathetic glance at Brittany. A mother, no doubt.

      I thank her, wondering if she would have sprung me if she’d known I have murder on my mind. Good thing I didn’t mention it. With my common sense a little scrambled by the drugs from the hospital and maybe the knock on the head, I have decided that I have business to take care of. I have the cab drop Brittany at Pat’s house.

      When I don’t get out of the cab, Brittany turns a surprised look on me. “Where are you going, Dad?”

      “I hab a little business to take care of.”

      Pat, who has come out to greet us, leans down to meet my gaze. “Hab?”

      I shrug. The letter V is going to be absent from my vocabulary for the foreseeable future.

      Pat eyes me suspiciously. “Business, Valenti? Whatever it is can wait. You should be in bed.”

      “Soon,” I mutter.

      When I call to check in with Penelope and tell her where I’m heading next, she demands that I stop in the office first. I do, and when she fails to dissuade me from what she proclaims to be “your crazy idea,” insists that she’ll drive. I down a couple of extra painkillers before we leave.

      “I can’t talk you out of this?” she asks a final time when she parks at our destination.

      I reply by pushing the car door open and climbing out.

      We barge through the doorway of Jonathan Walton’s Willis Tower office five minutes later. Walton’s eyes widen for a second when he sees us. My blackened eyes are swollen almost shut, but I can see enough to enjoy the moment of fear in his eyes when he recognizes us. I hope the sight of me scares him as much as it frightened Penelope when I walked into the Law Offices of Brooks and Crooked Nose Valenti a short while ago. If my appearance doesn’t terrify the jerk, the erupting volcano of my fury ought to do the trick.

      “Walton,” I growl.

      Walton’s smug smile drops back into place after he absorbs my appearance. He immediately presses the intercom button on his phone.

      “Security,” a deep male voice responds.

      “Get up here right now.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Last night’s events in Wisconsin haven’t yet hit the airwaves. Otherwise, Walton might not look so cocky as he adopts the Asshole Pose by easing his chair back and casually crossing an ankle over a knee. He tilts his head an inch or so and smirks. “You’ve got maybe a minute to say whatever you’re here to say.”

      Penelope tartly replies, “You’ll be seeing plenty of us in the days ahead, Mr. Walton.”

      “Hopefully in the many nightmares you deserb to hab,” I add.

      His lips curl up in an amused smile. “Deserb to hab, huh?” he mocks. “Did you take a fall in the shower, Valenti?”

      I don’t reply. Penelope does.

      “Don’t be an asshole,” she snaps. “The man is hurt.”

      Walton shrugs. “Whatever. You should have called Herbert Cumming before you came here to bother me.”

      “Cumming,” Penelope mutters in disgust. “He’s your lawyer, after all, is he?”

      “He’s the guy you’ll need to speak with about settling the claim against your client.”

      “So, you really are in bed with Butterworth Cole and the goombahs,” I say while a smile tries to form on my face. A picture of Jack Nicholson as the Joker in an old Batman movie comes to mind. It scared the hell out of me as a kid. Bet that’s how I look. Hope so. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      A deep voice behind us snaps, “Stay where you are. Don’t move!”

      Security has arrived. “Is he going to shoot us, Jonathan?” I ask Walton with my eyes locked firmly on his. “If he does, you’ll hab to wait for the FBI to show you what we’b brought.”

      Walton’s cocky smile falters at the mention of the FBI. His eyes shoot past us to his security guy. “Let’s hear them out for a minute or two.”

      “Are you sure, Mr. Walton? These people  are trespassing. I can have them removed.”

      I ease the corner of a sheaf of papers out of my shirt pocket and cock an eyebrow at Walton. “Interesting stuff, Jonathan. Sure you don’t want to hab a look-see?”

      A big hand grabs my biceps and jerks me back a step. “I told you not to move!”

      Penelope reacts before I can. “Get your hands off him!” she snarls while ripping Mr. Security Guard’s hand off my arm.

      Walton holds his hands up. “Stand down, Jones. You can turn them over to the cops after I hear what they have to say.”

      “If anyone is about to get handed over to the police, my money is on it being you,” Penelope snaps.

      “You sure you want Jones here to listen to this kind of talk?” I ask Walton. “You might want to get Oliver and Caitlyn in here instead. Jones’s ass isn’t on the line. Theirs are.”

      “Along with yours,” Penelope adds sweetly, lest Walton feel left out.

      When Walton hesitates, I turn on Jones, whose eyes widen when he takes in my battered face. He’s a big boy, though not Joe and his goombahs big. Not as tough, either, I’d wager. I lean in just a bit and say, “Miss Brooks is right. If anyone’s getting frog-marched out of here today in cuffs, it’s probably gonna be your boss. I suggest you go back whereber you came from and keep your head down.”

      Walton goes pale at the mention of handcuffs.

      “That’s right,” Penelope says with anger bleeding into her voice. “It hasn’t hit the news yet, but Tony helped rescue his daughter last night.” As Walton’s eyes widen in surprise, Penelope’s voice turns glacial. “Your Luciano family friends kidnapped a couple of kids and murdered one of them to put pressure on Tony to lose the case against R & B Ramp Services, Mr. Walton. I’m betting you knew it. Expect a visit from the FBI sometime today.”

      I can tell Walton is wondering how to play this as his eyes flit about the room and his tapping foot goes into overdrive. There’s always someone else to blame, some flunky to take the fall.

      Not this time, asshole.

      “Better call Caitlyn and Oliver,” Penelope reminds him.

      Walton nods at Jones. “Go ask Miss Tyson and Mr. Franklin to join us, then wait in your office until I call.”

      Jones shoots a final glance my way before he turns to go. He looks unnerved, as he should be, working for an asshole like Walton. Who knows what mischief Jones has been up to at this dick’s behest?

      I pull a copy of Sapphire Larkin’s deposition out of my pocket and toss the papers on Walton’s desk after Jones leaves. Select screenshots from Megan’s social media account are attached. “Interesting interbiew, Jonathan. Give it a read. Then we’ll talk.”

      Oliver Franklin and Caitlyn Tyson file in a moment later. Penelope hands both their very own copies of Sapphire’s deposition. Then we step back, rest our butts against a side table, and let them read. Franklin is as white as a grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan when he finishes. He sits and fidgets while the others continue reading. Tyson finishes last, slams the papers down on Walton’s desk, and turns a look of hatred on me. Maybe she’s still miffed about my showing up to dash their hopes of setting Billy and Rick up a couple of months back? It’s the only time we’ve met, after all. The loathing in her fiery eyes deepens when her gaze shifts to Walton.

      “Is this true?”

      “That’s not all,” Penelope pipes up before passing along the news that Walton was in cahoots with the Luciano crime family. “Were you two in on that, too?” she asks Tyson and Franklin.

      After Tyson delivers a blistering twenty-second tirade at Walton, I step into the void. “We’ll leab you folks to sort this out among yourselves.”

      “And the FBI,” Penelope adds.

      “Yes, them, too,” I agree before I walk to the door and look back. “You know how to reach us.”

      “I think we can safely say that Rick and Billy are in the clear now,” I mutter to Penelope as the Willis Tower elevator whisks us back to ground level. “Those shits are going to chew each other up trying to save their sorry asses.”

      She nods and says, “It seems so much longer ago than six or seven weeks since Billy first walked into our office with this mess.”

      And only five since the worst of this bloody nightmare started the first time Ed Stankowski was shot. Things got steadily worse from that point on.

      Penelope helps me back into the car and shakes her head.

      “I hope that made you feel better,” she says.

      “Maybe a little,” I reply. “I’m just so furious at that bastard for putting Brittany at risk!”

      “I get it,” she says, then adds with a hint of a grin. “And you’re stoned out of your mind.”

      She’s got that right.

      “You should be home resting with her,” Penelope says firmly.

      She’s right.
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      It’s been a week since Brittany’s rescue when Penelope and I enter Judge Ngo’s courtroom to attend the emergency hearing that we requested last week. Andrea Wisnowski and Luigi the knuckle dragger are here to represent Windy City and AAA Avgas in their action against Billy and Rick. Herbert Cumming is also present, summoned to personally appear by Ngo after Penelope shared a copy of the complaint she filed with the state bar association alleging that Cumming was double dealing his client, Senator Mitton. Someone from Butterworth Cole must be present to keep today’s proceedings from proceeding ex parte—that is, excluding any of the interested parties to the action—but this is not the sort of thing a senior partner at a large firm would bother coming to. So, Ngo is either making a point, or—and I dearly hope this is the case—he plans to punish or humiliate Cumming in some way.

      Ngo peers down, his gaze roaming across all of us before it settles on Cumming for a long moment. He shakes his head sadly.

      “All parties to this hearing seem to be present,” he says. “Are we missing anyone?” After we shake our heads no, he straightens his shoulders and settles his gaze on Penelope. “You’ll be speaking on behalf of your client, Miss Brooks?”

      Duh. I’m still an unsightly mess. Better than a few days ago, for sure, but I still can’t speak clearly. I’m here to offer Penelope a little moral support.

      Penelope nods up at the bench. “That’s correct, Your Honor.”

      Ngo studies the papers spread in front of him. “I hardly know where to begin,” he grumbles with an icy stare at Cumming. “I’ve never seen a situation quite like this.”

      “May I address the court?” Penelope asks.

      “Go ahead, counselor.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor. My request for a hearing is in regard to the lawsuit filed against our client by Windy City Sky Tours and AAA Avgas. We’d like to restrict this hearing to that matter.”

      “So be it,” Ngo replies. “Although I may go beyond that topic after we finish addressing your original motion.”

      Penelope smiles up at him. “Thank you, Your Honor. In light of recent developments, we have been in communication with Miss Wisnowski. While we’ve presumably all seen the preliminary report of the NTSB concerning the September eighth crash of a Windy City aircraft, we also know that the report itself is not admissible as evidence in a courtroom. Nonetheless, we have taken steps to prove that the preliminary finding that the cause of the crash was due to gross negligence on the part of Windy City Sky Tours and their pilot, and that no fault accrues to our client, R & B Ramp Services. Given the facts of the matter, we have proposed that this action be withdrawn. Miss Wisnowski has indicated a willingness to do so.”

      Ngo’s eyes cut to Wisnowski. “Is that so?”

      “To some extent, Judge,” she replies. “Opposing counsel has also proposed that we concurrently negotiate a financial settlement in favor of their client to conclude the matter of their countersuit against our clients.”

      “And your client rejects that proposal?” Ngo asks with a note of disbelief.

      Wisnowski shrugs. “There are a lot of moving parts in play here, Your Honor.”

      Ngo’s eyes stray to Cumming for a moment before he leans back in his seat. “I’ll say. Multiple lawsuits, FBI involvement, a formal complaint to the bar association. Still, we’re here to discuss the cases between R & B and your clients. In all fairness to defense counsel, the other matters in play—while fascinating—are extraneous to the matter at hand.”

      The judge turns to Penelope. “Anything to add, counselor?”

      “Given the position Miss Wisnowski finds herself in, perhaps a continuance for a few weeks is in order,” Penelope replies. “I would like to conclude this matter before the new year. It doesn’t appear as if the outcome is in doubt—it’s only the dollars and cents that need to be worked out.”

      Ngo has been nodding along as he listened. His eyes swing to Wisnowski, flicker to Cumming, then settle again on Wisnowski. “I think Miss Brooks has summed things up nicely. I’m going to grant a continuance to the first week of January, and I strongly urge you to arrive at a settlement before the end of this month. I will be disappointed if we find ourselves back in this courtroom in the new year. Are we all in agreement with that?”

      “Yes, Your Honor,” Penelope quickly replies.

      Ngo settles a malevolent eye on Herbert Cumming, who has so far been strangely quiet. “It is my hope that other matters surrounding this case, but not germane to it, will not be permitted to delay a resolution, Mr. Cumming—no matter how much more important or pressing they may seem to you.”

      Cumming merely nods.

      Ngo leans a little further across the bench with his arms crossed in front of him. “If I may make a suggestion, Mr. Cumming, it may behoove your firm to withdraw as counsel in all other matters pertaining to the accident on September eighth.”

      The look of defiance on Cumming’s face suggests that he doesn’t appreciate the judge daring to offer him advice. I can’t imagine Cumming’s legal career surviving the fallout from the debacle he’s brought upon himself—especially given that Randall Lennox’s buddy at Butterworth Cole has offered testimony about Cumming’s misconduct to both the FBI and the disciplinary board—yet he seems to be gearing up for a fight. Doesn’t the fool realize that his law firm partners won’t think twice about making a clean break with him in an effort to salvage some shred of their firm’s reputation? Well, as Penelope has pointed out over and over again, Cumming is blessed with more than his fair share of hubris.

      Penelope leans close as we leave the courtroom five minutes later. “Looks like Herbert is determined to go down fighting.”

      I snort. “If there’s any justice in this world, he’ll meet his fate at the hands of his Mafia buddies.”

      Penelope gives me a sideways look. “I worry about you a bit, partner. I want you to take a few weeks off, maybe until after New Year’s. Spend time with Brittany and Deano. Chill.”

      “Not the worst suggestion,” I say. “But, really, there’s nothing to worry about. I’m okay now.”

      She shakes her head gently and slows as we approach our cars. “This ordeal has changed something in you, partner.”

      “How so?”

      She stops and studies me for a long moment. “You radiate anger, even a mean streak at times. Justifiably so, but I hope the rage is about burnt out. Maybe a quiet month of recuperating will turn you back into the partner I had a couple of months ago.”

      “That bad?” I ask in surprise.

      She pulls a sad face and nods.

      So, the nightmare didn’t end on a driveway in Wisconsin, after all. I pull Penelope into a hug. “Thanks for being straight with me, partner. I’ll work on it.”
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      We’re well into our open house at Forty-Seven Liberty Street the day after Christmas when Penelope and her roommate, Becky Seguin, arrive.

      “Hi, handsome!” Becky says while she pinches my cheek, pats it affectionately, and plants a chaste kiss on my lips. We’ve always gotten along but have ramped it up a notch since I inadvertently walked in on her and Penelope sharing an intimate moment at the office a few weeks ago. It had happened on the occasion of the grand opening and christening of the new Executive Offices and World Headquarters of Brooks and Valenti, Attorneys No Longer Shoehorned into a Strip Mall Shithole.

      Penelope had blushed in embarrassment but thankfully hadn’t felt any shame. I was glad to finally solve the riddle of why she wasn’t attached. If anyone deserves to be loved and happy, it’s got to be her. I’ve always liked Becky, and now that she’s totally free to be herself with me, we’re getting along like gangbusters.

      “Sometimes I’m jealous when I have to listen to her rave about you,” Becky had admitted with a grin an hour or so after I walked in on them. “If she’s ever gonna do it with a guy, it might be you.”

      “Nah, I hear we’re all assholes.”

      “That’s true,” she agreed with a sly smile. She says the nicest things.

      Trish, who’s been spending quite a bit of time nursing me back to health, hugs my arm close to her and shoots Penelope a mock scowl. “Hands off.”

      They share a chuckle before Becky stands back to give me an appraising look. “You’re looking almost back to normal.”

      It’s true. Joe’s head left me with a couple of horrific black eyes that had morphed through almost every color of the rainbow over the following weeks. I can now breathe, pronounce the letter V properly, and am recovering from the concussion I suffered from either the head slam with Joe, smashing my head into the driveway, or both. “At least now you’ve got an excuse for being a doofus,” Brittany tells me from time to time.

      The Luciano family has taken a few good blows from law enforcement in the wake of Brittany’s kidnapping and the murders of Ed Stankowski and Bobby Harland. I’ve been looking over my shoulder, but Jake and Max assure me that the mobsters currently have their hands full just trying keep their asses out of jail. If Jake and Max are to be believed, the thugs are either lying low or lying on beaches somewhere far from Cedar Heights. It’s comforting to think so, yet I worry that they’ll circle back to take vengeance on me when the dust settles.

      But today isn’t the time to think about that.

      As for my other Mafia paisano, I haven’t heard from Matteo Giordano. I wonder if he still feels as if I owe him a favor. He had nothing to do with rescuing Brittany, so trying to hold me to that nebulous agreement is ridiculous on its face. Then again, he’s a Mafioso.

      Billy and Rick used the occasion of our office opening to treat the entire firm to beer and pizza in a show of appreciation. There’s been plenty to celebrate on the R & B front over the past few weeks. The NTSB finally issued its official report on the investigation into the September eighth crash. They laid primary blame for the tragedy on the doorstep of  pilot Megan Walton. It turns out that Megan had been drinking the night before, in contravention of FAA rules, and had made at least three critical errors after she got into trouble over Lake Michigan. She hadn’t feathered the prop, hadn’t raised the landing gear, and had sealed their fate by attempting a tight turn back to shore when she should have made a wide, sweeping turn. The Cessna engine hadn’t been running at the time of the crash, which suggested fuel starvation as the inciting cause of the accident. The NTSB noted Billy’s and Rick’s testimony suggesting Megan may not have bled the fuel tanks that fateful morning. Because of the missing fuel samples, AAA Avgas is off the hook for the accident, although fuel samples collected from their supplies the next day proved to be tainted, so at least they haven’t gotten away scot free. Windy City and its preferred flight instructor also came in for brutal criticism. The tour company lost its license to operate aircraft after Megan’s flight instructor cut a deal with prosecutors, admitting to the bribe from Jonathan Walton and agreeing to testify against him. The scuzzball escaped jail time by rolling over on Walton, but he won’t be doing any more flight training. Walton, of course, has a battery of high-priced lawyers trying to get his sorry ass out of the crack it’s in.

      The best news is that R & B has been absolved of any responsibility by the NTSB and FBI. Senator Evan Milton has removed them as a defendant in the lawsuit filed against those responsible for the death of his wife, child, and parents. He was even gracious enough to stop by their little airport office to unnecessarily apologize for initially including R & B in the action Penelope made the wreckage of the Cessna available for him to use in his case against Windy City. Penelope has arranged to sell Milton what’s left of the plane. I hope it happens soon. We can’t afford to have money invested in the damned aircraft.

      Actually, now that I think of it, perhaps the fate of Herbert Cumming vies for the best news crown. His co-conspirator, Andrea Wisnowski, was quick to turn state’s evidence against him, which sealed his fate. As I predicted, his partners kicked his ass to the curb in a New York minute when the scandal broke, his law license was suspended pending a hearing that will most likely revoke it for life, and he’s facing criminal charges and a massive civil suit filed by Senator Mitton. I wish him only the worst. Penelope has put him out of her mind and moved on.

      I, on the other hand, must be a miserably vindictive SOB, because I’m reveling in every new snippet of misfortune that befalls Cumming the rancid owners of Windy City Sky Tours. I’ve especially enjoyed the FBI rolling out a string of charges against them. The cherry on top was a court ruling that opened them up to personal civil liability based on Jonathan Walton’s machinations to put Megan in a Windy City cockpit. Predictably, they’ve turned on one another with a vengeance as they try to limit the hit on their personal fortunes. As for the self-evident truth that Walton was in bed with the Luciano family in the campaign against Billy and Rick—including the kidnapping of my daughter—the FBI has so far been unable to turn up evidence or a single witness to buttress that case. I hope the Windy City assholes end up slitting one another’s throats. Maybe Franklin and Tyson can both take a turn on Walton.

      After I fetch drinks and snacks for Penelope and Becky, I settle back in a corner and observe the festivities as people drift back and forth between the kitchen and living room. It’s nice to have this intimate group of family and friends together after the hell of October and November. The deaths of Ed Stankowski and Bobby Harland hover on the edge of everyone’s thoughts, threatening to cast a pall over the party, but there are other lives to celebrate—some of which were almost cut short, as well.

      Deano is doing that Deano thing where he presses his snout into Papa’s lap to demand attention. Papa flew home within a week of Jake Plummer getting word to him that his old nemesis from Orsomarso was no longer a concern. The dog abandons my father without so much as a glance back when Brittany settles onto the corner of his doggy bed. He may have lost a step since his Mafia encounter, but he’s on his back in tummy-rub position within seconds. Deano remembers who nursed him back to health. Given the price of his treatment and rehab, I suspect that his vet and her family found lots and lots of goodies under the Christmas tree yesterday. BMWs. Mercedes-Benzes. Diamonds. That sort of thing. Deano’s worth it. Right?

      My eyes shift from Deano to Brittany. I’m relieved that she seems to have come through her ordeal in reasonably good shape. She catches me looking, gives me a teasing smile, and rubs her shirt sleeve just about where a couple of buckshot pellets nicked her when the shotgun discharged during the collision with Joe.

      “I wonder if anyone would care to make me a cup of hot chocolate?” she wonders aloud. When nobody leaps at the opportunity, she turns her big drama-class eyes on me. “Not even the father who shot me? I might forgive him if he made me some nice hot chocolate.”

      As I laugh and get up, she says to the room at large, “My therapist thinks I may eventually get past the trauma of attempted filicide if Dad makes me at least one cup of hot chocolate every day.”

      “I had to look filicide up, too,” I say when I notice some blank looks. “Think infanticide for kids and teenagers. Think mercy killing for parents.”

      My thoughts stay on Brittany after I put the kettle on to boil. To my immense relief, she’s rebuffed Michelle’s attempts to convince her that she would be better off living in Europe with her mother. Brittany refuses to even visit unless Michelle withdraws her legal effort to win custody. While I stand in the kitchen doorway watching, I notice her drifting away with a pained longing on her face that suggests her thoughts have turned to Bobby. She’s pretty much quit mentioning him over the last week or two, but I sense that the loss remains acute and that my daughter is in more emotional pain than she lets on. At least she’s not consumed by guilt, which was a distinct possibility given that the kidnapping was related to our family and that she survived while Bobby did not. The idea that she is in any way responsible for what befell Bobby is ridiculous, of course, but the unfathomable twists and turns that guilt and grief follow are often beyond understanding.

      Papa, for instance, was utterly devastated and inconsolable after the death of his newfound friend, Ed Stankowski. My father blamed himself for Ed’s murder and yet, since his return from Italy, he hasn’t seemed to have given his deceased friend a thought. I hope that’s not the case, but sometimes I wonder. Papa is a bit of an enigma to me these days, distant and preoccupied. I’ve seen glimpses this melancholy in him ever since the dramas he went through last year, which left him shaken and scarred. Now that he’s finally free of the specter of retribution for his long-ago crime in Italy, I have a sneaking suspicion that he’s on the verge of decamping to Italy permanently to make up for lost time with his sister and her family. It will do him good to escape the Liberty Street memories that haunt him: the murder, Mama’s death, and the trauma we’ve been through over the past few months.

      The doorbell rings, attracting a lazy sideways glance from our watchdog, who promptly nudges Brittany, gives her hand a quick little lick, and sighs in contentment when his tummy rub resumes.

      I find Jake Plummer and Max Maxwell on the doorstep. Max holds the screen door open wide while Jake maneuvers a walker over the threshold and shuffles inside. He’s dressed in shiny maroon sweatpants, a matching zip-up hoodie, and a pair of unlaced black sneakers. Nothing difficult to get on and off. There’s even a little stubble on his chin.

      “Is that a nascent goatee or a shaving oversight?” I ask while touching a fingertip to the whiskers.

      “One or the other,” he replies irritably.

      We exchange a handshake and hello before Max pushes inside, flicks a thumb toward the walker, rolls his eyes, and mutters, “Big production for a fuckin’ flesh wound, ain’t it?”

      “Screw you, Max,” Jake answers softly, then lowers his voice barely above a whisper to add, “and watch your god damned language, will you? There’s ladies and a teenager present.”

      We all chuckle, and then Max and I follow Jake into the kitchen. Jake suffered considerably more than a flesh wound during the shootout at the farmhouse the night we rescued Brittany. His survival had been touch and go for several hours after he’d caught a couple of slugs. Fortunately, the bullets had missed vital organs and arteries when they tore into him, but Jake is facing a long, painful stretch in rehab and is being pensioned off his detective job with the Cedar Heights PD. Unlike my daughter, who did suffer a flesh wound, Jake doesn’t demand a beverage, so I pour him a nice glass of his favorite Glenfiddich 21-Year-Old Scotch without making him play the guilt card to be served. Brittany slides a plate of Joan Brooks’s terrific chocolate chip cookies under his nose and plants a kiss on his cheek.

      “How are you doing?” I ask after setting his drink in front of him at the kitchen table.

      “Can’t complain,” he replies.

      I shoot a sideways glance at my daughter and bounce an eyebrow. “Nobody would blame you for doing a little complaining, Jake.”

      “You don’t have to listen to all his damned griping and moaning and groaning the way some of us do,” Max grumbles. Jake is in good if not sentimental hands. The first time we’d gotten together after Jake was released from the hospital, it was clear that Mrs. Plummer was going to need help. Max had immediately volunteered, but had laid out the ground rules for Max Care. “There ain’t gonna be an any schmaltzy bullshit, pal. Don’t get used to being waited on hand and foot, you old bastard. I ain’t your babysitter or a damn nurse.” From what I’ve seen over the last few weeks, Max is doing a surprisingly good imitation of both.

      My cop buddies add considerable spice and humor to the proceedings for the next little while as I bask in the camaraderie and, yes, the love that permeates these relationships. In one way or another, everyone here has been through his or her own version of hell over the past few months and understands that we’ve all played a part in seeing one another through. We share a bond that I hope doesn’t diminish as events recede into the rearview mirrors of our lives. Somehow, I just can’t see that happening.

      Penelope and Becky are the first ones to call it a night.

      “I need to get a good night’s sleep for a big meeting in the morning,” Penelope says before she deposits her glass in the dishwasher and circles the room to dole out kisses and hugs.

      “What about you?” Jake asks me. “Are you going to this meeting, too, or are you still making her do all the work?”

      I shrug and say, “She’s the brains of the organization.”

      Max snorts. “I suppose you think you’re the brawn after our little escapade in Wisconsin?”

      “Hardly,” I reply, and mean it. I hope to never again find myself in a situation that even vaguely resembles that night in Wisconsin. Joe was an asshole and I hated the son of a bitch, yet I still have nightmares about killing him and inexplicably wonder if I couldn’t have played those chaotic few seconds differently. I guess that makes me different from guys like him. I can live with that.

      “What’s this big meeting tomorrow about?” Trish asks Penelope.

      “Hopefully, the final settlement negotiation between R & B and the principals of Windy City. I’ll be happy to get back to our mom-and-pop cases when this is finally over.”

      “Amen,” I say as I kiss her and Becky goodnight.

      “Good luck with that,” Jake tells Penelope as he casts a skeptical eye on me. “Trouble seems to follow your partner around.”

      
        
        THE END
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      There’s a satisfying fullness that comes with doing things in threes, the driver thinks as he kills the headlights of an unmarked panel van while steering into the shadows of an alley. The van coasts to a stop with its sliding door three feet from the back door of a nondescript brick commercial building. Dumpsters obstruct the view between the vehicle and the building from both ends of the alley. A rat stares back insolently from the rim of a dumpster just beyond the windshield, then goes back to its business. The driver checks the mirrors to confirm that the rats are the only other living things in the alley, then kills the engine. It’s not the last thing the driver will kill this evening.

      The driver climbs into the back of the van, peels open the packaging of a hooded protective coverall, and suits up—feet wrapped first in plastic food bags and then athletic socks. Reebok sneakers are pulled on and laced up. A full-face respirator and rubber gloves complete the outfit. A spray can of Mace is tucked into a pocket. The driver spreads a blue painting tarp over the bare steel floor. After the work here is done, the suit, gloves, and Mace container will be wrapped in the tarp and disposed of in a distant dumpster.

      After a final check outside, the driver exits into the chilly early February evening, sniffs at the rank air of the alley, and softly slides the van’s side door closed. Wielding a twelve-inch hunting knife with a serrated blade, the driver inserts a key into the deadbolt lock of the building’s rear entry and slips inside.
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        * * *

      

      Marsha Williams glances at her silver Citizen watch, then saves and exits the life insurance quote she’s been working on. The watch, a birthday gift three years ago from her ex-husband, Reg, reminds her that he called a few minutes ago. He hadn’t spoken when she’d answered, so she’d hung up after ten or fifteen seconds of background noise. She considers calling him back but decides not to—he probably pocket-dialed. Reg will call back if he wants to talk. Besides, her eight o’clock appointment is already overdue. The Tanners are supposed to call when they arrive out front so Marsha can meet them at the street entrance. The agency keeps the doors locked after hours. The main floor of the building is occupied by daytime retail: a tailor, a drycleaner, and a day care center. The insurance agency occupies the second-floor offices.

      At five after eight, Marsha walks to the top of the narrow stairwell that leads down to the first-floor entry to make sure the Tanners aren’t waiting there. Marsha’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Ashley, needs a little help with her math homework and is waiting for Marsha to come home so they can tackle it together. After waiting another minute, Marsha jogs down the tiled stairs to have a peek at the street. Still nobody. Damn. Probably stuck in traffic. It can be a problem in Chicago even at this hour.

      Marsha checks her phone as she climbs back up the stairs—perhaps there’s a text or an email from her prospective clients. Her eyes are still on the phone when she strolls into the outer office and drops into the receptionist’s chair. The door slams shut behind her. Her eyes fly open as she spins around to find someone towering over her, wearing what looks like a black hazmat suit.

      “What are you doing?” she asks in confusion. “How did you get in? What do you want?”

      Her initial panic spirals into abject terror when the stranger steps closer with a spray can in one hand. The blade of an enormous knife flashes in the other.

      Her assailant thrusts the aerosol canister at her and unleashes a torrent of scalding liquid into Marsha’s horrified face. The stream of Mace is the last thing she sees, but she feels every agony of the merciless stabbing and slashing of the knife attack that ends her life at age thirty-eight.
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      Mike Williams refers to our basketball bouts as his hour to kick some white ass—sixty minutes that he flagrantly relishes every Wednesday morning. He’s a fair trash-talker in his deep, silky voice, albeit with the game to back it up. We’ve been friends since the Cook County Public Defender’s office assigned him to defend my father against a charge of murder eighteen-odd months ago. We teamed up to win an acquittal.

      With the early-morning business types gone and kids in school, we have one end of the Cedar Heights RecPlex gym to ourselves for my weekly hoops beatdown. I’m currently flat on my back beneath the basket, panting for breath and sweating by the bucket. The ball begins to smack the hardwood two feet away as I edge up onto one elbow.

      “You okay, Tony?” Mike asks with a smirk. With just a smattering of sweat on the cocoa skin of his forehead, he looks almost bored as he dribbles in place.

      “Sure,” I croak. “Just give me a minute.”

      He nods, then does a few crossovers, pops the ball through the basket a couple of times, and does it all over again.

      Take heart, Valenti, I think as I push myself upright. Mike’s not quite his usual dominant self today. In fact, the score was briefly tied several minutes ago. That’s a first in the annals of Valenti/Williams hoops, at least after we start playing. Then again, the natural order of things had quickly reasserted itself, sending me to a twelve-point loss. So much for my big day on the court.

      Mike is standing stock still with the ball grasped in one of his elephantine hands by the time I struggle to my feet. Something’s clearly on his mind. He shrugs off whatever is weighing on him and drains a couple more baskets to win the match, then gathers up the ball and meets my gaze. “So, Tony? Wanna go again?”

      “Let me catch my breath,” I squeak.

      He tucks the ball under an elbow and walks over to take a long pull from a towering red water bottle. He’s six foot six, an inch taller than I am. We both weigh in at around two hundred twenty pounds, depending on how much pizza and other crap I’ve scarfed down in the days before stepping on the scale. We’re both in our mid-forties and both retain most of our hair. His is tightly curled, mine is wavy. I’m handily winning the touch of gray at the temple competition. I like to think it makes me more distinguished looking than Mike.

      I walk over to join him. “You’re not yourself this morning. What’s up?”

      A cloud passes over his face. “You remember my brother, Reg?”

      “Sure.” Reg, a phone engineer at a major cell phone manufacturer, had lent a hand getting critical cell phone evidence into our hands during Papa’s trial.

      Mike’s expression darkens further. “His ex-wife was murdered a few nights ago.”

      My water bottle pauses in midair. “Jesus, that’s awful.”

      “Sure is. She was a sweet gal.”

      My mind strays to a news report about a woman named Williams who had been brutally slain at an insurance office. I’m pretty sure that’s who we’re talking about.

      “Kids?” I ask.

      The question elicits a heavy sigh from Mike. “A seventeen-year-old daughter. This is hell for Ashley.”

      “Mom had custody?”

      Mike nods. “Shared, but she had primary custody. Ashley will be with Reg full-time now.”

      “He got laid off a few months ago, didn’t he?”

      Mike drains off some more water before he replies, “Yup.”

      “What’s he doing now?”

      “He picks up some consulting work here and there and works as a technician at a cell phone fix-it shop. The pay sucks, but he’s never missed a child support payment. He and Marsha have done a good job working through the divorce without a lot of bullshit. Ashley’s lucky that way.”

      He pauses while his eyes drop to the floor. I reach for his shoulder after I see a tear splash onto the hardwood.

      Mike looks up and meets my eyes. “Thanks, man.” Then he wipes the back of his hand across his eyes and musters some semblance of a smile as he pulls the basketball from beneath his arm. “Ready?”

      “Let’s do some free throws.”

      “First to twenty-one?” he asks.

      I’m nodding when the ball slams into my chest.

      “You’re up first, sport,” he says with forced joviality and a look of affected disdain. “I don’t wanna skunk you.”

      I snort, hopefully with the intended note of derision. “That’s your first mistake, pal.”

      Mike scoffs and reels off five in a row in the wake of my opening air ball. When he finally misses, I step to the line and clank a shot off the backboard.

      Mike snags the ball, slams it down, and then kicks it the length of the gym. “Shit, man, this is so damn wrong!”

      I freeze and await his next move.

      He plants his hands on his hips and blows out a long breath. “The cops are already sniffing around Reg.”

      “He’s a suspect?” That’s surprising. Reg seemed fairly easygoing the one time I met him.

      “Of course, he is. He’s her ex. He’s Black.”

      We lock eyes.

      “Do you think he had anything to do with it?” I ask.

      Mike’s eyes flash before he shakes his head. “He’s my brother, Tony. I know he isn’t capable of doing that.”

      “Alibi?”

      Mike sets off to retrieve the basketball, which is wedged beneath a wooden players bench. “Depends on the time of the murder. They figure it happened around eight o’clock. Reg left work at eight. It’s touch and go.”

      “How far is his store from the murder scene?”

      “Couple miles. Five-minute drive, tops.”

      “He’s lucky to have you looking out for him. Not every potential murder suspect has a professional defense attorney in the family to lean on.”

      Mike plucks the ball off the hardwood and tosses it from hand to hand while his brow creases in thought. “I worry about Reg talking to the cops.”

      “Why?”

      “You know the cops have him in their sights. Rightfully so, I know. I told him that the spouse and/or ex is always looked at. He didn’t like hearing it.”

      I bite back the urge to utter the platitude of all platitudes at this stage of a murder investigation, which is that Reg has nothing to worry about if he’s innocent. That’s not how justice is applied in modern-day America—especially if you’re a Black suspect.

      “Reg is gonna have to manage his temper and self-righteousness, or he’ll play right into the angry Black man stereotype,” Mike continues. “He has a bit of a temper and is still bitter about being downsized. He started drinking a bit after that. Now, with what’s happened to Marsha, I worry about the drinking getting worse.”

      Mike carries the ball back to the top of the key and nails a pair of baskets. When I bounce the ball back to him after the second shot, he asks, “Mind if we stop?”

      “Not at all.”

      Mike beats me out of the shower and change room and is settled with coffee and a Danish from the snack shop when I arrive at his table for two. I’m startled by the anger on his face as he glares at the television.

      “…many times have we seen this story repeated?” Gabby Garcia asks her television audience. Garcia is a hard-featured, local Latino woman with a helmet of bleached blonde hair. She first made a name for herself on the Spanish-language network Telemundo after being disbarred for prosecutorial misconduct while she was an assistant state’s attorney in Winnebago County just west of Chicago. The media maven recently landed a segment on Court TV as she moves up in the broadcasting world. I did a little reading up on the sanctimonious bitch after she weighed in on my father’s case last year, spreading unsubstantiated bullshit far and wide to further her personal agenda and boost her ratings. Her “facts” were so far off base that they would have been laughable if she hadn’t been tossing the bullshit into the middle of a murder trial. A little digging into her history unmasked her—it’s too bad more people don’t look into who she really is before they allow themselves to be manipulated. She lost her law license after withholding exculpatory evidence and soliciting bogus jailhouse testimony while prosecuting a murder trial. Garcia wears her disgrace like a badge of honor, suggesting she was an avenging angel whom corrupt liberal court officials were anxious to take down. Her show plays well with a largely female audience that laps up her fearmongering about bad men who prey on women, a dread she exploits and spreads far and wide—with or without facts to support her insinuations. Lord knows there’s more than enough legitimate fear in the world without this woman preying on it to whip up outrage about situations that she knows little to nothing about.

      Garcia leans toward the camera. “Marsha Williams was yet another survivor who escaped her abusive husband’s clutches by becoming a successful entrepreneur in her own right.” She settles back, crosses her legs, and throws her hands up in a gesture of exasperation. “Reg Williams couldn’t handle that—his precious masculinity was threatened by a wife who struck out on her own! Marsha Williams was murdered on February fourth—six days ago! When will the police finally take this animal off the streets? After another woman dies?”

      “What a crock of shit,” Mike seethes.

      Garcia’s eyes narrow. “Who is Reg Williams? A heavy drinker who can’t hold a job. A man prone to violence—the classic dangerous ex-spouse. In short, just another loser. A thug!”

      “Could she blow that dog whistle any harder?” Mike asks bitterly.

      My eyes snap to Mike. “I missed that.”

      “Thug,” he explains. “A word that nowadays denotes lawless, dangerous brown folks, my friend.”

      While the program goes to commercial, I process what I’ve just heard. “Any history of abuse?”

      “Hell, no,” Mike replies before he takes a bite of Danish.

      “So, what was that about?” I ask. Gabby Garcia isn’t exactly known for letting facts get in the way of her rants, but her depiction of Reg was incendiary, even for her—especially at this early stage of a murder investigation. As far as I know, Reg hasn’t even been publicly identified as a “a person of interest,” that delightful euphemism law enforcement uses to paint a target on potential suspects. Aside from tarnishing the reputation of whomever they tag, it suggests that a thorough investigation is underway. People such as Gabby Garcia are a great way to spread the manure far and wide.

      Mike dips his head and massages his temples. “They’re zeroing in on Reg. Dollars to doughnuts, some cop is feeding Garcia all the bullshit she needs to publicly tar and feather him.”

      I stop just short of offering to represent Reg. I need to discuss things with my partner, Penelope Brooks, before doing so. The law firm of Brooks and Valenti may be lawyers to the poor and defenders of lost causes, but taking on a murder case is an expensive proposition. I also tend to get us into some tough spots. As my friend, retired Cedar Heights homicide detective Jake Plummer, warned my partner not two months ago, trouble seems to follow me around.
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      The murder of Mike’s sister-in-law intrudes on my thoughts five days later, during a Presidents’ Day dinner of Hungarian goulash prepared by my fifteen-year-old daughter, Brittany. I can’t shake the sense that the haunted look in Mike’s eyes as he contemplated the cops zeroing in on his brother portends trouble dead ahead—trouble that will involve me. I push those thoughts aside to give Brittany my full attention. She and I are still recovering from several terrible weeks last fall that had seen her kidnapped and her boyfriend murdered. It all ended when I shot and killed the Mafia gangster who had been behind the kidnapping and murder—and that barely scratches the surface of the craziest two months of our lives. We’re both still laboring to overcome the physical and emotional wounds we suffered, and are becoming pretty good at setting it all aside behind a façade of normalcy for minutes at a time.

      “That was pretty good,” I say as I push aside the dinnerplate I’ve just scoured clean.

      “Pretty good?” she shoots back while giving me the stink eye. “I go to all the trouble of making you a nice meal on my day off school and that’s all the thanks I get?”

      “I’ll bet the pie is great!” I exclaim in a bid to redeem myself. The pièce de résistance is to be an apple pie baked from scratch.

      Brittany shoots an exaggerated stare at the kitchen wall clock and grumbles, “We may never find out.”

      We’re holding dessert until Pat O’Toole arrives. Pat, a local newspaper reporter at the Chicago Tribune, was a classmate of mine growing up. Brittany has had a rough first year in Cedar Heights after our arrival from Atlanta in the wake of a bitter divorce. Despite the age difference between them, Brittany considers Pat one of her few friends here. Pat begged off Brittany’s dinner invitation but promised to come afterward. I plan to ask Pat what, if anything, she knows about Marsha’s murder. I’m a little worried about doing so. Our relationship is somewhat tenuous these days; I don’t want her to feel as if I’m trying to exploit it. I can’t imagine that she will—she’s a generous soul—but the relationship means a lot to me, and I don’t want to jeopardize it. That said, I feel the inexorable pull of Reg’s potential case drawing me in and want to learn everything I possibly can about what happened and how the murder investigation is progressing.

      Brittany waves away my offer to clear the table, then pushes her chair back and collects our plates on her way to the sink. She’s a good foot shorter than I am, a willowy girl with her mother’s exotic good looks: high cheekbones, sky-blue eyes, a finely chiseled nose, full lips, and shoulder length auburn hair. A knockout in my books. Not that I’m entirely happy about it now that boys have discovered Brittany and she’s discovered them.

      “Oops!” she exclaims after accidentally on purpose brushing a chunk of stewing beef out of the serving bowl. The splat when it hits one of our kitchen’s sixteen-inch ceramic floor tiles flips the activation switch on our aging black Labrador retriever, Deano. After hoovering up the treat, he settles on his haunches to lick up every molecule he missed on the first pass. Moments like this have alarmingly expanded his girth, yet I can’t bring myself to forbid Brittany from spoiling the pooch. Truth be told, I indulge the old bugger as much or more.

      I smile at my daughter and shake my head to demonstrate that Dear Old Dad wasn’t fooled by her staged “Oops.”

      “Busted, huh?” she says with a grin before she turns away to rinse the dishes.

      “Yup. You’re grounded until the dishes are done.”

      She glances over her shoulder and mock pouts before she gets back to work loading the dishwasher.

      My thoughts turn to my father as my eyes roam around the kitchen he remodeled over the years. Papa’s exemplary craftsmanship is evident in every inch of the meticulously finished alder cabinets and trim, in the crown molding that caps the walls, and in the tile work of the counters and backsplash. Papa’s been visiting his sister in Italy for the past few months after an absence of almost fifty years. I doubt he’s coming back. He gave me the okay to take over the master bedroom so we could turn my childhood bedroom into an exercise room/home office—quite an improvement over being wedged into an unfinished corner of the basement.

      We sit in companionable silence after Brittany cleans up. Deano finishes scrubbing the floor and wanders over to await another morsel. The doorbell rings while I eyeball the pie calling out to me from the counter.

      Brittany is off like a shot with Deano waddling along in her wake.

      “I hear there’s homemade pie somewhere around here,” Pat says as she walks into the kitchen and busses my cheek before she pulls out a chair and plunks her lanky five-foot-ten frame into it. She pushes a strand of shoulder-length red hair behind an ear and fixes her sea-green eyes on me. “Unless you ate it already?”

      “Nope,” I reply, thinking that her permanent false eye is a pretty good replacement for the one she lost in a shooting here just over a year ago.

      Pat sniffs the air and turns her attention to Brittany. “Do I smell paprika?”

      Brittany beams. “Goulash.”

      “And I missed it! Sorry I couldn’t make dinner, kiddo. Monday is my day to spend with Mom. I had to stay until my sister got there from work.”

      Brittany’s expression sobers at the reminder of Pat’s family problems. Her father passed away suddenly on January second. Her mother was diagnosed with early-stage Alzheimer’s two weeks later.

      “How’s your mother?” Brittany asks.

      Pat’s shoulders sag. “Some days are better than others, but all in all, things are pretty good. I guess the upside is that I’m discovering stuff about Mom’s childhood I never knew.”

      Brittany looks confused. “I thought people started forgetting everything with Alzheimer’s?”

      “It’s strange. What happened yesterday often escapes Mom, but she remembers so much from growing up in Toronto. She talks about that a lot.”

      “She grew up in Toronto?” I ask in surprise. “Is she Canadian?”

      “She’s always been a dual citizen,” Pat replies. “Funny how none of us have ever really thought of her as Canadian, but it seems that she’s always thought of herself as one.”

      “Does that make you Canadian?” Brittany asks.

      Pat smiles. “All her talk made me curious, so I poked around a bit. I qualify for Canadian citizenship.”

      “Well, I hope you don’t run off to Toronto and leave me here with this guy,” Brittany says while shooting a look my way.

      I conjure up a look of consternation. She pokes the tip of her tongue out in response.

      As I watch them talk, I’m saddened by how Pat and I have grown apart over the past several months. We’d connected immediately when she re-entered my life and had settled into an easy comradery that was a lot of fun. We still get along, but there’s a growing distance between us. Without Brittany acting as the glue to keep the relationship from fraying further, we might well have drifted completely apart. There was a time not so long ago when I thought something might develop between us. Pat had other ideas. I eventually decided to move on and am now in a relationship. In fact, the glow of a fabulous Valentine’s Day and night with Trish Pangborne at her Lake Point Tower condo has had me walking on air all day. My relationship with Trish is everything I’d once hoped to have with Pat. Trish is the polar opposite of my ex-wife: kind, warmhearted, generous, strong and confident without feeling the need to turn every day into an ongoing power struggle. She’s comfortable in her own skin. I’m beyond comfortable in her company. Am I in love with Trish? If not, I’m well on my way there.

      “Where did an Italian/Irish girl like you acquire a taste for goulash?” I ask Brittany when there’s a lull in their chatter.

      “Mrs. Harland gave me the recipe and talked me through it this afternoon.”

      An uncomfortable silence follows the mention of Bobby Harland’s mother. Bobby, who died last November, was Brittany’s first serious boyfriend. I didn’t know she was still in touch with his family.

      Pat touches my daughter’s hand. “So, where’s this pie I’ve been looking forward to?”

      Brittany brightens at the change of topic, pops to her feet, and collects the pie.

      “Wow!” Pat exclaims after Brittany slides it onto the table and departs to collect plates and forks. “This is really your first pie?”

      Brittany nods happily.

      “Pretty darned fancy,” Pat marvels. “You made the whole thing from scratch?”

      The pie is impressive with its lattice top and apple filling bubbling through. “I suggested that she start with a prepackaged crust and a can of filling for her first try,” I tell Pat. “It would have been easier.”

      “No store-bought crap served here!” Brittany scoffs as she cuts into her masterpiece.

      Pat is served the first slice of pie, forks up a bite and chews for a moment with her eyes closed, then cuts a sideways glance at me. “It might have been easier, Valenti, but it wouldn’t have tasted half as heavenly as this.”

      Brittany slides a slice in front of me and tosses a dessert fork my way. “Try it, old man.”

      I obey and realize that Pat hadn’t exaggerated to make Brittany feel better. Have I finally found a replacement baker for my mother, who passed away before we moved back to Cedar Heights? That would be, to steal Pat’s term, heavenly.

      Brittany cuts herself a slice of pie, then sits down and fixes her gaze on me. “Well?”

      “Terrific,” I mutter around a second bite.

      The kitchen falls silent while we attack our dessert. I carry the plates to the dishwasher when we finish, then put up the kettle to boil water for hot chocolate.

      Pat asks me how last week’s basketball bout with Mike Williams went.

      “Same as always” I reply. “Got my ass kicked. Not as thoroughly as usual, though. Mike wasn’t quite into it. Do you remember his brother, Reg, from Papa’s trial?”

      “The cell phone guy?” Pat asks.

      I nod and tell them about the death of his ex-wife.

      She looks away for a long moment, then refocuses on me. “The insurance agent who was killed at her office?”

      I nod.

      “I helped edit the story. I didn’t connect the dots to Mike’s family.”

      “Do you know what’s going on with the investigation?” I ask.

      “Not really,” she replies. “There’s chatter around the newsroom that the police are looking at the ex-husband.”

      “Will Mike defend him?” Brittany asks.

      “Reg hasn’t been charged,” I reply.

      Pat gives me a knowing look. “You know he’s the prime suspect, Tony. His ex-wife is dead and he’s Black.”

      Brittany’s eyes grow wide as she stares at Pat. “So? They can’t charge him just because he’s African American!”

      Pat offers her an indulgent smile. “Welcome to post-racial America, kiddo.”

      “Even if Reg qualifies for a public defender, Mike probably won’t get the case,” I say.

      “Why not?” Brittany asks.

      “The powers that be will probably think he’s too close to the case.”

      “That’s stupid,” Brittany says with a frown. “Who’s gonna care more about getting his brother off?”

      Out of the mouths of babes.

      “So, if not Mike, who?” Pat asks. “You?”

      “I kicked it around with Penelope,” I reply. “She’s not crazy about the idea of taking on the time and expense of a murder case, but she’s open to the possibility.”

      Penelope Brooks, my partner in Brooks and Valenti, is probably right, but I still feel like we should make the gesture. We’re interrupted by the chirp of an incoming call on my cell phone. I check the caller ID. Mike Williams.

      “We need to talk,” he says when I answer.

      “What’s up?”

      “The State’s Attorney has convened a grand jury to consider charges against Reg,” he replies. “Will you represent him if the cops take him in?”

      Good question.
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      “Mike Williams is calling for you,” Joan Brooks says the next morning as I step into my office at Brooks and Valenti. Joan is our receptionist/legal assistant/paralegal/office mother. She’s also the widowed mother of my partner. Joan worked for her father, who was a judge back in Kansas, and she now employs those skills for our firm. She’s a wonder of decorum and efficiency. I’ve made it my personal mission to crack the air of professionalism whenever possible. We have fun with it.

      I pull a blank yellow legal pad onto my blotter and click open a silver Cross ballpoint pen before I pick up. “What’s up?” I ask after we exchange greetings.

      “I need to see you about Reg.”

      “They charged him?”

      “Just a matter of time. How’s your schedule look this week?”

      “What are you doing right now?” I ask.

      “You’ve got time?”

      I’ve got plenty of time today. Our little law firm isn’t exactly overwhelmed with business this week. “Sure.”

      “Thanks, man. On my way.”

      “What does a guy have to do to get a cup of coffee around this joint?” I shout through the open door of my office after I hang up.

      “God gave you two feet, Mr. Valenti,” Joan retorts. I can almost see the self-satisfied smirk on her face as she zings me.

      “And I give thanks to Him for those feet every day,” I shoot back as I unfold myself from my office chair, walk to the door, and stare down at Joan while holding out my empty coffee cup. “I believe he gave you a couple of feet, as well?”

      “Two more days,” she grumbles with affected resignation.

      Surely, she’s not going to make me wait two days for a cup of coffee? “Two days until what?”

      “Until Penelope is back to inject a little professionalism into this operation.” Penelope is back home in Kansas introducing her partner, Becky Seguin, to the extended Brooks clan on the occasion of Penelope’s grandmother’s seventy-fifth birthday. Joan had gone, as well, but had come back to work yesterday while Penelope stayed on. Seems they were worried about leaving me on my own for even a day or two.

      I slap a hand over my heart. “That hurt!”

      “Do try to remember that this is a legal office, Mr. Valenti. Some measure of decorum is appropriate.”

      We smile at each other. Joan and Penelope are cut from the same cloth, somewhat big-boned wholesome daughters of Kansas who stand maybe five foot tall. Both have shoulder-length brown hair. Joan sports a few more gray hairs (and claims I’m the source of many of them!) and carries a few more facial wrinkles. Mother and daughter also share hearts the size of their home state—not that you’d know that from the grief they give poor little me.

      “My arm is getting tired,” I whine while continuing to hold my mug out. It’s a great mug that’s the size of a small pail, large enough to accommodate the tongue-in-cheek tag line of our legal practice: “Lawyers to Little People and Lost Causes.”

      “If the cup’s too heavy for you now, you’d better not put anything in it,” Joan warns.

      I’m beginning to suspect that I’ll have to get my own coffee.

      She confirms it when she glances over to where I’m still hovering with my cup. “Get your own coffee.”

      I make my way to the Mr. Coffee drip machine that resides on a side table in Joan’s reception area and fill my mug.

      “What’s on the calendar?” I ask while dumping two packets of sweetener and a couple of creamers into my mug.

      “You’ve got the tenant/landlord hearing after lunch,” she replies with a suspicious look my way. “You’ve taken the time to prepare?”

      “Of course,” I retort while tossing my stir stick into the plastic trash can beside the beverage station.

      She eyes me skeptically. I don’t know why. It’s only nine thirty-two and the file is on my desk. I have a couple of hours to get up to speed, less however long I spend with Mike.

      I stare at the tenant/landlord file, then flip it open and start cramming. Our clients are, of course, the tenants. The law is probably on the side of the landlord, but this is what we do, right? Little People and Lost Causes. Lucrative it isn’t, but that’s not why we do it. I made the big bucks in my corporate law days, but that’s all it offered—outrageous compensation with no food for the soul. There may well be more to life than money, but I don’t recall taking a legal vow of poverty in law school. A little bump in Brooks and Valenti billings would make my professional life about perfect.

      “Why shouldn’t it take eighteen months for the beleaguered landlord to stop a roof leak that’s causing grief for seven of the eight tenants in his walk-up apartment block?” I grumble as I read the file. Just a little mold, the landlord said. The asshole had the gall to claim that it wasn’t reasonable to expect him to keep the building in good repair considering the paltry amount of the housing vouchers his tenants pay their rent with. Oh, the horrors of being a slum landlord! The hell of it is that Penelope’s research suggests that the law is on this guy’s side. We’ll have to hope for a sympathetic judge. I toss the file aside when I hear Mike arrive.

      Joan is fixing him a coffee when I step into reception.

      Mike offers me a subdued “Hey,” thanks Joan for the coffee, and follows me into my office.

      I lead Mike to a modest conference table with a quartet of chrome-and-gray fabric chairs ranged around it. We settle in while his eyes roam the office. “Moving up in the world,” he notes dryly.

      I smile and nod. We moved into our permanent offices in December after suffering through a few months sandwiched into a strip mall cubbyhole while the interminable leasehold improvements here dragged on and on. And on. Not that we’re flying high on the hog here (to borrow Penelope’s decidedly Kansan take on the place). Our new office is spartan for a law office, but it’s functional and I no longer share a common wall with our former Chinese restaurant neighbor, The Golden Dragon. I don’t miss the racket of their kitchen, but I kinda liked the smell of Chinese food.

      When Mike sits forward and settles his folded hands on the table, I pull a legal pad close and meet his intense gaze.

      “The cops are closing in,” he says. “They executed search warrants on Reg’s home and car, and they showed up at my parents’ place this morning with a warrant to search their garage.”

      The initial warrants aren’t surprising; the garage one is. “What the hell were they looking for there?”

      Mike turns up his palms. “Not a clue. It freaked Mom and Dad out.”

      “I’ll bet.” George and Althea Williams are a dignified couple who met as idealistic young college students. They’re devout Baptists who ensured that their children stayed out of trouble and got a proper education. This morning is probably the first time the police have ever darkened their door.

      “The cops had them unlock the garage door and then shooed them away,” Mike says. “They left with a couple of bags of stuff.”

      That can’t be good.

      “We want you and Penelope to represent Reg if they charge him,” Mike concludes.

      Thinking back to my father being charged with murder, I understand why he’s worried. Aside from the emotional shock of having a loved one in that position, the cost of a murder trial is punishing. I imagine both considerations are weighing heavily on Mike’s family.

      I meet his gaze. “Penelope’s out of town until Thursday. We’ll need to have a sit-down talk about taking this on, but I’ll take care of Reg if they charge him in the interim. No charge.” It’s the least I can do. If not for Mike, Papa might be behind bars instead of gallivanting around Italy.

      “Thanks, man. Be persuasive with your partner, though. We really need you guys.”

      “What about you?”

      He shakes his head. “My office won’t let me, assuming Reg qualifies for a public defender. He probably won’t.”

      “I thought he was struggling to make ends meet?”

      “True, but he’s got pension assets. His old company pushed people hard to take an ill-advised buyout that benefited the company at their employees’ expense.”

      And then they laid him off. I swallow my disgust at yet another example of corporate America picking the pockets of its employees. Nothing new there.

      “Have you considered taking a leave of absence?” I ask.

      “Hmm. That’s something to think about.”

      Those are considerations for another time. The odds are good that Reg is only days—if not hours—away from being charged with murder. He needs representation now.

      I pick up my pen. “Fill me in on the divorce. What led up to it? How have things been between Reg and Marsha since? Anything I need to know about?”

      Mike sits back, stretches his legs under the table, and stares out the window while he sips his coffee. I wait patiently, doodling on the top corner of my legal pad.

      He sits forward, sets his elbows on the table, and interlocks his fingers while his expression hardens. “Who the hell would do this to Marsha? Reg sure as hell couldn’t.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      “We were all fond of Marsha. Smart. Wicked funny. She raised Ashley right, worked on a production line for years before deciding to try her hand at making a little more coin in the life insurance business. She partnered up with an established agent who was looking to expand into the Black community. Marsha had no issues with that, and the family, on balance, was also okay with it. Mom and Dad didn’t much take to her business partner at the insurance agency, but they’ve never cottoned on to sales types of any color.”

      “Fair enough,” I reply. “The divorce?”

      A sad smile crosses Mike’s face. “Marsha wasn’t someone you could stay angry with for more than a minute or two. Reg thinks she might have gotten mixed up with a new boyfriend before she split. If not before, then immediately afterward.”

      My ears perk up at the mention of a boyfriend. A SODDI defense (Some Other Dude Did It) is always worth exploring in a murder case. “She had a boyfriend?”

      “Apparently. We don’t know squat about the guy.”

      I make a bold slash to underline “boyfriend” on my legal pad. “We’ll dig into who the guy is if it comes to that, but at first blush, it will probably look bad to the cops.”

      “I suppose,” Mike agrees. “Reg was okay with things. He said that if she didn’t want to be together anymore, he wasn’t about to flog a dead horse. Far as I know, he didn’t.”

      “Yet you told me that he’s angry and is hitting the bottle pretty hard.”

      “Remember, that started after the downsizing bullshit, then tapered off some until Marsha was killed. When I talked with him a few days before she died, he told me the divorce wasn’t how he wanted things to end, but he accepted her decision and was moving on. How does someone get from point A to point B within a week? I’m not buying it—not with Reg.”

      It sounds a little out there when he puts it that way, yet people seem to reach point B with alarming regularity. I tap my pen on the table. “How much of this do the cops have?”

      “A lot of it, judging by the shit Gabby Garcia is spewing on television.”

      Good point. “Well, forewarned is forearmed. If it comes to that.”

      “If?” Mike snorts. “When it comes to that, brother. When.”
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      I smile when the doorbell rings, then peek in the mirror as I pass through the living room on my way to the front door. Why? I’ve been around for over four decades, for God’s sake; I already know what I look like. Still, I’m anxious for this evening to go well.

      I break into a grin when I pull the door open and find Trish smiling back at me. The crisp winter breeze has flushed the fair skin of her cheeks, and wisps of her long wheat blonde hair blow about her face. She still takes my breath away every time I see her. Yeah, that’s kinda cornball and cliched, but it’s the truth. I help her shrug off a padded, burgundy, down-filled winter coat before she peels off a pair of matching leather gloves.

      “This is so sweet of you, Tony,” she says before planting a lingering kiss on my lips.

      It is sweet of me. It’s now been three months and one day since our first date. I proposed cooking dinner for her on our actual three-month anniversary, but the logistics hadn’t worked out yesterday. No worries. I still get full points for remembering and cooking.

      Trish has come straight from work at Fleiss Lansky, a large corporate law firm where we worked together for a few months shortly after my arrival from Atlanta. She’s dressed in her usual conservative business attire. Tonight, it’s a plum three-quarter-length skirt and jacket with a pale pink blouse. She’s not one to flaunt her looks in the office, although it would take a head-to-toe burlap sack to mask them.

      Trish takes my hand a little tentatively after I hang her coat and lead her toward the kitchen. She pauses and looks around. “Brittany?”

      “She isn’t home yet.” My daughter is joining us for dinner, only the third time I’ve managed to align all our schedules. To date, Brittany has been uncharacteristically cool to Trish, which I simply don’t understand. I’m sure they just need a little time together to bring Brittany around. Trish hasn’t said anything about it, but I’m pretty sure it’s beginning to gnaw at her.

      She steps to the counter and peeks beneath the lid of a black six-quart ceramic slow cooker. “Smells great!”

      This is the first time I’ve cooked for Trish and I’m worried that I may have oversold my limited abilities in the kitchen. Granted, my late mother made the best meatballs and sauce on the planet and she tutored me, but it’s still me at the controls—disaster lurks no more than a teaspoon of the wrong ingredient away.

      Brittany may be keeping her distance from Trish, but Deano’s fully onboard. Fearsome watchdog that he is, he finally hoists his lazy ass off his bed the moment Trish sits down at the table, sidling over to set his muzzle in her lap in a pathetic bid for attention. She obliges by leaning down until she’s nose-to-nose with the old fart while she massages the backs of his ears.

      “Who’s a sweet old man?” she coos, prompting a brief bout of full-body tail wagging, accompanied by a contented sigh.

      Brittany could learn a thing or two from Deano when it comes to my girlfriend. Dogs know, right?

      “Can I get you a coffee or something?” I ask Trish.

      “Maybe after dinner,” she says while wriggling her nose in the most adorable manner imaginable. “Wine?”

      “A nice bottle of a Moselle Valley Riesling.”

      She claps her hands in delight, dumps Deano, and leans in to throw her arms around my neck. “Exactly what I ordered on our first date. You remembered!”

      I did. Hell, even I’m impressed. Pretty good for a wine ignoramus.

      The opening bar of “Smells Like Teen Spirit” announces a text from Brittany. I smile as I recall her reaction to my setting this as her text tone: “So, it’s cool that I’ve got my own text tone and all, Dad, but couldn’t you use something from, like, this century?” Trish and I disengage from a pleasant smooch while I slide the phone out of my shirt pocket and read the text:

      Eating at Jocelyn’s. Later.

      Damn her! I think after I tell Trish, who looks hurt. “Kids!” I say brightly with an exaggerated shrug.

      Trish has the good grace to play along, but the hurt lingers in her eyes when she gamely asks, “Do I get an extra meatball?”

      “As many as you want.”

      Deano touches a paw to Trish’s knee and fixes her with a sorrowful look that bespeaks starvation and all other manner of deprivation.

      She glances up at me. “I think he wants me to save him a meatball.”

      “Ya think?”

      She’s still fussing over the dog when my phone plays Dean Martin singing the opening line of “That’s Amore.”

      “That’ll be Papa,” I say. “We gave him Brittany’s old phone when he left for Italy. He’s been sending pictures ever since.”

      Tonight, it’s a grainy nighttime picture with a streak of yellowy-orange far in the distance. The caption reads:

      Etna. She blows up!

      I show the post to Trish and dryly announce, “He’s not much of a photographer, but he’s an enthusiastic one.”

      She slaps my shoulder. “Oh, stop! That’s mean.”

      “Papa has no sense of the time difference between here and Italy. He sends this stuff at all hours of the day and night.”

      “I think it’s sweet,” she says as she scrolls up to browse through previous texts.

      I sit back and admire her as she smiles and chuckles at several of the texts and pictures.

      “He’s really enjoying himself, isn’t he?” Trish asks as she hands my phone back. I nod while she looks pointedly at the slow cooker. “Are you going to feed me?”

      I forgot to start the pasta. So much for my Mr. Good Host credentials. “More wine?”

      “I’ll pour,” she replies while putting a hand over her glass. “You go start the pasta.”

      Thankfully, I had the foresight to put up a pot of water earlier, so it’s still warm when I turn on the gas burner and open a package of manicotti noodles. Trish’s eyes widen when she sees them.

      “Aren’t those usually stuffed?”

      I nod. “Mama liked manicotti and served it instead of regular spaghetti with meat sauce and meatballs pretty often.”

      Trish walks over to hand me a full goblet of wine, then leans her hip against the counter and touches her glass to mine. “To us.”

      I lean in and give her a kiss. “To us.”

      The kiss lingers and we’re suddenly in danger of deferring dinner. Probably not the best idea—Brittany might pick the wrong moment to come home early.

      “How was your day?” Trish asks to break the spell. “Anything new with Reg Williams?” I filled her in on that situation last night to forewarn her that tonight’s plans might be torpedoed if Reg were charged.

      “Nothing new,” I say while putting out cracked red pepper and fresh parmesan cheese. “They haven’t questioned him again, let alone arrested him.”

      She cocks her head. “What’s he like?”

      “I met him once after Papa’s trial. He seemed like a decent guy.”

      “You’re representing him?”

      “If something happens in the next day or so that he needs help with, yes. Penelope will be back tomorrow and then we’ll decide if we’re in for the long haul. In the interim, I’ll go see Reg tomorrow morning. Mike’s been coaching him to this point. Still, I should talk to him. But enough of that. How was your day?”

      “Pretty good. Nothing out of the ordinary.” I stir the pasta while she fills me in on an annoying four-hour meeting to hammer out the details of a vendor contract—“everyone’s lawyer trying to screw everyone else’s lawyer to justify their billing hours.” I nod and murmur sympathetically at the appropriate junctures, happy to be out of the corporate law racket.

      I give myself a mental kick when I realize that my attention is drifting. I smile and squeeze her hand, hoping she didn’t notice my lapse.

      We chatter about little things while I strain the pasta, slice a loaf of bread I picked up from a local Italian bakery, and ladle meatballs and sauce over a bed of manicotti on our plates. I carry our dinner to the dining room table and light a trio of candles while Trish tops up the wine. Then I settle into Papa’s customary seat at the head of the table. Trish scooches her chair close enough to rub knees while we eat. Dinner conversation centers on family tales—hers and mine. We linger over coffee before I produce our dessert of tiramisu, also procured from the Italian bakery. Eventually, we clear the table and fill the dishwasher.

      “Thanks for dinner,” Trish says when we finish. “You’re some cook!” She steps into my arms and presses close while she kisses me long and deep. We’re getting a little worked up when she pulls back enough to look into my eyes. “When will Brittany be home?”

      I look over her head at the clock on the stove and sigh. It’s eight fifty-seven. “She’s supposed to be home by nine on school nights.”

      Trish gives me a lingering kiss, ending it with a little ass squeeze. “Pity.”

      As if on cue, the front door opens. Brittany pauses in the kitchen doorway just long enough to say “Hey and good night” before she disappears down the hall and into her room.

      Trish replies with a bright “Hello” and “Good night,” but her face falls as soon as we hear the bedroom door close.

      I’m on the verge of storming to my daughter’s bedroom and dragging her back to apologize before I realize that would only make things worse. Things have been tough for her of late, but I want an explanation for her behavior before the night is out. I turn my attention to lifting Trish’s spirits. I lay a hand alongside her cheek and gaze into her disappointed eyes. “Sorry.”

      She tries to smile, but the effort falls short. One shoulder rises and falls in a forlorn shrug while tears well up in her eyes. I pull her close and hold her there for a long minute. “I don’t know what’s wrong with Britts.”

      Trish lays her head softly against my chest. “Maybe I’ve said or done something wrong.”

      “No,” I reply, but the truth is that I simply don’t know and won’t until Brittany tells me what her problem is with Trish. “Things will get better.”

      “I don’t know,” Trish says softly as her tears soak through my shirt.

      I feel a rush of affection for her and tilt her face up to mine before planting a tender kiss on her lips.

      She clings a little tighter and whispers, “Thanks for sticking with me, Tony. I know this is hard on you.”

      Hard on me? I’m not the one in tears. I kiss the top of her head and gently run my hands up and down her back. She slides her hands up to my face and pulls it down for a kiss that quickly deepens. This is where all of our evenings seem to progress, ending in wonderful nights.

      I pull back and cut a sideways glance down the hallway toward the master bedroom. We’ve spent only two nights there while Brittany had sleepovers at her friend’s house, but we’re both acutely aware of exactly where my bedroom is.

      Trish’s eyes track mine. A sad frown appears when her gaze shifts in the direction of Brittany’s bedroom. “I think I’ll just head home, Tony. It’s been a long day.”

      We silently agree to accept the lie and spend the next few minutes polishing off the wine and making small talk before exchanging a rather perfunctory kiss at the door when she leaves. Something about it tastes of loss, which leaves a decidedly bitter aftertaste in my mouth while I stalk down the hallway to rap my knuckles on Brittany’s closed door.

      “I’ve got homework,” she calls out.

      “Are you decent?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      I twist the door handle and push the door open. “We need to talk, Britts.” I hold my hand up to forestall the argument she’s gearing up for, point to the kitchen, and walk away.

      Brittany dawdles for several minutes before she skulks into the kitchen. She looks around and seems surprised to find me alone.

      “Trish left,” I explain. The quick flash of relief that crosses Brittany’s face stings, but I bite back my anger and simply ask, “Why can’t you give her a chance?”

      She leans against the doorjamb and shrugs. “There’s no reason why I have to like who you date.”

      “Is there a reason not to like Trish?”

      To my surprise, the question seems to pull her up short. As she fumbles for an answer, I nod toward the chair across from mine. A steaming mug of hot chocolate awaits. I made a couple of cups as a peace offering while I waited. The ghost of a smile crosses Brittany’s face when she spots her drink. She walks over and sits down. I let her take a sip before speaking.

      “Has Trish done something to upset you?” I ask.

      She replies with a perplexed expression and a shake of her head.

      “Then what’s going on?”

      The gears are turning as Brittany sips her hot chocolate. “There’s nothing specific.”

      “I assume you realize how much you hurt her tonight. In fact, I’m not sure we’re going to recover.”

      Brittany appears shocked. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      And now she’s crying. I still don’t know what’s wrong, Trish doesn’t know what’s wrong and, apparently, Brittany doesn’t know what’s wrong, either.

      “I’m sorry,” my daughter mutters. This night just keeps getting better and better. I pluck a handful of tissues off the counter and hand them to her.

      “Oh hell,” I mutter, turning back to snag the whole box before I sit down and take her hand in mine.

      “I’m sorry,” she repeats through a morass of snot and tears.

      I hand her a few more tissues. “Whatever you feel is okay, Britts. I’d just like to understand.”

      She sighs. “I have to go to school every day and see couples all over the place, having fun, necking in corners… just hanging together and having fun, you know? Just like me and Bobby used to.”

      I rest my hand on hers and squeeze.

      “I get through it, but then I come home and it just feels like… I don’t know, like home should be a refuge from that,” she says.

      “And it’s not?”

      She tries to work up a smile and almost makes it. “Not when you and Trish are doing all that lovey-dovey crap of yours.”

      “I get it,” I say after a long moment. “To be honest, I haven’t been too sure what to do or say since Thanksgiving, Britts. I’ve tried to give you space to heal, then worry that you’ll misinterpret that as either me not caring, or that I’m hoping you won’t mention last fall. You can talk to me about that, or anything else, at any time. I hope you know that.”

      She turns her hand and laces her fingers through mine. “Yeah, I know. You’re not a bad listener for an old guy.”

      “You say the nicest things.”

      We smile at one another for a moment, then I ask, “So, is there a specific issue that you have with Trish?”

      She sniffles and snuffles a bit more, then guzzles down some hot chocolate and wipes her eyes. “Honestly?”

      “The truth would be nice.”

      “She’s not Pat.”

      Of all the reasons I’ve imagined, this one never crossed my mind. “No, she’s not.”

      My daughter blows out a long, frustrated breath and wipes the corners of her eyes. “You know I like Pat, right?”

      Is the sky blue? I nod.

      “I just thought, you know… you… her. I was getting used to that idea.”

      She picked up on that possibility, too, did she? “That wasn’t happening, honey.”

      “It wasn’t?” she asks with a healthy dose of skepticism.

      “Hey, I thought something might come of that, too, but…”

      She shrugs. “I suppose I get it. Maybe if all the other crap hadn’t gone down, maybe I would have taken this in stride or just handled it better. I dunno.”

      “Listen, we’ll have to see what happens with Trish, but I don’t want you to feel bad or responsible about anything, okay?”

      She snorts. “Pretty hard not to, what with—"

      My phone chirps. It’s Mike Williams.

      “The bastards arrested him, Tony!” he says angrily. “Can you meet us at Cedar Heights PD?”

      I meet Brittany’s eyes. Every word Mike said probably reached her ears. Hell, the Vaccaros next door probably heard him, too. She nods. I pull her into a long hug.

      “You gonna be okay home alone for a bit?” I ask when I release her.

      “Yeah,” she replies with the beginnings of a grin. “I’m fifteen, for God’s sake, old-timer. I think I can manage on my own for a little while.”

      “That’s not how I meant it.”

      She drops her forehead on my shoulder and gives me a hug. “I know what you meant, and I love you for it. We can talk later. Now, Mike needs you. Go!”
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      Mike meets me in the lobby of Cedar Heights PD headquarters when I arrive twenty minutes later.

      “Assholes won’t even let me see, Reg,” he mutters.

      I nod, then walk over to the front counter and announce myself as Reg’s attorney.

      “Yeah, we’ll be with you shortly,” the desk officer says. “Have a seat.”

      I do. Mike and I chat about the arrest for a minute or two before he announces, “I feel like shit for bailing on you, but I’ve got a trial in the morning that I haven’t prepared for nearly enough, what with all this bullshit about Reg tonight.”

      “No worries,” I say. “Nothing to be gained by you hanging around here, anyway. Go do your work. I’ll give you a call when I finish here.”

      Mike squeezes my shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

      “I want to see Mr. Williams now,” I say impatiently to the desk officer an hour after my arrival. It’s the third time I’ve made the demand since Mike left.

      “I’m his lawyer!” I gripe a minute later.

      “What’s your problem?” Cedar Heights PD Homicide Detective Brett Caulfield asks me as he walks up in response to the desk officer’s summons.

      I ease forward with my arms braced on the counter. “My problem is that you’re not giving me access to my client.”

      “Chill, man,” he says with a laconic smile as he motions for the desk guy to unlock the door. “Just having a little fun.”

      “In a murder investigation?” I ask incredulously as the solenoid clicks and the door opens.

      Caufield leads me into the squad room, and we take seats at what had been recently retired Detective Jake Plummer’s desk. Caulfield seems to be a decidedly different breed of homicide detective than Plummer was. I don’t like the smug vibe radiating off him as we size up one another.

      “I’d like to see Reg now,” I repeat.

      Caulfield, dressed in a blue suit, red rep tie, and tan lace-up dress shoes at well after ten in the evening, tugs a shirt sleeve below the cuff of his jacket. He tents his fingers and studies me across the jumble of paperwork littering his desktop, all of it turned facedown. The cocky bastard leans back in his seat and eyeballs me for a long moment. “I’m the lead detective in the murder case of Marsha Williams, Mr. Valenti. I’ll decide who talks to who and when. Besides, the killer is still being processed. We’ll make him available in due course.”

      “The killer? You’re getting a little ahead of yourself, Detective.” This guy really pisses me off… and he knows it, damn it. I’m the seasoned adult here, dealing with an impudent punk. I can use that to my advantage. After all, I was once a brash young buck myself. I, too, had been a little too full of myself. I, too, was prone to running off at the mouth when I should have kept it shut.

      I let my shoulders sag and adopt a hangdog expression. “You seem pretty sure of your case, Detective.”

      “We go where the evidence leads. It led us straight to our killer.”

      I bristle at the repeated reference to Reg as the killer. He’s an accused suspect at this stage, nothing more. I’m playing a role right now, however, so I don’t react to his gibe. I sink a little deeper into my seat and palm my face in dejection. “Evidence?”

      “Plenty of evidence,” Caulfield crows. “Witnesses. Forensics. We’ve got it all.”

      I fight to mask my alarm. “Reg and Marsha got along well.”

      “Until they didn’t. That’s probably why she called the police on him a few weeks ago.”

      “She did?”

      “You’ll see the evidence in discovery.”

      I frown and nod, then sigh heavily. It’s no longer an act. “Forensics, too, huh?”

      The detective pauses to study me a little uncertainly, perhaps sensing that I’m playing him for all the information I can squeeze out of him. Luckily for me, he’s too deep into his know-it-all detective shtick to shut himself down. “Yup. Puts him at the crime scene and knowingly attempting to dispose of evidence after the fact.”

      I’m shaken by this news. Reg wouldn’t be in a holding cell if the cops didn’t have anything on him, would he? Well, actually, he might be. It wouldn’t be the first time investigators got a little ahead of what the evidence revealed. I need some time with Reg so he can enlighten me on Caulfield’s claims. “Do you plan to question Mr. Williams tonight?”

      Caulfield’s eyes twinkle in delight. “He already gave us what we needed.”

      “You interviewed him without counsel present?”

      The bastard shrugs in a “no big deal” gesture. “He didn’t ask for a lawyer when we sat down together.”

      How the hell can that be? Mike coached Reg. Mike hadn’t mentioned Reg being interviewed, so I guess he didn’t know. He would have raised a stink and definitely would have mentioned it to me. I recall the anguish on Mike’s face and hope Reg realizes how lucky he is—not every big brother is a protector. Some are destroyers. Trust me, I know.

      “Your people have had plenty of time to get your mug shots and prints,” I tell Caulfield. “I’d like to see Mr. Williams now.”

      The detective sweeps all the paperwork into a file folder and shoots me a smug smile as he tucks it into a drawer. He makes a point of locking the desk before pocketing the key and sauntering away. I assume he’s going to check on the progress of Reg’s processing.

      I settle back in my chair and let my eyes roam over the detective’s workspace. There’s a glossy 8 ½” x 11” framed portrait of him with an unremarkably pretty blonde woman and two equally unremarkable grade-school-age kids that owe their appearance to their mother. One boy. One girl. Pretty much the average all-American white nuclear family: two parents with one point nine children. An American flag pinned up on the wall. A couple of certificates stating that he’s attended this or that detective workshop. A pretty standard cop shop brag wall.

      I stifle a yawn and steal a look over my shoulder to locate the coffee pot, then studiously avoid meeting the eye of the only cop remaining in the room while I walk over and pour myself a cup. My mind is reeling with the news of witnesses and forensic evidence while I stir in a pair of sweetener packets and a couple of creamers. They barely lighten the coffee, so I double up on sweetener and creamers and have only just reseated myself when Caulfield moseys back in, meets my eye, and cocks a finger to summon me. I stifle the urge to cock a middle finger right back.

      “Where the hell is Mike?” Reg asks after I’m shown into an interview room. He’s shorter and stockier than his brother, sports a goatee, and his hair is cut a little longer. There’s a strong family resemblance in his full lips and wide nose, but Reg’s eyes are another story. They’re the same deep brown, albeit without the flecks of amber that make Mike’s eyes so arresting, yet they smolder with anger. Windows into a tortured and angry soul?

      “They wouldn’t let him in,” I reply as I settle into an uncomfortable molded orange chair at a weathered chrome and Formica table. This may well be the same dingy interview room where I first met Mike the night Papa was arrested for shooting a Cook County sheriff’s deputy. The walls are still pitted and scratched, and the thin gray carpet is even more frayed. It’s possible that a janitor hasn’t been in here since I last visited. I settle my hands on the table and lock eyes with Reg. “Always assume the police are listening in here. Understood?”

      Reg scowls as my caution registers.

      “That will change once we get to use an attorney-client room,” I add. “But not until then.”

      “Okay.”

      “I want you to tell me exactly what went on tonight, Reg, from the moment the police arrived at your home until I walked in here. Take your time.”

      He takes a deep breath, then runs his hands from the top of his head to the back of his neck while he exhales, ending up leaning back in his chair with his hands locked behind his head. “The cops were waiting for me when I got home from work a little after eight. Got out of the car and six of them came running out of the bushes with their guns drawn, shouting at me to get on the ground.”

      “You complied?”

      A cloud crosses his face. Indignation? Anger? Something else? “Didn’t wanna get my ass shot, did I? They cuffed me and told me I was being arrested for killing Marsha, tossed me in the back of a cruiser, and brought me here.”

      “Did they read your Miranda rights?”

      He nods.

      “When?”

      “While some big bastard was grinding my face into the gravel and cuffing me, a dude in a suit read me my rights and told me I was under arrest.”

      Ah, yes. Another respectful police takedown. “The Miranda warning came before they asked you any questions?”

      “Yeah. I got my picture taken and all that shit. And here we are.”

      Reg was picked up almost three hours ago. Chronologically, he’s given me maybe five minute’s worth of history. “That’s the CliffNotes version, Reg. Now fill in the details. Step-by-step.”

      He exhales long and slow.

      “No conversation in the car on the way here?” I ask.

      “Nope. Just them bantering back and forth. Nobody said squat to me.”

      “Nothing before they put you in the car?”

      He thinks on that for a minute. “Just to keep my hands where they could see them and to get my ass on the ground when I got out of my car. Shit like that.”

      I’m making notes on a yellow legal pad as we talk. “Detective Caulfield had a chat with you,” I say. “Tell me about that.”

      He shifts in his seat. “My ass is getting sore. Can I walk around in here?”

      “Sure.”

      He gets up and starts pacing like a caged animal. “So, the detective dude waltzes in here, fixes me with a tough guy look, and asks me why I did it. I told him I don’t know who killed Marsha and suggested that he might wanna get to work figuring out who did.”

      “And?”

      “He said he was looking at the killer. Claims they’ve got lots of evidence. Said it would save everyone a lot of grief if I manned up and confessed.”

      “What happened next?” I ask.

      “I told him I had nothing to say until Mike got here.”

      “Good move. Then what?”

      He leans a shoulder against the wall and crosses his arms across his barrel chest. “He just sat there and stared at me. Stared some more. Sat like that for maybe five minutes. Guess he was waiting for me to crack and tell him what he wanted to hear.”

      Caulfield should have left as soon as Reg requested a lawyer.

      “He eventually left without either of you saying anything more?” I ask.

      “That’s right.”

      “He’s a slippery one,” I warn Reg. “Not another word to him from now on.”

      “He shows his face, I ask for you.”

      “Him or anyone else that comes around asking questions.”

      “Gotcha.”

      I stand and pocket my pen. “We’ll have a better talk when we’re in a proper attorney-client room. Between now and then, think real hard on what the police may have unearthed—or might yet discover—that might make them suspicious. Anything that might cast you in a less than flattering light. I’m going to need complete honesty, Reg. We all have skeletons. I need you to unload the whole closet for me.”

      He frowns. “Big Bro already gave me that lecture.”

      “Good.” I close my folio and tuck it under my arm. “Make sure you come clean with us, my friend.”

      Reg steps closer and levels his eyes on mine. “You gonna represent me?”

      “I have to discuss it with my partner tomorrow. I’ll let you know.”

      He clamps a hand on my forearm with an iron grip and steps into my personal space as his gaze intensifies. “I need you, man. Don’t let me down.”

      His intensity unnerves me. I nod and back away.
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      “I’ve only got a couple of minutes,” Mike Williams mutters when he slides into the seat next to mine in Cook County’s Leighton Criminal Courts Building the following morning. I’m cooling my heels in one of the criminal trial courtrooms while I wait for Reg’s proceeding to begin. I’m surprised to see Mike here; he has a trial in one of the upstairs courtrooms this morning.

      We shake hands before he says, “Thanks for being here.”

      “No worries. What’s up?”

      “Have you and Penelope discussed Reg yet?”

      “We’re going to kick it around over lunch.”

      “I went through Reg’s financials,” he says. “I was right, he doesn’t qualify for a public defender because of that damned pension payout. We had a little family powwow last night and everyone agrees that we want you to represent Reg. There will be money to pay you, Tony. We won’t let Reg be a charity case.”

      I’m not sure what to say. I haven’t really focused on the topic of money, which probably helps explain why Brooks and Valenti, Paupers at Law, aren’t exactly awash in cash. Mike’s eyes are locked on mine while he anxiously waits for a response.

      “I’ll pass that along to Penelope.”

      “Sara’s already planning a GoFundMe campaign,” he says with a tight smile.

      I chuckle. Mike’s baby sister raised a boatload of money that helped get us through Papa’s trial. She’s a formidable fundraiser. “Go, Sara.”

      Mike’s smile falters when he looks up at the judge’s bench. “Damn. I was hoping Connolly would be sick or slip in the shower or something.”

      Judge Connolly is presiding this morning. He looks like a corporate executive or a politician. Not surprising, I suppose. A lot of elected judges these days seem to be cut from that cloth. “Not your favorite judge?”

      Mike frowns. “Remember Timothy Walker?”

      I nod. How could I forget that son of a bitch? Cook County State’s Attorney Walker turned a blind eye to or even countenanced several instances of prosecutorial misconduct in an effort to win a flawed case against Papa.

      “Connolly used to be the state’s attorney in Kane County,” Mike continues. “He and Walker are asshole buddies. Having him in your courtroom is pretty much like having an extra prosecutor to deal with.”

      Great.

      “Any idea why there’s a camera crew in the lobby?” Mike asks.

      I’ve been wondering the same thing. “Must be a high-profile trial going on upstairs.”

      “It sure ain’t my case,” Mike deadpans. He’s defending a kid charged with sexually assaulting an eleven-year-old girl in a housing project. He glances at his watch. “Damn. I gotta go.”

      “Good luck. I’ll touch base after I talk to Penelope.”

      He squeezes my shoulder as he gets to his feet. “Thanks, brother.”

      I settle in to await Reg’s appearance. Now that he’s officially caught up in the justice system, the next step on his way to trial is this morning’s initial appearance and bail hearing, where he’ll be formally advised of the charges against him before the judge considers bail. The cookie-cutter ritual has been playing out since I arrived. An accused is brought before the judge, the charges are read, and the attorneys argue about bail.

      I go back to my review of a deposition from a wrongful dismissal lawsuit that landed on my desk a few weeks ago, glancing up every time a new defendant is marched before the judge. I manage to get through a couple of pages before a commotion at the back of the courtroom sends a little buzz of excitement through the crowd. I turn to look as Gabby Garcia and an entourage of hangers-on march in.

      “It must be a celebrity!” a woman in the row behind me exclaims as she leans into my aisle for a closer look.

      “Oh my God!” her companion gasps. “It’s Gabby Garcia!”

      Garcia and company push their way into seats toward the front. So, that explains the camera crew outside. She’s here to exploit the Williams family tragedy, which the bitch has latched onto as her current cause célèbre. I hope the judge doesn’t let her camera crew inside the courtroom. If I’d wanted to be in the circus, I would have gone to clown school.

      Garcia is barely settled—signing autographs, for Christ’s sake!—when another buzz stirs the back of the courtroom, accompanied by the crack of steel-tipped heels stomping down the aisle. A sideways look gives me a second unwelcome surprise as Assistant State’s Attorney Sylvia Perez struts past. What the hell is she doing here? Perez is a rising star in the Cook County prosecutor’s office. She had played second fiddle on the prosecution team during Papa’s trial, continually chomping at the bit to take on a bigger role. She’s probably lucky she didn’t; Papa’s acquittal splattered more than a little egg on a few faces at the State’s Attorney’s office. Perez has a severe look about her, almost haughty. She’s slim to the point of appearing nearly anorexic and is just this side of attractive. Lustrous black hair in a ponytail hangs halfway down her back. I hope she’s not here for Reg’s case. She shouldn’t be. Routine initial appearances and bail hearings aren’t the province of experienced trial attorneys such as Perez. Then again, ambitious up-and-comers in the prosecuting game aren’t averse to spending time in the bright lights. The focus in the courtroom returns to the arguing attorneys after Perez sits down. She does so in the row of seats directly behind a young prosecutor who is arguing against bail for a bewildered young Black woman charged with a third drug possession offense. Judge Connolly glares down at the accused and the beleaguered public defender arguing on her behalf. It’s no surprise when he tersely denies bail and slams his gavel down to underscore the point.

      A pair of bailiffs drag the sobbing woman away and barely exit before two other deputies enter on either side of a scowling Reg Williams. I make my way down to the bar and am dismayed to see Sylvia Perez rise and step behind the prosecutor’s table. Reg may be in considerably more jeopardy that I initially imagined. Not that any murder charge is a trifling matter, but the state’s attorney only dispatches heavy hitters when he’s dead set on winning a case that will polish his law-and-order credentials. If Timothy Walker has tagged Reg as a villain with the potential to make Walker look good with voters, no effort will be spared to mount Reg’s head on the prosecutor’s trophy wall.

      Perez sets a file folder down and looks directly at me with a steely smile designed to convey supreme confidence. She must have a short memory if she expects me to be cowed. For those keeping score—and Walker and Perez surely are—I’m ahead 1–0 against the formidable Miss Perez. Going up 2–0 would be sweet indeed.

      When the prosecutor breaks eye contact, she surprises me by looking out into the spectators to exchange a barely perceptible nod with Gabby Garcia. Perez then turns away with just the hint of a smile teasing the corners of her mouth.

      So, I’m up against Perez and Judge Connolly, ably supported by Garcia’s propaganda machine. My client would be well advised to keep the animosity he’s carried into the courtroom under wraps. To my horror, he fails to do so while a charge of felony first-degree murder is read out. He glowers at the judge and is still radiating anger when he’s deposited at my side for the bail portion of the hearing.

      “You don’t need to smile and do a happy dance, but it would help if you didn’t look like you were on the verge of murdering everyone in the courtroom,” I grumble in his ear. When his fiery eyes cut to mine, I add, “You’re not doing yourself any favors with the wronged man display.”

      Perez leads off with a succinct recap of the horrific murder of Marsha Williams before turning a baleful look on Reg. “Given the ferocity of this attack and the defendant’s history of violent assaults, we ask that the court protect the public by denying bail and holding the defendant over until trial.”

      History of violent assaults? “What history is she referring to?” I whisper to my client.

      He sneers and shakes his head. “Don’t know what she’s on about.”

      “Really?”

      “No shit, man. I honestly don’t know.”

      “Do you have any counterargument, Mr. Valenti?” the judge asks.

      “May I consult with Mr. Williams for a moment, Your Honor?”

      A theatrical sigh escapes Connolly. “A moment, Counselor.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” I reply before leaning back into Reg. “This is no time to bullshit me. Have you ever been charged with assault or anything on the record that the prosecutor is basing her claim on?”

      Reg’s smoldering eyes bore into mine with a frightening intensity. “There was some bullshit with Marsha’s boyfriend awhile back, but I never laid a hand on the bastard. Her, neither. Ever.”

      “Were the cops involved?”

      “He called them. Nothing came of it.”

      Terrific. “Anything else? Bar fight? Scuffle at work?”

      “Not a thing.”

      I stare at him a moment longer. I suspect Perez wants nothing more than for me to call bullshit on her so she can come back at us with a slanted version of whatever went on between Reg and Marsha’s boyfriend. In hopes that Reg is being straight with me and there’s no history of violence, I decide to hang my hat on the possibility that Perez has overstated her case. She made that mistake once or twice during Papa’s trial.

      I turn back to the judge. “Perhaps the prosecution can detail this alleged history of violent assaults?”

      Connolly looks to Perez. “Counselor?”

      “The victim called the police in response to an altercation with the defendant only weeks before her murder.”

      The judge turns a questioning eye to me.

      “As I understand that situation, Your Honor, there was a verbal dispute between Mr. Williams and his ex-wife’s new boyfriend. There was no physical altercation involved.”

      Connolly’s eyes shift back to the prosecutor. “Miss Perez?”

      “The police were called, Your Honor. I submit that violence was only avoided by their presence.”

      “Yet you just cited that incident to claim that Mr. Williams has, and I quote: a history of violent assaults,” I retort while turning back to the judge. “It seems that the state is unable to cite even a single incident of violence perpetrated by Mr. Williams, Your Honor.”

      “Aside from butchering his wife,” Perez mutters loud enough for the entire courtroom to hear.

      Instead of admonishing her, as he should, Connolly cuts his eyes to her in mild rebuke. Then, rather than affording me a chance to counter Perez’s arguments against bail, he makes a show of consulting the sparse notes he’s taken.

      Reg leans close to my ear. “The hell?”

      I shush him. “Our turn is coming.”

      The judge’s eyes rise a moment later and pass between Sylvia Perez and me.

      “Given the severity of the charge, the savagery displayed in the taking of Marsha Williams’s life, and the defendant’s history of aggressive behavior, bail is denied. Mr. Williams will be held over for trial.”

      “Your Honor!” I interject. “We haven’t been heard in this mat—”

      “Nor will you be, Counselor,” Connolly says curtly before he raps his gavel and turns to the next file in his docket.

      I’m shocked into silence by the abruptness and capriciousness of the ruling. God help us if this guy is on the bench for the trial.

      “Do something!” Reg demands angrily as the bailiffs arrive to escort him back to jail.

      I shoot him a sideways look. What the hell is there to say?

      “Tony?” he pleads as the guards seize his arms.

      “Hang tough,” I tell him as he’s led away. I feel as if emptier words have never been spoken.
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      Two hours later, Penelope and I are walking the four blocks from our office to The Sandwich Emporium for our weekly partners’ lunch. The sun is shining brightly, the temperature is well above mid-February normal, and there’s little wind, yet my mood is dark. I’m still shell-shocked as I recap my morning in court. Bail gets denied all the time, but we didn’t even get to plead our case.

      “Have you ever seen anything like that?” I ask.

      “Not personally, but I’ve heard some stories about Judge Connolly.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      Penelope shoots me a sideways look as we wait for a walk light. “I feel like I’ve been right in the middle of the action, what with Garcia’s reporting. Grandma watches her, God knows why—she’s an otherwise intelligent, sensible woman.”

      “How did things go with Becky and your family?”

      “Grandma was especially great. Actually, most everyone was. A bit shocked at first,” she adds with a smile. “They thought she was just a friend I was bringing along for the weekend. It was pretty funny watching their faces when they realized we’re a couple. They were all buddies by the time we left.”

      “That must be a relief.”

      She nods.

      “You said most everyone was great,” I note. “There were exceptions?”

      “Only one, thankfully. My sister-in-law is a real Bible thumper.”

      “Jesus loves everyone as long as they’re straight, white, and go to church every Sunday?”

      “Pretty much. Helps if folks vote Republican, too,” she adds with a wan smile.

      I chuckle. Penelope’s girlfriend is so not Republican. “Becky got into politics with them?”

      “Yeah, she did,” Penelope groans theatrically.

      I picture the scene as we cover the last block and smile inwardly while I imagine Becky’s sarcasm and animated face as she argues politics with anyone dim-witted enough to engage with her. Penelope’s stricken face suggests that she’s reliving the experience with no trace of amusement.

      “Not to change the subject or anything, but how’s Trish?” Penelope asks.

      “I don’t know,” I mutter.

      Penelope slows and turns to me. “Everything okay, partner?”

      I explain where things stand and conclude, “I’m worried that she’s done with me.”

      “Chin up,” she says with her hand resting on my arm. “She’ll come around.”

      “Who? Trish, or Britts?”

      “Both!” Penelope says with a smile.

      I wish I had half her optimism. It’s been less than a day since Trish walked out of my house and I’m already missing her. I’m rescued from further misery when we push through the front door of the 1920s bungalow that ex-US Navy sailor Brian Campbell and his Japanese wife, Maiko, have turned into home and office. They live in the basement; the main floor houses the sandwich shop. A bell over the door announces our arrival. As we step onto the black-and-white checkerboard tile floor, Maiko’s round face breaks into a smile. I’ve often thought sunglasses would be a good idea in the face of Maiko’s sunbeam of a grin.

      “Hello, Maiko,” we say in unison.

      “Tony-san!” she exclaims happily from behind an antique cash register before adding, “Hello, Miss Brooks!”

      My eyes immediately rise to a slate chalkboard where the Daily Special is listed each day in brightly colored chalk. It’s something of a local institution. Maiko scours the shelves of local grocery wholesalers every morning in search of whatever happens to be on sale. The Campbells sort through her haul to craft some highly creative sandwiches known as the Daily Special. I still think the prices should be lower for wholesaler remains, but I lost that good-natured argument with Maiko long ago. “Sassy Salmon” is today’s featured concoction. I can’t wait to hear the explanation.

      “Sassy Salmon?” Penelope asks with a grin.

      We turn our expectant gazes to Maiko, whose jet-black pixie-cut is already quivering as she struggles to contain the laughter that inevitably follows her display of wit in naming the Daily Special. “Shaved salmon filet with smokey salsa roja!”

      We chuckle dutifully. Today’s effort isn’t quite the hoot Maiko thinks it is, but maybe I’m just a grumpy old bugger who lacks Maiko’s exuberant love of life.

      “We’ll take two,” Penelope announces without consulting me.

      “And just for you, today only, we have Sapporo beer for twenty-five cents.”

      This, too, is part of our weekly ritual. Penelope has imposed a firm no booze at work meals policy. Maiko tempts us with ridiculous offers, confident that sooner or later one of us—she probably suspects me—will give in.

      “We’ll have iced tea, Maiko,” Penelope says.

      “Oh no, Miss Brooks. Beer goes much better with salsa. Tea…”— Maiko wrinkles her nose—“yuck.”

      “Ice water, then,” Penelope counters. “Water goes with everything.”

      “Not like beer does,” Maiko shoots back with a smile.

      “7Up,” I interject, drawing surprised looks from both of them. Because I dared order for myself, or because they deem 7Up yucky with Sassy Salmon? How would they know?

      Maiko waves a hand toward the back of the restaurant. “Your table is ready. I’ll bring the sandwiches and unsuitable beverages.”

      We chuckle and make our way to the table that is reserved for us at noon every Thursday, where we settle onto a pair of wobbly chairs at an equally unbalanced round Formica-topped table. It’s crammed into a cubbyhole by the back door, blocking the emergency exit. Sooner or later, the Campbells are going to run afoul of a fire inspector. Our private table, alone among all at The Sandwich Emporium, is set with a tablecloth. Designer paper napkins are wrapped around silverware and stuffed into a water glass in the center of the table. The salt and pepper shakers are a pair of ceramic Maneki-neko—lucky cats.

      Penelope tells me a little more about her visit to Kansas while we wait for our food. Then we get down to business. I relate what Mike Williams told me this morning about the family’s wish to hire us and their commitment to pay. Penelope listens intently while chewing a bite of Sassy Salmon.

      “This is pretty tasty,” she says when I finish. “How the heck do they do it?”

      “Magic,” I say with a smile before I stuff a bite into my mouth. It is good. Go figure.

      “We haven’t done a murder trial, Tony. It would be a huge commitment of time and resources, neither of which we have an abundance of.”

      I manage to push out an “I know” through a mouthful of salmon.

      “How does that square with the stated purpose of our practice?” she asks.

      “A Black man caught up in a legal system that’s already biased against him squares with that perfectly.”

      “Point taken,” Penelope says before she cups her chin in her hand and taps her index finger on the tip of her nose while she thinks. Her eyes stray to the ceiling, as they often do when she’s pondering a problem. Her gaze finally drops back to mine while a smile plays on her lips. “Sylvia Perez, huh?”

      I nod.

      “You like?” Maiko asks when she bustles back with a plate of pickle spears.

      “It’s very good,” Penelope replies.

      I simply nod my stuffed face. Maiko smiles with satisfaction and walks away.

      “Is he guilty?” Penelope asks.

      Is he? “I haven’t seen anything that says he is.”

      “That we know of. We don’t know what the police have.”

      “True.”

      “I’ve never met him, Tony. You’ve had a chance to look him in the eye and size him up. What’s your gut feeling? Is this someone we should roll the dice on?”

      My mind’s eye fills with bellicose Reg in the courtroom this morning, followed by a little shiver as I vividly recall the menace he projected at the police station last night. “There’s a lot of anger in there. Mike chalks it up to Reg raging at fate. For what it’s worth, the family can’t imagine him doing it.”

      “They may be just a wee bit biased.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Judge Connolly got your dander up, and you’d like another rodeo with Sylvia Perez,” Penelope muses.

      “Dander? Rodeo? Has someone been to Kansas recently?”

      She laughs. “Answer the question, partner.”

      “Yes, and yes.”

      She nods and retreats back into her thoughts while I polish off my sandwich and drain my 7Up.

      “We’ll need our own team of investigators,” she finally says.

      “There’ll be money for that.”

      “Expert witnesses. Forensic experts. It all adds up.”

      “And quickly,” I agree. “Mike says they’ll come up with whatever it takes.”

      “We can’t afford to be overly generous discounting our fee.”

      “Agreed.”

      She thinks a little more. “You want to do this, don’t you?”

      My competitive juices are definitely flowing. So is my sense of righteous indignation. Timothy Frigging Walker is once again marshaling the full resources of the State’s Attorney’s office against a defendant who is a convenient political target. He’s doing so in league with Gabby Garcia. “Hell, yes.”

      Penelope pops the last corner of her Sassy Salmon into her mouth, chews thoroughly, swallows, and then pushes her plate away before sitting back and crossing her legs. “Two points—or conditions, I guess you might say.”

      “Shoot.”

      “One, we can’t lose money on this, Tony. We just can’t.”

      I nod, then lean back in my seat to consider that a little more thoroughly. “I’ll work up a budget with Mike. He’ll have a better grasp of all the bits and pieces we need to allow for.”

      “Good.”

      “I’ll bring that to you.”

      She shakes her head. “No need for that. I trust you.”

      Bless her heart, but it’s me we’re talking about here. She’s the bright bulb in this partnership. “I appreciate that, but I’ll feel better if we work through it together.”

      She studies me for a long moment, then smiles. “Fair enough, so long as you’re not setting me up to divvy up the blame if we wind up in bankruptcy court.”

      We chuckle and share a grin.

      “You said two points,” I remind her.

      “We’re not going to work on this to the exclusion of everything else,” she says. “You run with it. I’ll assist as needed, but I want to keep our doors open to anyone else who needs us.”

      Am I up to tackling this largely on my own? I swallow and nod. “Okay.”

      “You’re gonna be a little outnumbered, partner.”

      “Justice on a shoestring, a Brooks and Valenti specialty.”

      We fall silent and contemplate the enormity of what I’m taking on.

      “You realize that Garcia is seriously infecting the jury pool, right?” she asks.

      I do, but haven’t given much thought to how to counter it. She’ll be yet another hurdle to overcome.

      Penelope cocks an eyebrow. “Maybe you can recruit Pat O’Toole to be a counterweight?”

      “She’s not the type to play that role.”

      “No, I wouldn’t think so, but she’ll probably be happy to shine a light on any shady tactics the prosecution indulges in and any really egregious stunts Garcia pulls.”

      I think on it for a moment or two. “She’ll be pissed if she feels like we’re using her or trying to compromise her journalistic ethics.”

      “Just keep her in the loop and she’ll do the right thing.”

      Spoken as one who knows a thing or two about unfailingly doing the right thing.

      “Deal?” Penelope asks after a beat.

      I take a deep breath and take the plunge. “Deal.”

      “So,” Maiko says when she bustles over a moment after we seal our deal with a fist bump, “you two have been looking very serious over here, so I didn’t interrupt. Have you solved all the world’s problems?”

      “Maybe not all of them,” Penelope replies with an easy smile. “Hopefully, we’re about to solve one of them.”

      “One this week, one next week,” Maiko says philosophically. Then she dials up one of her thousand-watt smiles. “In a year or two, everything solved. Poof!” she concludes with a snap of her fingers.

      Well, that sounds simple enough, doesn’t it?
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      “Geez, Dad!” my daughter exclaims in frustration. “It’s measure twice and cut once, not measure once and then chop up a bunch of kindling!”

      It’s day three for Valenti General Contractors in the basement of 47 Liberty Street. With my home office/home gym relocated upstairs, we’re building a basement recreation room for Brittany. Bumbling Valenti may be a tad short on construction know-how, but he doesn’t lack in ambition, dadgummit. We’re building an insulated subfloor that we’ll cover in linoleum or tile. I’ve even pitched the idea of underfloor electrical heating. Brittany has expressed some skepticism, worrying about electrical fires, for some reason.

      She is standing by a growing pile of discarded two-by-four lumber while holding up a Time-Life book titled How to Finish Your Basement Rec Room. “Did you read any of this thing?”

      “Cover to cover,” I assure her.

      She opens her eyes wide in mock horror. “Now I’m really worried.”

      “I’ve been learning a thing or two out in Lawndale, you know,” I retort. Pat O’Toole has gotten me involved with a faith-based organization that is working to reclaim the west side neighborhood by rehabbing houses and moving in families. Even my somewhat less than stellar skills are a welcome addition to the effort. I try to get there at least once a month, and more often when my schedule allows.

      “But have you learned anything about construction?” she asks with teenage cheek.

      I hook the end of a tape measure over a piece of partially assembled frame. “Get over here and hold this in place, smart-ass.”

      She moseys over to put her finger on the tape measure and then watches me stretch it between what will be the top and bottom rails of a section of subfloor.

      “Ninety-four inches,” I announce. “Remember that, will you?”

      “Is that between the studs, Dad?”

      I give her a blank look, then shake my head. “No, that’s measured to the outside of each stud.”

      “But you need to cut the new board to fit between the outside boards of the frame.”

      “Of course, you do,” I agree smugly. “Subtract four inches for the width of the two-by-fours to get that measurement.”

      She rolls her eyes. “How thick is a two-by-four?”

      Duh. “Trick question, honey?”

      “Nope. It’s from page one of Two-by-Fours for Dummies, Old Timer. They actually measure one-and-a-half by three-and-a-half inches.”

      “Really?” How can that be? They’re called two-by-fours.

      She sighs and gives me one of her “You’re such a dullard” looks. “You, of all people, shouldn’t have any difficulty recognizing an instance of business shortchanging the public.”

      “True.” My eyes cut to the pile of waste lumber. Maybe I should read that book again… or get a better one.

      “Beverage break?” she suggests.

      “Good idea.”

      We march upstairs and tuck into bags of Vitner’s BBQ potato chips and cans of Pepsi. I no longer stock Coke products as a matter of principle—my ex-wife is a senior vice president with Coca-Cola.

      “When are you seeing Trish this weekend?” Brittany asks.

      I’ve spoken with Trish exactly once since the Wednesday evening dinner fiasco. For the first time since we began dating three months ago, we have no plans to see each other over the weekend. It feels as if it’s been three weeks since I’ve seen her. “I’m not.”

      Sadness washes over Brittany’s face. Maybe a little guilt? “Pizza at Malnati’s tonight?” she asks tentatively. It’s a peace offering of sorts, or maybe she’s offering her company as a consolation prize.

      “Sure.”

      We gorge a little more while the awkward moment passes. Brittany pauses with a chip inches from her mouth. “Pat’s coming by,” she says with a note of apology. “I hope you don’t mind. I told her what we’re doing in the basement and she wants to see.”

      “I don’t mind, but why not wait and show off the finished product?”

      “She’s in her forties, Dad. She might not still be around for the end.”

      We call an end to the construction day a few minutes later. Brittany heads back downstairs. I head to the kitchen to do a little reading up on our new case. Pat rings the bell a short time later.

      She gives me a questioning look as she shrugs out of her coat. “Is that someone playing guitar in the basement?”

      I nod. “It’s Britts. She’s been playing for a couple of years.”

      “How haven’t I heard about this?”

      “She stopped playing when we left Atlanta.”

      “Why?”

      “She used to be in a little band with some friends from school there. Said it wasn’t any fun playing on her own.”

      Pat cocks an eyebrow my way. “Why don’t you play along with her?”

      I laugh. “I stopped playing years ago, Pat.”

      “So, start again.”

      “I wouldn’t know how anymore.”

      “Oh, garbage! It’s like riding a bicycle.”

      “How would you know?” I ask.

      She grins. “I had a bike growing up. This isn’t any different.”

      “The hell it isn’t.”

      “Do it for Brittany, Valenti. She’s lonely. You two could have some fun together.”

      Well. How do I say no when she puts it that way? “I’ll think on it.”

      She eyes me skeptically, but lets it go and asks, “How did she get started?”

      “One of her friends plays piano, another staked a claim to her brother’s drum set when he quit playing, so Brittany decided to become a guitar goddess.”

      “Guitar goddess, huh?” Pat says with a smile. “I like that.”

      I nod. “As she puts it, if there are guitar gods, there should be guitar goddesses, too.”

      “And there are,” Pat says as she takes my arm. “Let’s go downstairs and watch the show.”

      Brittany is playing in a clear spot on the far side of the rec room with her back to us when we reach the bottom of the stairs. She’s strumming and singing what I think is a Larkin Poe tune. Her voice barely carries to us over the sound of her Fender Stratocaster guitar, which is plugged into a small Fender Reverb amplifier.

      Pat looks around at the mess we’ve made, then tugs me down to sit on the bottom step with her, leans close, and whispers, “She’s good!”

      “She is.” I smile as I watch.

      Pat applauds when Brittany windmills a couple of thundering chords to end the song.

      Brittany startles and spins around to find us watching. Her cheeks turn red.

      “That was great!” Pat exclaims. “I hear you were in a band in Atlanta.”

      “Yeah. That was fun,” Brittany says wistfully. “I wish I knew someone I could play with here.”

      Pat cocks a thumb at me. “This guy plays some, you know. Did back in high school, anyway.”

      Brittany’s eyes widen and cut to me in surprise.

      Thanks, O’Toole!

      “Can you still play, Dad?”

      “I don’t know, Britts.”

      She whips the guitar strap over her head and walks over to hand me the Stratocaster. “Let’s find out,” she says as she steps away to watch.

      I take the Strat and slip the strap over my shoulder as she hands me a guitar pick. Now what?

      “Well?” Pat says. “I seem to recall that you were a big Tom Petty guy, weren’t you? Play something of his.”

      Brittany whistles. “You could play that stuff? Mike Campbell is a god!”

      I laugh. Heartbreaker guitarist Campbell is an incredible artist and player. “At my best, I could manage very pale renditions of Campbell’s stuff,“ I say. “After all this time, well…”

      “Bicycle, Valenti,” Pat says. “How about ‘American Girl?’”

      “I don’t know,” I murmur.

      “Chubby used to be in a little group that played at our high school dances,” Pat tells Brittany. “They weren’t half bad.”

      Chubby again, huh? Pat had started referring to me facetiously (I think) as Chubby shortly after we reconnected. I may not be as svelte as I once was, but I’m not overweight. Well, maybe mildly so, but only by ten or twelve pounds.

      “Come on, Dad,” Brittany urges me. “Give it a shot!”

      I sigh, position the guitar, and pick out a few tentative notes while I struggle to remember the chords. The opening chords are simple enough—as is often the case with Petty’s songs. How they play them, however,  isn’t so simple. I give it a shot, screwing up royally as I go, but I suppose that with a little imagination, one might recognize the intro.

      Brittany smiles and pulls a face. “Not too bad, Pops.”

      “Wasn’t too good, either,” I counter with a laugh.

      “Yeah, well, we’ve got some work ahead of us,” she says somberly, then brightens. “Heck, this might be fun.”

      “Humiliating, but fun,” I agree.

      Brittany gestures at the guitar in my hands after I run through the chords again. “You’ll need your own axe.”

      Axe, of course, being a slang term for guitar.

      “What do you play?” Brittany asks before she rattles off the big names in guitar manufacturing. “Fender? Gibson?”

      “I usually played knockoffs,” I reply. “I could never afford a good guitar.”

      “Hmmm,” she says. “Guess I’m lucky to have my Strat, huh?”

      “Darn right you are,” I reply. Back in the days when we lived in Atlanta with Brittany’s mother and I was still a high-flying corporate lawyer, there was plenty of money floating around. Hence the $2,000 “starter” guitar for Brittany.

      “You can afford something better now,” Pat tells me.

      “Hardly,” I grumble. “We’re not exactly rolling in greenbacks over at Brooks and Valenti.”

      “Surely you can afford something decent,” Pat says.

      “Maybe a twelve string Rickenbacker 360,” I say with a chuckle. “Last I heard, they were going for four or five grand.”

      Brittany’s face opens into a huge smile. “That would be so cool! Think of the songs we could play!”

      Beatles. Byrds. Petty. And many more. Yeah, this could be fun.

      Pat’s initial assessment of the construction project—especially after Brittany recounts some of my more egregious faux paus—is about what I expected. When she and Brittany stop giggling, Pat looks at me with a big grin. “God, Valenti, you’re hopeless.” Then she shifts her gaze to Brittany. “Is anyone on top of this project?”

      My daughter nods confidently. “I’ve got this.”

      I snort in derision, then recall that a two-by-four is actually one and a half by three and a half.

      Pat pitches in for a couple of hours and we get a surprising amount done. It’s the first time I’ve spent this much time with her in some time. I’d forgotten how much fun we can have together, and she’s amazing with Brittany. My thoughts stray back to the guitar chatter. Picking up a guitar again and jamming with Brittany could be a lot of fun. I decide to give it a try.

      “Let’s call it a day,” I suggest after we nudge a fourth completed eight-foot-by-eight-foot section of subfloor frame into place.

      A string of firecrackers detonates when I push myself upright. Either that or my poor old knees explode in a startling series of cracks. My varsity athlete days aren’t just in the rearview mirror, they’ve dropped below the horizon.

      “Chinese?” Pat asks after we trundle upstairs to the kitchen.

      “It’s tempting, but we’ve already got plans,” I reply. “Brittany suggested going to Malnati’s. Want to come?”

      Pat tilts her head to think. We had a couple of nice dinners at Malnati’s back when we may or may not have been dating last year. Her eyes cut back to Brittany. “Sounds like fun. I won’t be intruding?”

      The question is really directed to me. I let Brittany field it.

      “Of course not!” she says.

      Everyone washes up. Brittany and I change out of our basement grubbies, Pat spends a minute brushing sawdust off her jeans, and we’re good to go.

      “I’m driving,” Brittany announces. After she was kidnapped off the street last fall, I bought her a well-used Toyota Corolla and helped her get into the state’s graduated driver licensing program. She’s been through the required driver education course, and we’ve already surpassed the mandated fifty-hour requirement of driving with a parent in the car. Actually, I don’t think she’s been in my Porsche Panamera since she started driving. She’s now eligible to apply for a proper license on her sixteenth birthday. I’m not one hundred percent sure that I’ll be comfortable with her out of my sight even if she’s in a vehicle, but it has to be safer than walking along the street. Brittany agrees and already feels less vulnerable—even if she has to drag her old man along for every ride. If she and Bobby had been in a car last fall, they might have had a chance to get away from their kidnappers… and Bobby might still be alive.

      Strictly adhering to all posted speed limits, traffic signs, and other rules of the road, Brittany delivers us to the Malnati’s parking lot in four minutes.

      A bubbly hostess leads us past a sea of tables covered in white-and-red checked tablecloths before seating us at a red-and-black booth. A server appears moments later with wide mouth mason jars filled with ice water. I make my standard cornball crack about their being Italian mason jars like the ones they use to serve water in the old country. Pat and Brittany roll their eyes. We order stuffed spinach bread appetizers and beer for Pat and me. Brittany orders a Coke.

      Then she surprises me by asking Pat, “Have you met Dad’s new girlfriend yet? She’s nice.”

      Pat’s eyes cut to mine. “I haven’t had the pleasure.”

      And you may never get the chance to meet my possibly already ex-girlfriend, I think morosely.

      Pat’s eyes shift to Brittany. “You still following the news like I told you to, kiddo?”

      Brittany’s expression brightens. “Yup!”

      “What do you think about Chubby’s new case?”

      “It’s interesting, but I’m not sure what to think yet,” Brittany replies.

      Pat beams at her. “Spoken like a proper journalist. Assemble the facts and remain neutral.”

      Brittany’s eyes flash. “You oughtta take down that Gabby Garcia witch.”

      Pat’s eyes widen. “Me?”

      Brittany makes a point of looking to either side of Pat. “I don’t see any other journalists here.”

      Our appetizer and drink orders arrive. Pat studies Brittany while we’re served. She’s deep in thought while I order a large Chicago deep-dish pizza. Penelope would love this—an attempt to enlist Pat in our cause without either of us having to say a word.

      “You know, I think you’re right,” Pat tells Brittany after the server departs. “Gabby is definitely shilling for the prosecution, isn’t she?”

      “Duh,” Brittany mutters.

      Pat shoots me a sideways glance before fixing my daughter in her sights. “Got any ideas about who I might be able to develop as a source for this story?”

      “I might have an idea or two,” Brittany deadpans.

      I reach for another hunk of stuffed spinach bread while Brittany continues to recruit Pat. I’ve probably downed somewhat more than my share by the time the pizza arrives. We dig in. Dinner conversation is firmly centered on my daughter’s adventures at Hyde Park College Preparatory High School and her exploits on the school’s varsity volleyball team.

      Pat and I are well into our after-dinner coffees and pondering the wisdom of attempting to cram dessert into our stuffed bellies when Brittany’s cell phone chirps. She studies it for a moment, types a reply, and then lifts her eyes to mine for a thoughtful moment. The phone chirps again. Brittany replies and flips the phone facedown on the table.

      “Something up?” I ask. She’s not usually secretive about her phone.

      She considers the question, then shakes her head.

      New boyfriend?

      Our server returns to ask if we’ve made up our minds about dessert.

      Pat meets my eye over the rim of her cup as she takes a sip of coffee. “I’ll have a chocolate chip pizza.”

      Brittany pipes up. “Me, too.”

      Too much of a gentleman to allow them to feel like a pair of gluttons, I add to the order. “Tre Dolci, please.”

      “Have you ever met my cousin Carly?” Brittany asks me when Lou departs.

      “Who?” I ask in surprise. Unless she’s some obscure person from her mother’s side of the family that I haven’t heard of, Brittany doesn’t have a cousin named Carly.

      “She’s your brother’s daughter.”

      I’m gobsmacked. I haven’t seen Fearsome Frankie since the last beating he administered to me when we found ourselves home alone during my freshman year of college. After a brief argument, he’d pounded me into a bloody pulp for the umpteenth time. This one had topped all previous thrashings, leaving me with a shattered orbital bone, my nose mashed across my cheek, two broken ribs, and a punctured lung. Oh, and a severe concussion, which may explain some of my more embarrassing mental lapses in the years since. Mama had thrown Frankie out and disowned him; he hasn’t set foot in the family home since and didn’t bother attending Mama’s funeral. I’ve picked up snippets about his life since. He was a US Marine for a time but left the military several years ago. I remember Papa telling me that Frankie had gotten married but I haven’t heard anything about kids. The truth is that I’m not interested.

      I shake my head and ask Brittany, “How do you know about this Carly?”

      She sighs and settles back in her seat. “She saw the stuff about my kidnapping and started to wonder. She lives in North Carolina, but knows her dad is from Cedar Heights, knows he has a brother, and started putting the pieces together when she read about my case and Papa’s trial.”

      “But how did she find you?”

      “It’s not that hard if you have enough information about somebody, Dad. She searched social media using variations on my name and sent messages to anyone she thought might be me.”

      “But we locked your accounts down pretty tight last fall.”

      She nods. “Yup. Carly found an old account from our Atlanta days that I hardly ever use anymore. I check it now and again to keep in touch with a couple of people. BrittsV. Pretty obvious, huh?” she adds with a little grin. “Back from the days when I was still young and foolish.”

      “You saying you’re no longer young?” I ask.

      “Daad.”

      “Sorry. Go on.”

      “I was curious, and we started messaging back and forth.”

      The thought of Frankie finding his way back into my life sends a chill through me. This is something I definitely don’t want to encourage. “When did this start?”

      She hands me the phone. “It’s probably easiest if you just read through the messages.”

      It all seems innocuous enough, and I find myself thinking that Carly seems like a nice enough girl. She’s fourteen, only a year younger than Brittany. Carly is somewhat in awe of Brittany’s “celebrity” notoriety from the kidnapping, and is impressed by the private school and volleyball accomplishments.

      I look up and smile. “She’s dazzled by you.”

      “I know, right? I was kinda thinking, ‘I’ve got a fangirl?’”

      I read on and then push the phone back across the table to Brittany.

      “So?” she asks.

      I shrug. “She seems sweet. The messaging is harmless enough, but I don’t want her father back in my life, and I certainly don’t want him anywhere near you.”

      “What happened between you two?” Pat asks quietly.

      “No big deal. It’s old news.” My shaking hands give the lie to my reply.

      “I hope I haven’t done something wrong,” Brittany says.

      “Of course, you haven’t. We’ll just have to be careful with this. Let me think about it for a day or two, and then we’ll work things out,” I add with far more confidence than I feel. I’m afraid we may all come to regret the Pandora’s box they’ve cracked open.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, what are you doing still up?” Brittany asks me several hours later as I slouch on the sofa in the front room with an empty bottle of bourbon on the floor beside me.

      I look up to find her leaning against the side of the doorway from the kitchen, rubbing sleep out of her eyes. She’s dressed in a pair of bunny-festooned flannel pajamas.

      “Just killing some time,” I reply.

      She walks over and sits beside me with a look of concern. “Looks more like you’re killing a bottle or two, Pops. What’s up?”

      I toss a hand dismissively and shake my head. A lot of it has to do with my brother, Frankie, resurfacing after all these years. If ever there was a person in this world who can knock me off stride, it’s Frankie. He scares me physically, yes, but it’s become clear over the years that the psychological trauma he inflicted on me struck deeper and has lingered far longer. He makes me doubt myself in every way. It’s made the separation from Trish all the worse, driving me back to the feeling of inadequacy that he always fostered in me in order to build himself up.

      “Is this about Trish?” Brittany asks.

      I nod. The truth is that I am missing Trish horribly. Crawling into the bottle tonight has far more to do with her absence than with any of Frankie’s bullshit. As Brittany knows nothing about Frankie and our tortured history together, I don’t say a word about him. Better that she chalks this up to a broken heart, which isn’t far off the mark, anyway.

      Brittany tugs on my arm. “C’mon, Dad. It’s after three o’clock. You need to get some sleep.”
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      As I lean into a winter gale the following Wednesday, it occurs to me that it was probably a bitterly cold morning with a biting arctic wind howling down the streets of Chicago that prompted some wag to dub this the Windy City—a morning like this. But it’s not only the frigid weather that’s giving me chills as I near the Leighton Criminal Courts Building at the corner of Twenty-Sixth and California. I’m about to wade into the opening skirmish of a felony murder trial that will decide the fate of Reg Williams—my first as lead defense attorney. He’s about to be arraigned, after which a trial date will be set. The defense and prosecution will then make and argue motions designed to give each side a leg up on the opposition. We’ll try to get into one another’s heads. We’ll do all the BS lawyers do to win.

      I spy Mike Williams approaching from the south side of the imposing stone courthouse, probably coming straight from his desk at the public defender’s office. Some sort of media scrum is choking the sidewalk between Mike and the entrance. I pause to watch. Mike, dressed in the same deep-green mohair overcoat he wore last winter—“Those of us getting by on the salary of a public defender keep our tattered clothes until they fall off us”—steps up beside me.

      Gabby Garcia is holding court.

      “Reg Williams phoned his ex-wife minutes before she was murdered. Investigators suspect he made the call to confirm she was alone in her office for a bogus eight o’clock meeting her killer arranged.” She pauses to look intently into the camera. “It isn’t difficult to connect the dots here. It’s yet more damning evidence that points to the cowardly ex-husband as Marsha’s murderer. I’ll have more on these startling developments on my show later today, as well as a full report from the courtroom.”

      Mike and I stand in stunned silence as Garcia pushes through the throng of reporters and disappears inside.

      “Quite a tease for today’s show,” he says.

      An ember of anger at my client flares within me while I try to wrap my head around what I’ve just heard. “No shit. Why in hell didn’t he tell me about the phone call?”

      Mike shrugs helplessly.

      We march inside our courtroom minutes later and head straight for the defense table. I’m surprised to find Penelope there. Mike settles into the first row of spectator seats directly behind us.

      Penelope smiles and taps the face of her watch. “I need to be in my courtroom in thirty-five minutes. I just wanted to say ‘Hey’ and lend a little moral support. You all set?”

      “I thought I was.” I fill her in on the bombshell Garcia just dropped.

      She shoots a look to where Garcia sits in the first row of seats behind the prosecution table. “You are ready, partner. Her little stunt doesn’t change anything in here. Don’t be distracted, just carry on as planned.” She collects her briefcase and gives me a final encouraging smile before patting me on the shoulder. “Good luck.”

      “You, too. Thanks for stopping by.”

      I feel oddly naked and alone as I watch her walk up the aisle and out of the courtroom.

      Reg is marched to the defense table ten minutes later. He’s dressed in a conservative dark-gray suit, powder-blue shirt, pale-yellow tie, and a pair of black Florsheim loafers, all selected by Mike and bought by the Williams family. I lean close. “Why didn’t you tell me you called Marsha just before she was killed?”

      “The hell? What call?”

      I recap Garcia’s claim.

      His lips tighten and his eyes narrow. “She’s full of shit. I didn’t call Marsha.”

      I wasn’t expecting an outright denial. I step back to confer with Mike.

      “He denies it?” he asks.

      “Flatly. He’s either one hell of an actor, or he really didn’t make the call.”

      “He isn’t acting, Tony. That was Reg’s ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ expression.”

      “No way does Garcia drop that accusation without someone inside the investigation feeding it to her.”

      Mike frowns. “Probably so.”

      “All rise!”

      Mike and I exchange a final worried look before I step back to the defense table and take up position beside Reg. He certainly doesn’t look like a killer this morning, but I’m wondering if I’m defending a wolf in sheep’s clothing when he stabs an elbow painfully into my ribs and growls, “The hell you gonna do about this bullshit?”

      “Later,” I mutter out the side of my mouth.

      I shoot a sideways look at Assistant State’s Attorney Sylvia Perez. She pops her eyebrows up in a bemused “Gotcha!” expression before turning away.

      Reg begins fidgeting, bouncing his weight from foot to foot while we await the arrival of Judge Lincoln Blum. I find myself starting to do the same as the delay drags on. My eyes roam the courtroom, which lacks the charm of the old ones I grew up seeing on television and in the movies. This is a bland institutional space, made more severe by the harsh fluorescent lighting.

      Judge Blum sweeps into the court and takes his seat behind the bench. He’s younger than I expected, early to mid-forties. He looks every bit the prosecutor he was: clean shaven; precisely cut jet-black hair; hard blue eyes; long, slender, well-manicured fingers any piano player would envy. He reminds me of Judge Connelly—not a good omen. The judge studies the crowd, which is surprisingly large for an arraignment. His eyes turn to the prosecution table and meet those of Perez. Blum dips his chin almost imperceptibly in greeting. Then his eyes pass over us with an expression of distaste—not that he’s taking sides or anything. But maybe I’m projecting.

      “Please be seated,” he says as his eyes rise to take in both sets of lawyers. “This won’t take long.”

      He gets right down to business. Reg is officially charged with felony murder.

      “How do you plead?” the judge asks.

      Reg squares his shoulders and replies in a clear, confident voice, “Not guilty.”

      “Let’s set our trial date,” Blum says.

      Reg is in a hurry to get to trial. I’m hoping to put if off until fall; I’ve got a lot of work to do and limited resources with which to do it. Of course, I’m not the guy in jail.

      “May I address the court?” Perez asks.

      Blum smiles down at her. “Of course, Miss Perez.”

      “The people have designated this case a priority prosecution, Your Honor. Notice should have been sent to the court this morning.”

      Again? They also pulled this stunt with Papa’s trial. It’s designed—at least in my opinion—to limit the defense’s time to prepare for trial. My knees weaken while Blum nods and lifts a corner of some paperwork. “I have it, thank you.”

      “If it pleases the court, the people would like to get underway within sixty days,” Perez says. “Assuming, of course, that your calendar can accommodate us.”

      Sixty days? My heart begins to race. My lips feel dry. I cut my eyes to Reg, who appears pleasantly surprised. He wouldn’t look so smug if he realized how much the odds of his spending his life in prison just went up—no way are we going to be ready in sixty days. How do I argue this?

      “Madam Clerk?” the judge asks.

      She studies her computer screen. “April fifth, Your Honor.”

      Wait! That’s what? Five weeks? Six? Far less than sixty days.

      “April fifth it is,” the judge says. “Is that acceptable. Miss Perez?”

      “The people will be ready. Thank you, Your Honor.”

      Blum’s eyes land on mine. “April fifth, Counselor.”

      “With the court’s leave, the defense needs more time to prepare, Your Honor. We have limited resources and time.”

      The judge’s expression darkens. “I wasn’t asking for your permission, Counselor. The trial begins April fifth. The prosecution has discretion to assign this case as an expedited matter. They’ve done so. I suggest you direct your energies into preparing for trial.”

      “We then ask that discovery be expedited, Your Honor,” I say. “The trial date puts the defense under extreme pressure. Mr. Williams must be afforded an opportunity to explore the full circumstances of this crime and prepare a proper defense.”

      Blum’s eyes shift to Perez.

      “We’ll do our best, Your Honor,” she says. “We will, of course, strive to make such disclosures within the accepted norm of thirty days.”

      Thirty days from today is March twenty-sixth? Twenty-seventh? Little more than a week before trial. We need more time than that to go through their discovery.

      Blum nods. “Fair enough.”

      “That’s not fair, at all,” I exclaim, belatedly adding “Your Honor” as his eyes narrow. “That leaves the defense with little more than a week to review the discovery material. That’s clearly not adequate in a felony murder case.”

      “The law says otherwise,” the judge responds. Then he turns back to Perez. “Do the people have anything else for me today?”

      “We do not, Your Honor.”

      I should hope not. He’s already all but handed her a victory.

      Blum peers down at me. “Counselor?”

      I’m thinking about appeal opportunities. It takes a moment for my thoughts to catch up to the question. “Just before court began this morning, Gabby Garcia was on television revealing heretofore undisclosed evidence in this case that she claims the police have uncovered. If she’s telling the truth, someone from the prosecutor’s office or law enforcement is feeding her information. We ask for the court’s assistance to see that it stops.”

      The judge doesn’t seem to be disturbed by the development. “Do the people wish to speak to this matter?”

      Perez appears aggrieved when she half-turns to me. “Is my opponent suggesting I’m guilty of misconduct?”

      Taking his cue from the prosecutor, the judge glares down at me as if I’ve just axe-murdered poor Sylvia’s parents right here in the courtroom. “Counselor?”

      “Someone is feeding information to Miss Garcia, Your Honor,” I reply. “We would appreciate the court’s support to put a stop to it.”

      “Who would you like me to admonish?” he asks.

      “A word to the Cook County state’s attorney and the Cedar Heights chief of police should suffice, Your Honor.”

      “Are you suggesting that one of those gentlemen is Miss Garcia’s source?”

      “Of course not, Your Honor, but both of them can and should make it known throughout their organizations that leaks must cease immediately.”

      Blum’s eyes go cold. “That is the prerogative of this court, Counselor. Do not infringe on those prerogatives in my courtroom again. Understood?”

      “Understood,” I mutter.

      “Well, we’re screwed,” I grumble to Mike after the courtroom empties and we’re making our way out the door.

      “Succinctly put, Counselor,” Jake Plummer says as we step into the hallway.

      I look up in surprise and find Jake in our path, propped up on a pair of crutches. A sharply receding hairline and frost-tinged mustache suggest he’s in his mid-fifties. Jake’s a good guy and a hell of a detective. At least he was before he’d been retired on disability due to gunshot wounds he’d suffered while rescuing my daughter from kidnappers last Thanksgiving. He’s still recovering, hence the crutches. Instead of the department store suits he’d worn on the job, today he’s decked out in faded blue jeans, a checked shirt, and a pair of hiking boots.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Came to watch the show. What the hell else have I got to do? Go to the track and watch a bunch of horses run around in a circle? Gonna do that this weekend, as a matter of fact. This afternoon we’re going to watch the ponies on television and make a few bets. Another big day in Plummerville.”

      Poor bastard. I tap a finger on one of his crutches. “Know how to use these things?”

      “What d’ya think, smart-ass?”

      “Come on then,” I suggest as I turn toward the elevators. Plummer falls in beside me while Mike protects his other flank from people hurrying up and down the hallway. “Let’s get out of here. I’d like to pick your brain, Jake.”

      “That won’t take long,” he quips.

      I can’t find an answering smile, so I just nod.

      “Where to?” he asks.

      “Just out of this damned place.”

      We settle on a diner a few blocks away that’s a favorite of Mike’s. It also happens to be on the way to the public defender’s office. The food is good, the coffee is better. The ambience… well, I’ve dubbed the place Fly Heaven. Mike walks while Jake and I collect our cars from a nearby parking lot and meet him there.

      “So, pick away,” Jake says once we’re settled into a brown leatherette booth in a back corner.

      “What should I be doing?” I ask. “I kind of figured on waiting for discovery and charting a course from there.”

      Jake’s eyes arch in surprise. “What’s your investigator doing now?”

      “What investigator?” Brooks and Valenti, Discount Lawyers at Law, don’t have an investigator.

      “You need someone on this, Tony. Right now.”

      “What should he or she be doing?”

      Jake looks at Mike. “Are you involved in this?”

      “As much as I can be. Not as much as I’d like to be. I’m looking into taking a little time off. I’ve got a pile of vacation banked. Getting approval to use it is another story.”

      Jake nods sympathetically. “You poor bastards have a hell of a workload.”

      Mike nods glumly. Public defenders carry a crushing caseload.

      “Quit,” I blurt to Mike. “Penelope and I will take you on.” She and I agreed long ago that Mike is welcome to join us any time. This isn’t the first time I’ve pitched the idea.

      Mike gives me a long look, then shakes his head. “Can’t do it, man, but thanks.”

      He wavered. That’s a first. I turn back to Jake. “So? What do I do?”

      He sets his cup down. “Tell me what you’ve done and what you’ve got planned.”

      I give him the sparse details of our investigative efforts, concluding with, “I’ve set up an interview Friday with Marsha’s partner.”

      “You’re just getting to that now?”

      I nod. “Soonest she would agree to a meeting.”

      Jake sighs, takes another long drink of coffee, then edges it aside. “Take notes, Grasshopper.”

      The characterization of the wise old teacher instructing a pupil prompts a grudging grin from me as I pull out my phone and open the notes app.

      “You don’t carry a pen and notebook?” Jake asks.

      I shake my head no and turn the phone screen toward him.

      “Amateurs,” he mutters.

      “Record him,” Mike suggests. “Voice memo.”

      “You mind?” I ask Jake.

      “Getting the interrogation tables turned on me, huh?” he replies as a wry grin creases his face. He rests his hands on the table. “Go ahead.”

      I set the phone down and start recording.

      “Have a look for security cameras on the building where the murder took place,” Jake begins. “Doors, windows, everything. Take pictures. Look at any other buildings with a good view of the subject building, front and back. Note any cameras. Go in and ask if their cameras have a view of Marsha’s building and/or the sidewalk and street.” He pauses for a sip of coffee, so I do likewise as he continues. “Check out any stores that are open that time of night for a couple of blocks around. Go in and ask if they saw anything. Find out if their camera has a street view. Ask if the cops looked at or seized any video from them.”

      My stomach sinks as I realize the potential ramifications of my not getting on top of this immediately. Amateur indeed.

      Jake isn’t finished. “Make a list of everything you think Marsha’s partner can tell you before you go. Speak with the office staff while you’re there. I’m surprised the cops and Perez haven’t told her not to talk to you.” He smiles. “I would have.”

      “What would you ask?”

      He pulls my phone closer and rattles off a lengthy list of questions, ninety percent of which would have never occurred to me. When he slides the phone back a minute later, I simply stare at him in slack-jawed wonder. All that off the top of his head?

      “What’s your strategy?” he asks.

      “Find out who did it,” Mike replies.

      “A SODDI defense?” Jake asks with distaste.

      “He’s my brother,” Mike retorts. “He didn’t do it, so yeah, I’m going to find out who did do it.”

      “Fair enough,” Jake says, then turns back to me. “I guess SODDI makes sense. You should be running down any other potential suspects. The detectives on the case will also be doing that.”

      “Should be,” Mike counters. “We both know most detectives quit as soon as they lock in on a suspect.”

      Jake looks as if he’s gearing up to argue, then sighs. “I didn’t, but you’re right. Sometimes it happens. Who’s the detective on this?”

      “Brett Caulfield,” I reply.

      Jake frowns with distaste.

      Mike looks at his watch. “I’ve gotta run, guys. Meeting in five minutes.”

      Jake and I walk him out and say goodbye before heading for our cars.

      “We could really use a good investigator,” I say as we walk.

      “Sure sounds like it.”

      “Someone who knows his way around a murder investigation.”

      He shoots me a sideways glance. “Looking for a recommendation?”

      “Nope.”

      “Got someone in mind?”

      “You.”

      “No way. I spent a career putting bad guys behind bars. I’m not about to start helping murderers walk free.”

      “At this point, Reg is an accused murderer, Jake.”

      “At this point. Just you wait and see, Tony. These guys are almost always guilty.”

      “Worth a try,” I mutter disconsolately while resting a hand on the roof of his beat-up old Chevy Malibu.

      He tosses the crutches in the back. “I’ll talk to a few folks.”

      “Thanks, Jake.”

      I slap a hand on the roof before I ease the door closed and he pulls away. As I watch him go, the image of a calendar with April fifth circled fills my mind’s eye, and I’m almost overcome with despair at how over my head I seem to be. I need to find a way to up my game. Starting tomorrow. This afternoon, Brittany and I are heading to the Lincoln Park Zoo. Our weekly visits there give us some valuable one-on-one time that we’ve been using to talk through the events of November. She’s still struggling with Bobby’s murder, and I’m dealing with some complicated emotions over having killed the bastard who kidnapped her. You wouldn’t think killing the man who kidnapped my child would be a source of remorse, and yet it is.
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      I’ve just spent the better part of three hours on Friday scouring buildings for surveillance cameras and usable video from the night Marsha Williams was murdered. I haven’t turned up a damned thing. I’ve given my iPhone camera a workout and hope Jake or someone else who knows his ass from a hole in the ground will have a look. There’s a single camera mounted on the front roofline of the building where the crime occurred. It’s not immediately obvious who owns it, so I asked the retailers on the ground floor. The tailor thinks it belongs to the building owner. I ask them all if they have cameras inside that might have captured useful images on the night of the murder. The tailor and the staff at the day care are sympathetic and cooperative. Unfortunately, they have no video and nothing of value to tell me. The crusty drycleaner owner isn’t interested in camera talk, but is quick to share his opinion that “the wrong lady got killed upstairs.”

      It’s time to find out why he’d say such a thing.

      A plate-glass door emblazoned with Amundsen Insurance in twelve-inch letters leads to a stairway. I take a picture of the door before pushing it open, then keep a hand on the metal handrail while climbing the steep vinyl tiled steps to the second floor. It’s a simple setup, just the staircase with the walls pressing in on either side of me. A security camera over the door points down the stairs.

      The entrance spills into a bright reception area where a slender young Black woman greets me with a brilliant smile. “Good afternoon! How can I help you?”

      “Tony Valenti to see Rachel Amundsen.”

      “Ah, yes. We’re expecting you. How are you today, Mr. Valenti?”

      “Good, thanks. You?”

      “I’m wonderful. Thanks for asking. I’ll tell Rachel you’re here.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Aretha Jackson.”

      “Nice to meet you, Aretha. Perhaps I can speak with you for a few minutes, as well?”

      “I, um… we’ll see. Let me get Rachel.” She gets up and pokes her head into an office and returns a moment later. “Miss Amundsen will be a few minutes.”

      “Bathroom?” I ask. Angela directs me to a hallway in the back of the office. After making sure no one is watching, I crack open a steel door that leads to the stairs. Perfect. We’re not sure which entrance the killer used that night. I had a good look at the front entry stairs on the way in. The rear stairs are nothing special, just another narrow, steep climb. There isn’t a camera here, but there’s a square of half-inch plywood mounted where I would expect to find one at the top of the stairs. Four empty screw holes puncture the corners. The wood around them looks noticeably fresher than the rest of the panel. Interesting.

      I make a quick pit stop for appearance’s sake, then walk back to the reception area, where I sit and study my surroundings. The office is bright and clean, maybe a little on the utilitarian side. There are a couple of decent-sized offices, a cluster of smaller ones, and a good-sized conference room.

      “Mr. Valenti!” Rachel Amundsen exclaims in a brash, smoky voice that contains a trace of New York. Bronx, maybe? She’s definitely not from Chicago.

      I stand as she walks directly to me. She’s reasonably tall and fit, which comes as no surprise. According to what Marsha told Reg, Rachel works out pretty strenuously and boxes as a hobby. Marsha, who was no shrinking violet and held her own in a house full of pretty big boys, once told Reg that she wouldn’t want to tangle with Rachel.

      “Hello,” I reply while I continue to size her up. She’s what Mama would have called a “brassy blonde” with a big head of shoulder-length hair that’s probably out of a bottle. She’s wearing a clinging cream skirt cut above the knee, a flimsy sunshine-yellow blouse that shows off an ample bosom, and yellow stiletto heels. There’s some serious muscle definition in Rachel’s arms and legs.

      She fixes her eyes on mine. They’re an arresting gray-blue hue, maybe contacts. She crooks a finger at me after we shake hands and spins away to walk back to her office with a little extra swing in her hips than she’d had walking out to greet me. She pauses to let me go in ahead of her, then closes the door and waves me to one of a pair of lavender love seats on either side of a low glass-and-chrome coffee table.

      “Coffee? Drink?” she asks after I sit.

      A bourbon would hit the spot, but I’m working. “No thanks.”

      She smiles and slides onto the loveseat across from me, crosses her legs with a flash of thigh, and then stretches her arms high to put her boobs on display. I know this game. My ex-wife, a beauty in her own right, knew how to distract men and get them thinking with their little heads when they should have been using the big one. Amundsen is in full sales mode. What’s she selling?

      “Comfy?” she asks after she lowers her arms and rests her hands on her thighs. She massages them for a moment before intertwining her fingers in her lap.

      I nod and meet her eyes, then set my phone on the table between us. “I’m going to record this so I get all the answers straight, okay?”

      She nods and murmurs, “Okay.”

      I start recording a voice memo by noting date, time, place, and our names. “I’m surprised you don’t have a security camera in the back stairwell.”

      “How do you know that?” she asks sharply.

      “Got lost on the way to the bathroom,” I reply.

      I’m about to ask if the killer took it when she shrugs and says, “It’s a good neighborhood. Never felt the need for one.”

      “You have one out front.”

      She nods. “That’s the door we usually use.”

      “It looks like there was a camera at the top of the back stairs until recently, as well,” I note.

      She doesn’t respond. We lock eyes for a moment as the mood in the room shifts. I find myself being reappraised. Reg told me that he got along well enough with Rachel but always felt something was just a little off with her. He didn’t trust her. Marsha did. It was apparently a bit of a bone of contention between them before he backed off. I’m with Reg.

      “Who owns the camera on the roof?” I ask.

      “The building owner.”

      “Can I get a name and contact information?”

      She saunters to her desk, returning with a name and number scribbled on a yellow Post-it note that she hands to me, making sure our fingers touch as she does. She flashes some thigh again when she sits down and crosses her legs. I keep my eyes on hers and thank her.

      “I still can’t believe anyone could do that to Marsha,” she says with tears welling up in her eyes. Manufactured, or am I just being a dick? “I keep wondering who did it,” she adds.

      “Any ideas?” I ask. “Reg?”

      “Reg? He could be a little volatile, but I can’t imagine him doing that.”

      “If not Reg, who? Disgruntled former employees or former agents?”

      “Actually, there was a pair of brothers a few months back. The older one was our agent. He sold a big policy to his little brother. They lied about junior’s occupation on the application, which came to light when the little brother died two months into the policy.”

      “What did he die from?”

      “Gang killing or something. Tragic, really. Anyway, the insurer canceled the policy for fraud, denied the claim, and refunded all premiums, as per standard practice. We, of course, terminated the agent and clawed back the commissions from the sale. He was furious, claimed that we left his sister-in-law and her children destitute and ruined his career in the process. He made a number of threats, targeting Marsha more than me, maybe because he was Black and thought she had betrayed him? She mentored him more than I did, so there’s that. He’s a pretty volatile guy. I told Marsha to speak to the police to get his threats on the record and maybe get an injunction so he’d leave her alone. It might have made a difference, assuming he did this to her…”

      She looks away thoughtfully while that possibility hangs in the air.

      “Did you tell the police?” I ask.

      Her eyes swing back to mine. “I think so. Everything was crazy for couple of days afterward. It’s all a bit of a blur.”

      “What about Marsha’s boyfriend?”

      She sighs deeply, stares into her lap, and begins to tap her fingers on a knee. “The mysterious Lou.”

      “Mysterious?”

      “We never met the guy. It didn’t last long. Marsha told me they weren’t very serious, and she decided to end things when he got a little squirrelly about something or other.”

      The squirrelly comment catches my attention. “Do you think he’s a likely suspect?”

      “I didn’t know him.”

      “Did Marsha ever mention being frightened of him?”

      “He made her a bit nervous, but I assumed that had to do with compatibility or something like that. Maybe I misunderstood.”

      “You never talked to him?”

      “I answered the phone once or twice when he called Marsha.”

      “The breakup was amicable?”

      She shrugs. “It was a breakup.”

      Amundsen is being evasive when there doesn’t seem to be any reason to be. Why?

      “I’d like to talk to your receptionist when we’re done,” I say. “She may know a thing or two that you aren’t aware of.”

      She waves a hand dismissively. “Oh, Aretha won’t know anything. Besides, she’s got a full plate this afternoon and can’t spare the time.”

      Which makes me want to speak with Aretha all the more. I turn to the night of the murder. “Marsha was here alone when she was killed. Was that unusual?”

      “Not really. We both did it from time to time.”

      “Where were you?”

      “We had an agent training session off-site. Cold calling and stuff.”

      “Is training off-site normal? The conference room here looks like it would accommodate a training session.”

      “Going off-site was Marsha’s idea. She thought a change of scenery might be good for the agents. I was in the midst of a very busy stretch, so I let her run with it.”

      “I see. Yet she wasn’t there for the training?”

      Rachel shakes her head sadly. “Ironic, isn’t it?”

      “You conducted the training?”

      “I was there.”

      “You had help?”

      “We sometimes bring in an outside trainer to help out. Fresh voice, fresh perspective.”

      “Who?”

      It seems as if she’s not going to answer for a beat, but then she does. “Lucas Cohen.”

      “How do I reach him?”

      Rachel retrieves the Post-it note from me and adds another phone number to it.

      I pocket it. “Tell me about the appointment Marsha had that night.”

      “I don’t really know anything about it.”

      This might be a good time to bring Aretha into the conversation. “Can your receptionist shed some light on that?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Let’s find out,” I say while getting up and opening the door. I meet Aretha’s gaze and smile. “Can you join us for a few minutes?”

      I leave the door open and walk back to my seat under Rachel’s annoyed gaze.

      “You wanted to see me?” Aretha asks when she appears in the doorway.

      Rachel’s eyes pass from me to Aretha. “Just for a moment. Mr. Valenti has a question for you.”

      “Sit,” I tell Aretha. “I may have a couple of questions.”

      Aretha edges in and perches on the edge of Rachel’s love seat with her hands clasped in her lap.

      “What can you tell me about the appointment Marsha had on the night she was killed?” I ask.

      Aretha drops her eyes, shakes her head softly, and clenches her fingers together tightly. “Nothing.”

      “We found it on Marsha’s calendar,” Rachel explains. “It was an initial appointment, and there was a note that it was a referral from one of her clients.”

      “The police spoke to these people?”

      “We assume they did,” Rachel replies. “They asked us for contact information. We had nothing for the prospective customers, just a last name and a note that they were a referral from the client.”

      “That seems odd,” I say. “You’d think Marsha would have noted more than just a surname.”

      Rachel smiles tightly. “All the more reason to book through the receptionist, isn’t it?”

      “I’d like to speak with the referring clients.”

      Rachel shakes her head. “Sorry, no can do. Client confidentiality.”

      I suppose we’ll get the names with discovery, but it would have been nice to get a bit of a head start.

      “I’m not sure how that appointment happened,” Aretha says after a beat. “Marsha always booked her appointments through me. I was really surprised to find out that she booked one on her own.”

      “Is it common for the agents to book their own appointments?” I ask her.

      “No, it isn’t.”

      I switch gears. “Who has keys to the office?”

      “Me and Marsha, of course,” Rachel replies. “The landlord. Aretha, too.”

      Aretha looks askance at Rachel. If I had to guess, she expected Rachel to say something more.

      “Didn’t you tell the police that Reg had a key, too?” she asks her boss.

      Rachel’s eyes cut to Aretha with a hint of annoyance. She masks it with a smile and laugh that appear a little forced. “I don’t remember that. No, I don’t think so, Aretha.”

      Something in Aretha’s demeanor is off, as if maybe this isn’t exactly how she recalls things. I decide to leave it alone and make a mental note to speak with her again.

      Rachel waves Aretha out and gets to her feet. “I’m so glad we were able to chat,” she tells me.

      I glance at the notepad in my lap. “I still have a few questions.”

      She smiles down. “I’m sure you do, but I have work to do.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll just chat with Aretha on my way out.”

      She shakes her head no. “I’m afraid not. She has a lot to do.”

      When I climb back into my car, I feel as if I’ve just passed a productive few hours. I’ve learned a thing or two and have things to follow up on. That said, I can’t shake a niggling suspicion that I’ve just been played by Rachel Amundsen.
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      Penelope walks into my office late the next morning with pen and yellow legal pad in hand, sets a Kansas City Royals coffee mug on a coaster, settles into one of the guest chairs in front of my desk, and says, “Let’s do this, partner.”

      “I hope something comes of it,” I reply. Lord knows, nothing has come out of the rest of my morning. I stopped at the jail to see Reg just after eight o’clock to ask if he had a key to the insurance office. He claims that he never had one. The next two hours in the office were equally unproductive. The landlord told me that the police have the video from the rooftop. He added that he saw the footage, and there was nothing to see out front the evening Marsha was murdered. I mucked around online, trying to learn more about Lucas Cohen, but got nowhere. Maybe I’ll put Brittany and Mike’s little sister, Sara, on it.

      Penelope holds up crossed fingers. “Especially after dragging ourselves into the office on a Saturday morning!”

      “No days off for the next few weeks,” I grumble.

      “That’s why you get the big bucks, partner,” she says with a wink.

      “Uh-huh.”

      She starts a small silver digital recorder while I dial one of the numbers Rachel Amundsen gave me.

      “Lucas Cohen?” I ask when a man with a Southern accent answers.

      “Who’s this?”

      “My name is Tony Valenti. I have Penelope Brooks with me. We’re attorneys working on the Marsha Williams murder case. We understand you were leading a training session for Amundsen Insurance agents that evening?”

      The line is silent for a long moment before he asks, “Y’all with the state’s attorney?”

      Damn. I hoped to get him talking before he thought to ask. “No, we’re representing Reg Williams.”

      “Already talked to the police. Never really knew the Williams woman, so I got nothing useful to tell you.”

      “You worked with Rachel Amundsen that night, right?”

      “Yeah. Nowhere near their office, though.”

      Penelope has been scribbling notes. She looks up from her pad and asks, “What can you tell us about the training session?”

      “I got nothing to say to you. Rachel told me that the cops don’t want anyone speaking about this, y’know. I’m sure the cops really don’t want me talking to the lawyers trying to get Reg Williams off. It’s a damn shame what happened to that lady. I hope the cops string the bastard up.”

      “What bastard?” I ask.

      “The ex. Ain’t that who the cops say did it?”

      “Mr. Williams is a suspect,” I reply. “Nothing’s been proven. We’re looking for the truth.”

      Cohen snorts. “Right. That’s why the bastard’s in jail.”

      “You want the person who did this caught, right?” Penelope asks.

      “He’s already been caught, folks,” Cohen says. “I gotta go.”

      “Just a couple of more quest—” I begin before the connection is cut. Shit! Another dead end.

      Penelope cups her chin in her palm and taps the end of her nose. “For someone who barely knew Marsha, Cohen seemed pretty wound up about Reg. I wonder why.”

      I’m too frustrated about another investigative lead going nowhere to think about it.

      Penelope collects the dictation device and gets to her feet. “I’ll have Mom transcribe this Monday morning.”

      I nod without interest. It’s not as if Cohen said anything worthwhile. I get up and lock my desk. “I’m going home.”

      But I need a little time to decompress, so I stop and linger over a burger and two beers at a local pub on the way home, hoping to improve my pissy disposition before I spend time with Brittany. Despite the trial pressure we’re under, I’m doing my best to make time for her, but it’s a tough balancing act. Of course, it helps that she’s fifteen and often has plenty to do that doesn’t involve her old man. The point is to be available when she needs me to be.

      I’ve worked myself into a seriously shitty mood by the time I turn onto Liberty Street two hours later. “What the hell?” I mutter when I see a pickup truck backed into my parking spot. A rusty old Ford Taurus sedan is tucked in behind it. “Where the hell am I supposed to park?” I grumble before slowing to a stop across the base of the driveway. I hop out, slam the door behind me, and march to the front porch. Is Brittany having a party? With kids old enough to drive? She’d better not be without asking—I’m not in the mood to deal with a bunch of teenagers. Glancing back to the street before I climb the steps to the front porch, I spy Pat’s Hyundai Sonata among a trio of cars parked on the street. What the hell is going on here?

      I tramp inside, drop my briefcase on the hardwood entry floor, peel off my coat, kick off my boots, and stomp into the kitchen. Empty. I hear voices and laughter in the basement. So, Brittany is having a party. Damn her. Well, it ends now. I pause to let my anger subside and notice the coffee carafe on the counter, pull a mug out of the overhead cabinet, and pour myself a steaming cup. A couple of grocery-store cookie and doughnut containers sit empty on the kitchen table. The sound of a saw filters up the stairs. What the hell? They’re playing with tools?

      Mug in hand, I start down the basement stairs and see our watchdog lounging against the bottom step. His tail offers a single desultory wag in greeting. Maybe he senses my mood.

      “Look, Dad!” my daughter exclaims as she runs to meet me.

      I do, and stop dead on the bottom step. The pile of two-by-four lumber I left stacked in a corner has magically become a completed subfloor, topped by framed and partially insulated perimeter walls.

      Pat O’Toole and the Reverend Alvin Jakes are standing in the middle of the basement grinning at me.

      “Welcome home, Tony,” Jakes says with a gap-toothed smile. He’s the holy man leading the Lawndale neighborhood makeover that Pat talked me into volunteering for. A crew of six men from the Lawndale team greets me and gets back to work.

      “Isn’t this great?” Brittany asks while she hugs my arm.

      I’m speechless. I had hoped to have the walls up sometime around Easter.

      “We were thinking it might be nice to get Brittany’s hangout done before she leaves for college, gets married, or otherwise moves away,” Pat says.

      Reverend Jakes walks over to shake my hand while everyone has a laugh at my expense. “How you doing, Tony?”

      “Much better, all of a sudden.”

      “Glad to hear it,” he replies with a twinkle in his eye and a nod up the stairs. “Thought I heard some storm clouds blow in the front door a few minutes ago.”

      “Not a great day at the office.”

      He squeezes my arm. “Reg Williams business?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Stick with it, my man. We’ve got faith in you folks.”

      I’m glad someone does.

      “We’ll be outta your hair in a few minutes,” he assures me.

      As if I mind them being here to knock off a month or two of basement work in a single afternoon. “No hurry.”

      A couple of guys lift the final panel of framing against the exterior wall before two others screw it in place.

      “That’s it, folks!” a man named Tyler announces as they stand back to admire their work.

      I walk over to shake hands all around. “Thanks, guys. I don’t know how to thank you.”

      “Wait till you see the bill,” Jakes chuckles while the workers start picking up after themselves.

      I shoot him a smile. “How about I order some pizza and we all have a beer?”

      They beg off to a man. Every one of them needs to get home to his family.

      Ten minutes later, I’m alone in the kitchen with Brittany and Pat. My stomach gurgles. I skipped lunch without noticing, an extremely uncommon occurrence. “Should we order pizza?”

      “Portillo’s?” Brittany suggests.

      “That’ll do,” I reply. While Brittany gets changed, I head back downstairs to ensure that I wasn’t hallucinating about the basement progress. Pat follows me down.

      “Thanks for this,” I say as we survey the Miracle on Liberty Street.

      “What goes around comes around, Valenti. Reverend Jakes and his flock appreciate all the work you’ve done in Lawndale.”

      “It’s not as if I’m much help. Mr. Fix-it I’m not.”

      “True, but it’s the thought that counts. You get an A for effort.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Real bad day?” she asks.

      I relate the futile call with Lucas Cohen. “I’m not making much progress and we don’t have the luxury of time.”

      “You sure don’t. That trial date is a travesty.”

      “What are you hearing at the Trib? Anything?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid.”

      “I’d give an arm and a leg to have Garcia’s access to the investigation,” I mutter.

      “How much do you know about this Lucas guy, Tony? Rachel Amundsen, too, for that matter?”

      “Not much.”

      “I’ll poke around a bit.”

      “I appreciate it,” I say while we trudge back upstairs. Being reminded of the fiasco I’m making of Reg’s defense has taken the shine off the basement progress.

      Brittany is leaning against the kitchen counter, typing furiously on her phone. She glances up with a preoccupied smile, holds a finger up to signal that we should wait, and gets back to her texting.

      “Anything else I can look into for you?” Pat asks from behind my shoulder.

      “Knowing where the hell Garcia is getting her information would be nice.”

      “What do you think?”

      “Perez?” I suggest.

      “That’s probably a good guess.”

      Brittany pushes off the counter and pockets her phone. “Carly and her mom want to call.”

      “When?” I ask.

      “Tonight. Uncle Frank is in Chicago.”

      Uncle Frank? “What the hell is he doing here?”

      “Whoa, Dad,” my daughter says while holding her hands up as if to ward off an attack. “What’s so wrong with that?”

      I can feel the weight of Fearsome Frankie edging back into my bruised psyche. I don’t need this now. Never did. Never will. I don’t want Brittany exposed to him.

      “Another time,” I reply. I still haven’t told her about the tortured history between my older brother and me. I don’t feel up to it now.

      “When can they call?” she asks.

      Brittany is assuming I’ll say yes—why wouldn’t I? Do I have any right to deny her a relationship with her cousin? It’s not as if my daughter has a surfeit of family members in her life these days—especially given the limited contact she currently has with her mother’s family. That isn’t entirely my fault, of course, but I feel some responsibility.

      Brittany walks over and takes my hand in hers while she stares up at me with those enormous pleading eyes of hers. “Dad?” She really wants this.

      “Okay,” I say. “Can they call now?”

      Her expression brightens. “I’ll ask.” She pulls out her phone and types for a moment, and smiles when her phone dings a minute later. She sets it in the middle of the kitchen table and motions us into chairs. The phone rings.

      Brittany answers with a cheerful “Hi, Carly. You’re on speaker.”

      “Hi Cousin!” a young girl exclaims excitedly.

      “Hello,” an older woman says in a Southern accent. “I’m Jo.”

      “Tony Valenti here, Jo.”

      “Pat’s here, too,” Brittany says. “She’s like family to us. I think maybe she knows Uncle Frank, too.”

      Pat frowns. “A bit.”

      “Cool,” Carly replies.

      “Hi, Pat,” Jo chips in. “I’m so glad we’re talking. Family is important. Tony, whatever troubles you and Frank had as kids can be worked out. Heck, you’re both grown men now.”

      I’ll bet Frankie didn’t tell her how he kicked the shit out of me and otherwise abused me for the first eighteen years of my life. If he had, Jo wouldn’t sound so sure of a reconciliation.

      “I just think it’s wrong that we don’t know you folks, and that Carly is being deprived of her cousin,” Jo adds.

      “And my Uncle Tony!” Carly adds.

      “I agree,” Brittany says. “It’s been fun chatting with Carly.”

      “It’s been awesome getting to know my famous cousin!” Carly says with a giggle.

      Brittany rolls her eyes and looks embarrassed—and maybe a little pleased to have her own fangirl.

      The phone relays the sound of a doorbell playing the first two bars of “Take Me Home Country Roads.”

      “Shoot!” Jo exclaims. “Be right back.”

      “Neighbor at the door,” Carly explains. “Mom will probably be a couple of minutes.”

      I decide it’s a good time to probe a little. “You said Frankie’s in Chicago?”

      “Frankie?” Carly giggles. “Is that what you call him?”

      “When we were kids, yeah.”

      “Ah. Dad does some work there from time to time.”

      “What kind of work?” Pat asks.

      “I’m not exactly sure. Security or something.”

      “Your mom must know what he does,” Brittany says.

      Carly snorts. “Dad says that his work life—a lot of his life, actually—is none of Mom’s business. Her job is to look after me and the house and pamper him whenever he’s around.”

      Now, that sounds like the Frankie I know.

      Brittany frowns. “You don’t get to spend much time with your dad?” she asks Carly.

      “He takes me hunting sometimes. Surrogate son stuff, y’know? He showed me how to gut a wild boar once.”

      Yup, she’s talking about my brother, all right.

      “Yuck!” Brittany says while making a gagging gesture at her throat.

      “Yeah, that made me puke,” Carly continues with a laugh. “Just ‘cause Dad likes killing and gutting living things doesn’t mean I have to, right?”

      “Sorry, girl,” Brittany mutters with distaste. “That’s too gross.”

      Carly laughs. “No kidding, right? Actually, he does some hunting up there.”

      “In Chicago?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can’t be,” Pat says. “Maybe up in Wisconsin. Lots of hunting up there.”

      Carly sounds a little uncertain when she responds. “I guess—oh, yeah, he said he was hunting someone down in Chicago. Well, not actually hunting hunting, right? Wow. My bad.”

      Pat and I exchange startled looks. Given what we know about Frankie, the possibility that Frankie may actually be hunting hunting sends a chill through me.

      “Anyway, Mom’s coming back,” Carly says.

      We talk for another few minutes after Jo rejoins the conversation. It’s a little awkward. We are, after all, strangers. That said, Jo sounds nice enough, as does Carly, although she sounds like a very young fourteen. If they existed without Frankie, I’d be all for exploring this new family dynamic.

      As the conversation wanes, Jo surprises me. “We need to spend some time together. Maybe we’ll come to visit next time Frank is out of the country.”

      Oh, Jesus, no! The last thing I want to do is to risk bringing my psychotic brother back into my life. After everything that happened last fall when Papa’s old-country connections put us all in the line of fire, there’s no way I’m going to risk having Brittany put in jeopardy again. Or anyone else I care about. I need to think of a way out of this.

      “Awesome idea, Mom!” Carly exclaims in response to her mother’s idea of visiting.

      “Yeah,” Brittany chimes in.

      “Okay then,” Jo announces brightly. “We’ll let you folks know when to expect us!”

      “Soon, I hope!” Carly says

      When Brittany laughs and says, “Very soon!” I realize that it’s already too late to put the brakes on this. The connection has already been made—for better, or, far more likely, for worse.
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      I look around the faded splendor of Hawthorne Race Course, one of only two remaining horse-racing venues in Chicago. It’s my first visit; horse racing isn’t my thing. Jake Plummer has dragged Mike Williams and me here on a Sunday evening, claiming to have something pressing to discuss. I’m hoping it’s to follow up on his promise to recommend an investigator—or some other good news regarding Reg’s case. What else is urgent these days?

      “Jesus, Jake. This place is almost as dated as you,” I say.

      “Screw you, Valenti,” he says with a grin. “What’d you pay to get in?”

      “Point taken,” I reply. A three-dollar parking fee and another three bucks for admission, which included a racing program.

      Jake leads us to a bar inside the grandstand building, getting along pretty well on his crutches. We order drinks, then settle around a coffee table, where we peruse our programs. I can’t make any sense out of it. If these horses could read, they’d kick the crap out of the people who’d saddled them with names such as Banana Boat Buck, Swift Little Prince, and Stuyvesant Stud.

      “What’s up, Jake?” I ask as soon as our drinks arrive.

      He glances up from his program and waves my question aside. “First things first, pal. Post time is in fifteen minutes. Get your bets lined up. We’ll visit after we hit the betting window.”

      I meet Mike’s bemused eyes when Jake buries his nose in the guide with all its bewildering numbers and what not.

      “I’m thinking I’ll go with whatever color I like best in each race,” Mike says.

      “They’re called silks,” Jake mutters. “Each stable has its own silk design.”

      “Got it,” Mike replies agreeably. “I’ll bet on the prettiest silk.”

      Jake rolls his eyes and looks at me skeptically. “And what, pray tell, will you be basing your wagers on?”

      I glance down at the program. “Seeing as how silks have been spoken for, I guess that leaves the names, huh?”

      “That, or the wealth of information in the program about horse bloodlines, racing ability, statistics, results, all that sort of thing.”

      “That’s what all the numbers and shit mean?” I ask innocently. “Nah, that sounds like too much work. I’m going to go with names. Least ridiculous name in each race.”

      Jake shakes his head in disgust before he leads us to the betting window.

      “What are we really doing here, Jake?” I ask impatiently when we get back to our seats.

      “Watching the trotters,” he replies with a twinkle in his eye. “What else?”

      “I was hoping you might have an investigator lined up for us.”

      “Or at least a recommendation,” Mike adds.

      Jake gets to his feet. “Let’s watch the first race. Then we’ll talk.”

      Mike groans before we follow Jake to the glass wall overlooking the oval track. Seven horses are lining up.

      “The hell?” Mike blurts.

      Jake shoots him a sideways look. “What?”

      “I thought this was horse racing? What’s with the buggies?” A little buggy with a rider is hooked up behind each horse.

      “It’s harness racing, you horse’s asses,” Jake explains as the race begins. “The buggies are called sulkies.”

      “Silkies, sulkies, it’s all so silly,” I crack.

      Jake fights off a grin. “Shut up and watch.”

      Mike and I exchange smiles as the race gets underway.

      “This is a thing, huh?” he mutters after several seconds.

      “Speed walking for horses,” I quip. Hell, Jake on crutches could give these horses a run for their money. “Looks about as ridiculous as human speed walking. Remember that?”

      Mike chuckles. Jake tries not to, but an amused snort escapes him.

      I absently watch the horses, willing the damned things to get moving as they stroll around the track. For a guy who was bitching about being reduced to going to the track to watch a bunch of horses running around in a circle, Jake seems pretty happy to be doing just that.

      “Go, yellow and gold!” Mike shouts as two horses jockey for the lead in the stretch run.

      I flip through the program until I find the right race. “Go, Fast Freddie!”

      “Really?” Jake mutters.

      I look up to see Fast Freddie crossing the finish line just ahead of the last-place competitor.

      “Hot damn!” Mike exclaims happily. “I won!”

      “Beginner’s luck,” Jake grumbles as we walk back to our table.

      “How did you do?” I ask him.

      He shreds his betting slip and tosses the bits of paper on the table as he sits down. “Almost beat you.”

      I thrust my arms in the air. “I win!”

      “The hell you did,” Mike says indignantly.

      I smirk at Jake. “At least I beat someone.”

      “Screw you,” he mutters.

      I grin and scooch my chair closer. “Okay, Jake, enough of this horse-racing crap. What do you have to tell us?”

      “I’ve been thinking on this some,” he says. “Talked to a couple of professional investigators and a few ex-cops.”

      “And?”

      He braces his elbows on his knees while dangling the neck of his beer bottle from his fingertips. “I asked them what they thought of the case and what they’d do with it. Couple of them had some ideas.”

      “And?” I repeat.

      “None of them are as good as me.”

      Mike chuckles. “Who is?”

      Jake gives him a weary smile. “None of the guys willing to work this case. The good ones all think Reg did it.”

      Shit.

      Jake turns to Mike. “You should be more involved in this. You and Tony did a good job defending Francesco last year.”

      “I know,” Mike says before his eyes shift to meet mine. “I finally got the okay to start vacation so I can help you with Reg’s case full-time. I have one more case to see through trial on Tuesday, and then I’m good to go.”

      I do a little fist pump. “That’s great!”

      Jake high-fives Mike, then says, “I gotta tell you, the more I think about this case, the more it seems like you’re the good guys. I mean, Sylvia Perez, Gabby Goddamned Garcia, and Brett Caulfield? The other side should be the good guys in my book, but…”

      “More like a rogues’ gallery, huh?” Mike chuckles.

      Jake nods. “Yeah, ain’t that a bitch?”

      “So, join the good guys,” I suggest.

      “What exactly do you want your investigator to do?” Jake asks.

      My heart speeds up at the possibility of his signing on with us. “Marsha’s partner told me there’s an ex-boyfriend we should have a look at. I tried to track him down but got nowhere. She also put me on to an insurance agent they canned recently who gave Marsha some grief. I’m seeing him when I leave here.”

      “Got names?” Jake asks while he slides a notebook and pen out of his shirt pocket.

      I give him the names.

      “Quit screwing with us, Jake,” Mike says. “Are you on the job with us or not?”

      Jake pauses his note-taking and looks up. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but, yeah, I guess I am. Looking under rocks to help a SODDI defense, for Christ’s sake. I’ll have to shower after getting mixed up with you two.”

      I’m too excited to sit still, so I get up, slap Jake lightly on the shoulder, and walk straight to the bar to collect a trio of Scotch whiskies. After handing glasses to Mike and Jake, I hold mine up in a toast. “To Reg’s team.”

      “Hear ye,” Mike says with a grin.

      “My, how I have fallen,” Jake says with a chuckle. “I’ll look into those guys.”

      He can grumble all he wants; I can see the detective juices beginning to flow.

      “Speaking of the team,” Mike says, “Sara is itching to do more than fundraise if we can find something for her to do. She’s willing to run errands, do research, whatever helps.”

      “That’s your little sister that’s in law school?” Jake asks.

      Mike nods.

      “I hope she’s smarter than you,” Jake cracks.

      “Screw you,” Mike retorts.

      “Actually, I asked her and Brittany to poke around social media to see if they can track down Marsha’s boyfriend,” I say. “No luck so far, but they’re still on it.”

      Mike looks at me in surprise. “Sara hasn’t mentioned it. Mind you, I haven’t spoken with her in a few days.”

      “I can probably find something for her to do,” Jake says.

      Mike tears a page out of the racing guide, writes down Sara’s contact information, and hands it to Jake.

      “How’s the love life, Tony?” Jake asks with a grin. “I hear some poor, dumb woman got herself mixed up with you.”

      The good feelings of the last few minutes vaporize in a flash.

      Jake notices. “Sore point?” he asks gently.

      I nod and withdraw into myself for a moment or two. Sore point, indeed. It’s been eleven days since Trish last spoke with me. I’m feeling a touch of despair. Do I try calling her? That seems like a bad idea. If she wanted to speak with me, she’d call. I don’t want to make her feel as if I’m harassing her, tempting though it may be.

      Most of the televisions in the bar are tuned to the races outside and at other tracks around the country, some of which have real horseracing instead of the horse-and-buggy crawl. A set suspended from the ceiling at the far end of the bar is showing regular programming. Between the fourth and fifth races at Hawthorne, I notice the opening of Gabby Garcia’s show pop onto the screen.

      I point. “Look who’s on.”

      “Bitch TV,” Mike says with a sneer.

      “Let’s see if she’s spewing more bullshit about our case,” Jake says as he gets up and hobbles over to watch. Mike and I follow.

      We gather in a semicircle just in time to catch the tail end of a Garcia rant about parents who neglect their children. Then she cuts to commercial.

      “You’re not a fan?” I ask Jake. “I thought all cops and prosecutors eat this crap up?”

      “Not all of us.”

      Mike crosses his arms over his chest. “None of you should.”

      “She’s playing her usual game of trying to shape public opinion to poison the jury pool on behalf of the state prior to trial,” Jake says with distaste.

      Our fear is that she’s succeeding. Whereas I avoid the comment sections beneath news stories as if they were the plague, Mike says they’re running pretty hot against Reg. Not a good sign.

      “Someone on the inside is feeding her this shit,” Jake adds. “That’s not right, damn it.”

      “Someone on the inside,” I muse. “Perez?”

      “Or Brett Caulfield,” Jake says with an angry edge in his voice.

      “Tell us about Caulfield,” Mike says.

      Jake’s eyes narrow. “He’s a good for nothing punk. His father’s one of those hard-charging army senior noncom types who wanted his boy to grow up to be the same kind of type-A asshole he is. Met the guy once. Jesus, what a piece of work. Jackass from Louisiana who had a cup of coffee with the Green Bay Packers back in the day. Named his kid after Brett Favre, of course.”

      “Like father, like son?” I ask.

      Jake snorts. “Different type of asshole altogether. Good ole Dad will have a heart attack if he ever finds out little Brett is queer as a three-dollar bill. I don’t give a shit which way the kid swings, but Caulfield Senior sure as hell would.”

      “He has a wife and kids,” I say in surprise.

      “For show,” Jake says. Then he pauses and smiles. “Y’know, I kinda like the idea of old man Caulfield dropping dead. Maybe I should tell him.”

      I grin at Jake. “A guy might get the impression you don’t like Detective Caulfield.”

      “Caulfield Junior and Perez are a match made in hell,” Mike grumbles.

      “Aren’t they, though?” Jake agrees.

      Garcia returns to the screen. “Before we get to tonight’s main story, an update on the Marsha Williams murder. We’ve learned that Marsha’s family dissuaded her from filing a restraining order to keep her ex-husband away from her in the months before he killed her. With the benefit of hindsight, I can only imagine how much the family regrets that decision.”

      “The bitch!” Mike seethes. “That is not true.”

      “Vintage Garcia,” Jake mutters.

      The show continues with a screed against two parents alleged to have gotten so lost in their meth addiction that one of their children died of malnutrition and two others required hospitalization.

      “How can people do that to their kids?” Mike asks.

      Jake shakes his head. “Meth is bad, bad shit. Amazing what it makes people do.”

      Garcia rants a moment longer and goes to commercial. We watch another harness race through the glass, but our interest is waning. Well, Mike’s and mine is—Jake has his notebook out to record the results.

      “We have a special, unexpected guest on the phone,” Garcia announces with barely constrained excitement when she returns from break. A photo of a dignified Black woman appears in the upper corner of the screen.

      “Mom?” Mike says incredulously.

      “Joining us from Chicago is Mrs. Althea Williams, the mother of murderer Reg Williams.”

      “Alleged murderer,” Mrs. Williams interjects sharply.

      “Right,” Garcia says with a knowing look into the camera. “Perhaps you can tell us a little about your son’s formative years, Mrs. Williams. Was he always an angry, aggressive boy, or did the anger and violence only begin to manifest later in his life?”

      “I did not call to play into your act, Miss Garcia,” Mrs. Williams shoots back tersely. “For someone who claims to advocate on behalf of victims and their children, you seem to have little or no regard for Reg and Marsha’s daughter, Ashley.”

      Garcia pastes on her concerned, empathetic face. “My heart is broken for that poor girl.”

      “Yet it seems as if you don’t care what effect your reporting has on my grieving granddaughter, who needs her father now more than she ever has.”

      “She needs a killer in her life?” Garcia snaps back.

      “With all due respect, Miss Garcia, nobody knows who killed Marsha.”

      “The police know.”

      “The police in America are neither judge nor jury in our criminal-justice system.”

      “Good damned thing they aren’t,” Mike mutters.

      Garcia seems to be struggling to find an appropriate response.

      “I only called to ask you to butt out of other people’s business,” Mrs. Williams continues. “If you have a fraction of the empathy you claim to have for victims of crime, you’d stay off the air rather than sensationalize their grief and interfere in our justice system the way you do.”

      “I have the utmost respect—”

      Mrs. Williams cuts Garcia’s protest short. “Think of my granddaughter, Miss Garcia.”

      “I always do.”

      The expression that comes over the face of Mrs. Williams calls bullshit on that. “In my heart of hearts, I believe that my son is innocent of Marsha’s murder, but, just like you, I don’t know for sure. I do know, however, that you are making life infinitely harder for Ashley. Her schoolmates hear you slandering her father. Some taunt her with your words. Would you like to have this done to your children?”

      “Of course not!” Garcia replies indignantly.

      “Of course not,” Mrs. Williams parrots back in disgust. “You must think your family is more deserving of respect and decency than my son and granddaughter are. Not to mention poor Marsha. How disgusting that you’re willing to exploit her death to pretend you’re some sort of advocate on behalf of women and children. You should be ashamed of yourself, Miss Garcia. Please allow Marsha to rest in peace. Please have the decency to stop inflicting additional suffering on Ashley.”

      Garcia glares into the camera, no doubt pissed to have had her show hijacked.

      “Good evening, Miss Garcia. May God bless you,” Mrs. Williams says before her image disappears. She’s said all she wanted to say.

      Garcia curtly cuts to commercial. We wander back to our table, where we agree that Althea Williams has just given Garcia a good old-fashioned ass kicking on national television. We chuckle over that for a few minutes, then Mike calls home to tell his mother that she’s a rock star.

      I turn my attention back to the case when Mike finishes his call. “Let’s meet at my office tomorrow to give Jake a sense of everything that needs to be done.”

      “Good idea,” Mike agrees. “If we meet bright and early, I can make it before I go into the office.”

      “Whoa!” Jake exclaims with his hands extended, palms out. “Let’s not get carried away here. I’ve agreed to look into the ex-boyfriend and maybe the insurance dude after Tony talks to him. That’s all.”

      The admonishment hits me like a cold bucket of water to the face. It’s only thirty-six days until Reg’s trial begins and we’re apparently still short an investigator.

      Thirty minutes later, I approach a young man sitting at a park bench a few blocks away from the building where Amundsen Insurance held its training session the night Marsha died. A cluster of his friends moves a few feet away to a nearby bench as I approach. “Tyrel Allen?”

      He turns a smoldering glare on me and nods.

      “Tony Valenti.” I extend a hand, which he ignores.

      “Don’t know why the hell I’m talking wit you,” he says in a deep, surly voice. We’ve apparently gotten off on the wrong foot.

      “Rachel Amundsen told me about your brother,” I say. “My condolences.”

      He stares back with disdain. “Yeah.”

      “Rachel says you harassed Marsha after they fired you.”

      His eyes flash. “Bitch is sayin’ that?”

      I nod.

      He jumps to his feet and slams his heel into the back of the bench. “Marsha let me down, man. Sister took that honky ho’s side against a brother?” He rounds on me with his fists clenched. “Don’t know why I’m letting some cracker like you mess wit me, man.”

      “I’m not here to—"

      He takes a step closer. “Git outta my face ‘fore I fuck you up good.”

      Tyrel’s pals are drifting toward us. I take a step back with my hands up in a placating gesture. Hard to believe this guy cleaned up well enough to land the insurance-agent gig. I suppose anyone can clean himself up when it suits his purposes. Besides, it’s entirely possible that he’s putting on a show for his buddies—a Jekyll and Hyde kinda guy.

      He quickly disabuses me of that notion when he steps back into my space and drives a finger into my chest. “Don’t be coming round here no more with Rachel’s bullshit. Git yerself outta here ’fore me and the brothers bop your white ass.”

      I don’t know what “bop” means in this context, but surmise he doesn’t mean they’re planning to dance with me. I turn and walk away from the scary bastard, who seems much more Hyde than Jekyll at the moment. I can’t help wondering what depravity he might be capable of committing in the guise of Hyde.

      I step up the pace of my retreat.
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      “Who’s the mystery guest?” I ask Brittany two nights later.

      She shakes her head while stirring the meat sauce she’s been working on since getting home from school a few hours ago, then brandishes the spatula at me. “Stop asking!”

      I know she’s not going to tell me, but needling her is fun. It’s not as if I haven’t already figured things out. After running a quick mental inventory of potential guests, I’ve concluded it’s Pat O’Toole. But hey, if playing mystery guest is my daughter’s idea of fun, I’m game. Bonus? Brittany’s in a particularly good mood.

      “No homework tonight?” I ask while lifting a bottle of Birra Moretti beer. Papa left a few cases in the basement when he departed to Italy.

      “Nope. I’m going out after we eat,” she replies.

      “Where to?”

      “Over to see Sara and Ashley Williams.”

      The bottle pauses halfway to my lips. “Really?”

      Brittany leans a hip against the counter and rolls her eyes. “No. I just made that up.”

      “Where are you meeting them?”

      “Sara’s picking me up. We’ll hang at her parents’ place.”

      I drain my beer and pull another bottle out of the fridge. “I’m glad you’re hanging with them. The Williams family are good people.”

      Brittany turns a pointed look on the beer bottle. “Go easy on that stuff, Dad. We’re having wine with dinner. I don’t want you falling down drunk while we have company.”

      As if that’s going to happen. I’ve cut way back since I sank into the bottle last year. I cock an eyebrow at her. “When did you start buying wine?”

      “Our guest is bringing it,” she replies while she puts up a saucepan of water to boil, tosses some garlic bread under the broiler, and lays out a package of angel hair spaghetti. When the front doorbell rings, she points at the door. “Get that while I put the pasta on.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good boy,” she cracks as I pass by.

      I open the door to find Trish on the front step with a bottle of wine in hand.

      “This is a surprise,” I blurt.

      Her tentative smile dissolves. “Oh, God. You didn’t know.”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she murmurs. “I thought—”

      “No!” I exclaim, stepping outside and laying a hand on her arm as she turns to go. “I’m glad to see you. It’s just a surprise.”

      “She didn’t tell you?” Trish asks as she turns back.

      “Just that we’re having a surprise dinner guest.”

      Trish ventures a smile. “A good surprise?”

      How could she imagine otherwise? What the hell have I done to make her doubt it? Am I ever going to figure out this relationship business? “It’s a great surprise, Trish.”

      She touches her fingertips to my arm and smiles. “To be honest, I was surprised to hear from Brittany. I wondered if maybe you were afraid to make the call yourself.”

      “You don’t scare me,” I reply with a wink. God, but it’s good to see her. I hold the door open, stand aside, and bow with a sweeping gesture for her to enter.

      She pecks me on the cheek as she passes. I take her coat and hang it in the closet while she removes her boots. Then we stroll into the kitchen.

      Brittany surprises us by walking straight to Trish to deliver a hug. “Thanks for coming. Sorry I’ve been such a little bitch to you.”

      Trish’s eyes widen. “You haven’t—”

      “Yeah, I have been, but that’s over with,” Brittany says with a smile. She takes the wine from Trish’s hand.

      “Well, thank you.”

      “Aside from wanting to put things right between us,” Brittany continues while hooking a thumb at me, “I’m tired of seeing this guy moping around missing you.”

      Trish’s eyes cut to mine while a smile blossoms on her face. “Is that right?”

      “It is.”

      “Well, we can’t have that, can we?” Trish says as she walks to the stove. “This smells good!”

      “Thanks,” Brittany says. “Let’s hope it tastes good!”

      “I’m sure it will,” Trish assures her before mimicking my daughter and hooking a thumb at me. “Unless you let him help?”

      Brittany shakes her head and giggles. “Absolutely not!”

      “Whew!”

      I smile and settle into my chair at the kitchen table, pull out the chair next to mine, and beckon Trish to join me. She does, making a point to trail her fingers across my shoulders as she glides by. Deano, who may be even more elated to see Trish than I am, is on hard her heels looking for some loving, and maybe a snack.

      I watch the slobbery reunion for a moment, then look up and ask her, “What have you been up to for the past two weeks?”

      “Not much. Work. Home. Mope. Wash and rinse—you apparently know the drill.”

      “You moped about me?”

      She laughs. “Miserably.”

      I’m inordinately pleased to know she’s been miserable, too. Does that make me a heel?

      Trish insists on helping with dinner preparations and turns the conversation to Brittany’s school progress, followed by an update on her volleyball season. While Brittany serves the pasta and garlic toast, Trish winks at my daughter and takes out another goblet to pour a third glass of wine.

      I raise an eyebrow as she hands it to Brittany.

      Trish lifts her glass. “A toast to new horizons.”

      “To new horizons,” I parrot.

      Brittany grins. “To that, and especially to wine with every meal!”

      “Ha!” I retort before fixing a stern, fatherly glare on her. “When did you start drinking?”

      Brittany shrugs. “So many things that you don’t know about your lovely daughter, huh?”

      “Leave the poor girl alone,” Trish admonishes me.

      I know when I’m beaten, so I shut up and dig in. My daughter, who’s a pretty good cook, has outdone herself. We make sporadic small talk while devouring our pasta feast.

      “I’ve been following the case,” Trish says after she carries her plate to the sink and returns. “Sylvia is a piece of work, isn’t she?”

      “You know Perez?” I ask in surprise. Trish doesn’t do criminal law—never has, as far as I know.

      “We used to belong to a young-women-lawyers breakfast group way back when. Not the warmest human being I’ve ever met, but one of the most ambitious.”

      I snort at the spot-on characterization.

      “I think ‘bitch’ is the word you’re looking for,” Brittany says helpfully while smiling at me sweetly. Swearing. Guzzling wine. She’s taking full advantage of playing Cupid tonight. I smile back.

      Trish gives my daughter a long, thoughtful look. “I guess I can see how people come away with that impression. Sylvia didn’t have it easy growing up. Lost her father to murder early in her life and was raised by a single mother from Mexico, who may or may not have been documented. Her mother got sick at some point after Sylvia finished law school. Sylvia moved in and paid for her care without any help from her siblings. Things probably haven’t changed much. I think she’s pretty angry with the hand the world dealt her.”

      “You’re too nice,” Brittany says while she carries her plate to the sink and returns with three custard bowls of cherry gelato.

      With my spoon poised above dessert, I look at Trish. “Let’s test your ability to find some good in everyone.”

      “Fire away, sir.”

      “Gabby Garcia. Explain her.”

      Trish grins, spoons a little gelato into her mouth, and savors it for a long moment before replying, “Bitch.”

      Brittany claps her hands and laughs. “Did you see what Mrs. Williams did to her on TV Sunday night?”

      Trish smiles and nods. “I did.”

      “I don’t understand why people watch that woman,” Brittany says.

      “I suspect it’s a vicarious thrill for people to brush up against tragedy,” Trish answers. “At least, they think it’s a thrill until they experience the horror of having people like Garcia peering into their lives when tragedy inevitably visits them, too.”

      “Much as I enjoyed seeing Mrs. Williams taking Garcia down, I doubt it will change a thing,” I mutter.

      “It will probably make her all the more determined to bury Reg,” Trish says with a troubled expression.

      Crap. She’s probably right.

      Brittany polishes off her gelato and tosses her napkin on the table when the doorbell rings. “I’ve gotta get going. Would you two mind cleaning up?”

      Trish looks at Brittany in surprise before a touch of dismay creeps into her eyes.

      “Everything’s fine,” Brittany assures Trish. “Walk me to the door. I’ll explain while Pop does the dishes.”

      Trish looks reassured as they leave the kitchen and I start rinsing and putting dishes and glasses into the dishwasher. I look back over my shoulder after I turn off the water and hear Trish say “Thank you” as she hugs my daughter, but I don’t catch any of the following whispered exchange other than some laughter. Then I finish up the dishes.

      Trish is standing in the kitchen doorway when I turn away from the sink, one slender hip propped against the doorframe while a smile plays on her lips. “How you doing, sailor? Looks like it’s just us for the next couple of hours.”

      “Is that right?”

      She nods at the door Brittany just exited. “She’s quite a little organizer.”

      “She’s a schemer.”

      Trish pushes off the doorframe and sashays over. “What should we do?” she asks while her hazel eyes roam over my face.

      I settle my hands on her hips and draw her close. Our lips touch.

      “Oh,” she murmurs as her body melts against mine. “That’s a fun idea.”

      An hour or so later, her eyes turn up to mine again, this time from where her head rests on my shoulder as we lounge in my bed. Her fingers are playing with the hair on my chest while she lazily rubs a warm knee up and down my thigh. We’re both coated in a fine sheen of sweat.

      “I’m so happy to be here, Tony. What did you say to Brittany?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was surprised to hear from her. I’m so happy to be here.”

      I brush my fingertips around her face and smile. “I’m happy you’re here, too. I didn’t say anything to Britts.” Trish doesn’t need to hear about the whole Pat business.

      “I was never angry with you, and I never lost interest,” she says. “I just didn’t want to come between you and your daughter.”

      I pull her closer and plant a smooch on the tip of her nose. “I don’t think we have to worry about that happening.”

      She slides her leg across my thighs, lays a hand alongside my face, and rises to straddle my hips. Her hair falls across my face as she leans down to place a long, lingering kiss on my lips, then whispers, “We should probably take advantage of Brittany’s gift of some time alone, huh?”

      We’re snuggling again a little while later when Trish lifts her head off my chest to peek at the clock. “Brittany’s been gone a couple hours. Maybe we should get up?”

      I groan and pull her close for a final kiss. “Worried she’ll figure out what we’ve been up to?” I ask playfully when our lips part.

      “Oh, she knows,” Trish says with a laugh as she slides away, slips out of bed, and starts plucking her clothes off the floor. “I suspect we’ve been doing exactly what she wanted us to do.”

      The thought of my daughter arranging for her father to get laid is a pinch uncomfortable, but I’ve got no regrets. Well, aside from the fact that Trish is about to get dressed.

      Trish tosses my clothes on the bed and disappears into the bathroom.

      After my turn washing up, I find her at the kitchen table with the last of the wine poured in our glasses.

      “Have a good time, sailor?” she asks while bouncing her eyebrows suggestively.

      I lean down to give her a kiss. “Pretty darned good.”

      Our fingers are caressing on the table when Trish asks, “How’s the case coming along? Is there an alternative theory to what Garcia is saying?”

      I bring her up to speed and conclude, “I’m feeling more than a little overwhelmed.”

      “Big case,” she says while squeezing my fingers in hers.

      “I get a little paralyzed by all the maybes and what-ifs,” I say as the front door opens. “It’s a little like going crazy.”

      Trish smiles. “Remember what Aristotle says, honey: No great mind has ever existed without a touch of madness.”

      I snort. “Somehow or other, I doubt Aristotle had me in mind when he said that.”

      “Has Aristotle been talking about you again?” Brittany asks when she breezes in and gives me a little peck on the cheek. Trish gets one, too.

      I turn my palms up to the ceiling. “I know, right? Why can’t the guy just leave me alone?”

      “Because you’re so darned cute,” Trish says with a twinkle in her eye.

      Brittany’s eyes pass between us before she gives Trish a knowing smile. “Mission accomplished?”

      Trish smiles and nods.

      I blush furiously.

      “Tony was just telling me what tough sledding the case is,” Trish tells Brittany before recapping what led up to the Aristotle quote.

      “I’ve got my doubts about this great-mind business, but I can definitely vouch for the touch of madness,” Brittany says with a grin.

      “Thanks, kid,” I mutter while Trish and Brittany share a chuckle. “How did things go with Sara and Ashley?”

      My daughter plops herself down in a kitchen chair. “Ashley’s cool.”

      “How’s she holding up?”

      “All things considered, pretty good. That’s some family she has to lean on.” She sits back and gives me a long look. “One of the reasons she wanted to see me was to make sure I understood that her father didn’t kill her mother. ‘No way did Dad do it,’ she told me. No doubt in her mind, at all. Sara and her grandparents agree. I think they want me to impress that on you.”

      I nod. “Mike says the same thing.”

      “She’s absolutely sure that Reg would never have taken her mother away from her.”

      “What do you think?” Trish asks me.

      “Doesn’t matter what I think. My job is to give Reg the best legal defense I can.”

      Brittany sits forward. “Yeah, but you don’t think he did it, do you?”

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      Brittany looks disappointed, maybe even a touch betrayed.

      “It’s Tony’s job to be skeptical,” Trish says in my defense. “He can’t afford to buy into any theory or discount any possibility at this point. There are a lot of unanswered questions, Brittany. It’s his job to find answers to as many of them as he can.”

      Sometimes I almost forget Trish is a lawyer, too—a damned good one. Her legal mind and instincts are far too valuable for us not to seek her insights. Likewise, Pat and Brittany are valuable sounding boards. A purist with no actual understanding of the real world might suggest that these talks violate client confidentiality, but despite what some may think, lawyers are people, too. We discuss work with select close friends and family. Trish knows better than to betray that trust, as does Brittany.

      “What is Mike Williams working on?” Trish asks.

      “Same as me. Running things down, trying to get answers.”

      “What about Detective Plummer?” Brittany asks. “Has he found out anything new?”

      Jake had called this afternoon. “The ex-boyfriend is turning out to be something of a cipher. Jake hasn’t been able to locate him or even to find out anything about him. To quote: ‘There’s traces of him floating around, but who is the guy? I don’t know a damned thing about him. But I will.’”

      Trish looks surprised. “Is that the only thing he’s doing?”

      I explain the limited brief Jake has agreed to take on.

      “That’s disappointing,” she says.

      No kidding.

      “What about the insurance guy?” Brittany asks.

      I tell them about my visit with Tyrel Allen, leaving out the threat at the end. “His dead brother was a peripheral gangbanger who got himself killed in a drug deal gone wrong.”

      “And Tyrel?” Trish asks.

      “According to Jake, Tyrel is working at a cell-phone kiosk and trying to distance himself from gang life. Jake isn’t buying him as our killer.” Of course, Jake hadn’t been with me Sunday night.

      Trish frowns. “But Rachel pointed the finger at the guy, didn’t she? Maybe ask her again why she thinks this guy might have done it? Temper? Threats?”

      “She won’t speak to me now. Says she’s done talking to us.”

      “And that’s not suspicious at all,” Trish says.

      I shrug. “The cops don’t want her talking to us.”

      “Which didn’t stop her from telling you all the BS she dumped on you the one time she did.”

      “Yeah, well, there is that.”

      Trish shakes her head. We sigh, stumped, and smile at each other.

      “I’ve got school in the morning,” Brittany announces as she gets to her feet. “I’ll leave you lawyer types to sort it all out.”

      Hugs, kisses, and good nights are exchanged before my daughter disappears into her room.

      “Going to ask the sailor how he’s doing again?” I ask Trish when we’re alone.

      “Not with Brittany home, mister. Couple of more questions about the case?”

      “If we’re not going sailing again, sure,” I reply.

      “Garcia mentioned that Reg stands to collect some life insurance money?”

      “He’s still the beneficiary of Marsha’s personal policy from when they were together. Mind you, the insurer won’t pay until after the trial.”

      “Let’s not forget that Marsha was a life insurance agent, right?”

      I nod.

      “So, it’s not very likely that leaving Reg as beneficiary was a simple oversight.”

      “I suppose not.”

      “That tells me that she trusted Reg to do the right thing by their daughter, Tony. That’s significant.”

      It’s a good point. No real help, legally speaking, but it does speak to how Marsha regarded—and trusted—Reg.

      “She was a businesswoman,” Trish continues. “Her affairs were in good order. She probably had more life insurance coverage at work to fund the agency partnership agreement in the event of death. Correct?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How much was that worth and who gets the money?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “Mike has a copy of the partnership paperwork.”

      “And?”

      “I hate to say so, but we’ve been focused on trying to track down Marsha’s real killer.”

      She sighs. “Why do people kill, Tony?”

      “To settle scores. Love. Hatred. All that.”

      “And money, honey,” Trish adds.

      “That, too.”

      “You guys should look at that partnership. I’ve got a little expertise in that area, you know,” she adds with a smile. “I could have a look at the partnership agreement and insurance policies.”

      “You’ve got more than a little experience with that sort of thing,” I say with a chuckle.

      She winks and smiles. “That’s why I’m so expensive.”

      That she is—much more than we can afford.

      “Pro bono,” she adds quickly.

      “We’d appreciate the help.”

      She pats my hand. “On second thought, I’ll take my fee in the bedroom.”

      “Okay,” I say with a world-weary sigh. “I’ll do it. For the team.”

      “Sounds like quite a sacrifice.”

      “It’s not so bad.”

      She laughs. “I can probably find a few things in that partnership for you to look into.”

      Perfect. Just what we need—more unanswered questions.
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      It’s been a week since Trish and I reconciled. That’s going well. Really well.

      Nothing else is.

      Reg’s defense team is about to meet in our conference room to compare notes from our efforts over the past week in our ongoing attempt to craft a coherent defense strategy. As Jake put it, “Maybe a few threads from our individual efforts will tie together into something useful.” I can only hope.

      Joan Brooks bustles in with a homemade coffee cake and serves precisely cut slices on paper plates. She’s already set everyone up with coffee—chai tea in Penelope’s case.

      “Thanks, Mom,” Penelope says before her mother leaves and closes the door behind her.

      Jake, Mike, and Penelope settle back, all with pens in hand and notepads in front of them. As the lead attorney, everyone looks at me expectantly, so I lead off.

      

      “Trish looked at the partnership agreement between Marsha and Rachel Amundsen,” I begin. “Pretty standard stuff. Everything goes to Rachel—clients, policy premiums, the whole kit and caboodle.”

      Penelope lifts her pen like a student in class.

      “Go ahead,” I tell her.

      “What was transferred in consideration of Marsha’s interest?”

      “There’s a life insurance policy, or there should be, according to the agreement. The agreement is funded by key person insurance for death and disability.”

      “How much?” she asks.

      “That we don’t know. I called Rachel to ask. She wouldn’t take my call. Says she’s been told not to speak to us about anything.”

      Mike sits forward. “I talked to Reg about this over the weekend. Marsha and Reg talked a lot more than I thought they had after they split. She told Reg that she and Rachel had modified the partnership agreement after the divorce.”

      “Do we have the current version?” Jake asks.

      Mike nods.

      “How did they modify things?” Penelope asks.

      “They focused on disability,” Mike replies. “There was a pair of two-hundred-thousand-dollar life insurance policies, as well. One goes to the estate in return for Marsha’s interest in the agency. The other is payable to the agency.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” I say.

      “Depends on the value of Marsha’s block of business and the agency itself,” Penelope counters. “Any idea what that is?”

      “No idea,” Mike replies.

      “There should have been an appraisal done to determine that,” she says. “Was a copy of that included in what you saw?”

      “I don’t think so,” Mike replies. “Not that I noticed, anyway.” He looks away with a frown, then turns back to Penelope. “No. There wasn’t an appraisal in that package.”

      Penelope arches an eyebrow. “There really should be.”

      Mike shrugs. “It’s missing, I guess.”

      “How convenient,” Jake mutters before he tosses his pen down and reaches for his coffee mug. “I saw this coming. I wish to hell I’d been in that first interview with Amundsen.”

      “Sorry, guys,” I say sheepishly.

      Jake waves my apology aside. “I know you guys have been busting your asses trying to chase down leads. We just don’t have a hell of a lot to work with.”

      No shit.

      Jake looks from me to Mike. “Maybe it’s time to start bitching to Judge Blum about the prosecutors and cops sitting on all the discovery evidence instead of turning it over as soon as it’s available. Pretty damned hard to investigate without having evidence to work with. Where’s that cell phone?”

      I lean in. “And who are these clients of Marsha’s who supposedly made the referral for the bogus appointment the night Marsha was killed?”

      “What about Lucas Cohen?” Penelope asks. “The girls are looking, right?”

      I nod glumly. “They’re frustrated as hell. They haven’t gotten a sniff of the guy.”

      “What else have you got?” Jake asks me.

      Penelope lifts her hand. “Let’s stick with this partnership agreement for a minute.”

      We all turn to her.

      “I’d like to look into this more, have a look at the paperwork, and poke around.” She turns to Mike. “Can you give me Marsha’s lawyer’s name?”

      “The one who did the partnership work for her?”

      She nods. “If you can. Her divorce lawyer, too, if that’s who Reg got the partnership agreement from.”

      “Sure. What can you get from them?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe nothing, but it’s worth asking. I’d like to know if the agreement is registered, among other things.”

      “Will do,” Mike says while making himself a note.

      “So, we’ll leave that with you?” Jake says to Penelope.

      She nods. “I’ll chat with Trish about it, too. Maybe one of us will know one of the lawyers and they’ll be willing to chat. Worth a try.”

      Jake holds up a crossed set of fingers. “Any information we can lay our hands on would be nice.”

      Next, I tell them about Brittany’s visit with Ashley and her assertion that Reg wouldn’t have killed her mother.

      “What kid isn’t going to think that?” Jake says.

      “We all agree with that,” Mike shoots back.

      I add what I know about the personal life insurance policy that still lists Reg as beneficiary. “That’s revealing.”

      “Reg gets a payout, does he?” Jake asks.

      I nod.

      He frowns. “Well, there’s the elusive motive for him to kill his ex-wife.”

      Mike jumps in. “Reg told me that they decided to leave those policies as they were—there’s one on his life, as well. He says they trusted each other to make sure Ashley was taken care of.”

      Jake shakes his head. “If true, it speaks well of their relationship at that time. It doesn’t help us.”

      Penelope sits back and starts rolling her pen through her fingers. “Not so fast, Jake. Is there a way we can use that? We’ll need more than Reg’s word, of course.”

      “Or anyone else named Williams,” Mike mutters.

      “Maybe they had the discussion with their agent?” I suggest.

      Mike drops his hands heavily on the tabletop. “Marsha was the agent.”

      Damn.

      Jake meets my gaze. “You haven’t mentioned the camera on top of the building.”

      “Nothing there. I spoke to the owner. It’s a fixed video camera that covers the sidewalk in front of the building. He had a look at the tape with the cops the morning after. Nobody in or out of any of the street doors after the retail outlets closed. The cops took the tape as evidence. He doesn’t have a copy.”

      “Just one more thing we’re being kept in the dark about,” Jake grumbles. “What else have you been up to?”

      “That’s about it.”

      Not a good answer, judging by Jake’s baffled expression. He turns to Mike. “Your turn.”

      “I haven’t made much progress, either. I’ve spoken with Reg at length and gotten copies of whatever paperwork he has. Legal papers, email between them. Like that.”

      “Anything useful?” Penelope asks.

      “Aside from suggesting everything was copacetic between them, no.”

      Jake grunts. “What about this alleged complaint against him that Garcia was carrying on about?”

      “Reg didn’t have any paperwork,” Mike replies. “I tried to hunt down a police report, especially after you said you couldn’t get a handle on this Lou dude. I talked to Reg’s divorce lawyer, too. Nada.”

      “Really?” I ask. “Her divorce lawyer should have been all over that. Someone must have a copy of the complaint.”

      “So you’d think,” Mike agrees. “Anyway, I went to the cops. They’re looking to see what they’ve got.”

      “I’ll bet they’re working on that real hard,” Jake grumbles.

      “The whole thing sounds strange,” Penelope says. “Maybe there wasn’t an official complaint?”

      “Hence no police report,” Jake says thoughtfully.

      “Anything else?” I ask Mike.

      “No. We still can’t figure out everything the cops took out of Mom and Dad’s garage besides the leg off the work bench,” Mike replies in frustration. “Pops doesn’t know, and it’s not for lack of trying to remember. We’ve spent hours in that garage and poring over photo albums trying to figure it out. It’s still a mystery.”

      “Why in hell would they take one leg? Why not the whole workbench?” Jake asks.

      Mike chuckles. “Given how pissed Pops was about one missing leg, I think he might have stroked out if they’d taken the whole thing.”

      “Absolutely nothing interesting arriving in terms of discovery?” Jake asks.

      “Not yet,” Mike and I reply in unison.

      Jake turns to Penelope. “What’s your role in this?”

      “You’re looking at it,” she replies. “An occasional sounding board. Otherwise, I’m keeping the firm going on other fronts.”

      “Understood,” Jake says tersely before he bites off a healthy chunk of his coffee cake, chews it well, and washes it down with a gulp of coffee. A deep sigh escapes him as he locks his hands behind his head and stares up at the ceiling. We nibble coffee cake and slurp our drinks while we wait him out.

      He finally drops his hands, pulls his chair close to the table, clasps his hands on it, and looks between Mike and me. “Fuckin’ amateurs.”

      He’s correct, but it still stings.

      “Sorry,” Jake mutters to Penelope. “Friggin’ amateurs.”

      “Amateurs, in any event,” she says.

      “Exactly.”

      Mike, who’s been doing a slow burn, leans in and locks eyes with Jake. “I don’t recall either of us claiming otherwise, Detective. We’re doing our best. Reg is my damned brother! You think I’m not doing all that I can?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      Mike isn’t mollified. “All right then, tell us what the professional detective has unearthed about the mysterious Lou.”

      Jake mutters. “He’s a ghost.”

      “Ain’t that some impressive professional results?” Mike says.

      I’ve heard enough. “Let’s cut the crap, guys. We’re all frustrated, but we’re better than this—we need to be better than this for Reg’s sake.”

      Penelope nods in agreement and says, “Calm down, guys.” Then she turns to Jake. “I agree with your assessment. We’ve got lawyers working our case, not professional investigators, right?”

      He nods.

      “Yet we have a heckuva homicide detective sitting right here in our conference room.”

      Jake nods again, this time with some discomfort.

      Penelope looks at each of us in turn. “Does anyone see a potential solution to our dilemma?” she asks innocently.

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Jake mutters with a grim chuckle before he meets Penelope’s gaze. “You’re good, y’know.”

      She smiles. “Why, thank you, Detective.”

      Jake blows out a long breath while his eyes track between Mike and me. “Sorry if I offended you amateurs.”

      This time, the twinkle in his eye takes the sting out of the A word.

      “I’ve got one condition to coming on board,” he tells us. “I’m gonna run this damned investigation.”

      I meet his gaze. “So, you’re in?”

      “Yeah, I’m in.”

      We sit back and wait for him to continue.

      “I don’t work well on an empty stomach,” he says with a tight smile. “Makes me grumpy, makes me say dumb shit I shouldn’t. Sorry.”

      Penelope chuckles. “Apology accepted.”

      “Welcome to the team,” Mike mutters sheepishly.

      Jake winks at him.

      Kumbaya!

      “Team lunch,” Penelope announces before leading us to The Sandwich Emporium.

      Twenty minutes later, we’re settled at a pair of tables pushed together, each with a daily special sandwich dubbed Sheep Shell Picante—pasta shells, ground lamb, and picante sauce. Penelope guides the conversation while we eat, steering us away from the case while the earlier tension dissipates.

      “Okay,” Jake says when he pushes his plate away, pausing to look at it with a wondering nod. “That was pretty damned good. How do they do it?”

      We shrug and chalk up it up to some sort of mystical Sandwich Emporium alchemy.

      “Anyway, we need to tackle this thing methodically,” Jake says after Maiko clears the table. “We’re going back to square one and we’re gonna conduct a righteous homicide investigation. That means we take a fresh look at everything. Everything. The answer is almost always in the details, folks. Anomalies. Things we’ve taken at face value or glossed over that don’t add up when examined with a more critical eye. Good detectives sift through everything in a tough case again and again because we know there’s something there that we haven’t processed correctly. We keep at it until the case finally gives up its secrets.”

      He gazes at all of us to make sure we understand what he’s proposing. There’s a lot of work ahead. I’m thinking ahead to the weekend. My brother’s wife, Jo, and daughter, Carly, called last night to tell us that he’s out of the country. They’ve booked a flight to come visit this weekend. I’ll work around them as best I can.

      Jake frowns and sighs. “This isn’t easy for me. I’m still on the fence about whether or not I’m doing the right thing by signing on with you folks.”

      “Why are you, then?” Mike asks.

      “Because the cops aren’t only supposed to tag a suspect,” Jake replies. “They’re supposed to find out what really happened and then tag the right suspect.”

      Mike settles back and nods. “That’s right. It’s why I always respected your work.”

      “Thanks,” Jake mutters.

      “So, let’s go find the right son of a bitch,” I suggest.

      “Damned straight,” Mike agrees.

      “What next?” I ask Jake.

      “Field trip.”

      Penelope begs off. “I’ve got other cases to work on, gentlemen.” Then she turns to Mike. “Don’t forget to get that lawyer information to me.”

      He nods.

      We spend the next three hours taking a good look at the crime-scene neighborhood and knocking on a lot of doors. After noticing Rachel Amundsen departing, we go upstairs to chat with Aretha Jackson. She seems nervous and elects not to answer our questions, but lets us poke around for a few minutes, fretting all the time about Rachel’s coming back and finding us there. Aretha says her boss won’t be gone long.

      We all take a shot at breaking down her reluctance between wanderings to explore the office. This is Mike’s and Jake’s first visit. I take them to the back entry, where we take pictures of the door and stairwell while shaking our heads about the missing camera.

      “That damned thing would have told the tale,” Jake mutters. “It’s no coincidence that it’s gone.”

      Mike and I nod.

      I take another shot at Aretha, asking about the absent camera and keys and anything else that comes to mind, but she doesn’t crack. I resolve to keep at it after today; she clearly knows more than she’s told us. Why the hell won’t she give it up?

      From there, we depart the crime scene to visit the address where the agency held agent training the night Marsha was killed. The place is locked up, and nobody answers the door. It’s a ten-minute walk from the insurance office, far less by car. We end the afternoon in and around Mike’s father’s garage. The missing workbench leg bothers Jake.

      “That’s niggling at me,” he grumbles as we leave. “Can’t imagine what the hell the significance of it is, but it means something.”

      Watching Jake sink his teeth into the investigation is a revelation. “Amateurish” doesn’t begin to describe what I’ve been up to. “Amateur” doesn’t even fully capture it. At least we now have a proper investigative bloodhound on the job. Things may be looking up.
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      My newfound sister-in-law Jo is sitting in my late mother’s old easy chair the following Sunday. I’m seated alongside her in my father’s venerable La-Z-Boy recliner. I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around the idea that this woman—pleasant as she seems—is family. I feel bad that I was out most of yesterday after they arrived from their home in Wilmington, North Carolina, but Reg’s case won’t wait. We’ve spent today trying to make up for the lost time. She’s got a great smile with deep dimples etched into her full cheeks and a mouth of blindingly white teeth. Everything about Jo is wholesome and natural, from her clear complexion to her slightly full figure and blonde, bob-style hairdo. It’s all disorienting. How did my bastard of a brother latch on to her? Carly, who is a younger replica of Jo, seems to be a sweet kid.

      I finally work up the nerve to dip a toe into the topic we’ve been avoiding for hours. “Where is Frankie?”

      “Frank,” Jo corrects me automatically, as she’s been doing most of the day. Then she tosses off a one-handed wave and a disarming smile. “Who knows? Frank never says. Operational security, right?”

      “Right,” I reply, wondering when the whereabouts of private-security contractors became a state secret. Whatever. If Frankie’s—Frank’s—wife is at peace with the arrangement, then it’s certainly none of my concern. “Still, it must be difficult not to know where he is or when he’ll be back.”

      “All part of the deal.”

      Something in the tightness around her eyes betrays the casual acceptance. I decide to scratch another itch that’s been troubling me since she and Carly arrived. Frankie doesn’t know they’re here—he doesn’t even know they’ve been in touch with us. “What happens if he finds out you’ve been here?”

      The thought of the possibility seems to startle her, almost as if she hasn’t seriously considered it. Most likely, she’s probably just kept the thought at bay. There’s a quiver in her voice when she replies, “Let’s not think about that. There’s no way for him to know. He just left on Wednesday. I’ll be surprised if he comes home in less than a month.”

      I hope she’s right. We sit in silent contemplation of the potential shit show that could erupt if she’s wrong, then hear our daughters coming down the hallway from Brittany’s room. Deano tags along, having quickly discerned that Carly is currently the human in the house most inclined to shower him with attention. And snacks.

      “You need to come visit,” Carly is insisting. “I’m sure we can get on as extras at the studio in Wilmington. That’s the coolest thing ever! God, I still can’t believe I was in a movie!”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty cool,” Brittany says as they walk into the living room and plunk themselves down on the sofa. Deano clambers up and rolls belly up, sighing with contentment when both girls start rubbing his expansive tummy.

      Jo gives her daughter an indulgent smile. Carly has been regaling Brittany with tales of the film studios in Wilmington, probably hoping it will lure my daughter into a visit. I’m impressed with how Brittany is enduring her cousin’s obsession with celebrity culture and the bright lights of Hollywood. Brittany’s drama interests are focused on theater. Carly seems oblivious to the pronounced difference in how she and my daughter regard the concept of show business. Fortunately, Jo seems to be well aware of the forbearance Brittany is maintaining and steps in to rescue her.

      “Are you going to follow the path your father blazed through collegiate volleyball?” she asks Brittany. “Maybe a national championship, too?”

      Carly’s eyes pop open as wide as saucers as she turns to me. “No way! You’re an NCAA national champion?”

      “MVP, too,” Brittany adds helpfully while shooting me a cloying smile that says, “Your turn!”

      “Long, long time ago,” I tell Carly.

      “That’s too cool!”

      Jo gets up and walks over to the Valenti family picture wall. “It seems so strange that I never got a chance to meet your parents and get to know y’all,” she says wistfully.

      “Too bad Papa’s away,” I say. He’d like these two. The more family for him, the better. That’s probably part of the attraction of being with his sister and her family in Italy—there are a lot of them. Here, it’s just Brittany and me.

      Jo nods pensively and studies the picture of my late sister, Amy, who died young while flying a Special Forces helicopter mission in Colombia. “Such a pretty girl.”

      I nod. She had been. Her loss still stings.

      Carly joins her mother and immediately focuses on Frankie’s high school graduation portrait. Frankie was the better-looking Valenti brother. I was a few inches taller, but he outweighed me by twenty pounds of muscle. He wore his thick black hair to his shoulders back then.

      “I can’t believe these pictures of Daddy!” she exclaims with a snigger. “Look at all that hair!”

      “He still had some of it when we met,” Jo says with a smile.

      I wonder if it’s all gone now and, if so, if it’s simply cut short, or if he’s the only male in our immediate family who’s lost his hair. I set the thought aside. I don’t really care.

      We spend the next several minutes hanging out at the photo wall while I answer Carly’s and Jo’s questions, taking care to mask my true feelings about my brother. For as much as some of their comments suggest that he remains the same asshole he’d been in our younger years, the truth is that I don’t know who Frankie has become. Who knows—maybe he’s changed for the better. For the sake of Jo and Carly, I hope he has.

      But I doubt it.

      The doorbell interrupts me in the midst of an anecdote about Mama. As I’m already up and halfway to the door, I tell Brittany to stay put on the sofa before she can leap up to answer it as she normally does. There’s no need to wave Deano off; Carly has apparently worn him out. Our fearsome watchdog casts his eyes toward the front door without disturbing more than an ocular muscle or two. A gag Beware of Dog sign hangs on the mailbox. People do laugh about it after they meet Deano. None would guess that he’d once taken down a gunman.

      Pat O’Toole, decked out in burgundy dress slacks and a stylish tan pea jacket over a beige mock-turtleneck sweater, smiles at me when I open the door. She’s not expected.

      “You’re looking awfully businesslike for a Sunday morning,” I say after we exchange hellos and a perfunctory hug.

      “Coming from church after an hour at the office,” she explains as a burst of laughter erupts in the living room.

      “We have company.”

      She frowns. “I didn’t know. Bad timing?”

      I shake my head and reach for her coat. “Our long-lost relatives Jo and Carly are here from North Carolina. You already met them on the phone, so come on in and join the party.”

      An uncomfortable thought seems to pass over Pat’s face before she smiles and says, “I never pass on a party. Not even on Sunday.”

      Her initial look of concern caught my attention. “Is everything okay?”

      She nods. “Sure. I have a thing or two to talk to you about, but nothing that can’t wait.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. Let’s go meet the family.”

      Pat spends the next ten minutes chatting with Jo and Carly.

      “Do you know Daddy?” Carly eventually asks her.

      Pat’s troubled eyes shoot to mine. What’s bugging her? “He’s older than Tony and me,” she replies. “You know what a gulf there is between grades in high school.”

      Carly nods. “True, but you and Uncle Tony went to school together. You were friends, right?”

      Pat shoots me a sideways glance. “Sort of.”

      “Sort of?”

      “I hung out with the smart kids who didn’t get into trouble,” Pat replies dryly. “Tony was one of the… well, let’s just say he wasn’t one of the brighter lights.”

      Brittany slaps her thighs and laughs. “That’s the best version I’ve heard yet!”

      She and Pat exchange an affectionate look.

      “Yeah, I was just a jock—and one of the cool kids,” I shoot back. “O’Toole wasn’t.”

      Carly smiles at me. “You’re so not like I imagined.”

      I can only imagine what she’s heard about me from her father: little shit, useless fuck, waste of space—all things he called me in our youth. And that’s just an introductory list.

      Jo’s cell phone rings, saving me from having to respond to Carly. Jo’s phone isn’t even to her ear when an angry voice erupts from it.

      “Where the hell are you?” Frankie yells.

      The color drains from Jo’s already fair complexion.

      “I come home and you’re gone,” he continues. “Where are you?”

      “We decided to spend the weekend with my sister,” Jo replies in a choked voice.

      “Bullshit!” Frankie roars.

      My eyes track to Carly, Brittany, and Pat. All wear masks of horror, as they should—Fearsome Frankie in full fury is a force generally reserved by nature for volcanic eruptions and other cataclysms.

      “I’ve got the note you left for the bitch next door,” he continues in an affected voice that I suppose is meant to mimic his wife. “We’re so excited about visiting my brother-in-law and his daughter! Thanks so much for looking in on Knothead and for picking us up at the airport Sunday evening. I’ve left a copy of our flight itinerary with the flight information. You’re the best!”

      I’ve already been told that Knothead is the name Frankie gave to the family Rottweiler.

      “Your flight information is right here, bitch!” Frankie thunders. “Chicago? You’re with my good-for-nothing brother?”

      Jo, frantically clutching at the collar of her blouse while the skin on her neck and face erupts into a splotchy red rash, ekes out a pleading, “Honey…”

      “Don’t honey me, you cunt!”

      Jo looks as if she’s seeing the hounds of hell coming for her. Maybe they are.

      “You were out of the country,” she whispers helplessly.

      “Where did you get that idea, you dumb bitch?”

      “You said—”

      “You hear what you want to hear, Jo! Always have. I never left the good ole US of A.”

      Tears are spilling out of Jo’s eyes—whether of shame, fear, or both, I can’t say. She scrambles to her feet as the verbal onslaught continues.

      “I told you Tony’s a no-good prick! I can’t believe you’re there and that you took my daughter, you traitorous bitch.”

      Jo scrambles toward the hallway wailing, “I’m sorry.”

      “He’s filling your head full of shit about me, isn’t he? Isn’t he!” Frankie shouts as Jo disappears down the hall.

      Brittany, despite looking mortified, has risen to the occasion and gathered a hysterical Carly into her arms. Pat’s initial shock has morphed into outrage. Me? I’m unnerved but not surprised. This is the brother I grew up with. Now poor Jo and Carly are trapped in his orbit, and I’ve unleashed his rage. I’m afraid for them.

      A sobbing Jo staggers back into the living room and gives me a look soaked in sympathy as she holds her phone out to me. The vitriol coming out of the phone is now directed at me.

      “Are you there, you little prick?”

      Instead of the defiant reply he deserves, an old reflexive lump forms in my throat. Fear. “Yeah,” I manage to croak after taking the phone out of Jo’s trembling hand. She promptly collapses onto Mama’s chair with her face in her hands.

      “You just can’t leave it alone, can you, asshole?” Frankie snarls. “You’re gonna pay for sticking your snotty nose where it don’t belong.”

      I bite back the impulse to defend myself. Things will be bad enough for Jo and Carly without my informing Frankie that they sought us out.

      “Don’t mess with my life!” he rages. “You screwed things up for me with Ma and Pa— you’re not gonna fuck up my new life, too, you worthless little shit. I’ll kill you before I let that happen! After I slit my bitch wife’s throat!”

      I press End Call and hold the phone out to Jo without looking up. When she doesn’t take it, I look up and find her curled into a tight ball, sobbing uncontrollably. Her whole body is shuddering when I step over, lean down, and pull her into my arms. She collapses against me with her hands covering her face. I meet Pat’s gaze over Jo’s head. Jo’s phone is still in my hand when it starts to ring. Pat snatches it away, silences it, and flings it onto the coffee table as if it’s a poisonous snake.

      It takes five minutes for Jo to get herself under control. When she pulls away and looks up at me in abject embarrassment, the mascara ringing her eyes gives her a raccoon-like appearance that might be amusing in any other circumstance.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispers.

      “You’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      She gives me the saddest of smiles while her eyes roam about in search of her phone. “I’d better call him back.”

      “Like hell,” Pat snaps as she plucks the phone off the coffee table. “We should be calling the police to report that asshole making death threats.”

      Jo tries to smile through her sniffles. “Oh, that’s just Frank.”

      “Was he like this growing up?” Brittany asks me in a shaky voice.

      I nod.

      “You never told us,” she mutters. She looks as if she’s about to say more, then glances at Carly and simply shakes her head in disbelief.

      Carly doesn’t let it slide. “What did your dad tell you about my father?” she asks Brittany.

      Oh, God, I think. Don’t let these two get into a pissing match defending their fathers.

      “Just that they had typical brother issues and didn’t keep in touch after Frankie moved away,” Brittany says. “Lies, I guess.”

      Carly’s eyes cut to mine, as do Jo’s.

      “What did your father tell you about Dad?” Brittany pointedly asks her newfound cousin.

      Carly shrugs helplessly.

      Jo answers for her and does so in an apologetic, yet withering voice. “Candy-ass. Rich prick who puts on airs. Money grubbing. Weak. A pansy. A selfish asshole with no honor.”

      I can tell how hard it is for her to utter words that I suspect seldom, if ever, pass her lips.

      Her face contorts into a hateful sneer. “Not like Frank, of course. He calls himself a man’s man. A patriot. A hero. A tough guy who does what needs to be done. A real American!”

      “A real asshole,” Pat mutters scornfully. “A dangerous asshole.”

      She elaborates ten minutes later when I walk her out to her car. “I realized something was really off between you and your brother when you spoke with Jo on the phone a couple of weeks ago. I always thought you two just drifted apart.”

      I nod. “Most people do.”

      “But you were spooked by that call, Tony. The insecurity I saw in you last year started to resurface. Why? I wondered. Was it related?”

      “You think?” I ask with a tight smile.

      She punches my arm lightly. “Not funny, Valenti.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Anyway, the reporter in me decided to dig a little deeper. Frankie was a bully in school, but for some reason I never wondered what that meant for you at home.” She shakes her head while giving me an almost apologetic look. “You knew he joined the Marines, right?”

      I nod. “No details, but yeah.”

      “He went all in, joined the Marine Raiders and ran rampant. He was dishonorably discharged, and barely escaped court-martial for killing civilians in Iraq. He flat out murdered a couple of families—fathers, mothers, grandparents, and seven kids.”

      Jesus. “Still a bully, but now with a gun and a flag to hide behind.”

      She nods. “He was highly decorated, of course, which made him a potential embarrassment. Surprise, surprise, the Marines quietly cashiered him instead of bringing him up on charges. Frankie’s now working with an unsavory private military contractor that regularly deploys in the Middle East, including Iraq.”

      Shocking? I suppose. Surprising? Sadly, no.

      Pat’s eyes search mine. “You know he meant what he said tonight, right?”

      “I haven’t done anything to him, Pat.”

      Her hands grasp my shoulders, her fingers digging into the fabric while she gives me a little shake. “You don’t have to, Tony. Frankie just needs to convince himself that you have. You think he’s going to blame himself for any of this?”

      I shake my head no.

      “He’s deranged, Tony. And dangerous.”

      Don’t I know it. Pandora’s box has been opened a little more. I’m afraid of what will happen if it’s thrown wide open.
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      “Mace? Jesus, that’s a twist,” Jake mutters the next morning, a Monday. We’re in the Brooks and Valenti conference room with Marsha Williams’s autopsy report, which we’ve finally received from the state’s attorney. Jake is reading the narrative. The rest of us—Mike, Penelope, and I—are flipping through the gruesome photographs of Marsha’s mutilated corpse. I’m horrified by the pictures and can tell that Penelope is, as well. Corporate and civil law hardly prepare one for this. Poor Mike, who’s seen his share of grisly murder photography, is barely holding it together.

      Jake slides the written report across to Mike. “Sure looks like a classic crime of passion.”

      Mike frowns and pushes the report to me. Penelope pulls her chair closer so we can read it together. It horrifies me almost as much as the pictures. Forty-three knife wounds: slashing wounds, puncture wounds, vicious tearing wounds—the brutality of the attack is nauseating.

      “Doesn’t take much imagination to predict how Perez is gonna present that to the jury,” Jake says when we finish.

      “Nope,” Mike mutters with a mix of anger and resignation.

      We sit glumly while we ponder what we’ve just seen.

      Mike frowns. “Some bastard set Reg up good.”

      Jake’s expression betrays a touch of skepticism. I feel it, as well.

      Penelope looks from me to Jake. “You know, guys, if someone with more than a room-temperature IQ and a rudimentary knowledge of what crimes of passion look like wanted to set Reg up, this is exactly how they’d go about it.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Jake allows. “But we’re swimming upstream unless we find some credible evidence we can use to make that argument.”

      “So, let’s find something,” I say before deciding this might be a good time to focus on some positive news. “Before we dig into that, though, Mike was over on Saturday with Sara and Ashley. They had some good news.”

      Jake cocks an eyebrow. “Good news? Let’s have it.”

      I look to Mike. “GoFundMe update?”

      He nods. “They’ve raised over twenty grand.”

      “Hell, that’s great news,” Jake says after a low whistle. “That’ll pay for an expert or two. I’ve been a little worried about that. What else have you got, Mike?”

      “Nothing. I’m still trying to get Aretha Jackson to meet me. She’s either incredibly busy or just doesn’t want to talk.”

      “We don’t have time to waste on reluctant witnesses,” Jake grumbles.

      He’s right. Reg’s trial starts in three weeks. We’ve burned fifty percent of our trial preparation time and it doesn’t feel like we’ve made anywhere near half the progress we need to.

      “I’ve been putting together a murder book,” Jake announces. A murder book is a binder in which detectives compile a chronological record of everything connected to an investigation. “Just like old times,” he adds before touching a finger to his temple. “Helps organize what’s up here.”

      “What did all this organizing tell us?” I ask.

      “That we don’t know shit from Shinola about who was where and when the night Marsha was killed.”

      “I thought we had a pretty good handle on that.”

      “That’s because you’re—” he asks before shooting a wry questioning look at me. It’s an invitation to complete the phrase.

      “—An amateur?”

      “Bingo!” he replies with a grim chuckle. “Have we learned something new? Do we know who arranged the training session?”

      “Marsha,” I reply.

      Jake cocks an eyebrow. “Did she tell you that?”

      Good point.

      “Did we talk to this Cohen character about who made the arrangements for the training session?” he asks.

      “I tried,” I reply before relating my truncated chat with Cohen.

      “Saw that in the notes. Who else did you ask?”

      I frown. “Amundsen said she was incredibly busy, so she let Marsha organize it.”

      “Yet Marsha didn’t even attend.”

      “True, but Amundsen did.”

      “Instead of Marsha?” he asks. “Was Marsha supposed to go?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply.

      “I guess Amundsen got unbusy all of a sudden, huh?”

      “Maybe it’s just that she was just too busy to organize it, but intended to attend all along.”

      “Maybe,” Jake says skeptically. “Do we have a list of attendees? Have we spoken to them all?”

      “No.”

      “We’re going to. Details, Grasshopper. It’s all in the details. Dig deep.”

      “Got it.”

      “Yeah? Is there paperwork for the rental? Has anyone spoken to whoever owns the space they used?”

      “Not yet,” I admit.

      “You wanna run all that shit down,” he says. “It might shed some light on who set things up.”

      “I’ll give it a shot.”

      “Good. Who made Marsha’s eight o’clock appointment? The receptionist claims she wasn’t involved, right?”

      “Correct. She insists that was odd, says Marsha always had people book through her.”

      “That’s an anomaly, Grasshopper. Dig deeper. How long has the receptionist worked there?”

      Another pretty simple question I don’t have the answer to. “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe you should find out,” Jake tells me before his eyes cut to Mike’s. “Let’s talk about the complaint Marsha supposedly filed against Reg. He claims he was baited by this Lou guy that Marsha was dating, right?”

      “Right,” Mike replies. “Reg was a little bewildered and embarrassed by the whole thing. Nothing came of it, so he didn’t mention it to anyone—including his defense counsel.”

      “Dumb, but understandable,” I say.

      “I suppose,” Jake mutters. “Let’s hope it teaches him a lesson about the pitfalls of holding anything back from us. I’m starting to wonder if this whole police-complaint tale might be a manufactured story.”

      “Manufactured by whom?” Penelope asks.

      It is an interesting thought. “And absolutely pregnant with possibilities if true,” I add.

      Jake nods. “Isn’t it, though?”

      “Remember that the story came from Amundsen,” Penelope says. “Something about her doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “Now that Garcia has blabbed it all over television for a month, maybe we should call Amundsen on it when we get her in the witness box,” Mike says.

      “That might be an idea,” Jake agrees. “Let’s keep it in our back pocket.”

      “You think she might be involved?” I ask him.

      “I don’t know what the hell to think. Frankly, two weeks out from trial, that scares the shit out of me.”

      The meeting breaks up a few minutes later with each of us assigned investigative tasks by Jake. He pauses at the door and looks back at me. “I hear you had a little excitement at home yesterday.”

      My eyes snap to him. “How do you know?” I ask in surprise.

      “Spoke with Pat O’Toole on the way here this morning.”

      “She called you about that?”

      “No. I called to ask her to look into a couple of things.”

      “Such as?”

      He lifts a hand to wave my question off. “I’ll let you know if anything comes of it. Tell me what’s going on with that brother of yours.”

      He said that with an air of familiarity. “You know Frankie?” I ask.

      “Not personally, but I was a cop in Cedar Heights for a lot of years, Tony. Every cop in town was aware of Frankie Valenti.”

      Put that way, I guess I’m not surprised. I fill him in on the call and the visit that precipitated it.

      “The wife and daughter seem like good folks?”

      “Yeah, they do.”

      He shakes his head. “Why in hell nice ladies hook up with guys like your brother is one of life’s enduring mysteries. Pat’s right. This Jo—and you—should file a complaint.”

      “She’s afraid to.”

      Jake sighs. The tightness around his eyes suggests real pain. “Any idea how many times I heard that when I was working homicide?”

      The thought chills me before I defend Jo. “You didn’t hear him.”

      “Oh yeah, I have. I’ve heard that story far more times than I ever wanted to, Tony. What I wouldn’t give for a magic wand I could wave to get women like Jo out of the pickle they’re in. You haven’t seen your brother for a long time, right? He’s never stopped by?”

      “Stopped by? He lives in North Carolina.”

      “Yeah, but he visits the widow O’Reilly now and then. Always has. I thought that might stop after your father plugged her husband, but he still comes around.”

      Frankie in Cedar Heights? My blood runs cold at the thought. Then my thoughts turn to the woman in question. She was married to the cop my father killed on our front step almost a year and a half ago. Papa had been charged with murder, but was acquitted when we’d shown at trial that my father shot the animal in self-defense. Cook County Sheriff’s Deputy Andy O’Reilly was the type of corrupt, bullying cop that gives law enforcement a bad name. He deserved to die.

      I come out of my reverie and meet Jake’s eye. “Molly O’Reilly and Frankie? Really?”

      “Not that big a surprise, Tony. Frankie and Andy used to pal around together back in the day. Peas in a pod. Molly ran with that crowd, too. Frankie’s her kind of guy.”

      “He’s screwing her?”

      “Not saying that. Wouldn’t surprise me, though. Molly always got around.”

      “Jesus,” I mutter in disgust.

      “I’ve seen Frankie once or twice over the years when he visited.”

      Papa never said a word. Mama, neither. Did they see him?

      “Pat filled me in on what Frankie’s been up to over the years,” Jake continues. “Think he was scary when you were kids? Think again, my friend. If I were you, I’d file that complaint. You’ve got plenty of witnesses.”

      “He’d blow his stack.”

      Jake turns his palms up and arches his eyebrows. “See? That’s his game. Someone has to stand up to him and get him off the streets. Jo can’t.”

      All the old fears swarm over me. My brother left me for dead the last time I saw him. Mama and Amy came home unexpectedly and rushed me to the hospital. That’s how he figures that I screwed things up between him and our parents.

      “From a purely selfish point of view,” Jake is saying when I tune him back in, “I don’t want that nasty bastard back in Cedar Heights.”

      Neither do I. From an equally selfish perspective, I don’t want him to have me in his sights ever again. Or Jo. Or Carly. Or, heaven forbid, Brittany. Although I suppose I’m already back on his radar.

      “File that complaint, Tony.”

      Fearsome Frankie Valenti on the lose again in Cedar Heights… and it’s up to me to stop him? As if my plate isn’t already full enough. At least with Reg’s case, I have only the fear of failure to face. That’s quite enough, thank you.

      Facing down Frankie engenders flat-out fear. Physical, psychological, paralyzing fear.
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      “Wow! This place looks cool!” Brittany exclaims two days later as we stand outside Lake Point Tower, a seventy-story black skyscraper on a little spit of land jutting out toward Lake Michigan. DuSable Harbor with its yacht club is behind us; Navy Pier stretches away to our right as we stare up at the tower where Trish lives.

      “It is cool,” I say with a laugh. Trish has invited us for dinner, her way of saying thank you for Brittany’s gesture last week. Sadly, I doubt she’s made plans to spirit Brittany away for a couple of hours to give us some time alone. “Wait until you see Trish’s condo.”

      Brittany tugs on my sleeve and drags me across the street and into the building. Security calls Trish and then buzzes us in. An elevator whisks us up to the fifty-third floor. Trish is waiting at her open door. I hope tonight’s visit continues the happy new trajectory of my relationship with her and helps cement the budding friendship between my daughter and my girlfriend.

      “Welcome!” Trish says while giving Brittany a hug before she plants a chaste smooch on my lips. She’s wearing jeans and a baggy, dark-blue Northwestern University sweatshirt that looks like it’s been around since her law school days.

      “Cool!” Brittany says when we walk into Trish’s sprawling living room. Curving floor-to-ceiling windows afford an unobstructed view of the lake. Light spills out of the kitchen, and whatever is cooking smells delicious.

      “Glad you like it,” Trish says with a smile while Brittany hurries over to admire the view.

      My eyes track to the door of a bedroom about twenty feet away. Trish’s follow. She smiles and wags a finger at me with a look that says, “You naughty boy, you.”

      I swallow my disappointment and deposit a bottle of wine on the kitchen counter. “Can I help with anything?”

      “All under control,” Trish says as she studies the bottle.

      “Then I guess I’ll just sit around and wait to be fed and watered,” I say while settling at one end of a supple, wine-colored fabric sofa.

      Trish smiles and walks over to sit beside me, laying an arm along the back of the sofa so she can rest her fingertips on the nape of my neck. “Everything’s pretty much ready. I’ll take the duck out of the oven in fifteen minutes or so.”

      “Duck?” Brittany asks.

      “Just like Daffy,” Trish replies. “Without the cartoonist’s ink.”

      Brittany laughs while her eyes roam around the elegant living room. “Maybe I need to rethink my career plans.”

      “What are they now?” Trish asks.

      “Yeah,” I add, unaware that she has any.

      “Nothing specific, but judging from your condo, this lawyer stuff seems to pay pretty well.”

      I cringe a little. That’s a little intrusive.

      Trish doesn’t seem to mind. She smiles and says, “I do okay, but not that well. My grandparents left some money.”

      Brittany’s smile fades. “I didn’t know you lost them.”

      Trish nods. “Long time ago, Brittany.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. So, have you been playing volleyball since I last saw you?”

      Brittany nods and launches into a recap of her last game, which leads into a discussion of school, which leads into some talk about the school play she’s working on. A timer in the kitchen brings the saga of Brittany’s week to an end. We sit down to Caesar salads after Trish pours three glasses of wine.

      “Did you two gin up this plan in advance?” I ask with a cross expression while I stare at Brittany’s wine goblet.

      “Maybe,” Brittany says with a smirk. Trish pleads the fifth.

      Yup, all seems to be well between these two. I can live with being the butt of their humor if it means we all get along. The duck à l’orange meets with Brittany’s approval. Mine, too. So much so that conversation is a little sparse while we gorge ourselves. After Trish clears the table with a stern admonition to Brittany not to help, she comes back with coffee and announces that we’ll visit for a bit before moving on to dessert.

      “Anything new with the case?” she asks after she settles in and starts playing footsie with me under the table.

      I fill them in on the lengthy to-do list Jake handed us. “I’ve spent the past two days chasing down as much of it as I could.” Which hadn’t been all that much. “I’m having a helluva time tracking down the landlord of the building the agency used for its training session. Mike isn’t having much luck sitting down with the agency receptionist.”

      “Sounds like slow progress,” Trish says with a frown.

      I nod and take a sip of coffee. “Yeah, but at least Jake is taking charge of things. Sometimes I worry that the Williams family is going to regret handing this case to me.”

      Trish sets her cup down and reaches across to cover my hand with hers. “You’re a great lawyer, Tony. You were my hero when you stood up against what was going on with the Fanfir account. Ditto when you refused to back off your father’s case or fighting the village to save your family home. A lot of us at Fleiss Lansky admired the stands you took.”

      “Yeah, and it got me fired,” I mutter.

      Trish smiles. “You were too good for those guys. Besides, Penelope made sure you came out of it okay.”

      True. The wrongful-dismissal lawsuit settlement had been a nice chunk of change.

      “You saved Papa, too,” Brittany adds. Then her brow furrows. “Did Detective Plummer finally convince you to file a police report about your brother threatening your life? Jo’s, too?”

      Trish gasps and grips my hand with a startled and frightened look on her face. “A death threat, Tony? From your brother?”

      Trish doesn’t know that history. I’m none too thrilled that Brittany dropped it on her this way. Mind you, I haven’t yet figured out when to have that discussion with Trish, so maybe this is as good a time as any. I give her a brief recap of life with Frankie, finishing up with his phone call while Jo and Carly were visiting. The skin around Trish’s eyes tightens and her lips tighten into a straight line. It’s my first look at her mad face.

      “What a revolting man!” she snaps. “Why didn’t you file a complaint, Tony?”

      I shrug. “Jake’s been ragging on me to do so. I went as far as stopping a Cedar Heights PD patrol car and discussing it. The guy didn’t think it was likely to go very far. He suggested that Jo filing a complaint might get some traction.”

      “Did she?” Trish asks.

      “Not that I know of.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Someone needs to. If she can’t, or won’t, it’s up to you to protect them.”

      It’s a good point. I haven’t heard from Jo, and Brittany hasn’t heard from Carly, despite having sent several messages. I hope things didn’t take a violent turn when they got home, but a sense that it’s not over yet has been hovering over my head for the past three days. Maybe Jake can use his contacts to touch base with the police in North Carolina to do a wellness check in Wilmington.

      “Let’s talk about something else while we have dessert,” I suggest.

      Brittany and Trish go along with my suggestion, but I can tell they intend to return to the topic before the evening is over. Dessert is a peach cobbler with vanilla ice cream.

      “Fine dining at its most refined,” Trish says with a self-conscious laugh.

      “It’s fabulous!” Brittany exclaims after her first bite.

      I point my fork at her. “What she said.”

      Conversation is on hold while we polish off dessert, refill our coffee mugs, and carry them into the living room. I preempt a return to unpleasant topics by telling Brittany about the private two-and-a-half-acre park that belongs to Lake Point Tower, then suggest we plan for a picnic come spring. Brittany thinks it’s a great idea.

      Trish concurs. “Actually, it’s a lovely evening. Why don’t we walk off a little duck and cobbler? Jane Addams Park is right across the street.”

      We’re out and walking through the park discussing the wonder of having all this green space so close to the bustle of Navy Pier and Michigan Avenue when the wind comes up off Lake Michigan.

      “Darned lake,” Trish says as she steps closer to ward off the sudden chill.

      Brittany smiles. “Well, they don’t call this the windy city for nothing, huh?”

      My cell phone rings. I’m tempted to silence it rather than disturb our walk—wind or no wind, it’s pleasant to be out with these two—but decide that a lawyer who’s within two weeks of starting a murder trial probably can’t afford to miss a call.

      “Where the hell is my family?” Frankie shouts as soon as I say hello. Brittany’s face falls when she hears who’s on the phone. Trish looks startled; it’s her first time hearing my brother. Her and everyone within a mile of my phone.

      “They went home on Sunday,” I reply.

      “Then why don’t I see them here?” he asks with surly sarcasm. “You’re hiding my family from me now, asshole? I’m coming up there, you little bastard.”

      Jo and Carly didn’t go home? Where are they?

      “Well?” he demands.

      “Well, what?”

      “Where the hell are you hiding them? I’ll bet that bitch is sitting right there listening to me!”

      “They’re not here,” I retort as blood rises to my face. “Has it occurred to you that maybe they’re just sick and tired of your bullshit? Maybe they decided to start over somewhere without you.”

      “You’re poisoning their minds against me, ain’t you, you pissant? I’m coming for your ass, little bro. You’re done screwing up my life!”

      I’m not sure if it’s fear for Jo and Carly or simply something snapping in me, but my historical reluctance to go toe to toe with my brother evaporates. “Still making threats, big guy? I didn’t report your last call, but I should have. I hope Jo did.”

      “Report what?”

      “Your death threats.”

      A raucous laugh erupts from my brother. The sound of it startles Brittany and Trish. I’ve heard it many a time, but it’s new to them. Judging by their looks of horror, they find it as chilling as I always have. It’s the sound of evil, pure and simple.

      “You think it’s a laughing matter, do you?” I ask. “Just because you got away with murdering women and children in Iraq doesn’t mean you can pull that shit here.”

      The line falls silent for a beat. When Frankie speaks again, his voice is laced with malice. “If you know about my time as a Special Forces operator, then you ought to know how much I’m gonna bust you up when I get there. Think I put a hurt on you when we were kids? You ain’t known pain yet, asshole!”

      “Shut up!” I shout back. “Your wife and daughter are missing! How about thinking about them for a minute?” Yeah, I’m worried that Frankie may have had something to do with their disappearance, or they may be hiding from him—in fact, it’s probably one of those two possibilities in play—but what if it isn’t? There’s more danger in the world than Frankie. “Where might they be?” I ask. “Any ideas?”

      My question is met with a moment of deathly silence. “You better not be bullshitting me, you little shit.”

      “Jesus, Frankie. Think of someone besides yourself for a minute, will you? I’ll help find them if you let me.”

      This is met with another bout of laughter. “You had me going there for a minute, you little shit. You’ll help me?”

      “I will. Now, tell—”

      “I’m coming for your sorry ass, Tony.”

      The line goes dead.

      “You grew up with that animal?” Trish asks in a voice dripping with disgust.

      I nod.

      “I’ll tell you what I’m afraid of,” Brittany murmurs.

      My eyes cut to hers. “What?”

      “That Uncle Frank knows exactly where Auntie Jo and Carly are and what’s become of them.”

      I harbor the same fear.

      Brittany holds up her phone. “Got most of it on here.”

      “Got what?” I ask.

      “I recorded as much of the call as I could.”

      I give her a tight smile. “Good thinking.”

      Trish reaches out to give Brittany a hug. “You’re a lot smarter than us old folks,” she says with a nervous laugh.

      Brittany’s eyes brim with tears. “He scares me, Dad. God, he sounds just like those assholes from last fall. I don’t want anyone else to die!”

      I pull her to me and hold her close as she breaks down.

      Trish’s eyes are filled with horror as they turn to mine. “Is he serious, Tony? Is he really going to come after you?”

      Much as I’d like to reassure her that it’s just empty trash talk, the truth is that Frankie never blusters. As the old familiar sense of dread begins to rise in me, I clench my fists and stare up at the full moon. “Probably,” I mutter while a grim determination to not allow fear to paralyze me yet again percolates somewhere deep within me. Frankie is coming. How will I handle it this time? I don’t know how I’ll keep him away, but he’s not getting near Brittany. Or Trish. We need to do a little contingency planning. I’ll rope Jake in to help. Matter of fact, I’ll get on his case about trying to find Jo and Carly, too.

      “Let’s get back inside,” Trish says with a nervous look at the handful of people in the park. We head back to Lake Point Tower a damned sight quicker than we’d meandered away.

      A cup of hot chocolate for Brittany and a pair of bourbons for Trish and me helps to settle our nerves. When Brittany finally looks up, wipes the last vestige of tears from her eyes, and gives us an apologetic smile, Trish reaches out and slides Brittany’s phone under her nose.

      “Let’s hear this recording of yours, honey.”

      Brittany nods, pulls the phone closer, and plays back the voice memo.

      We all lean in.

      “Crap!” Brittany exclaims when the sound of wind buffeting the microphone bursts out of her phone. We can just make out Frankie’s angry rant—not many of the words, just that he’s shouting. My responses are more or less audible.

      Trish reaches across the table and pats Brittany’s arm. “I’m sure someone can clean that up so we can hear what Frankie said.”

      My daughter’s hopeful eyes look up to meet Trish’s gaze. “Think so?”

      “Oh yeah,” Trish replies. “This is going straight to the police. They’ll have the technical know-how to do it. Then they can join the hunt.”

      “Good idea,” I say with a tight smile at Trish. Then I turn my eyes to my daughter. “Darned sharp thinking to make that recording.”

      Brittany manages a weak smile through a fresh burst of tears.

      Goddamn you, Frankie! I seethe inside. Brittany’s been through far too much without being dragged back to those horrific memories by my asshole of a brother. I slide my chair closer and slip an arm around her while she cries herself out on my shoulder. Trish excuses herself, cell phone in hand, and goes to her room, where she closes the door. I know who she’s calling. I let go a heavy sigh. A pair of Chicago PD patrol officers arrive just over an hour later.

      After they question us for fifteen minutes, they call in a detective, who arrives twenty minutes later, takes statements, and promises to make arrangements to have police technicians take a crack at cleaning up Brittany’s recording.

      “Not sure how quickly they’ll be able to get on that,” he says apologetically. “No crime was committed here, so I’m afraid this won’t be a top priority.”

      Trish bristles. “I think repeated death threats and a missing woman and child are pressing matters, Detective. You didn’t hear that animal. I did. If you had, you’d be frightened for everyone involved.”

      The detective frowns. “Like I say, Miss Pangborne, I’ll do what I can.”

      Trish starts to open her mouth, thinks better of it, and turns away to join Brittany in the living room. After the first few minutes of recounting the phone call, my daughter couldn’t take any more and retired to the sofa.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I tell the detective. Once we’re in the hallway, I recount the prior phone call and death threats. “As you can see, my daughter is traumatized.”

      He nods uncomfortably. “I can see that.”

      I fill him in on the kidnapping and murder last fall.

      His eyes widen. “Jesus, that was her?”

      I nod.

      “Poor damned kid,” he says with a shake of his head. “Listen, Mr. Valenti. No promises, but I really will try to expedite this. Has anyone filed missing person reports for your niece and sister-in-law?”

      “We’ll get that done today,” I reply. “Probably in Cedar Heights. That’s where I live.”

      “Fair enough,” he says as his eyes trail back to the closed door of Trish’s condo. “Maybe get your daughter some counseling? She looks pretty fragile.”

      “Thanks for the advice. She’s been going to someone for the past few months. It seems to be helping. Taught her how to compartmentalize, which she’s done better than I might have imagined.”

      “Kids are resilient as hell,” he says.

      “True, but this bullshit has set her back some.” I think on that for a beat, then add, “Maybe a lot.”
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      I drive Brittany to school in the morning and then get back to work. Trish is on standby, just in case Brittany doesn’t hold up as well as she thinks she will and I get tied up elsewhere. She put on a brave face this morning and claimed that going to school would be a welcome distraction, but I worry that she’s going so that I can get on with things. Damned Frankie. I call Jake from the car and fill him in on the latest.

      “Jesus Christ,” he says when I finish. “You need to file those missing person reports today, Tony.”

      “I’ll stop by later this morning. Do me a favor and give some thought to what I can do at home to fortify the damned place in case Frankie shows up.”

      He’s quiet for a long moment. “That’s a good idea. I’ll make some notes for you. Take a picture of the son of a bitch with you and I’ll call to give patrol a heads-up to keep an eye out for him. How are Trish and Brittany?”

      “Shaken up, but moving ahead. Britts went to school, Trish went to work.”

      “All right. Maybe that’s for the best. I’ll see you later. Give me the name of the detective in Chicago from last night, too, will you?”

      Luckily, I’m sitting at a red light when he asks. “Sure,” I reply while digging the guy’s card out my wallet. I read off the contact information.

      Jake reads it back and says, “I’ll give him a call and fill him in on your brother—make sure he knows what we’re dealing with.”

      “I told him all about Frankie last night.”

      “I figured,” Jake replies. “But it might make more of an impression coming from another cop.”

      Good point. The light turns green, and we say goodbye as I continue on my way.

      Tracking down the owner of the building where Amundsen Insurance held its agent training session on the night of February fourth has been like wrestling with a puff of smoke. It’s owned by a numbered company. Beyond that, my sleuthing hasn’t turned up a damned thing. For the third time today and God knows how many times since Jake dispatched me to track down the owner or landlord of this place, I park out front and get out to peek in the window to see if I can spy anyone inside. A lonely desk sits in the center of the room. The only signs of occupancy are a chair and coffee mug that keep changing locations between my visits. As always, the door is locked. How does this business, whatever the hell it is, stay in business?

      “Can I help you with something?” a scratchy voice asks from immediately behind me.

      Startled, I spin around and find a wisp of a stooped man staring at me with a perplexed frown. He’s carrying a Starbucks coffee cup in a hand that’s shaking just a bit.

      “Trying to track down whoever owns or manages this place,” I reply.

      “Well, you’ve found me,” he says while running a hand across several strands of thin gray hair combed over his liver-spotted skull. “Whatcha want?”

      I thrust out a hand. “Tony Valenti, Mr.—?”

      He pauses and looks me over for a moment before reluctantly offering his own hand. Given how frail he appears to be, his shake is surprisingly firm. “Larry Casey. You’ve got yourself a twofer.”

      “Twofer?” I ask.

      “You’ve found the owner and the building manager. Now, what can I do for you?”

      I’ve actually been wondering how to answer that question for days. Who likes a lawyer, especially one defending someone accused of murder? Still, Casey doesn’t look like anyone’s fool. Trying to bullshit him is probably a bad idea. “I’m a lawyer representing Reg Williams, who’s been accused of murder.”

      His eyes widen. “That’s the fella accused of murdering the insurance woman?”

      “That’s right, Mr. Casey.”

      He takes it in, then gives me a half smile, puts a key in the lock, pushes the door open, and waves me in. “Good call not trying to bullshit your way inside.”

      “My Mama always told me honesty is the best policy.”

      He grunts while he pulls his seat out and plops down behind his desk, then points at a straight-backed chair. “Take a load off, Mr. Valenti.”

      I do.

      “You say you’re a lawyer?”

      “I did.”

      “Yet you just told me the Lord God’s honest truth. What kind of lawyer does that?” he asks with a twinkle in his eye.

      “An honest one?”

      “Jesus, Joseph, and Mary,” he chuckles. “You’re my first, Mr. Valenti. How can I help you? Can’t imagine I can, but fire away.”

      “I have a few questions about how Amundsen Insurance came to be here that evening.”

      “It was a little shocking to find out what went on back at the office while those folks were here that night,” he says with a rueful shake of his head.

      “Does Amundsen rent from you regularly?”

      “Nope. First time.”

      I wasn’t expecting that. I assume insurance and other sales shops are continually training new salespeople.

      “Kinda surprised me, just showing up out of the blue like that,” Casey continues. “No referral, no exploratory call. Just asked how much space we have and that was that.”

      “Do you rent the place out on a regular basis?”

      “Got a room upstairs that’s good for all sorts of things. About twelve hundred square feet. Well lit. I keep some folding tables and stacking chairs so folks can set things up however they like.”

      I slide a photo of Marsha Williams across the desk. “Is this who rented your room for that night?”

      He stares down at it for a minute, then gives me an odd look. “Ain’t that the lady who got murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hell no, it wasn’t her. Never met the lady.”

      “You’re sure?”

      His eyes narrow a smidgen in annoyance before he settles back and relaxes. “No, no, it was a guy.”

      “Got a name?”

      He pauses to think and empties the Starbucks cup into the Chicago Bears mug on his desk. “Just some nondescript guy, didn’t make much of an impression. If he gave a name, I forget it now.”

      “What about the rental agreement? That should have a name.”

      “Paid by cash. We didn’t draw up an agreement in writing.” He gives me a wink. “No paper trail, no taxes on the income, y’know?”

      Shit. “Anywhere else you might have jotted down the guy’s name? Calendar?”

      He pulls a full-size Day-Timer out of a drawer, flips back a few pages, grunts, and spins it around. “Guess not,” he says while pointing to the sole entry for February fourth: Insurance folks 6 PM. “’Fraid that don’t tell us shit.”

      That may be understating things. “Do you recall how many people were here?”

      “Hell, I wasn’t even here. I just dropped off a key for them and asked them to lock up after themselves and slip the key back under the door. I’m not here all that much, y’know.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      He gives me a wry smile. “Been trying to hunt me down for a while, have you?”

      I explain.

      “Well, you’re persistent,” he says. “I’ll give you that. And honest, for God’s sake. How in hell did you get into lawyering?”

      “Must have walked into the wrong classroom at college.”

      He chuckles.

      “How about security-camera footage?” I ask. “Can we have a look at it for that night?”

      “Haven’t had a security camera since, oh, it must be a year or more ago. Damned thing broke down, and I didn’t bother replacing it. What the hell’s the point?”

      “To see what’s going on when you’re not here? Identify anyone who decides to break in?”

      He chuckles. “Ain’t nothing much here worth stealing, my friend. This ain’t too bad a neighborhood. Not much of that shit goes on around here. Got insurance if it does happen. Hell, I wouldn’t mind a nice check from the insurance company to replace the ratty old shit I’ve got here.”

      “Don’t you want to know what’s happening when you’re not here?”

      He shrugs. “I pretty much know what folks like those insurance people are up to here. As for some of the others, there’s a good argument to be made that I can’t be held responsible for whatever the hell they might get up to.”

      So, after all this time tracking Casey down, I’m not going to leave here with a picture of whoever rented this damned place. Damn it. I had my hopes up for a minute. I’m not yet ready to give up, not with Casey being cooperative—maybe I just have to ask the right question to jog his memory. “They were supposed to be doing some sales training.”

      He nods. “Now that you mention it, the guy said something about that.”

      “The training was about cold calling.”

      His eyes light up, and he snaps his fingers. “That’s right! Stupid damned company name he gave me was a little too cute for my taste. What in hell was it?” He sits back, takes a good pull of coffee, and then massages his temples as if that might stimulate his memory.

      I wait patiently.

      “Arctic Calling or some bullshit like that,” he eventually says with a satisfied smile. “Arctic something or other, anyway.”

      “That is a little too cute,” I agree with a smile. Next stop Google or the phone book or whatever store of data might narrow my search. “Still nothing on the guy’s name?”

      He shakes his head. “Hell, no. Kind of a shady type, anyway. If he gave me a name, wouldn’t surprise me if it was some made-up bullshit.”

      A river of which I’m drowning in as I try to find a viable defense for Reg. I hand Casey my business card.

      He reads it and meets my gaze. “I’ll call if I think of anything.”

      I reply with a cliché as tired as I feel. “If I had a dime for every time I’ve heard that.”

      “Seriously,” he says. “I always pull for the underdog. Hell, I am one.”

      “You and me both.”
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      “The hell they up to down there?” Mike Williams asks me two days later when he arrives. Girlish laughter is floating up the stairs from Brittany’s basement hangout. Hanging out on a Saturday afternoon with Mike’s sister, Sara, and Reg’s daughter, Ashley, seems to be good medicine for my daughter. She’s still a little shaky from Wednesday night’s visit to Trish’s, but is once again showing her resilience. Ah, to be young again. That said, it’s clear to me that the brave face Brittany is wearing is as fragile as a porcelain mask. I’ve scheduled weekly sessions with her therapist for the next month. The first one was yesterday.

      The Reverend Jakes and company have been by twice in the past week, explaining that he realizes “You’re up to your keister in alligators with Reg’s trial” and “Brittany needs her space away from her old man.” She now has a working bathroom, the drywall is mostly taped and plastered, and several cans of paint await application. Functioning lights and outlets are in place, albeit without their decorative covers. Walnut laminate flooring and a suspended ceiling will follow.

      Sandwiched between the basement construction sessions was yesterday’s visit by a security firm Jake hooked me up with. We have new steel front and back doors, bars over the windows, and an abundant supply of new locks on the doors and windows. Will they keep Frankie out if he shows up? I don’t know. When I expressed skepticism to the security guys, they made the salient point that, even if Frankie managed to get inside, he wasn’t going to do it in less than ten or fifteen minutes without a howitzer or battering ram, which should allow plenty of time for the cops to arrive. It’s a comforting assumption, but I’ve picked up a couple of cans of bear spray and have positioned heavyweight steel baseball bats at the front door and in my and Brittany’s bedrooms, just in case.

      “Sounds like we’re about to find out what’s so funny,” I reply to Mike’s question while the girls’ voices get louder as they climb the stairs. Mike’s come to discuss trial preparation, specifically to compare notes about how we made out over the past few days with our assigned tasks from Jake. We’ve kept in touch by phone but haven’t had a chance to sit down and compare notes in detail. I’ve already filled him in on my meeting with Larry Casey.

      Brittany appears in the doorway to the kitchen, followed by Sara and Ashley. Deano straggles in after them. My latest request of Jake was about finding a suitable guard dog companion for Deano. Jake is checking with nearby police departments to see if he can shake something loose. Apparently, there are K-9 washouts that don’t quite make the grade to becoming full-fledged police dogs. “Damned good dogs, though, I tell you,” Jake assured me. “Plenty good enough to walk the Liberty Street beat with Deano. A new dog might be good tonic for Brittany, too,” he concluded thoughtfully.

      Good point.

      I tilt my head at Mike when the girls file into the kitchen. “He wants to know what you three are up to down there.”

      “Making sure you two can do your jobs,” Sara retorts.

      Mike gives her a lazy smile. “Yeah?”

      “Reg’s GoFundMe campaign just topped fifty grand,” she replies proudly.

      “Fifty grand?” Mike asks.

      “Damned straight. We’ve been working the phones and social media.”

      “These two are amazing!” Brittany marvels. “I’ve brought in, like, three hundred dollars or something lame like that.”

      Ashley swats my daughter’s arm. “Shut up! That’s only the donations you know about. I’ll bet you’ve brought in way more than that!”

      I can’t help but to smile at the adoring look Ashley has turned on Brittany. Another fan girl for my daughter? She seems to be collecting them. Next, she’ll be an internet thing—an influencer or whatever the hell they call people who shill shit for dollars online.

      Sara gives me a sideways smile. “Brittany promised us a guitar show starring you two someday soon.”

      “She did, did she?”

      My daughter winks at me as she pulls the fridge door open, snatches up a can of pop, and steps aside. “Grab whatever you want, ladies.” Leaving the door hanging open, she plucks a package of doughnuts off the counter, tucks a bag of potato chips under her arm, and leads the way back downstairs. At least she didn’t try to snag a bottle of wine.

      Deano, with his keen eye for foodstuffs, scampers after them.

      Actually, a little nip doesn’t sound like a bad idea. “Could I interest you in a bourbon?” I ask Mike.

      “Hell, yeah!”

      I pull a bottle of Maker’s Mark out of the cabinet above the refrigerator and splash a couple of inches into a pair of tumblers. After I plop my ass back in my chair, I clink glasses with Mike before blowing out a low whistle. “Fifty grand?”

      He smiles and nods. “Guess they can have our doughnuts and chips for that, huh?”

      “Hell, they can empty the cupboards!”

      He chuckles. “Guitar show, huh? Make sure I’m invited.”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t hold your breath. I won’t be ready to play publicly for another three or four years.”

      “Even in your own basement?” Mike asks with a snort.

      “Even there,” I reply, thinking back to Pat’s initial glib assessment of my ability to get back up to speed. “It’s not like riding a bike, my friend.”

      “If you say so. Now, back to this dude who rented the training space, Arctic something?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You can’t find anything on it?”

      “Not a sniff.”

      “Those girls and their friends can probably do a shitload of legwork for us on stuff like that, digging through social media and the like. Sara loves the stuff, and she’s got some school friends who are into computer science in a big way. She’s never come clean on this, but I’m pretty sure that someone in her circle is a bit of a hacker.”

      “A real hacker?”

      Mike shrugs. “Probably more of an enthusiast, but that could come in handy.”

      “And this from an officer of the court,” I exclaim with a chuckle.

      He grins and holds a finger to his lips, then drops his eyes to his glass and swirls the bourbon before he downs another slug. “Pretty good stuff.”

      I think wistfully of the premium bourbon at Trish’s, but nod, anyway. For a lowly public servant and his budget-lawyer drinking buddy, this is what we get. I upend the bottle and top up our glasses. Mike gets up to score the last bag of Vitner’s Salt & Sour potato chips and rips it open as he walks back. He pops a handful into his mouth and sets the bag between us.

      “Jake asked you to pick Reg’s brain about the phone call to Marsha just before she died, right?” he asks.

      I nod. It’s a damning bit of evidence that may sink us if we can’t explain it away.

      “Did Reg have any ideas?”

      “No. He gave me the number of a former workplace buddy of his named Len Dixon. Dixon wants to know who Marsha’s cell phone carrier was. Reg’s, too. Says the numbers will give him a starting point. Can you take care of that?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got all of that somewhere,” Mike replies. “On it.”

      “How about you?” I ask. “Any progress?”

      He groans. “I can’t pin Aretha Jackson down on a time or place to get together. I’ve talked to her three times now.”

      “She won’t meet you at her office?”

      “Nope. I even dropped in on her there, but she shooed me off after we chatted for a couple of minutes. Wouldn’t talk about the case.”

      “Will she meet you away from the office?”

      He shakes his head and frowns. “Nope. Know what I’m starting to think?”

      “What?”

      “She might think I’m hitting on her.”

      “And she’s not swooning? Mama Williams will be disappointed.”

      He slaps a hand on his thigh and laughs. “You’re right about that.”

      Mike once told me about his mother’s efforts to marry him off to every eligible young lady at their church. Dating is a problem for him, what with the long work hours and his devotion to the job. Things haven’t changed much over the past year and a bit.

      He meets my gaze. “The hell of it is, there’s something about Aretha that clicks with me. I’m thinking that I might ask her out when all this is over.”

      “Maybe she’ll be more amenable to a meeting if we throw Penelope into the mix?” I suggest.

      “Good idea, assuming we can sync four schedules.”

      We’re going over our calendars when Jake calls. I tell him that Mike’s listening in. They exchange hellos, then Mike leans close to listen while I tell Jake about Len Dixon.

      “So, as best we can tell so far, Reg made that damned call?” Jake asks.

      “We can’t rule it out.”

      “There’s too much pointing at Reg for my liking,” Jake grumbles.

      Mike scowls at the phone but holds his tongue.

      Jake’s disappointed that Mike still hasn’t spoken with Aretha, but agrees that bringing Penelope into the conversation might help. “Any progress with the rental?” he asks me.

      “Nothing new, but we’ve turned Sara and her friends loose to dig through social media, looking for any trace of the company name Larry Casey gave me.”

      “Arctic whatever?” Jake asks doubtfully.

      “Sara has a friend who’s a borderline hacker, and all three of those girls are pretty damned smart,” I reply.

      “Seems like a long shot.”

      “Don’t sell the girls short,” Mike says. “They might surprise all of us.”

      “Jesus, we’re clutching at straws,” Jake mutters before he says goodbye.

      Mike gives me a sidelong look when I hang up. “He thinks Reg is guilty, doesn’t he?”

      “I don’t know. He might.”

      “Kinda pisses me off.”

      “A little skepticism may be a good thing, Mike. Jake’s insights into what the cops and prosecutors might be thinking are useful. We’re making a lot more progress with him on board. He’s a smart guy.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Mike says grudgingly. “I lost a lot of cases because of his detective work.”

      “So, it’s a good thing to have him on your side for a change.”

      He nods. “Wanna hear the best part of that?”

      “Sure.”

      “We’re going up against Caulfield instead of Jake.”

      The girls come rushing back up the stairs with Brittany leading the way, brandishing her cell phone as she slides to a stop beside me. “Look! Carly!”

      I study the screen, where some sort of messaging app displays an exchange between Carly and Brittany. After the initial greetings, Brittany got straight to the point:

      BVGirl: Where are you?

      CV: We didn’t go home.

      BVGirl: So we hear. Your Dad called.

      CV: He did?

      BVGirl: It wasn’t pleasant.

      CV: Sorry.

      BVGirl: Don’t apologize for him.

      CV: Mom’s real scared.

      BVGirl: Where are you???

      CV: We stayed in Chicago and are holed up in a hotel downtown.

      BVGirl: You’re okay, right?

      CV: Sure. The hotel is kinda cool. 😊

      BVGirl: Call me.

      CV: When?

      BVGirl: Now!

      Brittany’s phone rings seconds later. She dispenses with pleasantries. “You scared the crap out of us, Carly! Why didn’t you tell us where you are?”

      I lean close to hear both sides of the conversation.

      “Sorry! Mom’s afraid Dad is going to find us.”

      “Then you should be here where my dad can protect you.”

      Me? Protect them from Frankie? My daughter seems to have an overinflated sense of my ability to take on an ex-Marine Raider. Or pretty much anyone else with a pinch of fighting ability. Maybe I’d have a chance with Mike here. Jake, too.

      “Mom’s scared Uncle Tony would get hurt,” Carly says. “Dad threatened to kill him!”

      Brittany’s eyes go cold. “Yeah, he did. Your mother, too.”

      “You must hate us,” Carly says miserably.

      “You’re family,” Brittany says firmly. “We don’t hate you. We want to help.”

      “You do,” Carly says. “You won’t have to fight my dad.”

      “We both do. My dad isn’t like your father.”

      “You can say that again. I can’t believe how Uncle Tony treats people. Heck, he acted like me and Mom were family from the get-go, and was so freaking nice to us.”

      “He’s a good guy,” Brittany says.

      “Dad never treats Mom or me like that. Are you sure they’re related?”

      Mr. Nice Guy seizes Brittany’s phone. “Hi Carly. Let me talk to Jo.”

      “Hi, Uncle Tony!” she says, which is followed by a muffled conversation on her end of the line.

      “Tony?” Jo asks tentatively.

      “Hi, Jo. Still in Chicago, I hear.”

      “I couldn’t go home, Tony. I’m so sorry if we worried you.”

      “As Brittany told Carly, there’s nothing to apologize for. This is all on Frankie.”

      A quiet sob comes over the phone. “I know you’re right, but what can I do? If I don’t go back, he’ll hunt us down and kill me. I know he will. He tells me that anytime I threaten to leave.”

      “What?” Carly wails in the background.

      “Shush, honey,” Jo coos to her daughter.

      “Tell me where you’re staying and I’ll come pick you up, Jo. You’ll be safer here.” How, I don’t know. I just know that if the only thing standing between her and an enraged Frankie is a hotel door, she doesn’t stand a chance. At least our home is now somewhat fortified.

      “He knows where you live, Tony.”

      I chuckle grimly. “He should. It was his home once upon a time.”

      “I don’t know,” she murmurs, but I detect a hint of relief in her voice.

      “At the risk of sounding like my brother, I insist.”

      She laughs softly. “You don’t sound like your brother. You know how he would have put that.”

      I do. “It’s time to file that police report, Jo.”

      “He’ll go berserk,” she murmurs after a beat.

      “Causing you and your daughter to hide out in a hotel in a city far from home?”

      A little snort escapes her. “When you put it that way…”

      “Let’s get you and Carly out of that hotel, and then we’ll figure out what comes next.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I am.” About getting them here, yeah. About dealing with the probable fallout? Not so much. I’ll talk with Jake about finding somewhere to stash them. We may have steel doors and locks and bars on the windows, but this still isn’t the best place for them to hide out from Frankie. Not by a long shot.
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      “Nice wheels,” I crack after cramming myself into the back seat of Mike’s aging Toyota Corolla. And I do mean aged. This may well be the first one to ever roll off the assembly line. Ever the gentleman, I allowed Penelope to squeeze all of her five-foot frame into the front seat. I’m in back with my knees up around my ears. We’re on our way to meet Amundsen Insurance receptionist Aretha Jackson. I wish Jake were with us, but he’s got family business to tend to. Between the three of us and the written list of questions Jake sent to me this afternoon, we should be covered.

      “Ashburn’s a pretty good neighborhood,” Mike says in reference to the area of Chicago we’re headed to. “But this old wreck is a lot less likely to be missing after the meeting than your Porsches and Audis.”

      “You could have a real car like those if you came to work with us,” I reply glibly.

      “Bullshit!” he exclaims with a laugh. “Your wheels came from your white-glove lawyering days, my friends. You two will be driving clunkers soon enough if you keep running that legal charity of yours.”

      He may have a point.

      We find a parking spot within a block of our destination. Aretha insisted on meeting after dark, and well away from her usual haunts. She also instructed us to dress down so as not to attract attention.

      “We’re supposed to get a table in the back and text Aretha once we’re seated,” Mike says as he opens the front door.

      “Is all this cloak-and-dagger stuff really necessary?” I ask.

      “She’s scared, Tony,” Penelope replies.

      Mike shoots me an annoyed look. “You saw what happened to Marsha, man.”

      “Point taken,” I say sheepishly. The diner is a quaint bit of 1950s and ‘60s nostalgia, modeled after an old soda shop with booths and a checkerboard tile floor. It’s brighter than I expected it to be, not the type of place that comes to mind for clandestine nighttime meetings. Mike spots an empty booth in the second-to-last row and hustles over. He sends Aretha a text as soon as we’re seated. Mike and I order coffee when a waitress comes by.

      “Who orders coffee at a soda shop?” Penelope asks before ordering herself a chocolate milkshake. “Bring two, please,” she adds. “We’re expecting one more.”

      “Is everyone in Kansas as nice as you?” Mike asks.

      Penelope dials up a big smile. “Darned right we are.”

      “That much sweetness makes my teeth hurt,” he says with a wink.

      Mike’s phone chirps as she sticks her tongue out at him. He glances down. “She’ll be here in a minute.”

      “Anything new with the Frankie situation?” Penelope asks while we wait.

      I nod. “Yeah, I got a call from Jake earlier. Chicago PD were able to clean up Frankie’s call enough to get the threats he made on record.”

      “Now what?” she asks.

      “I need to speak with them tomorrow. Then we’ll see.”

      “I hope they lock up the son of a bitch,” Mike mutters.

      Aretha comes through the door in a big overcoat with a ski cap pulled over her ears, and a scarf wrapped around her lower face. Her eyes dart around until they land on us. She marches straight to our booth and slides in beside Penelope so that her back is toward the front of the restaurant. Then she unwraps the scarf and greets each of us in turn.

      “Getting myself involved in a murder case isn’t exactly something I want to do,” she says.

      “Thanks for coming,” Penelope says.

      Aretha’s eyes settle on Mike. “Your folks are partly why, Mr. Williams. My parents know them a bit from the community and can’t imagine them raising a child who would kill his wife. How can I help?”

      I field the question. “When I first spoke with you and Rachel, I got the sense you wanted to say something in response to a couple of her comments. For example, the bit about Reg having a key. He denies it.”

      She nods. “Yeah. That confused me. She told the cops Reg had a key the first time we spoke with them.”

      “So, why would she tell me otherwise?”

      “You’d have to ask her. I never heard anything about him having a key until we talked to the cops after Marsha was killed.”

      “Did Reg have a key?” I ask.

      “I really can’t say. I’ve never seen the man.”

      “Really?” I ask in surprise. “I got the impression he was around a bit.”

      “Maybe before I started working there.”

      We pause when a waitress arrives with a tray containing our beverages, then I ask, “How long have you worked for Rachel?”

      “I started right after New Year’s.”

      “Who was there before you?”

      “An English lady named Eleanor Hawkes.”

      “How long was she there?”

      She smiles. “Forever, apparently.”

      If I were any sort of competent investigator, we’d already know this. I ask, “Do you know where we can find her?”

      “We sent something to Eleanor within the last month or so—maybe separation paperwork, definitely a W-2. I printed them up and mailed it to a Chicago address we had on file. The post office returned it. When I told Rachel, she said she had a forwarding address and would mail it.”

      “Did she?”

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      “Good question, isn’t it?” I ask. “Maybe Rachel updated Eleanor’s address in your records?”

      “I’ll check.”

      I thank her and move on. “Can you give us the names of the clients who supposedly made the referral for Marsha’s appointment that night?”

      “I heard it was written in Marsha’s Day-Timer. Rachel didn’t tell me who it was. She gave the Day-Timer to the police.”

      “Do you know the names of the agents who were at the training session?” Penelope asks. “We’d like to speak with them.”

      “I remember a couple,” Aretha says before she pulls a notebook out of her purse and rips out a page. She scribbles a couple of names on it and hands it to Penelope.

      “Thank you,” Penelope says. “Can you get me the names of the others?”

      Aretha nods. “I’ll try. Lamar something… and, I forget.”

      Penelope smiles warmly. “Thank you.”

      “Last topic, at least from me,” I say with a smile, hoping to crack open a door Jake has had no luck with. “Lou.”

      “Lou?”

      “Marsha’s boyfriend. Was he still in the picture when you started working at Amundsen?”

      “Nope. Never heard about a Lou.”

      “Really?” Mike asks. “Reg seems to think he was Marsha’s boyfriend, or has something to do with the agency.”

      Aretha shoots him a look. “Sorry.”

      “What’s the deal with the security camera on the back stairs?” Mike asks next. “Did you hear anything about what went on with that?”

      She frowns. “No, it just disappeared one weekend. I’m not sure why.”

      “Odd,” Mike muses.

      “Very,” Aretha agrees.

      “Was it broken?”

      “If it was, no one mentioned it to me,” she replies.

      “Hmm,” Mike murmurs. “Marsha and Rachel got along well to the end?”

      Aretha gives him an odd look, as if to say, “What are you insinuating?”

      “We’re just trying to get as clear a picture of things as we can,” Penelope cuts in with a smile. “We don’t have much time.”

      “You can say that again,” Aretha says. “Don’t murder cases usually drag on, like, forever?”

      “Usually,” Mike replies. “This time, well…”

      Aretha’s eyes soften as they connect with Mike’s. “Black ex-husband?”

      “Pretty much,” I say when Mike hesitates.

      We get Aretha talking about the agency while we finish our beverages, hoping that she’ll drop a useful nugget or two. But she hasn’t worked there that long and seems to be on the outside looking in when it comes to most agency business. After about ten minutes, she announces, “I should be on my way.”

      “That went well,” Penelope says once we’re on the way back to the office in Mike’s limo.

      “It did,” Mike agrees.

      Penelope turns back to me. “What did you think?”

      I frown. “Let’s hope we get an address for this Eleanor Hawkes and the names of the other agents. Without them, I’m not sure we accomplished much. We still don’t have a damned thing on Lou.”

      “Maybe Eleanor can help with that,” Penelope says hopefully.

      If we find her.

      I arrive home thirty minutes later and come face-to-face with a mountain of case paperwork smothering the kitchen table. Brittany is sleeping over at her friend Jocelyn’s, which is a relief. Brittany was a little uncertain about accepting Jocelyn’s invitation, given what happened to Bobby Harland after he got tangled up in Valenti business. She was worried about putting Jocelyn and her family in harm’s way, but decided to go after Jake weighed in, saying Brittany was probably safer there than here and that there was little risk that Frankie would tail her. With an apologetic glance at me, he’d made the point that I’m the guy Frankie is most likely to go after. The idea upset Brittany, but once she got on board with the idea that a sleepover at Jocelyn’s place wasn’t a bad idea at all, she was excited about going. She hasn’t seen all that much of Jocelyn over the past few months. The sleepover should be a good distraction for her.

      I’ve had an uncomfortable sense of being watched for the past few days, so I close all the blinds and curtains after I change, thinking that moving Jo and Carly out had been smart. When Jake found out they were staying with us—even for one night—he’d been furious.

      “Those Special Forces types are damned good at recon, Tony. If Frankie is looking for them, you can be damned sure he’s got eyes on your house at least some of the time. You’re making it easy for him.” He suggested surreptitiously parking Jo and Carly at the home of a retired Chicago cop named Max Maxwell. Max and a couple of other retired cops are babysitting them.

      Over Jake’s and my objections, Jo and Carly are coming to visit on Saturday, with appropriate security precautions taken to spirit them in and out without being seen. According to Max and his buddies, anyway. Jo and Carly won’t be denied a chance to visit. Even Brittany is on board with the idea. After Frankie’s phone call and all the drama last year, including Bobby’s murder, how can that be? What the hell’s gotten into everyone, for Christ’s sake? I decide to call Jake to pick his brain about any precautions he thinks we should take that haven’t yet occurred to us.

      He hears me out in silence before asking, “Are they nuts?”

      “Could be,” I reply, then add, “so long as they’re coming, though, Pat and Trish are going to stop by to speak with Jo. She’s gotten it into her head that she might go home.”

      “Jesus Christ, Tony. How in hell can she think that?”

      “Honestly, Jake, I’m not even going to try to sort that out in my mind. We’re going to do our best to persuade her to keep laying low at Max’s.”

      “If it works, I suppose the visit tomorrow will be worth the risk.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      “Keep me posted if any shit goes down, Tony. Or if you need help talking sense to those people.”

      “You could come by tomorrow,” I suggest.

      He sighs. “Can’t do it. Grandson’s birthday party in the afternoon.”

      We say goodnight, and then, mindful of Jake’s admonition to look at everything again and again in search of anomalies, I fill a tumbler with bourbon and begin poring over the inventory of evidence that the police collected from the Williamses’ garage. Frankly, it scares the shit out of us. A knife, running shoes and socks, even a fingerprint. There’s not much in the way of detail, however, which troubles me. How do I put this in context without more specifics? Maybe Jake can offer some direction. I decide to risk calling, hoping he hasn’t gone to bed.

      “What’s up?” he asks warily when he answers my call.

      “Looking at the discovery. The stuff from the garage bothers me. It’s as if it was just waiting for the cops to collect it, but they aren’t telling us what led them to raid the garage in the first place. Shouldn’t we have gotten more details?”

      “I was kinda sorta hoping you were calling to tell me that you’d found the Rosetta stone of the defense case.”

      “Afraid not,” I sigh. “Is this normal, getting an inventory of incriminating evidence without telling us how it came to light?”

      “What you get in discovery depends on the detectives and prosecutors working the case. Caulfield and Perez will make things as difficult as they can.”

      “It’s frustrating as hell,” I grump. “Reg’s fingerprint was lifted from what? It doesn’t say explicitly, just that it was collected at the same time and place as the other evidence in the garage. And only a single print? Doesn’t that seem odd?”

      “Maybe it was the only clean print they collected,” Jake replies. “Let’s flag it to discuss with our fingerprint guy.”

      At least the GoFundMe success means we can afford one. I have to step up the search for other experts. I refill my suddenly empty glass and wander into the living room while Jake continues.

      “About the running shoes and socks, get with Reg and ask if any shoes went missing before the murder. If so, get size, make, and general condition. Same with the socks, though I’ve got my doubts he can recall how many pairs of socks he has. I sure as hell couldn’t.”

      “Look under every rock,” I say while using my free hand to shift the curtains aside an inch or so to peer out at the street.

      “That’s right, Grasshopper. I talked to Max after we spoke earlier. Couldn’t talk him out of going ahead with this stupid damned visit.”

      “You try to fend off a couple of teenage girls and an eager sister-in-law who are hellbent on getting together. They think Max has it handled.”

      “Goddamn that Max!” Jake snaps. “Still thinks he’s Superman, for Christ’s sake!”

      I shrug. True enough. Max is a tough old bastard, no question about that, but Frankie’s tougher. Bigger. Younger. And a killer.

      “Then there’s the Chicago PD pursuing the death-threat complaints.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Jake asks.

      I sigh. “Here’s their theory.”

      “Whose theory?”

      “Jo and Carly mostly, but they’ve sold Brittany on this enough that she’s letting her guard down a little. The thinking is that now that Chicago PD is looking for Frankie and have plastered his face all over the media and made it known they want his ass badly, Frankie will keep his distance from Jo and Carly.”

      Jake is quiet for a long moment. “It’s not an entirely dumb theory, but a guy like Frankie probably sees it as a challenge.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “My thinking leans that way, too.”

      “I thought your daughter was smarter than this,” Jake mutters.

      “She’s fifteen,” I reply. “Smart, for sure, but fifteen-year-olds are impetuous—even one who’s been through hell, I guess. Besides, she feels safest in this house for some reason.”

      “Because her father is there to look out for her.”

      I snort.

      “Hey, as you say, she’s fifteen, Tony. She thinks you walk on water.”

      “The hell she does,” I retort with a self-conscious chuckle.

      “Who saved her at Thanksgiving?”

      I don’t reply.

      “Her daddy risked his neck to save her, and he came through. Of course, she feels safe with you.”

      “Well, let’s hope the trust isn’t misplaced. Frankie’s one badass son of a bitch.”

      “He is,” Jake allows. “Anyway, I gotta run. The wife is waiting to inflict twenty minutes of physical-therapy hell on me. I swear to God she enjoys this. Evil little grin and devilish laughs while I moan and groan and bitch.”

      We share a laugh, but the therapy reminds me that Jake damned near lost his life in our wild middle-of-the-night, three-man raid on a Mafia safe house to rescue Brittany. I’m not the only guy who put it on the line for my daughter.

      “Do me a favor,” he says. “Make some calls and try to call off this stupid damned visit tomorrow, will you?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Try hard, my friend.”

      After we say goodnight, I find myself staring at my brother’s graduation picture for a long moment before I return to the kitchen and the paperwork spread across the table. What’s in there? Anything useful? There has to be something. What if there isn’t? What if my fumbling with the case has put us so far behind that we can’t catch up?

      I drain my bourbon and lean against the counter, hanging my head over the sink in dejection as my meager confidence crumbles. Under my stellar stewardship, Reg’s case is in shambles one week from trial. I walk back to stare at my brother’s picture. Funny how the shadow of Frankie still puts me in a funk—perhaps because I’ve never quite shaken the fear that his characterization of me as a worthless piece of shit isn’t far off the mark. Well, if it’s me he’s after—and I do seem to the primary target—better that he comes when I’m alone in the house, right? Let the chips fall where they may. But maybe that’s bourbon courage talking. Nonetheless, I open the living-room curtains so anyone watching gets a good look at me. Then I sit in Papa’s La-Z-Boy recliner with a can of bear spray and two bats at my side. I wait. And shake. And then doze off.

      I startle awake sometime later—I’m not sure how much later—still all alone in the house. Wherever Frankie is, he’s apparently not lurking around here. Not tonight, anyway. I collect my meager arsenal and head back to the kitchen, where I spend the next hour pouring most of the bourbon down my throat while I try to make sense out of the evidence. We don’t know enough, pure and simple. We’re going to be playing catch-up as the trial unfolds. I can’t think of a worse spot to be in. But just because my bourbon-muddled mind can’t think of one doesn’t mean I won’t soon find myself in a worse predicament.
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      I open the front door at four o’clock Saturday afternoon to find Pat smiling back at me through the screen door. It’s been a good day so far. Max and a buddy safely delivered Jo and Carly to the garage entrance off the back alley in time to enjoy an elaborate brunch spread prepared by Brittany. He’ll be back later to collect them. We visited for a couple of hours after lunch before Brittany and Carly took an Uber to visit Sara and Ashley Williams. Carly seems to be tickled by all the cloak and dagger surrounding their movements. I instructed the Uber driver to make the pickup in the back alley and had waved him into the garage when he arrived. Carly and Brittany had then scrambled into the back seat and ducked down to the floor, leaving the poor driver bewildered, yet somewhat bemused. I gave him a bullshit story about a bitter ex-boyfriend stalking Carly, then repeated my instructions for the girls to stay out of sight until they were at least several blocks away. The need for it all scares the crap out of me, but it’s difficult not to be amused by Carly’s excitement. It’s a credit to Jo that her daughter seems so wide-eyed and innocent after fourteen years with Frankie for a father. I’m not crazy about their leaving the house, but we need to have a chat with Jo that is better done without Carly around. On balance, we’ve decided that the risk inherent in not speaking with Jo is greater than that of the girls going out.

      I push the screen door open for Pat just as Trish’s Audi A4 sedan pulls into the driveway behind my Porsche. Pat’s eyes track mine as I watch Trish exit her car and walk to the front step. Trish plants a quick smooch on my lips, then extends a hand to Pat.

      “Pat O’Toole from the Trib, right?” Trish asks.

      Pat seems surprised by the greeting but smiles as they shake hands. “That’s me. You must be Trish.”

      “Yup. Trish Pangborne. I’ve followed your work at the paper for years. I’m a fan.”

      “Thanks,” Pat says with a smile while they walk past me.

      I replay the exchange in my head as I close the door. This is the first time I’ve had a chance to look at them side by side—my girlfriend and my friend who might have been my girlfriend. Physically, they’re as different as night and day. Trish is a true sensual beauty, whereas Pat’s attractiveness is wholesome and unadorned. Once you look beyond appearances, though, they’ve got a fair bit in common: big hearts, brains, independence, and successful careers. I’m happy to have each of them in my life.

      Jo is waiting nervously in the kitchen.

      Pat leans in to give her a peck on the cheek. “Hey, Jo. Good to see you again.”

      “I’m Jo,” my sister-in-law blurts when Trish follows us in.

      Trish surprises Jo by wrapping her in a hug. “It’s good to meet you, Jo. Tony’s so happy that you and Carly connected with him and Brittany.”

      Am I Balanced against their bringing Frankie back into my orbit, it’s a surprisingly tough call. Which pisses me off. Is there anything pure that Frankie can’t poison?

      “Speaking of Brittany,” Pat says while looking around, “where is she?”

      I explain. “They should be home soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “I told her to be here by five,” I reply. Which should give us time to put the full-court press on Jo that Pat and Trish are here to help execute. Now that they’ve both heard my brother on the phone, they’re desperate to convince Jo that her plan to go home is a very, very bad idea. “He’s going to hurt her if she does,” Trish has told me time and again.

      “Cribbage?” Trish exclaims when she spots the board and a deck of cards on the table. Jo and I have been playing while we’ve gotten to know each other.

      Jo smiles. “It was a family staple when I was growing up. I missed it.”

      “Did you bring it with you?” Trish asks.

      “No. I guess Tony and Brittany play.”

      Trish’s eyes meet mine. “Is that right? He hasn’t mentioned it.”

      Well, there are other things I like to play with Trish besides cards. This probably isn’t a good time to say so.

      Trish turns back to Jo. “I used to play cribbage with my parents all the time.”

      “I guess that makes three of us,” Pat says with a laugh as she snags the pack of cards. “Shall we?”

      Cribbage turns out to be a good icebreaker. We play four games before I glance at the clock and decide that it’s time to get down to business. I set the deck of cards aside and turn to Jo. “We need to talk about Frankie before the girls get home.”

      “We do?” Jo asks in surprise.

      “Your husband’s call really upset me,” Pat says.

      Jo’s face falls. “I’m sor—”

      Pat reaches for Jo’s hand and cuts off the apology. “No, Jo. You don’t apologize for being abused.”

      Trish weighs in. “Tony was visiting me when Frankie called him last weekend. It was horrible. Frightening.”

      Pat takes over. “It’s time to take the next step, Jo.”

      “If not for your own sake, for Carly’s,” Trish adds.

      Jo’s eyes turn steely. “He’s not going to hurt Carly. I won’t let him touch her!”

      “We know you’ll do your best,” Pat says. “But him hurting you also hurts Carly. Seeing her mother abused will scar her for life and predispose her to accept abuse herself. Is that what you want?”

      The anger bleeds out of Jo’s voice as she murmurs, “No.”

      Trish takes Jo’s free hand in both of hers. “You’re in a dangerous situation and have a chance to escape. Please take it.”

      “How?” Jo asks. “How am I supposed to escape? He’ll kill me. He’s probably looking for me right now so he can.”

      I finally weigh in. “Yes, but the cops are looking for him now, Jo, and you and Carly are somewhere safe. Lie low and let the cops find him.”

      “The complaints you and Tony filed have gotten the police involved,” Pat says. “I’ll testify against him, Jo. I heard it all. Brittany heard it all. She’ll testify, too.”

      “And I heard the call to Tony,” Trish adds angrily. “He needs to be caged before he hurts anyone.”

      Jo frowns. “He’s loud. He can be obnoxious, I know…”

      Pat leans in. “But he’d never hurt his wife and daughter? He’s already hurt you, Jo!”

      Jo hangs her head.

      “Men like that can’t be rehabilitated,” Trish says. “It’s a mistake to try, and one all too many of us have made.”

      I cut my eyes to Trish. Us? Is it a mistake she’s made?

      Pat takes a deep breath and tells Jo about the killings that had gotten her husband cashiered from the Marine Corps.

      Jo’s eyes widen in shock and horror. “But he was a hero in the Marines.”

      “He told you that?” I ask.

      “He has medals and citations, Tony.”

      “Which is why they didn’t press charges,” Pat explains patiently. “He did kill innocent women and children. He’s capable of doing it again.”

      “Now that he’s gotten away with it once, he’s probably more capable than ever,” Trish adds.

      Jo’s eyes turn to me with a silent plea to make it all go away. I wish I could.

      Deano does a little dance by the back door, a warning that he’s about to water the floor tiles if someone doesn’t let him out right now. I open the door and shoo him and his aging bladder outside.

      The front door opens a moment later and we hear laughter as Brittany and Carly burst into the house. Something about it bothers me, but it takes me a moment to realize what.

      “You were supposed to come in through the garage and keep Carly out of sight,” I admonish Brittany as soon as they step into the kitchen.

      “Oh, God. I’m sorry, Dad. We were having a good time, and I just forgot.”

      Pat shoots me an annoyed glance before she gets up to welcome my daughter home with a hug and a little buss on the cheek. “No harm done, kiddo. It’s okay.”

      But it isn’t.

      No sooner has Trish introduced herself to Carly than a thundering pounding rattles the front screen door.

      “Get out here, you bitch!” Frankie screams from our front step.

      Looks of horror appear on the faces in our kitchen as the consequences of Brittany’s error register. The son of a bitch has been watching our house, just as Jake predicted. What the hell do I do now? Max and his pal won’t be back for another half hour or so.

      “Open the door or I swear to God I’ll tear it down!” Frankie shouts as the battering intensifies.

      “Oh my God,” Brittany whimpers with a stricken look on her face.

      I step over and give her a quick hug. “He would’ve found them sooner or later, Britts. Hold it together for Carly,” I whisper when I have her close.

      She nods with a look of determination as Deano growls and scratches at the back door to get back inside. I’m glad he’s safely out of the way.

      I hear a wrenching sound out front. Just as his buddy Andy O’Reilly did a year and a half ago, Frankie is destroying our screen door. Sensing the fear Papa must have felt that night, I feel blood rushing to my face as anger surges through me. The good news is that the main doors have been reinforced.

      Pat and Trish are inching toward the back of the kitchen, putting as much distance between themselves and the front door as they can.

      “I’m coming for you first, little brother!”

      All eyes in the kitchen cut to me. The girls are whimpering in one another’s arms. Trish and Pat have gathered Jo between them as if they plan to protect her.

      “Call 911,” I say as I turn back to the front door. “It’s going to take some time for him to get through that door, if he can at all.”

      Pat nods and pulls out her cell phone.

      Frankie has dispensed with the screen door and is now working to kick in the main door, which is shuddering under the assault. Deano is going nuts out back, growling and barking up a storm. Is there someone out there, too? For Deano’s sake as well as the rest of us, I decide we’re safer in the house than outside. Maybe I should bring Deano in? But what if Frankie does have a partner out back?

      The ring of metal on metal echoes through the house. Frankie is using more than just his boots and fists to break in. Then he stops. We look at one another and dare to hope that he’s giving up, or that one of the Cedar Heights PD patrol cars that have been rolling by now and again has arrived. I hold up a hand for everyone to stay put, then venture into the living room to have a look out front. Far from having left, I find Frankie hanging off the bars that were installed over the front window. His feet are planted against the front of the house, and he’s straining to pull the frame loose with a black metal pry bar. His crazed eyes meet mine, looking as if they’re about to bulge out of their sockets. His mouth twists into a cruel smile as he keeps using the pry bar in an effort to dislodge the bars that are keeping him out. I hope to hell the screws are huge and that the window frame holds. It doesn’t. With a hideous shriek, the window frame itself starts to break loose.

      Frankie looks at me triumphantly as he pulls the frame away and slams a boot into the corner of the glass. It buckles inward an inch or two as a crack snakes from the bottom corner toward the center of the window. I back away toward the kitchen as he kicks at it again. The glass is pushed farther inside and the initial crack spreads into a spiderweb radiating out from the corner.

      “Basement!” I order everyone as the window shatters and collapses. I watch with horror from the kitchen doorway as my brother uses the pry bar to break the shards of glass away from the frame, and then hoists himself into the living room. Which is when I think of the baseball bats and bear spray in the front hall closet and my bedroom—neither of which I can get to past Frankie

      “Won’t need this to deal with you,” he gloats as he tosses the pry bar back outside.

      I back a little deeper into the kitchen.

      Trish steps to the counter and stares uncertainly at the knives in the butcher block. I can’t let it come to that.

      Frankie, larger than life—more muscular than he ever was in our teens, and even more bulked up than he had been in his early twenties when he last beat the crap out of me—suddenly fills the living room doorway, fists clenched at his sides. He’s wearing combat boots, fatigue pants with bulging pockets, and a combat vest. He peels that off to reveal a stunning array of muscle rippling beneath a tight khaki T-shirt in a move I imagine is intended to intimidate. It works. His face is red and his lips are curled in a hideous predatory grin. His eyes blaze with hatred beneath his shaved head. “You’re dead, you little prick!” he says in a low voice dripping with menace. It’s a damned sight more frightening than his shouting.

      Why the hell did I order everyone to the basement? I should have looked out back and sent them out the back door if the coast was clear! When I turn to shout down the stairs, I find them frozen in place at the back of the kitchen. I’m about to order them downstairs again when Frankie marches into the kitchen and spots Jo.

      “You cunt!” he thunders. “You been fucking Tony, bitch? Been here all week with your legs spread for this worthless little shit?”

      Pat is on her phone. “Never mind the name. A fugitive, Frankie Valenti, has broken into 47 Liberty Street in Cedar Heights and is threatening to kill people.”

      Frankie’s murderous eyes lock on Pat. He bares his teeth. “Nice try, bitch. This will be all over by the time the cops show up.”

      When it looks like Pat is about to fire back, I hold a hand up to stop her and position myself between Frankie and everyone else. I point at the back door without taking my eyes off Frankie. “If the coast is clear, go to the backyard. All of you.”

      Frankie’s poisonous smile widens. “I figured you’d be the first one out the door, pussy boy. You grow a little spine over the years? I’m gonna love listening to every vertebra shatter when I break your back into a thousand pieces.”

      “He’s got more backbone than a snake like you will ever have,” Brittany hisses. She’s taken a step away from Carly, farther into the kitchen and closer to Frankie. Carly clings to her arm in an attempt to pull her back.

      “That right? You the bitch child of this piece of shit?” Frankie snarls back as he takes a step in Brittany’s direction.

      “No, Daddy!” Carly screams as I step between my daughter and my brother.

      “Shut up, you little bitch!” Frankie shouts at his daughter. Then he looks at me and laughs. “Stay out of this. This is between the bitch I made the mistake of marrying and the little twerp she brought into the world.”

      I stand my ground. “You’re still a tough guy, eh, Frankie? Quick to beat up people weaker and smaller than you are?”

      “What the hell?” Frankie seethes as he takes a step closer and shoves my shoulder. “I told you to stay outta my way. Mind your own business!”

      I keep my feet planted while my shoulder turns, then square back up to Frankie. My heart is pounding against my ribs as fear wells up within me and my knees start to quiver.

      Frankie steps closer, close enough that I can smell the stench of nicotine on his sour breath. His eyes cut to the women for a heartbeat, then lock on mine. “Maybe I’ll just bust you up first, then deal with my bitches and maybe have a little fun with your lady friends.” His gaze lingers on Trish. “This one—your girlfriend, I bet—is gonna be especially fun. She won’t want nothing to do with you after she finds out what it’s like to be drilled by a real man.”

      I’m not sure if it’s the threat to Trish, Pat, Jo, Brittany, and Carly, or if I’ve just had enough of Frankie’s bullshit, but my knees stop shaking and my fists curl at my sides as I lean an inch or two into Frankie’s space. “You’re a coward, Frankie. A miserable bully. You’re a pathetic joke.”

      His eyes widen for the briefest second, then go ice cold before the heel of his hand slams into my chest. I stumble backward a couple of steps while a malignant smile spreads across his face. “Did that hurt, you little—”

      I lunge forward and slam my fist into his mouth before he can get the next word out. He staggers back a half step, then launches himself at me and slams a fist into my gut that doubles me over. A knee to my chest follows as I dive toward him, knowing full well that my only hope is to wrestle him to the floor and try to hang on until the cops arrive.

      “Tony!” Trish screams as Frankie and I crash into the refrigerator and fall to the floor in a tangle of limbs.

      “Stop, Frank!” Jo wails as we wrestle.

      “I’ll let the cops in,” Pat shouts as she runs past us toward the front door.

      Frank lands a couple of solid punches to my kidneys that jolt me. I lose my grip on his shirt. He jerks away and climbs on top of me, smiling down as he deliberately lifts a fist and slams it into my face. I turn away just enough to save my nose, but my teeth rattle as I take the shot on my cheek and white light explodes in my head.

      “Still a little pansy, huh?” he crows, then looks up and beyond me. “I’ll be done with this little turd in a minute, ladies. Your turn is coming.”

      No! I buck beneath him and manage to hook the back of a knee around his face, then twist to force his weight off me. He reaches around to land a punch on my hip that was probably aimed at my crotch. I try to scissor my legs around his head, but he squirms loose and hammers a fist into my ribs. We’re at too close quarters for him to make a full swing, but it still sends a shaft of pain through me. He tries for my balls again. I get a knee up just in time, but he’s going to land one sooner or later if I can’t get away. I claw at his face and manage to dig a thumb into his eye.

      He grunts in pain, which turns into a shriek of rage as he slams a hand into my arm to break my grip. When I try to stab his eye again, he slams his head into my stomach. The blow partially winds me. It’s all the opening he needs to stagger to his feet. He drives a heavy boot into my kidney, then lands a glancing blow to the side of my head when I twist away from the next kick. I’m aching all over and am short of breath. I’m running out of time.

      Brittany launches a running kick at Frankie. He raises an arm to ward off the blow, then grabs a handful of her hair after she crashes to the floor. “You little bitch!” he roars as he yanks her head back.

      Brittany’s scream of pain sends a jolt of rage through me. I stagger to my feet and launch a two-handed blow down on Frankie’s arm that breaks his grip on Brittany. “Get away!” I shout at her as the sound of a distant siren seeps in through the shattered front window.

      Trish grabs my daughter’s feet and starts to drag her away. When Frankie reaches for her again, I slam him back into the fridge, which rocks back into the wall before the door spills open in a shower of glass and food and liquid. I lose my footing as I try to scramble back to my feet. Frankie pounces, rolling me onto my back and climbing up to straddle my chest with his knees pinning my shoulders to the floor. I try to wriggle free, but he’s too heavy—too strong to dislodge. My arms start to go numb as the flow of blood to them is cut off. I’m screwed.

      “I hope you’ve got a will!” he snarls as a fist crashes into my jaw. Blood explodes out of my mouth as I bite down hard on my tongue.

      Crack!

      Frankie rocks backward as a painful grunt escapes through his teeth. Through the tears and blood filling my eyes, I make out Trish standing to the side of Frankie with a frying pan in hand. Frankie’s eyes lock on to her as he pushes up off me and roars, “You bitch! You’re gonna regret that!”

      When Trish tries to swing the frying pan a second time, Frankie grabs her wrist and forces her to her knees. “Hot and feisty, eh?” he snarls. “You’re gonna be a great piece of tail to pound!”

      “Stop!” Trish shrieks while she tries to twist away.

      He pulls her closer. “I’m going to fuck you silly! I’ll pound you until you’re begging for more.”

      His weight has shifted while he manhandles Trish, just enough for me to wriggle free. I somehow get my feet beneath me and launch myself at Frankie yet again. We skid across the floor and slam into the cabinets. He pushes me away, slams my head into the floor, and pins my shoulders again with his knees.

      “Get out!” I shout at Trish and the others. “All of you! Now!”

      “They can run, but they can’t hide,” Frankie gloats as he stares down at me.

      “You’re a gutless bastard,” I snarl back before using the last of my energy in a fruitless effort to buck him off.

      He cocks a fist to start pummeling me when a pair of thick arms wrap around his chest and pull him away.

      “Police! Stop!” a deep voice bellows.

      My enraged brother breaks free and slams an elbow back into the face of the burly Hispanic Cedar Heights patrolman who’s trying to pull him off me. The cop staggers back with his hand to his face while Frankie drops back on top of me and lands a couple of vicious punches to my forearms, which I’ve raised to shelter my face. The second blow has just landed when a sharp crack reverberates above me. Frankie sags sideways. I peek through my fingers and see a nightstick thud into Frankie’s jaw, which topples him off me. I start to crawl away before a hand grabs the collar of my shirt and a knee lands between my shoulder blades to pin me in place.

      “Stay down, or you’ll get some of that, too!”

      “He’s the good guy,” Pat says from somewhere close.

      The pressure on my back eases and I turn onto my shoulder enough to look up. The cop with the bloodied nose eases off me and gives me a stern look as he lets go of my collar. “Stay right here while we get this other asshole under control.”

      Like I can move. The cop hustles over to help his partner subdue Frankie, who’s still fighting like a tiger and is getting the upper hand. But he can’t manage both cops.

      Trish falls to her knees beside me as the cops finally wrestle a pair of cuffs around Frankie’s wrists and snap them in place. “Are you okay?” she cries frantically.

      Not exactly, I think. I can hear Brittany and Carly wailing somewhere nearby and Pat talking to the cops as more file in. “Thanks for the assist, but I had things under control,” I mumble through my ripped lips.

      A strangled laugh escapes through Trish’s tears as she holds me tightly and begins sobbing. She helps me sit up and leans my back against a cabinet, which keeps the blood pouring out of my tongue from spilling down my throat. Brittany, Jo, and Carly are looking at me in horror, so I guess I’m not looking my best. I manage to lift a thumb to signify that all is well.

      When I look back at the action, which is quickly winding down, Frankie is pinned to the floor with his face turned my way. The predator’s grin reappears when our eyes meet. “I ain’t done with you yet, cocksucker.”

      “I’m done with you, asshole,” I retort.

      The cop with the bloody nose grabs Frankie’s chin and jerks his face away from me. My brother grunts when the cop slams a second knee into his back.

      Brittany falls to her knees beside us. “Oh, Dad. Are you sure you’re okay? You look… well, like hell,” she says while a tight smile peeks through her tears.

      I do the thumb-up thing again.

      When the cops drag Frankie to his feet, Carly launches herself across the kitchen and starts pummeling her fists against his chest. “I hate you!” she wails at him before a cop gently pulls her away.

      I meet Frankie’s gaze. The malice is still there, but there’s a hint of uncertainty in his eyes. Sometime over the last several minutes or however long it’s been since Frankie burst through the window, my fear has receded, replaced with as pure a contempt as I’ve ever felt for another human being. I let this guy beat me down so low for so long? I let this pitiful bit of shit define how I felt about myself for so many years? Frankie’s abuse set the stage for years of self-flagellation that followed my tortured childhood at his hands. Now I’m looking at him clearly for maybe the first time ever. I borrow one of the phrases he hurled at me in our teen years. “You’re not worth the sweat off my balls, Frankie.”

      Maybe I’m feeling brave because the cops have my brother cuffed and are dragging him away. Maybe I’m simply celebrating a sense of profound relief that a confrontation I’ve been dreading for the past couple of weeks is over. Or maybe I’ve simply shed a ball and chain I’ve been dragging behind me for decades. Time will tell.

      Jo’s face appears in my narrowing vision, peering down at me with a mixture of relief and concern. Carly’s face is behind and above Jo’s.

      “Oh, Tony,” Jo murmurs. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      “Are you okay, Uncle Tony?” Carly asks.

      I lift a thumb yet again. Shakily. Then the light dims and everything goes black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Aside from a quick trip to collect a few things from her condo, Trish hasn’t left our home in the three days since Saturday night’s altercation. She fusses over me constantly, making sure I take my pain medication, cooking, making coffee and snacks whenever I want something, and sometimes when I don’t. There are worse problems to have. My stomach and ribs are still tender as hell, and eating and drinking are a chore as my tongue heals. It took three stiches to stop the bleeding. A handful of Motrin tablets every few hours dulls the pain enough to keep me going. I also have a nasty bruise on my cheek, and my jaw aches, making talking uncomfortable—even with the Motrin. Nonetheless, we’re on our way to the Cook County Jail so I can meet with Reg.

      “I’m sorry!” Trish exclaims from behind the wheel of my Porsche after she hits a pothole and I groan in pain. “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” she adds.

      “I’m fine.”

      “The doctor doesn’t think so,” she continues with a catch in her voice. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

      True, but there’s too much work to be done for Reg’s trial and not enough time to do it. Mike, who’s handled most of the face-to-face meetings with Reg, has chosen this of all times to come down with a nasty flu. Hence our trip to the jail so I can have a chat with Reg that can’t wait. After we pass the courthouse where the trial will begin in less than a week, the buildings of the Cook County Jail loom on either side of California Avenue. It’s a mix of brick and concrete cellblocks holding at least ten thousand prisoners, the largest jail in the country—a fact of no little pride to the Cook County Sheriff. Is there a better example of the perversity of putting bean counters in charge of everything?

      “God, this place is such a monstrosity,” Trish mutters as she pulls into the parking lot, where she insists she’ll wait for me.

      “I wish you would go home,” I say yet again. “I’ll call when I’m ready. You can be back before I get to the parking lot.”

      “No.”

      “I’m not crazy about you being around here by yourself.”

      “Shut up, Tony. It’s a jail, for goodness sake. There are cops everywhere. I’ll be safe.”

      I guess I’ve lost the argument. “Keep the doors locked.”

      “Duh.”

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m waiting for Reg in an attorney-client meeting room. Five more minutes pass before he’s finally shown in at two fourteen for our two o’clock meeting.

      “What the hell happened to you?” Reg asks as we shake hands.

      I explain.

      “I trust the other guy looks worse?”

      “Uh, no,” I reply. I hope Frankie’s experiencing at least some discomfort.

      “How’s Mike?”

      “Puking his guts out, last I heard.”

      A grin curls Reg’s lips. “He’s always been a big-ass baby when he gets sick.”

      “Maybe so, but your mother says he’s sicker than hell.”

      “He’s staying with them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And Mom said ‘hell?’”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wow. He must be sick then. Poor Mike. Mom’s a bear of a nurse.”

      “She’s like Nurse Ratched from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest?”

      He chuckles. “You read that book, too, huh?”

      “Didn’t read the book. Saw the movie.” Something Pat’s always on my ass about. “Read the book, Valenti!” she says. Someday. But not today. “Let’s get to work, starting with the Lou episode.”

      “Again?” he groans.

      “Afraid so.” I set the handheld dictation recorder I’ve brought on the table. “I know you and Mike have been over this, but I’d like to hear it firsthand.”

      He sighs and goes through the story, the gist of which is that Lou answered when Reg called Marsha one night. Lou taunted Reg about how well he was getting along with Ashley and “what a hot little number she is.” When Reg demanded that Lou put Marsha on the phone, the bastard refused, then turned off the phone so that Reg got voicemail when he tried to call back. In Reg’s telling, he was worried about Ashley’s being molested and drove over to confront Lou and Marsha. Lou denied having said anything.

      “You’d never spoken to the guy before that call, right?” I ask.

      “Nope.”

      “So, the cops came?”

      “I assume so. The smug bastard was daring me to take a shot at him, so I went home and tried to call Marsha.”

      This is new to me. “I thought you talked to the cops at Marsha’s?”

      “No. I talked to them at my place. They didn’t seem too concerned.”

      “Did they give you a citation or anything?”

      “Nah, they just suggested I keep my distance and not talk to the new guy, y’know? Probably good advice.”

      “Probably so,” I agree. “Nothing more came of it?”

      “Marsha dumped Lou a couple of days later. Or he dumped her. She was pissed off about the whole thing and apologized for giving me grief because I was worried about Ashley. Good outcome, in my opinion.”

      “Sounds like it. Next topic, the socks and shoes. Mike told you about that?”

      Reg’s expression darkens. “Yeah.”

      “You had a few pairs of white Nike athletic socks in your dresser drawer. The cops found a pair just like them in your parents’ garage. Did you notice if a pair went missing?”

      “Who counts their socks?”

      I shrug, which my ribs don’t like one bit. “Not me, but we have to ask everything.”

      “Details,” he mutters, then leans back and blows a long exhalation. “The shoes, though, that’s easier to figure out. I only ever have two pairs at a time, always Reebok cross-trainers. I hate to shop, so I can’t be bothered looking for something new after I find shit that works for me. When I buy a new pair, the old ones get set aside for dirty work—cutting grass, yard projects, that kinda shit. I was wearing the good pair when they picked me up, so if there’s not a beat-up old pair of Reeboks pushed into the back of my front hall closet, there’s your answer.”

      “Mike has already checked. Nothing there.”

      He grunts.

      I switch gears. “Len Dixon is pretty sure the call to Marsha originated from a pay phone on the platform at a CTA L station.”

      Reg’s eyes widen. “No shit?”

      “No shit.”

      “How the hell did he figure that out?”

      “Way over my head,” I reply. “He’s still working on it and should have more soon. Once he confirms it, we’ll get in touch with CTA.”

      “Hope something comes of it.”

      “We all do, Reg. Now, in the spirit of going over things again and again, ad nauseum…”

      “Aw shit, man. Now what?”

      “Tell me again about the evening Marsha was murdered. Let’s start with you finishing work. Nothing unusual happened over the last hour or two?”

      He shakes his head no.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary when you left the store? No unusual cars or anyone lurking in the parking lot?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did you stop anywhere on the way home that might have CCTV? Buy something on a debit or credit card? Use an ATM?”

      “Nope.”

      Shit. Jake’s voice comes back to me, so I say, “Dig deeper. Account for every minute.”

      “Literally?”

      I nod. “Walk me through the trip home. You walked out of the store at eight o’clock.”

      He gives me a pained look, then locks his hands behind his head and thinks. “Nothing unusual happened. Walked around back of the strip mall and got in the car.”

      “Anything during the drive home? Anyone following you? No incidents?”

      He thinks for a long moment. “Nothing I noticed.”

      “Did you see anyone when you got home? Talk to a neighbor?”

      He sits forward with an expression like a light bulb has just gone off in his head. “Actually, I did run into one of my neighbors when I parked.”

      Pay dirt! “Do you recall the time?”

      “Not exactly. The drive from the store is ten minutes or so.”

      “Do you have the name of the neighbor?”

      “Doris. Don’t know her last name. Older lady, real nice, always says hi when I see her. I helped take her groceries in, then watched some TV and went to bed.”

      I’ll circle back to her in a minute. “Anyone else?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did you call anyone?”

      “Nope.”

      “We’ll recheck discovery for any mention of a Doris, but it doesn’t ring a bell. The cops canvassed your neighbors. Maybe they missed her. Do you know her apartment number?”

      He tilts his head while he thinks. “Not the number, but it’s on the right-hand side of the second floor as you walk into the hallway from the stairs. Second, third door. I followed her in and put the bags on her kitchen counter, then we chatted for a minute or two.”

      “Can you describe her?”

      “Older Black lady, maybe sixty or so. Gray hair, cut short. Glasses. Short. Pretty spry, kinda thin. Think she can help us?”

      “We won’t know until we talk to her.”

      “Banks!” he exclaims.

      “What?”

      “Her last name. She had a bunch of Cubs stuff in her apartment, mostly Ernie Banks stuff. I remember asking if she was related. She laughed and said no.”

      Excellent. She shouldn’t be too hard to track down. “See? Going deep paid off.”

      Reg chuckles. “Guess so.”

      A little more context for the Lou incident. Doris Banks. My visit has paid off, possibly handsomely. Time will tell.

      I rejoin Trish in the car ten minutes later, and we set out for Cicero to speak with the people who supposedly referred the mystery prospects to meet with Marsha Williams on the night she was murdered.
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      I hope I’m not about to scare the bejesus out of an unsuspecting older couple, but I might. Worried about just that, my caretaker/chauffeur/nanny, aka Trish, decided it might be best to accompany me on this interview.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I say after a glance in the passenger-seat mirror to make sure nothing is bleeding.

      “Maybe, Buster?”

      “Okay, you’re probably right.”

      “Probably?”

      I raise my hands in surrender while the GPS lady announces that we should “turn left in three hundred yards. Your destination will be on the right.”

      We pull up in front of a tidy little brick bungalow, complete with white picket fence. Penelope called Aretha Jackson yesterday to ask if any of the names on a new list of prosecution witnesses meant anything to her.

      “Josie and Harry Conklin were clients of Marsha’s,” Aretha had replied. “Maybe they’re the folks who supposedly gave the referral?”

      So here we are, having decided that a visit might yield better results than a phone call. It’s definitely easier to establish rapport face-to-face than on the phone. Let’s hope that maxim holds true when one of our faces is a little beat up. But really, who’s going to bother looking at me when Trish is standing there? An older woman answers the door.

      “Hello,” she says with a pleasant smile. “How can I help you?”

      The greeting is encouraging. I peg Josie Conklin for somewhere in her fifties, a trim white woman of average height with a touch of gray in her shoulder-length black hair. Her intelligent eyes move from Trish to me, where they linger for a long moment.

      “Hello,” Trish says. “Are you Josie Conklin?”

      Mrs. Conklin’s eyes shift back to Trish. “I am,” she replies cautiously. “Who might you be?”

      “I’m Trish Pangborne, and this is Tony Valenti. We’re lawyers investigating the murder of Marsha Williams.”

      Mrs. Conklin’s eyes close for a moment while her right hand balls into a loose fist that she holds to her chest.

      “I understand that you and your husband were clients of Marsha’s and that someone may have used your name when they made an appointment with Marsha for the night she died,” Trish says softly.

      “That’s us. We purchased travel insurance after Christmas for a cruise.” She pauses and gives us a quizzical look. “But we already told you this. Is there something else?”

      She thinks we’re from the prosecutor’s office. How should we play this? Mrs. Conklin strikes me as someone who will be an effective and sympathetic witness. We don’t want to get on the wrong side of her. As Mama said, honesty is always the best policy. I’ve taken that to heart over the years—most of the time. I do now. “We’re representing Marsha’s husband, Reg Williams, Mrs. Conklin.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh, my. We were told not to speak with anyone who contacts us other than the police and people working with the state’s attorney’s office. Especially not defense attorneys.”

      Why doesn’t that surprise me?

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you,” Mrs. Conklin concludes as she starts to pull the screen door closed. She seems to genuinely regret saying no. I don’t imagine it’s something she makes a habit of.

      “Thank you for talking to us,” Trish says gracefully before we back off the step and head back to the car.

      “Damn,” I mutter as we drive away and turn onto Cicero Avenue. I distract myself from my latest investigative failure by talking about what Doris Banks might bring to the table.

      Trish turns to me while we’re stopped at a red light a few blocks from home. “That does sound promising.”

      “I hope so. Something good better happen pretty damned soon,” I mutter glumly as we turn onto Liberty Street.

      Brittany and Sara rush up the stairs as soon as we walk into the house, arriving before we even hang our coats. Brittany gives us brief hugs. “Come downstairs!”

      Sara is waiting behind her with a big grin. “You old folks didn’t think we could do it!”

      “Do what?” Trish asks with a smile.

      “Come on!” Brittany exclaims as Deano finishes lumbering up the stairs. “We’ll show you!”

      The girls run down the stairs into Brittany’s almost complete “Girl Cave,” as she calls it, then lead us straight to a coffee table where their laptops sit open. Deano, looking highly aggrieved by his unnecessary sojourn up the stairs, trudges in after we gather around.

      “So,” Sara begins. “We tracked down an old tweet that referenced a company called Arctic Sales Calls.”

      “Cool,” I say. Damned if Mike wasn’t right about these two cyber sleuths. “And?”

      “There used to be a Facebook account for it, but it’s dormant. Not much there, but there are a few old posts. We tracked down all the usernames we could find on the site and cross-referenced them with the list Mike gave us for everyone associated with the case.”

      Brittany is beaming when she points to her computer screen and cuts in. “We found this Lucas Cohen guy.”

      Lucas again. Associated with Arctic Sales Calls? I’m staring at the picture while the potential significance of the connection bounces around in my mind. Is he the guy who rented the training room? That should come as no big surprise. After all, it was his training session. But why the subterfuge? Why would he think keeping it secret was important? He’s sketchy, so maybe it has to do with hiding income. That seems the most likely scenario. I relay my thoughts to Trish and the girls.

      “What if it’s more than that?” Trish asks.

      “Like he’s the killer,” Sara blurts.

      I shake my head. “He was running the agent-training session when Marsha was murdered.”

      Sara’s face falls. “Oh.”

      “Crap,” Brittany mutters. She and Sara look crushed. “We thought we found something useful.”

      “You found another potential piece of the puzzle,” Trish says brightly.

      The girls perk up a bit.

      “It might help?” Sara asks hopefully.

      “Of course, it might,” I reply. “We’ve been wondering who rented the space for the training. If it was Cohen, there’s a reason for the secrecy. We’ll figure out what it is.”

      “It helps clarify the picture,” Trish tells the girls. “The more of the puzzle we uncover, the better Tony, Jake, and Mike will come to understand how the pieces fit together.”

      I reach over and place a hand on each of the girls’ shoulders. “This is great work! I think you’ve earned a hot chocolate.”

      Brittany smirks. “I think it warrants a glass of wine.”

      I give Trish the stink eye as I turn toward the stairs. “My daughter’s drinking problem is your fault, you know.”

      Trish goes all wide-eyed innocent before she winks at Brittany.

      I put up the kettle. Trish digs out four mugs and starts spooning cocoa into them. While we kick around the potential value of what we’ve learned, I dig a bag of mini marshmallows out of the freezer. Sara slips Deano a cookie. Everyone’s happy.

      Sara catches my eye, nods toward Deano, and grins. “I’m taking him home with me.”

      “No, you’re not!” Brittany retorts.

      The doorbell rings, launching Brittany out of her seat. Sara joins the rush to the door.

      “I always wonder what she expects to find there,” I quip to Trish.

      She smiles. “Santa Claus? A big hunk of teenage boy?”

      “Let’s go with the fat guy.”

      “Pat!” Brittany yelps as she opens the door.

      “Were you expecting Pat?” Trish asks.

      I shake my head. “Maybe Brittany was.”

      The girls and Pat march into the kitchen a moment later. More greetings. More hugs.

      Pat plants a chaste smooch on my cheek, then straightens and studies my battered face. She turns to Trish. “I think he looks better, don’t you? Kinda rugged. Not so wimpy. Adds a touch of character.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter. “I assume that’s not the only reason you’re here?”

      Pat’s expression turns serious. “I’m on my way home from the office. Did you hear that Frankie made bail?”

      “He did?” Last I heard, he was still in jail. Come to think of it, I suppose he’s one of Reg’s neighbors at the Cook County Jail. Or was.

      Pat nods. “The charges of assaulting a police officer and resisting arrest were dropped.”

      I expected those charges to keep Frankie in jail for a bit. “Why in hell did they drop them?”

      She shakes her head in bewilderment. “No idea. He’s now facing a simple assault charge. His employer posted bond.”

      “When did he get out?” I ask.

      “Sometime this afternoon.”

      “Oh no!” Brittany exclaims. “Carly and Jo went home!”

      “Call them,” Trish urges me. “Hopefully he isn’t there yet.”

      “Good idea,” I say as I pull out my phone, hunt down Jo’s contact info, and place the call.

      Thankfully, Frankie isn’t there yet.

      “Get out right away,” I tell Jo. “Call me when you’re somewhere safe.”

      “Are you sure he’s on his way?” she asks. “When did he get out of jail?”

      “We have to assume he’s on his way, Jo. He was released today. Get out of there. We can talk when you’re safe.”

      “We have to pack,” she says.

      “Just get the hell out and worry about your stuff later,” I say more sharply than intended. “I’m worried about you.”

      I can hear the tears start at the other end of the line. “Okay, you’re right,” she sniffles. “I’ll call you later.”

      “Jesus,” I mutter angrily after we break the connection. “I should have kept tabs on what was happening with my damned brother.”

      Trish lays a comforting hand on my shoulder. There’s not really anything to say. We’ll just have to wait and hope for the best.

      “The jerk belongs in jail,” Brittany seethes. “Why is he free?”

      “Nobody stays in jail for a simple assault charge,” Pat replies.

      “Why would they drop the other charges?” Trish wonders aloud.

      I shrug helplessly. “Who the hell knows?”

      We sit morosely for a minute while Pat fixes herself a hot chocolate, with each of us perhaps pondering possible answers to Trish’s question. Then I get a flash of inspiration. “Jake might be able to find out.”

      “Good thinking,” Pat agrees while I dial Jake.

      “Grasshopper,” he greets me. To be honest, the Grasshopper routine is getting old, but Jake seems to enjoy it.

      “Hey, Jake. Hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “We retirees stay up late, youngster. What’s on your mind?”

      I relay Pat’s news about Frankie.

      “Why the hell would they drop those charges?” he asks. “That just isn’t done.”

      I don’t bother pointing out that it has indeed been done.

      “That’s all Pat knows?” he asks.

      “That’s it.”

      The line is silent for a long moment. “Let me make a couple of calls and get back to you. No promises, but I still know a few folks who’ll talk to me.”

      “Have you guys considered the possibility of Frankie being involved in Marsha’s murder?” Pat asks after I end the call with Jake.

      I cut my eyes to her. “Where did that idea come from?”

      “He’s a killer. We already know that. He’s been hanging around Chicago, right?”

      I nod.

      “Who knows how much time he spends here and who he knows. He’s never run with a good crowd. I doubt he’s doing so now.”

      “Why would he kill Marsha?” I ask incredulously. “What possible motive could he have?”

      Pat shrugs. “No idea. A gun for hire? Maybe there’s something else we don’t know about.”

      The idea, far-fetched as it is, disturbs the hell out of me. I ponder the notion for a few minutes and have pretty much convinced myself that it makes no sense by the time Jake calls back.

      “The cop who Frankie clobbered is right pissed that they’re not pursuing the charge,” he tells me. “Your brother said he didn’t realize it was a cop. Claims some guy grabbed him without identifying himself, so he defended himself.”

      “There were witnesses,” I argue.

      “Yeah, well, the new police chief in Cedar Heights is part of the modern management crop. It’s all about numbers, successfully clearing cases. Better not to lay a charge unless they’re sure they can get a conviction. The state’s attorney plays the same game.”

      “That’s such bullshit,” I grumble.

      “Damn bean counters everywhere nowadays,” Jake mutters.

      I tell him what the girls discovered online. “So, it looks like Cohen might be the mystery man who rented the space for the training session the night Marsha was killed.”

      “How in hell did Cedar Heights PD miss that?” he asks.

      “You tell me.”

      “Shit policing,” Jake replies. “Caulfield plays the chief’s numbers game. He’s a damned suck-up who hasn’t paid his dues. Sure as hell not enough to be in homicide.”

      “It makes me wonder how committed they are to finding the truth,” I say.

      “Caulfield’s incompetence is gonna hurt them somewhere along the way, Tony. There’s plenty of holes in this case. We’re gonna find them, and then I’m gonna stick this case up his ass and break it off.”

      We end the call. After the girls finish their hot chocolate and return to the basement, Trish rests her chin on her knuckles. “Lucas Cohen is Rachel’s training guy, right?”

      I nod.

      “And he seems sketchy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who’s looking into Rachel?”

      “We haven’t looked too closely, to be honest.”

      She cocks an eyebrow in surprise. “Why not?”

      “We’re short on resources.”

      “And she’s an educated white businesswoman. Never a bad apple in that bunch.”

      “I don’t care for her and don’t trust her, but she’s got a rock-solid alibi, Trish. She was nowhere near the office when Marsha was murdered.”

      “I’m not suggesting she killed Marsha, but she seems to have made out all right financially from her partner’s death, hasn’t she?”

      “I can’t argue with that. I just don’t see how it’s relevant.”

      “Maybe she had help.”

      There’s a new thought. “You’ve got a thing about Rachel, don’t you?”

      She nods. “Something about her bothers me. I think someone should take a closer look at who she is. Money isn’t exactly an unknown motive for murder, Tony.”

      True enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After calling ahead for an appointment, I coast to a stop in front of Larry Casey’s office and am pleased to see him at his desk.

      “Mr. Valenti,” he says when I walk inside with a manila envelope in hand.

      “Thanks for seeing me, Mr. Casey.”

      He winces. “I heard about your, uh, incident over the weekend. You look better than I expected you to after reading the story.”

      I shrug. “It hurts here and there.”

      “Picked up an extra cup of joe,” he says while sliding a large Starbucks paper coffee cup—excuse me, a Venti—across the desk to me after I sit down. A handful of sweeteners and creamers follow.

      “Thanks.”

      He eyes me curiously while I dump three sweeteners and a couple of creamers into my cup and stir. “You’ve got me intrigued.”

      I put the lid back on my cup and gingerly take a sip. “How so?”

      “How can I help ‘solve one of the great mysteries’ of your case?” he asks with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Did I really say that?”

      He chuckles. “You did, indeed.”

      I crack open the flap of the envelope, remove a headshot, and slide it across the desk. “Lucas Cohen.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Casey says. “Lucas Cohen, huh?”

      “Yup.”

      “That’s the fella who rented this place, all right. Lucas Cohen sure as hell ain’t the name he gave me.”

      “I’m shocked. You’re sure about that?”

      “Hell, yeah. My wife’s maiden name is Cohen. That woulda stuck with me. Who is he?”

      “We’re going to find out.”

      He’s seeing me out when I spy none other than Tyrel Allen hanging around my car. “You know him?” I ask Larry when his eyes track mine.

      “Just a local punk. Bad news.”

      “Dangerous?”

      “Probably so. Give him a wide berth.”

      Tyrel sneers when he sees me watching, then saunters away from the Porsche, summons his pals to follow, and disappears down an alley.

      I waste no time disappearing myself, making a stop at Reg’s apartment to check his front closet for a battered old pair of Reebok sneakers. Sure, Mike looked, but it can’t hurt to have a second look—in all the closets, under the bed, and in every other nook or cranny where they might be hiding. All I find is a pair of Hush Puppy work loafers. I lock up and drive back to the office.

      Jake gives me a fist bump when I arrive for a working lunch and break the news about Cohen. “God, I love it when a lead pans out.”

      Penelope weighs in. “Good work, partner.”

      Mike offers a thumbs-up.

      “Any luck on Lou?” I ask Jake. Now that we know Lou already set Reg up once with the bogus call to the police, we wonder if he set Reg up again. Locating him has taken on new urgency.

      “The guy’s a damned cipher,” Jake grumbles. “I asked a couple of old buddies to help. In other crap news, I spoke with two of the insurance agents who went to the training session. They weren’t overly cooperative.”

      “Why not?” Penelope asks.

      “Maybe they aren’t real big police fans, or just don’t want investigators sniffing around their lives,” Jake replies. “The good news is that they gave me the names of the other two agents who were there. Ex-agents, I should say. Amundsen let them all go a couple of days after the murder.”

      “After paying for the training?” I ask, happy that he got the names. Aretha couldn’t locate any records from the training session.

      “Go figure, huh?” Jake replies. “Let’s hope the other two are a little more forthcoming.”

      “I wonder if Amundsen really did make up the story about Marsha filing a complaint with the police,” Penelope says.

      “Could be,” Jake replies. “Still can’t find hide nor hair of an actual report.”

      “Why would she do that?” I ask.

      “Interesting question, isn’t it?” Jake asks back. “It’s almost like she pointed the cops at Reg.”

      “Exactly,” Mike mutters angrily.

      “This damned case keeps careening off in all sorts of directions,” I grumble to nods and exasperated murmurs of agreement. I tell them about seeing Tyrel Allen. “I’m still not sure we should discount him as the killer.”

      Jake shrugs. “I don’t think so, but it bothers me that he was hanging around your car.”

      Joan Brooks delivers doughnuts, coffee, and tea.

      My phone rings when I’m halfway through my first doughnut.

      “Len Dixon, Mr. Valenti.”

      “Hey, Len. What’s up?”

      “The call to Marsha Williams’s phone was made from a pay phone at the CTA Orange Line station on Western Avenue at seven fifty-eight p.m. Reg’s number was substituted for the pay phone’s number on Marsha’s caller ID.”

      “That can be done?” I ask.

      “Hell, yeah.”

      Who knew? “Will you be able to find out anything more?”

      “Not likely.”

      “But you’ll keep digging?”

      “Sure.”

      “Thanks.” I hang up and bring everyone up to speed.

      “He’s positive about that pay phone?” Jake asks.

      “Says he is.”

      “There should be video surveillance at the station,” Jake says thoughtfully. “Let’s subpoena whatever imagery they have. Meanwhile, let’s run over later and have a look at that passenger platform. Work out the timing between it, Reg’s office, and the agency.”

      “And the training session,” Penelope adds.

      “That, too,” Jake agrees, then shifts gears. “So, this Cohen character needs some looking into. Who is he? What’s he all about? What’s with the secrecy about the rental?”

      “Who has the time?” Mike mutters.

      “Max Maxwell, that’s who,” Jake replies. “The guy’s like a bloodhound once he gets a scent. You guys okay if I ask him?”

      Penelope and Mike both look to me. After all, I know the man.

      “Hell, yes,” I reply.

      “Same shit rate you’re paying me?” Jake asks.

      The comment startles Penelope. “Should we be paying you more?” she asks with concern.

      He laughs. “Naw, I’m just messing with you. I’m good with my pay. Max will be, too.”

      We kick around a few ideas for trial strategy before the meeting breaks up. We’ve made some progress opening new lines of inquiry. Adding Max to the team can only help. Then again, we should be wrapping up lines of inquiry at this point, not opening new ones.
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      Jake is behind the wheel of his Chevy Malibu the next morning as we head toward Reg’s apartment complex to hopefully speak with Doris Banks. Jake tried calling a number listed for Banks at this address a few times yesterday and again this morning. He didn’t get an answer, so here we are.

      His Chevy rides like a tractor. He claims the shock absorbers are “fairly new” but can’t put a date on the most recent replacement. “Maybe this century,” he adds with a chuckle. As if the rust bucket isn’t bad enough, Jake drives the thing as if he’s in a NASCAR race.

      “No wonder you drive this old piece of crap,” I say. “Another dent or three won’t matter.”

      “That’s right,” he says with a laugh.

      “Funny as hell,” I grumble while bracing my elbows on the door and armrest to hold myself still as we rocket around another corner at, oh, three hundred miles per hour or so. I still ache all over. Jake’s driving definitely isn’t what the doctor ordered for what ails me.

      “No news about your brother?” he asks.

      “What’s the expression? In the wind?”

      He nods. “I trust his wife and kid are safely tucked away?”

      “They’re with Jo’s sister.”

      Jake frowns. “I hope to hell she lives in Antarctica or in the basement of a police station.”

      “That’s comforting.”

      He shrugs, leaving me to imagine all manner of mayhem.

      I ask if he’s had any luck finding out if Cedar Heights PD cleared the landlord of Amundsen Insurance as a potential suspect. He’s a long-shot suspect, but he did have a key. We want to make sure he’s not someone we should be looking at.

      Jake snorts at my question. “The landlord is a skinny little shit who might be five foot tall and a hundred pounds. Hell, Brittany could kick the crap out of him. Anyway, he’s got a hell of an alibi.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The lucky bastard spent the week on a cruise ship in the Caribbean.”

      We somehow reach Reg’s address without incident, and are soon studying a bank of numbered buzzers with apartment numbers and names handwritten on file folder labels affixed beside them. It looks as if the manager just slaps a new label on top of the old when tenants change. The mess of stickers stacked one atop the other suggests the units change hands quite a bit. We finally find a faint D. Banks on a well-worn label that is affixed directly to the metal plate. She must be a lifer here.

      “Cross your fingers,” Jake says as he leans on the buzzer for unit 206.

      Nothing. Jake waits twenty seconds and tries again. Still no response. We peer inside, looking down a pair of empty hallways. The entry is on a landing between two floors, so her apartment should be on the side of the building to our right. I walk around and look up at the second floor. Reg said Doris lives in the second or third unit. The blare of a television floats out of the third window on the second floor. Maybe that’s why nobody can hear the phone or buzzer? I walk back around front where Jake is still waiting for an answer and explain what I found.

      “Jesus,” he mutters. “Reminds me of my dear mother. We may just have to wait until someone goes in or comes out and try to sweet-talk our way in.” He presses the buzzer again and holds it for ten seconds.

      To our surprise, the door buzzes and the lock clicks open. We trudge up the stairs and find an elderly woman matching Reg’s description standing in an open doorway. A plaque on the door confirms we’re at unit 206.

      “Y’all looking for me?” she asks.

      “If you’re Doris Banks, we are,” Jake replies with a warm smile.

      Reg had nailed his description of Doris but hadn’t noted the twinkling eyes. She eyeballs me. “You been messing with folks you don’t oughtta be messing with, child?”

      “Something like that,” I reply with a grim smile. “My big brother.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You be that fella on the news over the weekend?”

      My notoriety precedes me. The price of my little bit of notoriety last year, as well as Frankie’s capture after being designated as a Chicagoland most wanted criminal. I’m not sure I like being known as the guy who got his ass kicked. “That’s me.”

      “Tsk,” she says with a cluck. “Y’all be a little old for that nonsense.”

      “Tell my brother.”

      She chuckles and turns back to Jake. “What y’all be wanting with me?”

      He explains.

      “Well, I guess y’all oughtta come in, then,” she says, stepping aside and waving us in. “How’s young Reg doing?” she asks after we settle around a Formica table in a spotless kitchen.

      I gratefully drop into a chair, and not a minute too soon. I was getting a bit wobbly. “As well as can be expected, I suppose.”

      She shakes her head sadly. “So, ask what you come to ask.”

      “Reg told me that he helped you bring your groceries in the night his ex-wife was murdered.”

      She nods. “He did. Nice boy, leastways he always seemed so. I didn’t realize he was in trouble till I saw it on Gabby’s show. Ain’t that what they always say? The neighbors never know? He seemed nice, but Gabby says the worst ones often do. Gave me a chill to think he was right here in my kitchen after killing that poor sister.”

      “Do you know what time it was?” I ask.

      She looks away while she thinks. “Musta been a little after eight o’clock. I was in a hurry to get home to watch Gabby, matter of fact. Stopped to pick up a few things at the grocery store on my way home from work.”

      “You’re pretty sure of that?” Jake asks.

      “Yes, sir. Show was already playing when I turned the TV on.”

      “You didn’t put the groceries away first?”

      “That could wait until after the show. Didn’t have no frozen goods.”

      “How far away is the grocery store?”

      She points out the window. “Oh, just a couple of blocks that way.”

      “Nice to have a grocer nearby,” Jake says. “Wish I had one.”

      “Sure is,” she agrees. “Sometimes I walk.”

      “You came straight home from the store,” Jake says.

      She nods with an air of impatience. I wonder if she’s getting annoyed with Jake’s questioning. He’s thorough. Maybe too thorough. “Sure did,” she says. “I told you I was in a hurry. Knowed I was missing the start of Gabby’s show.”

      “Hope you didn’t miss much,” I say in a bid to relax the sudden touch of tension.

      She smiles. “Didn’t miss more ‘n a few minutes. Called my sister, Sissy, to ask what I missed when more commercials come on.”

      “Do you have a copy of your phone bill that shows the time of the call?” Jake asks.

      “Don’t rightly know, Mr. Plummer. My son, Lionel, takes care of that stuff for me. He gets the bill on his computer or sumthin’.”

      “Can we have his number so we can talk to him?”

      Her eyes cut away from Jake. “Oh, I don’t know about that. My boy likes his privacy. Lionel don’t like the police much, but he might like you two okay. Don’t rightly know.”

      “We’re not the police, ma’am,” I say. “We’re working for Reg.”

      “Oh! Well, he might talk to y’all, then. He talked to Reg one day when we was visiting outside. They seemed to get along fine.”

      “We’d really like to talk to him, Doris,” Jake says.

      She tries calling, gets voicemail, and leaves a message.

      “Maybe it would be best if we talk to him directly,” Jake suggests.

      She nods, but her thoughts have drifted elsewhere. “When we talked about my close call—Lionel’s girlfriend was real scared about that—Lionel thought we was being a little silly. He says the police is always happy to blame the first Black man they can put a crime on, so he weren’t so quick to think Reg done it.”

      I guess he doesn’t watch Gabby Garcia as religiously as his mother does. Good for him.

      We leave a few minutes later with Jake clutching a scrap of paper with Lionel’s phone number.

      “Let’s hope this afternoon goes that well,” Jake says a minute later from behind the wheel of his Chevy, which fits in well with some of the wrecks in Reg’s neighborhood. We’ll be interviewing the other two agents from the February fourth training session after lunch.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and press my head back into the headrest as another wave of nausea swirls around me. “About that, I may take a pass and let you handle it, Jake. I feel like shit.”

      “Not surprised, pal. You’ve been looking a little green around the gills most of the morning. I’ll give you a call later if these kids have anything useful to tell us. I kinda doubt they will, given that the other two were a complete waste of my time.”

      “That’s why we cast a wide net and turn over every rock, Master.”

      “Very good, Grasshopper. Sometimes golden nuggets are found in unexpected places.”

      We drive for another minute before Jake turns to me at a red light. “Frankie’s lucky to be free. Maybe he’ll be smart and keep his distance now.”

      I hope Jake’s right.
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      Mike and I have spent a frustrating three hours in Judge Lincoln Blum’s courtroom by late morning the next day. We’re vying with Sylvia Perez to gain any possible edge in Judge Blum’s management of Reg’s trial. So far, he’s given Perez pretty much everything she’s demanded, and all but told us to drop dead in response to whatever we’ve requested.

      Mike is pissed. “The prosecution has been less than forthcoming with discovery, Your Honor. Our experts haven’t been given access to crucial physical evidence. How are we supposed to defend Mr. Williams without seeing and evaluating the state’s evidence?”

      “The truncated time to prepare for trial has resulted in unavoidable delays in processing evidence,” Perez tells the judge. “The people will continue our push to have the work done ASAP and get it into the hands of the defense attorneys at the earliest possible moment.”

      It’s all I can do not to roll my eyes when I respond, “The trial timetable was chosen by the prosecution, Your Honor. If they can’t meet their discovery obligations, perhaps postponing the trial date is in order.”

      “Miss Perez and her colleagues are doing their level best to assist you, Counselor,” Blum replies. “I suggest you tend to your own knitting.”

      “We’re doing our best, Your Honor. Reg Williams’s right to a fair trial is in jeopardy.”

      “It’s your job to see to it that he gets one, Mr. Valenti,” the judge says.

      Actually, that’s your damned job, I want to fire back, but dare not. “We’d like to do our job, but are being prevented from doing so.”

      “I think we’ve exhausted the topic,” he says flatly, leaving us with at least one hand firmly tied behind our backs two days from the opening of the trial.

      Our final task of the day is finalizing the jury selection process. By the time Perez is done presenting the prosecution’s proposed jury questionnaire, it’s clear she wants to screen out jurors who are Black and anyone who’s ever doubted the probity of a cop or prosecutor. Our proposed amendments are summarily rejected.

      Blum taps the twenty-page juror questionnaire. “This should give us a well-rounded jury.”

      “They’re fixing to seat a lynching party,” Mike fumes as we leave the courtroom.

      We find Jake waiting for us at the office. He follows Mike and me inside. A package from the Chicago Transit Authority sits on my desk with a thumb drive enclosed.

      “Hot damn, guys!” I announce while plugging the thumb drive into my computer. “This is the video from the CTA platform.”

      “I pulled a few strings,” Jake says with a grin as he steps around my desk to see the monitor. Mike eases in behind him.

      The quality of the video is so-so, but good enough to see a clamshell pay phone on the reasonably well-lit L Train platform. Several people are milling about or walking to and from a train that just arrived. There’s a date and time stamp in the top right corner: “February 4 @ 7:57 PM.”

      The time ticks to seven fifty-eight before a man (judging from size and gait) in a bulky winter coat, scarf, and a baseball cap walks up to the phone, feeds a coin into it, and snatches the receiver off its hook. He keeps his back to the camera as he punches in a number and holds the phone to the side of his head with a hand clamped over the mouthpiece.

      Jake groans. “He knows the camera’s there.”

      The caller hangs up and marches back past the camera, looking down so the brim of his Chicago White Sox cap hides his face.

      “Damn,” I mutter as he passes out of the frame.

      “Fifteen seconds,” Jake says. “The call to Marsha lasted thirteen. Allow two for the connection to be made. Play it again.”

      I do. We slow it down, speed it up, and zoom in as much as we can.

      “What do you think?” Jake asks afterward.

      What do I think? This is a decent-sized guy, although there’s nothing in the video we can use to determine an exact height. We’ll do some back of the envelope calculations based on the known height of the phone, but they won’t be definitive. It could be Reg Williams, Tyrel Allen in a bulky coat, and God knows how many other men in Chicago. It gives me a start to realize that my brother also fits the mold. “It may tell us where the call came from, but not who made it,” I reply. “Why the hell would Reg make a call from a pay phone and make it look like it came from his cell phone?”

      “Kind of beggars the imagination, doesn’t it?” Jake says. “I’d like to see Perez explain that.”

      My thoughts are still on Frankie. “My brother also fits that profile.”

      Jake’s eyes narrow. “Frankie? Where did that idea come from?”

      I explain Pat’s thinking.

      He absorbs that and ponders it for a minute. “No question he’s capable of doing it. But why?”

      “My question exactly.”

      Jake shakes his head. “I don’t see it. That said, some strange shit happens in this old world. Still, not something to spend much time on. Let’s get back to our man in the video. How in hell do we figure out who it is?”

      “Maybe it doesn’t matter who made the call so long as we can demonstrate it wasn’t Reg,” I suggest.

      Mike frowns. “That may help raise reasonable doubt, but I’d be a lot happier to know who made the damned call.”

      I turn to Jake. “How did you get that video here so soon? On a Saturday yet!”

      “I work miracles, Grasshopper. That’s a pretty minor one. The water-into-wine thing was a breeze. I’m now working on multiplying fish and loaves of bread.”

      “If you’re such a magician, why the hell aren’t we further along on this case?” I ask dryly.

      “Do I have to say it?” Jake responds with a smirk.

      I play along. “Because we started out as a couple of amateurs without a wise guy to guide us?”

      “A wise man, Tony. Not a wise guy.”

      “Right.”

      Jake tilts his head at the frozen image on the screen. “Do we share this with the prosecution?”

      “Absolutely not,” I reply. “It’s part of a hypothetical theory that we may or may not pursue—not yet discoverable evidence.”

      “The depraved defense attorney mind at work,” Jake mutters.

      “Damned straight,” Mike retorts.

      We tell Jake what happened in court this morning.

      “Some of the people who graduate to the bench from the prosecutor’s office are good people and end up playing things straight,” Jake says. “Some don’t. Better Blum than Connolly, though.”

      “Two sides of the same coin,” Mike grumbles.

      “Not quite,” Jake says. “Blum may be part of the ex-prosecutor fraternity, but he seldom rolls completely over for them. Too proud to risk reversal. Anyway, chins up, gentlemen. I’ve been a busy boy this morning. I dug up a YouTube copy of Garcia’s show from February fourth and worked through the timing of Reg arriving home, according to him and Doris Banks.”

      “And?” I ask.

      “Assuming the broadcast started at the top of the hour, the first commercial break began at eight ten and ended at eight twelve. Doris says she arrived home just before it finished. I ran the trip from his office to the CTA station, to the murder scene, and then home a few times. Sixteen minutes without allowing time to do away with Marsha and clean up afterward. How is Reg helping Doris with her groceries at eight eleven or thereabouts if he left work at eight o’clock and made all those stops?”

      “Why haven’t the cops worked that out?” I ask.

      “Because they don’t know about Doris, nor are they likely to. Caulfield developed tunnel vision on Reg. Typical of a shitty detective who quits digging for the truth as soon as he has a viable suspect.” Jake lifts his gimpy leg. “I’m not good enough anymore because of this thing? At least my head doesn’t reside in my colon.”

      Jake may be offended by the idea of lazy policing, but it works for me. “Reg is in the clear!”

      “Not so quick, Grasshopper,” Jake warns me. “Doris seemed pretty sure of herself yesterday, but what if Perez gets her confused on the witness stand? My timeline hinges on what she told us. We need to substantiate her story.”

      My spirits plunge. We’re not out of the woods, after all. Max, a man carved out of a chunk of granite, arrives a moment later.

      “What have you found out about Mr. Cohen?” Jake asks as soon as Max sits down.

      “He’s a small-time scam artist who’s skated pretty close to the line between legality and trouble for many years. He’s been an insurance investigator. Also, an ‘entrepreneur’ who preys on rubes who think the American dream is only a pyramid sales scheme away. His bread and butter is sales training like he runs for Amundsen Insurance. He’s kept his nose clean for the past few years.”

      “Maybe he just figured out how not to get caught,” Jake says.

      Max nods. “Or that.”

      “Any violence in his past?” Jake asks

      “Nothing I came across. Why?”

      “The second pair of insurance agents I talked to claim Lucas left the training session for some time.”

      “So, maybe he’s unaccounted for at the time of the crime?” I ask.

      Jake nods.

      “Interesting,” Max says. “Mind you, everyone else says otherwise, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s a problem,” Jake allows. “Think Cohen might be good for the murder?”

      Max frowns. “He’s shady as hell, but there’s no record of violence.”

      “Still possible,” I mutter.

      Max shrugs. “I tailed him a bit last night to see what the guy does with his time. He had a lady friend over. They were out on the balcony getting a little frisky and went back in just when it was getting interesting, so I called it a night.”

      “Describe his lady friend,” Jake says.

      “It’s not like I got right up close and personal,” Max replies. “Blonde, seemed to be well put together from a distance.”

      Jake reaches for the murder book. He flips through a few pages, then spins it around and points to a picture of Rachel Amundsen scraped from the agency website. “Think it might have been her?”

      “Could be,” Max murmurs after he studies the picture for a long minute. His eyes rise to Jake’s. “That’s maybe with a capital M.”

      “Fair enough,” Jake says. “Cohen might be of a little more interest than I originally thought. Can you keep digging, Max?”

      “Sure.”

      “What are you thinking, Jake?” I ask.

      “Cohen and Amundsen seem to intersect a fair bit more than I thought. Maybe he’s more than a vendor. The agents from yesterday planted a seed about those two being pretty close at the professional level. A personal relationship would be an interesting twist.”

      “And let’s not forget that those two alibied each other,” Mike says.

      “That takes on a different hue if these two are making the beast with two backs,” Jake says. “You know how I feel about coincidences.”

      “There aren’t very many,” I say.

      He nods. “That’s right.”
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      Day one of Reg’s trial is underway in Judge Blum’s chambers with wrangling about evidence, or the lack thereof. We’ve again pointed out the dearth of discovery from the state. Blum continues to help them stonewall. It’s infuriating and discouraging. I turn to our final two topics.

      “We still don’t have a clear answer about the whereabouts of Reg Williams’s cell phone, Your Honor. This is a critical piece of evidence. We haven’t even received confirmation that it remains in police custody, let alone an explanation of why we haven’t had a chance to examine it ourselves.”

      The judge looks to the lead prosecutor. “Miss Perez?”

      “The phone may or may not be entered into evidence, Your Honor.”

      Blum nods thoughtfully. What the hell he’s pondering is beyond me.

      “We’d like to know if the phone is still in police custody,” I say.

      Blum cocks an eyebrow at Perez.

      “It is, Your Honor.”

      “Is it undergoing some sort of testing?” I ask her.

      “I believe so.”

      As if she doesn’t know exactly where the phone is and what’s being done with it. “Your Honor, we’d like an undertaking to have the state deliver the phone to us for examination as soon as possible,” I say. “The trial begins today, and the people continue to withhold, conceal, and delay evidence that discovery rules demand they turn over to us.”

      Blum finally turns his full attention on me. “We had this discussion on Saturday, Counselor. The state is doing its best under trying circumstances.”

      Oh, bullshit. I move on to our next topic. “We’d also like a complete accounting of the fingerprint evidence for our expert to examine, Your Honor. All we have is a cursory report.”

      “If I may, Your Honor?” Perez cuts in. “I’m told it will be delivered to Mr. Valenti’s office by close of business today.”

      “Thank you, Counselor,” Blum says. “I believe that’s the last matter we had to tidy up before we get started with voir dire. I intend to have our jury seated this afternoon. We’ll reconvene at one o’clock.”

      So, the pretrial bickering and jockeying for position is over. Jury selection—or voir dire, if you like Latin or old French or whatever—is up next. It’s been a disheartening morning.

      Jury selection after lunch is contentious, but Judge Blum efficiently moves the process forward. We seat a jury of twelve plus two alternates before we adjourn just after five o’clock. As expected, the prosecution has done its best to stack the deck, although we may have gotten a couple of keepers into the mix. Then again, “our guys”—the only two Black men who made it through the screening—end up as alternates. They’re unlikely to weigh in on the final verdict.

      Jake joins us for Chinese food at my house at the end of the day. He spent the day chasing down leads without much success. We tell him about our day in court.

      “Any new discovery?” he asks.

      “They’re still stalling,” I reply. “They were supposed to get the fingerprints to us this afternoon.”

      “We need them yesterday,” Jake grumbles. “Did they arrive?”

      “No,” I reply angrily.

      “Some bullshit about their courier not being able to fit it into a busy schedule,” Mike adds. “The state’s attorney promises we’ll get them tomorrow morning. Let’s hope our fingerprint guy can do something worthwhile with them when they finally arrive.”

      I stab a chicken ball with my fork; I’ve never mastered chopsticks.

      Jake takes up a little chunk of fried rice with his chopsticks and smirks at me. “See how easy it is to use these things?”

      “Screw you. I’m Italian. I bet I can swirl spaghetti onto a fork better than you can.”

      Jake twirls a finger in the air. “Whoop-de-do!”

      I can’t help chuckling, but it doesn’t make me feel any better about how things are going.

      “Let’s revisit Amundsen’s story about Marsha filing a complaint against Reg,” Mike says. “She might be vulnerable there. We should try to discredit it.”

      Jake turns to him. “You’re thinking of getting into it when you cross-examine her?”

      Mike nods.

      “That’s a high-stakes play,” Jake muses. “Maybe worth a shot, though. Ask her which police department it was reported to. Ask if she has a copy of the report. Have her explain exactly what transpired.”

      “What if she produces a report that bears out her story?” I ask.

      “It probably won’t make things much worse,” Mike replies.

      “It will draw even more attention to something we don’t want to talk about,” I argue. “Do we want to hang a light on that?”

      “We won’t be asking unless Perez brings it up on direct examination,” Mike counters. “So it will already be out there. Maybe we can blunt its force.”

      “Maybe not,” I caution.

      Jake weighs in. “It’s inflammatory as hell. If Perez brings it out on direct examination, I think trying to discredit it is worth the risk.”

      I’m not sure I agree, but I let it go and ask Jake, “Any other news for us?”

      “I finally talked to Doris Banks’s son, Lionel.”

      “And?”

      “He’ll look up the billing record and send it.”

      “I hope to hell he comes through,” I mutter.

      “I think he will. He’s on board with defending Reg. If Doris has her times right, this could be damned helpful.”

      Mike is still pretty gloomy after Jake leaves. An hour spent hashing things out goes nowhere. “We’re banking on an awful lot of shit breaking our way at the last minute,” he grumbles as he leaves.

      I visit with the bourbon for a couple of hours before finally crawling into bed, where I toss and turn and worry some more. Perez is going to start showing her cards in the morning. I’m sure she has a few surprises in store for us. In fact, I’m sure of it. I’d be willing to bet that she intentionally dragged her feet producing discovery to make sure she can blindside us a few times.

      Fear of the unknown really is the worst fear of all.
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      Sylvia Perez stops pacing, crosses her arms across her chest, and gives our jurors a long last look before she concludes a solid opening statement that pushes hard on the theory that Marsha Williams’s murder was the final act in a long, sordid tale of spousal abuse. “And so, ladies and gentlemen, over the course of this trial the people will demonstrate beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant did, with malice aforethought, brutally murder his ex-wife—the mother of his child. Why? Because Marsha had the misfortune to marry the wrong man and then had the effrontery to correct that tragic mistake by trying to build a life without—” Perez pauses to direct a look of utter disdain at Reg— “this defendant.”

      And so it begins. Perez is playing the role of fiery avenging angel, the perfect courtroom complement to Gabby Garcia’s media harridan.

      “Does the defense wish to make an opening statement at this time?” Judge Blum asks.

      We’ve debated this over the past week and again last night. We’re finding what we think may be holes in the prosecution’s case, but Perez has promised “a mountain of forensic evidence” and “behavior that demonstrates guilt.” What if she has it? With discovery dragging, we still don’t know how strong the prosecution’s case is. We’re loath to make an uninformed opening statement that may come back to haunt us.

      I stand to address the court. “The defense exercises our right to defer our opening statement until the opening of our case in chief, Your Honor.”

      Judge Blum turns a look of mild surprise on me. “Really?” it seems to say, as if this isn’t a common tactical move but a show of weakness or—worse still in the eyes of the jurors—some sort of underhanded defense-lawyer trick. I’d like to walk up to the bench and smack the son of a bitch upside the head.

      “As you wish,” Blum says before he turns back to Perez. “Are the people ready to begin their case in chief?”

      “We are,” she replies with a sideways glare at Reg, as if she can’t wait to sink her fangs into him. She is, as always when appearing in court, dressed in a dark-blue business suit and a ruffled blouse—pale-yellow today. Her hair is pulled back in a French twist. Blue stiletto heels complete her power look. “The people call Lucia Menendez.”

      I tense up and feel Mike doing the same at my side. We’re about to start hearing the evidence against Reg.

      Menendez is the 911 operator who took the initial call about Marsha’s murder. Her testimony starts the clock on the chronology of the crime. The call came in at eight twenty-two p.m. We decline to cross-examine the witness. She’s already told us everything she knows.

      The next witness is the janitor who discovered Marsha’s body and made the 911 call. He’s a slight Latino, who could be anywhere from forty to sixty years old.

      “I came in the back door from the alley to clean the day care,” he says. “The door was unlocked. There was blood on the inside of the door and drops of blood on the floor. There were bloody footprints on the stairs to the insurance office.”

      “Do you also clean that office?” Perez asks.

      “No, only the day care.”

      “What did you do next?”

      “I looked around.”

      “You didn’t immediately call 911?” she asks with a hint of surprise.

      “No. I forgot this when I talked to you, Miss Perez. Perhaps it wasn’t the smart thing to do, but I looked around the building first, thinking someone might need help. I checked the day care, then checked the back doors of the other businesses. None were open, so I went upstairs. The insurance people’s door was open, and the lights were on. I looked inside and saw that poor woman on the floor. It was horrible. I ran back down the stairs to the day care and used their phone to call 911.”

      Several more questions establish that he saw nothing suspicious around the building when he arrived or while he was waiting for the police. Perez excuses him. I elect to cross-examine the witness.

      “How long were you in the insurance office?”

      He shrugs. “One minute, maybe less. I was scared, so I left.”

      I nod sympathetically. “I would be, too, sir. Did you go into the office or just look from the doorway?”

      He thinks on that for a moment. “I walked in a few feet before I saw the woman. Then I left.”

      “Thank you. Is it possible that you stepped in any of the blood?”

      He looks horrified by the thought. “I don’t think so, but there was so much blood. Everywhere.”

      “And on the stairs,” I add.

      “Yes, there too. Maybe I stepped in some. I don’t know.”

      Jake’s training kicks in: get every detail available. “You called 911 at eight twenty-two. Do you remember exactly what time you arrived at the building?”

      He shakes his head. “I am sorry, but no.”

      I wave it off. “No worries, sir. You told us that you checked the other back doors when you arrived. How long did that take?”

      “Objection!” Perez snaps. “Beyond the scope of our direct examination.”

      Blum stares down at me. “Counselor?”

      “The prosecutor asked the witness to tell us what he did prior to making the 911 call, Your Honor. We’re following that line of inquiry in detail. We have not opened any new topics.”

      “We didn’t talk about the time,” Perez argues.

      Of course, she didn’t. The timeline is tight, and Perez will muddy it as much as possible.

      I keep my eyes on the judge. “The prosecutor referenced the time of the 911 call in her chronology, Your Honor. We’re simply clarifying the timeline.”

      I sneak a glance at the jurors while we argue back and forth. A couple seem perplexed by the objection. It’s drawing attention to the fact that we’re digging somewhere Perez would prefer we didn’t. I can see the wheels turning on the bench as Blum, in my estimation, looks for a way to sustain Perez’s objection. His response surprises me.

      “Objection overruled, but be brief, Counselor.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.” I remind the janitor that I’d asked how long it took him to check the building.

      “Not long,” he says. “One minute, maybe two.”

      “But first you checked the day care?”

      “Yes.”

      “How long did that take? Are there several rooms there?”

      “Yes, there are. I looked in all of them.” Anticipating my next question, he adds, “That took two or three minutes.”

      “Then you went upstairs to the insurance office.”

      ”Si,” he replies nervously before correcting himself. “Yes.”

      I offer up an understanding smile. Being taken back to witnessing the horror he stumbled across is taking a toll on him. “How long after leaving the insurance office did you call 911?”

      “I ran downstairs and called right away.”

      “A final question,” I say reassuringly. “How long would you say you were in the alley behind the building before you went inside to start your work?”

      He thinks for a minute. “I talked to my wife on the phone when I arrived, just to tell her I’d be home soon. Then I organized my things. Mop, cleaners, broom. That takes a minute or two.”

      “And just to be clear, you didn’t see anyone else in the alley when you arrived? No people on foot? No other vehicles parked out back?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Thank you for your assistance today, sir,” I say before looking up at the bench. “I have no further questions for this witness.”

      So, the timeline narrows a bit more. The janitor was in the building for four to six minutes before calling 911, and in the alley for at least a couple of minutes before he went in. That puts his arrival somewhere between eight fourteen and eight sixteen. I make a note to ask for his cell phone records; knowing the exact time he called his wife will nail down his arrival.

      Perez calls a uniformed Cedar Heights PD officer to the stand. “You were the first officer on the scene in response to the 911 call, correct?”

      The patrolman confirms that he and his partner were first on the scene, and that they secured the area immediately. He notes that the front door had been locked and that the blood leading to the back door suggested that the killer had left that way. A supervisor called in homicide detectives and a forensic team. Perez asks about his initial impression of the crime scene.

      “It was a brutal killing,” he replies. “One of the worst I’ve seen.”

      “Did you make any other observations?”

      “There was no sign of forced entry. The killer probably had a key.”

      I’m not sure why the idea of a key keeps surfacing, but it concerns me. I decide to throw a little cold water on its potential significance when I cross-examine him. “You told us there was no sign of forced entry and that the killer probably had a key. How did you determine that?”

      “Nothing was broken. The doors were intact, no broken windows.”

      “Would you be able to tell if the lock had been picked?”

      “Perhaps if I looked closely,” he replies lamely.

      “Do you have special expertise that allows you to make that determination?”

      “No.”

      I dismiss him, and Perez calls Detective Kemp of Cedar Heights PD to the stand. He’s Caulfield’s partner. She spends a couple of minutes pointing out that he’s an experienced homicide detective. Kemp assures us that the scene was properly sealed and access was meticulously controlled, then offers his initial impressions, including repeating what a macabre crime scene it was and that there was no evidence of forced entry. Perez turns to the opening steps of the homicide investigation.

      “We dispatched uniformed officers to canvass the neighborhood, spoke with the other tenants in the building, and examined CCTV video,” Kemp says.

      “What did you learn?” Perez asks.

      “Not much. The cameras with a view of the street and sidewalk captured nothing useful. The rooftop CCTV camera on the subject building confirmed that the killer didn’t enter Amundsen Insurance through the front entry. In fact, nobody entered the building from that side after the last tenants left shortly after six o’clock.”

      They spend the better part of a half hour meticulously detailing how the scene was processed, and recap the effort to contact potential witnesses. Kemp and Perez do a good job constructing the base of the prosecution case, doing their level best to convince the jury that no stone was left unturned in the exhaustive investigation of the crime.

      “We ruled out robbery as a motive,” Kemp continues. “The victim’s purse was on her desk with two hundred five dollars in cash, three credit cards, and her identification. Her cell phone was found near the body.”

      “Were you able to access a list of calls and text messages on her phone?” Perez asks.

      “We were. There were several text messages between the victim and her teenage daughter about what time Marsha expected to be home, homework progress, and dinner plans.”

      “I see,” Perez says with a sad expression. It is sad, of course—the last communication between a daughter and her mother. It delivers an emotional jolt to everyone in the courtroom.

      “The victim also received a thirteen-second phone call from her ex-husband, the accused murderer in this case.”

      “When was that call placed?” Perez asks.

      “At seven fifty-eight, only minutes before she was murdered.”

      Although Garcia has already made this public, the revelation packs a punch in the courtroom. Several jurors take note.

      “Did you find physical evidence from the accused at the scene of the crime?” Perez asks.

      “Not that night,” Kemp replies.

      Perez nods and walks back to the prosecution table for a sip of water. Then she turns back to Kemp and steers the questioning away from the night of the crime. “Did your investigation uncover anything suggesting that Marsha Williams had been threatened by the defendant?”

      “We learned that the victim filed a harassment complaint against the defendant a few weeks prior to her murder.”

      Perez widens her eyes at this news, taking care to ensure the jury notices her theatrics. They do. I consider it overdone, but what really floors me is the detective’s referring to a harassment complaint. The incident we discussed with Reg didn’t rise to an actual complaint that we know of—or, at least, can find a record of—but what if there’s another incident we don’t know about? Reg says there isn’t, but he wasn’t exactly forthcoming about the incident we do know about.

      Perez releases Kemp to us. I wonder how in hell we’re going to counter the bombshell Perez just detonated.

      Mike begins by returning to their assumption that the killer had a key. “Was the back-door lock examined, Detective?”

      “Of course.”

      “Qualified technicians or a locksmith clearly stated that the lock wasn’t picked?”

      Kemp pauses to craft an answer. “I’ve heard nothing to suggest otherwise.”

      “That’s not an answer, Detective. Were you told by a qualified technician or locksmith who examined the lock that it had definitely not been picked?”

      Kemp’s eyes flash. “I was not, Counselor.”

      “So, it may have been picked?”

      “I suppose so.”

      I hope at least a few jurors are wondering what kind of shoddy, half-assed investigation didn’t take a good look at the door locks.

      “But your investigation didn’t attempt to make a determination of that, correct?” Mike asks.

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Perhaps you can speak with your colleagues and provide us with a definitive answer, Detective?”

      “I will,” Kemp mutters angrily, knowing full well that an insignificant matter has just been used to call into question both his credibility on the stand and his professional competence.

      Mike moves on. “You spoke about your efforts to view any and all video captured in the neighborhood on the night of the crime.”

      The detective nods.

      “How about the alley? Was any video discovered that captured the entrances to the alley behind the building?”

      “No.”

      “How about the streets on either side of the alley entrances?”

      “Nothing useful.”

      Mike takes a step closer and probes more deeply. “Can you expand on that, please? Is there video of the streets in the immediate vicinity of the alley?”

      “Nothing that captures the alley entrance.”

      “But there is video that shows traffic on those streets?”

      “One of them,” Kemp allows.

      “Did this video record license plates of vehicles coming and going from the vicinity of the alley around the time of the crime?”

      “Some.”

      “What did you do with that information, Detective?”

      “We ran checks on the plates. The search didn’t turn up anyone of interest.”

      “How did you define persons of interest?”

      “Criminal-background checks.”

      Mike asks a question that puts my heart in my mouth. “Did Mr. Williams’s car appear in any of this video?”

      “It did not. Which doesn’t mean it wasn’t in the area. As I said, the video coverage wasn’t exhaustive. It only shows the street near one end of the alley.”

      “That’s a one-way alley, is it not?” Mike asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Any car entering the alley would pass that camera at least once, isn’t that right?”

      Kemp smirks. “I don’t imagine someone on his way to kill his ex-wife is overly concerned with the traffic laws in an alley. I figure he came and went through the other end of the alley.”

      “Yet the killer probably wasn’t anxious to draw police attention to his or her vehicle by violating a minor traffic law—especially given that this crime seems to have been meticulously planned,” Mike counters.

      It’s a small point, but one several jurors take note of. Meticulous planning isn’t necessarily compatible with the prosecution’s contention that this was a crime of rage. I scribble a note to ask for the CCTV footage. When we’ll find time to go through it is beyond me.

      Mike suggests this might be a good time to recess for lunch, noting that he still has several items to cover in his cross-examination of Detective Kemp. It’s a good move. We need some answers from Reg. Judge Blum agrees to the request.

      As soon as the jury is out of the courtroom, Mike leans close to his brother. “Detective Kemp said that Marsha filed a harassment complaint.”

      Reg nods. “We talked about that bullshit. Nothing to it.”

      Mike’s eyes narrow. “We did talk, little bro, and you’re right, it didn’t seem to amount to much. A harassment complaint, on the other hand, is serious shit. Is there another incident we need to know about?”

      “The hell?”

      Mike stares him down. “Either there’s a complaint or there isn’t. If there is one, that’s a big deal that we’re gonna have to deal with.”

      “There ain’t no complaint!” Reg protests with his voice rising in anger. The eyes of everyone still in the courtroom cut to us.

      “You’d better hope there isn’t,” Mike retorts.

      “Keep it down,” I whisper harshly.

      Reg shakes his head and mutters, “Next thing you’re gonna tell me is that you think I killed Marsha.”

      Mike’s expression softens. “Don’t give me that shit, Reg. Think hard on this over the break. If there’s anything in the past that they might be referring to, let us know. Otherwise, I’m going out on a limb this afternoon to challenge Kemp. I’d better not have that limb sawed off behind me while I’m on it, or I’ll kick your ass.”

      There’s still a little residual anger in Reg’s eyes when he nods in agreement. I guess I don’t blame him. Nor can I blame Mike for pushing hard. We’re in a tough spot.

      We retire to our office with Jake, who quietly tells me he’s still on the fence concerning the guilt or innocence of our client. He’s particularly concerned about the revelation of a harassment complaint.

      We take stock of the morning’s events while we eat. The consensus is that Perez has opened strongly, and that the timeline of the crime appears to be our most promising avenue to explore. Penelope takes on the task of obtaining the CCTV footage of the surrounding streets on the night of the murder. Mike will chase down the janitor’s cell phone records.

      With some reservations, we agree that Mike needs to challenge Detective Kemp’s characterization of the incident between Marsha and Reg as a complaint. It’s too damaging to ignore and has the potential to impeach Kemp. It’s a gamble this early in the trial, but if Reg is bullshitting us, he’s going to be the one who pays the price.

      I give it a little more thought while finishing my sandwich. “Let’s sidebar with the judge before he calls the jury back and find out if there is a complaint and, if there is, why we haven’t seen it in discovery.”

      Mike nods. “Good idea. Let’s do it.”

      After hearing us out at sidebar, Judge Blum summons the lawyers to his chambers. His office is about what I expected: an extensive vanity wall plastered in pictures of him with various celebrities and politicians, autographed baseballs, basketballs, and footballs, as well as an autographed golf club. Blum gets around.

      “Miss Perez?” he asks after we’re seated. “Is there a record of a criminal complaint?”

      “More or less,” she answers.

      “Either there is or there isn’t,” Mike says sharply. “If there is, let’s see it.”

      Blum turns a frosty stare on Mike. “I’ll handle this, Counselor.”

      Mike nods but withholds the apology I suspect Blum is looking for.

      “Marsha Williams called the police on January fourteenth,” Perez says.

      “Was an official complaint made?” Blum asks.

      “Marsha was afraid to do so,” Perez replies while she produces a sheet and slides it across the desk to the judge, who studies it for a long moment. “As you can see, she called the police and they attended the scene.”

      The judge slides the paper across the desk to us. It’s a copy of a Cedar Heights PD call sheet. Uniformed officers responded to a call and spoke with Marsha. It ends with a note that they spoke with Reg. That’s it. Pretty much as Reg described it. Perez presented it in court as if there was a crime committed. What horseshit. Mike says as much but without the colorful language.

      “Why wasn’t this shared with the defense attorneys?” Blum asks Perez.

      “Technically, it isn’t a formal complaint necessitating disclosure, Your Honor.”

      The skin around Blum’s eyes tightens. “Yet you and your witness characterized it as just that in open court, Miss Perez.”

      She has the good sense to keep her mouth shut.

      Blum steeples his fingers and thinks for a minute before he pushes the copy of the call sheet back to Perez. “Now that you’ve opened this door, there’s no alternative to entering this into evidence. I’ll leave it up to the defense to decide what to do with it from there.”

      “I’d like a copy,” Mike says while pointing at the paper.

      Blum nods.

      Once we’re back in court with the jury seated, Detective Kemp is recalled to the stand. Mike marches straight to the witness box. “You told us this morning that Marsha Williams filed a harassment complaint against Reg Williams. Is that true, Detective?”

      The boldness of the question seems to startle the jurors.

      Kemp stares Mike down for a long moment.

      “Would you like me to repeat the question?” Mike prompts.

      Kemp shakes his head. “No need to.”

      Mike cocks his head, crosses his arms, and waits.

      “Please answer the question,” Blum finally tells Kemp, who seems to be weighing his options.

      Kemp tries a variation of Perez’s gambit about Marsha’s being afraid.

      “Were you there?” Mike asks him.

      “I was not.”

      Mike turns his attention to the jury box, where a copy of the call sheet is being passed from juror to juror. “Is this a criminal complaint, Detective?”

      “Not exactly. A call sheet—”

      Mike holds a hand up to cut Kemp’s reply short. “Please answer the question, Detective. Is this a criminal complaint?”

      “No.”

      “Can you explain why you characterized it as such this morning?”

      Kemp stares back sullenly before his eyes turn to the jury. “What you’re looking at is a call sheet prepared by patrol officers to document incidents they respond to during their shifts.”

      Mike opens his mouth, then decides to let things play out. Kemp has been caught in a lie. It appears that he’s about to wade in deeper in an effort to muddy the waters. Let him try.

      “From what I can see in the call sheet,” Kemp continues, “Marsha Williams was frightened enough to call the police after she was harassed by her ex-husband.”

      “Is that stated explicitly in the call sheet?” Mike asks him.

      “No, but it seems clear to me that it’s exactly what happened.”

      “How is that clear from what is actually written?”

      “I’ve been a law-enforcement officer for many years.”

      “Long enough to understand the difference between shift notes and a formal criminal complaint?” Mike asks sharply.

      “Your Honor, there’s no need for defense counsel to adopt that tone with the witness,” Perez interjects.

      The hell there isn’t, but Mike has made his point. He nods graciously at the witness and apologizes for his tone before asking, “Have you spoken with the officers who completed that call sheet?”

      “Not to this point.”

      I wonder when Kemp thought he might get around to it. The same thought is written plain as day in Mike’s expression. I’m pleased to see the same question in the eyes of a few jurors. Mike lets it go. I make a note to call the officers as witnesses if Perez doesn’t belatedly do so. Kemp is on his way a minute later with his veracity challenged. Still, he’d been a pretty solid witness up until the last, and juries tend to cut police witnesses some slack. I doubt the jury will hear from him again, which means Perez will probably have Detective Caulfield carry the rest of the narrative from the detectives’ perspective. Mike and I decided that each of us will handle one of the detectives on the stand. Caulfield is mine.

      Perez calls a crime-scene technician to the stand. The woman doesn’t tell us much we don’t already know, but her presentation is professional and leaves the impression that the murder scene was processed thoroughly. “We did not find a weapon, but we did collect a great deal of trace evidence such as fingerprints, hair, and fiber.”

      On cross-examination, she confirms that all of the trace evidence was connected to employees of the insurance agency, with the glaring exception of the bloody footprints leading away from Marsha’s body. These were examined meticulously and determined to be from the janitor’s shoes, and from a pair of size-twelve Reebok cross-trainers, which just happens to be the same size, brand, and style Reg wears. My heart sinks. Perez and the technician leave it there, meaning someone else will connect the bloody footprints to Reg. Mike does a perfunctory cross-examination. There’s little to be gained from attempting to discredit a likable, professional witness delivering factual information. We’ll challenge the evidence later if we see an opening. For now, he shines a light on the fact that there was no forensic evidence at the scene of the crime implicating Reg—another oddity if Reg had rushed into the office to kill his ex-wife in a fit of temper.

      Judge Blum recesses for the day with the usual admonishment to the jury not to read or watch news regarding the case. Fat chance. Even sequestered juries seem to find their way to the news, and this jury isn’t sequestered.

      Perez is methodically building her case, Detective Kemp’s little stumble notwithstanding. All in all, the prosecution has had a good day.

      Where is Reg’s phone? Perez managed to get the alleged call from Reg to Marsha into Kemp’s testimony without referencing the phone itself. I wonder why. Are they also perplexed that the call isn’t in the call history of Reg’s cell phone carrier? If so, how does Perez plan to handle it? I make a note to pursue our questions about the whereabouts of Reg’s phone. Its absence concerns me.
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      We hold a debrief at our offices, where Jake informs us that he’s tracked down Eleanor Hawkes, the Amundsen Insurance receptionist who preceded Aretha Jackson. He’s arranged a telephone interview for the morning. Max continues to dig into the background of Lucas Cohen, but hasn’t uncovered anything more earth-shattering than the fact that he has a juvenile record. Getting our hands on that will be a challenge and probably not worth the effort, yet Max is determined to try.

      “I’ve got a feeling about the guy,” he says.

      We’re floundering.

      I arrive home two hours later and drag my weary ass inside, eager to eat and collapse into a vegetative state for an hour or two. It’s not to be. Brittany has company, namely Pat and Trish. They’ve been cooking, and it smells good. Trish plants a welcome smooch on my lips, and Pat gives me a hug.

      Brittany smiles from beside the stove and waves a wooden spoon my way. “Go change. Dinner will be ready in a couple of minutes.”

      When I return in my oldest and softest blue jeans and a Marquette University Law School T-shirt, a steaming CorningWare casserole dish sits in the middle of the kitchen table. Maybe a little socializing isn’t the worst thing to take my mind off the trial for an hour or so. My dinner companions are already seated, each with a glass of wine in hand.

      “You’re drinking again?” I ask my daughter.

      “Bien sûr, monsieur.”

      “Whatever the hell that means,” I reply with a grin.

      She said, ‘of course, mister,’” Pat translates.

      I lift my wineglass. “French wine?”

      “Oui,” Brittany says with a giggle as she pulls my plate to the middle of the table and shovels a pile of casserole onto it.

      “What do we have here?” I ask.

      “An old Pangborne after-work recipe,” Trish answers. “Egg noodles, ground beef, and cream of mushroom soup.”

      “Easy peasy to make,” Brittany adds.

      Far from escaping the trial, dinner conversation revolves around my day in court. Pat was in the audience for a good part of the day. We take turns telling the others what happened.

      “Tony and Mike held their own,” Pat concludes.

      Trish reaches over to squeeze my hand. “Of course, they did.”

      “What’s up tomorrow?” Brittany asks.

      “More of the same,” I reply. “Jake and Max are still digging like hell. I hope they come up with something useful soon.”

      Trish pinches a chunk of ground beef between her thumb and index finger, cocks an eyebrow at me, then looks down at Deano, who is waiting intently for his share of the meal.

      I laugh and say, “Go ahead, but just one piece.”

      “We’ve been doing a little sleuthing ourselves,” Pat announces while Deano inhales his treat.

      “We?” I ask.

      “Me and Trish. We don’t think enough attention is being paid to Rachel Amundsen.”

      “Our resources are limited.”

      “Which is why we’ve sprung into action,” Pat says. “Trish has a feeling about Amundsen and came to me for help. I think she’s onto something. I don’t like Amundsen much, either.”

      “Fair enough,” I allow. “I’m not a big fan myself.”

      “It’s an avenue that needs to be explored,” Trish says.

      “I pulled some strings at the paper and called in a favor or two to unearth some tax information and a credit report,” Pat adds.

      “Tax information?” I ask in surprise. “Where in hell did you get that?”

      “Don’t ask,” Pat replies with a grim smile. “The insurance agency has been doing well, but not great. Rachel has a son who finished school last spring, which ended twelve hundred dollars of monthly child support. She lives well and has expensive tastes, so losing the child support makes a difference. Her credit-card debt has been escalating steadily, and she has a healthy line of credit on her condo that is pretty much maxed out. She also bought a new Mercedes last fall. That’s costing her a thousand bucks a month.”

      I let out a low whistle.

      “All of which is to say she’s made out well from Marsha’s death,” Trish says. “The agency’s life insurance policy on Marsha helped pay down Rachel’s debts. Her cash flow is much improved now that she’s added the premium income from Marsha’s book of business to her own.”

      “I hear money isn’t exactly an unknown motive for murder,” Pat adds dryly.

      “It’s all intriguing, even provocative, but there’s no way around Amundsen’s alibi,” I say.

      “Maybe she had help,” Trish counters. “What about Lucas Cohen?”

      “Max is digging into his background, but Cohen was at the training session. No opportunity.”

      “Who’s looking at Frankie?” Pat asks.

      “Jake’s no Frankie fan, but he doesn’t like him for Marsha’s murder,” I reply.

      “Someone should be looking,” Pat grumbles.

      “Why not you?” I ask. “You seem to have resources.”

      “I burned through a lot of favors getting the information on Rachel,” she replies. “I don’t think I can go back to that well. Not yet, anyway. I suppose I might be able to do a little legwork to see I can find out if Frankie was in town that night.”

      “Can I help?” Brittany asks. “Me and Sara.”

      All eyes swing to my daughter, whose eyes are alight with excitement.

      Pat chuckles and reaches over to squeeze her hand. “I’ll think on it.”

      I shoot Pat a cautionary warning. I don’t want my daughter mixed up in anything to do with Frankie.

      She gives me a reassuring look. “Don’t worry, Papa.”

      “Dinner tonight was a good idea,” I say while pushing my plate aside. “It might be our last chance to get together for a couple of weeks. We’re going to be busy as hell with the trial, so I’ll apologize now if I’m distant or distracted until this is over with.”

      “No worries,” Brittany says. Pat and Trish echo the sentiment.

      After a dessert of cherry pie topped with vanilla ice cream, Pat announces that she’s going home. We say our goodbyes and then see her out. While Brittany heads to the kitchen to clean up, Trish tugs on my sleeve to keep me in the living room. Once we’re alone, she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me into a lengthy kiss while she presses herself against me. She gives me a coy smile when she pulls back.

      “Too bad you need your rest for court tomorrow, lover boy,” she whispers while playfully goosing my ass.

      I reach around and pull her close while giving her a return goose. “I don’t need all that much sleep.”

      She plants another kiss on me and pulls away. “I will not be responsible for you dozing in court tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be glad when this damned trial is over.”

      “Me, too,” she says with a little bump-and-grind move as she takes her coat out of the closet. Then she walks back to the kitchen to thank Brittany for dinner and say good night.

      “Good luck tomorrow,” she says after we exchange a final kiss at the door. “Go get some sleep.”

      I thank her, spend a few minutes visiting with Brittany, and then go to bed, where I lie awake for a few hours while all sorts of bad trial thoughts swirl through my mind. More than a few of them seem alarmingly plausible.
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      Trish is thinking about that last kiss with Tony as she slips out of her underwear in the ensuite bathroom of her condo and studies herself critically in a full-length mirror. She’ll be happy when the trial is over. For any number of reasons, she thinks with a sultry smile as she closes her eyes and thinks about how Tony felt pressed up against her. She startles at the sound of footsteps on the tile floor.

      “Hello, bitch! You’re even hotter than I imagined.”

      Frankie Valenti meets her gaze in the mirror, then looks her up and down while a slow smile curls his lips. What is he doing here? How did he get in? After an initial moment of frozen shock, Trish turns away, bends over, and grabs her top to cover herself.

      Frankie rips the blouse out of her hand and throws it aside, then grabs her hips. “You don’t want to do that,” he mutters as he pulls her ass tight against his crotch. He’s already hard.

      Trish drives an elbow into his ribs. He barely seems to notice the blow before his hand slides up to her neck and squeezes.

      “I like a feisty fuck,” he chuckles while his other hand slides down to her crotch and pins her in place while he grinds himself against her.

      Trish squirms to get away as he chokes off her airway. Her anger begins to melt into panic when his grip tightens. She’s not going to be able to get away from this animal. Her struggles seem to be exciting the sick bastard, so she lets herself go limp.

      “That’s better,” Frankie murmurs with his lips brushing her ear.

      Trish is fighting back an urge to vomit when he sweeps her off her feet, throws her over his shoulder, and marches into her bedroom. She curls into a ball and stares up at him after he tosses her onto the bed. This must be how a wild predator appears to its prey when it’s been cornered, she thinks as Frankie stares down triumphantly.

      He grabs her ankles and flips her onto her back. “Don’t be hiding that sweet pussy of yours, honey,” he says while dragging her toward him and spreading her legs wide. He stares down hungrily as she tries to cover herself with her hands. “You won’t even remember my pissant brother’s name when I get done with you.”

      “Oh God, please don’t,” she whimpers when he releases one ankle and unbuckles his belt with his free hand.

      Frankie’s smile widens as he frees himself and waves his engorged cock at her. “You’ll be thanking this god and begging for more after I pound it into you for a few hours.”

      Trish gapes in horror as he works his underwear down and pulls up his T-shirt. Then he grabs her free ankle and yanks her closer before falling on her and spreading her legs wider.

      “Not wet yet?” he cackles as he spits on his fingers and works them into her. “Never mind, you’ll be sopping wet in a few minutes, and I’ll keep that hot pussy of yours dripping all night, darlin’. We’re gonna have us some fun!”

      Trish feels her fear ebbing away as Frankie painfully thrusts his fingers around inside of her. It’s replaced with blinding rage by the time he slips his fingers out and grabs her knees to push her legs up and apart. “No!” she screams as she claws at his face and tries to buck him off.

      He bares his teeth in anger and clamps a hand over her mouth to hold her down while he works his cock into place. “You’re just making me harder, bitch. You’re gonna love this.”

      Trish sinks her teeth into his thumb and twists away while she kicks at him. She feels a glimmer of hope when be backs off a bit. She bites down harder.

      Frankie stuns her with a slap that snaps her head sideways. He flips her onto her stomach and pushes her onto her knees while digging his fingers deep into her to lift her ass in the air. Then he shoves her face into a pillow and works his way between her legs from behind.

      “You want it doggy style, do you?” he snarls while grabbing a fistful of hair to jerk her head back. It feels as if her neck might snap.

      “No!” she screams into her pillow when Frankie rams himself deep inside her. The pain of the penetration is blinding.

      He’s too strong! Trish thinks in anguish as Frankie pins her down and slams himself into her over and over and over again.

      “Told you I was gonna give you a good pounding,” he growls as the assault gathers steam. “You got a whole glorious night of this to look forward to, darlin!”

      Trish goes limp and gives herself up to the inevitable, too tired and sore to fight anymore. Somehow, it almost seems like an out-of-body experience, as if this is happening to someone else. But she knows it isn’t and resolves not to let this go on all night. This is a war, and Frankie’s winning only the first battle. Trish intends to conserve her strength and look for an opening to turn the tables when he finally lets his guard down.

      But the moment to do so never comes. By the time Frankie is finally sated after four hours, Trish is a battered, bloody mess abandoned unconscious on her bed—whether dead or alive, Frankie neither knows nor cares.
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      The first prosecution witness of the next day is Cook County Coroner Allan Thomas, who conducted the autopsy on Marsha Williams. He’s a tall, gangly man with mussed gray hair, who could have been cast as a country doctor in an old movie. Mike says juries love the guy. Perez looks down on a pile of papers sitting on the prosecution table, lifts the edge of the top sheet with a fingernail, then looks up to meet the eyes of the courtroom clerk. “The people enter the autopsy report of Marsha Williams into evidence.”

      After five minutes on the stand while Thomas and Perez tell the jury about his impressive credentials, the prosecutor moves on. Autopsy photos come into evidence, displaying the savagery of the murder in stark and disturbingly graphic detail. Audible gasps circulate through the courtroom as the images appear on a video screen. Coroner Thomas gives a dry recitation of the wounds. There are forty-three knife wounds, at least three of which would have been fatal on their own. He estimates that the attack lasted anywhere from two to five minutes.

      “What does this say to you, Doctor?” Perez asks.

      “Whoever inflicted these wounds was angry. This was a frenzied killing.”

      “Is there anything unusual about the wounds?”

      Thomas nods thoughtfully. “I would have expected to find defensive wounds on the hands and forearms of the victim. There were none.” A photo of Marsha’s hands and arms appears. Bloody, but without knife wounds.

      Perez takes a step closer to the witness. “What does this tell us?”

      “It suggests that Mrs. Williams knew her attacker and was taken by surprise.”

      “She knew her attacker,” Perez says with dismay. “This was someone she trusted?”

      “Almost certainly.”

      No mention of the Mace attack as an explanation for the lack of defensive wounds? Surely, Perez and the doctor will get to that? When Perez finishes the direct examination with no mention of Mace, I decide to hold back on it. I don’t want to appear argumentative right out of the gate. Not to mention the possibility that Perez is setting a trap for me to stumble into. I’ll wait to see how this plays out before bringing it up.

      I begin my cross-examination cautiously. “You stated that this was a frenzied killing by someone who was extremely angry, Doctor. We’ve seen the wounds and heard your description of them. It mortifies us all. I am curious, however, to understand how you definitively arrived at a conclusion about the killer’s state of mind. Can you enlighten us on the autopsy protocol that allows you to make that determination?”

      “Protocol?”

      “That’s correct, Doctor Thomas.”

      He stares back at me for a long moment. “Well, this was a very violent attack.”

      “It certainly was,” I agree. “You characterized it as frenzied. Why? Is there something in the medical science that allows you to differentiate between violent and frenzied? Might this not also be characterized as an extremely violent killing?”

      “I don’t see the difference.”

      “Let me rephrase it. Might this attack be considered very methodical? You stated that at least three separate wounds would have been fatal.”

      “There were over forty wounds.”

      “Is there a way for you, within autopsy protocol, to differentiate between methodical and frenzied wounds?”

      “Well, put that way, I suppose it is a judgment call.”

      “So, it may have been a methodical, yet extremely violent attack.”

      “Yes.”

      “I see.” I’ve now made my way back to the defense table, where Mike has been reading back through the autopsy in an effort to find any reason they might not have mentioned the Mace. I lean in for a report.

      “Nothing,” he whispers. “Go for it.”

      I nod, take a deep breath, and walk back toward the witness stand. “If I may, let’s turn to the lack of defensive wounds. You told Miss Perez that you interpreted the lack of defensive wounds as proof that Marsha Williams knew her attacker. Is that an accurate characterization of your testimony?”

      “It is.”

      “Once again, Doctor Thomas, perhaps you can enlighten us as to how autopsy protocol allows you to say so as a statement of fact?”

      He’s not about to get caught in that trap again. “I didn’t suggest it was a statement of fact.”

      “Oh. My apologies if I misheard your reply,” I say with a small shake of my head before I look up to Judge Blum. “May we please have that testimony read back to us, Your Honor?”

      Blum nods at the court reporter, who reads back the relevant testimony.

      Doctor Thomas: It suggests that Mrs. Williams knew her attacker and was taken by surprise before she was incapacitated.

      Miss Perez: She knew her attacker.  This was someone she trusted?

      Doctor Thomas: Almost certainly.

      I wait a beat and study the coroner before saying, “That sounds as if you’re claiming that she knew her attacker. Are you now saying you don’t believe that?”

      “I do believe it, sir.”

      I pick up the autopsy report and read for a moment. “Was there any other possible explanation for the lack of defensive wounds, Doctor? For example, I see here that the victim was attacked with Mace.”

      “That’s correct. We have no way of determining at what point during the attack that took place.”

      I make a point of staring at him for a long moment, as if perhaps I didn’t quite hear his answer properly. “Would it not make sense that this occurred at the outset of the attack, Doctor?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “The autopsy reveals that a considerable amount of Mace was detected in Marsha’s eyes, on her face, and in her breathing tract and lungs. Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      “Assuming for the moment that Marsha Williams was maced by her assailant at the outset of the attack, would she have been effectively blinded?

      “Hypothetically, yes.”

      Now he wants to qualify a statement as hypothetical? That’s rich. “Mace disables a person, doesn’t it, Doctor?”

      “It does.”

      “A person sprayed in the face wouldn’t be able to see, would be struggling to breathe?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would Marsha have been able to defend herself from a knife attack if she’d been maced?”

      “Not effectively, no.”

      “Might that account for the lack of defensive wounds in this case?”

      He sighs, nods, and says, “It might. It’s also possible that she was taken by surprise and was maced sometime during the struggle.”

      “During what struggle, Doctor? You just testified that there were no obvious defensive wounds.”

      “She may have been partially incapacitated early in the attack. Perhaps she was struggling, or perhaps she was shouting for help and the attacker wanted to silence her. Mace would accomplish that.”

      “Did Marsha Williams have any wounds consistent with a struggle? Bruises, scratches, that sort of thing?”

      “No.”

      

      “So, when you told Miss Perez that this was a frenzied attack by someone known to the victim, you were expressing an opinion?”

      “An informed opinion, Counselor.”

      “Yet an opinion nonetheless, Doctor. There might be other explanations.”

      “Yes.”

      Mission accomplished. Perez tries to prod Thomas into discounting my alternate theory of what happened to Marsha. The coroner says that his original explanation is—in his expert medical opinion—the most plausible possibility, but there could be others. Tactical error by Perez, trying to skate past the Mace? If so, it was a dangerous gamble that gave me an opening to make the coroner look bad.

      “Good work,” Mike whispers after the coroner leaves. “I’ve never seen Dr. Thomas forced into walking back a hypothesis.”

      Having opened the day with the autopsy to horrify the jurors, Perez now returns to building the chronology of the murder. Her next witness is Mrs. Conklin, who supposedly made the Tanner referral to Marsha Williams that resulted in the fictitious eight o’clock appointment.

      Perez walks over to stand near the witness box. “Mrs. Conklin, did you refer anyone named Tanner to Marsha Williams as a possible insurance client in January?”

      “I did not.”

      “Did you refer anyone to Marsha?”

      “No. I spoke with another investigator about the policy we purchased.”

      Perez gives her a sharp look of disapproval. “We won’t be talking about that today, Mrs. Conklin.”

      “Oh,” the witness says with a puzzled expression that seems to ask, “Why not?”

      To everyone’s surprise, Perez thanks Mrs. Conklin for coming in and dismisses her.

      “How did you first learn about this supposed referral?” I ask on cross-examination.

      “The police came and spoke with us when we returned from vacation. We were so shocked to hear what happened to dear Marsha.”

      “I’m sure you were, Mrs. Conklin. You mentioned a policy you purchased. Can you tell us—”

      “Objection!” Perez interjects. “That topic was not explored on direct.”

      The judge, quite properly, sustains the objection, but I’ve managed to make the jury wonder why the prosecution doesn’t want them to hear everything this nice lady has to say. I smile at Mrs. Conklin and thank her for testifying. “The defense reserves the right to recall this witness, Your Honor.”

      Just like the jury, we’d like to hear what else she has to tell us.

      Next up are the first two Amundsen ex-insurance agent trainees Jake interviewed. We don’t want to spend much time with these two. The first guy doesn’t have much to say on direct, so we let him go without cross-examination. The second isn’t much more forthcoming. Mike gets up to cross-examine him to set up the testimony of the second pair of agents Jake interviewed, whom we’ll be calling during our case.

      “Did anyone leave the office during the training session?” Mike asks.

      “Just to go to the bathroom.”

      “Nobody left for any length of time?”

      “Not that I noticed. The training was pretty intense.”

      Mike lets it go at that.

      The next witness is the evidence technician who processed the scene in the Williamses’ garage.

      “What did you find in the garage?” Perez asks.

      “We discovered a metal toolbox, which contained a twelve-inch hunting knife and a pair of Reebok sneakers with athletic socks tucked inside them,” he replies. “The victim’s blood was found on all three pieces of evidence.”

      Enlarged photos are set on an evidence easel. This is the first we’ve heard of a toolbox. It’s metal with a bronze-type finish.

      Mike leans over while Perez enters them into evidence. “I’ve never seen that thing before. Dad keeps his tools in a cabinet and on hooks on the wall behind the workbench. It’s been that way for years and years.”

      Reg nods in agreement.

      “So where in hell did it come from?” I ask.

      They both shrug.

      “The shoes?” I ask Reg.

      He frowns. “Could be mine.”

      I don’t know what to think. If Reg didn’t leave that stuff there, who did? The killer, of course, or someone in league with the killer. But how in hell did they get into the Williamses’ garage? More to the point, how did they get Reg’s stuff in there? The simple answer, of course, is the one Perez is pushing—Reg hid everything in the garage. Which would mean he also killed Marsha.

      “Where were these items located?” Perez asks her witness after the exhibits are in place.

      “The toolbox was tucked behind a wooden workbench built onto the back wall of the garage.”

      Perez raises her eyebrows. “Are you suggesting someone tried to hide these items?”

      “It looked that way.”

      “Tell me about the knife. Was there trace evidence on it?”

      “The knife is consistent with the wounds on the victim and was covered in her blood. The shoes and socks were also covered in the victim’s blood, and the pattern on the soles of the shoes matched tread marks recovered at the scene of the murder.”

      “Did you discover any fingerprints on these items?”

      “We collected a number of fingerprints in the garage that were from members of the Williams family, including one on the toolbox that matches the defendant.”

      “I see,” Perez says, as if this is all news to her. The fingerprint, of course, is news to us, and very unwelcome and unsettling news, at that.

      “I ain’t been in that garage for years,” Reg whispers in my ear.

      I shush him, trying to put this all together in my mind to prepare for my cross-examination of the evidence tech. After Perez finishes, I huddle with Reg and Mike.

      “How about this toolbox?” I ask Reg. “No way it’s yours, not even from years ago?”

      “Hell, no. I ain’t never had no toolbox.”

      “I can vouch for that,” Mike replies. “Little bro hasn’t lifted a tool since he had a play set as a child.”

      When my turn comes, I zero in on the toolbox.

      “You testified that you found a fingerprint from Reg Williams on the toolbox.”

      “Yes.”

      “Was there blood on this toolbox?”

      “Some inside where the knife and other evidence were found.”

      “Some?”

      “Some transfer from the knife and shoes.”

      “Less than you would expect if those items had been placed in the toolbox at the time of the crime?”

      “I’d say so, yes.”

      “The items were placed in the toolbox sometime later?”

      “Exactly.”

      “If you can, can you estimate how long after the crime that might have been?”

      “That would depend on environmental conditions. The knife would dry first. The blood soaked into the shoes would take longer. Same thing with the balled-up socks. Assuming the items were subject to the ambient air temperature that night, it would take several hours for the blood on the sneakers to dry.”

      “In your estimation, how wet were the shoes when they were placed into the toolbox?”

      “More damp than wet. The transfer was minimal.”

      “So, it’s unlikely the items were deposited in the toolbox at the time of the crime?”

      “Very unlikely.”

      Interesting. “There was no blood on the outside of the toolbox?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Yet the knife and sneakers were covered in blood.”

      “They were.”

      “No fingerprints were recovered from the knife or shoes?”

      “There were markings consistent with someone wearing gloves.”

      “Would you have expected to find blood on the outside of the toolbox if it had been handled at the same time as the shoes, socks, and knife?”

      The tech ponders that for a moment, then nods. “I guess I would.”

      “There were no fingerprints anywhere in the garage that did not belong to members of the Williams family?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And there was only this one, solitary fingerprint belonging to Reg Williams on the toolbox? You found no other prints of his in the garage?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And just to be clear, there were no prints in that garage that you couldn’t account for?”

      The tech hesitates for a moment.

      “None?” I press.

      “No other fingerprints,” he says. “There was a palm print on a leg of the workbench.”

      “Has it been identified?”

      “No.”

      This is new. What do I do with it? I glance over at Perez. How much is she hiding from us? I pause and gaze at the tech for a long moment while I consider the next question that comes to mind. Should I ask it or not? I decide the upside outweighs any potential downside—that I can think of, anyway.

      “I’m a little confused,” I begin. “On direct examination and again when we first started speaking here, this palm print wasn’t mentioned. Would it not be considered a print in a general discussion of fingerprint evidence recovered from a crime scene?”

      The technician shoots an uncomfortable look at Perez. “When we prepared for my testimony, the prosecutor was quite specific about referring only to the fingerprint evidence in my testimony.”

      I let that answer hang in the air for a long moment while affecting a puzzled frown. “Is that unusual?”

      “Somewhat unusual.”

      I guess the guy isn’t willing to perjure himself to help the state make its case. I decide to pose a question he probably can’t answer—one that I want the jury to start thinking about. “Can you tell us what prompted the police to search the garage of Mr. and Mrs. Williams?”

      The tech starts to shake his head before Perez objects. She gives me a satisfied smirk when Judge Blum agrees that the question is beyond the scope of the direct examination. I smile back. Her little triumph served only to draw attention to the matter of why they were in the garage. Some sixth sense tells me that the answer will be problematic for the prosecution. Thanks, Sylvia.

      My final question for the tech is if the leg of the work bench with the palm print was removed as evidence. It was. After he’s dismissed, we ask the judge for a sidebar.

      “I think we’re looking at a few pretty egregious discovery violations, Your Honor,” I say after we cluster around the judge. “We were not informed about the existence of the toolbox or the palm print. It appears that the prosecution intended to withhold this evidence from us.”

      “I resent that accusation,” Perez hisses.

      “That doesn’t make it any less true,” Mike shoots back.

      “That’s enough,” Judge Blum cautions Mike, but he also gives Perez a hard look. “We’ll break for lunch now. Be in my chambers in five minutes.” With that, he turns on his heel, climbs back to the bench, and announces the early recess.

      After a heated fifteen-minute confrontation in chambers, the judge says he’s going to think about the alleged discovery violation and will tell us tomorrow morning what, if anything, he proposes to do about it. Mike and I petition for and receive the judge’s agreement that our fingerprint expert will be granted immediate access to the physical evidence from the garage, including the toolbox and the leg of the workbench. Arrangements are made to facilitate the examination. As long as we’re at it and Judge Blum seems to be a little pissed with Perez, we also ask for access to Reg’s cell phone.

      “The phone hasn’t been produced as evidence,” Blum replies.

      “With all due respect, Your Honor, it should be,” I say. “The state has made the claim that Mr. Williams made a call to the victim using his phone.”

      Blum looks to Perez. “Counselor?”

      “We have not specified what phone the defendant used to make that call.”

      “Splitting hairs, Your Honor,” Mike argues. “The caller ID on Marsha’s phone shows that the call is alleged to have been made from Reg’s cell phone number.”

      “We haven’t identified it as such in court,” Perez counters. “We simply stated that the call was made by the defendant.”

      Blum looks exasperated. I can’t say I blame him.

      “The caller ID on the victim’s phone indicates that the call was from Mr. Williams’s cell phone?” he asks Perez.

      “That’s correct, Your Honor, but we haven’t made that claim in court.”

      “Semantics, Counselor,” the judge tells her with a sigh. Then he meets Mike’s gaze. “You referred to the call as ‘alleged,’ Mr. Williams. Is that merely lawyerly hyperbole, or is there a basis for using that term?”

      “Without going into great detail, Your Honor, we have reason to question the origin of the phone call. Our experts inform us that they require access to the phone to further their investigation.”

      Perez edges forward in her seat and addresses the judge. “I don’t know what the defense is cooking up here, Your Honor, but it sounds like they’re on a fishing expedition to gin up some fantasy explanation for their client’s call. This is clearly an effort to mislead the jury. I urge you not to allow them to do so.”

      “That’s pretty rich, coming from an attorney who just got caught withholding evidence,” Mike retorts.

      The judge shoots him a warning look but, tellingly, doesn’t admonish him for the outburst. Maybe Perez has gone too far, even for a magistrate favorably disposed toward the prosecution. Blum steeples his fingers and dips his chin, perhaps thinking about the matter at hand, perhaps asking for divine intervention to rescue him from squabbling lawyers.

      “We’re still waiting to see Mr. Williams’s phone, Your Honor,” I say.

      He sighs again. “I’ll have my clerk arrange for your people to study the phone without it leaving police custody. She’ll contact you when arrangements have been made. Fair enough?”

      “I assume someone from the police department will be present during the examination, Your Honor?” Mike asks.

      “That’s correct. Any problem with that?”

      Mike shakes his head. “I think that’s best all around, but we don’t want the police to hear or record our experts during the examination.”

      “Agreed. I’ll instruct the police to permit a degree of privacy. They’ll be able to see but not hear your experts during the examination.”

      Mike nods his approval. “Excellent, Your Honor. Thank you.”

      Blum scribbles another entry on his legal pad. “Any idea how much time your experts will need?”

      “Not long, Your Honor. Their best guess is thirty minutes or so.”

      Blum looks up over the rims of his reading glasses. “That’s all?”

      “So they tell me.”

      “Let’s allow an hour so they aren’t rushed,” Blum says as he writes. “I’ll stipulate that they are to be given more time if needed. I want this matter resolved as quickly as possible.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” Mike says. “We’ll expedite things as best we can.”

      Blum sets his pen down. “That would be appreciated, gentlemen. I do understand that time is tight and that you’re scrambling to keep up. I’ll do what I can to ensure that your client gets a fair shake, but I want to keep this trial moving forward.”

      Maybe I read this guy wrong? He’s clearly well disposed toward the prosecution, but this is a display of judicial impartiality I hadn’t expected. Reason for hope?

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” Mike says.

      “Yes,” I add. “We appreciate it.”

      “Is there anything else we need to address?” Blum asks.

      I meet Mike’s eye. He shrugs, so I reply, “Nothing from our side, Your Honor.”

      The judge looks to the prosecutor. “Miss Perez?”

      “The state would like an opportunity to address these so-called discovery violations, Your Honor.”

      Blum gives her a long look. “Is there something more than what you’ve already claimed, Counselor? Too much work, not enough time?”

      Perez sits stone-still with her gaze locked on Blum. She finally seems to realize that she’s pushed him a little too far. “No, Your Honor.”

      “Send me a written explanation for the discovery violations by close of business today, Miss Perez. We’ll meet here at eight o’clock tomorrow morning, and I’ll let you know what I’ve decided in terms of sanctions and/or remedies.”

      It’s been a good morning, far better than I expected. Blum seems to be losing patience with the prosecution’s assumption that he’ll tilt the playing field in its favor. Maybe it’s true that he’s so inclined, but Perez may be pushing too hard to milk that advantage. Still, the prosecution has scored some points. We’ve hopefully sown some doubt about portions of the evidence, but we certainly haven’t explained it away. Perez will keep hammering away after lunch with more witnesses, pushing the morning’s events into the background.

      Court will be out of session for a little over an hour, so we head for the office to regroup and talk with Jake and Max. I’m anxious to hear what, if anything, they’ve turned up.
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      We’re back in the Brooks and Valenti conference room within ten minutes.

      Penelope swaddles me in napkins so I don’t slop cheese and sauce on my shirt and tie before we start wolfing down a pizza lunch. “Not a good look for a lawyer in a courtroom, partner.”

      We get to work, beginning with Mike explaining the discovery violations and what happened in the judge’s chambers a short time ago.

      “Blum is considering sanctions against a prosecutor?” Jake asks incredulously. “No shit?”

      “No shit,” Mike replies. “Perez pushed too far.”

      I wonder if maybe Blum is simply showing a little judicial independence, or even displaying a sense of fairness none of us has given him credit for possessing. I put the thought aside and tell Jake, Max, and Penelope about Mrs. Conklin’s strangely truncated appearance, concluding, “I’m going to interview her. I want to know what Perez is trying to hide.”

      They listen intently while we tell them about the garage evidence.

      “I’d like to know what prompted Caulfield to search there,” Jake mutters around a mouthful of pizza.

      I nod. “You and me both. So, now you know what happened in court. What have you got for us?”

      Max leads off. “Still waiting on our request to see Cohen’s juvie file.”

      “We should try to enlist Judge Blum to help move that along,” Penelope says. “Can we show sufficient cause to poke around in it?”

      “I know the son of a bitch is hiding something!” Max says hotly.

      “The judge may need more than that,” Penelope responds dryly.

      Max chuckles. “Maybe. The fact that there is a file tells us that whatever he did was pretty bad. A con man like him would have had the file expunged if he could. If it hasn’t been, he got caught doing some serious shit.”

      “Such as?” I ask.

      “Class A felony cases are tried in adult court and can’t be expunged. Probably something violent or sex-related.”

      “How do we sell that to Judge Blum as something that needs to be looked into?” I ask.

      “Good question,” Penelope murmurs. “Where’s the relevance?”

      Max frowns. “We’ve got him lying about the office rental.”

      “Not enough,” Jake counters.

      I polish off my first slice of pizza and wash it down with a gulp of iced tea. “I expect Amundsen will be on the stand this afternoon. I want to make sure that she provides an alibi for Cohen in open court and then call her back after we hear from Rick Melanson and Lamar Green.”

      “Who are they?” Max asks.

      “Two of the agents who were at the training session the night Marsha was murdered,” I reply. “They claim that Cohen left the training session. If we can impeach Amundsen’s alibi for Cohen and show that they’ve been lying to cover for him going out that evening, might that spark the judge’s interest?”

      “It might,” Jake says with a look at Penelope.

      “It might,” she agrees. “It would be better to impeach him in front of the jury.”

      “That might not happen,” Mike says. “Perez may have put Cohen on their witness list just to keep him away from us.”

      “We can call him during our case,” I say.

      “That leaves it awfully late in the game,” Mike argues.

      “And it doesn’t help us today,” Jake says. “I’ll be surprised if Perez doesn’t rest by the end of the day tomorrow. If she does, this could be all over early next week. The sooner the jury knows we’ve got another plausible suspect, the better.”

      “I don’t think we have enough to suggest he’s plausible,” Penelope counters.

      “Let’s catch Amundsen in a lie on the stand today,” I say. “We can take our suspicions to the judge after that and persuade him to let us have a look at Lucas’ file based on his renting the training space with a lie, plus the suspect alibi.”

      Jake nods. “Might work.”

      “I assume a juvenile file contains fingerprints?” I ask before I plunk a second slice of pizza on my plate.

      Max gives me an odd look. “Yeah.”

      “Are palm prints usually taken with fingerprints these days?”

      “As a rule, no.”

      “But sometimes?” I press.

      “Sometimes,” Jake allows. “Why?”

      “I’m thinking about the palm print on the workbench in the Williamses’ garage.”

      Jake shakes his head. “We’re a long way from making enough of a case against Cohen to ask for prints.”

      “Blum won’t give us anything willingly,” Max adds.

      I shrug. “Going all Pollyanna here, maybe there’s a palm print in his juvie file?”

      “Hundred to one says no,” Max replies. “Maybe a thousand to one.”

      I smile. “What’s it gonna be, Max? I’ll take the thousand to one odds.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Damned right.”

      He chuckles. “I’m on a pension, pal. I’ll give you a hundred to one for a buck.”

      Jake snorts. “Coupla big-time gamblers, you two.”

      We ignore him and shake on the bet.

      Mike announces that he’s talked with our experts and that they will be on top of the phone and fingerprint evidence the moment they get clearance to have a look.

      I finish my pizza, take a pointed look at my watch, and turn to Jake. “What else have you intrepid detectives uncovered?”

      He grins and slaps a piece of paper on the table. “Doris Banks’s son, Lionel, sent me a copy of her phone bill for February. She called her sister at eight seventeen on February fourth.”

      “She said she made that call after Reg helped her in with the groceries?” Penelope asks.

      “That’s her story,” Jake replies. “It’s a few minutes later than we’d hoped, but it’s still suggestive. I think we can sell it.”

      “If Doris holds up on the witness stand,” Mike says.

      “You never know until they get up there, of course, but I think she’ll hold up pretty well,” Jake says. “Real nice lady—Perez will be playing with fire if she roughs her up.”

      “Cool.”

      Jake’s brow furrows. “One wrinkle, though. Lionel told me that Doris has cancer and heart issues. She’s been in and out of the hospital a bit.”

      I’m buoyed by the news from Jake, but this is a puzzle with plenty of moving pieces, not the least of which may turn out to be Doris’s health. We need her. A few minutes either way on the timeline makes a huge difference. Selling our timeline to the jury will be critical; it hardly needs to be said that Perez will be peddling her own version of who went where and when.

      Jake changes topics. “I spoke with the previous receptionist, Eleanor Hawkes. Whenever you get Amundsen on the stand, make sure she retells the story about Eleanor’s bailing on them without leaving a forwarding address.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “No time to go into it. I’ll fill you in on the details later. For now, get Amundsen’s original tale on record. We’ll go from there.”

      “What’s on the agenda for court this afternoon?” Max asks.

      Mike fields the question. “We’ll probably hear from Detective Caulfield first. Then Amundsen.”

      Jake offers a couple of additional pointers. Then we break up and head back to court.
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      Perez calls Detective Caulfield to the stand. He’s dressed in a blue suit and tan shoes as he strides confidently from his seat behind the prosecutors to take the witness stand. Today, he’s wearing a yellow tie that he nudges into place after he’s seated. Perez goes straight to the evidence from the garage. After a quick recap of what was found, she asks how it influenced the investigation.

      “It was a seminal moment,” Caulfield replies. “The defendant was a person of interest from the earliest hours, of course, but we were exploring all avenues of investigation. The cache of evidence hidden in the garage raised additional suspicion.”

      “We’re talking about Mr. Williams’s running shoes and socks, plus his fingerprints on the murder weapon?” Perez asks.

      I’m on my feet in a heartbeat. “Objection, Your Honor!”

      “Grounds?” Blum asks.

      “No fingerprints were found on the murder weapon, let alone those of Mr. Williams. Nor do we know who those sneakers and socks belong to.”

      Blum turns to the prosecutor. “Miss Perez?”

      “I’m sorry, Your Honor. I’m afraid I misspoke.”

      The judge stares at her for a long moment. “Please strike that question from the record. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, please disregard the question. Counselor Valenti’s objection is one hundred percent correct.”

      “Detective Caulfield,” Perez continues, “the defendant’s fingerprint was found on evidence collected from the garage, correct?”

      “It was indeed. Coupled with the history of harassment, the phone call to Marsha Williams minutes before she was murdered, and the viciousness of the killing, we had no choice but to arrest the defendant as soon as we had the fingerprints.”

      When I feel Mike tense beside me, I put a hand on his arm to forestall the objection I sense coming. Leaning close, I whisper, “I’ll clean that up on cross. I don’t want to be objecting every time they mischaracterize something.”

      Mike gives me a pained look, but nods while Perez continues.

      “Were you able to collect DNA from any of this evidence, Detective?”

      “From the running shoes and socks. DNA samples were tested and found to be consistent with Reg Williams.”

      What the hell? My stomach sinks at the news of DNA evidence. I text Penelope to contact the State’s Attorney’s office. We need that report yesterday.

      We suffer through another hour of Caulfield and Perez rehashing the police investigation without adding anything significant to the story they’re selling. Mike and I tacitly agree not to object to much of anything, which seems to encourage them to embellish here and there. I make note of each time they do. The more the jury listens to slick Brett Caulfield, the less they seem to like him. Of course, I may be projecting.

      When Perez finally releases Caulfield to me, I take my time gathering my notes before standing and slowly walking to within five feet of him. The plan is to keep this relatively short. We’ll have another shot or two at this guy; I hope our experts arm us with more ammunition before we do.

      “Good afternoon, Detective,” I begin pleasantly.

      “Counselor,” he says dismissively.

      “I’m curious about how you came to be in a garage that isn’t directly connected to Reg Williams. Did you obtain warrants to search the garages of everyone in the Williams family?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Other than Reg Williams’s apartment and car, did you search any other properties connected with the Williams family?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      He shrugs. “No reason to.”

      “What made that garage different? Something prompted you to seek a search warrant for that location, Detective. What was it?”

      “We received a tip.”

      “From whom?”

      “It was anonymous.”

      “An anonymous tip that just happened to direct you to what you characterized as a cache of evidence. Interesting. Did the police discover the source of this tip?”

      “Inquiries were made. We were unable to trace the source.”

      “Did a detective speak with the person offering this tip?”

      “No.”

      “It came in as a random phone call?”

      “No. We received the information from the State’s Attorney’s office.”

      “They couldn’t tell you where it came from?”

      “They did not.”

      It’s an interesting non-answer. Is he saying that the State’s Attorney’s office could not or would not disclose the source of the tip? I decide not to challenge him on it. There’ll be a chance to do so next time around with this guy.

      “Quite a fortunate break for you, wasn’t it?” I ask.

      “We’re happy to receive whatever public assistance we’re offered, Counselor. You’d be surprised how often cases are solved by good citizens stepping up to the plate.”

      “Did it give you pause to receive an anonymous tip directing you to evidence you would not have found on your own?”

      “I’m confident we would have found this evidence even without a tip.”

      I cross my arms and give him an admiring look. “Is that so? Are you saying you would have eventually searched every property with a connection to the Williams family?”

      “That’s a hypothetical, Counselor,” he replies smugly. “Thanks to a concerned citizen, we’ll never know the answer to that question.”

      I take a deep breath to steady my nerves, then dip a toe into the DNA bombshell. “Let’s talk a bit about the evidence you found in the garage, Detective. I’m sure it was inadvertent, but you and Miss Perez left us with the impression that you found DNA from Reg Williams in the garage. Was his DNA found on the shoes?”

      “Not specifically.”

      “Was his DNA found on the sneakers or not?”

      “There was a great deal of Marsha Williams’s blood and DNA found on the sneakers.”

      “My question was if there was DNA from Reg Williams.”

      “There may have been some mixed in.”

      “Did your DNA analysis determine that there was a match with the DNA samples Mr. Williams voluntarily provided?”

      “It couldn’t be ruled out.”

      Blum is annoyed. “Please answer the question categorically, Detective. Does the science state that Reg Williams’s DNA is on those sneakers? Yes or no?”

      Caulfield replies, “No.”

      Was that so hard, asshole? “So, to be clear, Detective, DNA from Reg Williams was found on the socks but not on the sneakers?”

      “That’s correct.”

      Did I just raise a smidgen of doubt about the DNA evidence? Probably not, but Caulfield may have hurt himself in the eyes of the jury. That’s something, I guess. I take a step closer to him. “How is your investigation into the unidentified palm print progressing?”

      “We haven’t turned up a match.”

      “Yet, correct? You’re still looking into it?”

      “Nothing much to look into, Counselor. It’s not as if there is an extensive palm-print repository like we have with fingerprints.”

      “You’re not curious about it?”

      “Curious, yes. Concerned, no.”

      “Why is that, Detective?”

      “We got what we needed in that garage.”

      “That’s an interesting characterization. Shouldn’t the investigation be gathering all evidence connected to the case?”

      “We are,” he replies curtly. “The palm print isn’t connected to this case.”

      “Perhaps I missed something,” I counter. “My understanding is that the police are obligated to look into every bit of evidence they come across in the course of an investigation. Am I wrong?”

      “We’ve done exactly that.”

      “You checked Reg Williams’s palm print against the one from the garage, right?”

      “We have.”

      “Did it match?”

      “Inconclusive.”

      “Inconclusive or not a match?”

      “Same thing.”

      “No, they’re not. Do I need to recall the fingerprint technician, Detective?”

      He glares at me and mutters, “Not a match, but the defendant cannot be ruled out.”

      I shake my head for the benefit of the jury. We’ll let our expert tackle that. Every little wound we can inflict on Caulfield helps our cause. “I presume that attempting to match the unidentified palm print to its owner is a priority for Cedar Heights PD, Detective Caulfield?”

      “If we come across anyone else with a possible connection to the garage, we’ll look into it.”

      “How about all the other persons of interest you were investigating before you found the evidence in the garage? Have you taken their palm prints for comparison?”

      “We caught the guy responsible.”

      I paste a look of profound concern on my face. “Did the fact that there was no blood on the outside of the toolbox concern you?”

      “Not at all. The defendant obviously stashed the toolbox in his parents’ garage sometime after he killed his wife.”

      “Did you find any trace of blood evidence at Mr. Williams’s home or in his vehicle?”

      “We did not.”

      “Do you have a theory of where he hid the knife and shoes before he supposedly put them in this toolbox?”

      “We asked him, of course, but he isn’t saying,” Caulfield replies.

      “Do you find it odd that only a single fingerprint was found on the lid of the toolbox?”

      “Not at all.”

      “I don’t know about you, Detective, but I don’t recollect ever carrying a toolbox without touching the handle.”

      “You’ve probably never carried a toolbox with a murder weapon inside, Counselor. I imagine Mr. Williams wore gloves, just like he did when he killed his ex-wife.”

      “That’s the second time you’ve stated that Mr. Williams killed the victim, Detective. That’s not a fact.”

      He shrugs, so I turn to the bench. “Your Honor?”

      Blum turns to Caulfield. “Mr. Valenti is correct, Detective. Please refrain from making inflammatory remarks in my courtroom.”

      “As you wish, Your Honor.”

      “Do you have an opinion about the origins of this toolbox, Detective?” I ask. “Do you think it was already in the garage, or was it brought into the garage with the knife and shoes already inside?”

      “We can’t know for sure, but my opinion as a trained investigator is that it was most likely already in the garage.”

      “Any idea how Reg Williams might have gained access to the garage undetected?”

      The look Caulfield gives me can’t be described as anything but a derisive sneer. “Seriously?”

      I wait impassively.

      “I imagine the whole family have keys to that house.”

      “Do you know that for a fact, Detective?”

      “Stands to reason.”

      “You didn’t inquire into who has keys?”

      “We did not.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t see the relevance, Counselor. For one, that really doesn’t tell us anything worthwhile. Even if they claimed that the defendant didn’t have a key, we can hardly rely on the word of family members, can we?”

      “Why not?” I ask. “Does the family have a history of lying to the police?”

      “They’re family, Counselor. Of course, they’d cover for one of their own.”

      “I see,” I reply dryly. “Just out of curiosity, do you know if the house key works in the garage door?”

      That pulls him up short, but only for a beat—hopefully long enough for the jury to notice. The jerk never even asked?

      “Detective?” I prompt.

      “I can’t say for sure. We probably did.”

      “Perhaps you can find out and let us know?”

      “We can probably do that.”

      “Please do,” I say before looking to the judge. “Can the court please direct the state to deliver that information to us by close of business today, Your Honor?”

      He nods and looks to Perez. “Make it happen, Counselor.”

      She nods, but isn’t happy to do so.

      I thank the judge and turn back to Caulfield. “Are you familiar with the term tunnel vision as it relates to a criminal investigation, Detective?”

      His eyes narrow; he knows where I’m going. “Of course,” he mutters.

      “Is there any possibility that your investigation made that mistake in this case?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “You seem to be very incurious about the origin of some of your evidence.”

      “Objection!” Perez snaps.

      “Withdrawn,” I say immediately. “May I rephrase, Your Honor?”

      Blum gives me a long-suffering look, knowing all too well that I accomplished exactly what I wanted to when I tossed the accusation out in the hearing of the jury. “Please do, Counselor.”

      I lock eyes with Caulfield for a long moment so the jury can study his little hate face. When I sense the judge growing restless, I break eye contact and look up to the bench.

      “Nothing further for this witness at this time, Your Honor. We reserve the right to recall him later.” Without another glance at Caulfield, I turn my back on him and return to our table, taking care not to glance at him again as he struts back to his seat behind Sylvia Perez.

      Mike lifts a hand in front of his mouth, leans close, and whispers. “Nice work.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?” I reply quietly.

      Blum calls a fifteen-minute recess, which gives me a chance to check my phone for messages. There’s a text from Len Dixon:

      Don’t know what you did, but I’ve got an appointment to examine Reg’s cell phone at 5:00 PM. Good work!

      As if that isn’t enough, when I open my email, there’s a message from our fingerprint guy. He’s been summoned to Cedar Heights PD for eight o’clock tomorrow morning, where a bailiff will accompany him while he examines the garage evidence. I tell Mike.

      “I’ll be damned,” he says with a smile. “That’s great!”

      Perhaps we’ll have sound answers to work with before the prosecution rests. If not, I’m hopeful we can at least solidify our case before we have to start presenting it. The issue of Doris Bank’s health issues eats at me. Her testimony will be crucial. What if we lose her before she can testify? I’ll kick it around with Penelope. Maybe we should properly depose Doris.

      Perez calls Rachel Amundsen after the break. I hope they spend plenty of time together to widen the scope of what I can explore on cross-examination. They don’t disappoint, which I find a little surprising. Perez seems uncharacteristically undisciplined in allowing Amundsen to deliver long, rambling answers that frequently range well beyond the original question. By the time my turn comes, they’ve given me several topics to dig into. I dive right in.

      “You testified that Marsha organized the training session your agency held at an offsite location the night she was murdered.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “She rented the facility, hired an outside trainer, all of that?”

      “Yes.”

      So, Amundsen’s starting off with a whopper. Good. She can’t lie often enough for my liking.

      “You attended the training session, didn’t you?” I ask.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “There were, if I understand correctly, four novice insurance agents in attendance, plus an associate of yours, a Mr. Lucas Cohen. Is that everyone?”

      “I believe so. Yes.”

      “This training session was in progress when Marsha Williams was murdered shortly after eight o’clock, correct?”

      “That’s right. We started at six thirty and finished up around half past eight.”

      “Nobody left the building where the training was taking place in that period, between six thirty and eight thirty?”

      “That’s correct. We took a couple of five-minute bathroom breaks, and one of the agents stepped outside for a quick smoke. He was back inside when we restarted.”

      “You and Mr. Cohen were there at all times?”

      She looks a little exasperated. “Yes.”

      “Is Mr. Cohen an employee of your agency?”

      “Heavens no. We use Mr. Cohen for training purposes now and again.”

      “So, he’s a regular work associate you have some history with?”

      “‘Some history’ may be overstating things, but our paths have crossed from time to time.”

      “You and Mr. Cohen have crossed paths professionally, and that’s the extent of it?”

      Her eyes meet mine with a hint of concern, as if she’s trying to divine exactly what I know, but she’s already locked into a single potential answer. “That’s correct. We may have had a coffee or two before or after a training session, or maybe while planning one.”

      “Did you arrange for him to deliver the training on February fourth?”

      She looks off to the distance in a show of trying to recollect a distant memory. “No. Marsha must have called him.”

      “Do you recall speaking with me in the days immediately following Marsha’s passing?”

      “I do,” she replies warily.

      “Do you recall telling Miss Perez this afternoon that you suspected Reg Williams as soon as you heard about Marsha’s murder?”

      “Yes, I did. Of course, I did. I knew what Marsha went through with Reg.”

      Lying bitch. “Do you recall telling me that you couldn’t imagine Reg doing something like that?”

      “That doesn’t sound right. Perhaps you’re remembering our conversation incorrectly.”

      I walk back to the defense table and pluck the transcript of the interview off the table. “As you’ll recall, Miss Amundsen, I asked for and received your permission to record our meeting. I have the transcript right here.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I don’t recall agreeing to that.”

      “It’s on tape.”

      “If you say so.”

      I smile agreeably, then take a moment to consult the transcript as if I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for. “Here we are. Let me read what you said about the idea of Reg being the killer: ‘Reg? He could be a little volatile, but I can’t imagine him doing that.’ That’s what you told me, Miss Amundsen. I’m curious why you would say that to me on the same day you told the police they should be looking at Reg as the killer. Can you explain that to us?”

      She struggles to come up with something. “I’m afraid I can’t. I knew you were friends with the Williams family. Perhaps I didn’t want to say something that might hurt them.”

      I let my disbelieving gaze linger on her for a moment before I leisurely stroll back to set the transcript on the table. She’s been caught in a lie; let her stew up there in front of the jury. I start to walk back, then pause and retrieve the transcript again. “I’d like to enter this transcript and the original recording into evidence, Your Honor.”

      “Objection!” Perez snaps.

      This leads to another sidebar at the bench. “There’s no basis to believe in the probity of this recording,” Perez argues.

      Blum points out that she’s on the verge of accusing me of misconduct. “Do you wish to lodge that complaint formally?”

      She backs down.

      After entering the transcript and a thumb drive with the original recording into evidence, I plant myself in front of the witness stand. “Miss Amundsen, when we spoke on February twenty-sixth and I asked you who had keys to the office, you didn’t mention that Reg Williams had one. Do you remember that?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Your receptionist joined us for a couple of minutes and the topic of office keys came up. You suggested to me that you’d forgotten to tell the police that Reg had a key, yet you testified today that you told the police the day after the killing that Reg had a key—you even claimed that you warned Marsha about him having a key.”

      “Things were so crazy,” she murmurs in a sad, sad voice.

      “I’m sure they were, Miss Amundsen. Still, it seems odd that the story you told me is so different from what you’d already told the police. Why the differing stories?”

      She shrugs. “As I say, things were crazy.”

      “With the benefit of time to reflect, which of those stories is the true one? Did you always suspect Reg?”

      “I guess that must have been somewhere in the back of my mind.”

      “Telling the police the next day that Reg probably did it doesn’t sound like something buried at the back of your mind, Miss Amundsen.”

      Her eyes narrow fractionally. “It is what it is.”

      “You keep track of your office keys, don’t you?”

      “I guess so. The receptionist looks after that.”

      “And yet your receptionist didn’t seem to think Reg had a key. Wouldn’t she know?”

      “I really can’t say. Maybe Reg stole Marsha’s key and made a copy. That’s easy enough to do.”

      “Not necessarily. Your Medeco office keys can’t be duplicated without the owner’s permission.”

      “Maybe Marsha made him one.”

      “Do you keep a key log at your office?”

      “I don’t. The receptionist might.”

      “Your current receptionist, Miss Aretha Jackson, started working for you in January. The prior receptionist worked with you for many years. She probably knows about the key history.”

      “Yes, well, she wasn’t the most reliable person,” Amundsen replies testily. “That’s why we couldn’t keep her on any longer.”

      “Do you know how to reach her? Perhaps she could help clarify matters.”

      Perez stands. “Your Honor, Mr. Valenti is asking about things we didn’t bring up in direct testimony. Is he going somewhere with this?”

      Blum looks down at me. “Counselor?”

      “This concerns the office keys, a topic that is in play. If you’ll indulge me for another question or two, I’ll be done, Your Honor.”

      He gives me a doubtful look, but nods. “Wrap it up quickly.”

      “Do you have contact information for your prior receptionist?” I ask Amundsen.

      “She’s somewhere in the UK. Rural, I believe. She never spoke much of that, now that I think of it. Maybe there was something in her past there that she was avoiding or running from. I don’t know. Anyway, she promised to send me a forwarding address but never did. Maybe she didn’t want to report last year’s income on her taxes? I’m not sure how that works in the UK.”

      I give her a long look when she finishes smearing her former employee. I’ve done what Jake asked me to; I guess we’ll see what it does for us down the line. Time to dial things back a bit.

      “Losing Marsha must have hurt business,” I say with as much empathy as I can summon.

      She lifts a shoulder in the suggestion of a shrug. “Things haven’t been easy. Marsha was a great partner.”

      “There was life insurance money for the agency?”

      “As I told Miss Perez, there was a little, thank goodness.”

      “Your Honor?” Perez says in an exasperated sigh. “Hasn’t this meandering questioning gone on long enough?”

      “I have only one more question for this witness, Your Honor,” I say when he looks to me.

      “One more question, Mr. Valenti.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.” I turn back to Amundsen. “What became of Marsha’s clients? Does the agency now collect all of her premium income?”

      “The terms of our partnership agreement mandated that.”

      As if the agreement forces poor Rachel to pocket Marsha’s income stream against her will. It’s quite an act.

      “Just to be clear on this point, Miss Amundsen, you are the agency, correct? All money that flows into Amundsen insurance ends up in your bank account. Isn’t that right?”

      “After expenses.”

      I give her a long look, then sneak a peek at the jury. They didn’t miss my point.

      “That’s all I have for this witness, Your Honor,” I announce. “We may wish to recall Miss Amundsen at a later date.”

      “So noted,” Judge Blum says.

      Perez spends a few minutes trying to rehabilitate her witness. I don’t think she has much success. Amundsen was caught out in a couple of obvious lies. Jurors don’t like that.

      Once Amundsen is off the stand and the judge calls a short break, we approach the bench.

      “We’d like to recess for the day,” Mike says.

      Blum’s expression isn’t inviting. “Why, Counselor? I’m anxious to move this trial along.”

      Mike’s eyes cut to Perez. “Judging by the state’s witness list, I suspect they’re close to resting.”

      Blum is clearly annoyed. “I’ll see you in chambers.”

      The judge invites us to make our case as soon as we’re seated.

      “We feel that it’s important for us to have our expert opinions in hand to cross-examine witnesses, Your Honor,” Mike says. “Our telephone expert has an appointment to see Mr. Williams’s phone late this afternoon, and our fingerprint expert will have access to the garage evidence tomorrow morning. Thank you for facilitating that, by the way, Your Honor.”

      Blum dips his chin. “You’re welcome.”

      Mike continues, “Our investigators are also still at work processing late discovery materials and initiating additional inquiries based on that information. As I believe was clear from today’s testimony, we feel there are significant holes in the prosecution case. What we learn from the discovery materials may be critical. We may choose to recall prosecution witnesses.”

      The judge thinks for a long moment before his eyes settle on Perez. “How close are you to resting?”

      “Probably tomorrow.”

      Blum looks to Mike. “Mr. Williams?”

      “As a simple matter of fairness, Your Honor, we believe we need more time.”

      “I don’t disagree, Counselor,” Blum says, then falls silent and stares up at the ceiling for a moment longer. His eyes fall to Perez. “I’m inclined to agree with the defense.”

      “The people do not want to lose momentum, Your Honor,” she says. “The defense should have done its work before trial. Allowing it to make up the time now isn’t fair.”

      “Rushing to trial isn’t necessarily fair, either, Miss Perez,” he counters. “Delivering discovery late isn’t fair.”

      “We did the best we could under immense pressure.”

      “As I’m sure Mr. Williams and Mr. Valenti have done, as well,” he says. “As a matter of fairness, perhaps we should call it a day and go dark tomorrow to allow the defense to digest whatever their experts have to say about the evidence. You can wrap up your case in chief on Friday, and we’ll start the defense case Monday morning.”

      Perez’s eyes flash. “With all due respect, Your Honor, that would impose an undue burden on the people.”

      “In what way, Counselor?”

      “This is simply a ploy by the defense to buy themselves time to do what they should have already done.”

      Blum shakes his head. “Consider this my remedy for your discovery violations, Miss Perez.”

      “But, Your Honor—”

      The judge lifts a hand to cut her off. “I’ve made my decision, Counselor. We’re done for today and will remain in recess until Friday morning. We’ll stay in session Friday for as long as it takes you to finish presenting your case in chief.”

      Perez bites back whatever retort crosses her mind, but her eyes signal her outrage.

      Blum’s lips tighten. “You’re getting off lightly, Miss Perez. Don’t push your luck.”

      Pleased as I am with the brief respite, the judge has just locked us into opening Monday morning. We’re not ready.
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      Deano is beside himself with excitement to be in the backyard on a warm and sunny spring afternoon, especially with so many nice people spilling bits of food on the ground—accidentally and not so accidentally. It’s been a long winter, and our mutt loves lounging in the sun. I started out trying to discourage people from feeding the fat old fart but quickly gave up. I hope people are this generous to me when I hit one hundred in people years.

      The Reg Williams defense brain trust is gathered for a working lunch that we expect to extend well into the afternoon. I’m sick of offices and courtrooms, so I suggested we gather at our house. Mike, Jake, Max, and I are dressed casually and have cracked open a few adult beverages. Penelope, who has come straight from the office, is dressed for court. I get her a glass of lemonade. Lunch was ordered in from Portillo’s—a Deano favorite. Trial talk is forbidden until we finish eating.

      After I reluctantly drag myself out of an Adirondack chair and gather up the trash, we freshen up our beverages, and I retrieve Jake’s murder book from the kitchen. We gather around the patio table.

      “I’ll get things started,” I say before meeting Max’s gaze. “Sara and Brittany went through all the February-fourth video of the street that runs past the alley behind the building where Marsha was murdered. Cohen’s car isn’t there.”

      “Damn,” Max mutters.

      “However,” I add while sliding a photograph across the table, “they found this.”

      The enlarged photo is a grainy screen grab that captures the face of a man through the driver’s side window of a panel van. It’s time-stamped: “February 4 @ 8:02 PM.” The guy has turned his head toward the camera as he passes under a streetlight. The girls thought he looked familiar and compared it to a Facebook headshot of Cohen. They think it’s him. I’m not sure. It might be.

      “Cohen?” Max asks.

      “You tell me.”

      He looks harder. Jake leans in to look, as well.

      “Could be,” Max grumbles. “I’d like a better picture.”

      “Let’s get it enhanced,” Jake suggests. “If it is him, holy shit!”

      “Indeed,” I say drolly.

      “If you’ve got an electronic copy of that, I’ll email it to the owner of a photo lab I’ve worked with in the past,” Jake says. “He should have it back to us within the hour.”

      “Really?” Penelope asks.

      Jake nods.

      I email a copy to Jake, who’s already talking on the phone. “Sending it right now,” he says. “As quick as you can, pal. Thanks.”

      “What else have we got?” I ask.

      “Got a picture of Lucas and Rachel last night,” Max says with a grin. “Nothing steamy, but heads together huddling about something or other at a Subway.”

      “Send it to me,” I say.

      “Check your email,” he replies.

      While I check, Mike’s phone rings. He gets up and walks into the house while he takes the call.

      “How long did they spend at Subway?” Jake asks Max.

      “Not long. Ten minutes or so. Said whatever they needed to say and went their separate ways.”

      Mike strides back outside with a smile. “Well, well. We’ve got ourselves a tip about who told the state’s attorney to have a look at Mom and Dad’s garage. If my anonymous caller is to be believed, Gabby Garcia passed that gem along to her pal Sylvia Perez.”

      “How in hell did Garcia get it?” Jake asks.

      “Maybe put her on the stand when we present our case and ask,” Mike suggests.

      “Think it through,” Max says. “Who do you think gave the dumb bitch the tip?”

      “Who?” I ask.

      “The killer.”

      “Who else knew what was there?” Jake adds.

      Jesus! Dumbass Valenti at your service. Pretty damned obvious. My expression must telegraph what I’m thinking.

      “Don’t sweat it, Grasshopper,” Jake says. “Detectives Caulfield and Kemp didn’t work it out, either.”

      “I’m not sure that puts me in good company.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Jake says with a laugh.

      “What’s happening with our petition for Cohen’s juvenile record?” Max asks Penelope.

      “Nothing’s happening. Not a priority for them, assuming we get it at all. I’m not overly optimistic.”

      I feel air leaking out of my budding bubble of optimism.

      “I met with our fingerprint expert this morning,” Jake says. “He’s suspicious as hell about the toolbox fingerprint. Why only one? He also thinks it should be better quality on that surface. Thinks it might have been planted.”

      “Planted?” I ask in surprise. “A fingerprint?”

      “It can be done,” Jake replies. “Lift a good print with a piece of tape and paste it onto another surface.”

      I had no idea. “Seems like we’re raising all kind of doubts but can’t prove anything.”

      Jake nods. “True, but we’re raising doubts on a number of issues. Reasonable doubt is our standard, Tony. We may be getting there.”

      “But DNA,” Penelope says with a troubled expression.

      Yes, the damned DNA. It’s not as reliable as commonly understood, but the public has been conditioned to accept it as the gospel truth. It’s often the kiss of death—literally—for many a murder defendant.

      I glance at my watch. “Len Dixon should be by soon.”

      “He’s our phone expert?” Max asks.

      I nod, then we kick around the garage evidence for a few minutes until Dixon arrives.

      “Some surprises, for sure,” he says after greetings are exchanged.

      Five pairs of expectant eyes wait to hear more.

      “Let’s start at the beginning,” he continues. “I didn’t realize that Reg’s phone wasn’t with him the night of the killing.”

      “What?” Mike asks sharply.

      “I guess he forgot it at work. The police tracked it, and it didn’t move from that location until a little after ten o’clock the next morning. The police tech told me they had high hopes of using location tracking to discover where Reg had been.”

      “What does that mean for us?” Mike asks.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Jake replies. “The prosecution will argue that he left the phone at work precisely so his movements couldn’t be tracked.”

      “Of course, they will,” Mike grumbles before his eyes meet mine. “Why in hell didn’t Reg tell us that?”

      I shrug. Whenever I start to believe that Reg absolutely, positively, didn’t kill Marsha, we get another curveball. This. DNA. Too many surprises.

      “What about the call history?” Mike asks Dixon.

      “No call to Marsha’s phone that day.”

      “Could his phone have been used to make a call without leaving a history?” I ask. “Maybe by taking out the SIM card?”

      Dixon shakes his head. “His telco would still have a record.”

      Another mystery. “What’s next?” I ask after Dixon leaves.

      We spend some time nailing down our timeline, kicking around ideas for our opening statement, and firming up our witness list.

      We gather around Jake after his picture guy sends the enhanced photo. Lucas Cohen is the man in the van.

      “I want Cohen’s juvie file,” Max grumbles. “Do we have enough now to go to Judge Blum?”

      Jake nods. “With that screen grab, I think we do.”

      We decide how to make the approach, then Mike calls the judge. We listen to Mike’s end of the conversation. “We’d like to see you this afternoon, Your Honor… Yes, we do think it’s important… No, not with the prosecution, we need some help obtaining court records… We can explain if you’ll give us ten or fifteen minutes… Yes, we’re very aware of the risks of this being interpreted as an ex-parte hearing and will take care not to cross that line.”

      Jesus. I hadn’t even thought of that. I’m glad Mike did. We could jeopardize the entire case and have our butts sanctioned—or worse—by going to the judge with something that should be heard in open court, which means with the prosecution present.

      We wait a long minute for Blum’s decision. Mike’s smile signals the verdict. “Excellent. Four o’clock it is, Your Honor. Thank you.”

      “Well?” Jake, Max, and I all ask together.

      “He doesn’t want to risk ex-parte trouble, so he made us an appointment with Judge Allman. She’s just back from a leave of absence and has a light calendar.”

      “Four this afternoon, right?” Jake asks.

      Mike nods.

      I look to Penelope. “Can you draw up something by four o’clock?”

      She gives me one her “Are you kidding?” smiles. “No problem, partner.”

      I chuckle. “This is what keeps the good ship Brooks and Valenti afloat, folks.”

      We spend a few minutes firming up the points we want to make, then Penelope gathers up her things. “See you fellas at the courthouse.”

      Mike and I meet her on the courthouse steps at three forty-five. She hands me a manila envelope with the petition inside. “For the Judge.” Then she hands each of us a photocopy. “For you.”

      “You’re coming in with us, right?” Mike asks her.

      “I wrote the petition, but you don’t need me to argue it. Give it a read before you go in. There’s nothing to it. You just need to sell it to the judge.”

      “I’d feel better if you came along,” I argue.

      She smiles. “I wouldn’t.” She lands a light punch to my shoulder and turns away. “Go get ‘em, guys!”

      Mike chuckles. “Guess we’d better read this thing.”

      We go inside and sit on the first bench we come to. As promised, Penelope’s request is short and sweet.

      Judge Jessica Allman is seated at a small conference table and waves us to the empty chairs when we’re shown into her chambers. She’s dressed in a pair of slacks and a cream blouse. A pair of casual black pumps completes her wardrobe. Mike hands her Penelope’s petition. Allman spends a minute or two reading and thinking, then sets it aside. “I’ve been following this trial. Lucas Cohen hasn’t been much mentioned, has he?”

      “No,” I reply.

      “Why the sudden interest?” she asks.

      “Our interest isn’t so sudden, Your Honor,” I answer. “It’s been growing as we’ve dug deeper into the case.”

      “How so?”

      I explain about the rental of the training facility for the night of the murder. “So, Marsha Williams didn’t make those arrangements, after all.”

      “Contrary to what Miss Amundsen told us in court,” the judge says thoughtfully.

      “We also have two witnesses from that training session who will testify that Cohen left the building from approximately seven fifty until eight twenty or even eight thirty.”

      Her eyes widen.

      I pull out my phone and open an email from Jake. “I apologize for bringing this to you via my cell phone, but this is a picture of a man who certainly seems to be Mr. Cohen. It was captured by a security camera on the night of the murder.”

      “Captured where?” Allman asks as she takes the phone out of my hand and studies the photo of Cohen behind the wheel of a panel van.

      I explain where it came from. There’s no need to explain the significance of the time and date stamp.

      “The police had this all along?” she asks.

      “I’m sure they didn’t realize the significance of it,” I reply. “They’ve been pressed for time, and I don’t think Mr. Cohen has ever been on their radar.”

      The judge’s eyes meet mine with a touch of bemusement. “That’s very generous of you, Mr. Valenti. I’m reminded of your references to investigative tunnel vision.”

      Yeah, that is ironic, isn’t it? Not that I’m about to share the thought.

      She continues, “And you’ll present testimony suggesting Mr. Cohen left the training session also runs counter to what Miss Amundsen said.”

      “It does.”

      She shakes her head.

      I retrieve my phone and scroll through to Max’s photo of Cohen and Amundsen at Subway last night. “Mr. Cohen and Miss Amundsen may be somewhat more than occasional business acquaintances,” I say while sliding the phone back in front of the judge. “This was taken by one of our investigators last evening.”

      Allman studies the picture for a long moment, then raises her eyes to mine as she slides the phone back. “Are there other instances of these two meeting?”

      I hesitate.

      She lifts her hand and waggles her fingers for me to come clean.

      I show her the picture of Cohen and his friend on the balcony and explain the circumstances. “We’re pretty sure it’s her. Our investigator was tailing Mr. Cohen. As you can see, the couple appear to be more than acquaintances.”

      “Somewhat more,” Allman says drolly.

      “We’ve sent the picture to a photography specialist to see if it can be enhanced,” I inform her. After seeing what Jake’s guy was able to do with the Cohen van picture, it was a no-brainer to send this one along, as well.

      “Why did you wait to bring this forward?” Allman asks.

      “We didn’t have all the pieces of the puzzle we have now and, frankly, I didn’t realize how much can be done with a photo until we saw what was done with the screen grab of Cohen in the van,” I reply.

      “We’re not simply engaged in a scattershot SODDI fishing expedition, Your Honor,” Mike adds pointedly. “We’re conducting a legitimate investigation into the murder.”

      “Point taken,” Allman says. “Provocative as all this may be, granting access to a juvenile record is a big step. What do you hope to find?”

      Mike takes over. “There’s clearly more here than meets the eye. Mr. Cohen’s alibi for the time of the murder relies entirely on Miss Amundsen’s assertion that he was at the training session from start to finish. Between what our witnesses tell us and the photograph of him near the murder scene, I think we can impeach that testimony and shred Mr. Cohen’s alibi.”

      She nods.

      “Cohen seems to have spent most of his adult life skating awfully close to the line in terms of legality,” Mike continues. “Perhaps he learned a lesson as a younger man, perhaps not. The fact that his juvenile file hasn’t been expunged is suggestive of a Class A felony and may indicate a history of violence.”

      “That’s possible, Mr. Williams,” Allman says. “So is the possibility that he simply didn’t apply to have his record expunged.”

      “Granted,” Mike allows.

      “There’s also the unexplained palm print from the Williamses’ garage,” I add. “Perhaps Mr. Cohen’s juvenile record contains a palm print.”

      Mike shoots me a sideways glance. He and Jake think my fixation on that possibility is a wide-eyed innocent’s fantasy scenario. It may well turn out to be exactly that. But it may not.

      Allman tents her fingers. “Unlikely, Counselor. Fingerprints yes, a palm print?”

      “Unlikely, yet possible.”

      “Let me think for a minute or two,” she says, then leans back in her chair and gazes up at the ceiling. The moment drags on and on. Finally, she drops her chin and pulls Penelope’s petition in front of herself, scribbles something on it, makes some notes on a legal pad, and picks up the phone. “Can you come in here for a minute?”

      When her clerk enters, the judge rips the top page off her legal pad and hands it to the clerk with the petition. “Drop whatever you’re doing and draft an order to have a copy of this individual’s juvenile records delivered to Mr. Valenti and Mr. Williams. All the usual caveats about dissemination of the information. I want that file in their hands tomorrow morning.”

      The clerk’s eyes widen as she takes the paper. “Do we have vitals for the subject? Date of birth, address, place of birth?”

      Mike opens a file on his phone and rattles off all of it. At least one of us came prepared.

      The clerk shoots Mike a grateful smile. “This will speed things up. What number can I reach you at?”

      Mike gives his and my cell numbers, plus the Brooks and Valenti office address.

      “Thank you,” she says. “I’ll confirm receipt and follow up in the morning.”

      “Good thinking,” Allman says before she turns her gaze back to us with a wry grin. “No offense, but they’re more likely to respond to pressure from a trial judge than from a couple of defense attorneys.”

      Mike chuckles. “I can attest to that. Thank you.”

      Allman turns back to the clerk. “Add a note with my cell phone number and make it clear that I can be reached at any time on this matter. Impress upon them that I won’t be pleased if my deadline isn’t met.”

      The clerk nods and departs.

      “Anything else?” the judge asks.

      Mike gazes at her for a long moment with a twinkle in his eye. “A suggestion to Judge Blum for a directed verdict for acquittal?”

      Allman laughs and gets to her feet to shake hands with us. “Have a good evening, gentlemen.”

      We leave the courthouse on a bit of a high and decide to go to our respective homes to review evidence and develop strategy. Some downtime alone should do us good. Mike heads off to visit his parents first to update them. I decide to stop by the office before heading home, and leave Pat a voicemail in response to one from her asking me to call ASAP.

      Penelope looks up from her computer when I knock on her open door. “How’d it go?”

      “Good!” I reply with a smile, then explain what happened. “Can’t complain about how quickly Judge Blum made that happen.”

      “He’s turning out to be an unexpectedly pleasant surprise,” she says.

      “He is. Speaking of surprises, it’s been my experience that there’s usually an unpleasant surprise to counter every pleasant surprise in a trial.”

      “Ever the optimist, partner,” she says with a shake of her head. “Let’s hope you’re wrong this time.”

      It’s a nice thought. Unlikely, but nice. We spend fifteen minutes or so chatting before I collect a pile of paperwork to lug home. Pat hasn’t replied by the time I leave. Maybe whatever she called about isn’t so urgent, after all.

      I arrive home to find a police cruiser in the street with lights flashing, rocket into the driveway, and hop out of the car with my keys in hand. The front door is closed, so I hurry up the driveway and peek over the fence into the backyard. I still can’t see anything but hear voices in the alley, one of which I recognize as Mr. Vaccaro by the time I open the back gate and step out of my yard.

      Another Cedar Heights PD cruiser is in the alley. The rear door stands open with a patrol officer standing guard. I can see the outlines of a couple of people in the back seat. Two other cops are chatting with Mr. Vaccaro, who introduces me.

      “Caught these guys snooping around your garage,” the older cop tells me while gesturing at the cruiser. “Have a look. Do you know these characters?”

      I walk over and am surprised to see Tyrel Allen and a fellow punk in the back of the police car.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Allen.

      He sneers at me and looks away. His buddy doesn’t even look up.

      I tell the cop what little I know about Allen, mentioning our lone two-minute encounter. “No idea what he’s doing here.”

      The cop shrugs. “I don’t know, either, but they came armed. You must’ve really pissed the guy off in your two minutes together.”

      My eyes cut to the back seat of the cruiser. Jesus. What the hell is this about? “Now what?” I ask the cop.

      “We’ll run ‘em through booking, and they’ll be back on the street tomorrow, doing whatever it is they do. You may want to keep your head up, sir.”
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      As the cops pull away, I turn to look at the house and see Brittany peering back at me from the kitchen window. I give her a thumbs-up and start walking toward the back door. She’s at the stove whipping up a feast of boiled hot dogs with a side of mac and cheese when I come in. How she can prefer boiled hot dogs to grilled dogs is a mystery I’ll never understand, but she’s the cook, so I grin and prepare to bear it.

      “Who were those guys?” she asks anxiously.

      “Just a couple of armed punks prowling the neighborhood,” I reply, surprising myself by not providing more detail. I guess I just don’t want her to worry any more than she has to.

      She’s not sold on my answer. “You’re not telling me everything, are you?”

      “Busted,” I admit. “Have you heard me mention the punk who was fired from Amundsen Insurance because he and his brother lied on a policy?”

      She nods. “The one who gave Marsha a hard time and might have killed her?”

      “That’s the guy, but he didn’t kill her.”

      “He didn’t, or you think he probably didn’t?”

      “Option two,” I reply.

      “So, someone to watch out for.”

      “I suppose, although the cops just took him in.”

      She frowns, and then gets back to her cooking. I head down the hallway to change. The food is ready when I return to the kitchen. We talk about my day in court and she’s telling me about her day at school when Pat finally returns my call.

      “Have you heard from Trish?” she asks anxiously.

      I haven’t, but have been too busy and preoccupied to give it much thought. Things are good between us; I simply assumed that she’s also been busy for the past couple of days. I plan to touch base after dinner to suggest spending an hour or two together. Pat’s anxiety focuses my thinking on how unusual it is that Trish and I haven’t connected for two days. It’s been some time since we’ve gone that long without so much as a quick phone call or text message.

      “No,” I reply. “Is something wrong?”

      “I’ll be there in five minutes,” Pat replies before ending the call.

      I call Trish’s cell, which goes straight to voicemail—not unusual during a workday, but odd after hours. She tends to keep it with her. I leave a message.

      “Problem?” Brittany asks as I stare at the phone in my hand.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Pat. She’s on her way over.”

      Brittany’s expression brightens for a moment, then turns perplexed as she stares at me. “Something’s wrong, Dad. Tell me what it is.”

      I shrug. “I really don’t know, honey. Guess we’ll know in a few minutes.”

      “You’re not eating,” Brittany says a minute later as I push bits of macaroni around my plate.

      “Guess I’m full.”

      “You’re scaring me, Dad. What did Pat call about?”

      “She asked if I heard from Trish today.”

      “Did you?”

      I shake my head, then pull out my phone and call Trish’s cell again. Nothing doing. My unease deepens.

      I carry my plate to the sink, rinse it off, and place it into the dishwasher. Then we wander into the living room and wait impatiently until Pat’s Hyundai races down the street and stops at the curb. I hold the front door open while she hurries to the porch.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Trish was supposed to meet me for lunch today and didn’t show,” Pat replies. “She’s not answering her phone and didn’t return my message. Her work voicemail still has Tuesday’s greeting. I’m worried.”

      “Now I am, too,” I mutter as we stand uncertainly just inside the front door.

      Brittany eases closer and looks up at me. “You two, like, talk a couple of times every day, don’t you?”

      “Usually.”

      “We need to do something,” Pat says. “I called around to hospitals and checked with the police. No sign of her.”

      My anxiety spikes with the mention of police and hospitals. “Maybe we should go to her condo and have the building manager or security do a wellness check.”

      “Let’s go,” Pat agrees.

      I hesitate when Brittany looks up expectantly. She wants to tag along. What if we find something she shouldn’t see? “Can you hold the fort here?” I ask her. “Someone should be here in case Trish calls or comes by. We shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

      Brittany looks disappointed.

      “Thanks, honey,” I say before grabbing my car keys.

      “I’ll call after we check things out,” Pat assures her.

      It’s a tense twenty-minute drive to Lake Point Tower while Pat and I steel ourselves for whatever we might find. We park out front and hurry to the security desk. The man there recognizes me.

      “Good evening, sir. I’ll ring Miss Pangborne.” The security officer lets the call ring for a good twenty seconds before he sets the phone back in its cradle and meets my gaze. “Was she expecting you, sir?”

      I note the name tag affixed to his breast pocket, explain the situation, and conclude, “Perhaps you can do a wellness check, Harry?”

      His face turns ashen as I speak. “You’ve called several times throughout the day, correct?”

      I tilt my head at Pat. “We both have.”

      “How recently?”

      I shrug. “Twenty minutes?”

      Harry plucks a radio from his belt and summons another guard before turning back to us. “He’s a younger guy, so I’ll come upstairs with you to make sure we do this properly. The rules for wellness checks are quite specific. Some of our residents can be vocal when expressing their displeasure.”

      I can only imagine. “Your show, sir.”

      A much younger man marches into the lobby and eyes us. “Problem, Harry?”

      “Stay here while I do a wellness check.”

      The younger man’s eyes widen a bit, almost in excitement. I suppose not much of interest happens around here. I hope that’s the case tonight.

      The elevator whisks us to the fifty-third floor, and we hurry to Trish’s condo. Harry raps his knuckles on the door. “Miss Pangborne? Security.”

      No answer. Harry repeats the knock-and-call routine, waits fifteen seconds, then turns to me. “Would you mind calling one more time? If her phone is here, we should hear it ring.”

      I dial Trish’s number. We don’t hear it ring. “Voicemail again,” I announce when it kicks in.

      A fine sheen of sweat coats Harry’s forehead. He nods unhappily and detaches a key ring from his belt, flips through the jumble of keys for several seconds, then inserts one. It doesn’t turn.

      “Damn,” he mutters while selecting another key to try again.

      This time the lock clicks. Harry eases the door open a couple of inches. “Miss Pangborne?” he calls.

      Silence.

      I expect Harry to order us to wait before he edges inside, but he doesn’t, so we follow him in. Everything appears normal, but a noxious odor hangs in the air.

      Pat wrinkles her nose in distaste. “Bleach?”

      I nod uneasily.

      “Looks okay,” Harry murmurs to himself as he walks into the living room.

      I step sideways to have a look in the kitchen. Pat follows. Nothing out of the ordinary, so I enter the hallway that leads to the powder room and Trish’s bedroom. The powder room door stands open, which is a little unusual, but I’m relieved to see it empty and undisturbed. That leaves only her bedroom. It’s far too early for her to have gone to bed.

      The bedroom door is closed, which is also unusual. I reach for the door handle and hesitate. The stench of bleach smacks me in the face when I crack the door open.

      “What is it?” Pat whispers.

      I don’t answer as I push the door fully open. The room is dark. I switch on the light, kicking something on the floor as I do. It’s an empty bleach bottle.

      “Oh my God!” Pat exclaims.

      I cover my nose against the toxic odor and gawk in horror at the scene before us. Trish’s bedding is a tangled, bloody mess. Her duvet lies crumpled beside the bed and a squashed pillow sits in the middle of the king-size mattress, partially covered by a balled-up bath towel.

      “Where is she?” Pat whispers.

      I hold up a hand so she won’t follow, then step inside and peek around to see the floor on the far side of the bed. Another bloodied pillow. I step sideways to the door of the ensuite bathroom. A bath towel is balled up in the corner and a hand towel hangs out of the sink. The glass shower walls gleam, as does the tile inside. I turn to the oversize soaking tub. More towels and another empty bleach container. No Trish. A brief burst of relief washes over me… the lifeless corpse I fear isn’t here. I step back into the bedroom and find a wide-eyed Harry staring at me from the doorway with a look of dread.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” he says half-heartedly as he takes in the scene.

      “She’s not here,” I tell him as bewilderment replaces my spurt of relief. Where is she?

      Harry’s expression seems to mirror what I felt. Relief, followed by confusion. Then his training kicks in and he pulls the radio from his belt. “Call the police,” Harry tells his partner, then waves us after him.

      We follow him through the kitchen, into the front foyer, and out into the hallway. Pat slumps against the wall, then slides down to a sitting position with her back resting against it. Harry and I stand in mute horror while the possibilities of what we just witnessed wash over us. Something awful happened to Trish, that much is clear. I walk a few feet away and brace my forearms on the wall, rest my forehead against them, and will myself not to cry before anger begins to surge through me.

      A pair of Chicago police patrol officers arrive ten minutes later, take a quick look inside, then step back into the hallway and call for detectives.

      “Were you in there?” one of them asks.

      Harry nods. “We did a wellness check. Didn’t disturb anything.”

      The older of the two patrol officers nods, although it’s clear she wishes we hadn’t gone inside at all. “Who lives here?” she asks Harry, who tells her. “And you are?” she asks Pat and me.

      We explain.

      “As near as I can tell, no one has seen nor heard from Trish since Tuesday night,” Pat says anxiously.

      “You’re her boyfriend?” the older cop, whose name tag reads Daniels, asks me.

      I nod.

      Pat explains about Trish’s work voicemail. Daniels nods, but continues looking at me. “When did you last see Miss Pangborne?”

      “Tuesday night at my home.”

      “Any idea who might have wanted to hurt her?”

      “Frankie,” Pat says flatly.

      The cop’s eyes cut to her. “Who’s Frankie?”

      I don’t hear the reply as blood roars through my head. Pat may be right.

      I find Pat and Daniels staring expectantly at me and ask, “What?”

      “What do you think?” the cop asks impatiently.

      “About Frankie?”

      “That’s what I asked. Do you think he might be involved?”

      “Son of a bitch,” I mutter. “That bastard!”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Daniels says as her eyes stray back inside Trish’s condo. “Why do you suspect him?”

      I glance at Pat, who proceeds to give her a quick rundown of why she suspects Frankie, concluding with, “You guys are already looking for him because of the death threats.”

      Daniels listens, shakes her head slowly, then meets my eye. “Do you have contact information for your brother?”

      “No, but his wife will,” I reply, then tell her about Jo and Carly. “I don’t know where the hell he is, but they might. He might even be home by now. I’ve got the address at home.”

      “You can give all that to the detectives when they get here, and they can add it to whatever we already have on him.”

      I nod.

      Daniels turns back to Harry. “I assume you’ve got plenty of CCTV around a place like this?”

      “Yes, Madam.”

      “Why don’t you go downstairs and get it ready for the detectives?” Daniels turns back to me. “What time did the victim leave your house on Tuesday night?”

      My stomach falls when I hear Trish referred to as “the victim.” I swallow, think back, and glance at Pat. “I’m not sure. Eight maybe?”

      “You were with them?” Daniels asks Pat.

      She nods without taking her eyes from mine. “I left around seven thirty or so. Did she stay long after that?”

      “No,” I say as my eyes swing back to the cop. “Trish left shortly after Pat did, so eight’s probably a good guess.”

      “Maybe Brittany remembers better,” Pat suggests.

      “Who is Brittany?” Daniels asks.

      “My daughter.”

      “She was home with you all evening?”

      I nod, which seems to relax Daniels a little. It’s a moment before I realize that being able to vouch for my whereabouts is a good sign.

      “Excuse me,” Daniels says before moving off to confer with her partner, who then heads for the elevator.

      A pair of detectives arrives shortly thereafter, confer with Daniels, then leave us in the hall while they go into Trish’s condo. When a team of crime-scene technicians arrive, the guy who seems to be the lead detective has them fingerprint us. “I expect we’ll find your prints around the place from previous visits,” he tells me.

      Of course, they will. From back in happier times.

      He has us repeat what we saw when we arrived. “You tripped over the bleach container?”

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “The bleach is a bad sign in terms of evidence collection, right?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I’m an attorney. I know bleach plays hell with DNA. Whoever was here knows that, too. The place stinks of bleach and I saw two empty bottles of the damned stuff.”

      He turns to Pat. “You an attorney, as well?”

      She shakes her head. “Reporter at the Tribune.”

      He frowns. “Should we expect to see the story on the Trib website as soon as we cut you loose?”

      Pat’s expression hardens. “Trish is a friend, Detective. My thoughts haven’t gone that far ahead.”

      We stand in silence for a couple of minutes before Daniels’s cell phone chirps. She walks farther away from us as she answers and listens, asks a couple of questions we can’t hear, then slips the phone back into her pocket and walks back to stand in front of me.

      “Did she have her car on Tuesday night?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Why?”

      “It’s not downstairs in the garage.”
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      After a long night with little sleep and fewer answers, I arrive at court in a daze. I meet Mike in the hallway that leads to Judge Blum’s courtroom and fill him in on the events of last night.

      “Jesus,” he mutters when I finish. “You need to get out of here?”

      I shake my head. “There’s nothing to do but wait it out. Might as well be here. Maybe it will get my mind off things.”

      Mike looks at me for a long minute and nods toward the courtroom. “Not to sound like an insensitive asshole or anything, but are you gonna be any good to me in there?”

      It’s a good question. “I’m tired as hell, but I’ll do my best. I’m pretty good at compartmentalizing. Let’s see how it goes.”

      He gives me a doubtful look. “Whatever you say, brother. Just say the word, though, and I’ll take your witnesses.”

      Perez recalls Detective Caulfield to the stand. They revisit their theory of the crime and recap the supporting evidence that led them to charge Reg. I struggle to focus while horrible images of Trish being attacked flood my mind.

      Perez and Caulfield offer no new evidence but do a pretty good job of framing their case. Cross-examination won’t be as simple for the good detective. Jake filled me in yesterday afternoon on what to expect from Amundsen’s previous receptionist. She’s more than willing to make the trip to testify. I’d reached Mrs. Conklin by phone Wednesday night and learned a few things. We’ll call her as a witness, too. As far as we’re concerned, Caulfield conducted a half-assed investigation that suffered from the investigative tunnel vision I accused him of. Part of my job today is to set him up so we can drive that point home when we present our case.

      “I won’t keep you long, Detective Caulfield,” I begin when Perez turns him over to me. “Let’s talk about the physical evidence from the garage of Mr. and Mrs. Williams. Have you had occasion to dig deeper into the tip the state’s attorney received that prompted you to get a warrant?”

      “Why would we do that?” he asks in lieu of answering.

      “Your Honor,” I say with a look at the bench. I have no patience for Caulfield’s bullshit this morning. “Please advise the witness to answer my question.”

      Blum looks down at Caulfield. “Answer the question, Detective.”

      “We did not.”

      I’m about to ask why the origin of the tip doesn’t interest him, then decide not to bother. The jury is going to remember this exchange when we dig deeper into the topic next week. I move on. “I’d like to touch on the phone call that was allegedly made to Marsha Williams from Reg Williams’s cell phone number. How deeply did you investigate that call?”

      “No need to look too hard, Counselor. The victim’s call history says it came from the defendant’s cell phone.”

      “The police also have Mr. Williams’s cell phone, do they not?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Did you examine the call history on that phone?”

      “We did.”

      I pause. “I assume the police also contacted Mr. Williams’s cell phone provider to obtain the call history from their records? That would also list the calls made from that cell phone, correct?”

      The first hint of doubt enters Caulfield’s eyes. “We did.”

      “Did the phone itself or those records show that a call was placed to Marsha Williams’s phone from Mr. Williams’s cell phone?”

      “They did not.”

      A murmur passes throughout the courtroom at this unexpected twist.

      “Can you explain that, Detective Caulfield?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he replies. “Our assumption is that he removed the SIM card to make the call to the victim and then replaced it.”

      “What do you base that assumption on?”

      “Makes sense to us. Criminals always make mistakes, Counselor.”

      It’s time to discuss one of his. “Let’s review your timeline of events, Detective. Amundsen Insurance started its training session at approximately six-thirty that evening, correct?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Where was Marsha Williams at that time?”

      “She was at the agency office.”

      “You’re sure?”

      He hesitates. “That’s the information we have.”

      “Is that supported by her cell phone tracking?”

      “I believe so.”

      “You believe so? Surely you reviewed those records as part of your investigation?”

      “There was no need to, Counselor. Rachel Amundsen informed us that Marsha was in the office when she left for the training session.”

      “Did you investigate Marsha Williams’s whereabouts between six and eight?”

      “She remained in the office.”

      “She did, or you assume she did?”

      “We have no reason to believe otherwise.”

      “Based on what, Detective?”

      He glares at me. “Nothing suggests otherwise.”

      “So, you’re offering us your best guess in lieu of having investigated her whereabouts?”

      “Yes. I don’t—”

      I cut him off. “Thank you for answering the question, Detective. Let’s move on.”

      He’s visibly annoyed as he shifts in his seat.

      “What is the next thing you can tell us for sure according to the timeline you’ve constructed?” I ask.

      “The defendant made a thirteen-second telephone call to the victim at seven fifty-eight. He then left his place of work and drove to the scene of the crime.”

      “What time did he leave work?”

      “Right after he made that call.”

      “The exact time, Detective?”

      “He left at eight o’clock.”

      “Drove away or walked out of the store?”

      “Walked out the front door.”

      “Where was his car parked?”

      “There’s an employee parking lot behind the store.”

      “So, probably a minute or two to get to his car and, assuming he left right away, be on his way. Do you know when his car left the employee parking lot?”

      “We do not. It’s a quick walk.”

      “I see. Continue, please.”

      “The next thing we know for certain is that the janitor arrived at work and discovered the victim’s body.”

      “That was at?”

      “Eight twenty-two.”

      I make a show of consulting my notes. “The 911 call was received at eight twenty-two, Detective. The janitor testified he was at the office building for several minutes before he called 911, correct?”

      “Maybe a minute or so.”

      I pick up my notes and read them again before looking up with a look of mild confusion. “The testimony suggests the janitor was there for five minutes or more before he placed that call, Detective. His phone records show that he placed a call to his wife at eight fourteen before he gathered up his things and went inside.”

      “Still plenty of time for the defendant to have arrived, butchered the victim, and departed. In all likelihood, the janitor just missed being slaughtered himself. He’s a lucky man.”

      The mention of slaughter is an unwelcome reminder of the scene at Trish’s condo. I push the thought aside. “You’re suggesting Mr. Williams was at the insurance agency as late as perhaps eight fourteen?”

      “Correct.”

      “Did you review any security camera footage from Mr. Williams’s apartment complex?”

      “There isn’t any.”

      “Is there a CCTV system at the complex?”

      “There is, but it wasn’t operative that evening.”

      We wondered about that. Reg told us that there’s a camera in the parking lot—something building management touts as part of their commitment to security. The building manager wouldn’t discuss it with us, so we figured the police must have seized the footage. It certainly would have pinned down Reg’s arrival time. Now we know why we haven’t seen it. Damn.

      “Have you timed the drive from Mr. Williams’s store to the insurance agency?” I ask.

      “We have. Four minutes, then another six for him to get home from the crime scene.”

      “Which leaves five minutes at the scene of the crime. Whatever time he may have spent preparing, the murder itself, and cleaning up afterward.”

      “That’s right. Very doable.”

      “Five minutes was ample time for the killer to stab Marsha Williams forty-three times, clean up, and leave?”

      “It was a crime of passion, Mr. Valenti. In and out in a rage.”

      “Yet you didn’t recover any forensic evidence from Mr. Williams at the scene of the crime. No hair, no fabric, no blood, nothing at all. Is that unusual in, as you call it, a killing that is a hurried, frenzied crime of passion?”

      “Somewhat.”

      “Somewhat,” I parrot. “How often has that happened in your experience as a homicide detective?”

      “It’s not unheard of.”

      “Your theory of this killing is that Reg Williams drove straight to the scene of the crime from work, carried out a frenzied killing, then hurried away, somehow or other managing not to shed a single hair in the process.”

      “That’s correct. He probably wore gloves.”

      On his head? “You believe Reg Williams had a window of approximately five minutes to arrive, murder Marsha, and leave the scene.”

      “That’s correct.”

      I walk back to the defense table for a final glance at my notes, then lean in close to Mike. “Anything else?”

      He shakes his head no.

      I turn back to the bench. “That’s all I have for this witness, at this time, Your Honor. We may call him back later.”

      Perez spends a few minutes with Detective Caulfield, then rests the prosecution case. Judge Blum calls a recess and summons us to chambers.

      “We’re finished much earlier than I anticipated,” Blum says, then looks at Mike and me. “Are you prepared to make your opening statement today?”

      Mike looks at me with concern. Blum’s question catches me flat-footed, as well. I think on it for a moment, then lean forward to answer. “We made progress in our investigative efforts yesterday, Your Honor, but, quite frankly, the work led to several other issues that our investigators continue to explore.”

      Cohen’s juvie file was delivered without the fingerprints that the inventory says should have been included. An incensed Judge Allman is following up. What we do have is instructive. Cohen had been charged with rape and armed assault at age seventeen. He sexually assaulted a teenage girl, then used a baseball bat to beat the crap out of her boyfriend when he confronted Cohen. Multiple break and enter offenses, petty theft, and the like round out the file. Young Lucas Cohen wasn’t a good boy, and we’re betting he hasn’t gotten any better.

      “Can your people finish with those matters today?” Blum asks.

      “We hope so,” I reply. “We’re still waiting on some evidence that was promised yesterday and didn’t arrive. Based on the trial schedule discussed on Wednesday afternoon, we’ve left room in our opening statement to address those matters, but I’m afraid we’re not ready to go.”

      “We’ll be filing a motion to dismiss charges before court resumes,” Mike informs the judge.

      Blum nods wearily. A motion to dismiss is a pro forma defense move after the prosecution rests. Defense counsel claims the prosecution has failed to make its case, fully aware that the motions are summarily rejected ninety-nine point nine-nine percent of the time. Lawyer games in the eyes of most, I suppose, but all part of the trial record for possible appeal.

      “We’re in recess until Monday morning,” Blum announces.

      When Perez opens her mouth to argue, the judge holds a hand up and silences her with a stare that could freeze water. Then he turns his attention to us. “The defense will offer its opening statement as soon as we’re back in session.”

      We’ve bought ourselves a couple of extra days to investigate. We probably need a couple of weeks.

      My thoughts immediately turn to Trish.
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      Pat and I have just finished a late Saturday breakfast when the doorbell rings. It’s the Chicago PD lead detective on Trish’s case, a burly man named Horace Greenwood. I’m grateful that Brittany, who was up late with us last night, is still sleeping in her room. Greenwood greets Deano, then turns to us.

      “Miss Pangborne’s car was found out of gas and abandoned on a residential street in Morgan Park last night.”

      “No sign of her?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Any idea what she might have been doing in Morgan Park?”

      The neighborhood is way the hell and gone from anywhere I’ve ever known Trish to frequent. Has she ever mentioned the neighborhood to me? Not that I recall. I shake my head and reply, “Not a clue.”

      “Family? Friends?”

      “Her parents live downstate. Somewhere near Champaign. Maybe they know?”

      “We found their contact information at her condo and called. They haven’t heard from her. Morgan Park didn’t ring any bells with them, either.”

      I nod glumly.

      He pulls an iPad out of his briefcase and sets it on the kitchen table. “I have some CCTV video to show you from her building. An unidentified individual rode the elevator to Miss Pangborne’s floor from the garage at seven forty-seven on Tuesday evening. Miss Pangborne arrived at eight twenty-two and took the elevator straight to her floor.”

      A black-and-white video begins to play that looks down on a figure in a garage wearing a thigh-length winter coat. A single weighted down plastic Walmart bag dangles from the right hand. Whoever it is keeps his or her head down and averted while passing the camera. The picture cuts to the same person stepping into an elevator car and immediately turning his or her back to the ceiling camera while a gloved hand stabs one of the floor buttons.

      “We don’t know how this person gained access to the garage,” Greenwood says as he pauses the video. “No vehicles came out or went in during the prior twenty minutes. Security personnel identified every driver that entered the garage during the preceding three hours as a resident.” The detective resumes the video. Trish walks into the elevator and rides it to the fifty-third floor. After a break in the footage, the person who arrived at seven forty-seven reappears and steps into the elevator. “The subject departed Miss Pangborne’s floor at one twenty-seven the following morning.”

      “She was assaulted for five hours?” I ask numbly.

      Greenwood grimaces. “We have to assume so.”

      “There isn’t a camera showing the hallway on her floor?” Pat asks.

      “Privacy issues, Miss O’Toole,” he replies as we watch Trish’s assailant walking back through the garage, carrying the same Walmart bag he arrived with. The detective pauses the video. “We assume this individual exited the garage the same way that he or she came in. The only vehicle that departed in the following two hours belonged to a resident leaving for the airport. Two vehicles carrying residents entered the garage. None of these people noticed anyone in the garage area.”

      “Where’s Trish?” I wonder aloud. Whoever attacked her obviously didn’t leave with her.

      “Miss Pangborne left the building in her car at four forty-three in the morning,” Greenwood says as he restarts the video. Trish, barefoot, bedraggled, and wearing only a sheer bathrobe that hangs midthigh—a garment I loved seeing her in before now—stumbles into the elevator with her car keys in hand and slumps against the wall. I watch in silent horror as she rides down to the garage and staggers to her car as if she’s falling-down drunk.

      “My God,” Pat murmurs in horror. “Where’s she going?”

      “I wish we knew,” Greenwood mutters as the picture cuts to color video of Trish driving out of the garage.

      When the camera captures her in profile as she drives by, I get my first glimpse at her bruised and swollen face and the mess of blood-streaked hair plastered against her head. My stomach lurches before a wave of rage rises within me. “That bastard!”

      “Your brother?” Greenwood asks.

      “Whoever it was,” I growl.

      “It was Frankie,” Pat says angrily.

      “Tell me about this brother of yours,” Greenwood suggests. We do. “Special Forces training, huh?” he says when we finish.

      “Yeah,” Pat replies, then goes on to relate Frankie’s phone threats to Jo, Carly, and me, followed by the story of his visit to our home two weeks ago.

      “Wondered what happened to you,” Greenwood says as he studies my face. “You folks should have immediately filed complaints over those death threats instead of waiting. He might not have made bail on the break and enter or the assault charges.”

      I nod.

      “You know how it goes with abused wives,” Pat tells Greenwood, who nods sadly. Then she tells him about Frankie’s threat to sexually assault Trish. “Now he’s made good on it,” she finishes furiously.

      “You got a recent picture of Frankie?” the detective asks me. “The one we used last week isn’t too good, from what I hear about how he looks now.”

      True enough. They’d used an old Marine picture with Frankie all cleaned up. They probably should have used his mug shot from the night he was arrested at our house. I pull out my phone and scroll through my contacts. “No, but I can ask Jo to send me one.”

      “Jo?”

      “His wife.”

      “Ask if she knows where he is today and where he was on Tuesday night.”

      I nod and type a text to Jo asking if they’re okay and if they’ve seen Frankie, while Pat asks Greenwood if the police were able track Trish’s car on CCTV cameras after she left home.

      “We’ve got her heading south on Lakeshore Drive for a few miles,” Greenwood replies. “Then she vanished.”

      “So, we wait,” I mutter disconsolately as Jo texts back that they’re okay and haven’t seen or heard from Frankie. I send a follow-up asking for a recent picture or two of him. She asks why, so I explain that the police want one. I don’t tell her why.

      “There must be a way we can help,” Pat says to the detective.

      Greenwood meets her gaze. “We’re doing all we can. We’ve called her family, friends, employer—everyone we can think of. Patrol officers have canvassed the neighborhood where her car was found, and we’re distributing her picture for shift changes in the districts around Morgan Park. And we’ve issued a BOLO.”

      “What’s a BOLO?” I ask.

      “A radio call to be on the lookout.”

      “Let’s hope someone finds Trish soon,” Pat says with a catch in her voice. “I’d hate for anything else to happen to her.”

      Thinking back on the condition she was in when she left her condo, it isn’t hard to imagine her running into more trouble—especially if she was out of her car wandering around half-dressed at that hour. I force my mind elsewhere. “What did you find in Trish’s condo? Anything that might help?”

      Greenwood locks eyes with Pat. “None of this can go in the paper, Miss O’Toole. Do I have your word?”

      She nods.

      “The perpetrator made liberal use of the bleach,” he says. “The bedding was soaked in it, the bathroom was wiped down, and the carpet showed signs of having been recently vacuumed. Unfortunately, the vacuum bag was missing.”

      “An efficient operator,” I mutter.

      “Indeed,” Greenwood agrees. “The sort of thing we’d expect from a seasoned criminal.”

      “Or a Special Forces operative,” Pat chimes in.

      Greenwood nods. “Which I was about to add.” He talks for another couple of minutes about the lack of evidence at Trish’s condo and provides an outline of how the investigation will progress. My attention drifts as the CCTV video swims in my head. I tune back in to hear him say, “It’s important to understand that we are treating this as an assault and a missing-person case. Don’t think for a moment that we’ve given up on finding Miss Pangborne alive.”

      A lump forms in my throat before my cell phone chimes. Jo has sent three recent pictures of my brother: a straight-on headshot, one of him from the waist up without a shirt, and a third of him more or less in profile. The sight of him sickens me and fills me with an overwhelming sense of rage. I click on the photos and pass the phone to Greenwood with a trembling hand. “That’s my brother.”

      He studies Frankie for a long moment. “These are recent?”

      “Jo’s text says within the past six months.”

      “Nasty-looking son of a gun,” the detective mutters. He studies the photos a moment longer. “Looks like he’s shaved or waxed all the hair from his upper torso as well as shaving his head.”

      I lean to take a look. “Guess he has.”

      “It’s a porn thing,” Pat says acidly.

      I turn a surprised look on her.

      She shrugs. “You learn all kinds of disgusting crap as a reporter.”

      A touch of amusement flickers in Greenwood’s eyes before they turn serious again. “Maybe that explains the absence of hair evidence in Miss Pangborne’s bedding.”

      The comment pulls me up short. That was also a notable finding at the Marsha Williams crime scene.

      Pat’s eyes meet mine. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Marsha’s office?”

      She nods.

      Greenwood watches the exchange with interest. “Care to share whatever that was?”

      We do. He takes it all in and whistles. “Seems like a long shot, but it’s an interesting coincidence.”

      “My pal Jake Plummer likes to say that he doesn’t believe in coincidence a whole helluva lot,” I say.

      Greenwood’s eyes widen. “You know Jake?”

      I explain our history.

      “Now I know why your name sounds familiar. You’ve had an interesting couple of years, Mr. Valenti.”

      “Too interesting,” I mutter.

      “I suppose so,” he says sympathetically. “Now this.”

      “Now this.”

      He hands me a business card and asks me to forward the photos of Frankie, then slips the iPad back into his briefcase and gets to his feet. “I’ve got a lot to do, folks. Thanks for your help. I’ll be in touch if there’s any news.”

      “Thanks for taking the time to come by,” I reply as we shake hands at the door.

      “Do you doubt Frankie attacked Trish?” Pat asks when we settle back into our seats at the kitchen table.

      I shake my head. “I swear to God I’ll kill the son of a bitch if I ever lay eyes on him again.”

      Her eyes lock on mine. “Let the police take care of Frankie.”

      We’ll see.

      Mike, Penelope, Jake, and Max meet me in our conference room after lunch to map out how to present our defense case next week. Max is still pissed about the missing fingerprint card. Judge Allman claims to be on the case, yet a series of follow-up calls dragged on for most of the day without a resolution.

      “So, where’s the damned card?” Max wonders aloud.

      I wish to hell I knew. Provocatively, the inventory notes that the file contains “one fingerprint card and other individual class evidence,” which suggests there may be additional prints available. It may refer to a palm print, or “something else altogether,” Jake warns when I start to get excited about the possibilities.

      We work out the order of witnesses and refine the questioning to build our case, leaving room to improvise according to whatever our unfolding investigation adds to the mix. Penelope and the ex-cops leave around four o’clock, leaving Mike and me to polish our opening argument. We pause while I suggest that, given my lack of sleep and preoccupation with the Trish situation, it might be best if Mike presents our opening.

      “No,” he states flatly. “We had this same argument with your father’s case, damn it. Look, man, I sympathize with what you’re going through, but the fact is that you’re better in front of a jury. You did well on Thursday. You’ll do well again on Monday.”

      “I didn’t know about Trish then.”

      He frowns. “This must be hell for you, man. Still, you’re our best bet to open.”

      I wish I had his confidence. “We need whoever gives our opening statement to be on top of his game. I’m worried I might not be, and it’s not a decision we can make Monday morning.”

      Mike shakes his head.

      “I’m the lead attorney here,” I remind him. “That means I get to make the big calls.”

      “I’ll withdraw, Tony.”

      I look at him in shock. “The hell you would.”

      He doesn’t flinch. “It’s my brother we’re talking about here. I’ll do anything I feel is in his best interest, up to and including pulling out to make sure you do the opening statement.”

      My cell phone rings. It’s Detective Greenwood.

      “We located Miss Pangborne,” he says without preamble.

      I draw a deep breath, clinging to what he didn’t say—they didn’t find her body.

      “A cabdriver found her walking shortly before six o’clock on Wednesday morning, several blocks away from her car. He took her to the emergency department at Little Company of Mary Hospital. She was incoherent and couldn’t tell anyone who she was, Mr. Valenti. They admitted her as a Jane Doe.”

      “How did you find her?”

      “Canvassing emergency rooms. Someone thought to ask if they’d admitted anyone meeting Miss Pangborne’s description in the early hours on Wednesday.”

      “What’s the name of the hospital again?” I ask. I’ve never heard of it.

      He repeats the name. “Little Company of Mary. It’s a decent little hospital. She’s pretty beaten up and is sedated. I don’t know what kind of shape she’s in emotionally or mentally.”

      “Thanks for calling,” I mumble as horror washes over me.

      Mike’s eyes are locked on mine when I set the phone down. I tell him what I know.

      “Thank God, man!” he exclaims. When I don’t respond, he reaches over and squeezes my forearm. “Be grateful she’s alive, brother.”

      I nod, then pick up my phone and call to update Pat, who is at our house with Brittany. My next call is to the hospital. They won’t tell me anything as I’m not family. I collect Pat and arrive at the hospital an hour later to await Trish’s parents, who are on their way from their home south of Chicago. Pat makes calls to a couple of her colleagues at the Tribune in a bid to find out if they have any information. They don’t.

      Trish’s mom and dad look exactly as they appear in the pictures of them dotted around her condo. They know who I am, as well, and wave us after them. We follow them inside and tag along while they speak with Trish’s caregivers. The details are awful. Trish arrived in bad shape. Multiple contusions and bruising, a severe concussion, three cracked ribs, and skin burns from the bleach her attacker used to cleanse all traces of himself from her skin and hair. Mrs. Pangborne breaks down. Mr. Pangborne doesn’t fare much better. Trying to imagine the terror Trish has been through enrages me. Pat, however, stays laser-focused on the young doctor giving us the report.

      “Did she say who did this to her?” she asks Dr. Hashemi.

      “She arrived incoherent. We’ve placed her into a medically induced coma until the swelling on her brain subsides.”

      “When will you bring her out of the coma?” I ask.

      The doctor frowns. “I don’t know.”

      “But you’ll be able to bring her back?” Mrs. Pangborne asks anxiously.

      “We hope so.”

      “What else?” Pat asks softly.

      Dr. Hashemi winces, takes a deep breath, and replies, “I’m afraid she was also brutally raped, both vaginally and anally. There’s considerable tearing and damage.”

      Mrs. Pangborne stares at the doctor with horror while Mr. Pangborne’s face turns to stone. I know how he feels.

      Pat, whose face is pale and drawn, is the only one of us who remains functional. “You completed a rape kit?”

      The doctor grimaces as she replies, “We did what we could. The animal who did this to her also washed her out with bleach, vaginally and again anally. If there was any semen left behind, it’s almost certainly been destroyed.” Her sad eyes settle on Trish’s parents. “I’m afraid the bleach was inside her for some time and caused internal burns. She was brought to us a little after six o’clock Wednesday morning, and it was an hour or two before we realized it was there. From what the police have told us, the bleach had been inside for several hours by then. I’m sorry.”

      “Will she recover fully?” Trish’s father asks with ice in his voice.

      “The brain bleed is an ongoing concern, but her other injuries should heal,” the doctor replies. “It’s difficult to assess the long-term effects of her internal injuries at this point. She should absolutely see someone to address whatever emotional trauma she’s likely to suffer. I’m afraid that’s somewhat out of my area of expertise, but I’m certain there will be issues to deal with.”
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      Mike and I put our opening argument in order over the weekend while Jake and Max were off chasing down last-minute leads. I made it a point to visit the hospital twice every day in hopes of finding Trish awake, but she remains in a coma. Her parents say her injuries are healing and that the swelling in her brain is improving, but not enough for the doctors to risk waking her just yet. Claiming that he needs to talk with us about what to do in court this morning, Jake called at eleven last night to arrange a breakfast meeting. I invited everyone to my place.

      Jake and Max arrive a few minutes before seven o’clock. Mike is right on their tail, bitching that he’s catching a cold, which cinches his argument that I need to do our opening statement. Somehow or other, I feel up to doing so. I’ve scrambled some eggs and fried up a package of sausage. A carafe of coffee sits in the middle of the table.

      “I’m gonna nominate you for some sort of Good Housekeeping award,” Max cracks as he shovels more than his share of breakfast onto a plate.

      “Save some for the rest of us,” Jake snaps at him as he grabs the sausage bowl away.

      “I’m bigger than you, you little shit,” Max retorts. “I need more.”

      Jake snorts. “That’s exactly why you should take less, fat ass.”

      “Screw you,” Max says with a laugh.

      I’m glad to see everyone else in fine spirits. I’m a nervous wreck. Their good humor evaporates when Jake asks after Trish, and I update them. I don’t want to dwell on the topic, so I promptly change the subject.

      “What have you got for us?” I ask Jake. “We have to leave for court in thirty minutes.”

      “We’re working the Cohen/Amundsen angle hard, but we’re not home yet,” he replies. “I think we’ll get there today. Don’t put Amundsen or Cohen on the stand until we say so.”

      “I like the idea of putting Amundsen on the stand first,” Mike says.

      Actually, we both do. After a long moment locked in a staring contest with Jake, I decide to trust his instincts. “We’ll make sure we don’t get to her today.”

      We kick around our ideas for the opening with Max and Jake for a few minutes before they head off to do their investigator thing. Then we gather up our trial materials and head to court.

      Len Dixon is the first witness we call after I deliver our opening statement. I walk him through his credentials and history in the telecom industry. Perez argues that he hasn’t been vetted as an expert witness. I argue that Len has testified as an expert witness in two other Illinois trials and that I intend to draw on his knowledge and experience to make “a point or two.” After fifteen minutes of bickering in chambers, Judge Blum decides Len can serve as an expert witness.

      When he’s finally sworn in, I ask, “Reg Williams’s cell phone number showed up on the caller ID of Marsha Williams’s phone at seven fifty-eight the night she was murdered, yet his phone and telephone-company records do not show a corresponding outgoing call. Is that unusual?”

      “Very.”

      “Is there a simple explanation?”

      Len directs his answer to the jury. Good move.

      “The caller ID on an incoming call can be manipulated. Telemarketers and scam artists use caller ID spoofing to fool people into thinking they’re receiving a call from someone they know. It’s also used by callers from overseas to make it appear they’re calling from a local number.”

      “Isn’t that a difficult thing to do?” I ask.

      “Not if you have the knowledge and tools to do so. By routing the call through software, it’s possible for someone to make a call appear to be from any phone number they choose. We’ve all received calls like that, right?”

      Several jurors nod. Len has bonded with them. Excellent.

      “So,” I continue, “the—I’ll call this person the ‘spoofer’ for want of a better term—simply types in whatever number they wish, and it will appear on the caller ID of the recipient’s phone?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Can this be detected after the fact?”

      “Yes. It’s possible to track a spoofed call back to its originating number.”

      I pause for a beat to signal that my next question is an important one. “Were you able to do so with the call to Marsha Williams’s cell phone on the night she was murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      A buzz passes through the courtroom before I ask, “Who made the call?”

      “The call was made from a pay phone at the CTA Orange Line station on Western Avenue.”

      “You’re certain of this?”

      “We confirmed it from CTA phone records.”

      “Objection!” Perez thunders. “Sidebar, please, Your Honor.”

      “We haven’t seen anything about this!” she hisses after we huddle with the judge. “This is an underhanded stunt. We haven’t received anything about this in reciprocal discovery.”

      We anticipated this, and Mike is ready for it. “This information was available to the police throughout the course of their investigation, if they had done a thorough job of it instead of trying to railroad my brother,” he replies with an almost snide emphasis on the word investigation. “We’ve been developing this line of inquiry for some time, but have only been in touch with CTA over the past few days to validate the theory.”

      “Law enforcement and our office did a thorough investigation, Your Honor,” Perez argues. “This did not come to light. It should be kept out until we have a chance to validate it. Let’s not muddy the waters with wild talk of conspiracy.”

      “In what way is digging into the facts a conspiracy?” Mike shoots back. “As for this crap about mud—”

      Judge Blum cuts Mike off with a raised hand and a hard look. Then he turns to me. “Mr. Valenti? Do you wish to speak to this?”

      “A cursory look at Mr. Williams’s phone and cell phone records should have raised questions, Your Honor. You might recall that I brought this up with Detective Caulfield on the stand. He told us they were aware of the issue and chose not to explore it in any depth. Tunnel vision.”

      “I’m tired of hearing that accusation,” Perez snaps.

      Blum looks at her. “Mr. Valenti did raise the matter with Detective Caulfield. The police probably should have looked deeper, but chose not to.”

      “Maybe if we had understood the significance of this, we would have,” she counters. “This is a discovery violation.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Blum retorts. “The defense has no obligation to inform the prosecution of their interpretation of the evidence. They’re only obligated to share new evidence.”

      “This is new,” she says with a venomous look at Mike.

      “No, it isn’t,” I say while they glare at each other. Then I turn my eyes back to Judge Blum. “So long as we’re all here in chambers, this is a good time to let you know that we’re about to introduce video taken by a CTA security camera that shows a call being made from that pay phone at seven fifty-eight on February fourth. Perhaps we can avoid another objection by arguing admissibility right now.”

      “Where did you get it?” Perez asks sharply. “We should have been made privy to this!”

      “Where did you obtain the video?” Blum asks me.

      “Directly from CTA, Your Honor. We have copies of the correspondence with them and are prepared to present the employee who handled our request and delivered the video to us.”

      “Your evidence is solid?”

      I hand him the sheaf of paperwork we plan to present. “It is, Your Honor.”

      “I’d like to question this person,” Perez snaps.

      Blum holds up a hand while he reads through the paperwork, then slides it to Perez. “It all seems to be in order.”

      She gives it a quick once-over, then pushes it away. “I want to question this person before this evidence is allowed in.”

      Blum shakes his head no. “You’ll be free to cross-examine the witness.”

      “The people need time to consider this, Your Honor,” she replies.

      “You can read that paperwork one more time if you like, or make a copy.”

      “That’s not good enough,” Perez argues.

      Blum stands, signaling that our visit has come to an end. “It will have to be good enough, Miss Perez. We’ll recess for fifteen minutes so you can read through it again—unless you’d prefer to go right back out there?”

      Perez gives the judge a sour look and shakes her head. “Fifteen minutes,” she mutters unhappily.

      Blum steps back to the bench to announce the recess.

      Mike and I spend our time assessing Len’s testimony.

      “Let’s get him off the stand as soon as we show the video,” Mike suggests. “I think he’ll hold up well on cross.”

      “And you can’t wait to get Garcia on the stand.”

      “True story,” he replies. Garcia is up after Len. By pushing Amundsen’s testimony back to tomorrow, we’ve been scrambling to get our other witnesses into court today. Aside from Doris Banks, we’ve been successful. We may have to push her back to tomorrow if we don’t reach her soon, but, otherwise, we’re in good shape.

      “Go suck a lemon or whatever you need to do to fight that cold,” I tell him. “You sound like hell.”

      When we return to the courtroom, Perez announces that she has spoken with the state’s attorney and demands a meeting in chambers. Blum reluctantly grants it.

      “What’s this about?” he asks Perez as soon as the door closes behind us.

      “The defense violated its discovery obligations by not turning this video over to us.”

      “We only decided to use it over the weekend, Miss Perez,” I inform her. “We sent it to your office first thing this morning.”

      That stops her cold. Our understanding is that it often takes a day, sometimes two, for the mailroom at the State’s Attorney’s office to get things into the proper hands, so we’ve been sending discovery to the State’s Attorney’s office instead of handing it directly to Perez. Works for us.

      “Glad to hear it,” the judge says. He turns back to Perez.

      “The people demand that the trial be paused until this matter is litigated,” she says.

      Blum pulls out his cell phone. “I’ll have a word with your boss.”

      Perez’s boss is Cook County State’s Attorney Timothy Walker, a man Mike and I have some history with and share a deep dislike of. As a former fellow prosecutor, it’s no surprise that Blum knows him.

      “Tim,” Blum says when the call connects. “I’ve got Sylvia Perez and the defense team in chambers… Yes, it’s about that… No, I don’t think you’ve got a leg to stand on with your discovery-violation nonsense.” He listens for a moment, then looks at me. “Exactly what does this video consist of, Mr. Valenti?”

      “Twenty-some seconds of silent, time-stamped video, Your Honor. We offer it for the sole purpose of demonstrating that a call was made from that phone at exactly the time as a call was made to Marsha Williams’s cell phone. We’ll also present additional evidence that the call originated at that pay phone.”

      The judge relays my answer to State’s Attorney Walker, then listens for several seconds. “You’re responsible for how quickly this case is unfolding, Tim… You know as well as I do that you run exactly this type of risk by hurrying an investigation… I’m afraid you’re going to have to live with that… I won’t see this trial held up so you can conduct a circus… The defense isn’t doing anything more than its job… Yes, we’ll lay the foundation before the jury sees the video.” Blum all but rolls his eyes before concluding with a curt “Have a good day, Tim.”

      Blum ends the call and meets my eyes. “Is the CTA employee you mentioned available?”

      I nod.

      “Okay, then,” he says with a satisfied nod. “We’ll dismiss Mr. Dixon for a few minutes while we establish a foundation for the video with your witness from the CTA, then you can bring Mr. Dixon back.”

      “Sounds fine,” I say.

      “Are we all set to go?” he asks.

      Perez glares at him as if she’s been betrayed. Then she nods, we nod, everyone nods, and we head back to the courtroom. The judge recalls the jury and I question our CTA friend. She’s on and off the witness stand in fifteen minutes, including cross-examination by Perez, who doesn’t do herself any favors by being downright pissy with the witness. The prosecutor makes it quite clear that she doesn’t like the evidence we’re about to introduce. That, of course, simply makes it all the more intriguing.

      Mike positions a large flat-screen television monitor facing the jury box while Len Dixon is recalled and sworn in. I hand the courtroom clerk a thumb drive containing the CTA video. She hands me a remote control to stop and start the recording.

      “You’re about to see video of the CTA platform we were just discussing,” I inform the jury from beside the television. “Please note the date and time stamp. The pay phone from which the call was made to the victim’s cell phone will appear toward the left side of the picture.” I pause while the lights are dimmed, then stand aside while it plays.

      The jurors are transfixed as they watch the figure walk straight to the phone, deposit a coin, and dial. After fifteen seconds, the phone is hung up, and the figure hurries back past the camera. We replay it again, slowing it down so everyone gets a good look.

      I walk back to stand before the jury while a bailiff wheels the monitor away, then turn to Len. He appears to be as disturbed as the jurors do, wondering if he’s just seen a killer going about his business. “In your opinion, Mr. Dixon, does that appear to be the phone call made to Marsha Williams’s cell phone minutes before she was murdered?”

      I catch Perez gearing up to object and hope she follows through. She doesn’t.

      “I believe that’s exactly what we’ve just witnessed,” Len replies.

      I thank him and release him to Perez for cross-examination.

      She fixes him in her sights as she marches to within a few feet of the witness box. “How can you be absolutely certain that what we’ve just witnessed is someone making the call to Marsha Williams’s cell phone?”

      Dixon seems a little taken aback by her accusatory tone and aggressive demeanor, then answers, “Telephone-company records. I inspected the pay phone personally and tested the number by making calls to and from it. The call went to a burner phone and was then forwarded to Marsha Williams’s phone, spoofing Reg Williams’s number.”

      “You can’t know any of that for a fact!” she shoots back.

      I get to my feet. “Objection, Your Honor. We’ve just established the authenticity of this video and associated telephone records. Mr. Dixon has been designated an expert witness. There are no grounds for Miss Perez to question his veracity.”

      “Sustained,” Blum says as his eyes swing back to Perez. “Move on, Counselor.”

      Perez makes a show of appearing aggrieved, then again locks eyes with Len. “There is nothing, to the best of your knowledge, to suggest that the person making that call isn’t the defendant?”

      “That’s correct. I have no idea who made that call.”

      I hope she keeps at it; she’s losing the jury. Personally, I want the jurors wondering how Reg Williams could be at work and on that platform at seven fifty-eight. Perez releases the witness and sits down.

      Mike looks up at the bench. “The defense calls Miss Gabby Garcia to the stand, Your Honor.”

      A buzz circles the courtroom as Garcia struts in, head held high for the cameras, and walks straight to the witness stand. Reg’s trial is about to have its first celebrity moment. I’m happy to sit it out.

      After Garcia is sworn in and Judge Blum shoots a warning stare at the crowd to settle down, Mike lets her bask in her glory for several seconds before he throws out his first question. “We’ve been told that you received the anonymous tip suggesting a search of George and Althea Williams’s garage, a suggestion you then passed along to Miss Perez. Is that true?”

      She appears shocked by the question. We can see the wheels turning as she tries to decide how to answer. Mike wants her to think we’re dead certain about this, daring her to risk perjuring herself by denying it. He pushes for an answer.

      “Who gave you that tip, Miss Garcia?”

      She sits up a little straighter. “I protect my journalistic sources, Mr. Williams.”

      It seems to be a curious characterization of an anonymous tipster. “Did you give any thought to who might call you to plant that seed, Miss Garcia?”

      “I assume it’s a concerned citizen.”

      “I’m wondering why you think someone would feed you that information. Any ideas?”

      “To ensure that the truth comes out.”

      “Or perhaps it’s someone with a darker agenda, Miss Garcia. Perhaps even whoever put that evidence in the garage. Did you consider that possibility?”

      “I did not,” she scoffs, making clear that she considers the idea absurd.

      “Did you make any effort to vet your source?”

      “It was anonymous, Mr. Williams.”

      “Isn’t it accepted practice among serious journalists to verify at least one additional source before going public with a story?”

      “Not always. Besides, we’re talking about a tip I passed along to the appropriate law-enforcement authorities.”

      “You reported the story on your show, did you not?”

      She nods. “After passing it along. Yes.”

      “But without making an effort to verify the source was legitimate before you went public with the news that authorities had information implicating Mr. Williams.”

      “That’s correct. The police vetted my source by locating the evidence.”

      “Yet you broke the story before the police searched the garage, didn’t you?”

      “We didn’t mean to.”

      Her answer casts blame on the staff of her show. Just an inadvertent slip. Bullshit.

      “Your source knew where key evidence was hidden and pointed the police right to it, Miss Garcia. That’s something the killer or an accomplice would likely know, isn’t it?”

      “That’s quite a leap, Mr. Williams. Perhaps it was simply someone who saw Mr. Williams sneaking into the garage and became suspicious.”

      “Someone who recognized Reg Williams? Maybe someone from the neighborhood?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Why would someone from the neighborhood find it suspicious to see a son entering the garage of his parents?” Mike asks.

      “I couldn’t say. Perhaps someone who knows what kind of animal the defendant is.”

      “That’s a strong statement, Miss Garcia. Do you know Mr. Williams personally?”

      “Thankfully, I do not.”

      “Have you ever seen the backyard and garage of the Williamses’ home?” Mike asks as he walks back to our table.

      “No.”

      Mike collects a poster-sized montage of pictures of the garage as seen from the backyard and sets it on an easel so the witness and jury can see it. The yard is surrounded by a tall, wooden privacy fence and lined with trees and bushes. “This is the backyard and the rear of the garage,” Mike explains. “That’s a six-foot fence, Miss Garcia. The door to the garage isn’t visible unless you’re actually in the yard.”

      She stares back at him while he adds a photo of the garage and back fence from the alley. “As you can see, the interior of the yard can’t be seen from the alley. Your source would have had to be in the backyard to supposedly see Mr. Williams entering the garage. Even the next-door neighbors can’t see that door from their homes or yards.”

      She takes the bait, rolling her eyes as she says, “But we can all see the overhead door opening onto the alley, Mr. Williams.”

      “Why, yes, we can,” Mike agrees. “Of course, that door hasn’t been functional in twenty years.”

      Garcia shoots a murderous look at Mike. “So you say.”

      While Mike lets the words hang in the air, I flash back to a conversation we had with Jake Plummer when we mapped out this testimony. “The bitch has been played and is either too dumb to know it or is too embarrassed to admit it,” Mike had said.

      I’d offered another explanation. “Or she’s interested in keeping herself at the forefront of the story to juice her ratings.”

      Jake said, “That wouldn’t surprise me, but my guess is that she’s either scared or has been threatened.”

      “By who?” I asked.

      “Think it through, Grasshopper. Who knew?”

      I’m still embarrassed about how far I had my head up my ass. I tune back into the present as Mike asks another question. I hope he wraps this up soon; his voice is beginning to fray badly.

      “Did it cross your mind that you may have been speaking with Marsha Williams’s real killer, who was using you to help set up Reg Williams for a crime he didn’t commit?”

      A harsh laugh escapes Garcia. “Oh, I see what you’re trying to do here, Mr. Williams. Yet another cynical defense lawyer angling to distract the jury with a SODDI defense.” She turns to the jury and adds, “SODDI stands for ‘Some Other Dude Did It,’ a common tactic used by defense lawyers to deflect attention away from their guilty clients.”

      Anger flashes in Mike’s eyes. “Or perhaps we’re simply looking for the truth, Miss Garcia.”

      “That certainly didn’t occur to me.”

      “Did the person who called make any threats that have influenced your behavior and answers here today?” Mike asks.

      “No,” she replies. Maybe it’s my imagination, but I wonder if I didn’t glimpse a haunted look in her eyes before she replied.

      Perez declines to cross-examine, perhaps because her ass is suddenly exposed for not informing the police that her “anonymous tip” came directly from Garcia. Or maybe she did, and they all agreed to keep it quiet.

      Caulfield was a little too cute when he testified last week about the DNA on Reg’s socks. Our expert has reviewed the testing and we’re about to call him on it. Mike calls her to the stand and leads her there.

      “There was far less DNA than I would expect to find if those socks had been worn for any length of time—especially if Mr. Williams had been sweating while wearing them,” she says.

      “That would be a reasonable assumption if he’d had them on while he was hurrying around killing people and destroying evidence?” Mike asks.

      “That’s correct,” she replies.

      “So, no DNA on the sneakers and far less DNA on the socks than you would expect,” Mike says. “Can you explain that?”

      “The amount of DNA is consistent with what would be found on socks after they’d been laundered.”

      Mike stops pacing. “After they’d been laundered?”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “As if the socks had been taken right out of Reg’s sock drawer and planted in the Reeboks?”

      “I can’t speak to that, Mr. Williams, only to the trace amount of DNA on the socks.”

      Mike’s gambit about the socks being planted might prove effective. Of course, the fact that Marsha’s blood is on the socks is a problem. Still, we’ve hopefully raised some question about the only bit of DNA evidence the prosecution has that ties Reg to the crime. Perez questions the conclusions but isn’t able to do much about the fact that the trace amount of DNA found on the socks is problematic.

      Our fingerprint expert is up next. Oleg Volkov is a grizzled old everyman who Mike says plays well with juries. After leading him through the list of anomalies with the toolbox and other evidence—including the limited blood transfer inside the toolbox—I ask him to explain exactly what it is about some of the evidence that strikes him as suspicious. He zeroes in on the toolbox.

      “I find it troubling that there is only a single fingerprint. Why this one print in such an odd location? The toolbox was otherwise wiped clean. Not a mark on the handle or the clasp to open it—the two places I would expect to find fingerprints. The interior of the toolbox seems to have been wiped clean before the shoes, socks, and knife were put inside.”

      “Did you develop a theory about that?” I ask.

      “A theory? No, no, I don’t delve into speculation with evidence.”

      “Did anything else strike you as unusual?”

      “Many things about that fingerprint concern me. Metal is an excellent surface for retaining fingerprints, yet this particular print is,” he pauses as if searching for the right word, “inconsistent.”

      I recite my next line. “Inconsistent in what way, Mr. Volkov?”

      “As if it had been transferred to the toolbox.”

      “Transferred?”

      He explains about using tape to transfer a print and concludes, “This fingerprint has all the characteristics of a transfer print.”

      “Do you have any concerns about other prints found in the garage?”

      “I’m intrigued by the fresh palm print found on the front leg of the workbench. Someone leaning down to push the toolbox into place would very likely have placed a hand on the leg of the workbench to do so.”

      “Does that print belong to Reg Williams?”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Categorically?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “It remains unidentified?”

      “So far as we know. I assume the police are working hard to identify it.”

      Perez immediately goes on the attack when I turn the witness over to her, wondering with wide-eyed skepticism what kind of crackpot theory Oleg is pushing. He weathers the assault with a modicum of good humor, defending his findings with dogged tenacity. It’s clear within a few questions that Perez lacks the technical knowledge to present a coherent argument as to why Oleg’s opinion is anything less than an expert weighing in on the facts as he sees them. Her barrage of sarcasm isn’t sitting well with the jurors.

      “That’s all I have for this witness, Your Honor,” she says with a final contemptuous glance at Oleg. “We reserve the right to recall Mr. Volkov.”

      I call Mike’s father next. George Williams is a tall, dignified man with a head of closely cropped snow-white hair. His handsome face is more creased than wrinkled. His deep bass voice resonates in the courtroom when he’s sworn in.

      “I only have a few questions concerning your garage, Mr. Williams,” I begin. “Let’s start with the overhead door. I understand that it hasn’t been used in a number of years and, in fact, cannot be opened?”

      “That’s correct. After one of my teenage sons tried to drive into the garage before it fully opened,” he replies with a bemused glance at Mike, “we fixed it up as best we could and turned the garage into a woodworking shop. The door is now screwed shut, and I’ve installed cabinets in front of it.”

      “When was that?”

      “Oh, twenty years or thereabouts by now.”

      “Thank you,” I say, showing him the deference his demeanor demands. I have an ulterior motive, as well. If Perez launches one of her tirades on Mr. Williams, the difference in how we handle the witness will be especially jarring.

      Mike puts two close-up pictures of the toolbox on an easel. One shows it closed; the other is a shot of the Reeboks, socks, and knife as they were found tucked inside it.

      “Prior to seeing police pictures of this toolbox, had you ever seen it?”

      His brow furrows. “I’ve never laid eyes on that thing in my life. My tools are stored in cabinets or hung on the wall.”

      Mike replaces the picture of the toolbox with a couple of shots of the garage that show the cabinets and a pegboard panel affixed to the wall with tools hanging on hooks. The place is cleaner than a lot of kitchens I’ve seen. Even the epoxy floor gleams under the expansive overhead lighting.

      “Mr. Williams, the last topic I’d like to explore is the keys to the garage. The prosecution theory suggests that Reg snuck the murder weapon and shoes into the garage and slipped them into this toolbox sometime after Marsha was killed.”

      “Reg wasn’t at our home between the time of Marsha’s murder and the day they arrested him,” Mr. Williams says.

      “I believe the police theory is that he slipped in unseen.”

      “Without a key?”

      “He didn’t have a key?” I ask.

      “No need. Either Althea or I am always home. The kids don’t come by unless at least one of us is there.”

      I leave it there, hoping Perez will walk right into the trap I just laid for her.

      She obliges us when she marches up to the witness box and stares at Mr. Williams. “Are we to understand that your grown children do not have keys to the family home?”

      “That’s right, Miss Perez,” he says agreeably. I marvel at his self-control. When we played him video last weekend of the prosecutor in action, ripping into witnesses, he was unsparing in his contempt for the woman trying to convict his son of a crime he steadfastly believes Reg is innocent of.

      “How sad that you and Mrs. Williams don’t trust your children, Mr. Williams,” Perez says. “Why is that?”

      “Of course, we trust them, Miss Perez. Who told you we don’t?”

      She’s momentarily flummoxed by his question, then plows ahead. “How can you be sure the defendant didn’t keep an old house key?”

      “There were a few burglaries in the neighborhood, so we changed the locks this past spring. Put an alarm system in, as well.”

      “The defendant hasn’t been to your home over the past year?”

      “Of course, he has, but he doesn’t have a house key. Each of the kids has their own pass code to open the door.”

      “Does the window of your bedroom face the garage, Mr. Williams?”

      “As a matter of fact, it does.”

      “Does your bedroom have curtains?”

      “It does. Heavy ones. Blackout curtains, in fact. Helps us sleep.”

      She nods while a little smile curls her lip. “So, you wouldn’t see someone slipping into your garage in the middle of the night?”

      “I suppose not. Nobody has broken into it, though.”

      Perez gives him a smug smile and a soft head shake. “How could you possibly know that, Mr. Williams? You just admitted that you can’t see the garage with the curtains closed. You just told us your children have passcodes for the alarm system. The defendant could have gone into the garage while you were sleeping, and you’d never have known. Isn’t that correct?”

      “He would have needed a key to get in. We installed commercial-grade locks and a solid-steel security door on the garage, but saved a few dollars by not connecting it to the alarm system. The only key is kept in the house.”

      She pauses to absorb the unexpected answer, then plows on. “He could have crept in while you slept, taken the key to let himself into the garage, hidden the evidence, and then put the key back and slipped away into the night.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t think so,” Perez parrots with a sardonic sideways glance at the jurors.

      “No, I don’t. Our home is alarmed, Miss Perez. The kids have the door code to get into the house, but they don’t have the code to disarm the security system. Anyone coming into the house would have triggered the alarm.”

      “How can you be certain the alarm is activated every night? Isn’t it possible that sometimes it isn’t set?”

      Mr. Williams settles back in his seat and studies Perez for a moment. “You don’t know my wife, Miss Perez. Trust me, the alarm is set every night before she comes to bed.”

      A couple of jurors smile. Perez doesn’t.

      “If you say so,” she mutters in a snotty aside.

      “I do,” he replies coldly.

      “You’re absolutely certain that the defendant couldn’t have taken your garage key and duplicated it while he was planning to kill his wife—one hundred percent certain he didn’t hide evidence in your garage?”

      “There’s one key in the house, Miss Perez. It’s a Medeco key that cannot be duplicated.”

      “Every key can be duplicated, Mr. Williams.”

      “Not without the code, Miss Perez.”

      I decide to look into getting some of these Medeco keys. Everyone seems to have them.

      She dismisses the witness. I decide to do a quick recross-exam to clarify a point before we let George Williams go.

      “You’re quite certain nobody slipped into your home to take the garage key, aren’t you?”

      “Absolutely sure, Mr. Valenti. To do so, they’d have to disarm an alarm system they don’t have the code for, and then fumble around in a dark hallway to open a strongbox they don’t know the combination to. Breaking into that strong box in the middle of the night would make some noise, and Althea and I are light sleepers. I imagine someone would do a little damage prying it open, and we’ve never seen a scratch on it.”

      We haven’t definitely slammed the door on the possibility of Reg’s sneaking into the garage, but the jury now knows that it wouldn’t have been easy.  Nobody has shown that Reg has the requisite skill to defeat a security system. But we know who might.

      Perez declines the opportunity to recross before Judge Blum recesses for lunch.

      A Cook County sheriff’s deputy approaches as we leave the courtroom and formally identifies me. Then he hands me an envelope from the Sheriff’s office and a clipboard to sign for it. I sign and rip it open.

      “About time!” I say when I find a copy of the fingerprint cards from Cohen’s juvenile file inside, complete with a palm print.

      “Damned straight!” Mike exclaims after he has a look. Then we hurry back to the office, where we’ll be meeting with Jake and Max over lunch. They, too, claim to have news to share.

      I let Mike drive so I can call Mrs. Pangborne. Trish’s condition remains unchanged.
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      A plate of sandwiches and several bottles of water await us in the Brooks and Valenti conference room, compliments of Joan Brooks. We’re all excited about the palm print, which Joan runs over to Oleg Volkov’s office while we get to work.

      Eleanor Hawkes has arrived from the UK. Jake had a coffee with her this morning, and I plan to spend some time with her this evening to prepare her testimony for tomorrow.

      Jake smiles and says, “You’re gonna love her!”

      I return the smile. “I want the jury to love her, Jake.”

      He laughs. “Oh, they will. I don’t think they’re gonna like Rachel Amundsen much after they meet Eleanor.”

      “From your lips to God’s ear,” Mike says.

      We spend the rest of the lunch break reviewing the state of the case and fine-tuning our questions for this afternoon’s witnesses. Armed with additional guidance from Max and Jake—including a few new revelations—I call Detective Caulfield back to the stand after lunch.

      “You were in court this morning to hear Len Dixon tell us about the phone call to Marsha Williams just before she was attacked, weren’t you, Detective?”

      “Fantasyland.”

      “Did the Cedar Heights police investigate the origins of that phone call?”

      “No need to.”

      “Why not?”

      “We had all we needed from the victim’s cell phone.”

      “Mr. Williams’s cell phone didn’t show a record of that call. Neither did the records of his cell phone company. Correct?”

      “Doesn’t matter. We know what we know.”

      “Just to be clear, Detective. You were aware of these discrepancies and chose not to investigate them.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Can you explain what that decision was based on?”

      “The totality of the evidence proving that the defendant is guilty of the crime.”

      “I see,” I say with a shake of my head that says, “How in hell could you not look into that?”

      After returning to our table to consult my notes, I walk back to face Caulfield. “You didn’t probe the origin of the tip you received to search the Williamses’ garage, did you?”

      “As I believe you’ve been told on more than one occasion, Counselor, we received it anonymously.”

      “Not so, Detective. Miss Perez passed it along to you. I assume you asked where she got it?”

      “I don’t recall.”

      “You’ve told the court that the State’s Attorney’s office received the tip anonymously, which suggests that you did ask. How else could you make that statement?”

      There’s a deer-in-the-headlights look in Caulfield’s eyes as he ponders how to answer. Perez has violated more than a few ethical boundaries if she didn’t come clean to the cops. If she did and he’s facilitated the fiction, he’s in hot water, as well. As far as we’re concerned, it’s a problem for Judge Blum and others to deal with. My sole interest at the moment is to show the jury that the detective and, by extension, Sylvia Perez, can’t be trusted.

      “I don’t recall the details of that conversation, Counselor. I just remember that there was an anonymous tip that came to the attention of the State’s Attorney’s office. My focus was on solving the crime, so we were anxious to have a look at the garage.”

      I step closer to the witness box. “Miss Perez did not disclose that her tip came directly from Miss Garcia?”

      Caulfield can either throw Perez under the bus or put his career in peril. “Not to my knowledge.”

      I steal a glance at Perez, whose eyes are fixed on her lap. Is she lying, or is Caulfield? One of them is. I let the jury ponder the question for a long moment before I move on.

      “You generally receive a lot of tips from concerned citizens regarding crimes like this one, don’t you, Detective?”

      “Usually.”

      “How many did you receive over the course of this investigation?”

      “That’s not the sort of thing we keep track of.”

      “But there were some?”

      “Yes.”

      “Approximately how many, Detective? Less than ten?”

      “More than that.”

      “As many as fifty?”

      “Probably.”

      “Do you take each one seriously and investigate thoroughly?”

      “Of course not. There are a lot of crackpots out there.”

      “I can imagine. So, why this one tip, Detective? Why did you rush to get a search warrant?”

      He fidgets a bit before replying, “It fit.”

      “It fit with the theory that Reg Williams was the killer?”

      “Correct.”

      “Which you were already disposed to believe?”

      The skin around his eyes tightens, and he eases forward an inch or two to glare at me. I’m getting under his skin. “Yes, Counselor. The ex, the history of harassment and abuse, the phone call. The defendant was clearly the prime suspect.”

      “You received that tip only a few days into the case, correct?”

      “I don’t recall the exact date, but it was fairly early on.”

      “You had already decided that Reg Williams was your prime suspect that early in your investigation, hadn’t you?”

      “He was a suspect, yes.”

      “The prime suspect.”

      He doesn’t disagree. I think I’ve made my point, so I turn him over to Perez. She wisely avoids the topic of how the “anonymous” tip ended up in his hands. They spend a few minutes pushing the fiction that all credible leads were fully investigated, and that everything pointed straight to Reg Williams.

      “The history of the defendant abusing his ex-wife was suggestive to you, wasn’t it, Detective Caulfield?” she asks.

      I’m not letting her get away with this. “Objection.”

      Blum waves at me to continue. “Grounds?”

      “There is no history of abuse in the relationship between Reg and Marsha Williams, merely the single incident of a misunderstanding that didn’t even warrant a formal complaint. We ask that you instruct the prosecutor and Detective Caulfield to refrain from continually making this false claim unless they offer evidence to support the accusation.”

      “Mr. Valenti’s objection is sustained,” Blum tells the jury. “Please disregard any claims made by the prosecution in that regard.” His eyes swing back to Perez.” I don’t want to hear that claim made again without evidence to support it, Counselor. Is that understood?”

      Perez, who did a slow burn while Blum talked, nods curtly. Caulfield isn’t looking any happier. Perez winds things up quickly. The detective’s eyes turn to me in a blistering stare as Perez sits down, as if he’s challenging me mano a mano. So long as he’s pissed off, I may as well take another shot at him.

      “I have a final question or two for Detective Caulfield, Your Honor,” I announce while getting to my feet and walking to within a few feet of the witness box. “Isn’t it true that you didn’t seriously pursue any alternative explanation for the murder of Marsha Williams, Detective?”

      “No.”

      “Isn’t it true that you focused exclusively on Mr. Williams from the very start, so much so that you saw the case through that prism and cherry-picked ‘facts’ to fit a hastily assembled theory of the crime?”

      His eyes narrow. “No.”

      “Isn’t it true that you would allow an innocent man to be put to death rather than admitting to a mistake?”

      His cheeks are red when he bellows, “No!”

      “Nothing further for this witness, Your Honor,” I announce without a look back at Caulfield. “We reserve the right to recall him.”

      Our next witness is Josie Conklin. I smile at her after she’s sworn in. “I believe you had more to share with us during your testimony last week, Mrs. Conklin?”

      She nods. “When we called for Marsha in January about purchasing travel insurance for a cruise we had booked for early February, I was told she wasn’t available. The person who answered the phone told us she could take care of it, so I gave her the information.”

      “That would be Aretha Jackson?” I suggest. We already know Aretha isn’t licensed to sell insurance and has never done so. I’m raising the issue to make it clear that she wasn’t the person who sold the policy. Doing so should guard against Perez trying to muddy the issue later.

      “No, that doesn’t sound right,” Mrs. Conklin says. “Whoever picked up the phone, anyway.”

      “So, you never spoke to Marsha about this policy?”

      “I did not.”

      Mrs. Conklin still had the policy paperwork and shared it with us. I walk back to our table to collect it, then return and hand it to her. “This is the paperwork you received for that policy, correct?”

      She looks it over. “Yes, it is. It came by email.”

      I hand her a copy of the email she received with the policy document attached. “This is the email the policy papers were attached to?”

      “Yes, it is,” she says after glancing at it.

      “Can you please tell the jury who sent you that email and is listed as the selling agent on the policy?”

      Mrs. Conklin looks at the paperwork in her hands and then looks me in the eye. “Rachel Amundsen sent it. I realized later that she’s the person I spoke with.”

      “Did you share this information with Miss Perez before you testified last week?”

      “I did. She was only interested in the supposed referral from us to Marsha. A Mr. and Mrs. Tanner, if I recall correctly.”

      “You do recall correctly, Mrs. Conklin. You told us last week that you didn’t make any such referral and, in fact, don’t know anyone named Tanner.”

      “That’s right. We thought it was suspicious that someone would use our names—especially when we were away so Marsha couldn’t reach us. We wanted to make sure the police knew that. When we came home from our vacation, we found a message from Marsha thanking us for the referral and asking us to call her to tell us a little about the Tanners before she met with them.” Mrs. Conklin looks stricken at the memory and dabs her eyes as she wells up with emotion. “Marsha was such a nice girl.”

      Perez wisely declines to question her. Blum calls for the afternoon break. Max and Jake are waiting for us at the rail behind our table. I motion for them to follow, and then lead everyone into an empty alcove.

      “Oleg called,” Jake announces. “He compared the partial palm print from Cohen’s juvie file to the one from the Williamses’ garage. He isn’t pleased with the quality of the palm print from young Cohen.”

      “He called it shitty work,” Max adds. “Still, he says it’s a possible match—something to do with thirteen minutiae plot points and zero exclusions, whatever the hell all that means. I’ve never been able to keep all that shit straight. Bottom line? We’ll need a better palm print to be certain.”

      Amateur sleuth that I am, I suggest finding a way to get a glass into Cohen’s hands and then testing a palm print from that.

      “Only on TV, Grasshopper,” Jake scoffs.

      “We need something official,” Max says. “If we can find a way to get the cops to reprint him, we’ll know for certain.”

      “Good luck with that,” Mike says.

      Our last witness of the day is one of the Cedar Heights PD patrol officers who was involved with the incident between Reg, Lou, and Marsha that led to the false claim that Marsha filed an official complaint. We were surprised that Perez never got around to following up, so we put the guy on our witness list. Our purpose is to make it clear that there was no criminal complaint filed. He tells the story pretty much as Reg had relayed it to us. As a bonus, he offered his opinion that Lou was stirring up trouble for Reg. For some reason, Perez goes after him on the stand, attempting to browbeat him into supporting her version of events; namely, that Marsha feared for her safety. Her gambit backfires.

      “Mr. Williams wasn’t even there, Miss Perez,” he says dismissively. “How could anyone be physically frightened of someone who wasn’t there?”

      So, the day in court ends well for us. Well enough? We’ll find out tomorrow.

      I call Mrs. Pangborne as soon as I’m in my car.

      “They hope to wake Trish tomorrow,” she tells me.

      “I’m on my way.”

      I arrive in twenty minutes. Sometimes it pays to drive a Porsche. I expect to find some improvement with Trish. I don’t. The bruising is fading, and the cuts and abrasions are looking better, but she’s still comatose.

      “The swelling on her brain is still going down,” Mrs. Pangborne assures me when I deflate upon seeing Trish. “It’s just the drugs keeping her under now.”

      I stay ten more minutes before reluctantly saying goodnight so I can get back to work.

      Reg’s case could be over by this time tomorrow. And, God willing, Trish may be back with us.
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      The trial is delayed the following morning after the court reporter is involved in a fender bender. Judge Blum is trying to scare up a replacement while we wait. It’s a fortunate turn for us. Doris Banks, our first scheduled witness, is yet to arrive. We’d hoped to kick off the day with her. After failing to reach her by phone, Max has been dispatched to collect her. Doris’s unexpected tardiness is a surprise; we hope it doesn’t presage a case of nerves that might make her vulnerable to what we anticipate will be a scathing cross examination from Perez. We expect them at any time, but our next witnesses have arrived, so we’ve shuffled our lineup. I’m killing time chatting with Brittany and Pat when the topic of Trish comes up.

      “The doctors hope to bring Trish out of her coma today,” I say.

      Pat’s eyes narrow. “Then she can tell the cops it was Frankie.”

      “I hope she’s okay,” Brittany says.

      “We all do,” I tell her. My primary concern is Trish’s health, but I’m also anxious to know who attacked her. Like Pat, I suspect Frankie. As I look around the courtroom, Mayor Alvin Smith of Cedar Heights catches my eye from just inside the doors. We exchange nods of greeting before he inclines his head toward the hallway and raises his eyebrows in question. I excuse myself and start for the doors as he steps out.

      I first came to know Smith during the fight to save the homes of Liberty Street from expropriation. A Cedar Heights village trustee at the time, he’d been instrumental in leading an insurrection to upset the plans of the developer and then-Mayor Brown. When Brown was forced from office in the ensuing scandal, the board chose Smith to serve out the final two years of Brown’s mayoral mandate. We’ve kept loosely in touch ever since. He’s a shrewd operator who does his best to run the village for the benefit of its citizens. I plan to lend my support to his reelection effort.

      Smith, a solid middle-aged Black man who keeps in good enough shape that only his tightly cropped, graying hair betrays his advancing years, greets me with a solid handshake when I meet him in the hallway. He’s decked out in a charcoal suit, powder-blue shirt, and a fire-engine-red necktie. I suspect he’s been nattily attired since stepping out of diapers.

      “How’s that daughter of yours getting along?” he asks.

      “She’s doing well.”

      “Glad to hear it. Give her my best when you see her.”

      “Will do. So, Mr. Mayor, what brings you to the courthouse this morning? In trouble with the law again?”

      His eyes crinkle as a smile spreads across his face. “Just like always.”

      “What are you really doing here?”

      “Interested in matters concerning our little village. One might say I’m concerned by some of what I’m hearing. You folks seem to have our people on the run.”

      “I hope so,” I say as Jake ambles unevenly down the hallway toward us. He’s been off crutches for a week or so. His eyes widen when he sees the mayor. Jake averts his gaze as he approaches.

      “I hear that Mr. Plummer is working for you,” Smith says.

      I nod. “The silver lining of you pensioning him off. We’re happy to have him.”

      “Good morning, Detective Plummer,” Smith says as Jake passes by.

      Jake delivers a cursory nod without breaking stride.

      “It seems that Mr. Plummer still isn’t happy with me,” Smith deadpans as his eyes trail Jake.

      Jake remains bitter about his involuntary retirement. “Can you blame him?”

      “No. No, I can’t,” Smith replies with a troubled look. “I should have dug into that more deeply at the time. Truth is, the chief of police didn’t indicate there was any friction around the decision to pension off Detective Plummer.”

      “Why didn’t you dig deeper before they let Jake go?”

      “I’ve always believed that you have to let your people get on with their jobs the best way they see fit to—leastways until they demonstrate that they don’t warrant your trust.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a vote of confidence in your police chief,” I say. He doesn’t deny it, so I add, “For what it’s worth, Jake wasn’t exactly enamored of the guy even before he was pushed out the door.”

      “I understand he didn’t take a shine to young Detective Caulfield, either.”

      “I can see why.”

      “Seems that we could have used Plummer’s expertise in this investigation of the Marsha Williams murder. Your team generally seems to be a step or two ahead of our people.”

      “Jake still has his detective chops,” I reply smugly, then lean in and lower my voice. “Don’t tell him I said so.”

      Smith smiles. “Not that he’d give me the time of day to do so.”

      “I should get back inside, Mr. Mayor. Did you want to talk to me about anything in particular?”

      “Not really. Just wanted to say hello and ask after Brittany. I feel almost like a turncoat saying so, but good luck in there.”

      “Thank you. See you around.”

      We shake hands before I head back into court. I pass along the mayor’s regards to Brittany and chat with her and Pat for another minute or two before the judge calls the court to order.

      Mike gives me a little fist bump for luck. We’ve got our sights firmly set on Rachel Amundsen and Lucas Cohen today. I lead things off by calling one of the agent trainees from the February-fourth training session. Lamar Green is a hulking young man who looks as if he should be playing linebacker in the NFL. He flashes me a blinding smile from the witness stand after I greet him.

      “I understand you’re no longer employed with Amundsen Insurance?” I begin after the preliminaries are out of the way.

      “Yeah, Lucas cut us loose a couple of days after the training session. Kind of made me wonder why we went through the training. I imagine that set them back a few bills.”

      I notice that Perez is studying paperwork while she half listens to Lamar. Big mistake not tracking down all four of the agents who were there that night, Sylvia, I think as I ask, “Lucas Cohen fired you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My understanding was that Rachel and Marsha were the agency partners.”

      “Marsha originally recruited me and she’s who I worked with when we started,” Lamar says. “Lucas was around some in the early days. A bit player, y’know? Anyway, over the week or two before Marsha got killed, he got more involved. I wouldn’t exactly say Marsha got pushed aside, but Lucas and Rachel seemed pretty tight—more in control of things.”

      “Tell us how the evening of February fourth played out.”

      “We started at six thirty with the usual review of our training. Sales theory, closing gimmicks, and especially asking for referrals.

      “How long did this review last?”

      “Twenty minutes maybe—no more than thirty.”

      “Everyone was in the room the whole time?”

      “Pretty much,” he replies. “Couple of folks stepped out to use the washroom for a minute or so.”

      “So that takes us to about seven?”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “What came after the classroom stuff?”

      “Lucas was big on role-playing as a coaching tool. We practiced our sales pitches on each other for a bit while he listened. He’d throw us a curveball or two along the way to teach us how to respond to objections and such. He was pretty good at that, actually. I learned quite a bit from it. Anyway, then they set up video and Rachel played the part of a prospect while we pitched our spiels.”

      “What about Rachel?” I ask. “What was her demeanor that night? Anything unusual?”

      “Pretty much her usual self. Maybe a little distracted.”

      Things are about to get interesting.

      “That was at seven fifteen?” I ask.

      “About that, yeah.”

      “How long was each presentation?”

      “The script for our pitches covers three minutes,” he replies. “Add a couple of minutes for Rachel to raise objections and for us to respond to them. Then we’d debrief with Lucas for another five minutes, sometimes a little more if Lucas was being picky, which he was that night.”

      “So, we’re talking fifteen minutes per agent role play?”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “There were four of you in training?”

      “Yeah. I wasn’t looking forward to my turn, man. Lucas was hard on me at the best of times, and he was being a real dick that night. Two agents did their thing, and then we took a ten-minute break at seven forty-five. My turn was coming next.”

      “You’re sure it was at seven forty-five?”

      He nods. “Yeah. I was clock watching. The Bulls’ game started at eight.”

      “Got it.”

      He smiles. “Then I caught a break.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Lucas stepped out for a bit, so I didn’t have to present in front of him.”

      “Stepped out? Of the room, or did he leave the building?”

      “He left the building. Said he had an errand to run.”

      I notice Perez’s head snap up.

      “How long was he gone?” I ask Lamar.

      Lamar thinks about it for minute. “He left maybe five minutes into the break and didn’t come back until we were critiquing Rick’s performance. Rick went last, so Lucas was gone a half hour or so. Maybe a bit longer.”

      “Can you be specific about the time?”

      “I didn’t start my video until a couple of minutes before eight.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “Yeah, I am. Like I say, I was clock watching and was a little pissed about missing the start of the Bulls game. It was damned near halftime by the time I got home.”

      Perez goes on the attack when I turn over the witness, pointing out that Rachel and the other two agents contradict Lamar’s story about Cohen’s outing. She ends with an incredulous look at Lamar. “We’re to believe you can recall every minute of a night in early February?”

      “Damned straight I remember that night clearly. I was watching the clock all night and was friggin’ happy Lucas wasn’t there when my turn came.”

      Mike calls Lamar’s rookie cohort, Rick Melanson, next. Rick looks as if he might hail from a farm just down the road from the Brooks family in Kansas: big-boned, six foot or so, couple of hundred pounds, sandy-blond hair. Wholesome country goodness personified. His account of the night echoes Lamar’s, right down to Cohen’s surly mood and absence from shortly before eight until half-past.

      “I remember the times,” Rick says. “I went last. Lucas came back when I was about done. I was paying attention to the time because my sister was minding my son, and she was supposed to go on a date at eight. I knew she was gonna be annoyed about me being late. She was. I sent her a text just after eight thirty letting her know I was on my way.”

      Perez doesn’t make a dent in Rick’s testimony. Between Lamar and him, it seems pretty clear that Cohen was off somewhere while Marsha was being murdered. Coincidence? A quick glance at the jury box suggests a few jurors are wondering the same thing. We all know that they’re being lied to about what went on in the training session, but who’s doing the lying?

      I cast a questioning look at Jake after Rick is excused, and mouth, “Doris?”

      He shrugs. Well, it can’t be much longer. I’ll call another witness out of order.

      Eleanor Hawkes looks like a character straight out of Downtown Abbey or Masterpiece Theatre. She’s matronly and is dressed right prim and proper. Smartly styled silver hair frames her pretty face. The term “English creamy white skin” could have been coined with her in mind, and she has an endearing overbite that has always struck me as uniquely English. When she speaks, her melodic, upper-crust British accent is music to the ears. A peek at the jury suggests they’re as enamored of her as I am. If all goes well, she’ll turn out to be a devastatingly charming assassin on the stand.

      “Good morning, Miss Hawkes,” I begin after she’s sworn in.

      “Good day, Mr. Valenti.”

      “Let me start by thanking you for traveling all the way from the United Kingdom to be with us this morning.”

      “I am pleased to assist.”

      “You were the receptionist with the Amundsen Insurance Agency, correct?”

      “For six years, three months.”

      “You were let go from that position late last year?”

      “My Christmas gift, one assumes,” she replies drolly. Gentle laughter can be heard here and there in the gallery. A few jurors crack smiles.

      “Was a reason given for your termination?”

      “Rachel mentioned injecting fresh energy into the agency and assured me she would be happy to provide a good reference. Marsha was upset over it, poor dear. She told me Rachel wanted someone younger—preferably a Black lass, as she was eager to make inroads into that community.”

      “Objection!” Sylvia Perez snaps. “Hearsay evidence, Your Honor.”

      Judge Blum nods and says gently, “Please simply answer the questions, Miss Hawkes. We’re not permitted to testify about conversations with people who cannot be called upon to verify the veracity of the conversation.”

      Eleanor nods. “Thank you, dear. I didn’t realize that. I’m neither a barrister nor a solicitor.”

      Blum smiles down at her, apparently nonplussed at being called “dear” in court. “Thank you, Miss Hawkes.”

      “So, your separation from the agency was amicable?” I ask.

      “I suppose it was, all things considered.”

      “You stopped into the agency yesterday?”

      “A courtesy visit, you see. I was employed with them for quite some time.”

      “Had anything changed?”

      “The receptionist,” she says with a self-effacing smile. “A lovely girl.”

      “That would be Aretha Jackson.”

      “Yes. I was extremely surprised to see that the rear stairwell security camera had been removed.”

      “Extremely surprised?”

      “Oh, yes, Mr. Valenti. You see, Rachel had cameras installed on the day we first moved into those offices. She upgraded them at least three times during my tenure. She was quite fastidious in updating to the latest technology. If I might say so, she was a little over the top about security, to borrow an Americanism.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Oh, yes. The neighborhood scared her a little, you see. The Black people.”

      I walk back to our table to collect a photo of the stairwell leading from the alley door up to the rear entrance of the agency. Mike sets a blowup of the photo on the easel while I introduce it into evidence.

      “This is a picture of the rear stairwell at Amundsen Insurance,” I say while handing Eleanor the photo.

      “Yes, I recognize it well.”

      “Can you tell us where the camera was mounted?”

      “Of course,” she says before she sets an index finger on the picture. “Right here.”

      I turn to Mike. “The witness is pointing to the small square of wood on the wall just above the door at the top of the stairs. Can you circle it?”

      Mike points at the enlargement. “Right here?”

      “Exactly,” Eleanor says.

      Mike circles it with a thick black marker.

      “Aside from the fact that the camera was missing, did anything else strike you about that location, Miss Hawkes?”

      “It appeared as if the camera had been removed recently. The wood behind where the camera had been hasn’t weathered like the rest of the board.”

      We’re close to beating the topic to death, so I move on. “You returned to your home in the UK immediately after you were let go?”

      She smiles. “I did. It was nice to be home. I hadn’t realized how much I missed jolly old England. I was fortunate enough to arrive in time to celebrate New Year’s Eve in Trafalgar Square. We did that when we were younger.”

      “Did you provide Miss Amundsen with a forwarding address in the UK before you left?”

      “I certainly did, placed it right in her hand. I decided to move back into the family home with my sister. We’re now a right proper pair of old dowagers puttering about making ourselves tea and crumpets every afternoon.”

      I smile along with most everyone else in the courtroom. “Did you receive your separation paperwork and a W-2 for last year?”

      “Yes, I did—after contacting Rachel several times and speaking with Miss Jackson. It only arrived last week, actually. I was quite concerned that I would miss the tax-filing deadline.” She smiles. “One must pay one’s taxes.”

      I collect a sheaf of papers and introduce them into evidence, then hand a copy to Eleanor. As she starts to look them over and purse her lips in disapproval, I notice Jake hurrying out of the courtroom with Max. Neither look happy. Problems with Doris? I tear my eyes away and refocus on Eleanor, who is waiting expectantly with the papers in hand.

      “These are copies of email correspondence between you and Rachel Amundsen, Miss Hawkes?”

      “Yes, they are. More than I cared to send, I must say.”

      We’re discussing a trail of six emails between Eleanor and her former boss in which Eleanor asks where her separation paperwork is and repeatedly provides her mailing address in London. The clerk passes them along to the jury to read while I continue.

      “I understand you also called the agency at least twice to ask where your paperwork was?”

      “That is correct.”

      I shift gears. “Are you familiar with a man named Lucas Cohen?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Our understanding is that Mr. Cohen is somewhat of a fixture at Amundsen Insurance. Miss Amundsen said he’s been doing new-agent sales training for several years. In fact, he was conducting agent training the night of Marsha Williams’s murder.”

      Eleanor, perhaps a good enough actress for Masterpiece Theatre, appears surprised and visibly confused. “My understanding is that Marsha was killed in the reception area at the office?”

      “She was.”

      “During the training session? How could that happen without anyone noticing?”

      “Everyone was at the training session.”

      “But the training room opens right off the reception area. How could they not see?”

      “The agency rented an offsite meeting room that night.”

      Eleanor appears bewildered. “I, well, I just don’t understand. That is quite out of character. You see, Rachel was exceptionally frugal.”

      “She was?”

      “Yes. So was Lou.”

      “You mean Lucas?”

      “You continue to speak of this Lucas, Mr. Valenti. There was never anyone named Lucas involved with the agency during my time there. Lou did that kind of training for Rachel.”

      “Lou did?” I ask with genuine surprise. This didn’t come up when I spoke with her last night, and Jake hadn’t mentioned it.

      “Yes,” she replies. “He was around quite often. So much so that I wondered now and then if he and Rachel were involved romantically, but perhaps I was mistaken. After all, he was also Marsha’s boyfriend for a short time.” A little sob escapes her. “I’m sorry,” she says softly as she touches a tissue to her eyes. “I still cannot believe poor Marsha is gone… and so horribly.”

      I’m staring at her in disbelief. Lucas Cohen dated Marsha, too? I’m tempted to delve into that, but this isn’t the time. Not when I don’t know what it might reveal. I carry on with my next planned topic after she composes herself. “Did you know Reg Williams, Miss Hawkes?”

      “He dropped by from time to time before he and Marsha divorced. He seemed a pleasant man and they got along well, even toward the end of their marriage. He is the last person I would suspect of harming Marsha.”

      “The police obviously seem to think otherwise.”

      “How do they think Reg got into the office at that time of day?”

      “They seem to think he had a key that he never returned.”

      “Reg?”

      “So they say.”

      “That can’t be right. Reg never had a key. Keys were very tightly controlled, what with all the confidential client information at the agency.”

      “Can you tell us what controls are in place?”

      “There’s a key log at my desk—well, my former desk. It’s a paper log that is kept in a locked drawer. The keys are kept in a separate strongbox and must be signed in and out with dates and times recorded in the log. Reg never had a key during my tenure.”

      “Is there anything else you’d care to share with us, Miss Hawkes?”

      She shakes her head softly. “No, Mr. Valenti.”

      “That’s all I have for the witness at this time, Your Honor. We may wish to recall Miss Hawkes.” I turn back to Eleanor. “Thank you for coming today.”

      “You’re welcome, my dear.”

      Perez, who had no advance notice of what Eleanor would speak about, wisely passes on the opportunity to cross-examine her. For all her proper decorum, Rachel’s former employee managed to let everyone know that she isn’t a fan of her former boss. Aside from simply pissing off the jurors by attacking a sweet little old lady, the prosecutor would run the risk of stepping on a land mine or two by asking questions Eleanor might use to ever so politely excoriate dear Rachel.

      Blum dismisses Eleanor, thanks her, and clarifies that she must remain available in case we wish to recall her.

      “I understand, dear,” she says with a matronly smile. “Thank you.”

      Blum calls a fifteen-minute recess. I catch up to Eleanor in the hallway, where she’s chatting with Pat. Jake and Max are nowhere to be seen.

      “Was that satisfactory?” Eleanor asks me.

      “More than satisfactory. Quick question?”

      She nods.

      “The key log and strongbox. Were they monitored with any type of video surveillance?”

      “I don’t believe so. Not that I know of.”

      Well, it was a shot in the dark, at best. Probably wouldn’t help any, other than possibly making a point about another missing camera.

      “Is Lou a witness?” she asks as she looks beyond me.

      “Lou?” I ask as my eyes track hers to where Lucas Cohen sits on a bench at the far end of the hallway. What’s he doing out here? The bailiffs are supposed to be holding him in a secure room until he testifies.

      “Right there,” Eleanor says with a smile. “All the trouble you’ve had trying to find him and there he is.”

      “That’s Lucas Cohen,” I say.

      Her brow furrows. “He called himself Lou when I worked with Rachel.”

      I quickly look away and steer Eleanor to the other end of the hallway so Cohen doesn’t catch us staring. “That’s the man Marsha was dating?” I ask her. “The guy you thought might have been involved with Rachel?”

      She nods. “I never liked him.”

      “He doesn’t seem overly likable,” says Pat, who has tagged along.

      “Do you remember an incident last fall when Lou and Reg had something of an altercation and the police were called?” I ask Eleanor.

      Her lip curls in distaste. “Yes, I do. Marsha was furious. She and Lou argued about it the following morning. They parted ways straightaway.”

      “Why was Marsha furious?”

      “My understanding was that Lou called Reg and said things that upset him.” She pauses for a moment and holds a finger up to indicate that she’s thinking. “Ah, yes. Marsha said Lou baited Reg about Ashley, then called the police.”

      “Well, well,” I say. “We’ll have to explore that with Mr. Cohen.”

      Eleanor slows as we near the end of the hallway and glances back to where Cohen was sitting. He’s vanished. “Perhaps I should not say this, but I daresay that Lou—perhaps even Rachel… well, I suspect that one or both of them are more likely to have harmed Marsha than poor Reg. I always felt certain that Rachel was using Marsha’s race for her own benefit. She and Lou made for quite an unsavory pairing. Is that an utterly scandalous thing to say?”

      I shake my head. “To be honest with you, Eleanor, we share that suspicion.”

      Her eyes widen slightly. “Will you accuse them of it today?”

      “Not directly. Our job is to clear Reg’s name. Then perhaps the police will take a hard look at those two.”

      “Am I allowed to attend court now that I’ve testified?”

      “Not until you’ve been released by the judge.”

      She frowns. “I’m still unable to watch the proceedings, then?”

      I shake my head no. “We hope to finish our case this afternoon. If we do, then you’ll be free to attend the rest of the trial.”

      “But I won’t see you questioning Rachel and Lou?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Her eyes twinkle when she says, “Pity. I would so love to see those two wriggle and squirm like worms on the witness stand. As we say in England, Mr. Valenti, kick their arses!”

      I laugh. “We aim to. You’re in town until the weekend?”

      “Yes. Don’t fret, dear, I won’t just up and bugger off on you. Now, if you will excuse me, I’m off to the loo.”

      “What a gem,” Pat says as we watch her go. “The jury loved her.”

      “So do I,” I say with a chuckle. “Were you playing reporter with her?”

      “Just a little. Depending on how things turn out, I may wish to follow up with her.”

      “Looking for a paid trip to London at the Trib’s expense?”

      A smile spreads across her face. “I hadn’t thought of that. Great idea!”

      Pat’s eyes stray back to where Cohen had been sitting. “Do you think he noticed us watching him?” she asks with a look of concern.

      “I don’t know. Why?”

      “I’ll bet he and Rachel feel the walls closing in. He might bolt if he does. Actually, they both might. If things go the way I think they’re heading, Reg is going to walk on the murder charge. The cops will have no choice but to look at them.”

      “Let’s hope you’re prescient, O’Toole.” I think she’s being a touch alarmist about Cohen doing a runner, but make a mental note to discuss it with Jake and Max. I walk over to a sheriff’s deputy and ask him to locate Cohen to make sure he’s sequestered until we put him on the stand this afternoon.

      A quick call to Mrs. Pangborne goes straight to voicemail. I hope all is well at the hospital and wish to hell I could be in two places at once.

      Max and Jake finally appear, hurrying toward me with ashen faces. Whatever news about Doris Banks they’re coming to deliver, I know it’s bad.

      “Doris is dead,” Jake says.

      I expected bad news—Doris is sick, she had to work, she forgot—but I’m not prepared for this, despite the health warnings Lionel gave us.

      “What happened,” I ask.

      “Someone murdered her last night,” Jake replies. “Slit her throat while she slept.”

      I feel lightheaded and sag onto a bench in the hallway. “Jesus. Do they know who did it?”

      “The guys at the scene were pretty tightlipped,” Max replies. “Doesn’t sound like they have any suspects.”

      “She was such a sweet woman,” I murmur, remembering the effervescent woman who’d come to our offices to give us a deposition only a few days ago. “Who in hell would want to kill someone like Doris?”

      Jake’s eyes narrow. “Probably the same bastard who killed Marsha Williams,” he replies with a grim expression.

      “How would anyone know about her?” I ask.

      “Did you give her deposition to the prosecution?” he asks.

      The inference chills me. “No, but we did add her to our witness list.”

      “So, someone there had her address,” Jake mutters.

      “C’mon, Jake,” I say. “Nobody there would do this.”

      “No, but I can imagine Perez or someone speaking with Amundsen to ask about Doris to see if they could get a sense of what she may have to say.”

      “Jesus,” I say as I drop my head into my hands. Did I get Doris Banks killed?

      Jake lays a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, this isn’t on you, Tony. You did what you needed to do. Perez did what she had to do. The problem is probably Amundsen and Cohen realizing the significance of where Doris lived and putting it together.”

      “I’ll give the detectives working the case a heads up,” Max says.

      “So,” Jake says angrily. “Now what?”

      I give my head a shake and focus on the implications of this for our trial. Thankfully, we did depose Doris. The issue will be trying to get that interview admitted at trial. We are reasonably confident that Doris’s death will allow for an exception to the hearsay rule, which is why we deposed her after Lionel warned us about her health issues. That doesn’t mean Judge Blum will allow us to share it with the jury. Perez will fight this tooth and nail.

      “How much is this going to hurt us?” Jake asks me.

      I shake my head. “Hard to say. If we can’t get her testimony in, it’s going to punch a big hole in our case.”

      “How big?” Max asks.

      I shrug. “Pretty damned big. Guess we’ll find out if it’s a fatal blow if we can’t use it.”

      Max and Jake both curse under their breath. I excuse myself, find Mike, and we call Penelope to break the news.

      “Oh my God!” she exclaims, then breaks down in tears. She pulls herself together within a minute. “So, the issue now is how to get her testimony in, right?”

      “Yes,” we say in unison.

      She thinks for a minute. “Let me draft a motion. I suggest you give Judge Blum a heads up.”

      We get word to the judge that a delicate issue has come up that we need to discuss in chambers. Perez is furious when she hears that we want to introduce “hearsay” testimony. Blum at least thinks to offer his condolences before he tackles the issue.

      “Next steps?” he asks us.

      “My partner is drafting a motion asking the court to allow the testimony,” I reply.

      He nods. “Is this video testimony?”

      “It is, Your Honor.”

      “Are you ready to proceed with other witnesses while your partner pulls this together?”

      I swallow and reply, “I guess we are.”

      Blum gives me a sympathetic look. “I realize this is a shock for you gentlemen. Would you like a few more minutes to get your emotions under control before we proceed?”

      “Please, your Honor,” I reply hoarsely as Doris Banks’s face swims into my mind’s eye.

      “Thirty minutes?” he suggests.

      I nod numbly, thank him, and leave his chambers with Mike. We decide to walk outside to clear our heads.

      “This sounds heartless as hell, I know, but stay focused,” Mike tells me after we commiserate about Doris for a few minutes. “The matter of the deposition will sort itself out this afternoon. We’ve still got work to do this morning.”

      I nod. “And if we can’t get Doris’s testimony in, it’s all the more important to nail Amundsen’s pelt to the wall.”

      “Exactly.”

      I spend the final few minutes of the break trying to get my game face on for Amundsen, but my thoughts keep straying to Doris Banks. Was she killed to prevent her from testifying? If so, is Eleanor safe? Probably, as she’s already testified. Still. Maybe we can ask Blum to assign her protection for the rest of the trial? I’ll have a word with his clerk to ask how to go about that. And while I’m deep into paranoia territory, I start to wonder if any of us are safe for as long as this trial lasts. Not just our witnesses, but us—the attorneys and our families.

      Jesus, Valenti. Get a grip. Still, I make a mental note to take as many additional security precautions as I can over the next couple of days, and to advise everyone involved in the case to do so, as well.

      My thoughts then stray to Trish. Were the doctors able to bring her out of her coma? If so, what kind of shape is she in? Does she remember what happened? I make a final futile call to Trish’s mother before Blum calls court back into session, then try to push thoughts of Doris and Trish out of my mind.

      “Something up with Doris?” Reg asks with concern when we settle back at our table in the courtroom.

      Mike breaks the news. Reg is devastated.

      “Someone killed her over this?” he asks as his eyes take in the courtroom.

      Mike shrugs. “That remains to be seen, but it’s possible.”

      Reg squeezes his eyes shut while his hands ball into fists. “Son of a bitch who killed her better hope I never run into him.”

      I’m relieved that the jury isn’t here to witness the rage radiating off Reg.

      Rachel Amundsen is dressed down when she takes the stand after recess. Gone is last week’s just-above-the-knee-length skirt, sheer blouse, and Jimmy Choo shoes with fifty-inch heels. In their place is a sensible blue pantsuit and a pair of black pumps. Given her history with us, including her self-serving chat with me after the murder, Judge Blum has granted our request to declare Amundsen a hostile witness. I’ll be allowed to ask pointed and leading questions, something we’re usually only allowed to do during cross-examination.

      I lead off with the matter of the disappearing security camera at the top of the rear stairs. “Is it true that you had that camera removed only days before Marsha was murdered?”

      “I think it might have been January.”

      “Late January? Maybe the last week of January?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Why did you have that camera removed, Miss Amundsen?”

      “It was broken. I planned to replace it.”

      “Isn’t it true that you have insisted on having a security camera on those stairs every day since you opened your agency office several years ago?”

      “Probably.”

      “You’ve upgraded the system several times, have you not?”

      “Once or twice, I believe. I take the safety of my people very seriously, Mr. Valenti.”

      “Which is why you’ve always had a camera in place until just prior to Marsha’s murder.”

      She affects a pained expression. “I don’t think a camera would have stopped Reg that night.”

      “But it may well have helped with the investigation into her death.”

      She doesn’t reply.

      “Our understanding is that the only other time you had a broken camera, you had it replaced the very day it stopped working. Is that correct?”

      “I don’t recall.”

      “You also gave us a somewhat vague answer when you were asked about the office key controls in place at the agency, yet there was a very precise protocol in place. Why didn’t you explain that to us?”

      “I don’t believe I was asked directly about it.”

      “But you did testify that Reg had a key.”

      “I thought that perhaps he did. As I explained earlier, Eleanor wasn’t exactly on top of her game the final few months she was with us, and I’m not sure our new girl is managing that process in the way it is designed.”

      With Eleanor’s testimony fresh in their minds, I doubt the jurors appreciate Amundsen’s effort to trash her.

      “I see,” I say in a tone that calls bullshit on her answer. “The removal of a security camera in the week prior to Marsha’s murder seems out of character for you, Miss Amundsen. You’ve always had a camera on that back stairwell until that week. Is there a reason for that?”

      Perez pops to her feet. “Objection, Your Honor. Asked and answered.”

      “Sustained,” Blum says with a pointed look at me.

      I put a little spin on the question. “Why did you relax your security standards this one time?”

      “I wouldn’t say any standards were relaxed.”

      “Whether or not you say so, the fact remains that they were relaxed. We’ve heard that you were a little scared of the neighborhood.”

      “That’s not true.”

      Our strategy of holding off calling her to keep her isolated in a holding room so she isn’t aware of today’s earlier testimony is paying off. I hope Cohen is now secure, as well. “Anyone who may have said that was lying?” I ask.

      She affects a gentle laugh. “I may have been a little over the top with worry back in the early days, but I can assure you that I’ve been over such concerns for a long time.”

      “Yet you kept upgrading the security systems.”

      “For my people’s sake.”

      Lying bitch. I think I’ve exhausted the topic. “You run a tight ship in terms of administration and protection of client information?”

      “I take great pride in assuring the security of our clients’ personal information and maintaining tight fiscal controls, Mr. Valenti. It’s a top priority at Amundsen Insurance.”

      She sounds like a corporate spokesperson after a data breach, or an airline flack after a crash caused by shoddy aircraft maintenance—and about as believable.

      “Mrs. Conklin told us you sold them a travel policy for a cruise they took in the days leading up to Marsha’s murder.”

      “Did I? I don’t recall. Perhaps she’s mistaken about who sold her the policy.”

      I retreat to our table and return with a photocopy of the email trail between Mrs. Conklin and her. She scans it after I hand it to her and gives it back. “I guess I did. What of it?”

      “It seems that you knew the Conklins would be away. You knew Marsha wouldn’t be able to reach them.”

      I’ve walked right up to accusing her of being involved in Marsha’s killing, leaving myself the ability to back away. Instead of the indignation one would expect from someone who has just been all but accused of being implicated in a murder, Amundsen eyes me warily. I wait patiently for a response, giving the jury plenty of time to ponder the implications of what I’ve said, then ask, “Did you share that information with the police after learning that the Tanner referral had supposedly come from the Conklins?”

      “No.”

      “Why not, Miss Amundsen? You had to know the police were attempting to reach the Conklins.”

      “It was crazy for a few days. I guess I didn’t put it together in the midst of all the chaos and pain.”

      It’s not a bad answer. Plausible enough for most people to accept—if she hadn’t already been caught lying again and again. As I stare at Amundsen and wonder if she had a hand in the murders of Marsha Williams and now Doris Banks, a surge of disgust and rage wells up within me. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly to bleed some of the emotion away.

      “Let’s speak briefly about your partnership agreement with Marsha,” I continue coldly. “You told us that the premium income from Marsha’s business continues to flow to Amundsen Insurance.”

      “Those were the terms of the partnership agreement.”

      “Would you mind sharing with us exactly how much revenue that provides?”

      Her eyes narrow for an instant, then she makes a show of thinking. “Maybe five hundred dollars monthly? Something like that. Maybe a little more.”

      “Maybe a little more?” I ask. I have a copy of the January premium-income statement issued to Marsha from the agency. It had arrived at her home a few days after she died. Her daughter, Ashley, had passed it along to Mike.

      “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

      “Might her trailing premium income from January have been something over two thousand dollars?”

      She pastes a surprised expression on her face. “That much?”

      As if Miss Eagle Eye on Agency Finances hasn’t noticed that much extra money in her pocket for the past couple of months. I allow my skepticism to show in a sardonic expression. “That much, indeed,” I finally respond. “Those funds now flow to you as the sole owner of the agency, correct?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You must find it helpful.” Her expression hardens at the obvious sarcasm and turns steely at my next comment. “I understand you were experiencing some personal financial pressures over the winter. Would you mind telling us about that?”

      “Objection!” Sylvia Perez snaps as she gets to her feet. There’s fear in the prosecutor’s eyes as the judge asks for the grounds of her objection. Perez visibly struggles to come up with something before settling for “The question is clearly irrelevant, Your Honor. Miss Amundsen’s personal finances can’t possibly have anything to do with this case.”

      “What do you base that statement on, Miss Perez?” Blum asks.

      “She’s not on trial here. The defendant is.”

      Blum looks back to me. “Counselor?”

      “Miss Amundsen is my witness, Your Honor. It’s not the prosecutor’s place to dictate my line of questioning. The relevance of this line of questioning will soon be apparent.”

      Blum nods. “Objection overruled. Please answer the question, Miss Amundsen.”

      “What was the question, Your Honor?” Perez snaps back. “All I heard was an invitation for Miss Amundsen to tell us all about her personal finances.”

      “I’ll rephrase, Your Honor,” I offer.

      “Go ahead,” he says wearily.

      I lock eyes with Amundsen. “You were receiving one thousand, two hundred dollars in monthly child support that ended last September, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “You had also accumulated significant debt. Well over seventy thousand dollars in credit-card debt and another fifty thousand on a personal line of credit, not to mention sixty thousand plus on a home-equity line of credit. Is that correct?”

      Her eyes go wide with an expression that clearly asks, “How do you know that?”

      “You also purchased a new Mercedes luxury sedan in October with monthly payments of a little over a thousand dollars per month. Do I have all of that correct?”

      “Yes,” she mutters angrily.

      “Was the two hundred thousand dollars the agency received from the life insurance policy on Marsha Williams reinvested in the agency?”

      “No.”

      “You used those funds to get yourself out of a financial jam, didn’t you?”

      “What I did with the money is my concern.”

      “Of course, it is.”

      I move on to the final topic I plan to explore. We had a robust discussion during our final strategy session about how to manage the relationship between Amundsen and Lucas Cohen. We decided, somewhat reluctantly, not to hit her with it unless we feel as if we absolutely have to. Thankfully, Amundsen is self-destructing pretty much all on her own, so I decide the relationship business is best held back to be explored with the final witness we will call today, Lucas Cohen. Or Lou, or the guy who rented the training space, or whatever he decides to call himself this afternoon. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

      “You testified that Marsha Williams arranged the February fourth training session, didn’t you?” I ask Amundsen.

      “Yes,” she replies, then hedges the answer by adding, “to the best of my knowledge and recollection.”

      “Is it possible that you and Mr. Cohen made those arrangements?”

      She eyes me warily. “Perhaps Lucas coordinated with Marsha? I really don’t know.”

      “Isn’t it true that you control all expenditures at the agency?”

      “For the most part.”

      “All expenditures, Miss Amundsen. You told us not five minutes ago that you personally maintain tight fiscal controls, didn’t you?”

      “I do.”

      “Does anyone else have signing authority on your agency’s checking account?”

      “No.”

      “Not even your former partner, Marsha Williams, was permitted signing authority. Isn’t that right?”

      “It is.”

      I mentally thank Aretha and Eleanor for that tidbit. A fine sheen of sweat is accumulating on Amundsen’s forehead.

      “So, you would have had to sign off on payment to the training facility your agency rented for the evening of February fourth?”

      “I don’t recall doing so. Maybe Marsha paid.”

      “Out of her own pocket?” I ask incredulously. Amundsen doesn’t reply. I don’t force the issue and pivot to a new angle. “Isn’t it true that every eligible expense incurred by the agency is diligently recorded and tracked for tax purposes?”

      “That’s just good business, Mr. Valenti.”

      “I didn’t suggest otherwise.”

      “We keep good books.”

      “Just the point I was getting to, Miss Amundsen. Wouldn’t training sessions and their associated expenses be deductible?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wouldn’t a session like that cost several hundred dollars or more? Facility rental? Video recording costs? Whatever fee Mr. Cohen charges for his services?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yet you didn’t request an invoice for the facility rental?”

      “I don’t recall seeing one.”

      “You didn’t pay by check?”

      She wavers for a split second as a hint of fear creeps into her eyes. I imagine she’s wondering if I know the truth or if I’m just fishing for information. “Not that I recall.”

      “That seems a bit odd, given your meticulous cost controls.” I let her stew in uncertainty for a moment longer by meandering back to our table to have a peek at my notes, glancing up as I do to see how she’s holding up. She’s rattled. Good. On to the finale. If Amundsen’s half as smart as I think she is, she’s got an inkling of where my questions are leading, and the odds are pretty good that she’s starting to think about self-preservation. We’ll know in a few minutes.

      “Let’s talk about the training session itself,” I say as I walk back. “You’re on record as saying that nobody left the training session between the time it began shortly after six thirty and approximately eight thirty, when it wrapped up. Do you remember telling us that?”

      “I have some recollection of saying so.”

      “We have testimony suggesting Mr. Cohen left the building for somewhere between thirty and forty-five minutes from shortly before eight until maybe half-past. Is that possible?”

      She drops her eyes. “I don’t think so.”

      “You’re sure?” I press. “We have other evidence suggesting he was elsewhere during that time frame.”

      She doesn’t miss my mention of “other evidence.”

      “You may be right,” she allows after making a brief show of thinking back to that night. “It’s all so mixed up in my mind, but Mr. Cohen may have stepped out for a few minutes. I don’t even remember why. Maybe to go get coffee from Starbucks. There’s one a block or two away. That would take, what, five minutes?”

      “You now recall that Mr. Cohen did step out?”

      “Yes.”

      So, Cohen is suddenly on his own. Amundsen has a rock-solid alibi, but Cohen’s has always been dependent upon his girlfriend’s suddenly imperfect memory of his whereabouts. Her primary concern now is saving her own ass. I dismiss her. Perez takes a halfhearted stab at minimizing the damage and then gets her off the stand.

      Mike calls Aretha Jackson to undermine Amundsen a final time before we break for lunch. After confirming that the agency continues to use the same key controls that had been in use back in the days of Eleanor Hawkes, he slips in a question about her predecessor. “Have you made many changes to how Eleanor Hawkes managed the reception desk?”

      Aretha laughs. “Not on your life. I’ve learned more from how she did things than anyone ever taught me at school or any of my previous jobs. Marsha once told me that if I turned out to be half as proficient as Eleanor, I’d be one of the top ten receptionists in Chicago.”

      Mike smiles and introduces the final topic he’ll discuss with Aretha. It’s a good thing he’s about done—his voice is cracking, and he’s been looking increasingly under the weather over the course of the morning. “Do you have any recollection of when the security camera in the stairwell leading to the rear entry was removed?”

      “Lucas removed it the weekend before Marsha was killed. I remember because I liked having it there. It was like a little security blanket.”

      “Did you see Lucas remove it?”

      She shakes her head. “No, but I noticed it was missing when I arrived to work on Monday morning and asked Rachel about it. She told me Lucas had taken it down over the weekend.”

      “Did you ask her why it was removed?”

      “I did, because it seemed odd. Rachel’s pretty paranoid about security. She said something about replacing it with a better system.”

      “Has that been done?”

      “No.”

      Perez doesn’t cross-examine Aretha. I get the sense that she just wants this over with.

      We retire to Judge Blum’s chambers to deal with the issue of Doris Bank’s testimony. After an acrimonious ten-minute argument about the admissibility of the video, Judge Blum kicks us out while he screens it privately.

      When he summons us back in, Perez immediately argues that the state questions the providence of the video. “What assurance do we have that this video hasn’t been edited, Your Honor?” she asks sharply.

      Mike snorts. “What—”

      Blum holds up a hand to forestall Mike. “I’ll deal with this, Counselor,” he says as his eyes track from Mike to Perez. “This isn’t the first time you’ve suggested that Mr. Williams and Mr. Valenti might be guilty of misconduct, Miss Perez.”

      She nods. “That’s right. It’s become a pattern in this trial.”

      Blum’s eyes narrow. “Yes, Miss Perez, there certainly is a pattern here. I’m offended by your behavior.”

      Perez’s eyes widen.

      “We all know how this is supposed to be done,” Blum continues. “One files an official accusation of misconduct, backed up with proper evidence. We do not spew accusations against opposing counsel to gain tactical advantage. I’m on the verge of holding you in contempt and filing a complaint against you, Miss Perez. Do I make myself clear?”

      Perez nods with fire in her eyes.

      Blum locks eyes with her for a long moment, then blows out an exasperated sigh and settles back in his seat and meets my gaze. “I need a little more time to think about this. What Mrs. Banks had to say is clearly relevant and important—even critical—to the case, but I’m troubled that Miss Perez will not have an opportunity to cross examine this witness.”

      “Perhaps my office should be given an opportunity to view this videotape so we can weigh in on the matter, Your Honor,” she says.

      Blum’s eyes settle on hers. “I don’t think so, Miss Perez. I’m going to spend a little more time with this during our lunch recess.” His eyes cut to mine and Mike’s. “I may suggest some edits in an effort to minimize the impact on the prosecutor not being able to cross examine the witness.”

      I can’t imagine how he would do so, but he’s the judge and seems to be leaning toward allowing at least some of Doris’s testimony in. I’m not about to argue.

      “Whatever you decide, Your Honor,” I say.
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      The defense team plans to gather in the Brooks and Valenti conference room over the lunch recess for a final update from Max, who has been digging into all things Lucas Cohen. Despite having been severely shaken by his visit to Doris Banks’s home this morning, he’d managed to pull himself together and had gotten back to work over the last couple of hours.

      I manage to get Mrs. Pangborne on the phone during the drive from the courthouse.

      “They were able to bring her out of the coma,” she tells me.

      “That’s great! How is she?”

      “Not well, Tony. Pretty groggy. Plenty sore.”

      “That’s not surprising.”

      “Oh, we know. We’re thrilled to have her back with us.”

      “I’ll bet. I can’t wait to see her tonight.”

      “She’s worried about how she looks, Tony.”

      “I’m not worried about that.”

      “I know,” she says. “Just letting you know.”

      “Thanks.”

      There’s an awkward pause. “She doesn’t remember a thing about what happened after she left your house that night.”

      Damn. I hadn’t expected this. “Because of the drugs?”

      “It could be a number of things. Dr. Hashemi is going to have a neurologist talk with us after lunch.”

      I glance at the dashboard clock. No way to get to the hospital and back before court reconvenes. “I wish I could stop by.”

      “How’s court going?” she asks.

      “Okay, thanks.” Aside from a murdered witness, but I won’t burden her with that news. “We should wrap things up today.”

      “Don’t worry about not being here this afternoon, Tony. Trish is asleep most of the time. Hopefully, she’ll be a little better by this evening.”

      We leave it at that for the moment. I’ll check in again as I can throughout the afternoon, but I won’t feel settled about Trish until I have a chance to see and speak with her after court. I’m anxious to see her, yet filled with trepidation about how she’ll be and how difficult a recovery she’s facing. Still, the important thing is that she’s alive. We’ll deal with the rest of it.

      Jake meets me at the door to our conference room and pulls me aside. “I talked to the patrol officers who found Tyrel Allen at your place the other day. We can cross him off the suspect list,” he adds with a little grin. No mention of Doris. It amazes me how good these guys are at compartmentalizing. Then again, it’s a skill I’ve mastered, as well. It seems callous—and probably is—but it’s necessary to do so now and then.

      “Why is that?” I ask.

      Jake’s grin widens. “His buddy says Tyrel likes your car. He was looking to boost it when you saw him outside Larry Casey’s office. His next clever plan was to take you out at home and drive away as the owner of a nice new set of wheels.”

      “And what do you find so amusing about this story?” I ask.

      “Sometimes the rank stupidity of these guys just makes me laugh.”

      “Even when they’re trying to kill a friend of yours?”

      “Hey, at least you’ve still got your car, Tony!”

      I’ll never figure out cop humor. “We’ve still got some loose ends besides that,” I say.

      “Such as?”

      “When did Cohen slip the toolbox into George and Althea Williams’s garage? Why wasn’t there any forensic evidence at the murder scene? Are we sure we know all there is to know about Tyrel Allen? And now we’ve got another murder on our hands.”

      Jake frowns at the mention of Doris. “There are unanswered questions in every case, Tony—things that we simply never know. The question is: How important is it to know something to a certainty? If not knowing doesn’t weaken our case, I’ve learned to just let the unanswerables go.”

      “But they might matter, Jake!”

      “True, but our case is in pretty good shape. We don’t need to know those things, so put them out of mind and focus on what we do know. I think we have enough.”

      It’s sound advice. I already have enough crap to worry about. I begin the meeting by sharing my worries about everyone’s safety and urge caution. Then I update the team about Trish as soon as Penelope joins us. Finally, we get down to trial business. Max leads off.

      “I haven’t mentioned this before because I didn’t know if I was barking up the wrong tree, but I decided to take a shot at locating the van Cohen was driving the night of the murder,” he says a touch smugly. “I noticed that something on the side of the van had been painted out, so I tried to puzzle it out.”

      “And?” I ask impatiently.

      “It was a pretty half-assed paint job,” Max replies. “You can make out A-B-R-A-M on the top line, B-R-O-T-H on the second line, and E-L-E on the third line. Best guess? Abrams or Abramson Brothers Electric or Electrical. So, wily detective that I am, I went looking for a company of that name and, lo and behold, there’s an Abramson Brothers Electrical Contractors in Tinley Park. They just happened to have a van go missing on the afternoon of February fourth.”

      “Jesus,” Mike croaks.

      “It gets better,” Max says. “The van was recovered two days later, abandoned in a warehouse district. I talked to an old buddy at Chicago PD, and he pulled the file. A sharp-eyed patrol officer noticed a couple of drops of blood on the rocker panel beneath the side sliding door. The blood was collected and retained.”

      “That needs to be tested against Marsha’s DNA,” Mike says, then bursts into a bout of hacking coughs.

      “Yes, it does,” Max replies.

      “You should be home in bed,” Penelope tells Mike. “What’s your temperature?”

      It’s a good question. Mike has a fine sheen of sweat on his face.

      He waves Penelope’s concern aside. “Just a little cough. No biggie.”

      She walks over and touches the back of her hand to his forehead. “You’re burning up!”

      “If you’re coming down with something, you need to stay the hell away from the rest of us,” Jake tells him. “The last thing we need is to have the whole damned defense team sick.”

      Penelope leaves and returns with an ear thermometer, changes the tip, and sticks it in Mike’s ear. She steps away after it beeps. “A hundred one point seven degrees.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he mutters irritably.

      “What’s on for this afternoon?” Jake asks.

      “I’m gonna destroy Lucas Cohen on the stand,” Mike replies before he stifles another cough.

      Penelope eyes him uncertainly. “Maybe you guys should rethink that? Let Tony handle him?”

      “I want that sonofabitch!” Mike says.

      “Of course, you do,” Jake counters. “What do you want more, though? Reg walking free or the chance to personally rip into Cohen?”

      I’ve been thinking. “That van is potentially damning, no question.”

      “Potentially?” Mike asks sharply.

      “Potentially. The blood has to be sent for DNA testing. Even if it’s Marsha’s, we won’t know that any time soon. The van needs to be definitively tied to Cohen. We won’t have any of that in hand this afternoon.”

      “What do you suggest?” Max asks.

      “Nothing,” I reply. “The van is a distraction we don’t need. I think we’ve already raised reasonable doubt, and we’ll be pointing the finger at Cohen this afternoon. Let’s stick with the original plan.”

      Jake is nodding along. “I agree. Let the cops sort things out. If the DNA is Marsha’s and they tie the van to Cohen, Chicago PD will get a full set of prints from him, including a palm print. If it belongs to Cohen, Reg should be in the clear, even if our case goes sideways.”

      “Should be,” Mike shoots back. “How many times have we seen prosecutors refuse to back away from a bad charge? Perez and Walker don’t admit to mistakes.”

      It’s a sobering dose of reality.

      “Point taken, but I think Tony has this right,” Jake says. “Our job today—and I can’t believe I’m saying this—is to present a credible SODDI defense. Let’s see this through and campaign for justice later if the cops don’t follow through.”

      “I can’t see how they won’t,” Penelope says.

      “That’s because you haven’t worked as a defense lawyer,” Mike mutters. Then he looks from me to Jake. “You’re probably right. It’s just that…”

      “Reg is your brother,” Jake says.

      Mike nods.

      I turn to Penelope. “Is the motion to allow Doris’s testimony ready?”

      She nods. “Mom delivered it to Judge Blum’s clerk a few minutes ago.”

      Efficiency personified. “Do you like our chances?”

      “I think so. The circumstances seem to tick all the boxes for exceptions to the hearsay rules—sworn statement that is taken as part of the trial proceedings, etc., so there’s plenty of precedent, but it will be up to Judge Blum. It may be an avenue for appeal if he says no.”

      “And if he says yes, I can see the state going that route,” I say.

      She nods. “A problem for another day.”

      When we wrap up ten minutes later, Mike refuses to go home but reluctantly agrees that I should handle Cohen. It makes sense, but I’m nervous. Mike’s been preparing to face him. I have a passing familiarity with his strategy but am in no way prepared to execute it. We spend the final thirty minutes creating a cheat sheet for me to follow—not the way to manage a pivotal witness.

      Our first order of business at the courthouse is to give Judge Blum and Perez a heads-up on the new evidence we’ll introduce this afternoon. In addition to the screen capture of Cohen driving the white van in the neighborhood right around the time Marsha was murdered, Max also produced a few surprise photos and a short video clip over the lunch hour.

      The pictures and video of Cohen cruising the neighborhood of the insurance agency send Perez into an angry frenzy. No surprise there. As our evidence and witnesses relentlessly undermine her case, she must sense the ground beneath her turning to sand. She’s beginning to panic.

      “The defense needs to start abiding by their discovery obligations, Your Honor!” she complains in Judge Blum’s chambers. “The people demand a complete witness list and a full accounting of whatever evidence they’re withholding. None of this evidence should be allowed into our courtroom!”

      Blum turns to me. “Counselor?”

      “Chalk it up to the compressed time frame we’re working on, Your Honor. We’re still investigating.”

      “Things the Cedar Heights PD should have investigated,” Mike adds testily.

      Blum shoots him an annoyed glance, then turns back to me.

      “We’ve been reacting to some of what the state introduced in their case last week and studying the prosecution’s discovery as it has trickled in,” I continue. “The first time we saw some of this evidence was when it was introduced at trial. We’ve been doing our best to keep up.”

      “That’s untrue!” Perez snaps.

      “How so?” Blum asks.

      “We’ve done our level best to provide discovery to the defense. It’s not our fault if they’re disorganized. They deliberately withheld these pictures from us, and now want to sandbag us with them this afternoon!”

      Blum’s eyes swing to me.

      “We obtained the enhanced image of Mr. Cohen in that van late yesterday—”

      “And haven’t shared it with us!” Perez interrupts.

      I ignore her and continue, “We sent it to the State’s Attorney’s office this morning. Our investigator obtained the other photos this morning and gave them to us over the lunch hour.”

      The judge nods. “I’d have to say that’s turning the evidence over promptly, Miss Perez.”

      “Our investigation has been considerably more thorough than the sham conducted by Cedar Heights PD,” Mike fumes.

      Perez glares at him. It’s telling that she doesn’t argue the point.

      “I’ll allow the evidence in,” Blum announces as his eyes lock onto mine. “Although I think the defense could have been a little more diligent getting it into Miss Perez’s hands a little sooner.”

      I don’t reply, just nod curtly. Message sent. Message received. Playing the game on the edge has served us well, so far. I’m glad that we’re at the end of the trial so we don’t have to push our luck any further.

      Blum keeps his eyes on mine until he’s satisfied that he’s made his point, then says, “I’m ready to rule on Doris Banks’s testimony.” He turns his eyes to Perez. “I’m sympathetic to the fact that you won’t have an opportunity to cross examine the witness, but I can’t see a way to disallow this evidence, Counselor. It’s not particularly long and it’s all necessary.”

      Perez stares back at him, clearly trying to work out a way to challenge the decision, but she doesn’t find a way. She nods curtly with a sour expression. “I ask that this evidence be introduced without mentioning the unfortunate circumstances surrounding this witness’s absence from the courtroom. We have no way of knowing if the killing is associated with her testimony. She didn’t live in the best of neighborhoods,” the prosecutor adds unnecessarily.

      I bristle at the mention of “unfortunate circumstances” to describe Doris’s murder, but acknowledge that any mention of a witness being murdered on the eve of her testimony would be problematic.

      Blum looks to us. “Gentlemen?”

      I defer to Mike for a reply.

      “Miss Perez’s points are well taken,” he says.

      Blum appears satisfied with the answer and dismisses us.

      Mike and I huddle and decide to get the statement into evidence immediately, before the State’s Attorney finds a way to challenge Blum’s decision. When we return to the courtroom after a bathroom break, a furious Perez is huddled with Detectives Caulfield and Kemp. I can’t say I blame her if she’s tearing them new assholes, but maybe she’s simply pissed as she relays the news of what just happened in chambers.

      The jury is seated five minutes later.

      Mike introduces the Doris Banks video. Judge Blum turns to the jury and explains what they’re about to see, without explaining why Doris isn’t here. He advises them that they should consider what they’re about to see as witness testimony without drawing any inferences from the fact that the witness isn’t able to be here in person. “Mrs. Banks gave her testimony under oath. Any questions?”

      When there aren’t, he nods at Mike. “Proceed, Counselor.”

      Mike nods at the clerk, who starts the video. Seeing Doris on the screen brings a lump to my throat. Mike, who took the deposition, is sitting across our conference table from Doris as she’s sworn in. They start off by recapping the story of Reg’s helping Doris take her groceries in on the evening of February fourth. He makes sure that Doris mentions what a nice young man she considers Reg to be. They cover the timing of Gabby Garcia’s program and work that into the timeline of her arrival home.

      Mike then passes her a copy of the phone bill we received from Doris’s son, Lionel. We’ve already entered it into evidence. A copy circulates in the jury box. “Now, Mrs. Banks, you told us that you missed the start of Miss Garcia’s show while you brought the groceries home, correct?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You called your sister at the beginning of a commercial break?”

      “I did,” Doris says with a forthright nod.

      Mike gestures to the phone bill, on which we highlighted the call. “Do you see the call to your sister listed on your phone bill?”

      Doris studies the paper, plants a finger on the proper line, and holds it out for Mike to see. “Right here. See? That’s Sally’s number right there.”

      Mike smiles and leans in to have a look. “You’re sure that’s her number, right?”

      “Darn right,” she retorts. “I dial it a couple of times every day. Don’t use that speed dialing, no sir. A body ought to be able to dial a call herself, don’t ya think?”

      “I do,” Mike says agreeably. “Is that the only call you made to your sister that evening?”

      “Sure is,” she replies. “I get myself off to bed after watching Gabby’s show on weeknights. Gotta get up and go to work early every morning.”

      “Can you tell us what time you made that call?”

      “Sure,” she says before dropping her eyes back to her phone bill. “Says eight seventeen right here.”

      “Thank you,” Mike says. “Now, you told us that you ran into Reg Williams in the parking lot when you got home and that he helped you take your groceries up to your apartment.”

      “That’s right.”

      “How long did that take?”

      “Oh, no more than two or three minutes. We talked for a minute or so before I shooed him away so I could watch Gabby. I felt kinda bad runnin’ him off like that, but he didn’t seem to mind.”

      “You told us that you turned on the television during a commercial break.”

      “That’s right. I shooed Reg out when the commercials ended.”

      “The records of the telecast show that the first commercial break ended at twelve minutes after eight, so I guess you must have turned the television on at ten or eleven minutes past eight?”

      “Sounds ‘bout right.”

      “And you called your sister during the commercial break after that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How long is the walk from your parking space to your apartment, Mrs. Banks?”

      “A minute or two.”

      “So, if you turned the television on at eight eleven, you and Reg must have met in the parking lot no later than ten minutes after eight—maybe even a minute or two earlier.”

      “Sounds ‘bout right.”

      “How did Mr. Williams appear to you that evening, Mrs. Banks?”

      “Same as always.”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary? Not disheveled in any way? Not excited? Didn’t look like he was in any particular hurry or upset about anything?”

      “No, sir. Just his regular smilin’ self, not in no hurry to get nowhere. Probably woulda stayed and had a coffee with me if I hadn’t run him off.”

      “He didn’t look like someone who had just committed a bloody murder and rushed home to change out of bloody clothes?”

      “Lord, no!” she exclaims. “That story done upset me, I tell you. First time I heard it, didn’t I wonder how they always say y’all never know about your neighbors, right? More’s I thought about it, though, the sillier it seemed. The police claim Reg killed that poor woman and then drove straight home, right?”

      Mike nods.

      “That can’t be so. Reg didn’t got no blood or nothing on his clothes when I seen him, he weren’t upset ‘bout nothin’, no, sir. I just plum can’t see what the police be saying. Besides, Reg’s just as sweet a young man as you’d like to meet. The police got themselves the wrong man. They got to look a little harder than they did. That’s all.”

      It’s powerful testimony, the uniqueness of its delivery perhaps making it even more so than if it had been made in person. I glance over at Sylvia Perez, who looks troubled by what she’s heard. Because it serves to undermine her case a little more, or because she won’t have a chance to rip into Doris on cross?

      Mike then calls Reg’s landlord to tell us what time the CCTV camera at Reg’s building went down on February fourth. He follows that up with the security-vendor technician who found the cable cut and repaired it. I pay no more than passing attention, battling to keep thoughts of Trish at bay while I review the plan for my upcoming showdown with Lucas Cohen. He will be the final witness of the day and the culmination of our case. My nerves grow increasingly taut as I mentally play the questioning through my mind and try to anticipate Cohen’s countermoves.

      I finally call him to the stand. His appearance is somewhat unusual: big head, thin lips set in a perpetual sneer, pug nose that would be at home on a thirteen-year-old pixie, stringy hair cut a little longer than the usual business type. He’s around six foot tall, a muscular man with a thin layer of fat overlaying the muscle. Based on his pictures, I imagined him to be a beady-eyed SOB, but in person his remarkably light-blue eyes stare back at me with unnerving intensity. His voice is a disconcertingly reedy drawl. Texas? Arkansas? Oklahoma? Not Deep South, but definitely from below the Mason Dixon Line. Somehow, the whole package comes together into a reasonably good-looking man. Go figure.

      I introduce myself in a conversational tone from just in front of our table, thank him for appearing, and get down to business. “Would you prefer to be addressed as Lucas or Lou?”

      “Name’s Lucas,” he replies.

      “But you sometimes go by Lou, correct?”

      “Nah.”

      “Never?”

      His eyes narrow, but he doesn’t reply. I let it go for the moment.

      “We spoke on the phone several weeks ago, Mr. Cohen. Do you recall that conversation?”

      “Not what I’d call a conversation.”

      “So, you do recall speaking with me?”

      “Not really. Got nothing to say to people like you.”

      I ignore the barb. “As you say, it wasn’t much of a conversation, Mr. Cohen, but you did tell me a couple of things before you hung up. Do you remember what we chatted about?”

      “We didn’t ‘chat.’”

      “We talked a bit about your relationships with Rachel Amundsen and Marsha Williams.”

      “Don’t think so.”

      We asked Judge Blum to allow us to declare Cohen a hostile witness before court. He’d deferred judgment. “This will be his first appearance in this trial,” he said. “Let’s see what happens.”

      I’ve already seen and heard enough. Cohen’s body language and tone bristle with hostility. I look up at the judge. “We ask that Mr. Cohen be declared a hostile witness, Your Honor.”

      Perez pops to her feet. “Objection!”

      “Grounds, Miss Perez?” the judge asks.

      “The poor man hasn’t been on the stand two minutes, Your Honor.”

      “He’s not answering questions,” Judge Blum replies. “Mr. Cohen is not your witness. It’s—”

      Perez makes the mistake of interrupting. “Mr. Cohen has made clear that he knows nothing about the circumstances of this crime, Your Honor. The defense suggesting otherwise is unconscionable.”

      The skin around Blum’s eyes tightens, and his voice turns glacial. “Sit down, Miss Perez.”

      After she sinks back into her seat, Blum continues while glaring down at her, “I would appreciate it if you would follow accepted courtroom decorum by not interrupting me when I am speaking. Understood?”

      She nods meekly. “Understood, Your Honor.”

      “Secondly, this is not your witness,” he carries on. “You had the opportunity to put Mr. Cohen on the stand and did not. You have no right to dictate the terms of his testimony now that the defense has called him. Do not use objections to speak on behalf of Mr. Cohen. You’re treading awfully close to coaching a witness on the stand.” The judge’s eyes swing to the jurors. “You will disregard Miss Perez’s untimely and inappropriate comments concerning what this witness may or may not know. Rely instead on the actual testimony elicited during these trial proceedings.” His gaze lingers on the jurors until a handful nod.

      “Objection overruled,” Blum announces crisply. “Mr. Cohen is declared a hostile witness.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” I say gratefully, then pause to give Cohen a long look before I walk a few feet closer, allowing a little drama to build as he glares back. “Isn’t it true that you have sometimes used the name Lou, Mr. Cohen? For example, in your dealings with Amundsen Insurance prior to this year? Also while you briefly dated Marsha Williams?”

      A collective gasp from the gallery greets this revelation.

      “I suppose some folks might have called me Lou.”

      “Some folks? How about you, Mr. Cohen? What name did you use when you introduced yourself to Marsha Williams?”

      “She called me Lou. Didn’t ask her to.”

      “How long did you and Mrs. Williams date?”

      He shrugs. “Coupla weeks, maybe.”

      “And she knew you as Lou?”

      “Suppose so.”

      “That’s the name you used when you called the police to stir up some trouble for Mr. Williams, correct?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “But you do admit that it was you who called the police to accuse Mr. Williams of harassing his ex-wife. The police records identify you as Lou.”

      “Could be.”

      “What prompted you to call the police that night, Lou?”

      His eyes narrow. “I forget the details, but he was threatening her.”

      “The police call sheet doesn’t state that, Lou. It seems that you called to bait Mr. Williams about how attracted you were to his daughter. You and Marsha squabbled about the call, and she broke off the relationship. Isn’t that true?”

      “Long time ago,” he replies. “I’m sure you know what happened better than those of us who were involved.”

      “You deny that the incident began with you calling Mr. Williams?”

      He stares at me while the wheels turn. If he denies it, there’s a good chance I’ll produce phone records showing that he did. “I might have called.”

      “You did call, didn’t you, Mr. Cohen?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why?”

      “As best as I can recall, just a friendly call to suggest that he stop hassling Marsha.”

      “Just a friendly call, was it? Followed almost immediately by a call to the police?”

      “Don’t know how long after that we had to call the police.”

      “You called the police to report that Mr. Williams was threatening you and Marsha?”

      “That’s what the police report says, don’t it?”

      “I asked you.”

      He’s getting annoyed. Good. “Yeah.”

      “I had assumed you made that call because Mr. Williams had shown up and was being abusive or otherwise acting in a way that alarmed you.”

      “That’s right.”

      “But that’s not true, Lou. Is it?”

      “Sure as hell is,” he retorts.

      “You called the police twenty-seven seconds after you called Mr. Williams, Lou. He was at work when you called, which is about a fifteen-minute drive from Marsha’s home. Would you like to reconsider your answer?”

      “Nope.”

      “You tried to set Mr. Williams up for Marsha’s murder, didn’t you?”

      “He don’t need no help from me. Say whatever you want about who called who when. Fact is, I called the cops to protect Marsha.”

      “You anticipated trouble and proactively called the police?”

      “Something like that.”

      “And lied to the police about Mr. Williams being physically present?”

      “Like I say, the timing is all balled up.”

      “Your recollection is a little fuzzy?”

      “Could be.”

      “Fortunately, we have telephone-company records to help us remember,” I say before entering them into evidence. Cohen’s eyes burn into me as I do. A copy is given to the jury. I spend another minute browbeating Cohen about the incident before I return to the defense table for a peek at my notes. When I look up, Cohen’s smoldering eyes are locked on mine. I smile and start walking back toward him.

      “Let’s talk a little about your relationship with Rachel Amundsen, Lou. How long have you known her?”

      “Don’t see how that’s your business, mister.”

      “Your Honor?”

      Blum looks down on the witness with thinly disguised disdain. “Answer the question, Mr. Cohen.”

      Cohen nods curtly.

      “How long have you known Miss Amundsen?” I repeat.

      “Couple of years. I do some work for her now and then.”

      “There’s no personal relationship between you and her?”

      He frowns, wondering what’s coming. “Maybe coffee once or twice while we planned training.”

      So, they’ve coordinated at least this much of their stories. Mike dutifully trundles over to the easel to mount Max’s photo of Lucas snuggling on his patio with Rachel—at least we think it’s her. I hand my copy to the clerk to be entered into evidence. She does so and delivers it to the jurors.

      “This is you and Rachel Amundsen on the balcony of your home a few weeks ago, Mr. Cohen. It suggests you are something more than business acquaintances. Isn’t it true that you and Miss Amundsen are lovers and have been for some time?”

      His eyes cut to Perez, perhaps hoping for an objection to rescue him. She sits stone-faced without looking at him. His eyes track to me in a murderous look. “Not that it’s anyone’s business, but we fool around from time to time.”

      Bingo! “You’re both consenting adults, so nothing to be ashamed of, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Yet you both lied to us about it, Mr. Cohen. Why?”

      “Because it’s none of your damned business!”

      I don’t argue the point; the photo and his lies speak for themselves. “Let’s talk about your past employment, Mr. Cohen. You once held a position as a network technician with a major telco company, correct?”

      “Yeah, many years ago.”

      “You’re familiar with how telephone exchanges work, including cell-phone networks, isn’t that right?”

      “Some.”

      “Can you tell us about the circumstances that led you to leave that position?”

      “Greener pastures, better money elsewhere.”

      “Isn’t it true that you were fired after accessing files that you weren’t permitted to poke around in?”

      If looks could kill. “A misunderstanding with a guy in a monkey suit.”

      “A misunderstanding. Who misunderstood, Mr. Cohen? You didn’t understand company policy, or management didn’t understand you?”

      He doesn’t like the question, perhaps because of the mocking note in my tone. Bad move on my part.

      “I made a little mistake. The guy didn’t need to make a big deal of it.”

      “You violated a clearly stated company policy regarding confidential client records, did you not?”

      “So they say.”

      “That seems like a pretty big deal to me,” I say while turning away and walking back to the defense table. So far, so good. We don’t have a smoking gun to prove he spoofed the phone call to Marsha, but we can at least show the jury that he has some skill in that regard. I’m tempted to ask the son of a bitch if he had anything to do with the murder of Doris Banks. Satisfying as it would be, it would be a monumental mistake. Maybe I’ll get a chance if I run into him outside the courtroom later.

      I consult my notes and turn back. “You removed the security camera from the rear stairwell of Amundsen Insurance over the last weekend of January, just a few days before Marsha Williams was murdered. Please tell us about that.”

      “Tell you what?”

      “Why did you remove it?”

      “Rachel asked me to.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Were there plans to install a new camera?”

      “You’d have to ask her.”

      “You’ve upgraded the system a few times over the last several years, correct?”

      “Once or twice.”

      “You’ve always installed the new system at the same time you’ve removed the older system, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, this was unusual.”

      He shrugs.

      “That didn’t pique your curiosity?” I ask.

      “No reason it would.”

      “Do you recall a time when one of the cameras at Amundsen Insurance malfunctioned?”

      “Maybe.”

      I cut my eyes to Blum. “Your Honor, please instruct the witness to answer the question.”

      The judge stares down at Cohen. “Please provide a yes or no answer.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Miss Amundsen had you replace it that very day, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But not this time.”

      “Guess not.”

      “Can you tell us why?”

      “You’d have to ask her.”

      “And every time a camera malfunctioned, she had you repair it right away, correct?”

      “Yeah.”

      Another dead horse beaten into submission, but I think the jury has taken note of the anomaly. I change gears. “Do you have any history of violence, Lou?”

      “No.”

      “Never been in trouble with the law?”

      “Nope.”

      “No break and enter? Petty theft? Sexual assault? Armed assault?”

      Understanding dawns in his eyes as I recite the laundry list of crimes from his juvie file. There’s malice in his voice when he answers, “I got into a little trouble as a teenager. No trouble since.”

      “But you were guilty of all those crimes and were tried in adult court on the most serious charges, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, you’re adept at breaking and entering, disarming alarm systems, and you’ve been known to use a weapon to assault others?”

      “Objection!” Perez shouts.

      “Grounds,” Blum asks her.

      “This is all very inflammatory, Your Honor!”

      He nods. “Yes, it is. What are the grounds for your objection?”

      “Withdrawn,” she mutters as she sits.

      “Let’s talk about February fourth,” I say while walking back to our table to collect another picture and hand it to the clerk to enter into evidence. “Can you please hang on to this for a moment and not show it to the jury until after I ask my next question?”

      She nods. Mike stands by to mount the blowup on the courtroom easel.

      I remain at our table and study my witness for a long moment. “We already know that you arrived at the Amundsen Insurance training seminar somewhere around six thirty that evening. How did you spend the afternoon, Mr. Cohen?”

      “I imagine I worked, just like any other day.”

      “Where were you at four o’clock in the afternoon?”

      “Are you kidding me?” he asks caustically. “What were you doing that afternoon?”

      “I don’t know, but I probably would if I had been doing something out of the ordinary. At any rate, I asked you the question. Please answer it.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary, as best you can recall?”

      “That’s right.”

      I nod at Mike and the clerk and then fix Cohen with a hard look while I wait for the clerk and Mike to finish, then point at a photo of a black, late-model Ford Mustang GT. “Do you recognize this car?”

      Cohen fidgets while he stares at it for a long moment. The license-plate number is crystal clear. There’s only one answer. “It’s my Mustang.”

      “Are you the only person who drives the car?”

      He stares back at me while the gears in his head whir. “Pretty much. Why?”

      I ignore his question. “So, it would be unusual for anyone else to be out in your car without you present?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t lend it out?”

      “Maybe once or twice in the three years I’ve owned it.”

      “Thank you,” I reply before picking up a thumb drive, which I walk over to the clerk. “Please enter this into evidence and set it up to play.”

      Tension builds while we wait. I avoid looking at Cohen, but feel his eyes on my back.

      The clerk looks over to me. “Ready, Mr. Valenti.”

      I thank her and amble over to the monitor. The lights dim. “Please play the video.”

      Onscreen, the same Ford Mustang is seen driving into a parking lot. The picture is date and time-stamped: “February 4 @ 4:07 PM.” The car slows as it approaches the camera, then disappears from the bottom of the frame. The video goes black less than a minute later. I replay the video, this time doing a voice-over for the jury. “You’re watching Mr. Cohen’s car entering the parking lot of Reg Williams’s apartment building on February fourth. As you’ll recall from the prosecution case, Mr. Williams was at work at four o’clock that afternoon.” I let that register for a beat. “What were you doing at Mr. Williams’s building, Mr. Cohen?”

      “I wasn’t there.”

      “Didn’t you just tell us that is your car?”

      “I didn’t see a driver. Did you?”

      It’s a good catch. Jake’s video wizard was unable tweak the picture to reveal the driver through the sun’s glare on the windshield. Still, common sense sometimes prevails.

      “You just told us it’s exceedingly rare for you to allow anyone to drive that car, so I suppose the odds are pretty good that you were behind the wheel,” I say. “Why did you visit Mr. Williams’s apartment building that day, Mr. Cohen?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “It’s a coincidence that your car arrived there at the same time the cable from that camera was sliced in two?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Do you know anyone who lives in that apartment building, Mr. Cohen? A friend you visit perhaps?”

      “No one.”

      I walk back to our table and collect yet another picture provided by Max and enter it into evidence, along with a report from the apartment complex’s security vendor. Mike puts an enlargement of the photo on the easel. It’s a picture of a black cable leading out of the base of a camera tower, neatly sliced in two with a time and date stamp of nine seventeen the following morning, February fifth, when it was repaired.

      “Your car and its mystery driver arrived at exactly the time that cable was cut, Mr. Cohen. Without the video from that camera, it’s anybody’s guess as to what time Reg Williams might have come and gone from his home for the rest of that day and evening. Why would you do that?”

      His eyes flash in an angry look that reminds me of a cornered bear. “I didn’t.”

      “You want us to believe it’s mere coincidence that whoever was driving your car that day decided to remove the security surveillance from that apartment building at that moment on that day?”

      “How in hell would I know?”

      “I guess you’re not going to tell us,” I say while turning my back on him to have another look at my notes. When I pause for a drink of water, I see that Perez is conferring with one of the junior attorneys in the seats behind the prosecution’s table. By the time I turn back to the witness, her flunky is scurrying out of the courtroom.

      “Let’s talk about the evening Marsha Williams was murdered, Mr. Cohen. Tell us about the sales training you facilitated for Miss Amundsen’s insurance agency.”

      “What about it?”

      “Let’s start with how you came to be involved.”

      “I got a call from Marsha. She wanted to organize a training session and asked me to help run it.”

      “That’s it?” I ask. “You just showed up on February fourth to deliver the training?”

      “That’s right. She put it all together.”

      “She did?” I ask skeptically. “Are you sure you weren’t involved in the rental?”

      “Not that I recall.”

      I nod to Jake Plummer, who immediately leaves the courtroom. Everyone in the courtroom notices.

      I eyeball Cohen. “If I were to tell you that the landlord of the building told us you paid cash to rent the hall and that you did so under a fictitious name, what would you say, Mr. Cohen?”

      “That he’s a damned liar!”

      “You’re sure it’s a he?”

      He glares at me.

      “We’ll hear from Mr. Casey a little later,” I tell him. “Would you like to reconsider your answer?”

      “No.”

      “Fair enough,” I say airily, as if it doesn’t matter to me one way or the other.

      Cohen, who is starting to sweat, fidgets and clears his throat. “I, uh, maybe I did rent that place,” Cohen stammers. “If I did, it was because Marsha told me to.”

      “Your testimony is that Marsha Williams told you to pay cash and lie about your name?”

      He nods.

      “Is that a yes, Mr. Cohen?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Would that be an unusual thing to do on behalf of a client?”

      “Yeah, it would be.”

      “So, despite it being highly unusual, this subterfuge didn’t stick in your mind?”

      “Guess not.”

      Time to confront him with lie number 8,693. “Let’s move on to the training session itself. What was your role that evening?”

      “Coaching.”

      “Tell us about that.”

      “We gave the agents a script to memorize and had them role-play a prospect interaction. Then we critiqued their work.”

      “You were there the whole time, right?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Pretty much? Didn’t you tell the police that you never left the premises between six thirty and nine o’clock?”

      “I may have left them with that impression.”

      “You may have left them with that impression,” I parrot skeptically before I march back to the defense table and collect the transcript of his police interview. I take a moment to find the highlighted reply, then hand the original transcript to the clerk to log into evidence. By now, the pattern has become familiar to everyone, and an air of anticipation hangs over the courtroom. I allow the clerk to log the transcript and pass it to the jurors before I turn back to Cohen and hold out a copy.

      “This is a transcript of the statement you made to Cedar Heights police on February sixth. The police asked if you left the premises at any point during the training session. Can I ask you to read your reply to us? It’s highlighted right there in yellow.”

      Cohen stares down at the page, his jaw working as he tries to come up with a way out. Not finding one, he thrusts the page back at me. “Read it yourself.”

      So, I do. “’I did not leave the premises at any time between the hours of six-thirty and nine. Not once.’” I look up at him. “Is that what you told the police, Mr. Cohen?”

      “If they say so.”

      “They don’t say so, Mr. Cohen. This is an official transcript of your police interview.”

      He glares at me, then drops his eyes.

      “You know what I think, Lou?” I ask before answering my own question. “Now that we know otherwise, you and Miss Amundsen have decided to tweak your statements in an effort to create a little confusion about what you said in February. Isn’t that right?”

      Perez pops to her feet. “Objection! Mr. Cohen does not speak for Miss Amundsen. Mr. Valenti is attempting to sneak in hearsay evidence.”

      “I’ll rephrase, Your Honor.”

      “Please do, Counselor,” Blum tells me.

      I turn back to Cohen. “Isn’t it true that you’re attempting to rewrite history by claiming that the police misunderstood the explicit declaration you made on February sixth?”

      “No, it’s not,” Cohen snaps back. “I’m just clarifying the record.”

      “We heard testimony this morning that you left the training facility shortly before a phone call was made to Marsha Williams from a CTA platform. You were gone as long as forty-five minutes. Is that testimony incorrect?”

      “I now remember stepping out to pick up coffee from Starbucks, but that didn’t take more than a few minutes.”

      “That would be the Starbucks two blocks away from the training site?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We timed that walk, Mr. Cohen. It takes about two minutes there and back.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “And you walked straight there and right back, correct? No driving?”

      “That’s right.”

      I trek back to the defense table. Perez is again conferring with her gopher, who has just returned from whatever errand she sent him on. I collect another of Max’s pictures and hand it to the clerk to enter into evidence. She does, then passes it along to the jury as Mike places a blowup of it on the easel. Lucas Cohen wearing a baseball cap is pictured almost face-on at the wheel of a white panel van. The time stamp reads: “February 4 @ 8:02 PM.” I watch Cohen’s face fall when he sees the photo.

      “This screen capture is from a CCTV security video taken a block away from the Amundsen Insurance Agency offices where Marsha Williams was about to be murdered, Mr. Cohen. What were you doing there?”

      “I wasn’t. This must be someone who looks like me.”

      I take another photo from our table and hand it over to the clerk. Mike dutifully places an enlargement on a second easel alongside the first one.

      “CTA video captured the same van arriving at the Western L station that evening at seven fifty-six and departing again at seven fifty-nine. Note that the baseball cap and coat of the man on the platform look just like the ones you’re wearing in the picture in the van. What were you doing on the L platform at the same time a phone call was placed to Marsha Williams from a pay telephone there, Mr. Cohen?”

      “I told you it wasn’t me.”

      “Right,” I say with a healthy dose of sarcasm. “You were at Starbucks, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I have nothing further for this… witness,” I announce with disdain.

      Perez declines to cross-examine, then spins in her seat and nods at Detectives Caulfield and Kemp while the judge dismisses Cohen. The detectives trail Cohen out of the courtroom before Perez asks the judge for a sidebar.

      “We wish to recess for the day, Your Honor,” she says as soon as we gather.

      Blum looks at her for a long moment. “I want to see you all in chambers.”

      Now what? All the lawyers gather up their notes and hustle to the judge’s chambers.

      “What’s on your mind, Miss Perez?” Blum asks once we’re all assembled.

      “We’re going to do a little additional investigating, Your Honor.”

      “It’s about damned time,” Mike mutters.

      “Perhaps we should meet tomorrow morning to discuss next steps,” she continues.

      Blum turns to Mike and me. “Your thoughts, gentlemen?”

      “We were about to call the landlord to the stand, Your Honor,” I reply. “Then we’ll rest.”

      Perez shoots a sideways look at me. “You can’t rest! If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have waived cross on Cohen.”

      “That’s not your call, Miss Perez,” Blum says. “You probably should have anticipated this after the examination we just witnessed.”

      Perez sulks, but holds her tongue.

      “We’d like to finish presenting our case today,” I tell the judge. “Whatever Miss Perez is hoping to accomplish with this latest gambit is probably nothing more than another attempt to pervert justice.”

      Perez leans in my direction. “I resent that!”

      I shrug.

      “That was a little strong, Mr. Valenti,” Blum says sternly.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmur without a glance at Perez.

      Blum shakes his head fractionally as he settles back into his chair. “No more delays,” he announces with a pointed look at Perez. “It’s time to wrap things up.”

      And so we do. After Larry Casey tells the jury about Cohen’s cash rental under a false name and Perez fails to make a dent in the story on cross, we rest and immediately file a motion asking the judge to dismiss the charges, arguing that the state has failed to prove its case and that a reasonable jury, properly instructed, could not convict. Blum surprises us all by not rejecting our motion out of hand.

      “Be here at eight o’clock tomorrow morning for my decision,” he tells us before his gaze settles on Perez. “Your boss may want to be here for that.”

      “I’ll ask State’s Attorney Walker, but he may not be available,” Perez says. “He’s a very busy man.”

      The judge’s eyes narrow. “As am I, Miss Perez, as am I. As is the entire trial court system, for that matter—far too busy to waste time prosecuting ill-advised cases before a proper investigation has been completed.”

      Perez finally looks chagrined—and a little fearful. Is Judge Blum actually considering a directed verdict? Given how the state’s case is cratering, he probably should, but weaker cases than this have been allowed to play out to questionable conclusions. Prosecutors somehow manage to get convictions they don’t deserve just a little too often.

      I’m optimistic as we leave court. My co-counsel is less so.

      “Never assume you’ve won,” Mike grumbles.

      “I think we’ve raised reasonable doubt, Mike. Did you notice Caulfield and Kemp following Cohen out of court? Methinks they’re going to have a very uncomfortable chat with him. That’s a good sign.”

      “You don’t expect the bastards to give up that easily, do you?” Mike asks caustically. “Don’t be surprised if they produce a jailhouse snitch to claim Reg bragged to him about offing his ex-wife.”
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      I drive straight to the hospital from the courthouse.

      “Tony,” Trish whispers when I walk into her private room and our eyes meet. She may think she looks bad, but the sight of her awake is wonderful.

      Mrs. Pangborne touches my arm as she and her husband quietly leave the room.

      I swallow the rage stirring within me and paste a smile on my face as I take Trish’s hand and place a soft kiss on the tip of her still-swollen nose. “Hey, gorgeous.”

      She manages a weak smile. “If I look anything like I feel, I’m anything but.”

      I settle on an upholstered bedside chair. “You always look good to me, Trish.”

      Tears well up in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Tony. I don’t remember what happened.”

      If anyone should be apologizing, it should be me. I’m pretty sure that my brother did this to her. I lay a hand alongside her cheek. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

      Her lips tighten in fierce determination. “I’m trying so hard to remember. They tell me I was assaulted for hours. How can I forget?”

      “It’ll come back to you, or it won’t,” I reply. “What matters is that you get better. Focus on that.”

      She squeezes my hand while her eyes search mine. “I know that I’m… damaged. What if things don’t heal? What if you don’t want me this way?”

      I push the rage down again and gently shake my head while touching a finger to her heart. “What I care about is in there, Trish.” I smile and touch her temple. “And up here.”

      She turns her face into my palm as the tears come. We sit for a minute or two before she looks up and manages a weak smile. “How’s the trial going? I tried to catch up by reading Pat’s stories online, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open.”

      I smile. “I’ll tell Pat that her reporting puts you to sleep.”

      She gives me a wan smile. “Don’t you dare! Now, come on. Dish, mister.”

      I give her an abridged account with no mention of Doris Banks’s murder, and then endure a grilling. Trish may not remember what happened on that Tuesday night and Wednesday morning, but her memory of what happened before that is just fine.

      “Amundsen?” she asks.

      I deliver a detailed account of how that played out.

      “I knew she was involved somehow or other.”

      I smile. That she did. “It’s just a suspicion at this point, Trish. Hopefully, the cops will dig deeper.”

      We spend a few minutes chatting about her treatment and what comes next. She’s fading as we do.

      “Thanks for coming, sweetheart,” she murmurs after a yawn. “Mom and Dad told me that you’ve been here at least a couple of times every day.”

      “I didn’t want to miss any of the fun around here.”

      She laughs softly, then drifts off. I wait until she’s sound asleep, watch her for a few minutes longer, then slip out to find her parents waiting in the hallway.

      “It’s heartbreaking,” Mrs. Pangborne says.

      I nod. “It is.”

      “And infuriating,” Mr. Pangborne growls. “I hope she can tell the police who did this to her.”

      I briefly debate sharing my suspicions, then decide that it’s a can of worms I don’t want to open. I’m already terrified about Trish’s reaction if her memory returns and it was my brother who attacked her. If that’s the case, it’s likely to erase whatever shine her parents have taken to me.

      “Did you speak with the neurologist?” I ask.

      Trish’s mother tears up as she nods.

      Mr. Pangborne squeezes her arm gently and turns to me. “They don’t know what to expect. Worst case is lasting brain damage from the beating she took. The fact that her prior memory seems fine is a good sign.”

      “Still,” Mrs. Pangborne murmurs tearfully.

      “Things could go downhill if that’s the case,” her husband says ruefully.

      I nod solemnly while anger simmers in my gut.

      “There’s also something called dissociative amnesia,” he continues. “That’s a defense mechanism that suppresses painful memories until victims are ready to cope with them.”

      “If ever,” Mrs. Pangborne adds.

      “Right,” he says. “Then there’s PTSD.”

      Mrs. Pangborne breaks down again. Maybe it’s time to change the subject. I can read up on this stuff without upsetting them more.

      “She seems pretty much herself,” I say. “We had a good talk. She seems to remember things up until the attack pretty well.”

      Mrs. Pangborne says, “Not remembering that night may not be such a bad thing.”

      “Aside from her identifying the animal who did this,” her husband mutters.

      Yes, there is that. If it turns out to be Frankie, I’ll hunt the son of a bitch to the ends of the earth if the police don’t bring him in.

      Mrs. Pangborne gives me a long look. “The attack damaged her internally, Tony. Badly. She’s worried you might feel differently about her if, well… sexually.”

      “We talked about that,” I say. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “That’s what we told her. Still, it’s one thing to say you can live with it. Doing so will be harder.”

      It’s a sobering thought. Our physical relationship is wonderful, but I like to think there’s more to Trish and me than that. What if there isn’t? What if I can’t deal with things?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After a mostly sleepless night on the couch with a baseball bat at hand, during which my thoughts alternated between rage over what happened to Trish, worry about the future of our relationship, and anxiety about the endgame in Reg’s case, I need three mugs of coffee to get myself to Judge Blum’s chambers on time the next morning.

      Cook County State’s Attorney Timothy Walker sits across Judge Blum’s conference table from Mike and me. Sylvia Perez sits at his side. As always, Walker is dressed to the nines in a multi-thousand-dollar suit. He’s immaculately groomed: clean-shaven, nails flawlessly manicured, his thick mop of blond hair cut just a little longer than you’d expect. I suspect he wears it this way to suggest that there’s still a touch of youthful rogue beneath his carefully constructed power-lawyer-turned-political-powerhouse image.

      Judge Blum has curtly brushed aside Walker’s attempt to play the old colleague bonhomie card. He’s all business this morning. “This is one of the worst prosecutions I’ve ever had the misfortune to preside over,” he tells Walker and Perez. “The defense’s motion to dismiss is well and truly warranted.”

      We’ve done it!

      “Nonetheless,” Blum continues with an apologetic look at Mike and me, “I believe citizens should be judged by a jury of their peers, so I’m loath to take the verdict away from the jury at this stage. Therefore, I’m reluctantly ruling against the motion for dismissal.”

      Mike sags at my side. I expel a long breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding while Blum spoke. The decision is devastating. I should know better than to get my hopes up.

      Blum steeples his fingers before his gaze lands squarely on Walker. “So?”

      “We’re taking a harder look at Cohen. Our investigators need a week or so.”

      The judge’s eyes flash as he slaps a hand down on the table. “I’m not going to ask a jury to cool their heels while you conduct the investigation that should have been done before you dragged Mr. Williams off to jail, Mr. Walker.”

      “We need time before we can proceed to rebuttal.”

      “You’re not getting more time,” Blum snaps. “If you’re not prepared to offer rebuttal, we’ll go straight to closing arguments. What’s it going to be?”

      Walker’s eyes cut to Perez.

      “Until Caulfield and Kemp get back to me, I don’t know what to argue,” she says.

      Walker gives her a disgusted look, as if everything would be fine if she’d done a better job. I feel a modicum of sympathy for her. The case wouldn’t have been brought without Walker’s blessing. Trying to fob the blame off on Perez is a cheap stunt—albeit precisely the type of chickenshit to be expected from an ambitious, vain politician striving to cover his ass by feeding his subordinates to the wolves.

      “We’re not happy about you allowing hearsay testimony in, Judge,” Walker says.

      Blum shrugs. “So noted. Anything else on your mind?”

      “Just came to tell you we need more time.”

      Blum turns his attention to us. “Is the defense ready to present its closing argument?”

      We’re not. However, denying Perez the opportunity to call witnesses or present evidence to challenge our case is a gift to be seized with both hands. I take a deep breath. “We are.”

      “Court is back in session at nine,” Blum says while neatly stacking paperwork on the corner of his desk. “Have your closing argument ready to go.”

      “The people have not waived rebuttal,” Walker shoots back.

      “You will if you’re not prepared to start at nine o’clock,” Blum counters.

      “This is outrageous!” Walker shouts.

      Blum ignores the outburst and waves us out.

      When we arrive in court at quarter to nine, Marsha’s parents have relocated from the traditional victim’s-family seats behind the prosecution table. They’re now sitting with Mr. and Mrs. Williams, all of them leaning close to chat. I wonder if the jury will notice that the victim’s parents are telegraphing their personal verdict.

      Sylvia Perez is frantically shuffling paper and consulting with her assistants.

      “I don’t envy her,” I say to Mike.

      He waves the thought aside. “She gets no sympathy from me.”

      We assemble our closing-argument notes as the clock on the wall inches toward nine o’clock.

      When court reconvenes, the prosecution elects to present a rebuttal to our case. Perez calls a telecom expert to cast doubt on Len Dixon’s assertion that someone other than Reg might have made the call to Marsha from the CTA station. The jury looks as confused as I am. Does Perez intend to argue that Reg spoofed the call to make it appear as if it came from his own cell phone? Why in hell would he go to that trouble? The same assistant Perez had running around yesterday afternoon hurries into court and catches the prosecutor’s eye. Perez wraps up her examination and hurries over to confer. Then she asks for a sidebar.

      Blum is visibly exasperated when he waves us up. “What is it, Miss Perez?”

      “Police took Lucas Cohen into custody this morning. He was about to board a flight at O’Hare.”

      Blum eyes her steadily. “Has he been charged with the murder of Marsha Williams?”

      The idea electrifies me. Mike’s breathing pauses as we await an answer.

      “No, Your Honor,” she replies. “He lawyered up last night when Detectives Caulfield and Kemp called him in for questioning. An interview was scheduled for eight this morning. Fortunately, the police received a tip this morning and found Cohen at the airport.”

      I wonder if the tip had come from Max, who told us he was of a mind to stake out Cohen’s car last night. I make a note to ask.

      “That’s all very interesting, Counselor,” Blum says. “I don’t see the relevance to our trial, however—unless you plan to withdraw the charges against Mr. Williams?”

      “It may come to that,” Perez says.

      Blum gives her a hard stare. “And it may not. Unless and until that happens, we’ll continue.”

      Perez carries on as if the judge will come around after he hears her out. “State’s Attorney Walker is being kept advised of the progress of Mr. Cohen’s interrogation. He will act appropriately as the results become known.”

      Blum frowns. “Your office hasn’t behaved appropriately at any stage of this case, Miss Perez, so I’ll take that assurance with a grain of salt. Let’s get back to your rebuttal.”

      Perez brings in a couple of additional witnesses to argue nonsense for another hour before Judge Blum mercifully calls a recess. Even the jurors, who have been very attentive throughout the trial, appear disengaged.

      Perez asks for another sidebar before the jury is called back, in which she informs us, “Cedar Heights PD is holding Mr. Cohen on suspicion of being complicit in the murder of Marsha Williams.”

      “Have they charged him?” Blum asks.

      “He’s been charged with failing to appear for an interview. They can hold him on that while we weigh our options.”

      The judge sighs heavily. “Are the charges against Mr. Williams being withdrawn?”

      “The state’s attorney thinks it would be premature to do so.”

      “The hell?” Mike blurts.

      Blum silences him with a warning glance. “We’ll recess for a few hours while I consider a directed verdict. Be back here at one o’clock.”

      “Would he dare?” I ask Mike after we walk out of chambers.

      “I doubt it,” he replies. “He’s probably just turning up the heat on Walker.”

      “What the hell’s going on?” Reg asks anxiously when we return to the courtroom.

      Mike explains.

      “The hell am I still doing here, then?”

      Mike throws his hands up as a pair of sheriff’s deputies arrive to take Reg back to a holding cell.

      I check in with the Pangbornes. Trish seems to be a little stronger and more alert today, but still doesn’t remember what happened. I make a quick run to the hospital for a twenty-minute visit, then return to the office to polish our closing argument with Mike. We finish up at The Sandwich Emporium while chowing down on Alpine Goat Cheese sandwiches—shaved veal smothered in goat cheese. We feel like our closing is in pretty good shape by the time we pay the bill and head back to court. My cell phone chirps when we’re about halfway there. It’s Max. I put him on speaker.

      “The Chicago PD tested the blood from the van. It’s consistent with Marsha’s blood type. They’ve shared that with Cedar Heights PD.”

      “What comes next?” I ask.

      “Cedar Heights PD should order a DNA test.”

      “Will they?” I ask.

      “They damned well better,” Max says.

      Yeah. Well. I tell Max about Lucas Cohen’s arrest and ask if he had anything to do with it. He allows that he may have made a call.

      “Were you out there all night?” I ask.

      “Naw, got there around four o’clock this morning. Couldn’t sleep for shit.”

      “Good timing then.”

      Max grunts in agreement. “About time they arrested his ass,” he rumbles. “They cutting Reg loose?”

      I explain that situation, as well. Then I hop onto my favorite hobbyhorse. “What about the palm print, Max? Shouldn’t there be a new set of prints from this morning’s arrest?”

      “No idea,” he replies.

      I turn to Mike. “That’s potentially exculpatory evidence with a capital E.”

      I mention it to Blum as soon as we’re seated in chambers at one o’clock.

      “You matched it to Cohen?” he asks in surprise.

      “The best we could do with it from Cohen’s juvie file was a qualified match, Your Honor,” I reply. “So, we didn’t introduce it.”

      “The ethical thing to do,” Mike adds.

      Blum lets out a low whistle. “Sometimes it pays to play those long shots.”

      “More new evidence!” Perez explodes. Then she smirks. “Well, it’s too late for that now, gentlemen.”

      “Comparing it with the prints Cedar Heights PD collected from Mr. Cohen this morning should tell us for sure,” I say without acknowledging her outburst.

      Blum turns to Perez. “Counselor?”

      “I don’t know, Your Honor. It’s a matter for the Cedar Heights police.”

      The judge’s expression hardens as he looks at his wristwatch. “It’s one o’clock, Miss Perez. I want your detectives here at three o’clock to tell me if the palm print from the garage matches Cohen.”

      “I’ll inform them of your request,” she responds.

      Blum’s eyes narrow. “It’s not a request, Miss Perez. Do I need to issue a court order?”

      She shakes her head no.

      “Are you planning to spend any more time on rebuttal?” Blum asks her.

      “No, Your Honor. We’re finished.”

      Blum nods. “We’re going to keep going. I’ll decide what to do, if anything, after we hear from the detectives.” Then he looks to us. “Let’s get out there so you can deliver your closing argument, gentlemen.”

      I walk over to stand in front of the jury ten minutes later. “We’d like to thank you for your patience over the past several days. You’ve witnessed the result of a flawed police investigation followed by a hastily charged and tried case against an innocent man. Reg Williams is a victim of the justice system rushing to judgment in their hurry to charge someone—anyone—for a truly horrific crime. In doing so, they’ve further brutalized Ashley Williams by depriving her of the love and support of her father when she needs it most. We can’t give Ashley and Reg that time back, but we can return Reg to his family.”

      “How can I stand here in front of you and make the claim that Reg is an innocent man with such conviction?” I ask as I meet each pair of eyes. “Chief among the many weaknesses we’ve exposed in the police investigation is the fact that Reg simply couldn’t have been present at Amundsen Insurance when Marsha was murdered. He didn’t have time to leave work at eight o’clock, drive to the crime scene, murder Marsha, clean up, return home to help Doris Banks in with her groceries, visit with her for a minute, and leave her apartment no later than eight twelve that evening.” I pause for a long minute to let the timing sink in. “Even without the detour to the insurance agency, the drive from Reg’s work to his apartment takes approximately ten minutes, ladies and gentlemen, perhaps a minute less at that time of night. Remember what the police themselves told us about the drive times from Reg’s office—four minutes to the agency and another six from there to his apartment building. We know he left Doris Banks’s apartment by eighteen minutes after eight and spent at least a couple of minutes or more with her before that. So, he was home ten or eleven minutes after he left work. When was he supposed to have committed this frenzied, bloody murder during those ten minutes? Reg arrived home in clean clothing, without any trace of the bloody mess from that crime scene. The police found no blood or suspicious evidence in his car. Reg was relaxed and in apparently good humor when he offered to assist Doris Banks. How can that be?”

      I let the jury ponder that for a moment before continuing. “Let’s not forget that Miss Perez also wants us to believe Reg took a few minutes to stage a self-incriminating call from the CTA station, even though we know he was at work when the call was made. That would add several minutes to the timeline.” I take a moment to walk back to the center of the well and turn back to the jurors. “The testimony of Doris Banks, the record of her call to her sister, and the time of the commercial breaks on the telecast of Gabby Garcia’s program tell us Reg encountered Doris Banks by eight ten that evening—just as we would expect if he had driven straight home.”

      I leave that conclusion hanging in the air and walk back to our table to take a peek at my notes. “What really happened that night at Amundsen Insurance, ladies and gentlemen? Unfortunately, we don’t yet know. If Reg Williams wasn’t at the insurance agency offices when Marsha was killed, then someone else committed the crime and Reg is an innocent man. It’s that simple.”

      I spend the next thirty minutes dismantling the shoddy Cedar Heights PD investigation, suggesting that Reg is behind bars while the real killer remains at large. It’s a classic SODDI defense, complete with a strong suggestion of who we think committed the crime. As the clock creeps past two thirty, I spend a few minutes connecting the dots that point to Reg having been set up.

      “Reg Williams would have been the last person to want his cell phone number to appear on Marsha’s caller ID if he was on his way to kill her. It beggars the imagination to believe otherwise. The simple explanation is that the real killer made the call from the CTA station and spoofed Marsha’s phone into displaying Reg’s number on her caller ID, calculating correctly that the police wouldn’t dig deep enough to uncover the subterfuge. The effort to frame Reg got a boost from Rachel Amundsen, who pointed a finger at Reg the morning after the crime.”

      I glance up at the clock. Two forty-nine. Time to wrap up. “We believe we’ve shown that Reg Williams is not guilty of this heinous crime, ladies and gentlemen. The facts lead to the inevitable conclusion that, in their eagerness to clear the case, Detectives Caulfield and Kemp disregarded a mountain of evidence pointing to Reg’s innocence while they rushed to the erroneous conclusion that he killed his ex-wife.”

      I pause once again for a sip of water. “Miss Perez will stand here shortly and try to convince you that the flaws in the police investigation don’t matter. She’ll tell you that while uncertainties remain about what happened that night, the police made the right call in zeroing in on the ex-husband right away. She’ll ask you to look past all the errors made by the detectives. She’ll ask you to accept the thin evidence she’s presented during this trial. She’ll ask you to exact justice for the killing of Marsha Williams. In short, she’ll try to pull the wool over your eyes and tug on your heartstrings to provide closure for a grieving family. She’ll ask you to overlook the shoddy police work. Reg Williams should not be made to pay the price for that inadequate effort.”

      Caulfield reenters the courtroom and makes his way to a seat behind Perez. She leans back so he can whisper something in her ear and then nods curtly, looking none too pleased with whatever she’s heard. I hope that means we will be pleased with the news.

      I pause a final time and meet the eyes of each juror in turn. “We ask that you deliver justice here today, ladies and gentlemen. Set an innocent man free and force the police to do the investigation they should have done to identify and bring Marsha Williams’s real killer to justice. I trust that you will do the right thing. I trust that you will consider the hard evidence that’s been presented to you and arrive at a considered verdict of not guilty. Thank you for your service.”

      Mike pats my forearm after I sit down. “No way do they convict after that.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Blum turns to the jury. “We’ll recess for twenty minutes before the prosecution delivers its closing argument.”

      Perez stands. “Your Honor?”

      Blum looks down at her. “Yes?”

      “The people withdraw the charges against Reg Williams.”

      The courtroom falls silent.

      “With or without prejudice, Miss Perez?” the judge asks. If they do so without prejudice, the state is reserving the right to retry Reg. Doing so with prejudice means it’s all over and Reg can put this behind him.

      “Without,” she replies.

      So, they want the option of taking another kick at the can.

      Blum’s lips tighten. “We’ll recess for thirty minutes,” he mutters before looking from Perez to us. “I’ll see counsel in my chambers.”

      The courtroom is swallowed in an excited buzz as it becomes clear that a new drama is about to play out.

      We pause to explain the implications of dropping the charge without prejudice to Reg.

      “The hell?” he mutters angrily. “You mean they want a do-over?”

      “Afraid so,” Mike says while laying a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Keep the faith.”

      We arrive in the judge’s chambers right behind Perez. Blum is pacing and waves us into seats at his conference table. He remains standing.

      “Did that palm print belong to Lucas Cohen?” he asks Perez.

      “Yes.”

      “And you still won’t call it a day?”

      “Mr. Walker’s decision, Your Honor.”

      Blum stops pacing and glares down at her. “Why?”

      “He didn’t share his thinking with me.”

      Blum drums his fingers impatiently on his desk. “I won’t accept your offer to withdraw the charge without prejudice. We’re going back out there, and you’re going to deliver your closing argument. We’ll let the jury decide this case. I won’t allow you to leave this hanging over Reg Williams’s head so Tim Walker can save a little face.”

      “I’m not sure you can do that, Your Honor,” Perez says gamely.

      “You can appeal the decision, Counselor,” Blum informs Perez. “You might even win, but I won’t allow you to do this in my courtroom. Be prepared to withdraw the charge with prejudice, or begin your closing argument.”

      A little dazed, Mike and I leave first.

      The staccato crack of steel heels follows when Perez exits Judge Blum’s chambers. She marches toward us with her phone glued to her ear and a scowl on her face. Her eyes meet ours for a moment before she turns on her heel to head in the opposite direction.

      “I’d love to hear that call,” Mike says. “Walker is probably scheming to find a way around Blum’s ultimatum. This ain’t over yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Court is back in session seven minutes later. Blum pauses long enough to give Perez a questioning look and the opportunity to revise the prosecution’s intentions. She simply stares back at him. So.

      The judge turns to the jury. “My apologies for the drama. When Miss Perez announced that the state was withdrawing the charges against Mr. Williams, you may recall that I asked her if they were doing so with or without prejudice.”

      I study the jurors as Blum explains the implications. A few appear confused by the possibility of the prosecution getting another crack at Reg.

      “Miss Perez will now deliver her closing argument,” Blum continues. “Then I’ll instruct you, and you’ll retire to consider your verdict.” His eyes drop to Perez. “Proceed, Counselor.”

      Perez expels a lengthy sigh before gathering herself and getting to her feet. She squares her shoulders and walks over to stand before the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen, I told you in my opening argument that the people would prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Reg Williams did, with malice aforethought, ambush and kill his ex-wife in a truly horrific slaying. Over the past several days you’ve had the opportunity to see the evidence proving this and—”

      A commotion at the back of the courtroom interrupts the prosecutor, whose eyes widen when she sees Timothy Walker walk in. Every eye in the courtroom follows her gaze. Walker marches down the aisle toward the prosecution table, where he crooks a finger to summon Perez.

      “My apologies for the interruption,” she says to the jury before she walks over to confer with Walker, who glowers at Judge Blum over her shoulder as he speaks into her ear. When he finishes, she looks up at the judge. “Mr. Walker would like to speak in chambers, Your Honor.”

      Blum gazes down on them dispassionately. “As you can see, Mr. Walker, we’re in session. Call my clerk to make an appointment.”

      “Sidebar,” Walker angrily mutters to Perez, who relays the request.

      The judge sighs heavily and nods. “Very briefly.”

      Walker glares at Mike and me when we trail the prosecutors to the bench. “We don’t need them here,” he tells the judge as we gather around.

      “Nothing goes on in my courtroom that all parties are not privy to, Mr. Walker. I don’t bend the rules for anyone, not even a state’s attorney. Now, what would you like?”

      “I want the recess we asked for,” Walker says.

      “You’re not getting it,” Blum replies.

      The color rises in Walker’s face. “You can’t do this!”

      “I am doing it, Counselor,” Blum retorts before he turns away and walks back to his bench.

      Walker and Perez huddle at their table. We can’t hear what they’re discussing, but I do catch a “bastard” and “this bullshit” from Walker before he casts a final poisonous look at the bench. Then he tugs his cuffs down and marches out of the courtroom.

      “Miss Perez,” Blum says calmly. “Please continue.”

      She gets to her feet and looks up at the judge. “Your Honor, the people withdraw the charges against Mr. Williams, with prejudice.”
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      The Williams family and defense team gather a few weeks later for a celebratory dinner at The Sandwich Emporium, which has opened in the evening for the occasion. Trish, five days out of hospital after suffering through several infections, is my date. A veritable multitude of Williamses are in attendance. Brittany, who has been showing a little more joy for life over the past few days, is hanging with Pat and Sara. Spending time with the Williams girls seems to be lifting her spirits. Ashley is never more than an arm’s length away from her beaming father. I stay equally close to Trish.

      “Don’t know who half these people are,” Mike quips in a quiet aside to me as people continue to stream in. It’s a full house. “Y’all mention free food, and this is what you get, everyone Mom and Dad ever said hello to.”

      “Nothing wrong with folks helping themselves to a little free food,” his mother, who has quietly joined us, whispers with a good-natured smile. Her eyes cut to Trish, then settle on Mike. “You oughtta get yourself a nice girl like Tony has done. It’s high time for you to make your momma some cute little grandbabies.”

      Trish blushes. I wince—her internal injuries may preclude babies.

      Mike rolls his eyes. “See? It never stops with this woman!”

      I wink at Althea Williams.

      She squeezes my hand. “Talk some sense into the boy, Tony.”

      Ashley leaves her father’s side, hurries over to us, and throws her arms around my neck to deliver an enormous hug. “It’s so good to have Dad back. How am I ever gonna repay you?”

      “Cash,” Brittany cracks as she rejoins us.

      Hero sandwiches are being assembled as only The Sandwich Emporium could possibly make them: Italian bread in honor of me, shaved ham and shaved turkey with plenty of tomato and lettuce, all drenched in some sort of fiery mayonnaise that promises to leave my lips tingling for hours. The law firm of Brooks and Valenti is living high on the hog tonight. The Sandwich Emporium has broken out the premium paper plates for the occasion, as well as top-of-the-line plastic drinking cups and gourmet plastic utensils. Mike and Reg hauled in several cases of bottled Miller Lite.

      “Hero sandwiches for the lawyer heroes!” Maiko announces proudly when she and her husband, Brian, exit the kitchen bearing plates of sandwiches. Our hosts set plates on tables and return to the kitchen for more, trailed by Mrs. Williams, Penelope, and the girls. All return with plates. I feel a stab of guilt and hurry after them to lend a hand after ordering Trish to stay put. She doesn’t.

      Once everyone settles down to eat, Maiko slips a box of ribs from Lem’s Bar-B-Q House onto the table in front of Mike.

      “Lem’s!” he exclaims happily. “How did you know?”

      She gives him a sidelong look. “How can’t I know after all your complaining that we don’t serve soul food like Lem’s?” She grins and points at the ribs. “There’s your Lem’s, Mr. Soul Man!”

      Mike laughs and reaches around Maiko’s waist to give her a hug. “I was just joshing you, honey.”

      She wraps an arm around Mike’s neck and shoots her husband a look. “You gonna let this guy steal me away from you?”

      “How much do I hafta give you to take her?” Brian asks Mike.

      Everyone digs in, and the beer and conversation flow. It’s a great crowd, and there’s plenty to talk about. Lucas Cohen has been charged with Marsha’s murder and will go on trial later in the year, as will his co-defendant, Rachel Amundsen. By all accounts, the romance is over—each trying to pin blame on the other. I hope they both roast in hell. The new Cedar Heights chief of police seems to have a handle on things. We trust that he’s conducting a thorough investigation.

      Reg has parlayed his newfound notoriety into establishing an independent cell phone business that sells unlocked phones, services cell phones, and has hooked up with something called a mobile virtual network operator to sell their services. I don’t know what the hell that is, but Reg is excited about it, so it’s all good.

      Max, who has forged a tight bond with Reg, is deep in conversation with him when Jake Plummer finally rolls in halfway through the meal. “Chief Plummer, sir!” Max exclaims.

      Yup, Mayor Smith’s musing about Jake having a little tread left on the tires was more than idle chatter. Smith cleaned house in the upper echelons at his police department before going hat in hand to Jake with the offer to become chief of police. It’s a popular move with the rank and file and most of the Detective Bureau. Brett Caulfield didn’t hang around waiting for the ax to fall—he’s already resigned to go to work with the police force in Cairo, the southernmost city in the state. It’s not far enough away for Jake.

      “I wish it was the Cairo in Egypt,” he’d muttered over coffee a couple of weeks ago. “You couldn’t send that little prick far enough away to suit me.”

      Happy as I am to see Jake in his new gig, we’d been bitterly disappointed to lose our new investigator. He expressed a sense of personal satisfaction with his work on Reg’s case and had even grudgingly allowed, “Guess all defense-attorney work ain’t a load of underhanded, filthy, corrupt bullshit carried out by ambulance-chasing scum.”

      Penelope and I had fairly burst with pride at the praise, especially once we realized it came from a future chief of police!

      My thoughts turn to Doris Banks. Chicago PD have yet to make an arrest in her murder, and Jake and Max tell me that the police aren’t making much progress. Suspicion has fallen on Lucas Cohen, of course, but nothing ties him to the crime. I fear that Doris’s murder is destined to end up as cold case file. Max vows that he won’t let that happen, even if the Chicago police set the case aside. I hope somebody solves the case. Doris and Lionel deserve at least that.

      Additional melancholy comes over me as I watch the Williams family together. So much love, laughter, and genuine affection for one another. Things had by no means always been horrible in our home back in the day, but Mama and Papa never had the easy comraderie these parents have with their kids. Of course, Frankie had been something of an insurmountable problem before Mama banished him. Maybe it might have been different had my sister, Amy, lived longer. I don’t know. We’ve taken some baby steps with Frankie’s estranged wife, Jo, and daughter, Carly, but they live far away and the specter of Frankie resurfacing hangs over them. He went to ground after getting out on bail. Chicago PD hasn’t gotten a sniff of him since. Cedar Heights PD didn’t initially put much effort into trying. Maybe that will change with Jake at the helm. A problem for another day, but a problem I will pursue if Trish ever recalls what went on that night and it turns out that it was Frankie who savaged her.

      Jake makes his way to our table, where I’m nursing a bourbon. Trish is off hobnobbing with Pat and Brittany. He slides into the seat next to mine. “Everything okay with you, Tony?”

      “Sure. Why?”

      “I see you sitting by yourself with a faraway look and a drink in your hand, and I wonder.” His eyes drift to Trish. “How is she?”

      “Good as can be expected, I guess. Doesn’t remember what happened.”

      “Still think it was Frankie?”

      I nod.

      “Me, too. You looking for him?”

      I don’t want to talk about or even think about Frankie tonight. I summon a smile. “Is this an interrogation?”

      He smiles back. “Should it be?”

      “Nah. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      He nudges my arm with his. “Just a matter of time until you land in the soup again, Grasshopper. Better keep your nose clean in Cedar Heights. New sheriff in town, you know.”
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        * * *

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading books 1 - 3 of the Tony Valenti thriller series. I hope you enjoyed them. If so, please take a moment to leave a review here. Reviews are invaluable to authors, particularly those of us who publish independently. A brief line or two about why you enjoyed the book is sufficient. A final tip about reviews: Please be careful not to include spoilers that may detract from future readers’ enjoyment. Please and thank you!

      Do you wish to be among the first to hear about upcoming releases, giveaways, and contests? If so, please join my exclusive Reader’s Club on my website at neilturnerbooks.com. Your email address will not be shared or used for any other purpose. I promise! While you’re on the website, feel free to poke around a bit to learn a little more about the novels and myself.

      Start reading the next Tony Valenti thriller, A Tine for Reckoning, here.

      My sincerest thanks again!

      Take care, be well, and happy reading,

      Neil
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        BUY IT HERE (Click image above)

      

      Tony Valenti and Penelope Brooks are enlisted to come to the aid of a young woman when her marriage turns sour in a remote corner of Wyoming. They don’t practice law in Wyoming, but representing vulnerable clients battling impossible odds is what they do. They are quickly embroiled in a fight that may be to the death, with danger coming at Tony from several directions. Ill-equipped to face the battles he’s forced to wage, he must rely on his guile and the help of unexpected allies to survive long enough to rescue his client… and himself.
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        BUY IT HERE (click on cover)

      

      His choices: prison or death. Which scares him more?

      When fifteen-year-old Denzel Payton is charged with the murder of a disabled veteran at a homeless camp, he’s trapped in a no-win situation: remain silent and risk almost certain conviction, or name the real killer and face the wrath of a monster who terrifies him.

      After Denzel’s attorney is murdered, lawyers Tony Valenti and Penelope Brooks step up to defend him, despite the risk of becoming the killer’s next targets.  As the evidence against their client mounts and potential defense witnesses vanish, Tony and Penelope race to unravel a dark secret that may hold the key to the case. They’ll need smarts, guts, and a little luck to save Denzel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK SIX - THE SECRETS SHE BURIED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: BUY IT HERE! (click on cover)]
          
        

        BUY IT HERE! (click on cover)

      

      Jill Clark is determined to hold a hospital accountable for the death of her mother, who died during the chaotic early days of the COVID pandemic. Her death was attributed to the virus. But was COVID the cause of death?

      Adamant that hospital staff essentially murdered her mother through sheer negligence, Jill hires Tony Valenti and Penelope Brooks to sue the hospital. A fissure soon opens in Tony and Penelope’s relationship as the case plunges them into a bewildering maze of explosive secrets that hint at alternative explanations—revelations that unleash hidden dangers. Did Rose Clark succumb to COVID, or was a murder committed under cover of the pandemic?

      The case soon threatens much more than the future of Tony and Penelope’s partnership—someone is willing to kill to shut down their investigation. It’s now a race against time. Tony and Penelope will need every ounce of guile and courage they have to survive.
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        CLICK COVER TO CLAIM YOUR FREE COPY

      

      Last Exit on the Road to Nowhere is a prequel novella about the high-stakes dramas at work and home that precipitated Tony Valenti’s move to Cedar Heights. These are the events that propel Tony and Brittany into the opening chapter of A House on Liberty Street, and will continue to reverberate through Tony’s world in the novels that follow. What will ultimately become of Tony’s family? His career? His life? It all begins here. Become a Reader’s Club member and find out!
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        * A House on Liberty Street *

      

      

      Turner hits the mark in a spellbinding, page-turning thriller featuring a worthy underdog hero and prose that tugs at the heartstrings. The author has a great sense of plot and timing. IndieReader 4.5 Star Review

      

      Neil Turner unravels an ever-deepening drama that exposes the lengths one man will go to protect his family in A House on Liberty Street, a suspenseful and heartfelt thriller. Tapping into evocative themes of family, fatherhood, and second chances, this is a fast-paced read with a clever protagonist ducking and dodging in a classic pursuit of justice. The storytelling is casual but compelling, with memorable characters, intriguing dynamics, and an unpredictable case for readers to piece together. …there are also touching moments of paternal wisdom and honesty that shine… A House on Liberty Street is a neatly penned thriller that will keep readers guessing to the very end. Self-Publishing Review
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        * Plane in the Lake *

      

      

      Neil Turner’s latest Tony Valenti thriller, Plane in the Lake, pits the no-nonsense lawyer and his fiery partner against entrenched power in this classic Chicago crime story. Lawyers and liars go hand in hand in the pearly offices of the city’s underworld, as a well-to-do family’s desperate attempt to cover up the truth behind their daughter’s death spirals into something much more. As Valenti is faced with saving not only his firm but his family too, Turner skillfully wields an incisive pen that takes on the seemingly untouchable upper classes and shady crime families. With his trademark breezy style reminiscent of Dennis Lehane, Turner has produced another devourable thriller. Self-Publishing Review ★★★★½

      

      Plane in the Lake is a satisfying blend of tense thriller and whodunit that calls into question and ultimately strengthens Tony Valenti’s bonds with friends, family, and peers. The novel works on many different levels to involve readers in a puzzle that remains murky up to its surprise conclusion. It’s a fine story that will keep readers (whether newcomers or prior fans of Tony's gritty streetwise style) thoroughly engrossed to the end. D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer, Midwest Book Review
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        * A Case of Betrayal *

      

      

      In his third powerful Tony Valenti Thriller, A Case of Betrayal, author Neil Turner puts his charming and brilliant defense attorney back into the fray, where his loyalties to old friends will be tested against his passion for justice. Diving into tough subjects - from the deeply rooted racism in America to the struggles of single fatherhood - this installment stands out from other thrillers; there is real heart in this prose, as well as nuanced character development that keeps the read continually engaging. Packed with suspense, and a page turner from the start. Self-Publishing Review ★★★★½
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        * A Time for Reckoning *

      

      

      "A character-driven thriller that fearlessly reveals the dark corners of human nature – misogyny, greed, violence, power, and control. Driven by strong dialogue, unpredictable twists, and more than a dash of colloquial country charm, this savagely honest novel is a stellar addition to the Toni Valenti Thriller series." Self-Publishing Review, ★★★★½

      
        
        * Scared Silent *

      

      

      "A brutal and gritty novel of survival on the merciless streets of Chicago, Scared Silent is a gut-wrenching ride. Given the national spotlight being recently turned towards the desperate plight of the poor, this gripping story is not only expertly penned, but also timely and fearless." Self-Publishing Review, ★★★★★
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