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The neighborhood where much of Yesterday’s Stardust takes place exists
 only in my head…and now yours. The storyline is based on a problem
 common to most larger cities and is in no way intended to reflect negatively on the beautiful city of Kenosha, Wisconsin.


PROLOGUE

September 14, 1928

Look for the silver lining when e’er a cloud appears…” The song and the familiar rhythm of needle tugging thread freed Francie Tillman to dwell on all that might finally be going right.

Curled in the white-painted rocker in the corner of her shop, she sang along with the Radiola as she stitched, counted her blessings, and tried to ignore all that was unfixable in her life.

She had her own business, the kind of friends who stuck closer than family, and maybe—she threaded the thought into a prayer— they were finally safe.

Safe.

Bits of plaster dust clung to the wallpaper beneath the framed print she’d just hung—black clouds threatening, trees bent with the wind, a cluster of terrified people fleeing the impending storm.

“Somewhere the sun is shining…” Her voice echoed in the windowless room as she sang. “…and so the right thing to do is make it shine for you.”

The picture reminded her of the day she’d discovered where to hide in the storm.

“A heart, full of joy and gladness will always banish sadness…”

The music didn’t mask clanking tools and sputtering motors on the other side of the wall, nor the scrape of chairs and an angry stream of Italian above her, but they were predictable sounds, the backdrop of her new world. Never again would she complain about a predictable life.

She sewed the final stitches on the voile overlay that flowed in angled layers over snowy, calf-length satin then snipped the thread with ivory-handled scissors. Holding the wedding gown against her chest, she struck a Greta Garbo pose in front of the mirror. She tried to imagine gliding down the aisle with yards of Italian lace floating from a diamond tiara and ribbons trailing from a spray of calla lilies. The vision blurred. It wasn’t her dress. There would be no white satin in Francie Tillman’s future.

But that was all right. She had all she needed. And some she didn’t.

She hung the gown on the dress form and covered it with a sheet then took a second glanced in the mirror.

The floral “One Hour Dress” she’d made in forty-eight minutes from leftover polished cotton had rumpled and would never do for meeting with her biggest client yet. She closed the door on quiet and order and took the stairs down to the shadowed passage that led to the part of her life that wasn’t going right.

In her upstairs room, with humid, late-afternoon air ruffling the eyelet curtains, she kept the song alive as she changed into the peach-colored silk charmeuse. “So always look for the silver lining, and try to find the sunny side of li—”

“What’re you gettin’ all dolled up for?”

Suzette leaned on the door frame, ashes cascading from the end of her cigarette. Coffee stains streaked the housecoat she’d worn for three days.

“I have a fitting.” Francie aimed her answer at a clear glass button on her shoe. She couldn’t bear looking up at her sister’s once-beautiful eyes, or at the way the billowing gown engulfed the figure she’d once envied.

“Who’s the hoity-toity this time? Wait. Shh.” Suze held one finger to her lips. “I heard you talking to Renata. It’s the mayor’s wife.”

Francie nodded and sat on her vanity stool. “Please keep it to yourself.” She pulled a book out of the narrow middle drawer.

“Sure. I get it. None of your beeswax, Suze. Fine.” Suzette walked to the far side of the room, to the twin bed that matched Francie’s except that it hadn’t been made in weeks. “I’m tired.”

You’re always tired. Francie jumped up, grabbed the cigarette before it hit the rug, and then took a deep, slow breath. From the front room, the radio speaker her nephew called the “giant tiger’s mouth” spilled Paul Whiteman’s voice, “…strolled the lane together, laughed at the rain…” Francie sat back down, picked up her pen, and spoke to Suzette over her shoulder. “I told Franky to come to the shop when he wakes up.”

“Mm-hm.” The slurred syllables dissolved into a raspy snore.

“…we cried together, cast love aside together—”

A distant noise froze her pen in midair. A gunshot. Francie jerked and turned toward the window, waiting, not breathing.

Nothing. A car backfiring, maybe, or just memories playing havoc with her mind.

She opened the back cover of her five-year diary. The glue had dried on the picture she’d pasted there. Hard to explain why she’d felt the urgency. Renata had told her to heed the nudge. “Listen to Jesus, mia amica.” Maybe the Lord had warned her. Or maybe she was just being paranoid. She couldn’t yet convince herself the danger had died.

She fingered the end of the yellow satin ribbon sticking out of the book and opened to the date it marked. Her gaze traveled up the page through four Septembers to her fifteenth summer.


September 14, 1924

Leaving Theo will be the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life. I love him more than life, but Suze needs me, and besides, I was never cut out to be a missionary’s wife. I know I was created for something big, and it will begin in Chicago. I’ll get over Theo and he’ll get over me. I just hope not too soon.



Four years had passed. She hadn’t gotten over Theo, and the one time she’d seen him, he’d said he was still in love with her. She focused on the blank slot at the bottom of the page. White, empty space, a new September 14 waiting to be filled. Setting pen to paper, she left Theo and her dreams of something big in a past she’d moved beyond.


Life would be perfect if not for the problem sleeping in the same room with me. Today I’m doing a second fitting on Mrs. A. Tomorrow Renata and I are going to a Women’s Society Meeting at the First Congregational Church. I called Mama yesterday. She actually talked—


A scream shattered the quiet. Francie jumped up and ran to the window. In front of the restaurant, her best friend knelt, sobbing beside her husband, who lay bleeding and motionless on the sidewalk.


CHAPTER 1

Last night’s applause lingered in Dani Gallagher’s mind like footprints pressed in wet sand. With the tip of a pencil, she lifted the florist’s card on the bundle of Gerbera daisies festooning the corner of her desk then tunnel-visioned back to her computer.

The popcorn sound of keyboards capturing the pulse of Tuesday, July 10 slowed her adrenaline for several pithy sentences—until her phone binged an incoming text message.

A parade of exclamation marks marching behind an all-caps CONGRATULATIONS triggered a maverick smile. Just as her lips widened enough to show her teeth, a flash bounced off her screen.

Looking up through dancing spots, she met Evan Carr’s smug eyes peeking above the telephoto lens of his three-thousand-dollar obsession. Unruly brown curls and too-long-to-be-fashionable sideburns framed the elfish face of her zany sidekick. Something flat and green was wedged under his arm.

Evan winked. “I’m calling it ‘The Face of Victory.’”

A deep cough bounced off the oatmeal-colored walls of her cubicle. “More like ‘The Face of Gloating.’” Mitch Anderson, Kenosha Times feature editor, leaned his elbows on a fabric-covered partition. “You proved me wrong, kiddo. I didn’t think you were ready for the big leagues.”

Dani answered with a smile tinged with just a smidge of smugness.

Evan shoved aside papers and a microwavable container of Campbell’s Italian wedding soup and made a place for his posterior on the corner of her desk. He held out a package wrapped in green tissue. “A little something from all of us.”

“What is it?”

“One way to find out.” He picked at a piece of clear tape.

Dani slid her finger under a fold. The paper tore with a satisfying rip. Matted in sage green and framed in gold, her face stared back at her from page 1, section C, of yesterday’s edition.

Her lips parted as her reflection superimposed over her picture. “Thank you.”

Evan leaned over the frame and cleared his throat. “‘Kenosha Times Reporter Wins National Award. Danielle Gallagher receives Chase Award for her series ‘Children of the Risk—The Age of Electronic Neglect.’” He took a sip of her hour-old coffee. “Good work, blondie.”

“So what’s next?” Mitch shoved his glasses back to the bridge of his nose.

“Back to the real world.” She drew out a martyr’s sigh. “Counsel meetings and school board elections. Lucky me.” Unless… She restrained the urge to spring out of her seat like Donkey in the Shrek movies. “Oh! I know! Pick me! Pick me!”

The balding man who held her future in his pudgy hands gave a slow, torturous smile. “You’ve only been here, what? Four years? Still a rookie in my book.” He clicked his tongue. “However, the extenuating circumstances of a national contest win just might persuade me to give you a chance. Say a three-month trial period to razzle my socks off with a few more scintillating stories?”

“Serious?” She discarded any pretense of acting mature and professional.

“As a shark attack.” He shot a two-finger salute from the middle of his forehead. “Give me some weekly stories on kids. Good, bad, every kind of kid. But I want you working on another series like this one.” He tapped the frame. “Something big and meaty, something—” Her desk phone rang.

Evan laughed. “More accolades?”

One eyebrow arched at Evan, she copied Mitch’s signature salute and answered the phone. “Dani Gallagher, feature reporter, how may I help you?”

Silence.

“Hello?”

“Danielle?”

“Yes. Can I help you?”

“This is China.” A quiet voice edged with steel.

Dani turned away from Mitch and Evan and covered her other ear as she matched a picture to the voice of a girl she’d interviewed in April. Sixteen, heavyset, long hair dyed black with a purplish-red cast. Dark eyes, tipped up at the corners, encased in thick strokes of liner, lashes clumped with mascara.

“You remember me?” A shaky timbre quaked the words. Fear, anger, maybe drugs.

“Of course. Are you all right?”

Silence again and then a tight “No.”

“What’s the matter, China?”

“You were wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

“You said I should leave Miguel.” Her voice shook, grew even weaker. “You said I had to stand up to him and let him know he couldn’t push me around.”

“Did you?”

A laugh. Low, almost vicious. “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

Dani switched the phone to her other hand, wiped her damp palm against her thigh. “What happened?” Her pulse hammered against her eardrums as she waited for an answer. “China?”

Seconds passed. “You said he was just using threats to manipulate me.”

“What happened?”

“He beat me—good this time. But then he said he was sorry, and he cried. I can’t stand that. I can’t ever stand that.”

“Where are you? Are you hurt?”

Again the laugh. “Of course I’m hurt.”

Dear God… “How bad? Have you seen a doctor?”

“He won’t hurt me again.”

“Where are you? I’ll come and get you.”

“Can’t you listen? This isn’t about me. This is about you— what you did. I was gonna give in; I was gonna stay, but then I remembered what you said. You said I was worth more than that. You said nobody has the right to beat on somebody else. You said I deserved somebody better. Well, there isn’t anybody better.” Her tone escalated. “He was the only guy that ever loved me, and you took him away.”

The pulse beat intensified, pounding China’s words through her denial. “Where is he now?”

The next sound could have been a laugh or a cry on the verge of hysteria. “In Hell, probably. Where you should be. You killed him.”

“China, I—”

“You ever read Romeo and Juliet? Bet you could write a nice story about that. A real, true Romeo and Juliet.”

“China, stop it. Tell me what happened.” Romeo and Juliet. “Did he—”

“Yeah. Right in the head. He pulled the trigger, but it was your fault.”

Ice lodged in Dani’s veins. “I’m so, so sorry, but you have to listen to me.”

“No. Not anymore I don’t.” Another long pause. “I called the cops.” Her voice fell flat. “They’ll be here soon. I should go. I don’t want to see them take him.”

Dani pressed her hand against her eyes. Evan gripped her shoulder. She grabbed a pen and scribbled Check police calls. Suicide? Evan nodded and took off at a run. Mitch crouched, put his hand where Evan’s had been, leaning in toward the phone.

“Are you alone, China?”

Another laugh, high and eerie. “No. Miguel’s here. You believe in spirits? Maybe he’ll come back as someone else. Maybe he’ll come after you for what you did.”

Dani dried her palm and gripped the phone to steady the shaking. The quick change in China’s voice scared her. Maybe she’d already taken something. She took a deep breath and commanded her voice to be calm. If she could just keep her talking until the police got there. “It’s not my fault, and it’s not yours either. Miguel was messed up; you told me that yourself. What I said was the truth. He didn’t have the right to hurt you. No one does. That’s not how love works.”

Muffled sobs answered her.

“I’m so sorry, China. I know you loved him, and I’m sorry he didn’t get the help he needed, but you have to believe you weren’t wrong to stand up to him. You’re a precious girl. Your life is valuable.” As she talked she opened a drawer. Scanning file tabs, she grabbed a yellow legal pad. Flipping through pages, she found the one from her interview with China.

“Remember how you told me you’d like to be an occupational therapist? Why does that interest you?”

The crying quieted. Dani visualized her sitting in a corner, hugging her knees and rocking, mascara streaming down her face.

“My friend’s little brother got his hand smashed. When he got the cast off, I taught him how to draw.” She took a convulsive breath. “His family said I was like one of his therapists. They gave me a necklace. A heart necklace.”

“That must have made you feel good. Can you see yourself—”

“Somebody’s gotta clean this place. The wall is—” A gasp, followed by a low keening wail cut through Dani, sending chills down her back.

“Tell me where you are. I’ll stay with you when you talk to the police. You shouldn’t be alone.”

“Why did you tell me to leave him? He’d still be here…”

“Let me come and get you, and we’ll talk about it.”

“The cops just drove up. I didn’t want to be here.”

“It’s good that you stayed. They’ll have to ask you some questions.”

“I’ll tell them the truth,” she rasped. “I’ll tell them Danielle Gallagher killed him.”
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Dani didn’t protest when Evan pried the phone from her hand. He held his iPhone in front of her face. “Three blocks from the Marina. Squads got there about two minutes ago. Sound like your call?”

She stared down at the address on the map and nodded.

“Who is she? How do you know her?” Mitch picked up her canvas bag, set it on her desk, and stood.

Evan bent over her. “Talk to me, Dan. You’re not looking so good.”

“Remember China?”

“The girl who only let me take silhouettes?”

She nodded and looked up at Mitch. “Vito Savona—he works here in maintenance—jumped my car one night when I was doing research for my series, and he told me about this guy in his neighborhood who’s heavy into a gaming community. China is the guy’s sister. I interviewed her, and she opened up about other things. Her boyfriend was threatening her. I told her to leave him. She did. And now he”—her voice cracked—“he shot himself.”

“Find her.” Mitch pulled her keys out of the dish on her desk. “This is it. Your story. This is your ‘What’s next.’”

Evan grabbed her elbow as she stood. “Look at her. She’s white as a sheet. She can’t—”

“I can. I have to.”

“Why?” Evan’s grip on her elbow tightened. “Stop and think. Is this really about a story? Or is it about rescuing that girl? That’s not your job. It’s—”

“Yes. It’s about all that. And throw redeeming myself into the mix.” As she picked up her bag, her hair spilled across her face, shielding her from the concern that threatened her self-control.

Mitch squeezed her shoulder. “Can you go with her, Carr?”

“No. I have to be at the courthouse in fifteen.”

“She’ll do okay. It’s never easy when you’ve got a personal connection, but this will be good. Just remember, you gotta draw a line between reporting and social work.” Mitch raised the salute again. “Stay safe, kiddo.”

“I’m the kickboxing diva, remember?” Her voice quaked.

“That’s right.” With a laugh, Mitch strode back to his glass-walled office.

“You don’t have to do this.”

She lowered her chin then raised it. “If I’d kept my big mouth shut, that kid would still be alive. I should—”

“Whoa.” Evan grabbed her by the shoulders. “I heard you say it wasn’t your fault, and it’s not. Somebody had to tell her to get out of there. Maybe you lost your objectivity. Maybe you forgot you were a reporter for a few minutes. But you acted out of compassion; you listened to your gut.” He lifted her chin. “We work for God first, Dan.”

Dani answered with a sarcastic laugh as she swiped at her wet cheek and threw the strap of her bag over her shoulder. “Go take some pictures, Evan.”


CHAPTER 2

Nicky Fiorini kicked his sweat-soaked sheet to the floor and sucked a deep breath. Hot, stagnant air did nothing to ease the panic roused by the dream. Sitting up, he stared at the clock with one eye then glared at the spikes of afternoon sun stabbing through holes in the shade. If not for the dream, he’d still have another hour of escape.

The nightmare hadn’t haunted him for months. He’d hoped he’d finally banished it, but the gunshot sound his subconscious conjured to shatter his sleep reverberated through his mind as intensely as the real one had.

A day’s worth of stubble scratched his palms as he rubbed his face. He stood and pulled back the shade. Nothing stirred on the street below but a mother tugging a resistant child by the arm.

What had he hoped to see? Would the aftermath of a real fight be somehow comforting? Someone else’s crisis instead of the one that stole his peace? Keys jangled. One scraped his thigh as he stepped into the flour-dusted jeans he’d discarded after tossing his apron and climbing the stairs at four-thirty this morning. He rolled his shoulders and grabbed a shirt from the drawer. When was the last time he’d fully relaxed? Four years, at least—back in his midtwenties when his biggest stresses were date nights ruined by his cheating father forgetting to show up for work.

Life was simple back then. Before the nightmares.

He picked up the sheet and shook it out, spreading it over the bed so the woman who’d filled the gap his mother left wouldn’t have to.

A siren wailed in the distance. Someone else’s crisis.

“Nicky!” Footsteps pounded the stairs. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” He took two strides to the hallway, his pulse quickening at the tone in his sister’s voice.

“A shot. I was in the kitchen. Alonzo”—she reached the top of the stairs and folded her arms across her belly—“said it came from across the street. He called the cops.”

“Did he see anything?”

Dark hair streaked across pale skin as she shook her head. “He thought he heard a scream. A woman.” Eyes wide, she leaned against the wall. “Shouldn’t we do something?”

“No.” Nicky pressed his hand against the rigid cords at the back of his neck. The sound was real, and just yards away someone lived out his nightmare. “The police will handle it.”

His sister closed her eyes. “It’s just like…” Tears brimming, she turned and ran down the stairs.

She’d disappeared into the kitchen by the time Nicky nodded. His fingers curled. His thumb wrapped over them, but the splotch of patched plaster at shoulder height on the wall stopped him from using his fist. This time.

Voice low and gravelly, he whispered, “I know.”
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From where he stood, the red and white ambulance concealed the driveway across the street. Nicky turned away from the knot of gapers on the corner. Speculations ricocheted like errant rifle shots. Gang related…revenge…murder…suicide… Some said they’d met the young couple who’d lived there several months. Others said the upstairs apartment was a drug house.

Only one person appeared disturbed by the shooting. His sister.

If he thought she’d welcome it, he’d have wrapped his arms around her, but he wasn’t going to play the fool in front of that crowd. As he walked away, his bare foot slid on a wad of soft gum. Without acknowledging it, he kept walking.

Turning into the parking lot, he let out an explosive sigh. Twenty yards ahead, fresh graffiti covered the bottom half of the vacant building next to the restaurant his family had owned for generations.

A basketball-sized red circle overlapped a four-foot-high white 7 on a green background. Not an ad for soda pop—the red dot stood for things that birthed nightmares.

He walked over to the two-story building and swiped his finger across a granite block. Rust-red grit—a combination of dirt and spray paint, coated his fingertip. Arching his neck, he gazed up at the fortress. No windows, no openings other than two garage doors in front. By today’s standards, it was an ugly structure, violating every current building code.

Yet it still spun dreams in his head.

Pulling out his keys, he turned his back on the green and red wall and strode back to the building he’d lived in for twenty-eight years. A building with no room, or reason, to grow.

He opened the outside door of the storeroom. What was it with builders in the 1920s? Or was it just on this block that windows weren’t fashionable? He closed the door behind him, fastened the chain lock, then wedged the door open as far as the gold links would allow. A muggy draft, cool in comparison to the stagnant air inside, seeped through the two-inch space.

Ceiling lights in rose-covered porcelain bases lit the three-hundred-plus square feet. Pink roses climbed trellises on the scuffed and yellowed wallpaper, and floor-to-ceiling cherry wood shelves lined three walls. In the center of the room, a wrought iron table, legs fashioned of trailing, winding vines, sat bolted to the hardwood floor. Decades ago, someone, most likely his great-grandmother, had gone through a lot of trouble decorating a room built for storage.

His great-grandmother’s touches remained in other ways. Her crucifix hung by the back door. For much of his childhood he’d prayed to it. He knew the exact moment he’d stopped praying to the figure on the cross and started talking to the living God. He also knew the exact moment he’d stopped.

Nicky hoisted a thousand-count box of white paper bags onto the table then walked over to his computer desk in the corner and sat on a three-legged chair. One more thing in need of fixing.

In spite of an array of amputated table legs, stained tablecloths, and bent silverware demanding his attention, he’d always done his best thinking here. It was where he’d hid when he was eleven, the day his mother left, the day he promised to become a better man than his father.

It was where he came in the middle of the night for a break from reality. Here, he gave rein to hopeless fantasies where candlelight flickered on starched white tablecloths, music swirled around jeweled women and men in dark Italian suits, and whispered compliments floated on the cool air over a backdrop of clinking crystal. Here, the illustrious Mr. Fiorini bowed to his guests in his Luciano Carreli tux.

Here, visions spawned. And died just as quickly.

He was born a century too late for his dreams.
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The air was thick and hot and hard to breathe as Dani ran down the concrete steps from the Times building. She unlocked the door of her 1990 Geo Metro. Chips of blue paint crumbled onto her open-toed sandals. The car, a gift from her grandmother and named in her memory, bragged of 58,000 miles on its odometer. It was dying of sheer age and boredom.

A blast of heat wafted up at her as she opened the door. She slid in gingerly, keeping the backs of her bare arms off the gray vinyl.

She stuck the key in the ignition, holding her breath as she turned it. “Come on, Agatha.” The car responded with a familiar click.

“Behave yourself. We’ve got a job to do.” She jiggled the steering wheel and wiggled the key, but none of the usual tricks succeeded.

A thundering rap on the hood jerked her head.

“Agatha testardo again?”

Dani wiped the dampness from her top lip and nodded at the burly little man whose hairy, ape-like fist curled on the hood of her car.

Vito Savona could have retired from maintenance five years earlier but claimed the peace and quiet would kill him. “You going home, or you on a story?” A stubby cigar dusted Agatha’s nose with ashes.

Dani leaned her head out of the window. She wouldn’t tell him she was headed to his neighborhood. If he knew she was going alone, he’d refuse to jump her car or he’d jump in with her. “I’ve got a story.” Or the fallout from one. “Not that Agatha cares.”

Vito smiled and patted the hood. “You leave her to me. I got a way with old ladies.” He unhooked a ring with two keys from the chain on his belt. “You take mine. I’ll get to Agatha after work.”

“Oh, Vito, not again. You’ll be late for supper.”

“If I come home on time, Lavinia thinks I’m sick. You don’t let me work on Agatha, I’ll have to go to bed with a bowl of milk toast. Take my car.”

“You’re my angel, Vito.” She got out and planted a kiss on his cheek.
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Out of habit, questions sifted into logical order as she drove. But how did the who-what-when-where fit into a bigger story? She had no intention of making this about Miguel—of exploiting the despair of one young man or exposing the raw grief of a single family…or the girl who would spend the rest of her life second-guessing her decision to walk away from abuse.

There were universal truths in every human interest story. To make her readers care, she had to cull them out. What was Miguel’s deepest need? To be loved? To belong? To feel a sense of purpose and know that his life mattered?

Or was she projecting her own heart’s desire onto a boy she’d never met?

The air conditioner in Vito’s car didn’t work. The heat intensified the suffocating smell of stale cigar smoke. By the time she reached the neighborhood everyone referred to as the Swamp, her blouse was wet and sticking to the seat. She pulled a hair band out of her bag and tied her hair up, steering with her knee as she pulled the wet strands off her neck and away from her face. Yet in spite of the heat, her fingers were still cold and clammy.

She didn’t need a GPS to tell her she’d found the house. Two cruisers and an ambulance, their rotating lights muted by the blaring sun, sat in front of a house sided with gray shingles. On the porch above dilapidated steps, a child’s swing angled on rusty chains. She drove slowly, taking mental notes on the area.

A small redbrick grocery store, two of its four front windows boarded and plastered with beer signs, occupied one corner of the block. Next to a Laundromat stood two mirror-image houses, one white and well kept with pink petunias spilling out of flower boxes. Its twin sported a garish green with peeling salmon-colored trim. Across the street from the ambulance, a neon sign jutted out over the sidewalk proclaiming BRACCIANO ITALIAN AND AMERICAN CUISINE.

Breathing a prayer, Dani let reason take hold. She shouldn’t be here. As she lifted her foot off the brake, a shadow reached out from the north side of the house then morphed into two paramedics wheeling a draped form on a stretcher. Behind them China leaned on the arm of a police officer, her hands clenched over her mouth, her face streaked with black.

Dani pulled away. Barely conscious of where she was heading, she drove toward the lake and parked at the marina. Numb legs carried her to a park bench facing the water.

Heat shimmered on the sidewalk. Two boys flew past on skateboards. The cloudless blue dome of sky dissolved into gray-blue where Lake Michigan met the horizon. Her gaze followed the boys until they were out of sight then turned back to the water, where white triangle sails bobbed like plastic toys in a bathtub. A seagull swooped, grabbed its dinner, and took off. It soared and then hovered, gliding effortlessly on the wind.

It was all too tranquil, too incongruous with China’s tears and Miguel’s shrouded body.

“It’s all your fault. Why did you tell me to leave him? He’d still be here…”

Dani turned her back to the lake and the laughter. Lord, what can I do?

No answer came. She walked to the car and drove back. The ambulance was gone. A single police car remained. Investigating a possible crime scene.

She went home and sat on the outside steps, staring at manicured lawns and expensive cars. And her watch. An hour passed in a haze of trying not to think. On shaky legs she stood, walked to her car, and drove back to the house where Miguel had died.

The police car was gone. Onlookers had moved on with their day. From the street, all looked peaceful. As if life continued, uninterrupted, in the neglected gray house.

She parked on the side street and walked along the south side of the house to a white door marked 5351 1/2 in orange crayon. Through smudged windows, she eyed narrow steps leading upstairs. The door opened without a sound. The temperature and the cloying smell of old grease increased with each step.

A thin curtain of faded green dotted swiss hung across the window in the upstairs door, offering no privacy. A pink refrigerator stood in one corner. A chrome-legged table covered with dirty dishes, wrappers, and overflowing ashtrays sat against the outside wall. Large blue plastic bins, all apparently empty, lined the floor in front of the cupboards.

Dani knocked. From somewhere next door or the apartment downstairs the Beatles sang “Eleanor Rigby.” She knocked louder, waited, then tried the door handle.

It didn’t budge. She pulled a pen and notebook out of her bag. China. I need to talk to you. Call me as soon as you can. Danielle. She wrote her cell phone number, tore out the paper, and slid it under the door.

Two steps down the memory of China’s words stopped her. “A real Romeo and Juliet story.”

Would the police have taken her in to fill out forms or answer questions, or would they have done that here? Was she still inside, huddled in a corner somewhere or trying to clean up the mess?

Shutting her eyes against the scene playing in her head, Dani grabbed the handle again and pushed against the door. The handle stayed rigid, but the latch gave way. She fell into the room.

“China? China, are you here?” She walked through the kitchen, stopping at a doorway. Every nerve fiber told her to leave. What if the police came back to finish their investigation? What if China— or someone else—came in behind her? She shivered, took a deep breath, and entered the room.

Her eyes locked on a stain on the wall behind a mattress on the floor. For the space of several seconds, she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. Her gaze lowered to a pillow and she gasped.

Her knees suddenly felt like rubber. Her hand shook as she swiped at the perspiration on her upper lip. She took a deep breath and forced her eyes to scan the room. Unframed pencil sketches, held in place by masking tape, decorated all four walls. Drawings of doors, parking meters, manhole covers. She walked around a stack of empty cardboard boxes, past the mattress, to the only other doorway.

A bathroom, tiled in black and white, and surprisingly clean. The bottom edge of the closed shower curtain hung inside the tub. The curtain bulged in one spot. Dani shook her head as her vision blurred, took another breath and held it, then opened the curtain.

Her breath rushed out in pent-up relief. The tub overflowed with dirty laundry—women’s clothes mixed in with men’s jeans and shirts. Dani lifted a white T-shirt. Beneath a tear in the ribbed collar a distorted, black-outlined 7 emblazoned the front.

She ordered her mind to think like a reporter. She’d been on police calls. They’d never affected her like this.

It’s never easy when you’ve got a personal connection.

She closed the shower curtain and took in the details of the small room. A cardboard box sat on the floor, haphazardly filled with cosmetic bottles, brushes, shampoos, and curling irons. In the open medicine cabinet, two shelves held men’s deodorant, aftershave, toothpaste, and razors. Two shelves were empty. With the tip of her finger she opened cupboards and drawers. More empty shelves. Had Miguel come home and caught China packing?

Streaks of dampness remained on the counter. Dani could picture a hysterical girl scrubbing her hands.

Had she found him dead or witnessed the horror?

An icy chill crept up her back. Did the police believe it was suicide?

The insanity of being there hit her full force. She backed out of the bathroom and retraced her steps, not looking at the mattress this time. Untucking the tail of her blouse, she wiped the door handle on both sides, ran down the steps, looked around, and did the same with the outside door.

Heart slamming her ribs, she ran toward the alley. Two garbage cans overflowed with papers, clothes, and books. A plastic milk crate sat on the ground between them, filled with spiral notebooks. The front one, every inch of its cover decorated with ink drawings, was labeled “Algebra.” Dani bent, flipping through them. West Civ., Psych., Spanish. Wedged between them was a black leather book, worn and frayed at the corners. MY DIARY was lettered in muted gold across the front.

Looking both ways again, she grabbed the crate and ran to Vito’s car. She tossed the basket in the backseat, slid behind the wheel, and drove around the corner.

In front of the Laundromat, a little blond girl rode a bike with training wheels, a twenty-something man close behind. At the end of the block, an elderly man shuffled out of the grocery store, newspaper under one arm.

The dash clock read 5:56. She drove around the block and parked on the one-way street next to the Italian restaurant. China would return sometime, if only to gather her things and run.

Until the sun went down, she’d have a perfect view.
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September 12, 1924

Toying with the broken strap of her overalls, Francie compared the gown she’d just sketched with the one in McCall’s. “Mine’s better,” she mouthed.

Downstairs, the screen door opened and bounced against the frame. Daddy’s barn boots stomped the wood floor. “You’ll be going to Mrs. Johnson’s tonight?”

“Of course,” Mama answered, her voice tight with the strain of Friday. “I would appreciate it if you would tell Francie to go with me.”

“She’s fine here.”

“I’d rather she not—”

“She’s fifteen, Signe. Not a baby. She understands what I need to do to keep the farm.”

“But if there’s trouble…”

Daddy laughed. “If there’s trouble, Francie just may be the one to break it up.”

Mama huffed the kind of sigh that ruffled the hair hanging over her forehead. Francie heard her gathering her things. She scrambled off the bed, crawled through the open window, and jumped onto the roof of the shed.

When Mama poked her head into the shed, Francie was sitting on the three-legged stool, laying the bowl ring from the milk separator out on a clean flour sack to dry. Mama smiled. “Good girl. I’ll be off now. Stay in the house tonight.”

“I will.” Pretending to stretch, she slipped both hands behind her back.

A lie doesn’t count if your fingers are crossed.

Half an hour later, she lowered onto her belly in the hayloft, careful not to dislodge a single blade of straw. The open door framed an orange ball of sun, low and huge, melting into the pines above their valley. Through the spaces between the boards, she had a perfect view of Daddy’s “office.” Beyond the curtain that separated the office from the rest of the barn, Applejack nickered and Tess answered with a soft snort. Francie rested her chin on her hands and waited.

Almost dark. And Friday. Something would happen tonight.

Daddy lit kindling in the stove, poured water from a dented bucket into the iron kettle, then filled a small pan with sugar. He wiped off the old, scarred table and set a tin cup in the center. “Thirty-five cents a pint, gentlemen,” she’d hear him say. And then the stories would start. Stories of birthing calves and record rainfall, of life before the War. And the War.

Mama spent Friday evenings reading to Mrs. Johnson. Francie was always invited, but there were too many things a fifteen-year-old girl would rather do than sip tea and read the Bible to an old lady. Things like listening in on Daddy’s “business.” And hoping for another good fight.

Below her the door opened. She hadn’t heard a car. Daddy looked up. His eyes widened. “Signe? Is something wrong?”

Mama never came into Daddy’s office. Francie couldn’t see her face, but she could hear her breathing like she’d been running. Her brown shift quivered over wide hips as she caught her breath. She held something out to Daddy. “Carina is ill. I came back to get slippery elm. She got a letter for us by mistake.” Mama thrust an envelope at him. “From your daughter.”

Francie pressed her face into the boards. Suzette had left home going on three years ago. They hadn’t heard from her since.

“My daughter?” His eyes lit with a rare smile. “Well, what does she say?”

“She says”—Mama hissed the words—“we have a grandchild.”

Daddy’s jaw slackened. Tired eyes widened. “A baby?”

“No, Henri. A child. A two-year-old boy.”

“And she just tells us now? Is she—”

“Married? Of course not.”

His hands knotted into fists. “What does she want? She knows she won’t get money.”

“She wants Francie.”

Daddy gave a laugh that sent shivers down Francie’s back. “I will not lose another daughter.” He held his hand out for the letter. “Hide the envelope. We may want her address.” He tossed the letter into the raging flames in the stove. “Francie cannot hear of this.”


CHAPTER 3

The shadows disappeared. A slight breeze stirred through the open car window. Dani stretched and rubbed her eyes then pulled the front of her shirt away from her belly, letting the air dry her hot, sticky skin. Every pore in her body cried out for a shower, and her stomach growled. The smells coming from the restaurant called to her.

She’d made a call and found out the police had taken China in for questioning and then released her. The woman at the police station who always gave Dani more information than she was supposed to had no idea who China had left with or where she’d gone.

Three hours and still no sign of her. She’d come back for the rest of her things, wouldn’t she? Or send someone for the half-packed boxes? Or would she just walk away, leaving every reminder of life with Miguel behind?

Doubts danced on the night breeze. “What am I doing here?”

“This is your ‘What’s next.’”

Mitch’s commission warred with Evan’s warning—“You don’t have to do this.”

“I can. I have to.” China was out there somewhere, hating herself for what had happened, blaming Dani for starting the Domino chain that led to a gunshot.

A cold clamminess circled her mouth. Her fingertips tingled. She needed food.

Vito’s car door creaked as it opened. Through the red and gold of BRACCIANO lettered behind iron bars on the front window, she spotted a small table facing the street. A perfect vantage point. After reshaping her ponytail, she looked around, hoping no one was watching. She still had the guilty feeling she was doing something wrong.

Fresh paint and the neon sign seemed to be the only updates the outside of the restaurant had experienced in decades. On the second story, each tall, narrow window had its own wrought-iron balcony.

A bell dinged overhead as she opened the door. The rich scents of oregano, sausage, and fresh-baked bread intensified her hunger.

Dani surveyed the red-walled room crammed with tables covered with checkered tablecloths and surrounded by black-lacquered chairs with red cushions.

The thin, long-legged girl walking toward her with a stack of menus under her arm looked to be in her late teens. Her nametag read “Renata Fiorini.” Anger snapped in dark, red-rimmed eyes smudged with mascara. As if she’d been crying. Black hair, short in back, hung over one eye. Half moons of silver decorated each ear. She wore a short black leather skirt with a wide zipper up the front and a white button-down blouse.

“Welcome to Bracciano.” She pronounced it Bra-CHA-no, and her tone was anything but welcoming. “One?”

“Yes, please.”

“Over here.”

“Could I sit right there by the window?”

The girl slapped the menu on the table. A button slipped open at the top of her blouse, revealing a tattoo in the hollow above her collarbone. Reddened edges indicated fresh work. Dani stopped a gasp as she stared at the stretched and warped 7.

The girl tugged at her shirt, her face pinking as she turned away. She walked to the far side of the room and returned moments later, blouse buttoned, face once again pale. She smacked down silverware rolled in a napkin and a glass of water. “You ready to order?”

Dani smiled at the menu she hadn’t opened. “Do you have calzones?”

“Yeah.”

“What kind?”

The girl sighed. “Spinach or sausage.”

“I’d like a spinach calzone, please.”

“Anything to drink?”

“Just water.”

Without even a nod, the girl walked away.

Dani walked to the restroom. She splashed cold water on her face and neck, hoping for some revival. The eyes that stared back at her from the small cracked mirror above the sink looked older than the image in yesterday’s paper. Victory no longer tasted sweet.

She dried her face and turned, catching her image in a full-length mirror on the back of the door. Smoothing the front of her rumpled peasant blouse with a damp hand, she tightened her abs and pulled her shoulders back. The smocking on the shirt she’d found at her favorite resale shop allowed the fabric to flow over her hips, concealing the fact that she hadn’t been to the gym in three weeks. She thought about brushing her hair or refreshing her lipstick, but that all took effort, and she wasn’t going to be seeing anyone tonight who cared what she looked like. Snapping off the light, she opened the door then walked back to the table.

A lamp glowed in the downstairs apartment across the street. Dani began to let herself relax. If China came home she’d have to turn on a light, and Dani could see windows from two of the upstairs rooms from where she sat. She pulled out her legal pad and pen, drew a slanted 7 then scribbled it out. The tattoo, the emblem on the shirt in the bathtub—gang signs. She’d heard of the Sevens. And they weren’t the only gang in the Swamp.

What am I doing here?

A rush of angry Italian from the kitchen slammed over her question. A male voice followed by the waitress’s, equally harsh. Thanks to Vito’s frequent peppering of Italian, Dani could pick out a few words.

A minute later Dani’s order smacked the table in front of her. “Anything else?”

“No, thank you.” She smiled at the girl. “Bad day?”

The girl rolled her eyes. “Bad life. Bad family.”

“Parents?”

“No.” She blinked hard. “My brother. King of the Universe.”

Dani laughed. “That makes you royalty, too, you know.”

The girl swiped at tears and smiled weakly. “Yeah. Part of the Royal Pain family. I’m disowning them.”

“Smart move. Who wants to be related to someone suffering from delusions of grandeur.”

This time she actually laughed. “Hope you like the calzone. It was made by the king himself.”

Dani cut into the stuffed pastry. Melted cheese pooled around her fork and stretched like a bungee cord when she lifted it. She took a bite and closed her eyes. Italian heaven. She studied a poster on the window advertising a new all-you-can-eat Italian buffet on Friday nights. Ravioli, chicken marsala, baked ziti. She might just have to come back sometime. With friends, for a happy occasion.

In the growing darkness, the light filtering through the first-floor windows across the street outlined the broken swing. Black windows stared at her from the upstairs apartment. Resting her fork on the plate, she picked up her pen.

She recorded the scene in Miguel’s living room as objectively as she could. She outlined questions and topics to research. Signs of suicidal behavior. Statistics. Demographics. Effects of suicide on peers. Copycat suicides. Miguel’s age—check obit. Substance abuse? Prior record? Gang involvement? She filled the page then turned to a blank one and gave vent to her feelings.

I just want to talk to China. I want to tell her it wasn’t her fault— but was it mine? Why didn’t I tell her to take him seriously, to call a suicide hotline? Why didn’t I call for her? When will I learn to just ask questions and not meddle? If she does anything to hurt herself I’ll never—

Renata returned. Her eyes sparkled. “Is everything okay? Would you like dessert?”

“No thanks. Everything was delicious. Things okay with you now?”

“Yeah.” She grinned. “I just told my brother he was suffering from delusions of grandeur. He almost fell into the tortellini.” She set the check down on the table. “Thanks for your help. Have a good evening.” With a wave, she walked back to the kitchen.

Just before closing her notebook, Dani’s eyes fell on When will I learn to just ask questions and not meddle?

Maybe never, she thought, ripping out a sheet of paper. She folded it in half and wrote a quick note then left it on the table, covering it with a generous tip.

Renata—The calzone was royally delicious. I don’t know about your brother, but I know that God, the real King of the Universe, loves you very much.
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The temperature dropped with the sun and made sitting in the car bearable. Dani locked the doors, leaving the windows open a crack. She reached in the backseat and pulled out the diary. In spite of its obvious age, she hoped it was China’s. It wasn’t. The inscription in the front read To Francine from Mama and Daddy. Happy 15th Birthday. December 4, 1923.

She put the book back in the milk crate. It would be an interesting read sometime when she could focus on something other than the house across the street. Wedging her bag behind her, she leaned against the passenger door, slipped off her sandals, and rested bare feet on the dashboard in front of the steering wheel. She’d wait another hour or so, maybe until midnight.
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“Hey, kid! Open the door!”

Dani bolted upright. Red and blue lights splashed the dashboard, sidewalk, and side of the building. She’d fallen asleep. Was she dreaming? The hammering on the window matched the pounding of her pulse.

“I said open the door! Get out or I’ll—”

“Cool it, Nicky.” A calmer voice spoke over the angry one. “He’s probably passed out.”

Dani sat up, trying to remember where she was. She turned, only to look straight into the beam of a flashlight. The light shifted. As her vision cleared, she stared at the gold and blue of a Kenosha City Police badge.

The scene in the apartment flashed before her. Her hands turned cold and tingly. How could she have been so stupid as to walk into that apartment just minutes after the police left, and then to park across the street? If they had any suspicions that Miguel’s death was not suicide, wouldn’t they have the place under surveillance? And if China had given them her name…the note. Had she picked it up or had she left a calling card complete with phone number? Hand trembling, she rolled down the window.

“Step out of the car, please.”

As Dani obeyed, squinting in the light, an angry hiss emanated from the figure behind the officer. “Got a problem, Nicky?” the officer asked, never taking his eyes off her.

“‘Step out of the car, please,’” the man behind the officer mocked. “You sound like you’re talking to your mother.”

The officer shook his head and ran the flashlight from Dani’s head to her toes. A look of surprise crossed his face, and the light switched off. “May I see your driver’s license, ma’am?”

“Huh?” The shadowy figure stepped closer into the hazy, yellow light of the street lamp.

Dani reached into the car. Her hand slid toward her open bag. The officer raised one hand. “Take the bag out of the car first, please.”

Pulling it out by one strap, Dani noted the officer’s hand resting on the handle of his holstered revolver. She drew out her wallet, pulled out her license, and handed it to him.

“May I see your vehicle registration, please?”

How could she explain the car? “It’s…not my car. I’m just borrowing it.”

“Yeah, right.” This from the dark-haired man in jeans and a white T-shirt.

“Who owns the car?”

“Vito Savona. He’s a friend—I work with him. Mine broke down and he loaned me his, and”—she closed her mouth, aware that too much talk could sound like she had something to hide.

A glance passed from the officer to the other man. The look clearly said, “I hope you feel like an idiot.”

The man with the dark hair shrugged, looked down then suddenly up again. “You gonna believe her? Just like that?”

The officer sighed. “No. I’m going to call it in, but you want to go call Vito? You want to deal with Lavinia at two in the morning? You go call, and I’ll question your car thief some more.”

The man muttered under his breath as he turned. “How’d you ever get to be a cop, anyway?”

Stifling a smile the officer yelled, “Shut up, Nicky, and bring us some coffee.” Turning the full force of his smile on Dani, he held up one finger. “Stay right there. This’ll only take a couple of minutes.” He walked back to the squad car.

Dani watched his face in the glow of his computer. He shut off the flashing lights before he got out. “No thefts reported, and your record is clean. Sorry if we scared you.”

Dani’s brain processed slowly. Why wasn’t he questioning her about Miguel? Suddenly, part of the conversation registered. “You know Vito?”

The man laughed. “Everybody knows Vito. Nicky and I went to school with his boys. Every kid in the neighborhood knew if he got kicked out of the house, the Savona’s door was always open—or if it wasn’t, we knew how to pick it with a credit card and a bobby pin. ‘Course we knew we’d get a lecture and a kick in the butt, too.”

He nodded toward the restaurant. “Unfortunately, some of us just remember life’s kicks, not the hospitality.” The look in his eyes typed a mental note. There was a story here.

The man removed his cap, revealing buzz-cut blond hair. “So, prove to me you didn’t steal Vito’s car.”

Dani warmed to his smile. “I think you just did.”

The officer raised his left brow and cocked his head.

“Why would anyone steal from a man who would give you the shirt off his back before you asked for it?”

He laughed again. “You obviously know Vito. I’m convinced.” He extended his hand. “Todd Metzger. The suspicious dude is Dominick Fiorini.”

“Ah.” His royal high-and-mightiness in the flesh?

“So, you homeless or something, Danielle?”

Dani laughed, partially from relief the questions weren’t headed in a different direction. The booming beat of a rap song thundered from a low-slung car approaching the corner. The distraction gave her a chance to formulate an answer. The car rolled to a stop.

“Hey, Sergeant Metzger, whatcha’ think?”

“Sounds great, HoJo, but tamp it down. It’s two a.m.”

The boy’s compliance surprised Dani. In the relative quiet, the sidewalk no longer vibrated. “We keep the peace just for you, okay?” He gave a wicked smile. “Maybe we go wake up the Vamps.”

“Maybe you go home and quit worrying your mama.”

The boy laughed and pulled away, squealing tires as he turned. Todd shook his head. “Now, what were you saying?”

“I was just waiting for a friend to get home, and I fell asleep.”

Nodding in the direction of the disappearing taillights, he said, “Not the best part of town to camp out in.”

She was about to respond with a lame answer when the “suspicious dude” approached with what could only be called a sheepish look on his face. His lack of eye contact with the sergeant was obvious. He looked directly at Dani. “Vito wants to talk to you.”

The officer smiled but didn’t comment as Dominick turned and led the way into the building. He opened a side door and walked in, leaving Todd to catch it before it could hit Dani. Todd shrugged. “Sorry. He flunked Manners 101.”

“Sounds like you’re used to apologizing for him.”

“Always have. In his defense, he’s seen too much in this neighborhood. And Vito’s car was stolen twice last year.”

Dani stood for a minute, adjusting to the fluorescent-lit room. A massive, flour-dusted table took up the center, one half covered with mounds of rising dough, the other crammed with loaves fresh from the oven. She stared at the dark-haired Dominick’s profile as he pummeled a mass of dough.

The pounding stopped, and he began shaping with the hands of an artist, the muscles in his arms flexing. His fingers pulled exactly the right amount of dough to shape and twist breadsticks with the speed and ease of a master.

Footsteps pulled Dani’s attention from the performance in front of her. Dani turned. Renata, in flip-flops and a baggy shirt and shorts she’d probably been sleeping in, held a phone, long curled cord looped over her arm. Surprise registered on the girl’s face. “You?” Her brow furrowed. “I don’t know what’s going on, Vito,” she spoke into the phone, “but here’s your car thief.”

As Dani took the phone, she nodded in Dominick’s direction. “His eminence?”

Renata nodded, a smile lighting her dark eyes. “Wanna kiss his ring?”

“Maybe I’ll request an audience when he’s in a better mood.”

“Won’t happen.”

Dani put the phone to her ear. “Hi Vito.” She couldn’t help the apologetic, little-girl voice. “I’m sorry.”

“You okay? Did that piece of junk break down on you?”

“I’m fine. The car’s fine. I was just waiting for a friend to get home, and I fell asleep. I’m sorry they had to wake you up. Tell Lavinia I’m sorry.”

“Forget it. Why didn’t that stupido kid believe you? Always making mountains out of mole hills, that kid. And a worse temper than me. Don’t you let him get to you, you hear? Don’t let him mess with your head. You tell him if he lays a finger on you, I’ll rearrange his face, okay?”

Dani laughed. “I’ll tell him, Vito. Now kiss your wife and go back to sleep.”

“Now that we’re awake maybe I do more than kiss—”

“Hey.” Lavinia’s voice cut over his. “Dream on, old man.”

Dani was laughing as she turned back to face the table where Todd the policeman smothered a piece of fresh bread with butter then sprinkled it with garlic salt. He held it out to her. “So, Vito gonna press charges?”

“Nah, but he did ask for my shoe size.”

Renata laughed, “Cool. Cement shoes—everybody’s wearing ‘em.”

Todd opened his mouth then shut it as the tip of Dominick’s knife slammed into the table. Dark eyes turned on Dani as he pulled it out and pointed the blade at her. “I don’t know who you are or what you were doing out there, but sleeping in a car in this neighborhood is a really stupid, brainless thing to do, and laughing about it is even stupider.”

Renata rolled her eyes. “Lay off, Nicky.”

“No, I won’t lay off. And I won’t lay off you, either. You haven’t got any more sense than she does, hanging around with—”

“Wait a minute.” Dani glared back at him. “Don’t start on her. It’s me you’ve got a problem with, and I think you’ve made your point.”

“I haven’t gotten even remotely close to my point. I should have left you out there and let the Vamps or the Roses make the point.”

Todd put his hand on Nicky’s shoulder. “Cool it, Nick.”

Nicky shrugged the hand off, never taking his eyes off Dani. “You know how happy you’d make some homey, lyin’ there like you’re wearing a sign saying, ‘Here I am, dumb and stupid on a silver platter. Come and get me.’”

Dani slapped the piece of bread on the table. “I accidentally fell asleep in a locked car.”

“You think a locked car with the window open three inches is protection? Tell that to the kid across the street who got shot in his own house this afternoon.”

“He didn’t get shot. He shot himsel—I don’t have to listen to this.”

Bare feet slapped as she ran out the door and onto the sidewalk, “dumb and stupid on a silver platter” echoing in her head.


CHAPTER 4

Dani eyed the clock as she stumbled in the door. “Everyone should have at least one three a.m. friend.”

She’d heard it at a seminar last year and decided the night she’d heard it, to find out if she did. Anna Nelson had answered in a panic on the second ring. Evan had answered on the fourth with a yawn and a “What’s wrong?” Both ended up laughing.

How many people have two three a.m. friends? And was it wrong to wake them both? One to vent about the enraged Italian who’d screamed at her—the other to describe the Roman statue of a man in a white apron who shaped dough with hands that would put Michelangelo’s to shame?

She kicked off her shoes and felt her way to the bathroom without turning on a light. Anna would make her laugh, make her forget the horrible day at least for a few moments. And then she’d ask questions, and then she’d agree with the silver platter comment.

Evan would make her pray for the cranky Italian who thought he ruled the universe.

She splashed water on her face and went to bed, still dressed, determined not to dream about a stained wall and a shrouded body and flashing lights.

After two hours of pretend sleep, she got up and grabbed her gym bag. An hour of ducks and jabs, strikes and blocks, and she was drenched in sweat and finally spent enough for the sleep she no longer had time for.
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Vito met her in the parking lot on Thursday afternoon, Agatha’s keys in hand.

“She’s purring like a spoiled baby.”

Dani gave him his keys. “Thank you, Vito.” She kissed his cheek. “You’re my angel.” She pulled her checkbook out of her purse.

“Angels don’t come in packages like this one. Put that away. You want to pay me, come have supper at my house.”

“How does your wife fixing supper for me make us even?”

“It makes her happy. And when Mama’s happy…” Dark eyes sparkled.

“Everybody’s happy.” She laughed. “Fine. But I’m doing dishes.” “Deal. Monday night, six o’clock. She’s got the menu figured out already.”

Monday? Not Saturday? Or Sunday? She didn’t question, just thanked him and got in her rusty oven of a car. “Glad to have you back, Aggie.”

“You don’t have to do this.” Ignoring the little voice in her head that sounded like Evan, she drove to the neighborhood where seven was not, as described in the Bible, a perfect number.

She parked in the alley several doors down from the apartment where Miguel had put a bullet in his head. The place where her story would begin. She’d follow the ripples, the concentric circles lapping out from the house on the corner.

In a skirt and blouse, with sunglasses on and hair down, no one who’d seen her on Tuesday would recognize her. She stashed her wallet in the glove compartment and locked it. Taking only her phone and keys, she got out and walked past the back of the shabby gray house on the corner.

The mound of trash had doubled in size. Clear garbage bags full of canned and boxed food teetered on boxes of clothes, an old dresser, chair and—her stomach lurched. The stained pillow sat between a smashed television and a stuffed yellow rabbit holding a felt carrot.

Eyes focused on the gravel beneath her feet, she turned right and let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. As she walked toward the corner, pulse tripping, she pulled out her phone and punched a listing she’d called at least a dozen times in forty-eight hours. Answer, China. Answer.

“The number you have dialed is unavailable.”

Suddenly not wanting to feel so alone, she punched Anna’s number.

“Hi! This is Anna’s phone. Leave a message because, whoever you are, if you have this number, you’re im—” Dani pushed the red button. What good was a girlfriend if she spent all her time with her boyfriend?

Three doors down, two long-legged boys of fifteen or so sat on a front porch. Hi guys. Name’s Dani. I work for the Times. Either of you know Miguel Reyes? How has his death affected you? Does it make you appreciate each day? Make you want to change the way your life is going? Does it scare you to think how quickly his life was snuffed—

One of the boys waved. “Nice skirt. Nice…”

She quickened her steps, pretending not to hear his assessment of her body parts. Not the place, nor the outfit, to start interviewing.

A woman on a ladder, paint can in hand, nodded to her.

Dani waved. “Nice color.” Her face pinked. The house trim, not you. Please don’t take that wrong.

“Thanks.” The woman did a double take. Or was it her imagination? Did a pale blond seem as out of place here to anyone but her?

As if in answer, two girls in short shorts giggled past, arms and legs as white as hers. Except for the tattoos.

“Nice shoes,” one whispered. The other giggled.

If she had any hopes of mingling, it wasn’t going to happen in stilettos.

On the opposite side of the street, the Italian restaurant anchored the far corner of the block. Without a single explanation in her head, she crossed the street. She passed three houses in various shades of white and disrepair and then an old two-story building with two wide garage doors. A grassy area, maybe twenty feet wide, stretched between the building and Bracciano. Green space. Did neighborhood kids flock there to play kick ball? Would his highness, King of the Universe, allow it so close to his kingdom?

A bell chimed. She looked up and blinked twice as the king himself stepped onto the sidewalk with a white-haired couple. The couple kept walking. Dominick turned.

Shiny black hair drifted over one eye. He shook it away. One hand landed on narrow hips, displaying tanned muscles under a tight white T-shirt. A white apron, folded in half, wrapped his waist and hung at an angle. Dark eyes squinted. He nodded and held the door open. “Coming in?” His strained tone might almost be called civil.

“No. Just out walking. Thank you.”

Eyebrows rose. His head tilted to one side. “Seriously?” He said it with as much disdain as could be squeezed into four syllables. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

Fingers choking her phone, Dani folded her arms across her blouse. “It’s the middle of the afternoon, and it’s a free country.”

He took a step toward her. “Really?” He swept his arm toward the restaurant. “Notice anything unusual? Do you see bars on the windows at Mangia or Ray Radigan’s? It may be a free country, sister, but there isn’t a lot of freedom in this neighborhood. I can point out two drug houses on this block alone. You think their customers feel free? You think…”

Dani’s temperature rose with each word. Spinning away from him, she marched two yards. And slammed her heel into an iron grate. Swooping forward, nose to outstretched knee, her hands hit the sidewalk, stopping her momentum. Before she could right herself, Dominick Fiorini knelt at her feet.

“Are you all right?” Genuine, or deftly faked, concern drenched his words. Dark chocolate eyes intensified the heat on her face.

He smelled of warm bread and sandalwood.

Broad hands lifted her foot from her shoe and yanked at her stiletto. Freeing it, he slid it onto her foot. “There you go, Cinderella.”

Swallowing wasn’t an option. Her tongue fused to the roof of her mouth.

“Now go home and stay safe.” His soft words slid over her like butter on fresh-baked rolls.

She nodded and turned away. Five steps toward the corner, her tongue loosened enough for a hoarse “Thank you.”

[image: ]

A yellow-tinged newspaper clipping floated out of the diary as Dani set it on her kitchen table.

July 29, 1928

Two ARMED MEN SHOT IN JEWELRY STORE HOLDUP



She picked it up and read the lead.


Jewelers Row saw yet another robbery this week as three gunmen broke into Walbrecht’s Jewelers on Wabash Street and absconded with more than ’10,000 worth of cut diamonds, rings, and necklaces. The take would have been much higher, however, if an anonymous caller had not tipped off the police at the very moment the heist was unfolding.





Now that was good journalism. She’d love to see the look on Mitch’s face if she worked the word absconded into a piece. She set the clipping aside, took a sip of Tazo Calm tea, and reread the inscription inside the cover. On the opposite page, perfect penmanship spelled out Francie Tillman, Osseo, Wisconsin.

She turned to the first entry.


January 1, 1924

A new year and all these pages waiting to be filled with plans for adventure! Nothing exciting ever happens around here, but I won’t be here forever. As soon as I graduate I’m moving to New York City. I’ll get there even if I have to walk. I’ll show my sketches to someone at Harry Angelo if it kills me!



“Who are you, Francie Tillman?” A quick calculation told her there wasn’t a chance she’d still be alive. Turning the book over, she opened it from the back. Just to look at the final date. She didn’t want any more of a spoiler than that. On the inside back cover was a sepia-toned picture of a young woman with a brimless hat pulled low over her forehead. A sash, darker than the hat, was tied on the right with a massive bow.

“Love your style, girl. You were lucky. Fashion got off track in the fifties and never recovered.” Had Francie lived through any of that fashion nightmare era? Dani set the book down and got up to fill the tea kettle. While waiting for it to boil, she remembered a call she’d ignored earlier. She took a deep breath and listened to her voicemail.

“Glad you liked the flowers, honey. Dad and I are so proud of you. Soon you’ll be writing for the Sun Times or the New York Times. This is just the beginning. Love you.”

Rubbing her right temple with one hand, she dialed her best friend with the other.

“Hi! This is Anna’s phone. Leave a message because, whoever you are, if you have this number, you’re important to me.” Beeep.

The second number got her a real human. “Hey, you okay?” Once again, Evan’s concern brought her close to tears. “Any word from China?”

“Nothing.”

“Just as well, maybe. So how are you doing with the fame and fortune side of your life, Miss Chase Award? Feet on the ground yet?”

A flash of her three-point landing, butt in the air, hands on the ground, with Dominick Fiorini kneeling at her feet, started a hard-to-squelch giggle. “No more head in the clouds. Just listened to a message from my mom.”

“Always good for a reality check.”

Resting bare feet on the coffee table, Dani settled back on a giant black couch pillow. “I’ll be a nothing until I write for the New York Times.”

“Keep strivin’.”

She sat up and plucked an olive from what was left of her supper salad and stuck it in her cheek like a piece of hard candy. “I called to get… What’s the opposite of a reality check?”

“A lie.”

“Yeah, that’s it.” She chewed the olive.

“No prob. You’re an average writer, a mediocre dresser; you’ll never be really successful, but you’ll be relatively happy; you drive like a girl, but you’re supposed to. People don’t mind inviting you to par—”

“Stop!” The olive lodged halfway to her esophagus. She hacked it up. “I said lie to me!”

“I did. You are a seriously brilliant chick, and if I wasn’t just swamped with girls my own age wanting to date me, I’d fall head over heels for your brain.”

“Just my brain? Don’t answer that.” She picked up the diary. “I found something. In the trash behind China’s apartment.”

“Perfect place to get story material. And rats.”

“Thank you for that picture. Now shut up and listen to this.” She told him about the book.

“Wonder how it got here from up north. What’s the date of the last entry?”

“September 14, 1928. I didn’t read it, but she stopped in the middle of a sentence. How mysterious is that?”

“Read me something.”

“Here’s January 2, 1924: ’Mrs. Johnson gave us her Marshall Field’s catalogue. All the models look like Suze, at least the way I remember her. If I only drank water for a month and did calisthenics all day long, I could never look like her. It’s not fair, but doesn’t stop me from working on it. Maybe someday styles will change again and curvy girls will be the bee’s knees.’”

“Hmm. She’s a workout freak like you. That really could be story material—how ‘what a girl wants’ hasn’t changed all that much in a hundred years.”

She sat up straight, nerves tuned to the low hum of adrenaline racing to ignite with an idea spark. “You could be right.”

“I am, generally. Hey, the guys are coming for study in a few minutes.”

“Okay. See you Saturday? You’re going to the funeral with me, right?”

“Unless some big story breaks, I’ll be there. Against my better judgment.”

“I don’t need your better judgment. Just your camera.” The teakettle whistled and she lunged to stop the noise. “I don’t want to go alone.”

“I’m amazed you’re going at all. You’re the bee’s knees, girl.”

September 15, 1924

Francie spit out a word forbidden by Miss Ellestad and threw her empty syrup pail at the ground. “One more month. Just one more month.” Four more weeks of sitting in front of Earl Hagen and his nasty mouth and she would be gone. She had her Christmas money. Four more Saturday nights of minding the Huseby children and she’d have enough for a train ticket. There’d be no Christmas presents for anyone this year, but Suzette needed her. Hugging her books to her chest, she ran down the hill, away from the laughter.

A whistle split the autumn air. One long, one short. “Vait up.” Francie grabbed a low limb and swung around. Mad as she was, she almost laughed. She still wasn’t used to Theo Brekken’s man voice. When he’d left school in the spring, he’d been a boy like all the rest of them. When he returned, a shadow darkened his upper lip and a voice like his father’s carried across the room. A preacher voice.

Plowing gold leaves with his boots, Theo half slid to the bottom of the hill. He skidded to a stop two feet in front of her and held out her lunch pail. The crisp air turned heavy. She’d known Theo since she was five and he was six. He’d asked her to marry him when he was twelve. She’d said yes. Since then, they’d held hands every day on the way to and from school. Never, in all that time, had she felt awkward around him. But never before had his eyes simmered like Rod La Rocque’s in The Ten Commandments. She took the pail.

“Earl is just dumme.”

She kicked moss off a rock and shrugged. “Sticks and stones.”

Theo laughed. Gentle. It rumbled in her belly. “You do not always need to be strong,” he said.

“I just…don’t care. You’re right—he’s dumme.”

One corner of his darkened lip rose. Because she’d gotten the accent right or because she’d failed? His head tilted to one side. “Vhy—” His brow furrowed as he reshaped his mouth. A summer at home with a mother who spoke little English had deepened his accent. “Why would Earl say something like that?”

She took two steps, head down as if she were searching for something. Like an answer that wasn’t a lie. Or the truth.

“Francie?” His man voice slid over her like summer sun. “It is not true, is it?”

Bread crumbs skittered in the bottom of her pail as it banged against her hip.

She slowed and glanced at Theo. His father’s eyes looked back. Grown-up eyes. She watched a squirrel dig a hole at the base of an oak tree, hiding his plunder from the world.

“Is it true?” Theo touched her arm. “Your father is bootlegging?”

In her head, Earl’s jeers drowned the concern in Theo’s new, strange voice. Eyes smarting, she ran up the hill toward home. Reaching the top, she scanned the valley. A truck sat in front of the barn. Gold letters painted on the shiny black side spelled out HENDERSON MAPLE SYRUP Co. EST. 1919. Theo wouldn’t know not all the gallon cans held syrup, but the sight made her skin prickle.

She whipped around, almost banging into him, took him by the hand, and led him to her rock. Sitting down, she patted the flat slab and Theo joined her, his arm almost touching hers as they faced into the sun.

“What are you going to do when you spring this place, Theo?”

He ran his hand through hair streaked with blond. It fell back over his forehead. “You know vhat I am going to do. But I am not in a hurry. I do not see this as a prison. I wish you did not.”

Drawing her knees to her chest, she pulled her dress down to her ankles and wrapped her arms around her legs. “After I leave here, I’m never going to shuck another ear of corn or slop another pig or muck another stall or churn butter or—”

Theo laughed. “Who is this very, very rich man you vill marry?”

“I’m going to Chicago, Theo.” She spoke softly, looking away from the hurt in his eyes. She couldn’t tell him she was leaving next week. Theo had the power to make her change her mind. “And after that, New York. And then I’ll study art and fashion in Paris.”

His chin rose suddenly. Wide eyes turned on her. “France?”

“Of course, France. I’m part French, you know.”

“You are part Chippewa. Why not go live on a reservation for adventure?” He picked up a chunk of sandstone and chucked it down the hill.

“Come with me.” Her voice rose just barely above a whisper.

He stood. “God has called me to India, Francine. You have known that for years.” He turned his back and spoke over his shoulder. “And I believe, with all my heart, that He has called you to be a missionary’s wife.”
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