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Prologue

The movers had gutted the house of her furniture and belongings. Rae Gabriella doubted she could find even a throw pillow remaining. She sank down on the living-room carpet to use the fireplace hearth as a backrest.

Stones dug into her back. The house had felt sunny and welcoming when she had moved in; now it felt ready to expel her too. Too much violence had happened here.

“You want the last piece of pizza?” Bruce Chapel asked, stretching out where her sofa had been.

“I can’t eat another bite. Go ahead.” Sweat had dried on Bruce’s blue sweatshirt and his jeans had picked up cat hair. Rae wished the movers had taken the cat too, but the Siamese she was watching for a friend was still prowling around here somewhere.

Bruce tugged over the open cardboard box and picked up the last slice of pepperoni pizza. “What time did you say your friend was coming by?”

“Late.”

He waited, but she didn’t offer more. “When we were dating, you weren’t this quiet with details.”

She smiled at him. “I’ve acquired a few bad habits in the last eleven years.” She finished her soda and then slid out one of the ice cubes to crunch. “I already miss being a cop.”

“I bet the FBI would ignore the resignation if you want to change your mind. And I know the Chicago PD would welcome you back.”

She trusted Bruce implicitly, but she wasn’t ready to talk about the last undercover assignment yet. “No, I’m done. I just want to equivocate now that the decision is made. I’m joining my uncle’s crime-scene-cleanup business at least part-time and I’ll see where I want to go from there.”

She’d seen her first dead body before she was seventeen and helped clean up her first murder scene when she was twenty. At least the work saved relatives of the dead from having to deal with the mess—and maybe for her it would be a bit of redemption through service. She studied the bottom of her glass and didn’t want to think about her motivations that deeply.

The cat came into the room hugging the baseboards. Bruce held out a corner of the pizza crust and the cat swished his tail and stalked over to check it out. Bruce deftly got his hand around the cat and pulled him over to pet. “I was thinking on the drive out here that I might do something more than just help you pack.”

“Oh? What?”

“Offer you a job.”

Rae crunched another ice cube and shoved it to the side of her mouth. “What did you have in mind?”

Bruce smiled.

It was the way he smiled. She blinked and dropped the ice cube into her hand. “You’re dangerous to my health, you know that? I about swallowed it.”

“You said you’d be my partner one day.”

“We were talking about getting engaged, not being business partners. Besides, it was eleven years ago and I seem to remember we were sitting on my uncle’s front porch at 2 a.m. when we had that discussion. A statute of limitations should apply.”

Her phone rang, the sound echoing through the hollow rooms. She got to her feet. “I’ll think about it, okay? But no promises.”

“None expected. The idea’s going to grow on you.”

She laughed at his confidence. “Maybe.” She went to answer the phone.

Spending more time with Bruce—it had an interesting appeal to it. The phone rang a third time and she picked up her pace, afraid it was news she did not want to hear. Mark Rivers was dead and she just wanted to get out of town before the next chapter in that story was written.

* * *

Bruce listened to Rae take the stairs two at a time. She was coloring her hair to keep away the gray and her glasses were new, but for a former girlfriend, she was in a lot better shape for the years than he was. He’d added thirty pounds and another break in his nose since leaving the Chicago PD. He was glad friendship covered a lot of flaws, for it appeared their relationship was going to pick up where it left off as if the years in between hadn’t happened.

But the secrecy was new. Bruce rolled onto his back. Rae hadn’t patched over the two bullet holes in the living-room wall well enough; he could still see the outlines of the impact in the plaster. He studied the painted white spots and a grim resolve replaced the casual expression he’d kept around her.

Rae hadn’t explained; he hadn’t asked, but he knew how to read the remaining trace evidence. The grit between the ceramic tiles of the kitchen floor had been bleached, but there were still faint traces of pink in the corners, suggesting blood had pooled and soaked in before someone had been able to clean it. Two of the kitchen cabinet doors had been replaced, the wood stain used not quite matching the older wood.

A weapon—a knife, a bat, something not small or fragile—had been swung to injure or kill. From the area involved, it looked like the bullet holes had come toward the end of the fight.

Someone had tried to kill her in her own home.

What had happened here?

He let the cat have the last of the pizza crust and got to his feet. He’d supported Rae’s move from the Chicago PD to the FBI, thinking it would keep her away from the trouble he saw on the streets and let her do more white-collar work. It had been that or else present her with the ring he had carried in his pocket and convince her to stay.

It wouldn’t have been the best thing for her; he’d been a bit too career intense back then and the chances he took on the job hadn’t meshed well with the idea of a wife expecting him to come safely home.

Rae had graduated from the FBI Academy, gone to Dallas, and then moved to Washington, D.C., where she had become involved with another agent. He’d let her go and wished her the best. But seeing this, it was obvious he had made the wrong choice.

A case gone bad? A relationship? He could speculate and contemplate, but he wouldn’t ask. Rae would tell him when she was ready. He had his own memories from the last eleven years that would not easily find words even with Rae. She hadn’t been that religious years ago; neither had he for that matter, but getting shot at might have changed things. It had for him. So much needed to be understood to know how he could best help.

“The Realtor will be over in the morning.”

Bruce turned as Rae came back into the room. She joined him by the window to look out at the night. She didn’t bear the visible signs of a fight, but her sweatshirt and jeans covered a lot. He settled his hand on her shoulder. He felt her weight shift to lean into his hand. “It’s a good clear night for driving.”

She smiled at him and he could feel the emotional hole that was her absence in his life fill a bit. The doubts he’d had about coming east, minor and merely whispers of regret, faded. He rubbed his thumb on her shoulder blade and then lifted his hand away. There was time and that was the best news he had. Time could fix about anything. “Traffic’s light. I should make good progress once I’m out of the city.”

Rae walked him to the door. “I should be ready to follow by noon tomorrow, once the Realtor has what she needs.”

“Call me occasionally as you travel.”

“I will.”

Bruce unlocked the door of the van packed with Rae’s more breakable pieces. Snow hadn’t stayed this far south yet, but the January night had a cold bite to it. At least Rae had called him, out of the blue and late at night, but when she needed a friend she’d still had his number. He could build on that. Whatever had happened here, it would best be dealt with by getting her onto his own turf.
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Rae fingered the edge of the worn business card as she drove, her handwritten directions on the back faded after lying on the car dash in the sun. She turned the card over and read the raised black type.

Bruce Chapel

Chapel Detective Agency II

Justice, Illinois

Bruce’s cousin, Sam Chapel, had formed the first Chapel Detective Agency over in Brentwood years before. Bruce had decided a few years ago to follow in his footsteps. If working for Bruce was anything like dating him, she was heading into unpredictable terrain.

She didn’t have to do this. She looked at herself in the rearview mirror, into calm blue eyes that masked the accumulated turmoil of the past few years, and accepted that she had to do something.

She needed somewhere quiet to let the stress of the last years drain away, and it didn’t get more anonymous than working for Bruce in a small town she’d struggled to find on the map.

The town of Justice was south of Chicago and east of the Mississippi River; it had a population of twelve thousand six hundred four, and had the distinction of also being the county seat for Justice County: it sounded like a good place to disappear.

She reached around to the boxes in the backseat for another CD. Years of FBI service had been reduced to a few private files, paperwork on her future pension, phone numbers of friends and colleagues, and a pile of past daily calendar books noting appointments she could no longer remember. At least the music CDs were still useful. Rae pushed aside the regrets. If she had to start life over again at least it would be with a friend.

Justice, Illinois.

At least it had the sound of being an interesting town.

* * *

Justice was a quiet town; all his friends said so. Sheriff Nathan Justice drove down Main Street watching a group form on the east side of the street in front of city hall. He slowed.

Teenagers congregating on corners were his normal problem on a Saturday morning, but today it was the adults. He scanned the backs of jackets for union logos and sought out faces. Several were long-term union members and in the center of the closing circle was the union treasurer.

Nathan pulled over to the curb and let the squad car idle. He watched his patrol commander Chet Peterson leave the coffee shop and walk over to join the group, his bulk and uniform parting the crowd.

Chet had been a union member before joining the police force, and his presence had the desired influence. The group spread out even as the discussion grew louder. The strike at the tile plant had entered its fifteenth day and stress was growing in proportion to the days without a paycheck. The union contract had expired, a new one to replace the rolling extensions wasn’t in place, and emotions were rising.

Chet glanced his direction and quietly motioned that he had it covered. Nathan put the car back in gear. May the day just end without violence. . . .

Nathan parked in the nearly empty parking lot behind the Justice Police Department and unbuckled his seat belt, but he did not open the door. He sat and looked at the chipped paint on the hand railing leading to the back entrance and he waited, hoping for any sense of optimism to return.

The town bore his family name and he was the one on duty watching it crumble.

If only he were wealthy and wise, he’d buy the tile plant and keep it open, keep employees paid, and keep this community together. If the plant closed, the stress of losing fifty-two direct jobs, as well as the work that flowed to local businesses, would decimate the town economy and trigger a cascade of business failures.

Those failures would ripple through the downtown area, forcing people to move to find work, collapsing housing prices, and weakening the tax base. The mayor was his mother; Nathan knew in excruciating detail how the plant’s closing down would impact the town budget.

If there was optimism to be found, he couldn’t find it. He pushed open the car door. Someone had to keep the peace and he had sworn the oath to do so. He just hoped this didn’t end with his having to arrest his friends.

Nathan entered the police department and took the stairs two at a time up to the second floor where officer desks dominated the open space. His small office tucked into the corner had a door for privacy, but it was open, a box fan in the doorway turned on high. Winter outside meant the building’s old furnace created a sauna inside. He stepped around the fan. His deputy chief was waiting for him.

“I heard it was a bad wreck,” Will Rickker said, offering the transfer sheet Nathan had come back to sign.

“The SUV went down the embankment on the east side of the river and slammed into the railroad bridge. The gas tank punctured, and the fireball scorched the wood to the second level of crossbeams. It could have been a disaster. I’ve got railroad engineers out there now assessing the damage.”

Nathan shed his gloves but not his coat and searched for a pen. “If we don’t get warning lights ahead of that curve, it’s only a matter of time before there’s another fatal accident out there. The state highway department is promising action before the end of next week, but I’ve heard that before. I want us to step up patrols and start issuing speeding tickets a mile ahead of that curve until the problem is resolved.”

“I’ll talk to patrol.”

Nathan scrawled his signature approving Noland Reed’s application to the county narcotics task force. Every department in the area was vying for the precious slots on the task force, for once there, an officer had access to better resources and his salary was paid for by a federal grant. He hoped Reed got accepted.

Drugs flowing from the south up to Chicago were coming through the county in ever increasing volume and it was creating a cottage industry of safe houses and homegrown labs. Nathan had been diverting ever larger portions of his department’s budget to keeping the problem out of his community. He handed the papers back to Will.

“The posting for the opening is going up at ten and I’ll be there to hand over the paperwork,” Will promised.

“You could send Carol.”

“I could, but we need the radio upgrades and shifting Noland’s salary is how we pay for it. If there are problems with the paperwork that I can’t solve on the spot I’m tracking you down.”

“I’ll stay reachable.”

Nathan moved around to the credenza to pour himself a cup of coffee. He’d fixed the pot at 1 a.m. and it was almost gone. “What’s the latest here?”

“The contract talks broke down about twenty minutes ago. The union team walked out first. Adam looked mad as a hornet and he pushed through the gathered men without stopping to comment.”

“He’ll go steam somewhere in private rather than spread that anger to his men. What about management?”

“Zachary paused to make a short statement to the newspaper. The bottom line is still the health-care cost increases. There was some pushing and shoving between the picket-line guys and the company guys when word spread there were no new talks scheduled.”

Nathan drank his coffee and let himself worry. “There’s going to be trouble.”

Will nodded. “The union is riding close rein on their guys, but if no new talks get scheduled soon, we’re going to start losing control. We’ve already had some minor vandalism of plant trucks: graffiti and slashed tires. We need to avoid either side having a press conference and digging in their positions.”

“I’m more worried about management trying to bring in strike breakers next week. Can we get through Monday with the officer rotations we have now?”

“We’ve got three officers at the plant, another two monitoring the picket lines, and we’ve stepped up patrols around the homes of the negotiators and plant managers. Short of having to start making arrests, we can handle it.”

“How’s morale?”

“Officers are wondering when this will end, but for the most part keeping their opinion of the strike to themselves and doing their jobs.”

Nathan studied the duty board. The names ran out before the assignments did. He had four ladies with protection orders against ex-husbands and boyfriends, two unsolved rapes, five open burglaries, and the county task force suspicion that there was at least one clandestine meth lab operating somewhere in his area.

He had more problems than he did men to solve them. The department only had twenty-six officers and some of those were part-time. “I don’t want to ask for more overtime unless it’s a crisis; we’re already pushing the men hard. What else happened in town overnight?”

“We had three calls reporting a prowler out on Kerns Road that haven’t been resolved. Someone took Goodheart’s pickup again; officers found it out of gas down by the lake pavilion. Overall, it was a pretty quiet night.”

“We needed one. I need to have a frank talk with the union steward today. If a man can’t pay his bills, he gets angry. If a man can’t feed his kids, he gets desperate. The other side of desperate is dangerous. We need a better handle on how guys on the picket lines are doing.”

“I’ll see what I can arrange.”

Nathan spotted the chief dispatcher. He leaned out the office door. “Eileen, how’s your voice doing?”

“Raw, but there. Just don’t come near me and catch this.”

“The pharmacist has your prescription refill ready. Call over, and he’ll deliver it here.”

“What did you do, bribe him?”

“Anything to keep my favorite lady answering my radio calls.”

She laughed. “Thanks, Nathan.”

He looked at the clock. “Will, after you deliver that file, why don’t you head home and get some sleep. You can spell me around dinner.”

“I can take tomorrow morning for you.”

“I’ll take you up on it.” Nathan had yet to find a substitute to take his Sunday school class of junior high boys and the last day he had off—it had been before the strike started. “If you need me in the short term, I’ll be patrolling on the highway, keeping speeds down while they clear that wreck. After that, I’ll be over at the plant.”

Will nodded. Nathan pulled on his gloves and headed back out to patrol.

* * *

Death was such an interesting process. Nella’s eyes flickered open. She tried to focus on him. Her eyes began to water as they widened. Her hand pushed against the blanket to slide out but didn’t have the strength to push the heavy weight aside. Her breath began to come in gasps. He watched, interested in the way her nerves reacted as the seizure hit. Her neck stiffened and tilted back. Her blue eyes filmed over as membranes broke. She bit her tongue. As seizures went, it was small and lasted less than a minute.

Her breathing stopped.

He watched for death changes, in her eyes or in her muscles, and saw her go slack. A double dose of the new formula killed; there was no surprise there. The tougher question would be to find a dose that gave the euphoric high without killing as it wore off.

He turned away and swung his legs to the floor, sitting on the side of the bed and stretching. He picked up his shirt.

He tugged against her weight to free the sheet; her limp body settled into the bed and pillow. He tossed the blanket back up and made his presence in her bed less obvious. He buttoned his jeans and bent to pick up his shoes.

He had to force the window to get it to rise in the aged frame. The window screen had numerous tears in the wire mesh; he used his finger to widen a few of them. He let the window come down under its own weight and it jammed off center, half an inch from closed. He rocked the frame with his hand and it just jammed tighter. Good. Let the bugs come in.

He turned on the ceiling fan and closed the bedroom door. In the hallway, he turned the thermostat to eighty-four. Nella liked to keep her rooms warm; she complained to everyone about the heating bills and how her poor circulation gave her cold feet. He’d attest to the fact that her feet were cold; it had annoyed him for the last four years.

In the kitchen he retrieved the last of the wine he’d brought and poured himself another glass. He walked to the window. The rising sun left the woods between the house and the town of Justice in dark relief.

He could go home or back to work or to meet the guys at the union hall. He considered that and the absolute senseless way this weekend was going. Had she just been able to keep her mouth shut, he could have had another couple hours of sleep. But she liked to talk to strangers.

He finished the wine, took the bottle with him, and closed the front door, letting it lock behind him.
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What did she know about being a private investigator? Cheating spouses, missing child support, employee theft, insurance fraud . . . Rae winced just thinking about the cases she’d likely see in her first year working with Bruce. The shift from the intensity of undercover work to working small jobs for the public was going to be an abrupt change of pace. She’d learn to enjoy the work or she’d suffer the boredom.

She rubbed at her right forearm. She didn’t care if there was a scar; she just wished the gash would stop itching as it healed. She had dealt with a lot of violence in her undercover career, but never before at the hands of another agent.

Reaching down, she changed the radio station. She could tell she was nearing her childhood home. The talk radio had turned conservative, snow-covered fields dominated the landscape, and she grew accustomed to passing semis and tanker trucks that stacked in the right lane in long convoys. She loved the Midwest even though she’d not been back very often in the last decade.

Sirens interrupted her thoughts.

She instinctively looked ahead at the heavy interstate traffic and then looked in the rearview mirror and saw flashing lights.

She checked her speed and immediately eased up on the gas. She had a faint hope those lights were not for her but as the police car closed the distance it moved into the lane behind her.

Rae sighed and turned on her blinkers, acknowledging she saw him. She slowed. There were no exits ahead she could see but there was a wider shoulder where the railroad joined to flow alongside the interstate. She pulled to the side of the road, activated her hazard lights, and put the car into park. She’d made it all the way to her home state before getting pulled over; she didn’t know if that was a blessing or a curse.

She touched a button to lower the window. The temperature immediately dropped. The radio was blaring outside and she hit a button to shut it off. In the rearview mirror she could see the officer sitting in the police car, talking on his radio, likely calling in her license-plate numbers and location of the stop.

The officer got out of the squad car, a tall man with dark hair blowing in the stiff breeze, his jacket a deep blue and designed for the cold.

She left her hands on the steering wheel as she watched him walk toward the car. He was watching her as well as studying the car. She waited until he drew even with her before moving to rest her arm on the open window frame.

“Good morning, Ma’am.” He scanned the interior of the vehicle. “Do you realize you were speeding?”

“When I heard your sirens I did. I’m afraid my thoughts were elsewhere. My error.”

“I clocked you crossing eighty miles per hour. May I see your license and registration please?”

“My purse is in the backseat.”

He nodded and she turned to retrieve it. She fumbled unzipping her purse. He patiently waited while she figured out how she had zipped fabric into the zipper teeth and got the inside compartment open.

Her leather case that had held her badge for so many years was empty, but she didn’t think she’d have tried to ask for a law enforcement courtesy to get out of the ticket even if she still carried it. Speeding was her own private little demon and she paid for it regularly. She handed over her license and car registration.

He added it to his clipboard. “Washington, D.C. You’re a long way from home.”

“Yes.”

Explaining everything was in storage or in transport, her house was with a Realtor, and her friend was picking up her mail, seemed like more information than was warranted. She’d also lost twenty pounds since that license was printed. She wanted to mention that too but didn’t.

She slid off her sunglasses being used to block the sun’s glare off the snow and read the officer’s name tag. Sheriff Nathan Justice. The town of Justice was just ahead. That was too much of a coincidence not to be connected. It had to be so strange to live and work in a town your family founded. “I don’t suppose there’s any way you can not write that.”

“Sorry. You were speeding.”

“Just checking.”

“No problem with checking,” he agreed easily. His face wasn’t pretty, too prominent cheekbones and chin, his skin weathered by too many days in the sun and wind, but his smile was nice and the brown eyes kind.

He wasn’t missing details; the pause when he had seen the scar on her arm had narrowed his gaze, and the stack of coffee cups piled together in her cup holder had brought a smile. Altogether the man who led the Justice Police Department left a nice impression. He finished the registration card and handed it back but held on to the license. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Rae watched him in her rearview mirror as he walked back to the patrol car. She would be working with the man in the coming days or at least trying to get information out of his department. Why was a sheriff out making traffic stops? The Justice jurisdiction was that small?

The sheriff reached inside his squad car for the radio and stood leaning against the car as he talked with dispatch. The way he leaned to shift his weight—maybe it was just projection on her part—but the man looked like he was, like her, also ending a very long week.

He must live around here somewhere, eat at the local restaurants, shop at the local mall—running into the man under less awkward circumstances shouldn’t be that hard to arrange. She needed to make a better impression than this before she asked for her first favor.

He signed off the radio and leaned into the car to replace it, then walked back to join her. A semi rolled past and the wind rocked her car.

The sheriff offered her the clipboard. “Sign at the X and I can return your license. If you wish to contest the ticket or raise any mitigating points with the court, you have ten days to do so, by mail if you wish. The address is on the back of the form.”

She nodded, read his neat handwriting listing her name and information, and signed where indicated.

She handed back the clipboard. He gave her a copy of the ticket and returned her license. She wrestled with her purse zipper pocket again to put away her license. “Could you by any chance give me directions to the Chapel Detective Agency?”

Her question surprised him; he took his time putting his pen back into his pocket before he responded. “As you head into town, the third stop light is Tremont Road. Turn right. You’ll find Bruce’s office between the pharmacy and the bank. If you pass the Fine Chocolates Shop you’ve gone too far. If he’s not at the office, at this time of day you’ll likely find him at Della’s Café.”

“Thanks.”

“You have business for Bruce?”

“Possibly.”

“He’s a good guy. Just for reference, the speed limit in town is twenty-five.”

She smiled.

He smiled back. “The road might appear clear, but it’s deceptive; there are still patches of smooth ice under the underpasses around here. Drive safely, Ms. Gabriella.”

He stepped away and she lifted her hand, then closed the window.

She’d planned to drop her things at her uncle’s home and get some sleep, then see Bruce tomorrow. She hadn’t realized Justice was so close to the interstate that she actually entered the town’s jurisdiction for a brief stretch of highway. Her uncle was not expecting her until Monday and it would be easier to talk schedules with him once she had details with Bruce worked out.

She put the ticket into the glove box to deal with later. “Sixty-five dollars. We’re going to have to talk to Bruce about an expense account that covers speeding tickets.” She put the car back in gear. “Welcome back to Illinois.”

* * *

Nathan watched from his squad car as the older-model Lexus reentered the flow of traffic. He knew just about everyone in town and Gabriella wasn’t a family name he recognized.

What trouble did she have that needed Bruce’s attention? Or was she one of Bruce’s friends from days past? He was still meeting them. Something specific had her coming to Justice. Nathan couldn’t remember the last time someone from Washington, D.C., had intentionally come to visit their town.

He put away the paperwork and glanced at his watch. He was hoping to meet up with the union steward to see if they would limit the number of men walking the picket lines over the weekend. A reasonable request, asked in a reasonable way . . . as his dad said often, you couldn’t get a yes if you weren’t willing to risk hearing a no. It would let him give one more officer an afternoon off.

Another car sped past. Nathan groaned. He punched on the lights and pulled out into traffic. The Porsche was red and in a hurry.

I’m going to take away the car keys. Get his license revoked. Slice the car tires. . . . His grandfather was eighty, his wife had died last year, and he liked to drive fast. If his grandfather didn’t voluntarily slow down this was going to be a long chase and he’d be arresting his grandfather. That Porsche could accelerate.

Nathan passed Rae Gabriella now doing the speed limit and wondered what she’d think about his town after she met some of its residents.

* * *

Rae found the building easy enough and a parking place just a space off the front door. She stretched, studied the quiet street, and nodded to herself. It fit.

Rae pushed open the door to the Chapel Detective Agency II and stepped into the receptionist area. The room was empty. She tugged off her gloves. The thermostat must be cranked toward eighty degrees; the heat in the room was oppressive.

The receptionist desk was clear but for a phone, a day-calendar, and a paperback book (Sam Whitmere’s Murder at Midnight) left resting facedown to mark the page. Salt tracked in by snow-covered shoes had left a white trail on the low-pile, blue-and-gray carpet. Three fabric-backed chairs along the wall looked nice if uncomfortable, and the magazines on the table were current.

Rae shoved her gloves into her coat pocket and turned to look at the window where an Open/Closed sign was turned to Open. Saturday hours were listed as nine to two.

She walked through the receptionist area with no interest in waiting there to the hallway that disappeared toward the back of the building. It was brightly lit, the fluorescent bulbs making a soft electrical hum.

She headed down the hall, listening to the quiet sounds of her own footfalls on the carpet, checking doorknobs on either side as she passed them. The doors were locked. Framed photographs of the Chicago skyline, the White Sox ballpark, pedestrian-packed sidewalks lined the walls in an unexpected display of nostalgia.

Bruce wouldn’t have an office with windows near the front of the building when he could have one with windows facing the alley where he could safely park his precious restored Jaguar. The odds were solid that he still had the car.

The hallway ended with a closed door. Rae tugged the yellow phone slip from the door crack. Bruce, call Heather. Heather’s name was written in caps and underscored. Rae pocketed the slip and tried the doorknob. She wasn’t surprised to find it locked.

She slid a case from her handbag, selected a pick, and several seconds later turned the doorknob. Bruce, Bruce, the things you teach your friends. She pushed open the door and found the light switch.

Nice. Bruce had himself an extra-large office, twenty by eighteen, done in a rich cherry paneling and deep blue painted trim. She cluttered up the desk by adding the call slip.

Rae crossed to the windows and moved aside the blinds. The alley was empty but for a gray painted industrial-size Dumpster, but someone did park out there regularly; the snow had a clear spot and the area around it had been square-cornered by someone with a snow shovel.

Rae let the blind fall back in place and turned to study the office. He’d brought in stereo equipment and a guy-size leather chair. She ran a finger along the black leather of the couch. Back when he worked for the Chicago PD she’d helped move this couch into his first undercover apartment. She’d promised him the leather would wear well and it had.

She read the list of cases written on the whiteboard in Bruce’s neat handwriting—Heather Teal’s husband, Larry Broderick store robbery, Tretton Insurance claim, Karen Elan’s sister, Laura’s ex-husband, Nathan’s inquiry. It was a pretty sparse work list.

He said he needed her help, but it looked more like he was offering her a graceful way out of her own troubles.

What do I know about being a private detective, Bruce? And why do you really want to hire me? Knowing Bruce, his reasons would be layered and shared only when he thought them relevant. She just hoped she learned to like the job.

The small refrigerator had nothing decaffeinated. Rae closed it. She could wait for Bruce to come back, but nothing indicated what case he was working on or how long he would be gone. She found a piece of paper.

I arrived early. I’m going to get a room at the Sunburst Hotel and take a nap. I’ll find you in the next 24 hours.

She didn’t bother to sign it; the man had received hundreds of notes from her over the years, most from when they were dating, and he would know her handwriting on sight. She relocked the office door behind her.
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Nathan walked toward his grandfather’s car, breathing deep and watching the horizon where a hawk was circling in the sky, doing his best to get control of his temper before he reached the driver’s-side door. He pulled his pen from his pocket and opened the ticket book, slipping a blank form onto the clipboard. The back of the Porsche was spotted white as the salt and snow streaked the red panels.

Nathan stopped beside the driver’s door and gestured for his grandfather to lower his window. It was grudgingly lowered. “Henry, you know the speed limit; you know how dangerous this road can be. Do you have a death wish to go along with the new car?”

“If I’m going to get the lecture every time I pull over to let you catch me, I’m not going to stop next time. Just write the ticket.”

There were roses wrapped in cellophane in the passenger seat. It was likely Henry was going to the cemetery, but Nathan didn’t have the courage to ask. He accepted the driver’s license and registration offered and wrote the ticket, keeping part of his attention on his grandfather. Arthritis had stiffened Henry’s knuckles and fingers, the glasses had thickened, and his hearing had become selective. The man grew noticeably older with each passing month.

The days they had played ball together, trekked through the family land deciding what trees to clear, gone out at dawn to fish in the river—they were good memories now swallowed up by years of back and forth irritations within the family and this latest round of pushing the limits of the law. Nathan missed what they once had. He handed over the ticket. “Are you still coming over for lunch Sunday?”

“I invited myself, didn’t I?” His grandfather folded up the ticket and pushed it in his pocket. “Are we done? I’ve got things to do.”

“We’re done. Just please, slow down.”

His grandfather pulled smoothly away from the side of the road. Nathan sighed and turned back to his squad car. Maybe his father could reason with Henry. The two men had both been sheriffs before him and until the last couple years Henry hadn’t been acting this way. The radio interrupted his thoughts. Nathan listened to the tones and picked up his pace back to the car to a jog.

* * *

Bruce Chapel watched the flow of people in and out of the bus depot. A mom with two kids struggled to pass their luggage to the baggage handler while keeping the boys close. They danced around the others in line, and the youngest tugged against her jeans. “You said I could have a window seat.”

The voice already had the petulance in it of a tired little boy. Bruce read the signs on the bus they were moving to board. Milwaukee, a good four-hour drive if the roads were clear and today the roads were not clear; snow already in the air was growing and accumulating.

He drank his coffee and kept scanning. The car didn’t allow him room to stretch out his legs and surveillance without a partner to talk to felt like prison time for its pace at flowing by. He watched an old man get passed by younger folks and keep going on his slow journey inside to the ticket counter.

The work didn’t change, just the signature on the paycheck. Most of his life as a cop had been waiting, watching, followed by moments of too much adrenaline. He pulled an apple from the paper bag and bit into it.

Rae was going to need a place to stay. The odds she’d last in the small town of Justice were maybe ten to one. It was a quiet place and she was big city. But the idea of her working for her uncle doing crime-scene cleanup—she needed a break and that job bent the will of even strong cops. One problem at a time. At least in a place like Justice no one could easily slip into town to make trouble for her without him getting early word of it. He should have married her when he had the chance and avoided the last decade of wondering about her.

Bruce sat up. He punched in the speed dial on his phone and on the second ring the dispatcher for the Justice Police Department picked up the line. “Eileen, get me the sheriff.”

“He’s on a pursuit, Bruce.”

“If he’s chasing his grandfather again, tell him to break it off and get on this channel. I’ve got my eyes on Kyle.”

“Oh! Yes, hold on. I’ll patch you through.”

She’d drop him more likely, connecting a call to a radio frequency was still too many switches on the new console for her to remember, but he waited while she tried.

“Bruce, go ahead,” Eileen said.

“Nathan?”

“I’m on.”

“Kyle’s made an appearance.” Bruce watched the denim-shirted man cross the parking lot and reach the entrance doors. Kyle opened a door and stood there scanning the inside of the building. The door slammed against the frame as he went in. “I’m at the bus depot. We’re going to have some trouble here.”

“I’m on the way.”

“Keep Chet away.”

“I’ve got him assigned on the east side of town.”

Bruce retrieved his oversize gym bag. He slung the bag over his shoulder and headed into the bus depot. Ex-husbands gave cops and PIs nightmares. He wasn’t interested in making it a fair fight if he had to stand between Laura and the man.

The bus on the way to Milwaukee pulled out, belching diesel exhaust. Now if all the civilians would get out of the way and the security here didn’t shoot the wrong guy, maybe he’d be able to finally mark one case off his whiteboard list this month.

* * *

Nathan silenced the sirens and threw his squad car into park beside Bruce’s blue Caprice, reaching to open the door even as his seat belt released. A crowd of adults at the east side of the bus-depot building surged back and two men spilled out into the gravel parking lot, locked in struggle. They crashed into the newspaper stands and trash canisters, sending cigarette butts and fine white sand bursting into the air. “55-J, 10-97, requesting two more units, Code 2.”

“10-4.”

Nathan spotted a deputy at the bus-depot doorway providing a buffer for the lady watching the fight. Laura’s arms were wrapped around her chest and her face was pale; she looked scared, but at least not bruised this time. Bruce had done his job; Kyle had not gotten near her.

A wildly thrown fist caught Bruce in the mouth. Nathan winced. “Move back, people. Let me through.” Bruce had a former cop’s instincts and experience, but Kyle had height and weight and mean on his side: the fight was coming out a draw.

Nathan chose his point of contact to take Kyle’s feet out from under him. It was like kicking steel, but the man went down. Bruce seized the moment of advantage and pinned the man with a knee in his back. Nathan pulled out his handcuffs and secured a hold on Kyle’s left wrist to lock them on. “Welcome home, Kyle. We’ve been looking for you.”

 “She ain’t marrying him; I ain’t having my kids raised by no black.”

Nathan brought Kyle back to his feet with a jerk. Laura was marrying one of his best officers. “She can marry whoever she likes, and you’ve got a court order not to come around and be harassing her.”

“She’s mine. You hear that, Laura? You’re mine! I’ll be out in hours and back here.”

“Not this time. The judge is learning.”

Squealing tires braked hard as a squad car came to a stop. Nathan saw Chet surge from the car. “Stop him!” He forced Kyle to turn, putting his own body between the two men. There hadn’t been a murder in Justice in six years and Nathan didn’t intend one of his officers to be the next one accused.

Bruce moved to cut Chet off.

“Get out of my way; he was warned about coming around here,” Chet ordered.

“Sorry, buddy.” Bruce kept himself in Chet’s way in a dance of bodies bordering on shoving.

“Back off, Chet,” Nathan ordered.

“You aren’t marrying her, you hear me! I’ll bury you first.”

Nathan physically muscled Kyle back. It was like shoving a brick wall. Racist and stupid seemed to go together; Chet would bury Kyle in a fight. Two more squad cars pulled into the parking lot and officers poured out of the cars to help. They separated the men by sheer numbers.

Ignoring the venom spewing from Kyle, Nathan handed him off. “Get him downtown.” Nathan turned to Chet. His officer had backed off two steps, but he still looked ready for an opportunity to finish this with his fists. “Take Laura back inside and stay with her; I’ll need her statement. She needs a jacket if she’s going to be out here,” Nathan ordered.

Chet didn’t immediately move. Laura tugged at his arm. His officer finally nodded and wrapped his arm around his fiancée to take her inside.

Nathan knew it was a temporary reprieve. If he didn’t get Kyle put away for a long time, next time might not be so controlled an ending. Chet had seen Laura bruised too many times to risk letting Kyle get close to her again. And Kyle was the kind of guy who would shoot a cop in the back if he thought he could get away with it. This situation was a mess.

Nathan turned his attention to Bruce. “I’ll get a statement from Laura first; then I want to hear yours.”

“No problem. The file is at my office. He got vocal when he saw the wedding announcement and I’ve got it on tape. He made good on his threat. The DA can get it to stick this time.”

“Let’s hope you’re right; I thought we had enough last time. Did you enjoy going back undercover?”

“Not particularly. Kyle hangs around some bars that give bars a bad name.”

Nathan offered Bruce a handkerchief. “You might want to find a clean shirt before you head to your office. You’ve got a new lady client looking for you.”

Bruce’s look turned skeptical. “I took this domestic case as a favor; I’m not interested in making it a habit.”

“I doubt if it’s a domestic case; she looked self-assured enough to take care of herself. I’d tell you what I know but you’re a man who enjoys a surprise.”

Bruce touched his lip. “Go talk to Laura while I clean this up. You owe me a steak dinner seeing as how the department can’t afford my bill.”

“I’ll make it a thick one,” Nathan promised. The rumbling of buses told him he was in danger of witnesses leaving before they were interviewed; he slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Thanks for the help. I’ll catch up with you at the agency.” He turned back to the task at hand.

* * *

Rae slid the key card for room 3723 through the lock and heard it click as the light turned green. She turned the handle and used her foot to push open the door. Elbowing her way into the room with her two suitcases, briefcase, and can of soda tucked under her elbow, she cleared the doorway and dropped the bags to catch the soda before it fell.

Two queen-size beds took up the majority of the room. There were a desk in a corner and a small couch, two chairs, a small table, and a large TV able to turn to face either section of the room. The bland decorating in greens and blues would eventually get on her nerves, but there was a complimentary fruit basket on the table and a set of towels with a ribbon around them on the dresser beside a pool pass. The hotel staff had done what they could to make it welcoming.

“Home sweet home,” she whispered to herself and got down to the business of unpacking. It would be home for a while; she was in no hurry to settle on more permanent living arrangements until the house out east sold. She turned down the thermostat dial on the unit under the window.

It looked like the hotel was one of the tallest buildings in town. The town had a symmetrical square look to it as the roads extended into nearby neighborhoods. In the near distance the bell tower of the church she’d passed marked downtown. She rested her hand on the window glass.

The distraction of the journey and the trip back to Illinois were over, and the weight of the stillness in the room around her began to press in. With the silence and stop came the resurgence of painful emotions simmering just below the surface. Hundreds of miles hadn’t changed the weight of the memories. There were days when peace with all that had happened in the past year seemed impossible to find. “Jesus, I need hope back,” she whispered.

The last undercover investigation had turned terribly wrong. She’d accused an innocent man of murder and now he was dead. That others in the agency had been convinced he was guilty too didn’t ease the pain or change the outcome. She’d been so certain Mark was guilty, so sure of the truth—and it had all been a lie.

The pain wasn’t new, the self-doubt. She’d failed. It made her wonder about every decision now. I just want the pain to end, Lord. 

Rae turned away from the window. It felt like the rest of her life was going to be restitution for something she still didn’t know how she could have prevented.

Eventually the memories would fade, but they were raw now, and quick to reappear in the silent slices of her life. Filling that silence in the days ahead would be a matter of survival she thought, and the idea of burying herself back in work of some kind was a welcome one, for the silence would be her own judge and jury if she gave it space.

She tossed pillows against the headboard and picked up the phone, determined to start filling in the blanks of her new life. While she listened to it ring, she opened her soda and then stretched the phone cord and picked up her briefcase. Her cousin answered.

 “Frank, it’s Rae. I’m in the state. I stopped off at Justice.”

“It’s good to hear your voice and have you nearly home.”

“I think I’ll settle in here and talk to Bruce first, before I come up to see your dad. Is Matt around?”

“You just missed him. A guy used a shotgun to kill his boss before turning it on himself; it’s an awful mess. The cops are releasing the scene this afternoon. I’m just finishing packing up the van to go join him. Want me to have him call you?”

“Sure.” She pulled over the phone to read off the direct number. “If we end up playing phone tag, just let him know I’ll be there for dinner Monday as planned.”

“I will. It will be good to see you, Rae.”

“Same here. I’ll see you soon, Frank.”

Rae hung up the phone. A murder/suicide. Working with her uncle even part time was going to be a heavy task.

She thought about a nap but the desire for a good meal was stronger. She pocketed her keys, license, and cash and headed out to explore her new town.
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The Chapel Detective Agency II was quiet, the receptionist desk empty. Nathan followed Bruce down the back hall. His friend retrieved the phone slips tucked in the doorframe, unlocked his office, and turned on the lights inside. “Come on in. I’ll find the tape of Kyle shooting his mouth off about what he was going to do.”

Nathan dropped his jacket across the chair. “I guess I was wrong about the prospective client. Or is one of those phone slips from a lady?”

Bruce picked up the note on his desk and smiled. “Relax. She’s been here. And she’s not a client.”

“Rae Gabriella?”

“Yes.”

Nathan stretched out on the couch, avoiding the one hard spring that tended to dig into his left shoulder, and wished he had twenty minutes to close his eyes and catch a catnap. It was hard to set aside the job and stretch out on the couch in his own office when the men he commanded were right outside his door.

“If she’s not a client, who is she?” Nathan remembered blue eyes and a nice voice and long dark hair pulled back by a silver ribbon. The clothes had been expensive, and the wristwatch high priced. The lady struck him as a bit above both of them for class.

“An old friend and hopefully my new partner. I need your help to move the last of the boxes out of the next room and up to the attic. It’s going to be her office.”

Nathan lifted his head to turn and look at his friend. “You’re serious?” He hadn’t seen this ground shift coming. “When did you start thinking about a partner?”

“About the time I took the case for Mrs. Breck and stood out like a sore thumb trying to keep track of her attending the women’s bridge club meetings. Rae’s a good cop; she’ll be an asset to this place.” Bruce slid his hand into a sided file folder and pulled out a small cassette tape. “Kyle’s eloquence, captured for all to hear.”

Nathan accepted the tape and the report, wishing Bruce would stay on the subject of Rae Gabriella a while longer. “How’s the tape quality?”

“I was wearing a mike in a crowded bar. The conversation is buried in the mud, but it’s there. A competent sound guy should be able to clean it up.” Bruce wiped the case off his whiteboard.

Nathan read the report, wishing his own officers were as concise in what they wrote. Bruce had identified Kyle’s new job, residence, and drinking buddies and done it with swift efficiency. When you could pay for information, life did get simpler. Not for the first time Nathan wondered if being a private investigator was as liberating as it appeared to be from the outside.

“Rae will need a carry permit.”

Nathan glanced up from the report. “It will take some time.”

“I’d appreciate it if you would expedite it.”

“Any particular reason? Is there trouble you know about?”

“She’s been working for the FBI for longer than I care to think about and with that innocent-looking face of hers, most of the time has been spent working undercover. I’d rather not take chances. Rae’s kind of like your grandfather; she keeps her own counsel. I’ll get you her prints and background paperwork and her last shooting qualification date.”

“That will help. I’ll see what I can do,” Nathan promised. He studied the whiteboard. “Speaking of my grandfather, has anything turned up?”

“No.”

“He bought that car for cash; it had to come from somewhere. There isn’t a life-insurance policy that got cashed in or some bonds?”

“Not that I can find. Why don’t you just ask him where the money came from?”

“I have. He says, ‘Sonny, you should mind your own business.’”

Bruce smiled. “Annoying, isn’t it? I’ll keep looking. I think the car dealer knows more than what he’s saying, and I’ll eventually find something I can use as leverage to get him to tell me what he knows.”

“I hate spying on family.”

“Which is why you have me.” Bruce picked up the phone. “I’m going to track Rae down. Do you want to join us for a late lunch?”

Nathan looked at the clock and groaned, then sat up. “I’d love to, but I’m pressed for time. I was supposed to be somewhere ten minutes ago.”

“I’ll tell her you said hello.”

“Do that.” Nathan tugged on his coat. “I gave her a speeding ticket the first time I met her.”

“How bad?”

“Sixty-five.”

“She’ll get over it.”

That was easy for Bruce to say. Nathan enjoyed working with Bruce, even if they did sometimes find themselves at cross purposes when a police investigation and one of Bruce’s client’s interests overlapped. Nathan thought he’d enjoy working with Rae too if given the chance, but he was hardly off to a good start with her. “What hotel is she staying at?”

“The Sunburst. She likes to read the East Coast newspapers in the morning.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey, you two have to get along. I’ll be sending her to do the diplomatic work like getting license plates run and tugging police reports out of you.” Bruce lifted a hand in farewell and turned his attention to the phone call, asking for Rae’s hotel room.

Nathan made a mental note to make sure he introduced Rae to his chief assistant. Most of Bruce’s requests were answered with a no, but it would definitely be an improvement having Rae Gabriella do the asking. Nathan turned up his jacket collar as he stepped outside.

He held down the transmit button on his radio as he unlocked his car. “55-J, 10-98. Mark me 10-7 to the union hall.”

“10-4.”

If he managed to get to the paperwork on his desk before the late-night news came on he would be surprised. Former FBI moving into his town—it would at least generate a new topic of conversation at the café once word of Rae’s arrival spread.

* * *

Rae saw picket signs as she passed the town’s city hall. She didn’t see many of those on the East Coast; the sidewalks and roads were too crowded and the unions not as robust.

At the stop sign she rolled down her window. A striker on the picket line stepped over. His gloves were frayed and his jacket zipped against the elements; the cold had chapped his exposed skin suggesting the man had been outside for a couple hours. “I’m new to town. Where’s the best place to eat a late lunch?”

“There’s a little diner over on Franklin Road that has great steaks and fries; for hot chili the place to go is the Chili Den. There are also a couple pizza places that are worth a visit.”

“How about directions to the diner?”

He motioned to the next streetlight. “Take a right at the stoplight, two blocks will be Franklin, and you’ll want to go north half a mile. The M&T Diner—it stands for Mabel and Tom—is tucked in beside Sir Arthur’s. Be sure to try the onion rings.”

“Thanks.” She nodded to the picket signs. “How long has the strike been going on?”

“Fifteen days.”

She read the stitching on his jacket, Mark Yates. “What do you do at the tile plant, Mr. Yates?”

“Control the firing temperature for the tiles. Do the first oven walk-in to see how they baked.”

She could see the aged scars on his calloused hands. The man was old enough to be her father and she liked him for no reason other than he had a nice voice and smile and took time to chat with a stranger. “If you stop by the diner later, there’ll be a cup of coffee waiting with my thanks. You’ve got a cold day for walking the picket line.”

“If I happen to see you there, I’ll buy you a piece of Mabel’s famous pie.”

They shared a smile.

She followed the directions he gave. She found a parking place down the street and walked back to the M&T Diner. She stepped inside and was welcomed with the smell of warm bread, french fries, and the yeasty smell of donuts.

The sign said Welcome. Take a menu and seat yourself. A waitress will find you.

Rae took a laminated menu several pages thick from the stand and scanned the seating options. The food must be good for the late-lunch crowd was heavy.

She waded into the mix of men in work boots, jeans, and heavy jackets draped over the chairs; of women in groups of two and three crowding around small tables.

A waitress met her with a smile and pointed to a back table. “There’s a relatively quiet table that’s open in back, or if you want to chat strike politics you can sit at the counter where the guys are debating things. We’re always like this on a Saturday.”

Rae smiled back. “Thanks, I’ll take the table.” She slipped the waitress a folded five-dollar bill as an early tip. “While I scan the menu, would you bring me a cold Coke and keep the refills coming?”

“I’ll be glad to.”

Rae walked back to the table.

* * *

Nathan noticed the Lexus with Washington, D.C., plates parked down the street from the M&T Diner. Rae Gabriella was either exceptionally lucky or a piece of good advice had led her to one of the best restaurants around.

He debated stopping in for coffee to say hi to her and hear what the guys were saying about the contract talk breakdown, but those discussions would be better had at the union hall where the rank and file were free to say what they wanted without it becoming a community discussion. Nathan drove on.

The union hall was beside the VFW hall, in what Nathan thought of as the civics corner of Justice, for it was next to the old courthouse that now served as the county-records depository. Nathan pulled into the union-hall parking lot, squeezing in between two trucks.

Three men were loading picket signs in the back of a pickup truck. Nathan lifted a hand in greeting but didn’t pause.

The union men saw this as a life-and-death struggle for their future and for every one of them the outcome of this strike was critical. That kind of lack of control over their own future worried Nathan, for they were proud, hardworking men, and without a job, anger and despair would set in. And that was a bad recipe for the officers who were charged with trying to keep the peace in this town.

* * *

Nathan scanned the tables set up in the union hall looking for Larry Sikes, the number two man at the union, who had direct responsibility for membership and morale.

“Nathan, come over and join us.”

He changed directions toward the back table where a group of guys were eating lunch—hot dogs and potato chips and take-out bowls of chili from the Chili Den. The old guards were here, the men who had worked at the tile plant for twenty-plus years.

Nathan slapped shoulders in welcome and greeted the men with a smile. These were the ones who would keep the others settled and balanced. “How’s everyone doing?”

“On this beautiful day, we’re doing just fine. Your dad was by earlier, playing checkers and talking baseball.”

“I can always count on him to know the inside scoop on things.”

“Are you over here to tamp down trouble, or here to stir it up?”

Nathan laughed and helped himself to a hot dog. “Martin, you know trouble just seems to come my way on its own. So what’s the biggest issue under discussion today?”

“It’s a tough one, Nathan,” Lewis replied, joining the conversation. “For the last three years, the company has paid half the costs for prescriptions filled at the local pharmacy. Management is threatening to stop the payments for anyone who doesn’t cross the strike line.”

“And those who immediately need the prescription-cost help are either ill or have family members who are ill,” Nathan finished for Lewis, finding the hot dog hard to swallow as the implications registered.

“Of all the threats they could put down, this one strikes at the most vulnerable among the union membership,” Martin said.

“It’s just words so far. Maybe they won’t do it,” Jim added.

“Then they should stop threatening to do it. It’s cruel,” Martin insisted.

Nathan nodded, agreeing with Martin. “I’ll make sure that message is passed on when I see Zachary,” he offered, knowing he would see the chief management negotiator in the morning.

 “It’s got to be coming down from headquarters to him, for there is no way Zachary would be for this move. His brother is one of the guys on strike and he’s diabetic. Zachary knows what this would do to the family finances.”

“I agree; it’s not like Zach.” Nathan raised a hand in greeting as he spotted Larry Sikes coming through from the office. “I appreciate the update. Let me talk with Larry about it a bit.”

* * *

“How’s it going, my friend?” Nathan offered his hand, and Larry took it. They had gone to high school together and had been both track rivals and basketball teammates.

“Are you getting any more sleep than I am?” Larry asked.

“Probably not much.”

Larry motioned to the office. They walked back to where they could talk in privacy.

“Is this suspension of prescription payments a serious threat?” Nathan asked.

“Adam thinks so. The strike is over health-care issues and management knows it’s a key place to apply pressure. We could probably make acceptance of a deal contingent on them making up the payments they owed, but in the meantime members will have to come up with the money out of their own pockets and we’re already seeing the first mortgage payments missed.”

Nathan settled into a chair and stretched out his legs. He turned his left foot slightly to see the bottom of his boot. He’d walked through some dog droppings somewhere and crushed a few dead leaves into the goo. It matched the kind of day it had been. “Does the union have contingencies in place?”

“We’ve got some reserve funds, but they won’t last long. Walter Sr. was over this morning to give us some numbers—how many prescriptions the current union membership has with his pharmacy, what kind of costs the company has paid out in the last two months. If the union has to make up that payment, he’s offered to cut his costs as low as he can, but there are only so many days he can carry the debt before the pharmacy also runs into cash-flow problems.”

“We can’t lose the only pharmacy in town. And those who are sick need the prescriptions filled without a delay.” Nathan leaned his head back and looked at the ceiling. “This is a mess.”

“Tell me about it. Does the company still want to have a tile plant in this town? That’s what it’s coming down to, Nathan. Adam thinks the conglomerate is ready to use the strike as a reason to get out of the slow-margin-growth tile business and simply shutter the plant. They can’t make up their mind on that question, so the negotiations go in circles. We’re not far apart. If they wanted a deal, there would be one with about twelve hours of negotiating the language.”

“How many days can the union carry the costs if they do hold back the matching funds?”

“Two, maybe three weeks, and that’s optimistic,” Larry replied. “That’s my day, so what’s on yours?”

“My budget is stretched to the edge of what the town can afford; the overtime is killing me. Would you be willing to reduce the number of guys on the picket lines Sunday, so I can give one of my guys an afternoon off? Some of them haven’t had a day off since before this strike began.”

Larry slid a pencil through his fingers from the tip to the eraser and back again. “What if we suspend the picket line downtown and have men walking only at the plant?”

Nathan scraped at dirt under his thumbnail, thinking about it. Larry would take some heat from the rank and file for making the offer. “It would let me give two men the day off.”

“Done. We’ll call the picket line at nine tonight and pick it up again at 7 a.m. Monday.”

Nathan leaned forward and offered his hand. “Thanks.”

“Today it feels good to have any decent agreement on which to shake hands.”

“Did you get a chance to take Marla out for her birthday?”

Larry smiled. “We went out for Chinese, and she got a fortune cookie saying Happy Birthday. It made her day; personally I had heartburn from eating the pork.”

Nathan smiled as he got to his feet. “She loves you, man.”

“I know it.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Larry.”

* * *

Rae listened to the conversations flowing around her in the diner, putting faces together with voices and topics that concerned them. The couple by the window were talking about their grandson, the table of three to her left were discussing where to go skiing next weekend, and the rest immediately around her seemed to be talking about different issues surrounding the strike.

So who in this diner might make a good neighbor? She studied those around the restaurant as she ate.

Safe neighborhoods were nice, but people who lived in safe neighborhoods rarely knew anything useful about what was going on in the town. She preferred to call neighbors those who had a friend or relative who had brushed through trouble with the law, for it was there that a pipeline of useful information flowed.

Families affected by crime cared a lot about stopping it, but they were not always willing to talk directly to the police, making it fertile grounds for her and a stack of agency business cards.

“Rae Gabriella, you are hard to track down.” Bruce pulled out a chair across from her at the table. “I heard a rumor that you were in town, got to my office, and found the proof.”

She looked up and bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from reacting to the fact that someone had beat him up and recently. It had to have been a polar bear of a guy to get past Bruce’s head-snapping right hook.

“A hotel room is not a place I like to hang out.” She accepted the ring of keys Bruce held out. The back of his hand looked bruised, so he’d given some of what he had received.

“Your new office key is the blue-tabbed one, not that you’ll need it.”

She smiled at the quiet dig and pulled out her own ring of keys to add them to.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Bruce asked.

“I’ll catch a nap later.”

He helped himself to one of the remaining onion rings.

She returned her attention to her lunch. “This steak is as good as advertised.”

“Everything here is good, especially the cheeseburgers. How was the trip?”

“It was nice to have the time to think. Are you going to explain that face, or should I guess?”

“A restraining order needed to be enforced and I was the closest when it came time to do it.”

“It looks like it hurts.”

Bruce smiled. “Only when I smile. I’ve closed up the office for the day. Would you like to look at housing or take a drive around town? I’m yours for the afternoon.”

“Actually, you’re just in time to join me for dessert. I want a slice of chocolate cream pie. Let’s go to the Dessert Palace.”

Rae reached for her cash, taking advantage of the fact that Bruce had just given her an excuse to move them out of here. The lady at the next table over had just angled her chair to make it easier for her to overhear their conversation. The teenagers had started whispering, and one was craning her neck to see Bruce. Her friend was a bit radioactive at the moment. This was probably not the place to talk details of her job or the cases Bruce was working on.

“The Dessert Palace is more than an hour north of Chicago.”

“Yes. So?” She slid bills to pay for dinner onto the tray with the ticket and left a large tip on the table. “I’m driving.”

Bruce laughed. He got up and picked up his jacket. “You haven’t changed, Gabriella. I’m getting the lemon meringue, and when my blood sugar goes high enough to kill me, I’m blaming it on you.”

“Can we take your Jaguar?”

“After the snow clears you can have a set of keys. Until then, we rough it in yours or take my Caprice.”

“I’m upgrading the Lexus to something with less miles on it just as soon as I get settled in here. I didn’t want to pay the district tax.”

Rae picked up a toothpick at the counter and a copy of the free town advertiser in order to read the ads later. She pushed open the door. She pointed to her car and dug the keys out of her pocket.

“It’s going to take a while to adjust to a small town where everyone listens in. You were getting a lot of attention back there and speculation about that bruised face.”

“You’ll get use to the attention. The best defense is to never explain; they add to the facts anyway.”

* * *

Rae drove at the speed limit through town and turned toward the highway. “So what do you see me doing this next week and month?”

 “Whatever interests you. This is a job, Rae, but it’s also a slice of freedom. You can acquire your own cases or share the work on mine. We’ll be partners all the way down the line. I figure it will take a couple weeks for you to decide on housing and get an office up and put together. Your work with your uncle is going to be event driven, so we’ll let that govern how you split your time during the week.”

“They’ve got a murder/suicide cleanup to deal with; I figured I would join them Monday to help out.”

“All I ask is that you carry a good cell phone so I can find you.”

“I turn it off when I’m having an interesting discussion with someone.”

“I remember. I can shout at your voice mail.”

She laughed and sorted out change for use later on the toll roads around Chicago. “It’s good to be back, Bruce.” There was something so comforting about the oldest of friends. For the first time in months she was with a friend she knew cared more about her than a case outcome. And there was something refreshing knowing Bruce had already encountered most of her bad habits, and would be more amused than offended when they inevitably reappeared.

“I’m glad you decided to say yes. I’ve missed having a partner who can talk through the cases, debate the details, and keep me company when the stakeouts last all hours. You’re going to let me pick up the tab for really nice office furniture too and not fuss about it.”

“That kind of welcome gift I’ll accept.” And it fit his nature; he was generous with his friends.

Rae glanced over at him. In years past she had been able to read him, but it was a skill she would need to reacquire. She felt a sudden uncertainty, that the gap between what she was certain of with him and what would have to be rediscovered after eleven years apart, might be vastly wider than she realized. People changed. Not allowing for that would be devastating if they took a misstep. “Bruce, one caveat? For now, it’s just business.”

Bruce just smiled. “Noted. Give me a few months to catch up on your last eleven years and then I’ll think about changing your mind.”

She wondered if when he knew the details, if he would still be of that mind-set. He had an image in his mind that was frozen from years ago, and so much about her had changed in those years. Maybe not in appearance, in habits, or in the memories they shared, but inside—she was nothing like the lady he remembered. She knew the changes had gone too deep in how she saw things in the world around her. Too many betrayals and hurts and failures had left their scars. The optimist he remembered had died a long time ago. “I hope you’re not disappointed with what you find.”

“I won’t be,” he reassured.

She studied the road and traffic ahead of them and smiled. That self-confidence fit what she remembered. He probably hadn’t changed as much as she had, which was a good thing.
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