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    Chapter One


    Isabella burrowed further into her jacket, and readied her gun. Despite the dark, she could sense their beady-eyed presence, hear them scurrying around in the over-full trash cans, and suppressed a shudder. No way would a bunch of rodents deter her.


    Besides, they were the least of her problems. She fingered the worn edges of the handkerchief tucked into the pocket of her jeans for luck. Waiting in an alley, in this neighborhood, at this time of night, was dangerous. And stupid. Landry had taken down a gangbanger not even a block from here only about a week ago.


    Landry Taylor…geez, thinking about him, or anything remotely connected to him, could only distract her. Right now she needed to focus. But every time she tried, he popped into her head. Why? Maybe because he’d tell her how crazy she was for taking this kind of risk. Maybe because it had been six months since they’d broken up. Maybe because he was tall, dark and sexy and she had a serious need to get laid.


    The sound registered seconds before the bullet knocked her off her feet with the ferocity of an NFL linebacker. Searing pain spread through her chest and lungs, leaking into her kidneys and abdomen.


    “What…the…he…?” Her chest hitched while she struggled to breathe.


    She’d been shot. As if that weren’t bad enough, her head, which had bounced off the concrete on her way down, screamed for attention as well. She’d bleed to death in this rat-infested, stinking alley because she’d felt a need to prove something to herself and, more importantly, to others.


    Numb, she moved slowly, starting out with wiggling her fingers. Some thugs had shot out the alley lights long ago, so she could barely see a thing. She couldn’t hear anything other than the scurrying of the rats, either, which was definitely a good thing.


    Even though it was against the paltry amount of medical knowledge she possessed, she inched to an upright position before feeling for damage. “Holy…crap.” How could she have forgotten she’d worn a vest?


    Maybe because the pain felt as real as if she hadn’t. A smart cop would call for assistance. Instead, she fought back nausea and light-headedness. Quickly losing the battle, she gave in and puked.


    She didn’t feel much better as the shakes followed, but at least her efforts were now focused on more important issues—like getting out of there—instead of preserving her dinner. She’d limped maybe a house or two before the whirl of the siren caught her attention.


    She’d never make it back to her car and out of the neighborhood to save her dignity at this pace. She willed her legs to move quicker. They weren’t ready to cooperate.


    The unit careened down the alley with blue lights blazing. It settled into a slower rhythm as the spotlight came on and the siren went off.


    Most cops in this area knew her, so she waved her hands in the air and shouted. “It’s me, Sanchez.”


    The car screeched to a halt twenty feet away and the doors flew open. “Thought that was your car down the block. Who you shooting at this time of night?” Memories skittered through her mind. He’d always brought out both the best and worst in her.


    Why him? Why now?


    Had her earlier fantasy somehow conjured him up? She squeezed her eyes shut with the hope she’d been mistaken. When she opened them again and spotted his unmistakable cocksure gait, his short dark hair, she wanted to simultaneously weep and rail.


    Anybody but him. Landry was the last person she wanted to see her like this. He always wanted to take care of her while she craved her independence. According to him she had intimacy issues. Blah. Blah. Blah.


    “Had nothing better to do tonight so thought I’d use myself for some target practice.” She hobbled closer to the car, feeling a combination of relief and humiliation.


    He rushed to her side, putting a protective arm about her shoulder. She tried to shrug him off, but his grip remained tight. Had she been one hundred percent, she would have won the battle, but not tonight.


    “Where’s Matthews?”


    “He had a hot date.”


    “Damn it, what part of working with a partner don’t you understand?” He hovered close, his tall frame dwarfing hers while he used his flashlight to check for damage. Meticulously separating her long, dark, springy coils of hair, he inspected her. “Are you okay?”


    “Owwww.”


    “Sorry, babe.” He cursed. “Just as I thought. Your head’s bleeding.” He pulled back the flaps of her coat and blew out a breath. “Damn. You took some shots to the vest. Jonas, call an ambulance.”


    She stopped Jonas with a raised hand. “Don’t you dare. I’m fine. It’s not a big deal. I’m not about to be carted away in some ambulance.”


    “Sometimes you don’t have a choice.” His voice lowered an octave or two, which signaled some room for negotiation.


    She glanced from one man to the other. Her odds were probably fifty/fifty of winning this round. The one had been her mentor when she’d been a rookie, and the other had seen her naked and vulnerable.


    Somehow she managed a halfway decent shrug, although not without a considerable amount of pain. “Probably only a mild concussion. They don’t do anything for that but keep you waiting for hours in the emergency room.”


    Landry drew his fingers through her coarse hair. “But you might need stitches.”


    Isabella’s knees nearly buckled from the intimacy of it until she reminded herself that no matter how good they were in bed, real life interfered. “There’d be a lot more blood if I needed stitches. Besides I’ve got some of those butterfly bandages at home. In two seconds I’ll be good as new.”


    Jonas spoke, his hand poised on the door of the unit. “What do you want me to do?” Aggravatingly, he looked to Landry. Then again, Jonas was old-school about those things so she didn’t take it too personally.


    “I’m not going to win, am I?” Landry whispered, giving her a tentative grin.


    “You never do.” Somehow she didn’t feel a lot of satisfaction in her words.


    “Then get in the squad and we’ll bring you to your car. We were nearly off shift anyway when we took the call, so I’ll drive you home.”


    “You’re bossy.” She eyed him and wished she didn’t feel that hitch inside her chest.


    “We both are.”


    She eased into the back of the squad as inconspicuously as possible. Still unable to take a complete breath without wincing, she kept that tidbit a secret. If she told him, he’d go into super-duper-mother-hen mode.


    Then instead of taking her back to her car, Landry would insist she go straight to the emergency room. If he did that, there’d be reports and paperwork and questions she didn’t want to answer. Nobody had any idea what she’d been up to tonight and she’d like to keep it that way for the time being.


    Jonas double-parked alongside her car. Landry got out and opened the backdoor. He gave her the once-over before rolling his eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?”


    “A couple of pain killers, a heating pad, some bandages and I’ll be good to go.” She bucked up and headed toward the car, hoping he’d forgotten the part about driving her home. She didn’t need to get babysat. And she definitely didn’t need to complicate her life by having Landry by her side again.


    “Keys.” He placed his hand on the door and gave her a deceptive smile.


    If her legs weren’t so shaky, she’d try to out-muscle him. “I’ll be fine. I live like, what? Ten minutes from here.” Even though she tried to sound flippant, she couldn’t quite pull it off. The only thing she wanted to do was down a couple of pain killers, crank up the heating pad and put herself to bed.


    “More like fifteen or twenty. But it doesn’t matter. Taking you home is my compromise for not insisting on an ambulance.”


    She tried to huff her annoyance, but the sharp pain made it sound more like a squeak. Pick your battles. That’s what her grandfather would say.


    Instead, she plunked the keys into his hand with as much oomph as she could muster. Using the hood of the car for support, she walked around to the passenger side and got in.


    Landry downed the window and spoke to Jonas. “Don’t worry about following. I’ll call a cab.”


    She didn’t need Landry taking care of her. Not now. Not ever. “Let him follow. All you need to do is drive me home. I’ll take it from there.”


    He shook his head. “No way. Since you won’t go to the hospital, I’m going to verify you’re all right. Considering you probably have a concussion, I should stay the night and wake you up every couple of hours. Count yourself lucky.”


    “You’re not getting laid.” She scowled and tried not to think about the last time she’d had sex with him.


    He gave her a sideways glance. “Yeah, like your puke breath is turning me on.”


    Enough said. She tried to cross her arms in front of her chest but it hurt like hell. Instead, she slumped back in the seat and struggled to catch her breath.


    One of the many problematic things in her relationship with Landry was that they both had a sarcastic edge, which meant they tried to one-up each other. Unfortunately, that was the only thing they had in common.


    She was short and wiry, barely tipping the scales at one hundred and fifteen pounds, whereas he was tall and sculpted, probably weighing in at a little over two hundred. Landry was one of those ‘black Irish’ types, dark black straight hair, hazel eyes with a sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of his nose. Her skin was the color of coffee mixed with a whole lot of cream. She had coal-colored eyes and hair that made most hairdressers run for cover.


    He was pure Chicago-bred. His father, grandfather, and uncles all were cops. On the other hand, she came from a long line of misfits, degenerates and criminals.


    She was a mutt, an unlikely mix of African-American, Native-American, Mexican-American, and Italian-American. Landry came from solid Irish stock. His grandparents had immigrated when they were in their teens. Both his grandmothers were alive and still spoke with thick brogues.


    On the rare occasions her family got together, it was only a matter of time before a fight broke out and she had to bring out her gun and order somebody off the premises. His family gatherings were a mixture of eating, drinking, laughing and storytelling.


    He was a beat cop and had been for twelve years. It wasn’t lack of ambition that kept him from taking the detective’s exam. He enjoyed being a beat cop and was content to stay where he was. He always said it kept him humble.


    She knew the futility of believing their relationship could be anything more than burn-the-house-down, incredible-with-a-capital-I-sex. On the other hand, his naiveté allowed him to believe in happily ever after. Isabella knew firsthand that wasn’t reality.


    * * *


    Landry tried hard to keep his hands from shaking even though his pulse still raced like he’d run ten miles in ninety-degree heat. He couldn’t let Isabella see how scared he’d been.


    What the hell had she been thinking? She was a great detective, probably one of the best in the Narcotics & Gang Investigation Unit, but she could have died pulling such a dumb move. What if she hadn’t worn her vest? What if whoever took the shots at her had come in closer to finish the job? Quelling those frightening thoughts, he kept his emotions in check. Barely.


    Right now he wanted to shake her and then hold her tight until he could get her to see reason. Fat chance that would happen. Tonight she wouldn’t let him within ten feet of her without having a fit.


    He knew the signs. She was feeling vulnerable and weak, and would keep her distance until she felt more in control.


    Staying away from her had been pure torture. He didn’t believe the fact that her need for space from their relationship coincided with her perceived fall from grace at the police department.


    Now she tumbled back into his life, reminding him once again how much he loved her.


    * * *


    He pulled to a spot on the street, shut off the car and turned in the seat. “What were you doing in that alley?”


    “Did you forget I’m a cop? I was chasing criminals.” She opened the car door, hoping like hell he’d stop with the inquisition.


    “Then why didn’t you call it in? Or wait for back-up? What are you hiding, Isabella?” When switching from cop mode, he always reverted to her first name. He tsked. “Ramirez again, isn’t it? You’re not going to give up, are you?”


    She knew he’d make that assumption. Despite the fact he was right, she ignored his questions. “I don’t need to discuss my cases with you.” She brushed past him and hoped he’d stop prying. Knowing Landry, that wasn’t going to happen.


    “If you’re taking stupid risks and putting your life in danger, you should talk to somebody.” He moved in front of her to block her path. While he towered over her in height and to some people might seem intimidating, she saw gentleness and affection in his eyes.


    But she didn’t want to see that in him, from him, or by him. Nothing good could come from it. “If I would have known you were going to be such a pain, I wouldn’t have let you drive me home.” With very little effort, she sidestepped past him and continued on her way.


    Over a hundred years old, the building she lived in was in the Old Town area of Chicago. Her grandfather had bought the place fifty years ago when it wasn’t safe to drive through the neighborhood, let alone own something. At the time, the area was a haven for hippies, druggies, derelicts and criminals. Now, with its close proximity to downtown, combined with the influx of people from the suburbs back into the city, the yuppies had moved in and the building was worth a small fortune. When he died three years ago, he’d left the place to her which angered the majority of her family members.


    Normally she lived in the top unit and rented out the bottom. Sometimes fellow police officers rented it. Sometimes the place was empty. Right now her cousin along with his wife and young child lived in the downstairs unit.


    They hadn’t paid her a cent in the six months they’d lived there. Considering Lou had been out of work for a while, she didn’t expect the rent anytime soon. But lately there’d been something strange going on. Lou had been acting weird, but she couldn’t put her finger on anything specific. His wife, Cynthia, who was normally bubbly and chatty, had been quiet and subdued the last couple of times Isabella had run into her. She would hate for her one and only relative who was halfway normal to be in some kind of trouble and not be able to talk to her about it.


    Landry’s voice interrupted her train of thought. “Let’s get you inside so I can take a look at the damage.” He gingerly held her elbow while ushering her up the front steps.


    “I’m going to be fine.” She grimaced, as even breathing seemed to cause her pain. She’d heard getting hit in the vest could break a rib. She hoped like hell that hadn’t happened.


    Before they made it to the doorway, Lou barreled out his front door. At nearly midnight, it seemed like an odd time to be going anywhere.


    “Oh, Bella, I didn’t expect you to be around.” Based on the guilty look on his face, he surely hadn’t. No doubt he’d thought he could slip out the door and no one would be the wiser.


    “Where you off to this time of night?” She didn’t expect he’d answer truthfully, but asked anyway.


    He cut his eyes to Landry then back to her. “Picking up some milk. Junior isn’t happy when he wakes up and doesn’t get his bottle right away.”


    “Babies are like that. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She didn’t believe him for a second, but she nodded and let it go because it was the path of least resistance. It was his life.


    Instead of pressing the matter any further, she inserted the key into the downstairs door that led to her apartment. Grabbing onto the railing, she shuffled up the steps with Landry at her elbow. “You don’t have to do this.”


    “So you’ve said, hmmm, maybe a hundred times. That hasn’t stopped me yet, has it?”


    “A girl can hope.” She inserted the key into the lock and turned the knob. The door seemed stuck, so she pushed. But it didn’t budge.


    She wasn’t a weakling. She worked out regularly and could bench press her own weight. But this door wasn’t moving. And she had a distinct feeling it had nothing to do with her current physical condition.


    Landry took over, first jiggling the door knob, then pounding on the top corner. “It’s like it’s stuck somehow.”


    Could this night get any worse? They looked at each other and drew their guns. That trouble vibe skittered down her spine.


    “I can break through, but you’ll have to get a new door.”


    Normally she would have argued with him about just who would be knocking down her door, but they both knew she wasn’t up to it. “Do it.”


    Like her, Landry worked out on a regular basis and ran a couple of miles a day. He could bench press over three hundred pounds and was as strong as an ox. Even so, it took him five tries before the door broke free.


    They barreled through the splintered door simultaneously, although he had momentum going in his favor so he moved out in front. Guns drawn, they began their walk-through. He turned left toward the kitchen and dining room while she went right toward the bedrooms and bathroom.


    The place wasn’t large, but there were more than enough places where somebody could hide. Other than the mess he’d made of the door, nothing looked disturbed. But still she had this awful sensation simmering low in her belly.


    Gun ready, she hit the hall bathroom first. Nothing. Next the spare bedroom. She looked under the bed, in the closet and behind the door. Still Nothing.


    “Clear.” Landry called from the kitchen. Seconds later she heard him walking through the place to join her.


    “Master bedroom.” She headed toward her room. Landry scooted in behind. She flung open the bedroom door, gun raised. She checked the closet, then the master bathroom while he scoped out the other side of the room.


    “Oh, hell.”


    That didn’t sound good.


    By the time she’d left the bathroom to join him, he’d already re-holstered his gun. Hands on his hips, he was staring down at something on the floor by the window.


    “What is it, Landry?” She didn’t expect him to answer as she’d already come around to the window side of the bed.


    Her mind took a couple beats to process. When it did, a cold chill slithered down her spine. The body lay crumpled on the floor by the window. Somehow he’d landed underneath the desk her grandfather had fashioned out of an old French door. Her laptop sat in the middle, undisturbed.


    While one hand flew to her mouth, the other reached into her pocket. “Oh, my God.” A memory from long ago hit her with the force of a Mack truck. The man’s right forearm. It couldn’t be. But what were the chances…


    “Do you know him?” He glanced at her like she’d gone crazy.


    Maybe she had because what she was thinking didn’t make any kind of sense. Still, she had to know for sure. She drew in a breath, oblivious to the excruciating pain that had been there ten minutes earlier and bent down to touch the man’s arm to turn it ever so slightly.


    “Isabella, you shouldn’t—“ he didn’t finish his thought, knowing she’d be aware of all the precautions about disturbing a crime scene.


    It couldn’t be, but there it was. Just as she remembered it. A tattoo: two intertwined hearts with the letter ‘T’ inside each. In the middle, a smaller heart with the letter ‘I’.


    She could barely breathe, let alone utter the words. “I think it’s my father.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Landry knew Isabella liked to keep secrets, but leading him to believe all this time her father had been dead was kind of a big one.


    “Your father? So that means when you told me he was dead you were predicting the future?” He grasped her chin, forcing her eyes away from the body and onto him.


    Anger rocketed down his spine from his head to his toes. In the past he’d gone round and round with Isabella, doing everything in his power to get her to let him in, to no avail. This oversight of hers further proved the futility of thinking they’d ever make a go of their relationship. This only proved she couldn’t even trust him, no matter how benign the information.


    She avoided his eyes while the words rushed out in a torrent of emotion. “He was in prison for murder. I haven’t seen or talked to him since I was a kid. As far as I was concerned he was dead.”


    Her admission tempered his anger. Despite her trust issues, it seemed pretty understandable she’d be reluctant to admit this particular family lineage.


    “But if he was serving life, what is he doing dead on your floor? I didn’t hear anything on the scanner about a jail break.”


    If she were a run-of-the-mill suspect, he’d be highly suspicious of the circumstances. But knowing her like he did, he saw sincerity in her shocked expression. Well, that and the fact she absently fingered her own version of a talisman—her beloved grandfather’s handkerchief—until he thought for sure she’d wear a hole in it.


    She chewed her lip. “Maybe it’s not him. Maybe somebody else has a tattoo like that.” Her hand shook when she pointed toward the dead guy’s arm.


    Landry bent down to get a closer inspection. “You mean this one? The one with the two hearts-”


    “And the little one inside.” She didn’t let him finished, but rattled off information as if in a trance. “Two Ts: Tyrone and Teresa. The ‘I’ inside is for Isabella.” She visibly shivered. “What would be the chances…”


    She didn’t have to finish what she was thinking since he was thinking the same thing. The odds that another person had the exact same tattoo in the same spot had to be astronomical.


    “It’s been a long time. You were a kid. Maybe you don’t remember it.”


    She shook her head. “No, he got it the day before my sixth birthday. I’ll never forget.”


    “We’d better call it in.” He didn’t wait for her approval, and used his cell to make the call.


    He rattled off the address while she plunked down on the bed. She’d pulled the old worn handkerchief out of her pocket and had it clenched tightly in her fist while her eyes kept straying back to the body as if she still couldn’t believe what she saw. He sat next to her and rested his hand on her knee.


    “So let’s assume he’s your father, what’s he doing here?”


    She gulped. “I have no idea. I never wrote or visited him. As far as I know, he never tried to communicate with me.” She glanced at the body and sucked in her bottom lip.


    He’d seen this woman go up against gangbangers without batting an eye. But now she looked vulnerable and frightened. Two words he’d never ever link with her until this very moment.


    “Are you all right?”


    Her body tensed while her jaw became rigid. “I haven’t seen the man since I was six.” Despite the caustic tone, she rubbed the edge of the handkerchief like a genie’s bottle, waiting to be granted three wishes. No doubt if a genie appeared she’d wish this dead body would disappear and take away the memories she clearly didn’t want to surface.


    “But he’s still your father.”


    “No, my grandfather was my real father. This man was a sperm donor, nothing more.” She was working hard at covering her shock, as well as something much more painful, he suspected.


    Landry knew better than to pursue that angle when she had her back up. “Why don’t you change.” Knowing they had precious little time, and she was still in a weird trance-like state, he decided to help. First, he took off her coat, then yanked the sweater over her head. He un-fastened her vest and slipped it off. “You’re going to have some huge bruises.” He fingered the areas with a soft touch and then blew out a breath but didn’t offer any further comment. Next, he walked to the dresser and pulled out a sweatshirt. After slipping it over her head, he helped her to a standing position. “I’m going to have a look around the neighborhood,” Landry said.


    She looked like hell; a caustic mix of lethargy and shock. Isabella had been in the middle of a lot of heavy-duty cases over the years, but still managed to keep it together. This definitely had her off-kilter.


    “I’m fine. Go do what you need to do.” She glanced briefly in his direction while he moved toward the back door.


    “When they get here, tell them—”


    She held up her hand and gave him a withering look. “I know what to say. Besides, it isn’t as if I did this.”


    “But you don’t want to make things difficult for yourself, either. Dead body, your place. Need I say more?”


    As he headed out the back door, Landry knew there was a whole lot Isabella wasn’t telling him. Which was nothing new. But this time, the potential ramifications seemed much more ominous.


    * * *


    She glanced at the body on the floor. Maybe it was the detective in her. Maybe it was a need to see the man she couldn’t really remember.


    He’d been a teenager when she’d been born, so he wasn’t even fifty yet. But the ravages of age had set in with a vengeance on his wiry body. A mixture of African-American, Cherokee Indian and Italian-American, his complexion was light like hers. He still sported the gang tattoos he’d gotten thirty-plus years ago, along with the one she’d embedded into her brain.


    When her father had showed it to her, Isabella had the vivid sensation of being part of something special. She remembered asking him if she could get one just like it on her arm, and he laughed. A great big belly laugh that made her giggle. And then he’d disappeared from her life. It wasn’t until much later that she’d found out what had happened to him.


    She tried to summon up some kind of emotion, but couldn’t. What she’d told Landry was accurate. She didn’t know this man. Didn’t mourn his passing.


    Conversely, when her grandfather died, she cried every morning for six months straight. Her heart ached and tears still sprung to her eyes every time she thought about the void in her life that could never be filled again. She glanced into her lap and the one lone keepsake she had of him. If he were here he’d know exactly what to do.


    But this man meant little or nothing to her. He’d never been there to comfort her when she’d been scared or sit by her bed when she’d been sick or lecture her when she’d strayed off course.


    So what was he doing in her apartment? And did her cousin Lou’s midnight excursion have anything to do with it?


    Immediately, she brushed away the thought. No way Lou killed her father.


    He was a good kid. A little confused and immature at times, but basically on the up-and-up. But why did he look so guilty when she ran into him downstairs?


    The siren shut off as the squad car squealed to a stop in front of her home. With a whole lot of effort, she stuffed the handkerchief back inside her pocket and brushed aside the sudden bout of lethargy before meeting the police at the landing. “In here.” She led them to the bedroom and then left so they could preserve evidence at the scene before the assigned detective arrived.


    A few moments later, they found her in the kitchen. “Where’s Taylor?”


    “He went to check around the neighborhood.”


    “What was he doing here anyway?” Vic Malone, the veteran cop on the scene didn’t even try to hide his smile.


    Keeping a secret in a police station was next to impossible. The saga of their on-again off-again relationship made great fodder for office gossip.


    “Scratching my itch, if you must know.” She rolled her eyes and let them believe what they wanted to anyway.


    The rookie with Vic didn’t know where to look or what to say. The cop banter was something every rookie had to become accustomed to.


    “Did somebody mention my name?” Landry came in the back door, his game face firmly in place.


    “Sanchez was filling us in on her love life. Looks like the dead body kinda interfered with your plans.”


    He gave her a two-second glance before responding. “Yeah, dead bodies are definite mood killers.”


    Vic glanced at the rookie. “Make a note of that, Jimmy Boy. Don’t try to score with the ladies if there’s a dead body hanging around.” He put his hands on his hips. “Why don’t we start at the beginning? Looks like there was a crowbar wedged against the door latch.” He pointed toward the splintered door. “Is that your handiwork, Sanchez?”


    “Taylor did the honors.” She sucked in a breath, wishing she’d had the sense to pop a couple of painkillers before they got there. “We came home and figured out pretty quickly something was wedged against the lock.”


    As if reading her mind, Landry handed her some pills and a bottle of water. He didn’t say a word, only winked.


    “How about the back door?”


    “It looked clean. Maybe that’s how they got in and out. Could have messed with the front door to slow us down in case we came home while they were inside,” Landry said.


    “Jimmy, knock on the door downstairs and find out if they heard anything.”


    After Jimmy left, Vic turned his attention back to her. “How about the dead guy? Ever see him before?”


    She took a gulp of water and glanced at Landry. He inched closer and placed a reassuring hand at the small of her back.


    It took several seconds for the words to come out. The whole thing seemed surreal. “I think—” she gulped desperately searching for the emotionless, hard-nosed detective inside. “He might be my father, Tyrone Samuels.” There, she’d said it. Out loud. “Except he’s supposed to be serving a life sentence.”


    “Why do you think it’s him?” Vic looked at her like she’d sprouted another head.


    Landry pointed. “The tattoo on the right forearm.”


    Vic bent down to take a closer look before nodding. “It does seem pretty unusual, so I guess that puts a different spin on things. Where’s your piece? Both of you.”


    Before she could respond, Jimmy came back from downstairs. “Ah…we have a…problem. Nobody answered, so I looked in the windows. The place was cleaned out.”


    A creepy sensation slithered down her spine. She didn’t want to believe she’d been sent on a wild goose chase tonight so this whole thing could be orchestrated. She really didn’t want to believe that Lou had anything to do with it. But what other choice did she have other than the logical conclusion laid out before her?


    “No way. We saw my cousin on our way in. That couldn’t have been more than ten or fifteen minutes ago.” Sure Lou might not be there, but Cynthia had to be around. “That’s okay, I’ll use my key to get in.”


    The four of them walked down the stairs. She knocked on the front door of Lou’s apartment. “Cynthia, it’s me, Bella.” She waited a beat before using her key. “Anybody home. It’s—” The words died as she flipped on the light switch to find the place empty. There wasn’t a stick of furniture left in any of the rooms. No dishes, no baby paraphernalia, nothing. “What the he—?”


    “Better put a BOLO out for Lou—” Landry glanced in her direction. “Is his last name Sanchez?”


    She nodded, still too numb to do anything else. She didn’t want to believe Lou had screwed her over, but what other conclusion could she have?


    * * *


    It took a couple of hours to process the scene, talk with the detective and remove the body. Even though she felt exhausted, she was pretty sure it would be impossible to sleep. Vic and the rookie had put crime scene tape across the remnants of the front door and left. She and Landry were supposed to stay to gather some of her things and exit through the back, putting the tape up there as well.


    It was still freaking her out about Lou and Cynthia leaving like that. It didn’t make sense. They had no place to go. If she really tried to justify their departure she could hypothesize Lou might have found a job and then gotten a bigger place. With her being gone so much he might not have had a chance to tell her. Maybe it was guilt she saw on his face a couple of hours ago. Which, of course, was utter and complete nonsense. What kind of low-life would slink away in the middle of the night like…a criminal?


    Despite evidence to the contrary, she still couldn’t get her head around the idea that Lou was a criminal. But how could she miss them moving out unless they didn’t want her to know about it? They knew her work habits; her pattern of behavior; the fact that she was gone ninety percent of the time and just came home to crash the other ten percent.


    The only explanation for Lou’s sudden departure that made any kind of sense had to do with the murder of her father. Lou had to be scared. Scared for himself. Scared for his family.


    But he didn’t do it. He couldn’t have. Lou didn’t have a mean bone in his body. He’d grown up in the middle of prime gang recruitment territory. He’d seen what happened to childhood friends as they got caught up with the criminal mentality. An act of violence would be totally out of character.


    That meant he either heard something or saw something. Which also meant that Lou and Cynthia and the baby could be in real danger.


    “Why don’t you stay at my place tonight?” Landry’s voice broke into her thoughts.


    “Out of the question. You live in a studio apartment.” The last place she wanted to be was in a confined space with Landry for the remainder of the evening. She felt vulnerable and weak for the second time tonight. It would be in her best interest if she backed away from Landry.


    “It’s two in the morning. You can’t stay here with a boarded-up front door. Besides, it’s a crime scene. I can have one of my cousins come over to take care of your door after we get the okay. In a couple of days, you can probably get back in.”


    She shrugged. He was right. She didn’t have any place to stay.


    If this had happened to him, he’d have half a dozen relatives he could bunk with. All she had was her cousin, his wife and their one-year-old child downstairs, but now even they were missing. With a lot of effort, she willed herself from spiraling down that path again.


    “I’ll go to a hotel.” She needed some time to think this through.


    “I’ll stay on the couch at my place. You can take the bed.”


    She pushed him toward the back door. He didn’t budge. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. I’ll drop you off by your car and figure out something.”


    “I know you can take care of yourself, but I’ll worry about you. You shouldn’t be alone tonight.” He shrugged. “I promise you won’t even know I’m there.”


    “Right.” She didn’t have the stamina to win this round. “I’ll bring my stuff and shower at your place.” She shuddered at the idea of sleeping in her room again. Right now, the vision of her father’s twisted, lifeless body was too much to block from her mind.


    But why? For most of her life she’d blocked any inkling of a memory about him. Now was not the time to try to manufacture some kind of warm fuzzy view of her father.


    * * *


    It took about fifteen minutes to get to Landry’s. Because it was an old building, the studio apartment he lived in was enormous. While there wasn’t a bedroom, the alcove where the bed was situated kept it separate from the rest of the place and afforded at least a semblance of privacy.


    “Turn on the TV and see if they say anything about my father’s escape from Stateville.” While she had some curiosity about how her father had done it, she had more pressing needs to attend to. She felt unclean and wanted nothing more than to rid her body and mind of the stench of murder.


    After shutting the door to the bathroom and turning on the water in the shower, she drew the handkerchief out of her pocket and held it to her face. Long ago the smell of her grandfather’s cologne had disappeared from the fabric, but she conjured up the memory nonetheless. She missed him more than ever. A lone tear traveled down the length of her cheek before she wiped it away with the back of her hand and stepped under the shower.


    The warmth of the water felt good on her skin. She rinsed the blood from her hair, wincing when the water hit the open wound at the back of her head. After twenty minutes her body was a bright shade of pink, obscuring the normally olive undertones of her skin.


    The pain in her chest had finally diminished to a tolerable level. Sucking in a deep breath still caused her to wince, but maybe she hadn’t cracked a rib after all.


    She stared into the foggy mirror and combed through her long black hair. In a matter of minutes, riotous curls that she’d long ago stopped trying to tame would cover her head, reminding her once again of her parental legacy. Despite any wishes she had to the contrary, the physical similarities between her and her father were unmistakable. Their complexions were the same. They both had small frames and a sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of their petite noses. Dark eyes surrounded by long lashes gave prominence to otherwise ordinary features.


    Unwilling to ponder her physical characteristics any longer, she dressed in her Chicago PD sweats, tucked the handkerchief into her pocket and walked into the living room. Landry was sitting on the couch nursing a beer.


    “Anything?” She didn’t need to elaborate further.


    He shook his head, a puzzled look on his face. “Not a word.”


    “Maybe it’s not him.” She chewed on her lip. “Even if it’s the middle of the night, don’t you think that’s a little strange? They should be warning people of the potential danger.” Somehow it would’ve felt a whole lot better if the dead guy in her apartment had been some random criminal off the street. She didn’t want to rehash memories of her father.


    “Does seem a little odd, but maybe if it was only him and now that they know he’s dead, there’s no need to get people all riled up for nothing.” He pointed to the two shot glasses he had lined up on the coffee table, along with a bottle. “Sit. You need a little something.”


    Somehow she managed to smile despite the fact she didn’t want to be near him, or anyone, tonight. Solitude was her best friend. Unlike those who craved the company of others, she preferred to sift through the problems in her life alone. Knowing Landry, he’d try to get her to talk. Then he’d want to stick his nose into her business. She wasn’t about to let that happen.


    “That’s the Irishman in you. Everything is solved by a good strong drink.”


    “Isn’t it?” He handed her the shot glass. After throwing back his, he urged her to do the same.


    Even though it was against her better judgment, she gulped down the shot and felt the warmth kick in immediately. Her body did an involuntary shudder as the liquid set her insides on fire.


    He poured another. She greedily gulped it down. When he started to pour a third, she held out her hand. On top of everything else, the last thing she needed was to get drunk, especially with Landry in such close proximity and her feeling the way she did. She might do something incredibly stupid.


    “Two’s my limit. If I’m going to get grilled tomorrow, I don’t need a hangover, too.”


    “You never did tell me what you were doing.” While he didn’t say the “R” word—Ramirez—she knew that’s what he was thinking.


    “Oh, crap. Will Jonas say anything about finding me in the alley?” He didn’t need to know the length of her obsession in order to set the record straight. And he didn’t need to know about the call she’d received earlier that had led her to where she’d been. The fact that her father, or some nameless intruder, showed up at her doorstep at the same time couldn’t have been a coincidence.


    Most cops would be leery of that kind of thing—going off alone on what could be a wild goose chase or a set-up. But she wasn’t like most cops. Then again, most cops were risk adverse due to training, fear and experience. She happened to be the opposite. Some people considered her a ‘loose cannon.’ Landry accused her once, during one of their many arguments, of being on a suicide mission. She preferred to think of it as taking calculated risks in order to meet her objectives.


    “If they ask him about it, of course he will.” He shook his head. “I don’t get it. You were shot at. You can make excuses all you want, but you need to come clean, if not to me, at least to your sergeant and the lieutenant.”


    “It’s complicated.”


    “Gee, let me see if I can guess. You were out chasing some crazy lead thinking you’d finally get to nab Ramirez.” He drew in a deep breath. “But somebody shot at you instead. Big surprise.”


    “Gee, thanks for your support.”


    “Taking chances doesn’t make you a good cop. It makes you dead.” He stared at her for a few seconds without saying anything. “Getting shot at is serious, Isabella.” He wove his fingers through hers.


    For once, she didn’t try to pull away. Maybe it was the intensity of the evening that had her caving in so easily. Or maybe she was just bone weary. “They probably didn’t know I was a cop.”


    “Yeah, right.”


    She was more than happy to sit and analyze what went wrong in private and on her own. No matter how dismal the outcome, she’d never been the type to share with others or ask for input. Getting shot at wasn’t going to change that. “I’ve had a hell of a night. I’ve got to get some sleep.”


    “You know the powers-that-be are going to talk to me tomorrow and nobody’s going to believe that booty call crap.” He held up his hand. “Since I know you didn’t kill your father, the only question I have is why are you working so hard to cover up what you were doing tonight?”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Landry stepped into the shower while Isabella slept. At least one of them was getting some shut-eye. His sleep had been fitful. But it had little to do with the too-small couch he’d slept on.


    Isabella. Not only had she tumbled back into his life last night, he’d bet she was in a heap of trouble as well. It wasn’t bad enough that her long-lost dad had gotten himself killed in her bedroom, but he knew she’d been out chasing leads hoping to score some information on the Ramirez case.


    Six months ago she’d been confident she had found the hidey hole of a whole big stash of drugs. She’d told her sergeant and the lieutenant and they’d called in the big guns only to find the warehouse empty except for a bunch of cardboard boxes filled with books. Most police officers would have taken that kind of thing in stride—stuff like that happens all the time—informers get scared and things go south before a cop can make the bust.


    But not her. Obsessed with reworking the whole thing, retracing clues, talking again to informants on the street, canvassing the neighborhood, determined to figure out where she went wrong, she’d driven herself like a madwoman, working sixteen-hour days, seven days a week.


    When he’d called her on her irrational behavior she’d broken things off with him, saying she needed some space. But he knew better. Bone weary, she didn’t want to lean on him, nor get used to the security he could offer. Instead, she threw herself even more into the case. As far as he knew, she’d made no progress.


    Not that she’d tell him about it if she had. The woman had trust issues up the wazoo and a chip on her shoulder the size of a Cadillac. They’d been together off and on for three years, but she’d never been able to let him in. His only consolation was that more than anybody in her life, besides her grandfather, he’d come the closest.


    Whatever happened last night, she’d keep the secret. The idea that her father showed up at the same time couldn’t be some kind of weird coincidence. Somewhere there had to be a connection.


    Landry came out of the shower to find her sitting up in bed. With hair that tumbled like a lion’s mane around her petite face, she looked sexier than a woman had a right to look. “Hey, beautiful. It’s nine o’clock. I’m sure they’re waiting for us this morning. Ready to face the music?”


    She tucked her hair behind her ears, although it did little good. Her hair, like her, could never be controlled. “I suppose they’ll interview us separately?”


    “Standard procedure.”


    She seemed more than a little preoccupied or she wouldn’t have asked such an obvious question. He couldn’t help but wonder what ideas raced through her mind. And, more importantly, would she ever get to the point where she’d actually share her thoughts with him?


    “Do you have any coffee?” She threw off the covers and slipped out of bed still wearing her CPD sweats. Certainly not the sexiest night-time wear on a woman, but somehow, with her, it worked.


    “I made some while you were getting your beauty rest. I’ll get you a cup.”


    She didn’t say much while she changed into jeans and a sweater, but based on the way she worried that handkerchief in her fingers, he could tell she was nervous. Ten minutes later, they got into her car and silently made the fifteen-minute trip to the station.


    * * *


    “Due to the circumstances, I’m handling this investigation, not your sergeant. I’ll keep him advised of what’s going on.” Lieutenant Thomas held up his hands. “I’m not going to discuss right now what you were doing alone in that alley when Jonas and Landry picked you up. I’m not even going to ask you if it had anything to do with Ramirez or where your partner was. For now let’s concentrate on the matter at hand.” He drew in a breath. “We’ve got confirmation on the fingerprints. Sorry, Isabella, but it’s definitely your father. You understand I’m going to have to put you on paid leave for a couple of days while we straighten this out.”


    A kind of sadness swirled around her gut and settled inside while tears fought to bleed out. Six years old and waiting, waiting, waiting. But he never came…


    Isabella straightened in her seat. Focus. “How did he get out?” Her voice sounded tentative as she struggled with emotions she didn’t understand. She cleared her throat. “Why didn’t they broadcast a warning on TV?” The question had been burning inside her all night, along with other even more pressing issues.


    Like Landry. Somehow she’d managed to tangle him up in her mess with no easy way of extricating him. She couldn’t force him away with the investigation looming over their heads, especially because he clearly wasn’t going to go away willingly, even if she wanted him to. Which she did. Didn’t she?


    Geez, what was up with him anyway? Most men ran fast and hard away from her.


    She blew out a breath and tried to focus on what the lieutenant was saying.


    “…checking into that. There’s been some stonewalling at Stateville.”


    The impact of his words finally registered. “Why?” Even if her father had been in court to testify and had escaped, there’d be a police BOLO out on him. They also would have broadcast the information to the general public.


    Her father was a murderer. Stateville housed the incorrigible, the dregs of society. And damn it, her father had been one of them—the king screw-up of her whole screwed-up family.


    “Maybe they didn’t know he’d escaped, so it’s an embarrassment.”


    “It’s a maximum security prison, with bed checks and regular head counts. How could they not know he’d escaped?”


    Why did the lieutenant keep looking into the two-way mirror? Using the interview room would be standard procedure. But in a straightforward case there wouldn’t be any need for a higher-up or a State’s Attorney to be on the other side observing.


    So why did his eyes keep straying in that direction? And why did the hairs on her arms suddenly stand at attention?


    “We’re still trying to figure that out.” He glanced down at his notes just as the door opened.


    Isabella had never seen the man who walked inside, but he had Fed written all over him. Unsmiling, he sat across from her, somehow still managing to keep his posture ramrod straight. Sometimes she wondered if Feds had steel poles implanted into their spines to keep their carriage stiff just so they could give off that ‘I’m hot stuff’ vibe.


    He held out his hand. “FBI Special Agent Malone. I’m here to ask you a few questions about your father, Tyrone Samuels.”


    “What do the Feds have to do with this? And why wasn’t there a BOLO out on him?” Right now she couldn’t think of a single reason why Feds would be involved in her dad’s case. They were like mice. Where there was one, there were another couple waiting in the wings.


    “Don’t need to answer your questions right now.” He looked cocky and confident when he responded, like all Feds did when they had the upper hand.


    And being pissy about it. Then again, from her experience, that was pretty much the norm. The Feds were territorial about their information and their cases. They never gave an inch unless they absolutely had to.


    “Why?” She let the question simmer in the air, hoping against hope it would rattle his cage.


    A typical FBI clone, he wore a dark suit, dark tie, white shirt. His short hair sported some grey at the temples. She’d guess his age to be around forty-five or fifty.


    “For reasons you’ll figure out in a little bit.”


    Typical runaround. “Right.” She slunk back in the chair and gave him the stink eye. Immature? Yes. But it was the only thing she could do at the moment. Dislike clogged her throat. No way she’d win this war of wills, but she’d try to make it as uncomfortable as possible for this knucklehead in the meantime. She folded her arms across her chest and tried not to wince at the soreness across her chest. “Ask away.”


    “When was the last time you spoke to your father?” He had that cool, confident air about him as if nothing short of a bomb exploding on the seat next to him would ruffle his feathers.


    She couldn’t read his expression and wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. “I was six when he went to prison. You do the math.”


    “You never visited him?”


    She gave him her best ‘you’ve got to be kidding me’ look. “Don’t try to tell me you haven’t looked at the visiting records. When I say I haven’t seen or talked to him since he went into Stateville, I’m telling you the truth.” She placed her fingertip on her lip and chewed on the end. “Which reminds me, could you tell me again how he got out? Stateville isn’t talking.”


    “I’m not at liberty to say. But let me show you something.” He stopped any protest she might have with an upraised hand. Opening a briefcase, he pulled out a DVD and popped it into the machine in the room. “I might be wrong, but that looks a lot like you going in to see him a couple of months ago. In fact, we have the same identical footage that shows you were there on a regular basis for the last six months. Does that change your story?” Before she could respond, he huffed out a breath, the first real sign she was getting to him. “I already ran it against your work record. You were off duty during all these times.”


    “Pause that thing.” Something foreign and scary slithered up her spine. She glanced at the picture in which she saw herself, except it wasn’t her. She had this irrational urge to touch the screen as if that might conjure up the truth somehow. She’d done a lot of crazy things, but visiting her father and then lying about it wasn’t even on the radar screen of possibilities. “Can you blow that up?”


    “We can’t do that with this machine. Are you denying it was you?”


    “Of course it wasn’t me. I told you the last time I saw him was when I was six. Besides, I’m a police officer. I know they videotape visits at Stateville.” Why would anybody want to set her up? And for what? Helping him escape? Is that why they weren’t talking? They thought she was an accomplice to this? “I assume this person signed in as me.”


    “Not exactly. But you—I mean she used a fake name and address that led us to a vacant lot in Oak Park. And let’s face it, even your own mother would believe that’s you on the tape.”


    “Anybody can get fake IDs these days. You’ve got to know that.” How or why would this work in anyone’s interest? She’d never stepped over the line. Ever. Sure she’d skated into the grey sometimes, but it was always about getting the bad guy behind bars, not getting them out.


    Malone shrugged. For the first time since she’d laid eyes on him he loosened up ever so slightly. “Hey, he was your father. It seems natural that you might want to reconnect with him. I get that. There’s no crime in seeing your long-lost father, considering the circumstances.”


    She ground her teeth. This guy was giving her the combo special—good cop, bad cop rolled into one.


    “And I told you I never went there. Don’t you get it? Cheesh. I thought you Feds were the smart ones.” She shook her head. “I never went to see him. I don’t know how or why somebody would impersonate me like that. But I’m telling you right now, that wasn’t me.” She tried to reign in her temper. Losing it now would do her no good. It would only get her on the wrong side of the FBI. And while a part of her could take pride in that kind of accomplishment, she didn’t need the drama in her life right now. “Even if it was me, you’ve got to know I had nothing to do with breaking him out of prison.”


    He didn’t say anything, only nodded. Why not go after her with the big guns? Why was he doing this song and dance, if he wasn’t intent in getting her on the hook for the escape? Something wasn’t adding up. But she wouldn’t get anything out of him.


    “Listen, Detective Sanchez, I’m going to be straight with you. I believe, for whatever reason, you murdered your father. It might have been self-defense. It might have been in cold blood. It might have been some kind of mercy killing. I don’t much care. All you need to do is tell me what you know.”


    “Are you crazy?” Unable to sit any longer, she shot to her feet, nearly knocking over the chair in the process. “How many times do I have to tell you? I haven’t talked to my father in twenty five years. I guess I could have shot him without saying a word, but that seems more than a little pointless.” She took several deep breaths in an attempt to lower her raging blood pressure. Once she was more in control, she sat back down. “What you should be focusing on is why anybody would bother to set me up?”


    “Thanks for telling me how to do my job, but I have my own plan of action.” He had a smug condescending look on his face.


    “Good. I was worried you might be one of those ‘fly by the seat of your pants’ kind of guys. It always helps to have a plan when you’re setting somebody up.”


    She got up and bolted out of the room. Thank God nobody stopped her. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to control herself.


    * * *


    Landry knew with one look that something bad happened inside that room. Isabella hadn’t glanced in his direction, just slammed the door and stalked through the station. Despite her short legs and his long ones, he didn’t catch up to her until she’d stomped her way toward the door.


    He grasped her arm. She turned to glare at him before shaking him off. But he wasn’t about to let her go that easily. “What happened in there?”


    “Getting set up and accused of murder at the same time gets me good and angry. Is that all right with you?”


    She hadn’t even tried to keep her voice down, so the whole station had gone quiet at her proclamation. She seemed oblivious. Either that, or she didn’t care.


    “Was there a Fed guy in there?” Although he knew from experience it was pointless, he tried to settle her down.


    “Yep, that smug…” She stopped for a second, tapping her toe on the sidewalk outside the station. The frustration seemed to be rolling off her in waves.


    “He’s yanking your chain, trying to see if you’ll confess to anything.”


    “You don’t get it. They’ve got a video of me visiting my father in prison, except I didn’t. Somebody’s setting me up but good. Before tomorrow they’ll probably have me for breaking him out and then killing him.”


    He shook his head. “Nobody would ever believe that.”


    She grasped his shirt in her fist and glared at him. “You don’t know that. I’m not exactly Ms. Popularity around here.”


    “There’s no evidence.”


    “Yet. Give them time. I’m sure they’ll be able to manufacture some.” Without another word, she got into her car and slammed the door.


    Landry didn’t know what was going on, but was bound and determined to figure it out with or without her help.


    * * *


    She got into her car and reached into the pocket of her jeans. Fingering the worn cloth, she struggled to conjure up a sense of peace. Her grandfather had always been the voice of reason, the calm in her stormy personality. Without his guidance, she struggled to keep an even keel.


    What would she do now?


    Accustomed to being labeled the loose cannon of the department, in the past she’d brushed off disparaging comments about her somewhat irrational behavior. But this was different. She’d never been accused of murder. Especially by a Fed who didn’t know JACK. How dare he assume something that was total and complete BS without so much as batting an eye.


    But she shouldn’t have taken it out on Landry. None of this was his fault. Due to circumstances, he’d been sucked into her mess. Despite their differences, he’d stuck by her even when she’d screwed up in a big way. That didn’t make him sane, but it did, in some weird, twisted way, endear him to her.


    The last time they’d broken up it was because he’d told her he loved her. The weird part was he told her he believed she loved him, too. She told him he was delusional. Needless to say, that conversation hadn’t gone too well. Things had been strained and uncomfortable since then, especially when he kept on insisting her refusal to admit her feelings was somehow tied up in the Ramirez fiasco.


    She’d be a big enough person to admit she’d missed him. The stubborn part of her would say it was all about the great sex. But when she got real, she knew there was more to it.


    When her grandfather died suddenly from a heart attack a couple of years ago, Landry was the person she’d called. He saw her weak and vulnerable and let her cry on his shoulder until she couldn’t cry any more. He stuck with her through the ordeal, a rock at her side. After the funeral, they’d made love for the first time. At first, he resisted, not sure if that was what she really wanted. When he finally gave in, he’d been sweet and tender and held her tight until the next morning.


    But that didn’t mean she loved him. It only meant she shouldn’t be such a bitch to him.


    * * *


    The logical starting point had to be Stateville. Sure, they’d probably stonewall her, but if she could pick up a whiff of something, it’d be worth it. Besides, there was the sympathy factor. While they might put up roadblocks on the phone, they’d be more likely to give an inch or two in person.


    Isabella wondered if they’d let her talk to her dad’s cellmate. It was a long shot, especially if the Feds had the place buttoned down tight, but it was definitely worth a try.


    Besides, it was the only thing she had going right now.


    The road to Stateville Prison wasn’t exactly scenic. First, there was the long drive on the Stevenson Expressway going south, then the stop-and-go traffic for the eight-mile trip down Route 53.


    Unlike a lot of places in and around Chicago that still felt the sting of segregation, the Romeoville area was an ethnic mix of Hispanic, African-American and white, and solidly blue collar. No fancy houses or sprawling estates. And like the rest of the country, the area had felt the pinch of the economy over the last couple of years. Many businesses had gone under leaving building shells. Strip malls were half-filled with stores, and fewer and fewer cars remained in the parking lots buying up goods and services.


    With her mind preoccupied with questions, the fifty-minute trip passed by quicker than she’d anticipated. ‘Do not pick up hitchhikers’ signs dotted the landscape as she got within a half mile or so of Stateville. No doubt, long ago when the prison was built, the area was in the middle of nowhere: a lonely stretch of land that connected the highway to Joliet. Now, as cities had sprawled in all directions, houses sprung up closer and closer to the walled facility.


    On one side, railroad tracks hidden by clumps of trees followed the same path as the road. On the other side sat the prison.


    Set back nearly a half mile from the road, the building could be missed if that eerie feeling didn’t creep up your back. Famous criminals like John Wayne Gacy and Richard Speck had lived behind those walls for years before succumbing to death one way or another.


    Isabella didn’t think it was the police officer in her that had her pondering all the despicable acts the men who inhabited this place had committed. Not that she necessarily believed in ghosts or other such nonsense, but there was no mistaking the sensation of pain and suffering that overwhelmed her as she made the turn into the long driveway.


    A guard stopped her as she approached the gate, requesting identification. She pulled out her detective’s badge along with CPD identification. He ushered her through without a second of hesitation. She parked in the spot marked ‘visitors’ and made her way into the prison.


    On this crisp autumn morning, several prisoners were working the grounds outside the brick fortress of a building. They tended the lawn and shrubbery along with the late-blooming flowers that had been planted. It seemed a bit of irony to ‘pretty up’ a place that housed hardened criminals, but she supposed she had to consider the people that worked here. People who had the freedom to go home at night.


    This was a maximum security prison. There had to be multiple bars, guards, reinforced doors and other things to keep the prisoners from getting out. So how did her father manage to make his way to freedom? She couldn’t help but wonder if he had the same freedoms as the men working outside. Is that how he made his escape? Did he somehow stow away on the back of a landscape truck by hiding under a load of mulch or fertilizer?


    She almost laughed at the lunacy of it. Almost.


    “Detective Sanchez, what is your business at the prison?” The guard seemed older than he probably was, with a gun strapped to his side and a scowl on his face. Being in a constant state of alert probably did that to him.


    “I’d like to talk to the warden, if possible.”


    “That’s by appointment only. Besides, only the assistant warden is in today.” He asked the question out of politeness, knowing all too well she didn’t have an appointment. She could see the skepticism in his eyes as he gave her the once-over.


    “Maybe the assistant warden could help me. If you could check to see if he has time, I’d appreciate it.”


    “What is this in regard to?”


    Tricky question. Should she be up-front, knowing they’d been stonewalling CPD, or should she go the path of least resistance? Even though it was contrary to her nature, she choose the latter.


    “My father, Tyrone Samuels, was an inmate here and died recently. It had been a while since we’d spoken and I was hoping perhaps to talk to his cellmate to see…if…I don’t know. To see if he could tell me anything about my father, like if he kept pictures of me…that kind of thing.” She gulped back the lie. “I know it’s a little unusual, but I was hoping to get a sense of my father over the last twenty-five years or so.” Out of habit, she chewed on her lip.


    “Wait here and I’ll find out for you.”


    At least he didn’t give her an outright no. While she could still get shot down by the assistant warden, she hoped there’d be a breakdown of communication somewhere along the way so she could do a little snooping.


    To her shock, the guard reappeared about five minutes later. “I’ve got the approval. Professional courtesy. Angus is out working the yard. We’ll bring him in to speak with you.”


    “If he’s outside already, maybe I could talk to him there.” she whispered conspiratorially. “To be honest, this place kind of gives me the creeps.” And it lessened the possibility the conversation would be monitored.


    He smiled. “Yeah, a lot of people feel that way.” After offering a small shrug, he added, “You get used to it after a while.” Even though he’d said the words, she got the distinct impression he’d never gotten used to working there.


    Within minutes it had all been arranged. She walked back out the front door and into the bright sun. Yet another guard was waiting. With him was a man who had to be close to sixty. No doubt at one time he’d been a hardened criminal, but now the fight had left him.


    The guard motioned toward a bench that had been placed between two large willow trees. “They’re taking a break now anyway, so you two can sit there for about ten minutes or so.”


    “That would be great. Thanks so much.”


    The guard kept at a safe distance while she moved toward the bench. The man moved slowly, as if the ravages of age had caught up with him. It could have been illness, arthritis, or the beaten down nature of his existence. She thought about the life expectancy of a prison inmate and figured the statistics had to be dismal. Then again, that might not be a bad thing.


    Finally, he reached her and sat down on the opposite end. He didn’t seem to be the type of man who smiled easily and didn’t disappoint on that account.


    “You Tyrone’s girl, the cop?”


    She nodded, as words seemed stuck in her throat. “Yes. What can you tell me about him?”


    “Not much. Tyrone kind of kept to himself. But I guess I was closer to him than pretty much anybody here.” He shook his head. “Shame the way he died. After all this time, to get stuck with a shiv like that and then bleed for a couple of hours before he was found.”


    Of all the things she expected to hear, this wasn’t one of them. How could her father have gotten stabbed in Stateville when he’d been shot in her apartment?


    What was going on in this place?
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