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Dominique Muerta sat behind a mahogany desk about the size of a sideways BMW. Impeccable in severe though stylish business attire—gray suit, black silk blouse, by some European designer whose work I could neither recognize nor afford—she was a beautiful woman, no question of it, slender and yet strong and so pretty that the mannish severity of her no-doubt-expensive short hairdo took nothing away. The thin lips were a bright red and the almond-shaped eyes were as richly, deeply mahogany as the desk, softened with a touch of lavender eye shadow.

“Michael Tree,” she said, and smiled as she rose. She came around from behind the desk and met me halfway, extending a graceful hand.

As we shook, she said, “This is a long overdue meeting. We have so much in common.”

She did not offer to take my trenchcoat and I left it on, as well as my gloves, purse on its strap over my shoulder.

Indicating the glass coffee table, she said, “Sit, sit.... Cappuccino? Water?...I can have hot or iced tea or regular coffee or a soft drink—”

“No,” I said, sitting on the nearest couch. “Thank you. This won’t take long.”

Dominique sat on the white leather chair across the glass table. Her thin lips formed a razor-edge smile as she opened her hand to display the bullet in her palm.

“Interesting business card,” she said. An eyebrow arched. “Did you mean to scare me, or just get my attention?”

Dominique set the bullet on the coffee table, straight up, as if placing a miniature in a collector’s set. It made a little klik on the glass.

“When I want your attention,” I said with my own smile, “it’ll be traveling faster...”
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For Ken Levin—

Ms. Tree’s Chicago counsel



“Down these mean streets a woman must go who is not herself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.”

RAYMOND CHANDLER,

“THE SIMPLE ART OF MURDER,”

PARAPHRASED
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ONE

The woman in the skimpy black bikini on the perfect beach on the too-perfect day was me.

I saw her from a God-like distance, the long legs stretched out, shoulders back accentuating the full bust, black hair brushing tan shoulders with help of a whispery breeze, well-carved handsome features that were almost beautiful taking on a serene cast as blue-green eyes studied the blue-green water that rolled gently to a picture-book tan sand shore.

I watched her taking it all in, as she lounged there on no towel, basking in a sun that seemed to turn the world white and yellow and orange, though the sensation was of warmth, not heat. The green of trees was a backdrop, more perceived than seen, the blue-green of the lake glinting with sun sparkle, and—like the black of the bikini—subservient to the solarizing rays.

Then I was within her.

Inside myself, feeling a sense of repose encouraged by the lapping of the waves and the laughter and splashing of a young couple, happy honeymooners perhaps, cavorting in the water. I watched them for a while, but they were indistinct in the shimmer of sunlight.

To the left of me, a digging sound drew my eyes to a boy around ten, in a yellow swimsuit with orange-red seahorses dancing on it, who was working with a shovel, gaining more raw material for the elaborate sand castle he was constructing, turrets and towers and even a carved-out moat.

The sound of splashing drew my attention back to the happy couple coming up out of the water, hand in hand, stumbling onto the sand to fall onto beach towels, dripping, laughing, kissing.

I smiled a little and gave them privacy they hadn’t requested by casting my eyes back out on the gentle rolling water with its diamond-like glimmer.

Then, as if a switch had been thrown, the world turned shades of blue and gray, and a wind began to blow, kicking up choppy waves. My hair started to whip and a sudden, troubling chill enveloped me, encasing me in goose pimples. I looked around for my own towel, but there wasn’t one, and wound up hugging my legs to myself, a shivering oversized fetus.

But when I glanced over at the boy building that sprawling castle, he didn’t seem to notice the wind and cold; even his sand-color hair remained unruffled, though the blue of fast-moving clouds shadowed him.

And that honeymoon couple didn’t seem to notice the rapid weather shift either, stretched on their backs on their towels, eyes closed, sunning under a sunless sky that stained them blue-gray—they might have been corpses laid out on morgue slabs, so oblivious were they.

My teeth chattered and my eyes returned to the rolling, choppy water, where emerged from the unruly waves a man in a black wet suit and full, masked scuba gear, including black flippers.

I studied him, squinting as if the sun were still glaring.

And then I saw it, in sharp focus: in his hands, a spear gun...

...which he raised and aimed at me.

I reared back, as he fired.

Dodging, I felt as much as heard the spear sink into the sand beside me and quiver there like a small tree shaken by the wind. I fumbled at my little pile of possessions—sun tan oil, a paperback, my purse....

The masked man in the skin of black rubber advanced, a terrible grin on the piece of his face beneath the mask, the flippers no impediment to his progress, his spear gun reloaded somehow, and he fired again.

As another spear thunked into nearby sand, I whipped the nine millimeter automatic from my purse and fired, three times, three small explosions that provided the dark sky with the thunder it called for.

All three shots hit him in the torso, tearing the rubber suit and making little red blossoms, one over his heart, shaking him like a naughty child...

...and yet he still kept coming.

And that damn spear gun was poised to shoot again.

Scrambling to my feet, I let go with four more rounds, four more thunder-cracks that tore holes in the afternoon and that rubber suit, and blood spurted in shimmering scarlet ribbons and yet still he came, the goddamn black-rubber Frankenstein monster, and I was moving backward, all but stumbling, still shooting, but soon the gun’s thunder-cracks had been replaced by the clicks on an empty chamber, and the sand made my retreat impossibly slow, and I felt hysteria come over me in a wave but I would be damned if I’d scream, and I was raising the empty weapon to club the son of a bitch when finally he tottered and collapsed in a pile of flesh and blood and rubber at my bare feet.

I looked down at him for the longest time before kneeling and taking in the bloody exit wounds of my multiple shots, any one of which should have dropped him, and I unceremoniously flipped the body over.

Reaching for the mask, my hand began to tremble. For some reason, I hesitated.

Then I sneered at the corpse, and ripped the damn thing off.

And the face under the mask was as handsome in its battered way as it was familiar, because it was my husband’s face, Mike Tree’s face....

“What the hell do you make of that, Doc?” I asked.

The psychiatrist’s office was dim, curtains in the anonymously male dark-wood-paneled office shutting out the late afternoon sun. Trimly bearded, balding, fifty-something, Dr. Cassel wore an impeccably tailored gray suit with a darker gray tie as he sat in a comfortable black leather chair beside his desk.

“Sometimes, Ms. Tree,” he said gently, “a spear is just a spear.”

I was nearby on a reclining chair, with him at my side. The chair was leaned so far back I might have been at a dentist, not a shrink. Of course this was almost the clichéd couch that most head doctors have long since abandoned, though mine—whom I’d been seeing for over a year, since my husband’s death—was Old School enough to keep me comfortable and looking not into his eyes but into my memories and my troubles.

And I had plenty of both.

I was in brown slacks and a tan short-sleeved cashmere sweater—outside this office, a very crisp autumn in Chicago was in full sway. I’m five ten and one hundred forty-five pounds (I’d been ten pounds lighter in my dream) but have had few complaints about their distribution.

The doctor, by the way, was taking notes in a spiral pad—though he recorded the sessions, he was Old School about that, too, and the scratch of pen against paper provided a soft if percussive accompaniment.

“Why,” I asked, “would I dream I was attacked by my own husband?”

“Late husband.”

I gave up half a smile. “That hasn’t slipped my mind, Doctor....And why would I kill him?”

“He was a threat in the context of the dream.”

I shook my head. “No, a spear gun was the threat. Mike was the punchline.”

I could hear him shift in the leather chair. “Let’s start with the other elements—the child on the beach.”

“The kid Mike and I never had. Next.”

“The happy couple on the beach might well represent—”

“The happiness that was denied me. Denied us. Fine. But goddamn it, Doc, killing the guy I love...”

“Note the present tense.”

“You can still love dead people.”

“You can also resent them. ‘Killing’ your husband in your imagination is not an atypical response, Ms. Tree—feelings of abandonment experienced by those who lose a loved one—”

“Yeah, yeah, but why would Mike attack me? Even in my imagination?”

“...Perhaps you were attacking yourself.”

“Myself?”

He shifted in the chair again. “There’s that odd coincidence that you and your late husband shared not just a last name, but a first one—both named ‘Michael.’ Two Michael Trees.”

“Two Michael Trees is right....”

My policeman father had wanted a boy and got me instead. And Michelle wasn’t good enough for him: Michael it was. Pop had justified it by saying Michael was the first name of the lead actress on The Waltons, wasn’t it? But I knew better. We weren’t the Waltons.

“Ms. Tree?”

“It’s a possibility,” I granted.

“Do you feel in any way ‘attacked’ by your husband? Abandonment issues aside, did he keep...secrets, perhaps, that you learned only after his death?”

I gave him a sideways glance. “You’re good, Doc—haven’t even got to that yet. So much to tell you, since our last session....”

The smile in the trim beard was forgiving, as were the soft gray eyes in the angularly handsome face. “I’m not surprised,” he said. “After all, you’ve missed the last two.”

“I know, I know.”

He shrugged. “Well, you’re my last scheduled appointment this afternoon. We can go over. No problem.”

Right. But we wouldn’t go off the clock, would we?

I turned away from him and into my memories. “There’s a lot to tell, Doc. Things I didn’t witness—things I learned later.”

“That’s all right. Tell it all.”

“Even if I wasn’t there for it?”

“Even then....You live an eventful life, Ms. Tree. But I hope you’ve managed to stay well-grounded. In the year since your husband’s death—”

“Murder.”

“...Murder. In that time, we’ve accomplished so much.”

“ ‘Examine the past, understand it, then leave it behind...and move on.’ Great advice, Doctor. But as a detective I spend at least as much time in the past as in the present.”

“The nature of your business.”

“And yours.”

“And mine. Go ahead, Ms. Tree. Start wherever you like.”

“We’ll make it last week. That’s not really the beginning, Doc...more like the middle.” I glanced sideways at him. “I’m going to be jumping around some. Think you can keep up?”

“I think so.”

“Didn’t mean to patronize you, Doc. It’s just—you may have heard your share of wild things in this office in your time. But I’ll bet you double or nothing your bill that this is going to top ‘em all.”

“Ms. Tree, I believe you.”

“No bet?”

“No bet. Please. Begin.”



TWO

A year ago or so—about a month before his death—my husband Mike had moved the Tree Agency into new, nice, modern digs in a venerable, recently remodeled high-rise on Michigan Avenue that meant even our relatively modest space required a monthly king’s ransom.

This was probably what had my young partner, Dan Green, upset with me.

End of the workday, almost six, we both stepped out of our respective offices, which were side by side. He tagged along as I headed out, moving down the aisle between vacant cubicles, four on either side. Their inhabitants hadn’t gone home for the day—they didn’t have inhabitants.

Dan was edging up on thirty, blond and boyish with a wispy mustache that he thought made him look older (it didn’t) but only served to suggest he was gay (he wasn’t). He wore a brown-and-white pinstripe shirt, tan khakis, brown Italian loafers, and a look of consternation. I was in a gray wool Ralph Lauren blazer, cream-color silk blouse and black slacks and ankle boots, pretending not to notice how worked up he was.

“Look, Ms. Tree,” he was saying in his earnest second tenor, “we gotta make some changes. We’re stuck in the mud here and our wheels aren’t even turnin’.”

“Nicely put,” I said, making him work to keep up. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but nicely put.”

He gestured to a nearby empty cubicle. “Look at these chairs with no asses in ‘em! You know what the boss had in mind—expansion! And what have you done about it? Nothing!”

I stopped abruptly, which threw Dan a little, as he kept going for a second, before backing up to face me and regain his composure.

My arms were folded, my head tilted, just a little, my eyes not blinking. “Current caseload is easily covered by our staff of three. If anything, we should be seeking smaller quarters...and I’m the boss.”

He huffed a sigh. “Our ‘staff of three’ includes Bea, who’s just a glorified goddamn receptionist!...No offense, Bea.”

Bea, up at her reception desk, a sexy sentry in a V-neck blue-and-white polka-dot dress, glanced back at us with a blank expression that spoke volumes. “None taken.”

About twenty-six, Asian, and as cute as a box of kittens, Bea Vang had formerly been on the Chicago PD, four years, and was now a licensed private investigator herself.

Dan gave Bea a strained smile, then returned his gaze to me, frowning. “When you took over after Mike’s murder? No P.I. in this town ever got better media than you did. No P.I. anywhere ever did. And the agency got a boost.”

“Yeah,” I said dryly. “Great career move on my husband’s part.”

“All I’m saying is, we need to step up our staff. We haven’t even replaced Roger yet.”

“Haven’t needed to.”

“No, because we haven’t done what Mike intended, maximize what we’re up to. But all you wanna take on are lost causes and unsolved murder cases.”

I shrugged. “Media loves it.”

“Well, I don’t. Particularly since we aren’t taking advantage of any of this good publicity. We need paying cases, Ms. Tree, and more of ‘em. Domestics are the bread and butter of any—”

I shook my head. “No divorce work. It’s undignified.”

“So is standing in the government cheese line!... You know how we ought to fill Roger Freemont’s old office?”

“No. How.”

“With Roger Freemont. You need to call him.”

“That prick?” I started walking again. “Not in this lifetime.”

He tagged along. “He was Mike’s partner, too.”

“The bastard quit. When we needed him most.”

Dan’s hand found my arm—not roughly, but enough to stop me. I gave him a look, which should have withered him, but didn’t.

“Kiss and make up with him, boss.” He let go of my arm but his eyes held onto mine. “We can use Roger—he has smarts and contacts and can generate business.”

I drew in a breath. I let it out.

Dan sighed. “Just think about it, okay?...Anything else for me today?”

“No.”

“Okay then. See you tomorrow.”

He stopped by the door to get his dark-brown leather jacket from the closet, slipped it on and took one last look back my way and repeated, “Just think about it,” and went out.

I was next to Bea at her reception desk now. “What do you think? Is he right?”

Her big brown eyes gazed up at me. “Yeah, he is.”

“Really?”

“I am pretty much a glorified receptionist....Why do I have a license-to-carry again?”

I didn’t answer her, thoughts generated by Dan’s complaints leaving no room for hers.

So she gave it up, asking, “You want your messages? A couple of people have been trying pretty hard to get you.”

“They’ll keep till tomorrow. Night, Bea.”

“Good night, Ms. Tree.”

I took my dark blue trenchcoat from the closet and, juggling with my purse, slipped it on and slipped on out.

I’d barely exited when I all but bumped into Bernie Levine, our attorney, a dark-haired, sharp-eyed little man in a tailored black suit and a silver silk tie, a combo that hadn’t cost him any more than our monthly office rent.

“Ms. Tree! Thank God I caught you.”

Normally Bernie is so low-key and self-composed as to be invisible. But right now he was on edge—that was plain in his expression of wild-eyed relief.

“Well, I’m flattered, Bernie. But haven’t you heard of cell phones? Big breakthrough.”

“I’ve been trying yours. And I left half a dozen messages with your receptionist.”

“Damn. Sorry. Turned off my cell during a meeting, forgot to turn it back on, and I’m afraid I just blew my messages off—do we need to step back inside?”

“No, no time for that. You come with me and I’ll explain.”

I shrugged, gave myself over to Bernie’s urgency.

Bernard A. Levine was a man I rarely said no to—as the town’s preeminent criminal attorney, he provided the Tree Agency a good share of its clients and, on occasion, defended our actions, in his service and our own.

Soon I was in the rider’s seat of Bernie’s silver Mercedes, watching my lawyer friend sit forward as if he’d woken up to find himself in the midst of a NASCAR race, not in paralyzed rush hour traffic in the Loop. This time of year, darkness descended around four-thirty and it might well have been mid-night—which, as long and hard as my day had been, was exactly what it felt like.

“Ms. Tree,” Bernie said, gripping the wheel tight, “my client is an innocent woman.”

“Aren’t all your clients innocent? Until proven broke?”

“That’s unkind.”

Notice he didn’t say “unfair.”

“So this is an indigent innocent woman, then? Pro bono work, Bern?”

He winced. “No...not exactly.”

“A wealthy innocent woman, then?”

“Why, is that a crime?”

“No. But what crime are we talking about?”

He sighed heavily. “It’s just that this...this is the weirdest goddamn case. She killed her husband, all right. This afternoon. No question.”

I frowned at him. Traffic might have been slow, but we’d just gone from innocent to guilty in ten seconds. “She admits it?”

“Admits it. Caught at the scene with the murder gun. And yet...”

“There’s an ‘and yet’?”

He nodded, honked at a taxi, and we moved a few inches. “You may have heard of her husband—Richard Addwatter? Addwatter Accounting?”

When Bernie dropped a name, he dropped a name. “I know the firm, obviously,” I said. “Who doesn’t in this town? But I don’t know the man.”

“And you never will. The man is dead. Mrs. Addwatter made him that way. And you’re going to find me extenuating circumstances.”

My eyebrows took a hike. “What happened to the ‘innocent woman’ angle?”

“Oh, she is innocent, legally speaking. Even without your help, I can get her found not guilty. No problem. Slam dunk.”

I didn’t have to say, What the hell? My face did it for me.

“Better give me the basics, Bern. She killed him where and when?”

“This afternoon, about three PM—at a no-tell motel out by the airport.”

Traffic picked up a little, and Bernie told me the story, based upon his client’s confidences and the police reports.

Richard Addwatter, a graying, handsome man in his early forties, had been in bed, apparently asleep and naked as God had first made him though considerably hairier, next to an attractive if slutty-looking blonde woman in her thirties, who was sitting up in bed, smoking a cigarette, looking bored, sheets not covering large breasts with half-circle surgery scars on the underside of large brown nipples.

The woman in bed might have been waiting for a taxi.

This was the tableau awaiting Marcy Addwatter, a beautiful desperate housewife, also in her thirties, impeccably dressed in white stretch twill pantsuit and a pale blue blouse and black Jimmy Choos. Her wildly permed dark blonde hair may well have given her a Medusa aspect, when she threw open the door and sent her own shadow into the room in a slant of sunshine.

The blonde in the bed looked up at the figure filling the doorway, just a little surprised, then immediately got bored again, smoking insolently. “You must be the little woman.”

“You must be the dead whore.”

Then Mrs. Addwatter’s arm swung up and the gun in it aimed itself at the two figures in the bed, the slumbering man and the woman who was scrambling, fighting the sheets as she tried to get out of harm’s way.

Mrs. Addwatter had been smiling, just a little, when the big nine millimeter automatic in her small hand bucked as she blasted away at the bed, emptying all eight rounds, eight small explosions that rattled everything in the room, until Mrs. Addwatter was clicking on an empty chamber.

The newly minted widow did not even bother to step into the room, where her husband had slept through his own murder, his shopworn afternoon delight wrapped up in a bloody sheet like some awful Christmas present, hanging half out of the bed and staring sightlessly with surprised, indignant eyes.

*

“Mrs. Addwatter used a nine millimeter?” the doctor asked.

“Yes.”

“That was the weapon in your dream, Ms. Tree.”

“And the weapon in my purse, doc.” I gave him a sideways glance. “Sometimes a nine mil is just a nine mil.”

He raised an eyebrow. “She shot her husband, and his, uh, ‘date’ until all the bullets were gone. Until she was ‘clicking on an empty chamber,’ as you put it.”

“Right. Like in my dream. You think that’s significant?”

“Perhaps. Please continue.”

Bernie Levine and I were walking down an endless corridor at the city jail. Our pace was steady but not frantic—Bernie had left his anxiety behind once we’d conquered traffic, and anyway he needed me to be filled completely in.

“My client is a disturbed woman, Ms. Tree—clinically a schizophrenic. And her husband was, for years, a confirmed womanizer, whose behavior aggravated his wife’s mental illness.”

“For how many years?”

The attorney frowned. “I knew Rich Addwatter. He wasn’t a close friend, just a...country club golfing buddy. But I do know he changed his ways a good five years ago.”

“He really changed ’em this afternoon.”

Bernie stopped.

So did I.

“Ms. Tree, Rich Addwatter loved his wife. Loved her very much. I truly believe he turned over a major new leaf, five years ago, to save her...and himself.”

I couldn’t suppress the smirk. “Nobility like that rarely winds up in sleazy motel rooms.”

Bernie ignored my expression and my words. “Otherwise, with her sickness? He’d have skated. Dumped her like a falling stock—a lot of guys would, you know.”

I couldn’t argue with him.

We began to walk again, and I said, “Okay...so she snags the insanity verdict and is institutionalized. You know when she’ll get out, don’t you? The day after Hinckley.”

He nodded, said, “Which would be a major miscarriage of justice. Marcy Addwatter has been stabilized for years.”

“Her husband falling off the faithfulness wagon unstabilized her in a hurry.”

Bernie stopped again, took the sleeve of my trenchcoat. “All right, Ms. Tree, fine...but how? How did that happen?”

I thought for a moment, then started walking again and Bernie fell in step with me.

I said, “Okay. Richard...let’s call him Dick...made an afternoon pick-up in a bar, most likely.”

“After all these years, why?”

“Bernie, you don’t know for sure that hubby hadn’t been feeding his letch habit by picking up the occasional working girl. And the dead woman was a pro?”

“The police haven’t confirmed that, but that’s the assumption.”

“Okay, then. Maybe Dick’s idea of being faithful was not to have a serious affair. Strictly cash and carry on.”

“Even so,” Bernie said, “how did my client happen to know about this pick-up? And find her way to that no-tell motel?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then find out, Ms. Tree. Talk to her.”

I was shaking my head, not in refusal but to clear the cobwebs. “Top of the list of a couple hundred things I don’t understand is why I’m even able to talk to her—the murders happened just hours ago. Nobody should be getting in but you and maybe family....”

“Haven’t you guessed?” Bernie smiled for the first time since he’d spirited me off. “Your friend Lt. Valer of Homicide greased the wheels.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“You’ll have to ask him. I don’t look gift cops in the mouth.”

Within minutes Bernie Levine and I were seated on our side of the booth and its Plexiglas divider in the city jail visitor’s area, a study in gray institutional brick and no windows. We watched as a uniformed policewoman escorted in a shell-shocked Marcy Addwatter—her permed hair a fright wig, her face pale and sans make-up—and guided the small woman in jailhouse orange over to the seat opposite us.

The attorney reached for the phone, nodding to his glassy-eyed client for her to do the same. She did, sluggishly.

“Marcy,” Bernie said, and he bobbed his head toward me, “this is Ms. Tree. She’s working for us as an investigator.”

“Rich is dead,” Marcy said into her phone.

I could barely hear it through Bernie’s phone, which he cocked to share with me; but got it well enough for her zombie monotone to register.

“I know Rich is dead, Marcy,” Bernie was saying, “but you’re alive, and you’re going to be well again. Have you seen a doctor yet?”

“No.”

“Okay, I’ll work on that. Right away. But first I’m going to turn the phone over to Ms. Tree. Answer her questions, Marcy. She’s our friend. She’s your friend.”

“Okay.”

The attorney let out a breath, sat back, and passed the phone over to me.

I scooched forward.

“Hello, Marcy—my name is Michael.”

The tiniest confusion came into the woman’s eyes. “Boy’s name. That’s a boy’s name.”

“Sometimes it’s a girl’s name. May I call you ‘Marcy’?”

“That’s a girl’s name. Marcy’s a girl’s name.”

Her gaze was unblinking and steered vaguely my way, but she didn’t really seem to be seeing me. Or anything.

“Marcy, how did you know where Rich was this afternoon?”

“Phone call.”

“Who called you?”

“A friend.”

“What friend?”

The barest shrug. “Just a friend. Said he was a friend. Doing what friends do.”

“What do friends do, Marcy?”

“Help. Help friends.”

“When was this phone call?”

“After lunch.”

I tried to put it as delicately as possible: “And this was the first you suspected your husband was—”

But I wasn’t delicate enough, because she came alive, her eyes wide and wild—those eyes had probably looked like that when she shot her husband and his pick-up.

“No! No. I’ve known for weeks. Over a month....We argued. He denied it. Such a good actor. Made me remember the other times.”

“Other times?”

“In our marriage. Years back. When he cheated. Cheated all the time.”

“How have you known for weeks? Other phone calls?”

“Just the one phone call.”

“Then how—”

“Voices. The voices.”

“What voices, Marcy?”

“The voices at night. In the dark. In my head....Could I talk to Mr. Levine, Michael?”

Feeling like I was getting nowhere, I passed the phone back over to the attorney, who brought his chair forward.

I could hear Marcy’s monotone coming scratchily from the phone: “I need something. My head hurts. And I’m awful blue. I’d kill myself, but...”

“Marcy, don’t talk that way.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t do it. What if I went to heaven or hell or someplace? And Richard was there? I’d have to talk to him about this. And I really don’t want to.”

The woman hung up.

Stood up.

The policewoman came over and escorted her out.

Bernie and I lingered momentarily, feeling pretty shell-shocked ourselves.

“Voices,” I said. “That’s par for schizophrenia, right?”

“Right. But a patient on medication, stabilized for years? Why would the voices in her head start striking up conversations now?”

“Was she still on her meds?”

“Yes! That’s my understanding, at least. Ms. Tree, you’ve got to help me.”

“No, Bernie.”

He looked crestfallen. “No?”

I stood. “I’ve got to help her.”



THREE

In the lower level, which is to say basement, of police headquarters on South State Street, I found Lt. Rafe Valer in one of the eight cubicles on the firing range.

Black, in his early thirties, Rafe—in a yellow shirt and a copper-color tie slung out of the way—was so angularly handsome he didn’t look ridiculous in those black-padded earmuffs and the wraparound sunglass-style eye protection. How I looked in the same gear—required of all who set foot on the range—I couldn’t tell you.

I was standing behind Rafe, with a great view as he fired off six rounds from his .38 Police Special, and earmuffs or not, those ringing reports got my attention. The cartoon perp twenty-five yards away had a cluster of shots on his heart.

Rafe half-turned, reloading, and noticed me. He nodded and almost smiled.

“I’ve seen better,” I said.

“That’s why I come in evenings,” he said, in his mellow radio announcer’s baritone, “when this place is a ghost town.”

“Does it help?”

“Does what help?”

I nodded toward the target. “That it’s a white guy.”

He chuckled, snapped the cylinder shut on the reloaded weapon and said, casually, “You’re evil.”

“If so,” I said, sidling up to him, “why do I rate the special privileges?”

“Like what? Civilian access to the firing range?”

I folded my arms and gazed up at him with one eyebrow arched. “Like paving the way for me seeing Marcy Addwatter when the smoke from her handgun’s barely cleared.”

“Actually,” he said lightly, “those were smokeless rounds.”

“Rafe....”

He gave me a serious look. The half-lidded eyes behind the protective glasses were as dark as burnished mahogany. “I don’t like to be manipulated.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning this Addwatter case is too damn pat.” He shook his head, lifted his shoulders. “This is a woman with mental problems, kept under control, by medication, for years...who suddenly flies off the handle? Why?”

I shrugged. “Hubby’s chubbies?”

The dark-brown eyes narrowed. “Did Bernie Levine tell you about the prior incidents?”

“What prior incidents?”

“I’ll take that as a ‘no.’ ” Rafe let some air out. His free hand rested on his hip. “Back when Rich Addwatter was catting around, his wife took a potshot at him on one occasion, and on another, her aim improving, put him in the hospital with a bullet in the upper arm.”

“Is that all?”

“Actually, no. She also clobbered him, once, with a glass ashtray.”

“By that do you mean, clobbered him once, or once upon a time clobbered him?”

“Both apply. And it’s no joke—left him a scar. Gave the poor bastard migraines.”

I shrugged again. “It’s a joke compared to getting shot and killed with a ‘date’ in a sleazy motel room. And, anyway, he’s probably over his headaches now.”

“Some headaches,” Rafe said, as he stared me down, “hang on after you’d figure they wouldn’t.”

I ignored that. “So these past ‘incidents,’ even though she’s been medically stabilized ever since, make her the perfect perp.”

He nodded but he didn’t look happy about it.

“And from Homicide’s point of view, this is a closed case?”

“It should be. It really should. But I swear, Michael—somebody set that poor woman in motion...then expected us to buy it at face value.”

“On the surface, this one’s about as open-and-shut as they come.”

“That’s what bothers me—it’s all surface...but such a perfect surface, we won’t need to dig.”

“And that’s why you’re helping Bernie Levine out, and getting me free passes to the visitor’s room at lock-up.”

He said nothing, but that might have been a smile.

I held my hand out. “May I?”

He shook his head, but put the .38 in my hand and said, “Be my guest. You want a fresh target?”

“No. You left plenty to play with.”

“I’m anxious to see what you can do. After all, you said you’d seen better....”

“Back off and let a woman in.”

Rafe stepped out of the cubicle and I took his place and assumed the proper stance.

I took half a second to aim before my six shots blurred into one roar, and twenty-five feet down, the little puckers in the paper clustered even tighter than Rafe’s had, only mine were centered on the cartoon perp’s forehead.

My smile was smug, I admit it, when I returned the empty weapon to Rafe’s outstretched hand. Cordite smell hung in the air like a curtain that had dropped after my performance.

He was grinning again, shaking his head a little, clearly impressed. He emptied the spent shells from the .38’s cylinder into a waist-high tray at the shooter’s station; the shells made a brittle rainfall.

Then his expression turned innocent. “Does it help?”

I just looked at him.

He nodded toward the head-shredded target down there. “That it’s a guy?”

I rewarded him with a little laugh, then asked, “What do you know about this case that I don’t, Rafe? Come on. Spill.”

He was looking past me, toward the target, reflective suddenly. “You know, Michael, I’m not surprised you quit the force. You really were wasted in Records.”

“That was where you met your husband,” the doctor said.

“That’s right. Records. Mike Tree was a lieutenant with Homicide, and me? I was a glorified clerk. My father had been a career cop, most decorations in the history of the department, and thus far in my so-called career, I’d been a damn drudge, a grunt in Records, a uniformed policewoman copying information from official forms into a computer file.”

“So you quit.”

“No, doc, Rafe was wrong: I didn’t quit, not exactly.”

“But you did quit...”

“I resigned.”

“Odd distinction.”

I sighed. “Okay. Let’s just say, quitting hadn’t been my idea.”

He shifted in the chair and the leather squeaked. “Please explain.”

Mike Tree was just this big fullback-looking guy with a military crewcut and gentle blue-green eyes and an unforgiving square jaw and the kind of battered good looks that some women find sexy. Unfortunately, I was one of them.

He was legendary around the department as one of the toughest cops in town, though it was the kind of tough that people usually tagged “but fair” after. He flirted with every woman on the department, whether cute or chunky, married or lesbian, but never really hit on any of them and never dated a fellow cop. That was the word, anyway.

Which I admit frustrated me, because he always stopped and talked to me a little longer, flirted a little more boldly, than with any other girl on the force. A part of me resented that. A bigger part wished it would go further....

On this particular afternoon, I hadn’t noticed him approach my little outpost in the Records bullpen. Suddenly he was just there beside me, dragging a chair from somewhere to sit on it backward next to me in a boldly familiar way, as if he’d done it a hundred times, when it was probably only fifty.

“Afternoon, sexy,” he said. His voice had a husky, almost raspy sound.

I kept typing. Didn’t look at him. “Wow. You must not’ve heard about the new Sexual Harassment Protocol.”

“What new Sexual Harassment Protocol?”

“The one they just adopted, fifteen years ago.”

He shrugged. Yawned and made a show of it. “I’d have to work here for that to matter.”

Now I looked at him. Couldn’t help myself. “Since when don’t you work here?”

His smile was endless and endlessly self-satisfied. “Since five minutes ago. Tended my resignation...or is that tendered? Which is right? Ah hell, make it ‘tendered’...I’m feeling more tender today, anyway.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked irritably, doing everything I could to sound like I didn’t care. I was back to my typing, not looking at him anymore, but I won’t say it was easy.

He leaned in. “What I’ve been talking about. For months now.”

“Remind me.”

“Starting my own agency.”

“Oh. Mike Tree, Private Eye. I thought that was a pipe dream.”

He gestured with both hands, leaning against the back of that chair as his friendly mug hung over it. “If so, I’m smoking some really good stuff. ‘Cause I turned in my written resignation and my badge and I.D. and even my gun.”

Now I looked at him, right at him. “You’re serious.”

“As a heart attack.” He pointed at me, Uncle Sam-style. “You know why I stopped by, don’t you?”

“To say goodbye? Goodbye.”

“No. Because I need a few good men.”

“You what?”

“For my new agency. I need a few good men.” I’d turned back to my typing, but from the corner of an eye, I saw that cocky half-grin of his. “I could even use a few good women.”

I paused. Turned toward him again. “What is this, a proposition?”

He didn’t rise to my bait, instead shifting tone and, seemingly, subject. “Look, your pop was the best cop ever...a cop’s cop...so you became one, right?”

“Right.”

“You were the only child, and you happened to be a girl, which disappointed Daddy but which I happen to be fully in favor of....Anyway, the point is, you picked up the family banner. You got a two-year law enforcement degree at that junior college out in the suburbs, what’s it called? Doesn’t matter, and before you know it, you’re at the academy acing every damn thing they could throw at you. Right?”

“Right. So?”

He leaned in again. Way in, this time. The eyes, typically, were gentle, sweet, but that jaw remained determined. “So where’d you start out, after graduating with top honors? Where did this boy’s club called the Chicago PD feel your gifts could best serve our fair city?”

“Don’t say it.”

“Writing parking tickets,” he said.

“I asked you not to say it.”

“And so you worked your way up to Records. And gee whiz, gee willikers, it only took three years. Why, you’ll be on the street in...let me do the math... never.”

I said nothing for a moment.

He let me mull it.

Then I said, “You have a better offer?”

“Miss Friday, I certainly—”

“I prefer ‘Ms.’ ”

“Do you?” The blue-green eyes twinkled. No shit, they twinkled. “Maybe you’d prefer being a real cop.”

I frowned. “Private variety? Divorces and security systems? No thank you.”

Both eyebrows went up. And his smile had no smirk in it at all. “Even if I offered you a full partnership? I’m bringing over a couple of other coppers, too, though they aren’t as cute as you...well, maybe Dan Green is.”

“You don’t mean that kid Green, the patrolman?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly who I mean. Took him a whole year to get out on the street. Oh, and Roger Freemont, of course.”

“That asshole?”

“Yeah. That asshole.” He flipped a hand. “Roge was my partner starting out, and the first person I thought to ask aboard...though you were always high on the list, Ms. Friday.”

“You’re on my list, too. And please spare me the story about Freemont saving your life in Desert Storm. I’ll wait for the movie.”

I swung back toward the computer, my fingers poised. But somehow I couldn’t bring myself to type.

He stood watching me not work. But he wasn’t smug at all when he asked, “So—what do you say, Michelle?”

“It’s ‘Michael.’ ”

He shrugged. “Whatever. You’re a rose by any name that deserves better than sitting behind a computer at some goddamn desk in a dreary uniform that does lousy things to your....What do you say?”

“What do I say?”

“Is there an echo in here?” His grin was big and friendly but something in his eyes was serious, almost pleading. “Yeah, Michael, what do you say?”

My lower lip quivered. My eyes were tightening and untightening. My breath was coming fast.

“...Yes?”

And six months later, I was a partner in the Tree Agency, smartly attired in a black suit with white blouse, both courtesy of Norma Kamali...

...behind a desk, typing at a computer keyboard.

Well, somebody had to run the office, Mike said. And I was the only one among the handful of Tree Agency employees who had the computer skills. Once we had expanded, as our new Michigan Avenue suite of offices would easily allow, I could replace my own position and finally get out in the field.

Mike said.

I admit I was frustrated. Dan Green, Roger Freemont and Mike made up a smaller boys’ club than the Chicago PD, but a boys’ club all the same. Each had his private office—there were three offices and a conference room at the rear—and I would see them conferring just outside those offices, in various combinations. Our agency may have been in the Loop, but I wasn’t. I kept my own company in one of the eight cubicles that were to be filled one day.

Freemont I particularly found grating.

Fortyish, bald, burly, in black-rimmed glasses and off-the-rack suits, he looked like an accountant having a bad day. Every day. He was civil but spoke to me only when necessary, and I had the feeling he resented that I—like he and Dan—was a full partner.

Once, about three months after we opened the office, Freemont had stopped by my desk and awkwardly tried to make nice. Sort of.

He said, “Look, I know you’re qualified, and the time will come. Trust me.”

“Why?”

Behind the lenses of the glasses, his dark blue eyes blinked owlishly. “Why what?”

“Should I trust you.”

He frowned. “Because you trust Mike, and he trusts me. I know you feel...left out.”

I smiled at him the way a teacher does a problem student. “That’s right. Things are going on around here, cases looked into, that I’m not part of. There’s more whispering than a teenage slumber party.”

Suddenly he seemed ill at ease; or I should say, even more ill at ease.

“You’ll have to take it up with Mike,” he said, and was off to the privacy of his office.

Dan Green, on the other hand, was genuinely friendly, and we hit off. We followed a couple of the same TV shows and that gave us some common ground for office chitchat, and we both had a jones for Gino’s deep dish pizza, which led to an occasional business lunch or dinner.

Just the same, he never got fresh with me; we were strictly business buddies.

But when we hired Bea Vang away from the Chicago PD—where among other things she’d worked undercover vice and, along the way, picked up a taste for fun if mildly slutty clothes—Dan took more than a professional interest. Or was that less?

Ms. Vang was a good-looking young woman whose attributes may have been emphasized by the Betsy Johnson fashions she preferred, but even in Ann Taylor she’d have been the kind of attractive nuisance that could lead a Dan Green to spend way too much time stopping by her desk.

Bea hadn’t complained to me, but I could see she was getting uncomfortable, so I brought the subject up with Dan—boiled down, it came to “Cool it!”—and then reported to Mike.

“I had to talk to Dan today,” I told him.

“About hitting on Bea?”

“Right. Last thing a new small business needs is a sexual harassment lawsuit.”

My point, admittedly, was undercut by our being naked in bed together at the time I brought this up....

Mike’s bed, in his apartment.

He threw the paperback he’d been reading onto the nightstand, moved closer and slipped an arm around me. “Sexual harassment, huh? Isn’t this where I came in?”

“Never mind where you came in,” I said, thumping him on the nose with a forefinger, gently. “Bea’s got a solid law enforcement background, and—as we expand—we need to get her out from behind that desk and into some real case work.”

“Is this a veiled criticism?”

I beamed at him—one hundred watts of sarcasm. “About my being stuck behind a desk? Why, no! Not at all! I would never accuse you of bait and switch. Not in a million fucking years....”

He slipped his arm out from around my shoulders and sat up in bed, sheets gathered at his waist, his muscular chest and broad shoulders meaning absolutely nothing to me, much, and gave me his most earnest look. “Hey. By next year, you will be out from behind that desk. One way or the other.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

He had this puckish expression going; just plain silly, on a big hairy ape like him. “It means...you might be expanding, yourself.”

I frowned. “I’m working out every other day, I’ll have you know.”

“I didn’t mean that. You’re perfect. It’s just...I have big plans for you, Michael.”

“Plans. Plans. How about something right now?”

“Okay.”

He reached for the nightstand, opened the drawer, and came back with a little black box.

Of course I knew.

So do you.

But surprise washed over me just the same, when I took the tiny box and flipped it open and saw, nestled there in pink satin, a diamond ring. Simple. Elegant. A karat, maybe.

And Mike Tree knew, for all my talk, dangling a karat in front of me would get this woman’s attention....

“I’ll make you a deal,” he said softly. “You’re out on the streets all you want, a P.I. just like the big boys...and girls...as long as you take a year off every time we have one.”

I frowned in confusion. “One? One what?”

“A boy. Or girl.” He was moving in for the kill now, nuzzling my neck. “Some detective,” he said.

Then he was crawling on top of me, kissing my neck, nibbling at my ear, and this and much else that’s none of your business went on for quite a while.

But this I will admit: before he slipped it in, he made me slip it on—the ring, I mean.

He said, “Gotta...start...making an...an honest... honest woman...out of you....”

“Take,” I said, “your time....”



FOUR

The doctor’s pen scratched at his notebook paper, filling a lull.

Then he said, “Let’s get back to new business, Ms. Tree. What was it about the Richard Addwatter killing that touched a nerve?”

“The other victim,” I said.

“The woman with Addwatter at the motel?”

“No. The other other victim—Mrs. Addwatter.”

“All right. What about her case touched a nerve, then?”

I glanced over at him. Reflections obscured the eyes behind the lenses and his solemn visage with the spade-shaped beard made him a figure in the kind of dream he might be asked to interpret.

“I’ll ask you one, Doc. How often does a homicide lieutenant encourage a P.I. to get involved in a murder case?”

Cook County Memorial Hospital, on West Harrison, takes up roughly fifteen city blocks and works at keeping the citizens of Chicago alive and well. When that doesn’t pan out, the Cook County Morgue, located at the hospital for 130 years or so, takes over.

The female Chicagoan on the metal tray—pale gray in her dead nakedness—was getting the kind of exam that doesn’t do the patient much good, no matter how thorough Dr. Pravene might be.

In his late thirties, a bland, blandly handsome East Indian in white, from lab coat to pants and even shoes, Dr. Pravene was just about to begin his autopsy, which seemed overkill, considering the cause of death just might be the three bullet wounds, one in the throat, another in the chest, last in the stomach.

Rafe and I were keeping a respectful distance. Autopsies don’t make me sick but they aren’t my idea of a good time. And if it had been any more unpleasantly cold in that cement-block chamber, our breaths would’ve been showing. Everybody’s but the corpse’s, anyway.

Rafe was saying, “Dr. Pravene found something interesting in the vic’s tox screen.”

Pravene, a scalpel in hand, paused, as if he’d been about to slice a birthday cake but somebody at the party reminded him that first the candles needed blowing out.

“Rohypnol, Ms. Tree,” Pravene said.

“Roofies?” I squinted at the doctor, as if trying to bring him into focus, then looked at Rafe the same way. “No offense to the deceased, gentlemen, but why would Richard Addwatter need a date rape drug to ply his charms on this debutante?”

Pravene placed the scalpel in a small tray and came over to give me his full attention; his patient didn’t seem to mind, even though the physician gestured at her in a dismissive manner.

“The drug wasn’t in the female victim’s blood,” Pravene said.

Then he moved over to another metal slab, where his next patient awaited: Richard Addwatter, who had taken bullets in the forehead, center chest and lower belly. The doctor gestured to my client’s late husband.

I said, “The male vic?”

Pravene nodded. “Female’s screen did show heroin, among other things—plus she was HIV positive.”

Rafe was at my side. “Hooker,” he said.

I gave him a frown. “You think?”

He ignored that, adding, “Rap sheet thicker than a Stephen King.”

“And probably at least as frightening.” I drew in a breath, regretting it instantly as a chemical taste invaded. “So...what’s a high-end john like Richard Addwatter doing with such a low-rent date?”

Rafe’s face was placid but his eyes weren’t. He answered my question with one of his own: “What do we get if somebody drugs the husband, hires a hooker who won’t be missed, and sets the psychotic wife in motion?”

I shrugged. “I dunno—instant dead Dick, maybe? ...But who wanted Dick dead?”

Rafe didn’t respond, not right away. Instead he nodded a thank you to Dr. Pravene, who nodded back and returned to his work as the homicide cop led me gently by the arm out into the hallway.

“Want to know who wanted Addwatter dead?” Rafe asked. “How about somebody whose books he’d cooked? Or maybe whose books he wouldn’t cook?”

I was shaking my head. “Addwatter Accounting? With their spotless rep?”

“Michael, since when do you buy P.R. bullshit?” His grunt was almost a laugh. “Anyway, a term like ‘spotless’ can’t be applied to certain of the illustrious firm’s clients.”

“Don’t be coy, Rafe. Drop a name.”

“Okay.” He grinned at me and there was something ruthless in it. “How about I drop this one? Muerta Enterprises International?”

As cold as the morgue had been, the chill up my spine was colder.

“Muerta,” I said, the word sounding half prayer, half curse. “They’re supposed to’ve gone entirely legit, since—”

One eyebrow hiked itself into a sort of question mark. “Since your husband put the family patriarch away? Since Mike Tree brought Dominic Muerta down?”

I said nothing.

“You really buy that, Michael?”

And for a while there, as Rafe stood glowering at me, I wasn’t any more talkative than the other residents of the morgue.

But finally I found words and my voice and put them together.

“Let’s see what Captain Steele thinks.”

Rafe didn’t argue.

“Captain Steele,” the doctor said. “He was your husband’s partner.”

“Yes. He heads up the Organized Crime Unit now.”

“They were quite a team, I understand.”

I nodded. “Put Dominic Muerta away—last of the Capone gang godfathers.”

“It was a close friendship, Mike and Captain Steele?”

I whipped a frown his way. “You know how close it was!...Sorry.”

I shouldn’t have snapped at him. The doctor was, after all, merely trying to maintain a professional decorum. He had been my husband’s psychiatrist long before I’d come here for therapy—Mike had been involved in several shootings during his time on the force, making counseling mandatory, and Dr. Cassel was one of the approved shrinks the department used.

“Captain Steele,” he was saying, “was your husband’s best man, at the wedding?”

“Yes. But, Doctor, there’s something...something I haven’t told you that colors all of this.”

“Go ahead.”

“If you don’t mind...I’ll get to it, but...in my own way.”

“Fine. Please. Go on.”

Captain Charles “Chic” Steele was a well-tanned blue-eyed blond, with an endless smile and a cute cleft chin, and had he been twenty, not thirty-five, and in California, not Chicago, you might have taken him for a surfer dude. Not that his attire was in the least bit gnarly: he looked sharp in a tan herringbone sportcoat with a light blue button-down shirt and a gold tie, his slacks a darker tan.

Right now he was on stage at police headquarters, in a big meeting room that bordered on an auditorium, which was filled with police officers, men and women under thirty, a mix of uniformed and plainclothes officers, with a few in “street undercover” attire stirred in.

Behind him, on a huge screen, a succession of images was being projected—images of criminals of various ethnicities. This was a slide show, and a young redheaded policewoman (I knew her a little—Sharon Davis) was running it from a computer at the rear.

“The pitfall,” Chic was saying, “is thinking of these elements as gangbangers—they are not. They are sophisticated criminal organizations. Take the Russian group, for instance—the R.O.C.—which is tied to Miami Colombian groups.”

Russian gangsters, on the screen, were followed by Colombians.

“Now each of you is assigned to one faction,” he told his rapt audience, “but watch for contact between R.O.C. and this new Salvadoran group, spun off from M-13 in California, and these Asian gangs, the Hip Sing and On Leong especially....”

As he continued, Sharon kept the faces coming, Russian, Hispanic, Asian, sometimes mug shots, mostly surveillance photos.

Rafe and I were taking this in at the rear, not far from where Sharon perched at her computer post. The lecture continued for another ten minutes or so, but then the lights came up and the attendees started filing out. Lt. Valer and I moved against the tide to catch Chic, still up on the stage, chatting with a couple of lingerers.

Chic grinned when he saw us and came down the four steps. He extended a hand to Rafe, and they shook, while the OCU captain nodded at me and I did the same back.

Rafe said, “Hope you don’t mind us crashing the party.”

“Never.” He tapped Rafe on the shoulder in tag-you’re-it fashion. “I’d love to get you interested in what we’re doing at OCU. Ready to transfer over from Homicide?”

Rafe shook his head, laughed a little. “No way! I like coming in after the shooting has stopped, not putting my ass out on the firing line and getting shot myself.”

“Spoken like a true Homicide cop,” Chic said.

I was hearing this, but not looking at either of these good-looking coppers, my attention on the pictures that were one after another filling the screen, thanks to the policewoman at the computer doing a post-lecture check-through.

As these largely unfamiliar faces flashed by, I said, “Don’t know many of these new players, Captain—but it sure looks like somebody’s organizing.”

“Yeah,” Chic said, glumly, “and if these factions come together, like the Italian, Irish and Jewish gangsters did back in the Capone days? Well...then we get the perfect criminal storm.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, and met the captain’s blue eyes, “my favorite ‘faction’ didn’t make the cut.”

Chic offered up half a smile. “If you mean LCN, La Cosa Nostra’s cooperating with the Russians big-time back east....Different story here.”

My eyebrows went up. “Really? My memory is, the Muertas were always good at bringing rival factions together.”

Rafe was nodding. “Yeah, Chic—any sign of activity on that front?”

Chic shook his head and a comma of blond hair dangled itself over his forehead. His hands were on his hips. “Guys, I know where you’re comin’ from, but I’ve worked on the Muertas and their LCN ties for many months....We haven’t found a damn thing to link them to organized crime—DEA, Customs, ATF, all come up bupkis.”

“Currently,” I said.

“Currently.” He shrugged. “Sharon! Put Dominic Muerta’s pic up, would you?...It’s been, what, two years since Mike and I put that evil old son of a bitch in stir, and almost that long since he died in there.”

The face on the screen now was familiar, all right—the distinguished, white-haired, dark-glasses-wearing Dominic Muerta, with his narrow, high-cheekboned face seeming more Apache than Sicilian, a slender devil in dapper angelic white.

“And then,” I said, almost to myself, “his daughter steps in. Dominic replaced by Dominique....”

Chic called, “Put up the daughter’s pic, Sharon, would you?”

But Sharon had anticipated the request, and Chic’s question was only half-asked when the image of Dominique Muerta loomed from the screen, a dark-haired woman in her early thirties, sleekly beautiful but something hard around the thin, well-shaped lips and something cold in the dark almond eyes.

More images of her followed, surveillance photos mixed with wire-service ones, all painting a sophisticated, successful picture of a modern businesswoman.

Chic was saying, “Brilliant executive, by all accounts, Dominique Muerta...well-educated, respected by the business community. New generation of Muerta who recognized that enterprises entered into, years ago, as fronts and money laundries had become profitable in their own right. Enormously so. Chiefly, entertainment....”

“Like illegal gambling,” I said lightly, “and narcotics and child porn?”

Chic turned to Rafe. “When’s the last time the Muertas were implicated in any of those, Lieutenant?”

Rafe’s admission may have been reluctant, but it did support Chic’s thesis: “Not since cancer took the old man out.”

Again Chic called back to the policewoman. “Sharon? Would you put up those Muerta Enterprises images?”

“Certainly, Captain.”

And the screen illustrated Chic’s words as he said, “As I tell our troops, Muerta Enterprises is an ever-expanding international network of hotels, theaters and casinos—legal ones. Magazine publishing, music business, Internet...”

Rafe smirked humorlessly. “Nice to know the mob’s gone digital.”

“Only numbers that count to those bastards,” I said, “have dollar signs.”

“Maybe so,” Chic said, “but that’s the American dream, isn’t it, Ms. Tree? They started on the streets, like these current gangbangers...and now they’ve climbed the ladder.”

“Maybe,” I allowed. “Now the question is, whose window are they climbing in?”

*

The three of us continued our discussion over dinner, since it occurred to me I hadn’t eaten for nine or ten hours.

Mike Ditka’s was as upscale as its namesake’s image wasn’t, a male bastion of rich wood, polished brass, and sports memorabilia displayed with just a little more pomp than religious relics at the Vatican. We were tucked into a leatherette booth where we were enjoying after-dinner coffee, having disposed of a filet (me), Da Pork Chop (Rafe) and roasted chicken (Chic).

Chic was saying, “We’ve looked under every rock in town, trying to show the Muertas are still connected to organized crime—to establish that the ‘new leaf’ Dominique turned over is strictly cosmetic.” He shrugged. “Nada.”

“They’re going to hide it deep,” I said. “There’ll be more layers than an onion.”

The OCU captain made a face. “So far, peeling ‘em has only made me weep...plus earned me more new orifices than I know what to do with.”

Rafe frowned. “How so?”

“I’ve had the brass warn me off the Muertas three times in the last six months. Twice orally and, most recently, in writing.”

I swallowed a sip of black coffee. “Maybe more than just the Muertas are connected.”

But Chic shook his head. “No. That’s not it. It’s not that the brass are bent, any of ‘em; it’s more that the Muertas’ attorneys have stopped just short of filing official complaints about harassment. Dominique was a big contributor to the mayor’s campaign, last go-round, y’know....”

“I rest my case,” I said.

Rafe’s eyes were tight as he said to Chic, “Isn’t there one thing you’re leaving out, buddy?”

Chic didn’t seem to follow that. “What?”

“You know.”

“Oh....Hell, you’re not starting that again.”

I asked, “Starting what?”

Chic waved a dismissive hand. “It’s a theory Homicide came up with. But OCU can’t get any traction on it, Ms. Tree...though God knows we’ve tried.”

Rafe leaned forward, insistent, his eyes going from me to Chic and back again. “Not a theory. These are real deaths.”

Chic nodded and sighed, then said, “Yes, the deaths are real enough. But there’s no sign that this so-called ‘Event Planner’ is—”

“Event planner?” Now I was sitting forward. “What, like weddings?”

Rafe said, “More like funerals.”

Chic drew in a breath and let it out and, reluctantly, explained. “Idea is the Muertas have a sort of...hitman once removed, who arranges for people to be eliminated in such a way that no mob involvement is indicated or even suspected.”

Rafe picked it up. “Clean hits that don’t seem to be hits at all, ‘cause they are tidy and tied up...leaving nothing for us poor public servants to investigate.”

“Why ‘Event Planner?’ ” I asked.

“Because these aren’t standard hits, they don’t even look like hits at all—accidents, even murders, but not professional killings. A local politician with national potential—and a strong anti-organized crime background—commits suicide because of an affair. A lawyer in a major civil case gets struck down in traffic at a most convenient time for certain parties. And on and on, including a certain accountant who suddenly starts cheating again, getting himself knocked off by whack-job wifey. There’s more, and I’d bet a year’s pay the seven or eight we know about are just the tip of the goddamned iceberg.”

I returned my attention to Chic. “You obviously aren’t buying into this. Why?”

But I didn’t get a straight answer from Captain Steele until ninety minutes or so later, at my apartment, without Rafe Valer around.

“It’s bad police science,” Chic said. “No offense to Rafe, who is a hell of a detective, but you don’t start with a theory. You develop a theory from evidence... and there isn’t any.”

*

“At your...apartment, Ms. Tree?”

“Uh, yes, Doctor. That’s what I haven’t told you. Over these last few months, I should have been more forthcoming about this.”

“About what exactly?”

As we spoke, Chic was sitting on the edge of my bed in his boxer shorts, getting a cigarette going. He had a nice tan, or what was left of it from our week on Maui, and he was clean and smooth, not like Mike, who’d had hair not just on his chest but his back, a burly bear, whereas his former partner on the PD had a cat-like sleekness.

I was on the bed next to him, sitting up with a pillow behind me. I was wearing a little black nightie, the wispy kind that doesn’t need to come off to accomplish what we’d just done not so long ago.

“And this ‘Event Planner’ idea,” I said, “it’s a notion Rafe came up with himself?”

“Yeah.”

Chic stood. He crossed to a nearby chair where his clothes were draped and began to put them on. He moved with easy grace and confidence, completely unselfconscious.

“In the past five years,” he said, stepping into his trousers, “there have indeed been seven or eight deaths, linked in one way or another to the Muertas.”

“Linked?”

He shook his head. “Not in that way, Michael—these are deaths that have benefited the Muertas...but don’t lead back to them.”

“Oh. Like Richard Addwatter’s wife hearing voices and killing her philandering husband? When the Muertas are Addwatter Accounting clients?”

Chic’s chin came up. “Rafe’s working that? The Addwatter killing?”

I nodded. “And so am I. And I can buy the theory that somebody manipulated this poor woman into—”

“Michael.” He was buttoning his shirt now. “Listen to yourself—you’re buying into a theory and you don’t have a shred of evidence. Investigate, then build your damn premise.”

I watched him as he continued dressing. Finally I asked, “Why do you call me ‘Michael’ only in the bedroom?”

He shrugged. “I dunno. Professional respect, I suppose.”

“Why? We don’t work together. What’s with the ‘Ms. Tree’ this, ‘Ms. Tree’ that?”

He frowned in confusion. “I thought you preferred ‘Ms.’ to—”

“That’s not what I mean,” I said, “and you know it.”

He was seated on the edge of the chair pulling on his socks now. His face was a study in awkward embarrassment, a rarity for this graceful, self-confident man. “I guess I just don’t wanna...I don’t know....You think Rafe knows?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. He made an excuse to leave us alone tonight, didn’t he?...It has been a year.”

He was dressed now, and came back over to the bed and sat on its edge, swiveled my way. “I just....How will it look? Your husband’s old partner, his best friend, his best man...shacked up with—”

My eyes widened. “Shacked up? Is that what we’re doing? That would suggest you ever spent the night here.”

“Michael....”

“Look, I don’t give a rat’s ass about what people say. You were there for me, when I really, really needed you.”

I leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. A little kiss but warm. Wet.

“Yeah,” he said breathlessly, “and how many people would say I was just a goddamned vulture, waiting there to swoop in and take advantage of my partner’s wife’s, you know, vulnerability.”

I laughed a little. “Vulnerability? Are you kidding? Who is it that knows me and thinks I’m vulnerable, anyway? What fool are we talking about?”

He smiled shyly. His smile only got shy in the bedroom, by the way.

“And as for what people think?” I said. “Screw them. Screw people. Screw what they say.”

I leaned forward and nibbled at his ear.

“For that matter,” I whispered, “screw me.”

His laugh was barely audible. “Hey, my name may be Steele, but I ain’t made of it.”

I slipped my hand down until it got to its destination.

“Based on the evidence,” I said, “speaking strictly police science? I’m building a theory otherwise....”



FIVE

The doctor was writing on his pad now, quickly—but I could feel his eyes on me.

“Good,” Dr. Cassel said. “This is healthy—your urge to come forward, into the light, with your relationship.”

“After Chic left, I got to thinking....”

“About accepting responsibility...and consequences.”

“No, that wasn’t what I was thinking about.”

“Oh?”

“I was mulling this crazy idea of Rafe’s...an Event Planner...Death Planner...some caterer of murder. Far-fetched as it sounded, it got me thinking, really thinking.”

“Thinking about what?”

I drew in a deep breath and let it out slow.

“About an ‘event,’ ” I said, “in my own life...that might have been planned....”

The motel near the airport seemed retro at a glance, with its ’50s deco neon sign and squared, one-story U of rooms making a courtyard around a swimming pool covered for the winter. But really it was just old.

This was December, cold, but not yet snowy. Judging by the cars in the lot on this late evening, the motel was at about fifty percent capacity.

The kind of honeymoons that happened here were usually not attached to actual weddings and seldom required spending the night.

And yet that was where my new husband Mike Tree had arranged for us to spend the first night of our marriage. He explained it by saying he wanted to be near the airport, as if his apartment—our apartment, now—on the North Side was a world away from O’Hare.

Not that I was questioning this decision, still a little high on wedding reception champagne, as Mike pulled his red Jaguar into the lot, the pricey vehicle adorned with soap-scrawled just married wishes (he’d stopped to remove the shoes and tin cans from the tail).

He was stone sober where I was giggly, but even without the bubbly I’d have had an awkward time of it, climbing from the sports car in my wedding gown. Mike helped me out, then got two small bags from a trunk heavily loaded with suitcases. We were headed for a week in Nassau, leaving at five AM.

I carried my bag and he carried his, arm in arm as we made our way to the motel room door, where he set his bag down and removed the bag from my hand and set it down, too, then gave me a look that consisted of his mouth hiking at left and an eyebrow arching at right.

“What?” I asked.

He held his arms out, palms up.

“You gotta be kidding me,” I said, and laughed.

“So I’m a traditional slob,” he said. “Sue me. Come on....”

Laughing some more, I consented to this nonsense, cooperating as he lifted me up into his arms.

What followed was worthy of a silent comedy as he held me like a load of laundry while trying to maneuver with the key in his right hand, getting the door unlocked despite his satin-wrapped cargo.

Finally we made it inside, into a motel room that had surely seen its share of happy couples, if rarely married ones; but we had to be among the happiest, laughing our asses off as he carted me over and dumped me unceremoniously on the bed. Should have busted the damn thing, but at a motel like this, one thing that was likely to be kept in top-notch working order was the bedsprings.

The door was still open, sending a slant of reddish neon light into the room; Mike was cast in that devilish shade as he went out to get the bags from just outside the threshold he’d so recently carried me over.

Then he closed himself and his wife—me—inside the wonderfully drab little room.

He gestured with an open hand to the furnishings that would have made any Sears showroom circa 1980 proud, including a matador print above the bed, the sword in the red-vested hombre’s grasp having a less than subtle phallic tinge.

“Do I know how to treat a woman,” he said, “or do I know how to treat a woman?”

He looked a little like a maitre d’ or maybe a classed-up bouncer at the kind of restaurant where gangsters went to die face-down in their pasta.

“What is this place?” I asked. “Where you stake out cheating spouses?”

“What this place is...” Mike was undoing his tuxedo pants. “...is close to the airport.”

“You said that before.”

He was stepping out of the pants now. “Five am’s gonna come early.”

“Sure will. Right after four fifty-nine am.”

He kicked off his shiny shoes. “Who’s wearing the pants in this marriage anyway?”

“Not you!”

And he was looking pretty silly, in his boxer shorts and tuxedo jacket, the tie loose like a bad lounge singer doing Sinatra or Darin.

He said, “Tomorrow night, we’ll be in our honeymoon suite in Nassau. And I guarantee you it will be twice as nice as this.”

I shook my head, laughing harder at that than it deserved; with me, if champagne’s involved, I’m an easy audience.

“Fair enough,” I said.

I got up off the bed—the spread was blue and nubby, perfect for a teenage girl’s room in 1972—but doing so wasn’t easy, because of the tight-fitting wedding dress.

“Help me out of this,” I asked, turning my back on my husband.

“Uh,” he said, right behind me, “what do you women do with these things, once you’re done with them?”

I glanced over my shoulder at him. “If you mean, what do ‘we women’ do with old wedding dresses, well, we put ‘em in a trunk and don’t take ‘em out till the next wedding comes along.”

“Really.”

“Really.”

“Well, you’re never wearing that thing again.”

And I saw him grinning but not in time to stop him as he ripped the dress at the shoulders.

I wheeled, both shoulders bare, and stood looking at him, astounded and indignant and, goddamnit, amused.

“No you didn’t,” I said.

His head tipped to one side. “I’m pretty sure I did.”

He took me in his arms, firmly but not quite roughly, and kissed me.

I kissed him back, the lovable brute, and was still in his embrace when he dropped with me to the bed as if we were one, and I squealed and fought, but not much, as he fumbled and yanked and tore and finally worked what was left of the dress up over my legs and the old-fashioned garter belt that held up the sheer white nylons, exposing white panties.

If Norman Bates had been watching through the matador’s eyes, we’d have been a sight, I’m sure—Mike in his shorts and half a tux, me in the disarrayed remains of my wedding gown; but we were having too much fun to give a damn about how we looked, kissing each other feverishly in between laughter that was turning increasingly lustful.

Then he was climbing on top of me, and what happened next is as obvious as it is none of your business.

A single lamp was on in the dreary little room, on Mike’s nightstand.

He was in black pajama bottoms now, sitting up in bed, on top of the sheets and covers and the nubby blue spread. He was smoking a cigarette, reading one of half a dozen Nassau brochures that were spread over his tummy.

I was in the black top of the same pajamas, wearing the white panties that were the sole survivor of my wedding outfit, and was almost asleep, curled up next to the big lug.

“Turn that out,” I said sleepily but not grumpily.

“I’m planning our itinerary.”

“Plan it tomorrow....Please don’t smoke. Bad for you, baby....”

He stabbed his cigarette out in a glass tray that hadn’t been on that nightstand more than twenty-five years. The bedsprings told me he was getting out of bed before I noticed him doing it.

I looked over at him with half-lidded eyes.

He glanced back. “Thirsty,” he explained.

“ ’Cause you smoke! Duh.”

“That’s why I love you.”

“What is?”

“You worry about me.”

And he leaned over to give me a peck on the cheek.

Then I put a pillow over my head, to block out the light, as he went out.

About thirty seconds later, I removed the pillow, sat up, and reached over and shut off the nightstand lamp. The room was dark now, mostly, some of that red neon-tinged light slanting in from the door, which Mike had left ajar.

But I was happy. The light was no longer on my face, and I was quite confident he’d leave the lamp off when he returned, out of deference to his bride. I was just drifting off when the gunshot exploded the silence.

I sat upright, and another shot blammed.

Then I was off the bed but not out the door, de-touring to Mike’s bag, even as another gunshot split the night, and goddamn it, another.

Mike’s .45 automatic was in my hand as I quickly pushed out through that already-ajar door.

I saw the horrible tableau at once.

To the left of our room, down a couple of doors, Mike was sprawled on his back on the pavement near a Pepsi machine, his bare chest puckered with entry wounds and blood pooling beneath him, glistening with neon reflection.

Hovering over him was an unshaven, long-greasy-haired, wild-eyed lowlife in a leather biker jacket and frayed jeans and with a big, honking revolver in his hand.

I thought I recognized him—Hazen, Something Hazen...a punk Mike put away a long time ago, for killing a stripper with a wrench or some damn thing.

He hadn’t noticed me yet, too busy leaning over Mike’s body, ranting, “Son of a bitch! Son of a bitch! I said I’d shoot your ass and I did it! Son of a bitch!”

“Mike!”

Hazen turned and saw me running at him, a wide-eyed apparition in a black pajama top with a gun, ready to blast his evil ass to Kingdom Come.

And he started to flee, shooting back at me as he did, tossing off two quick rounds.

I didn’t bother ducking. He was firing wildly, the shots landing on either side of me, one kissing concrete, another thunking into a parked car. I ran and I aimed and I shot, the .45 report twice as loud in the night as his revolver.

But I didn’t hit him, either, and he ducked behind a car, one of half a dozen parked along this row of motel rooms.

I wasn’t quite running now, more striding, and it was cold out but colder within: frozen with shock and rage, I was moving in a straight line toward the son of a bitch....

Then Hazen popped out to take a shot at me, but he didn’t get it off, because I shot first—damn!—narrowly missing him.

I was almost on top of him now, and he went scrambling out from behind his car to the next one down, and again tried to pop up and shoot at me.

My shot nicked his ear and he howled and ducked down behind a parked car.

Two cars between me and him.

Fuck it.

I got up on top of the nearest parked car and my bare feet made burps in the metal as I stalked across the hood of one, then hopped to the next, and when Hazen popped up from behind the next car down, he had me looking down at him and I was smiling something too terrible to really be called a smile as I sighted the .45 at his ugly head.

His revolver swung up, but it was way too late.

The .45 split the night and Hazen’s skull and he flopped back, leaving a cloud of blood mist.

I gazed down at the dead piece of shit, flung onto the sidewalk, his eyes wide open and looking back up at me, but not really.

Somehow I climbed down off the car. When the pavement was under my feet, I started to run, to run back to my husband, sweeping past various motel rooms, people in underwear or pajamas in doorways, peeking out cautiously, but I barely saw them.

I was busy screaming: “911! 911! Now! Now!”

Then I was kneeling at Mike’s side, bending to him, holding him in my arms and soothing him and cradling him, unaware of the blood I was getting all over myself, praying he could hear me, knowing he could not.

He was dead. My husband was dead. No question. No getting around it.

“Bad for you, baby,” I said to him softly. “Bad for you.”

Time passed. How much I couldn’t say, but all sorts of vehicles were angled into the motel lot now—two police cars, flashers painting the night blue and red; and an unmarked police car had its flasher pulsing, too.

Over in the middle of things, an ambulance was being loaded up by a pair of EMTs, a white guy and a black guy, putting Mike’s sheet-covered body on its gurney.

Chic Steele took off his trenchcoat and slung it gently around my shoulders, over the blood-spattered pajama top. Rafe Valer was there as well, not standing with Chic and me, rather over by Hazen’s corpse. But Rafe’s eyes were on Mike as the EMTs loaded the body up and in.

Somewhere a crime scene photographer was taking flash pics of the dead killer, strobing the night, making it seem even more unreal to me than it already did. I was staring into nothing when the EMTs started removing another gurney from the back of the ambulance, and I came alive.

I don’t remember going over there, leaving a startled Chic behind, but suddenly I was in the black EMT’s face.

“What are you doing?” I demanded.

He swallowed and blinked. “Uh...we’re...the other...”

I pointed at him; more than pointed, I thumped his chest. “No. You won’t take my husband and his murderer away on the same trip. You come back and pick up the garbage.”

The white EMT, who looked bored as hell, came over and leaned in closer than was wise. “Lady, no disrespect, we’re just following procedure. Two gurneys, one trip.”

I took the prick by the front of his uniform and slammed him down onto the gurney—both the gurney and the EMT made surprised squeals.

No longer bored, the EMT, on his back on the thing, looked up at me, startled and scared shitless. But I didn’t pay any attention to him. I was nose to nose with his partner again.

“Now,” I said, “you got a full load.”

The other EMT scrambled off the gurney and he and his partner hauled the empty stretcher up and in, and the white one climbed up in back as the black guy shut him in, and headed around front.

Then Rafe was on one side of me and Chic on the other, and they were guiding me from the parking lot to the sidewalk. Dazed as I was, I knew they were concerned about me, and were shaken themselves by their friend’s killing.

The ambulance rolled out just as another Jag pulled in, a white one that had Dan Green behind the wheel with a good-looking, slightly disarrayed young blonde woman, both still dressed for the wedding.

Rafe was back over by the dead perp and Dan rushed over to him, getting filled in, the young woman staying in the car.

“Wondered who Dan would wind up with,” I said, amused in some detached way.

Chic asked, gently, “Michael, are you...are you up to a few questions?”

“Plenty of contenders at the reception....What?”

His eyes were tight but his voice stayed gentle. “Do you know who it is you killed?”

“Son of a bitch who killed Mike.”

“Yes, but—”

I frowned. “Hazen is his name. Isn’t it?”

“Yes. Randall Hazen. So you know who he is? Was?”

“Got drunk...beat up a stripper, didn’t he? Killed her in a parking lot...with a wrench? Or was it a piece of pipe?”

Rafe had heard this, approaching. Suddenly I was bookended by the two plainclothes cops.

“No,” Rafe said, “that was his brother, Matthew. Matthew’s on death row.”

“Wrench,” I said. “It was a wrench.”

Chic said, “Awaiting his much-deserved lethal injection. Randall got ten years for hiding his brother out.... Got sprung two days ago.”

Dan came over, quickly. He was on the verge of tears but too angry to let them out. “Why didn’t anybody tell us Hazen was out? Good-the-fuck behavior, I suppose.”

Chic said, “Parole.”

Dan shook his head. “Both brothers at their trials pointed right at Mike and swore to kill him....If I’d known, if Mike had known....”

“Dan,” Chic said, “Mike knew. I told him. He said he wasn’t about to postpone his wedding over some ‘lameass dirtbag.’ I offered to put the bastard under surveillance, but Mike said it was just...hot air. Buncha ...hot air.”

“Cold,” I said.

Rafe put a hand on my shoulder. “Michael?”

“Cold,” I said. “I’m cold. Could somebody...take me home?”

Dan covered his face with a hand and the tears came.

That young woman from the wedding reception was at Dan’s side now, slipping an arm around him, comforting him, but clearly this pick-up was getting more tonight than she’d bargained for. I knew the feeling.

Rafe and Chic exchanged glances, and Rafe nodded, and Chic took the honors, escorting me away.

We were in Chic’s unmarked car when he asked, “Where, Michael? Mike’s place or yours?”

“We...we moved my things to his place last week. His place, Chic. Mine and his, I mean. I want to sleep in his bed tonight. Our bed tonight.”

“I’ll stay on the couch.”

He did.

I had some sleeping pills and took a double dose, and in the morning Chic had breakfast ready for me. He waited on me at the table in Mike’s little kitchenette and finally asked me, “What are you going to do?”

“What is there to do?” I sipped coffee. “I already killed the bastard who took Mike from me.”

“I know. I mean...about the business? The Tree Agency? If you want to come back to the PD, I’m sure I can make a few calls and—”

“No,” I said, a little too sharply.

He just looked at me curiously.

“We’ll keep it open,” I said. “We’ll keep it going, Dan and Roger and me.”

“Can the Tree Agency survive without...” But he couldn’t get it out; his eyes were everywhere but on me.

“What, Chic? Say it.”

“Can the Tree Agency survive without Michael Tree?”

“Chic—you’re looking at Michael Tree.”

He just sat there, not knowing what else to say. What was there to say, anyway? I felt better. Not a lot better, but enough so to eat. Enough to go on.
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The sunlight around the edges of the window curtains was fading into early evening. Honking horns said the city was still out there.

“That was a Friday,” I said. “Monday I took over the Tree Agency. Hell...we didn’t even have to change the name on the door.”

Leather whined as the doctor shifted in his chair. “Why not take time to grieve? To process your husband’s death?”

“I ‘processed’ my husband’s death, Doctor. Every newspaper covered it. We were news. Our newfound celebrity meant we got work. It kept us afloat.”

“Yes, and your celebrity has only increased. But had that truly been an effective way to come to terms with your husband’s murder, Ms. Tree, you wouldn’t be in this office, right now....”

I took a moment.

Then I said, “You’ve accused me of burying my feelings, Dr. Cassel, my emotions...of not confronting this...tragedy.”

“Yes. I have.”

“Well, since I’ve seen you last, I have confronted it....In particular, I confronted the tragedy itself...the murder...by opening a door that I’d previously considered closed....”

My office was warmly masculine, having been my husband’s, and, though it was now mine, I’d chosen not to change it much, leaving up on the dark-paneled walls police citations of valor and framed photos of Mike shaking hands with local mucky-mucks and a few framed front pages, too—the Tribune and Sun-Times alike. Mike had always looked so natural, so at home, behind the massive dark wood desk; and now I felt the same way.

I was on the phone with Lt. Valer, who it was easy for me to picture in his own considerably less spacious and upscale office, running to a decor of Early Institutional as it did. I could see him at his work-filled but perfectly organized desk. Mine might have piles of this and piles of that, but so what? I knew where everything was.

I was saying to him, “You credit this ‘Event Planner’ with seven or eight murders, tied to the Muertas.”

A dry chuckle preceded his reply. “Chic thinks I’m overworkin’ my imagination.”

“I don’t. I think you’re onto something.”

“You do?”

“And I also think you owe me an explanation.” I couldn’t keep the irritation from edging my voice. “You failed to mention that one of those ‘events’ in question was my husband’s murder.”

The silence on the wire went on forever—a good five seconds.

Finally he said, “I figured you could add two plus two. I, you know...didn’t want to insult your intelligence.”

“Really. You are a friend.”

He sighed. “Michael...I told you about the Event Planner, didn’t I?”

“Yes. Almost a year after Mike’s murder, you told me.”

More silence.

Then his voice returned, the tone even, the words considered: “I figured...you needed time before you took that...journey. And, when that time came, you’d need to arrive at these conclusions yourself.”

My laugh was less than kind. “I already have a shrink for the touchy-feely crap. You’re supposed to supply me with inside facts. I’m the private eye, and you’re the goddamn police contact—remember?”

“And here I thought I was your friend.”

I said nothing.

“...Michael? Michael, are you there?”

“Yeah. Fine. You’re my friend. But answer me this, Rafe—what kind of friend sits on information like this for a goddamn fucking year?”

I could hear him swallow.

“The kind of friend,” he said finally, “who wanted more information before turning a lunatic like you loose on the world. Tell me you wouldn’t have gone off half-cocked...make that fully cocked...”

“I don’t even have a cock.”

“You don’t need one, lady, with that nine millimeter.” He turned up his volume. “Tell me you wouldn’t have been out there, a year ago, looking to take your revenge out on anybody who looked like half a suspect?”

“And I won’t now?”

“No. I don’t think you will. I think some time has passed and you can confront this coolly. Like the old Russian proverb says, ‘Revenge is a dish best served cold.’ ”

“I thought that was Klingon. Or is it Romulan?”

He laughed a little. “Look. I want Mike’s real killer, if he’s still out there, just as dead as you do. Of course, I’d prefer it to happen in some vaguely legal way...”

“Self-defense is legal.”

“Why am I not surprised to hear you say that?”

“Because you know me too well. And maybe you did do the right thing, waiting till you really thought you had something for me.”

“Thank you.”

“So. Knowing you too well, I’d say that after quietly working on this all year, you’ve probably got private, personal files on each of these ‘events.’ ”

Rafe let out a wry, weary laugh. “Really? Is that what you think?”

“Right. Neat, orderly files, just like your desk. And not computer files—nothing somebody could find and easily transfer. But hard copy, in a locked drawer. Possibly two copies, since some day I’d ask for them.”

A ten-second eternity passed.

Then: “...I’ll messenger ‘em right over.”

I smiled at the phone. “Thanks.”

“No problem. We here at Police Contact Inc. aim to please all our private sector clients.”

He hung up.

I pushed my chair back and stood and got around from behind the big desk to cross the room and join Dan Green, who was seated over on the dark-brown leather couch in the mini-conference area by the gas fireplace at the far end of the office.

This area consisted of two such couches and matching chairs arranged around a glass coffee table littered with magazines that included stories on either the late Mike Tree or the current Michael Tree.

Dan seemed very much at home, like Mike once had been behind what was now my desk. My young partner wore a dark brown sportcoat with an open-collar cream-color shirt and tan jeans, sharply casual, as usual. He’d gotten himself some coffee, and had a cup waiting there for me. He always took cream, but he knew to leave mine black.

He grinned up at me. “Kinda rattled ol’ Rafe’s cage there a little bit, boss, didn’t you?”

“Rafe gives as good as he gets,” I said, and settled myself into the nearby leather chair.

“Looking back,” Dan said, keeping his tone easy, “you think that just maybe we dropped the ball on our most important case?”

“Not sure I follow you.”

His eyebrows went up. “Mike’s murder?”

I took a sip of coffee. “...We may have. But, if this so-called Event Planner really exists, he...or she...is world class.”

Dan mulled that momentarily. “You know, if Mike’s murder was a planned ‘event,’ we’re going to need to look at every aspect of the other planned event, the one we were hired to look into—Richard Addwatter’s murder.”

“I agree. Where do we start?”

Dan sipped his coffee. “I’m thinking we need to look not only at Richard Addwatter’s life, but the other victim—that hooker, what was her name?”

“Holly Jackson. That’s the name the police came up with, anyway. Local girl. South Side.”

He hiked an eyebrow. “She was murdered, too, remember.”

“Just another unfortunate pawn of our Event Planner, probably.”

“Sure, but chess masters select their pawns carefully. We should look into it. Maybe it’s a chance to get Bea up off her pretty behind and...”

“Dan...”

He spread his hands. “I’m just saying, somebody needs to ask some questions about Miss Whozit. Bea’s the only other licensed investigator we’ve got right now. You can hire a temp to man, or woman or person or whatever, the phones.”

He was right.

“I’ll do that,” I said.

“Cool,” Dan said.

Then he took one last drink of coffee, and got to his feet, cutting this conference short.

“Well,” he said, “I know where to start the Addwatter end of things.”

I knew he did. “You have the condo key?”

He showed me the key, already in his hand, dangling it like a Christmas ornament and smiling like an evil elf. “Mr. Levine dropped it off personally, and paved the way with condo security.”

I had to smile. “As always, Bernie’s providing solid support.”

“That he is. The counselor says we can rip the fuckin’ place to shreds, if we feel like it.”

“And we may need to.”

He slipped the key in his pocket. “You want me to wait till I get back to report?”

“No. Call me from the scene.”

“You got it.

He flipped a wave and was gone.

“What happened at the Addwatter apartment,” I said, “proved crucial to the case.”

“I see.” He tapped the top of his pen on the pad. “You seem to value Dan Green....”

“I do. I understand why Mike took him on, despite his youth and relative inexperience.”

The doctor nodded. “What was it that happened at Addwatter’s apartment that was so crucial?”

“I wasn’t there, but Dan reported in detail.”

Dan Green, carrying a small slimline briefcase, entered the Addwatter condo, hitting the light and exposing a modern, upscale, spacious apartment—a sterile world of grays and light blues occasionally broken by abstract paintings, sharp explosions of color that seemed to evoke Marcy Addwatter’s mental illness.

Dan took in the place, scanning swiftly but carefully, then set his briefcase down on a small table just inside the door, where a glass bowl that might usually be home to fresh-cut flowers stood empty. He opened the briefcase, its contents various electronic tools, one of which—a hand-held bug detector with a meter—he removed.

Leaving the briefcase on the table, he moved deeper into the living room, past sleekly anonymous modern furnishings. He turned the living room lights off with a switch near an open door onto a bedroom, and went in, switching that light on.

This was another cold, sparsely decorated room with sterile modern furnishings and artwork that was jarringly abstract. On a nightstand was a small metallic neo-deco clock radio and a lamp. To Dan, the place looked like a movie set from a weird arty Euro movie and he would not have blamed anybody who went screwy in this cozy crib.

He slipped out of his sportcoat and tossed it on a chair, exposing his leather shoulder holster with .38 Police Special revolver. Then he began to check around the bedroom with his bug detector, starting with the tufted buttons on the bed’s ivory-color padded headboard.

He was typically thorough, trying walls, floors, and furniture surfaces, but his meter registered nothing but indifference at every stop.

He even climbed onto a chair to check the ceiling, and examined its light fixtures with both the meter and his eyes.

No luck.

The client’s attorney had given the go-ahead, so Dan began the only logical next step: taking the bedroom apart.

The mattress was soon off the bed, on the floor to one side, a pile of bedding on the other. His small sharp knife ripped at upholstery and, when he got nowhere, he returned to the mattress and ripped it up, too.

Next he removed each tufted headboard button, using the knife point to pry all of them apart. Fifteen minutes was devoted to this process, with the end result being a bunch of buttons with their coverings pried off and resting in a pile on the nightstand by the clock radio.

Before long he was seated on the edge of the bed—actually on its springs—in the middle of a bedroom that no longer lacked character, having been turned into a first-class fucking mess.

He got out his cell phone and used it.

“Ms. Tree? Me....Full proctology exam. Zip.”

“Keep looking.”

“I can try the living room, but if Mrs. Addwatter heard voices at night? They’d be coming from in here.”

“Nothing registers on your toys?”

“If somebody piped voices, wirelessly, to hidden speakers in the bedroom? My bug zapper would only pick ‘em up if they were still transmitting. Which they got no reason to, now.”

“There have to be speakers. Find them. Use the metal detector.”

“In a room with this much metal? Anyway, Ms. Tree, those speakers’d be smaller than a gnat’s nuts. I tore this place up—”

But Dan was interrupted by the sound of a door opening out in the other room.

“Gotta go,” he whispered.

And he flipped the cell phone closed and slipped it away.

Then, quickly, he moved to the bedroom light switch and shut it off.

Peeking around the edge of the bedroom doorway, Dan could see a male intruder in black, right down to black gloves and ski mask, moving carefully across the living room, which remained dark but for slices of light leaching in through curtained windows.

In one fluid motion, Dan stepped in and drew the revolver from its shoulder holster.

“Okay, Zorro,” he said. “Reach for the sky.”

Only the intruder had an object in one hand, small but not tiny, which he hurled at Dan like a baseball, hitting him in the shoulder, hard, sending the revolver flying.

Then the intruder was heading for the exit, fast.

Dan, recovering quick, dashed across the room and threw a flying tackle at the guy, taking him down.

The intruder twisted as he fell and swung a fist into the side of Dan’s face, dazing him, and Dan’s grip loosened involuntarily, enough so that the guy could scramble and squirm out of it.

Now the intruder was on his feet and Dan wasn’t, and as Dan started up, the toe of a boot caught him in the stomach, doubling him over in an explosion of pain.

The guy was heading toward the door, Dan incapacitated enough to pretty much guarantee him a getaway; but then the figure in black did something surprising: he paused, turned and moved quickly past Dan, who was busy trying not to puke from the kick in the gut.

Still, Dan managed to roll over and see where the guy was headed...

...toward the bedroom, it seemed.

Before getting there, though, the intruder bent to pick up whatever it was he’d tossed at Dan, just a momentary stop, but that was enough, because Dan came up behind the bastard and gave him a field-goal kick in the ass.

The guy went sprawling, hitting the wall, hard, and sliding down to land near the bedroom doorway.

Dan looked around for his revolver, quickly recovered it, then aimed its short but insistent snout down at the unconscious intruder.

But the bastard sprang to life, and came up to execute a swift, deft martial arts kick that clipped Dan’s hand and sent the revolver flying again.

The intruder swung his leg around again, in another skilled kick, only Dan kicked, too, nothing nearly so graceful, just a nice pointed shot that caught the guy in the balls.

This put the intruder down again, screaming this time.

“Be the pain, grasshopper,” Dan advised him, then knelt over his victim.

Within seconds Dan had used plastic-tie handcuffs (he never went anywhere without them, including on dates) to bind the guy’s hands behind him.

When Dan finally pulled the ski mask off, the moment of potential drama fizzled, because he didn’t recognize the guy, a young-looking but chiseled character who Dan immediately made as ex-military.

By this time the guy’s screams had dissolved into howls of pain. You could be a Marine or a Green Beret or a Navy Seal, it didn’t matter—a kick in the balls was the great leveler.

“Nice meeting you, too,” Dan said.

Then he got back on his cell phone. The intruder was only moaning now, but that still meant Dan had to work a little to get his voice up over it and be heard.

“Me again, Ms. Tree—got interrupted by a guy lookin’ for a ski lift.”

“You all right?”

“Fine. Took several highly skilled martial arts moves to bring this boy down.”

“Martial arts?”

“Yeah. First move, kick him in the ass. Second move, kick in the balls. Pretty much all you need to know in the ancient discipline I follow.”

“Anybody we know?”

Dan paced as he spoke, watching his captive but keeping a certain distance. “Not from my social circle. Of course, you draw from a wider range of assholes, Ms. Tree, than a clean-cut kid like me.”

“Want me to call Rafe?”

“Naw, I’ll do it. Funny thing, Masked Marauder had a chance to leave, but changed his mind and came back for something.”

“Back for what?”

Dan paced with purpose now, looking at the floor, seeking the object in question. “Something he brought with him, something small and solid, metal maybe. He threw whatever the hell it was at me, when I got the drop on him and...whoa.”

“Dan?”

Dan knelt over something that looked very familiar: a small shiny deco clock radio.

“Dan?”

“Hang with me, Ms. Tree.”

Dan and his cell phone moved quickly to the bedroom and in seconds he was holding the clock radio he’d just recovered up next to its identical twin on the nightstand.

“We got that rare kinda B & E guy, Ms. Tree,” he said.

“What rare kind is that?”

“The kind that brings a replacement along for what he steals....”



SEVEN

Dan Green and I were in the small, dimly lit observation booth looking through our side of the half-silvered mirror onto the brightly lit interview room where Rafe Valer—in shirt sleeves, loose tie and empty shoulder holster—prowled like he was the one caged.

Meanwhile, his suspect sat calmly at a small table, on which—like an odd centerpiece—rested a transparent evidence bag holding a metallic deco clock radio. A uniformed officer stood guard in one corner.

The intruder from the Addwatter apartment, still attired in black but sans his ski mask, stared unknowingly at Dan and me, blank-faced; he’d been stonewalling for the fifteen minutes we’d been watching this.

His features were a little too bony to be handsome despite light blue eyes; his blond hair was in a military crew; and his age was hard to make—somewhere in the no man’s land between twenty-five and forty. He kept his arms folded and he rarely blinked and eye contact with his interrogator was also rare.

We did know that his name was Ron Grubb—he hadn’t given it up (his vaguely military bearing did not extend to offering name/rank/serial number); but several bullpen detectives seeing the perp hauled in had recognized him from other busts, as the homicide lieutenant was referencing right now.

“This isn’t just another B & E collar, Ron,” Rafe said, still prowling one side of the table in the little room. “This time you’re cutting yourself in on murder.”

That finally got a reaction out of Ron, though not anything desired: he laughed, once. Still not looking at Rafe.

Rafe stopped pacing and planted himself next to the suspect. “You find that funny, Ron?”

Looking at himself in the mirror (and inadvertently at Dan and me), Ron said, “It’s funny, you waving murder at me. I’m the one that got assaulted.”

Rafe’s eyes and nostrils flared. “Spare me that story again....”

But Ron did not spare Rafe or us.

As we’d heard three times, in rote response, Ron said, “Got a friend in the building. Got off on the wrong floor. Saw a door ajar and heard suspicious noises and checked it out.”

“In a ski mask and gloves.”

“It’s winter, in case you didn’t deduce that yet, Detective.”

Now Ron’s face swung to look up at Rafe and a small trace of a sarcastic smile was there if you tried hard enough to see it.

“And anyway, did I have a ski mask on when your boys found me? On the floor? Roughed up by that snotnose P.I.? Maybe you’re cutting yourself in, Lieutenant—on a lawsuit.”

Rafe drew a breath, expelled it, then began to pace again.

And Ron just sat there smugly at the table, arms folded, face stony.

In our dark little observation booth, Dan said to me, “Rafe says my buddy Ron’s at the head of his class in B & E busts, over the last decade or so.”

“Yeah, and only one conviction.”

“Desert Storm vet.”

I nodded. “No question the guy’s a pro. And watch him ride this storm out....”

Over on the bright side of the glass, Rafe leaned in and plucked the bagged radio from the table and thrust it in his guest’s face.

“You know what this is, Ron? This is the radio you brought with you.”

Again, Ron was not returning Rafe’s gaze, nor was he acknowledging the object waved in front of his face.

The perp said, “So owning a radio’s a crime now? Wow. Gotta write that one down.”

“The other radio’s in the lab, who already confirmed finding a transmitter inside it.”

“Inside what?”

“The other radio!”

“Other radio? What other radio?”

“The one on the nightstand in Marcy Addwatter’s bedroom.” Rafe shook its bagged twin at Ron. “The one you were planning to swap out with this one!”

Ron’s brow tightened. He actually looked at the bagged radio. And he thought for several long moments.

Then he said, “Let’s say—hypothetically—I knew that the lady of the house whacked the man of the house, the other day.”

“Let’s say.”

Ron shrugged. “And, so, you know, it was common knowledge nobody was home. A guy with a rap sheet like mine might go in for a look around, right? Nothing to do with the hubby’s murder, other than it cleared the path for a little plunder. Hypothetically.”

Rafe’s eyes were tight as he leaned in over the suspect. “You’re right, Ron, nobody was home...’cause the lady of the house killed two people, including the man of the house. Safe to go in and remove evidence in a murder case....”

I said to Dan, “Rafe overplayed it.”

Dan said, “Yeah. Think he did.”

Back on their side of the glass, Ron’s hands went up. “Okay, that’s it. I humored you. Now I want my lawyer.”

Rafe backed off, stood there with hands on hips regarding the stony break-in artist with contempt, then turned to the uniformed cop in the corner.

“Lock his ass back up,” Rafe said, and went out.

Dan and I were watching as the cocky Ron was escorted out by the uniformed cop when Rafe entered our booth.

I turned toward the lieutenant, who made a face and said, “Yeah, I know. I sucked in there. Let the prick get to me.”

“Guy was very carefully picked, Rafe,” I said. “B & E expert, ex-military. You couldn’t’ve got anything outa him with water-boarding.”

“But it would have been fun to try.”

“No argument.”

Rafe thrust a finger toward the glass. “See how close he came to copping on the B & E part of it?”

I frowned. “Yeah, what do you make of that?”

The Homicide cop’s smile looked sick. “Active boy like Ron, ten, twelve years, only one conviction? Why?”

“Good at what he does?”

He shook his head. “Higher-priced legal counsel than a Grubb should rate. The kind of legal counsel a much wealthier client might afford. Say, a client named Muerta.”

Dan offered, “Or a client like our nameless Event Planner, maybe.”

Rafe was nodding. “Yeah, a good break-in man could come in real handy for a guy manipulating ‘events.’ ”

I admitted it made sense.

Rafe folded his arms and stared into the empty interview room. “Nothing in Ron’s package, though, pertaining to electronics....We know he was gonna switch that radio out. Somebody was wirelessly sending ‘voices’ into that woman’s bedroom. Screwing with her head.”

I shook my head. “But why was she so susceptible?”

Rafe rolled his eyes. “Michael, she’s a fuckin’ schizo!”

“Rafe, Marcy Addwatter is mentally ill, and—”

He threw his hands up. “Right, yeah, perfect time to go suddenly P.C. on me, Michael.”

I held up a palm. “That’s not it—my point is, Mrs. Addwatter had been functioning perfectly well, for years. Stabilized on her medication.”

But Rafe was too frustrated, with himself mostly, for any of my words to get through to him.

Just before he went out, he looked back to say, “I’m getting back to the lab—see if I can get lucky for a change, and find fingerprints or anything else we can track....”

When Rafe was gone, I turned to Dan. “I want you to check out that condo complex.”

That surprised him. “Haven’t we found what we were after? Proof our mysterious Event Planner prodded Marcy Addwatter into—”

“We’re only getting started. Just because our client has a history of mental illness that doesn’t mean she’d immediately accept voices coming from her clock radio as God talking. And why didn’t her husband, in the same bed, hear those broadcasts?”

Dan was frowning, studying me. “Where are you headed with this?”

“You’re headed to the condo. Wireless transmitters have limited range. Somebody in that building must have rented or sublet space or at the very least used the basement. Poke around.”

Obviously this didn’t sound like a good time to Dan, who asked, “Isn’t this more like Lt. Valer’s area?”

“Yeah, but he needs a warrant.”

And Dan beamed at me, and opened the door and we both stepped from darkness into light.

In the city jail visitor’s area, Marcy Addwatter—still in prison orange—sat across from me and we talked to each other on our phones through the Plexiglas. Still sans make-up and pale as death, the fright wig of permed hair unchanged, she was no longer in shock, though apparently still medicated, her eyes less than bright, her speech slow.

“Marcy, the last few months, was your husband away on business much?”

“Frequently.”

So they waited till she was sleeping alone to mess with her head.

“Marcy,” I said, “you were hearing voices, but they weren’t inside your head.”

“They weren’t?”

“Not hardly. They were inside your clock radio.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand....”

“Somebody was sending you messages, electronically, wirelessly, designed to control you. Manipulate you.”

For the first time, she gave me a smile, though of course it was a bitter one. “Wouldn’t I know if...if my radio was talking to me?”

I leaned forward, tried to pass my sense of urgency onto her. “Dark bedroom, middle of the night? Who could say where the voices were coming from?”

She wasn’t with me. “I don’t know....”

“Anyway, I have another theory that, if I’m right, would explain why you might be predisposed to believe in such voices. I’ve got Mr. Levine checking on it right now, and...speak of the devil.”

Bustling into the visitor’s area, Bernie Levine took the empty seat beside me. He was clearly excited, but whether in a good or bad way, I couldn’t tell.

“Ms. Tree,” he said sotto voce, “put the phone down.”

I made a “just a second” gesture to Marcy, and went to hang the phone up but Levine took it and spoke to his client: “Marcy, I need a few moments with Michael. Won’t take long.”

Then, as Marcy hung up, frowning in confusion, Bernie also hung up and leaned in to me, close. I could feel Marcy’s eyes on us as we spoke.

“You were right, Ms. Tree—the medication Marcy brought in with her, which she’s still been taking?... Placebos.”

Yes! I thought, and asked, “And her sleeping medication?”

Levine took a pill bottle from a pocket of his well-tailored tweed suitcoat and brandished it in my line of vision.

“Not her right prescription,” he said, “by a long shot.”

“What is it?”

“This junk makes you sleep, all right...and prone to hallucinate, and hyper-suggestive.”

This defined when bad news became good news—that somebody had put Marcy Addwatter through this was horrible; but that we’d caught them at it was wonderful.

“We’ve caught a break,” I said. “I was afraid somebody might’ve had a chance to swap her medication out, like they tried with the radio.”

Bernie gestured toward our mutual client, who clearly was wondering just what the hell was going on. “Marcy came straight from that motel crime scene to this lock-up—both her medication bottles in her purse.”

“Better to be lucky than smart. Is she on any real meds at the moment?”

“Sedatives provided in-house.”

I patted his sleeve. “Good work, Bern...I need to talk to Marcy.”

I got back on the phone and nodded to Marcy to do the same, which she did.

“Marcy,” I said, “I need you to give me permission, through Mr. Levine here, to do something....”

*

“My God,” the doctor said, “I hope you immediately informed the jail physicians and got the poor woman back on her anti-psychotics.”

“Bernie Levine was on top of that,” I said. “And we figured Marcy might do better with a sleeping pill prescription that didn’t include side effects of hallucinations.”

Dr. Cassel said nothing but, out of the corner of an eye, I saw him shuddering.

I went on: “But I also had to call on a...you should pardon the expression, Doc...head shrinker....”

The clinic was in upscale Oak Brook and I had to wonder if Marcy had chosen it so that she could do some shopping on the days she had her appointments. If so, that showed how casual her once critical condition had become over years of functional stability.

I promised the receptionist I needed only five minutes between patients to ask Dr. Sanders a handful of questions, calling it police business, flashing my Illinois private operator’s license with badge and, as usual, having it pass muster. If it hadn’t, I could have had a call put into Rafe, who would vouch that the Tree Agency was working with the police on the Addwatter matter.

And this was the first thing I explained to Dr. Sanders, an attractive brunette in her fifties in dark gray-framed designer glasses and a tailored gray suit and darker gray silk blouse that went with her striking gray eyes, though there was no gray in her hair, which she wore up.

As I settled into the client’s chair, I stayed in my blue trenchcoat, to send a message that I wouldn’t be here long. After explaining away my “police business” claim, I handed Dr. Sanders a single-spaced typed sheet on attorney Levine’s letterhead.

“Doctor, I think this affidavit signed by both Marcy Addwatter and her attorney should cut through any patient/doctor confidentiality concerns.”

Dr. Sanders did not respond; she was reading the affidavit—slowly.

She was behind a big mahogany desk almost as neatly arranged as Rafe Valer’s, in a fairly large room that included this office area and another space where chairs faced each other for consultations, plus a small kitchenette with a table and chairs and a fridge and a counter with coffee-maker.

Despite the latter, I had not been offered anything to drink. On the other hand, my chair was a padded leather one and comfy, and the general tone of the place—pale blue walls, sunny landscape paintings—was soothing.

Dr. Sanders’s icy smile, however, wasn’t all that soothing—her lipstick was dark red and the effect was that of a cut in her face.

“We can talk,” Dr. Sanders said, as she placed the affidavit on her desk ever so perfectly. Neatness issues.

I kept my tone pleasantly businesslike. “As Marcy Addwatter’s psychologist, you met with her monthly, I understand.”

Her eyes went to mine but somehow didn’t meet them. “Yes.”

“How would you characterize her condition?”

She could rock in her chair and she did, a little. “Under medication? Stable.”

“Are there...degrees of stability?”

Half a smile flicked, tiny annoyance registering. “Ms. Tree, Mrs. Addwatter is severely schizophrenic. It’s a small miracle she’s done as well as she has.”

“But she has done well?”

“Very well.” The smallest of sighs. “And that may be the problem.”

“How so?”

Her shrug was barely perceptible. “Patients who think they’re doing fine sometimes take it upon themselves to go off their meds.”

I nodded. “If, for whatever reason, Marcy Addwatter were off her medication...and if she learned her husband had started cheating again...could that add up to, well...murder?”

She stopped rocking. “Possibly.”

“Did you prescribe her medication?”

“Through referral, yes.”

I gestured with an open hand, tried to keep my tone non-confrontational. “With patients who’ve been doing very well...particularly those who’ve been stable for years...don’t mental health practitioners sometimes take such patients off their medication? And substitute placebos?”

She tried to brush that off with her cut of a smile, but her eyes were tight behind the sleek gray-rimmed glasses. “That’s called a ‘drug holiday,’ and Mrs. Addwatter, as events have shown, would hardly be a candidate.”

“We know that in retrospect.” I leaned forward, and when I spoke I tried to keep the threat out of my voice though it could hardly escape my words. “Dr. Sanders, if you recommended a drug holiday for Marcy Addwatter, we need to know it.”

The gray eyes opened wider, then settled back into a self-controlled chilly gaze. “If that were true—and it isn’t—that could be a serious case of malpractice.”

I shook my head. “I can assure you, Dr. Sanders, that if you innocently sent your patient on a drug holiday, that information would be regarded by her legal representatives in the most friendly way. It would aid immeasurably in Mrs. Addwatter’s defense. Any considerations of malpractice would be off the table.”

She listened to all of that with strained patience, and her smile was typically frigid as she said, “I can assure you that I would be the first to step forward to help Marcy, if my misjudgment had unintentionally aided and abetted this murder.”

I raised an eyebrow, and the ante. “Murders. Two people were killed, her husband and a prostitute.”

Her elbows were on the desk now, perfectly parallel; she tented her fingertips.

She tilted her head in a manner that told me this interview was over. “Ms. Tree, is there anything else? You’re past the five minutes you requested, and I’m sure you’ll understand that I have a busy schedule.”

“I do understand, Doctor.” I gave her the finger that points like a gun. “What you need to understand is that your patient was on a drug holiday, whether you prescribed it or not.”

Her laugh was as chilly as her smile. “That’s absurd.”

I got to my feet. “What if I told you Marcy Addwatter’s medication was analyzed and found to be sugar pills?”

“Why, I’d say you were—”

I did my best to give her a smile every bit as cold as the ones she’d dished out to me. “Crazy?”



EIGHT

Chic Steele and I were at Mike Ditka’s again, without Rafe Valer as a chaperone this time, in a leatherette booth just two down from where we’d sat on our previous visit. We were having coffee and working on one crème brûlée with two spoons.

For well past the end of the business day, my tanned, blue-eyed, blond dinner companion looked depressingly fresh in his dark blue sportjacket, lighter blue Oxford shirt and striped chocolate tie. My maroon pinstripe one-button jacket with matching cuffed pants, and the silk blouse with cami, had looked pretty sharp to me this morning; I wondered if my outfit was looking as drag-assy by now as I felt.

“And why aren’t you hitting Lt. Valer up for this information?” he was asking me. “Isn’t this Event Planner his case? Or should I say, obsession?”

I swallowed my creamy bite. “Rafe’s a little frazzled, at the moment, frankly.”

Chic’s forehead tensed with concern. “Word around HQ is, our man in Homicide is not his normal cool-headed self.”

Having witnessed the lieutenant’s less than deft interrogation of Ron Grubb, I knew that to be true.

I shrugged and said, “Whatever’s going on with Rafe, I’d rather not put anything else on his plate right now....”

Chic dipped his spoon into the crème brûlée. “So this is on our plate?”

“Yeah.”

“Why is that exactly?”

“Maybe because we owe it to somebody.”

Chic swallowed his bite of the dessert and his expression darkened. “Your husband?”

“Your partner.”

“Same guy.”

“Same guy.”

When the dessert was finished, I pushed the dish aside, leaning forward to take Chic’s hand. “Dan did a quick check, and the woman I’m seeking seems to’ve changed her name.”

“And why would she do that?”

“Maybe she’s on the run from social services.”

His smirk had a hint of disgust in it, or anyway irritation. “And you think the police should do your P.I. work for you? You think that’s fair to the other taxpayers?”

My smile was angelic. I even batted my eyelashes a few times. “I’m not asking you to protect. Just to serve.”

Then I sat up a little in the booth so I could lean even closer and give him a nice little kiss on the mouth, sweet as the crème brûlée we’d just shared.

Settling back in my seat, I noticed he had his familiar half-smile going as he dabbed his face with his napkin. “You ask me, you’re the ‘Planner’ around here....Anyway, you sure know how to pull my strings.”

“First thing tomorrow?”

He tossed the wadded napkin on the table like he was throwing in the towel. “Yes, yes. I’ll look into it, and call you first thing tomorrow.”

“Thank you.” I was getting my credit card out of my purse; it was my turn. “Care to come over for a nightcap?”

“What, as my reward?”

I gave him a look that pretended to be annoyed. “Why, are you above such things, Captain?”

“You trying to bribe me, lady?”

“Think of it as a perk.”

He pretended to think it over. Then he grinned and said, “Okay.”

“I’m afraid I’m not following you, Ms. Tree,” the doctor said. “What woman? And what does this have to do with—”

“Hey, I’m not free-associating, Doc,” I said. “This really does connect up. Problem is, the Marcy Addwatter case was also the Mike Tree murder, and at least seven other ‘events’ Rafe’s Planner might’ve set in motion....”

Midmorning the next day—sunny and cold in a brittle way that needed no help from the wind but got it anyway—I stood with my trenchcoat collar up and my gloves on as I knocked at the door of a house trailer. Which was the address that Chic Steele had been good enough to track down for me, on the city’s time.

Some stacked cement blocks provided two steps up to the door, but I didn’t want to stand on them, because they would put me too close to the entry—I preferred some wiggle room. So to knock, I had to reach up, and even then was hitting on the lower portion of the door.

I was, believe it or not, in the Ripley Trailer Court in Calumet Park, on the far southeast side, not far from the garbage dumps. Where the yard ended and a garbage dump began, however, was a mystery better solved by a more skilled detective—the junky dirt-and-cinder area around the trailer was strewn with trash, broken toys and bricks, overseen by a 55-gallon drum that served, half-heartedly, as a waste can.

My knock had brought no response, so I tried again, harder this time, insistent.

Finally the door above me opened halfway to reveal a blonde in her twenties with very dark roots and a filthy baby, perhaps nine months old, in her arms. The mother was not slovenly, however, and under better circumstances would have been attractive, her narrow, dark-eyed face blessed with nice features; but one glance said she was living a harder life than yours.

“Mrs. Hazen,” I began, “I’m Michael Tree, and—”

“I know who the hell you are.”

She wore low-rider jeans that revealed gothic biker wings tattooed on either side of her navel, and a red half t-shirt with a NASCAR logo. The baby wore a pungently filled diaper and its own little red NASCAR t-shirt and a bib with almost as much baby food on it as on the child’s face.

“Mrs. Hazen—”

“You’re the bitch that killed my Randy!” Shaking, but probably not with fear, she hugged her baby to her protectively. “Stick it, lady. Stick it in high, and break it off hard!”

Indignant, she retreated, and slammed the door.

Well, that had gone well.

I regrouped for a moment, and knocked again.

I was in the middle of my third try when the door whipped open, almost hitting me, and the doorway was filled not by Mrs. Hazen, but a bruiser about thirty whose impressive muscles were obvious thanks to his wife-beater t-shirt and low-slung cruddy jeans. His greasy brown hair was ponytailed back, and he had at least six days growth of beard going, whether fashion statement or sheer laziness, I wouldn’t hazard a guess.

Looming over me, his expression said: Is that a skunk I smell?

“I was hoping,” I said, slowly, politely, “to talk to Mrs. Hazen.”

He grunted a laugh. “I was hopin’ for a ten-inch dick.”

I smiled pleasantly. “Aren’t we all? You’re...?”

“Brother-in-law,” he growled.

That confused me. “You’re not...Matt...?”

“Naw,” he said, grinning greenly. “Matty’s still on Death friggin’ Row, where your old man put his innocent ass. I’m his little brother—Clint.”

And he stuck out his paw.

What the hell. I was a guest here. I accepted the “little” brother’s gesture.

But when Clint took my hand, he gripped it at the wrist and, with his other hand, which was a fist now, smacked me in the side of the face.

I didn’t go down, if for no other reason than he had hold of me, and then suddenly he let go and shoved me backward with one hard hand, with some real force, and I went stumbling backward, windmilling, my purse on its strap flying off my shoulder.

Then the bastard took advantage of his higher perch to dive right down at me.

I managed to roll to one side, and Clint belly-flopped on the ground, like a slab of meat hitting a packing plant floor, and I was getting to my feet but he’d already gotten to his, when he buried a fist in my stomach.

That doubled me over, every ounce of breath whooshing out of me, and I was bowing toward him humbly as he grinned and strutted with both fists extended, like a fighter waiting to see if the ref would count his opponent out.

Still hunkered over, side of my face bleeding, I stumbled tentatively toward him, doing my best to display my utter defeat.

“Okay, okay,” I uttered, pitifully. “You...you made your point. Come on—take it...take it easy...I’m just a girl....”

I was approaching him now, straightening up, patting the air with my palms in a peacemaking gesture.

He lowered his fists a little and stood in one place. His upper lip curled. “Then just get the fuck outa—”

I interrupted these instructions by thrusting a forearm into his throat, bone meeting Adam’s apple with a satisfyingly sickening crunch.

Clint grabbed his neck, gurgling, and I latched onto him by the back of his wife-beater with one hand, and his belt with the other, and hurled him dwarf-tossing style into the side of the drum waste can, where his head made a dinner-bell clang.

Then he dropped to his knees, like the garbage drum was an altar.

But I had to hand it to him. He didn’t stay down long, got right back up on his feet, straightened himself, and staggered back a few paces, badly dazed but maintaining his balance, barely.

I was watching this as I made the trip over to where my purse had landed. I picked it up, got a gloved hand into it.

Meanwhile, Clint was looking around at the buffet of potential weapons that was the trailer’s yard, and before long he found just the right brick, hefted it, and then came at me, surprisingly fast, the brick clutched in a death grip and raised high with smashing in my head its obvious intended use....

The nine millimeter came out of my purse as if of its own volition, but it was me who fired off the round that cracked the air and caught him in the left kneecap.

Clint yowled, tossed the brick limply, harmlessly, to the ground, and did a brief, horrible (but I must say fairly comic) one-legged jig before going down on his remaining good knee, clutching the bloody mess that used to facilitate walking.

“Freeze,” I said. From my purse, I got my cell out and muttered to myself, “Always get that wrong...‘freeze,’ then shoot....Gotta work on that.” Chicago cops have had that problem for years.

The police dispatcher came on the line.

“Man’s been shot,” I said.

I answered several questions, one of which was, “Who shot him?”

“Well, I did,” I said. I thought that had been obvious, but maybe I could have been more clear.

Mrs. Hazen was in the doorway of the trailer now, baby no longer in her arms, but I could hear it crying, from within its mobile-home womb.

The woman seemed stunned, her flesh suddenly ghostly pale, except for the tattooed part. “What... what have you done to Clint?”

She jumped down and rushed over and took her whimpering, fallen brother-in-law into her arms. She cradled this other child as he groaned and moaned and cried. And gripped his bloody shot-up knee, of course, red oozing between his fingers.

“You...you’re a monster,” she said.

Apparently meaning me, not Clint.

I motioned at her with gun-in-hand, somewhat irritably I’m afraid, because I was still dealing with the dispatcher on the cell.

“You bitch!”

“Quiet,” I commanded. “Can’t you see I’m on the phone?...Yeah, Ripley Trailer Park, Lot 16.”

The dispatcher asked me the nature of the wound, and I said, “His knee. So far.”

Then the dispatcher asked me what I meant by that, and I said, “Well, you’re not here to judge the situation, are you?”

And I shut off the cell.

I went over and leaned down next to Mrs. Hazen and the brother-in-law she was comforting. To me it seemed clear that the two of them were extra-special close, for in-laws.

I said calmly, “I need to know everything your husband did, and said, in the days right after he got out of stir...before he killed my husband.”

She screwed up her features and all but spat, “Why the hell should I tell you, you lousy fucking bitch?”

“Because,” I said, “we both lost men we loved.”

She snorted. “Tell it to Oprah.”

I raised an eyebrow, nodded to Clint. “Okay, then, Mrs. Hazen. Care to lose another man you love?”

And I placed the snout of the nine mil against the temple of moaning crybaby Clint.

Mrs. Hazen’s chin lifted defiantly. “You don’t scare me.”

But Clint’s eyes were as huge as a cartoon rabbit’s. “Tell her, Rhonda! For Chrissakes, she’s crazy! Crazy cunt is capable of God knows what!”

I thought that was uncalled for, the “c” word. Kind of brave of him, though, with my nine mil’s nose puckering his flesh.

He was raving, “Rhonda, please, God, tell her anything she goddamn wants to know!”

Mrs. Hazen was looking at me carefully now, her expression having shifted to one of horror.

I guess I looked a sight, with blood all over my face from Clint hitting me.

But I swear my expression was bland as toast when I said to her, “Yeah, Rhonda. Help me.”

In about half an hour, a pair of EMTs—one of whom had been nice enough to take time out to clean up my face and provide a bandage for where Clint’s fist had cut me near my right eye—loaded a still uncomfortable Clint Hazen on a gurney into their ambulance.

Mrs. Hazen, baby in her arms again, was watching, distressed, standing near her trailer, joined by a couple of female neighbors in her general age range and apparently frequenting the same tattoo parlor. One woman was smoking, the other had a can of beer, possibly wanting to have it ready should Rhonda or maybe her baby need a sedative.

Two uniformed police officers, a Hispanic woman and a white male, both of whom I’d already spoken to at more length than seemed to me necessary, were on the periphery. So was I, but on a different patch of it.

I’d been asked to wait, and I wasn’t sure why. Then I understood, when an unmarked car, a black Crown Victoria, pulled in next to where the local police car was angled in and parked.

Lt. Rafe Valer stepped from the Ford, shut the car door hard, like he was trying to make a point, and strode toward me. His tan double-breasted trenchcoat made him look every bit the detective he was.

I met him halfway.

“Since when,” I said, “does Chicago Homicide check out shot-off kneecaps in Calumet City?”

He smiled warily, shook his head, his hands on his hips. “Your name on a police call’s always a red flag, Michael. Emphasis on the red.”

I cocked my head. “Just my name caught your eye, Lieutenant? Not ‘Hazen’?”

Suddenly his eyes were awkwardly searching the cinder-strewn ground. “Well...of course, I know she’s the wife of the, uh...”

I got right in his face, my nose maybe an inch from his. “Wife of the bastard who killed Mike?”

“Michael....”

I backed away some, but still stayed right on top of him. “Just what the hell kind of investigation did you boys in blue do for your fallen brother, Lt. Valer?”

Rafe sighed. His eyes didn’t meet mine as he admitted, “Not much.”

His frankness shook me, my indignation freezing......then melting.

Now his eyes came to mine, their dark brown bottomless with regret and, yes, sorrow.

He said, “Michael, I had no inkling of this ‘Event Planner’ at the time of Mike’s murder, and, goddamn it, that’s the genius of this son of a bitch—leaving us nothing to investigate.”

“Really?” I jerked a thumb toward Mrs. Hazen and her friends. “You coulda talked to Miss Trailer Park of 1994 over there.”

His eyes tightened. “You’ve already talked to her...?”

My arms were folded and my expression was smug. “She was real forthcoming, after we got down to, you know, just talking...one widow to another.”

“What did she tell you?”

“Oh, for starters, all about the phone calls that her jailbird soulmate got, right after he got out—phone calls that got him all riled up—seems the caller had some very exact information.”

Rafe’s eyes widened, then narrowed.

“Such as one anonymous call that provided the name and address of the honeymoon motel where we’d be starting out our marriage, Mike and me. And, thanks to the caller, ending it.”

Then the lieutenant of Homicide was rushing past me, to talk to Mrs. Hazen his own self.

I let him, and just slipped away.

Figured my work here was done.



NINE

In the conference area in my office, next morning, I sat in the leather chair, every bit the boss in a burgundy Ann Taylor pantsuit, while Dan Green, perched on the edge of the couch, reported. He wore a taupe corduroy sportcoat with a lavender shirt and gray/cream striped tie with blue jeans—typical Dan, casual but professional.

“The condo above Addwatter’s,” he said, demonstrating with open palms, “is empty. Has been for months. Tenants away in Europe.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really empty?”

“Officially empty.”

“So there are signs of life up there?”

He nodded. “Looked very much lived in—food in the fridge, wastebaskets with trash, recent magazines, newspapers....”

“Not a sublet?”

Dan shook his head. “Squatters.”

“Any sign of surveillance?”

“No electronic trail, not that I could find, anyway.” He made a face. “Might wanna bring a tech in.”

“No, I’m sold. Good job.”

“Thanks.”

“Anyway, I’m going to whisper in Rafe Valer’s ear about this.”

Dan’s eyes narrowed. “He may already know about it.”

“I don’t think so, or he’d have shared it. On this case, where we’re concerned, this is one time he’s not playing ’em close to his vest. Not now, anyway.”

“Okay.”

“And he can put his people on that condo building. That’s not the type of place where just anybody can roll into an empty apartment and make themselves at home.”

“Yeah. Palms got greased. Hey, it’s Chicago.”

“Right. And we’ll let Rafe work on which Chicago palms got greased. Speaking of Rafe, have you had a chance to look at his Event Planner files?”

He rolled his eyes. “Till my head swims. That guy is thorough. Look up ‘anal retentive’ in Webster’s and you’ll see Lt. Valer’s picture. Ms. Tree, are we really gonna re-open eight cold cases?”

“They’re worse than cold—they’re solved. Written off.”

He just sat there giving me a look.

“What?” I asked.

“What is it with you and lost causes? This agency is supposed to be a going concern.”

I locked eyes with him. “This lost cause is our lost cause, Dan—if Rafe is right, his Event Planner set up both Mike’s murder and the murders our client looks responsible for.”

He held up a hand. “You’re right. I’m wrong. I apologize.”

Now I gave him a look. A suspicious one.

“And?” I prompted.

He sat forward, urgency tightening that handsome baby face of his, wispy mustache bristling. “Will you please listen and bring Roger back into the fold? With his contacts, and knowledge about Mike’s old cases, we can really use him.”

I shifted in my chair. “Oh, did I mention I’ve got Bea out working on Holly Jackson’s background? There’s a temp coming in, a little blonde named Effie Something, to handle reception and secretarial. Make her feel at home, would you?...but not too at home.”

“Holly Jackson?”

“She’s the other murder victim, remember? The hooker in the motel room.”

Dan grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, well, don’t I feel right on top of this case about now.”

I waved it off. “It’s all right. We each need to focus on a specific area, and Bea’s been begging to get out into the field.”

“Great. She’s smart and has solid police credentials. But, Ms. Tree, she’s no Roger.”

“What I want you to do,” I said, getting up, “is hit your computer, see how many of these murders and accidents can be directly, or even indirectly, linked to Muerta Enterprises.”

Exasperated, Dan rose as well, saying, “Ms. Tree, Roger’s forgotten more about the Muertas than anybody else on this planet ever knew, us included, and—”

“I’ll talk to him.”

Dan seemed about to press on with his argument when my words finally registered and he smiled in pleasant surprise.

I gave him a schoolmarm’s pointing finger. “Get right on top of how many unfortunate ‘events’ benefited the Muertas...capeesh?”

“Capeesh!”

Chipper, Dan headed past me.

“That’s what I like about bein’ a 21st Century P.I.,” he was saying. “Ten years ago, shoe leather. Today—Google.”

“Refresh my memory, Ms. Tree,” the psychiatrist said. “This Roger—that’s Roger Freemont, your husband’s other partner?”

“That’s right,” I said. “He was Mike’s partner on the PD for a while, and one of the original partners in the Tree Agency.”

“And he’s the one who...”

“Who left the business when I took over. Yes.”

The pen scratched on paper. “I see.”

“Roger was Mike’s sarge back in Desert Storm days.”

“Yes. I recall.”

I glanced over at him. “...It hit the fan that very first Monday, after Mike’s murder....”

That was my first time seated behind Mike’s desk.

In retrospect, I wondered if that hadn’t added fuel to the fire. The day outside the window at my back was overcast, and Roger’s mood was surly.

He and Dan were seated in the clients’ chairs opposite. Bald, bespectacled Roger was in a black suit with a white shirt and a dark blue tie; he might have been a funeral director. Dan was in shades of tan from sportcoat to shirt-and-tie to shoes, as if he wanted to blend into the woodwork in this overtly masculine office.

Roger was saying, “All due respect, Mrs. Tree—”

“I prefer ‘Ms.,’ ” I said.

His eyes widened. “You choose some silly feminist, what? Affectation? Over honoring your husband?”

“No. I like the pun. Ms. Tree—mystery. Get it?”

“Cute,” Roger said, with a tiny sneer. “Almost as cute as your way of mourning. Body isn’t even cold and you’re already in Mike’s chair.”

“Well, the chair’s still warm.” My stare was pointed. “Roger, what is your problem? Besides your not liking me, and me being a dickless dick, that is.”

He shook his head. “Not a matter of liking. And I couldn’t care less what you pack between your legs. Point is, I’m a full partner in this business—one third Mike, one third Dan, one third you....”

But Dan surprised me and popped out of the woodwork to say, “Your math sucks, Roge. Ms. Tree here is also a full partner—twenty-five, twenty-five, twenty-five, twenty-five. Which with the old boss dead and his wife inheriting? Adds up to fifty percent new boss.”

I wasn’t sure I was reading Dan right. I got his eyes and asked, “Any problem with how that totals up?”

Dan shifted in his chair and sat forward. He wasn’t quite smiling. “No. You’re smart and attractive—you’ll put a great face on this business, grieving widow stepping in for her murdered husband.”

Roger, astounded, stared at the younger detective. “Is that all it is to you, Danny? Business?”

Dan shrugged. “You’re the one talking partners and percentages, Roge.”

I said, “Dan’s correct, Roger—I do hold fifty percent of this agency. You want me to buy you out, I’ll make the arrangements.”

His face stone, Roger said, “Do it then.”

I leaned forward and tried to take anything adversarial out of my tone and my expression. “Roger, I’m not asking you to leave.”

He grunted and his sneer was full-blown now. “And I’m not asking your goddamn permission. I’m senior partner here.”

Dan was giving Roger an offended sideways look. “We all started the same day, Roge.”

Roger, clearly disappointed in his young partner, leaned toward him and said, “Age and experience matter, Danny boy. Ought to, anyway.” Then his gaze swung to me. “If you vacate that chair, and turn it over to me...Miz Tree...then, well, no hard feelings.”

Coolly, I said, “The name on the door is Michael Tree.”

He snorted a laugh. “Real cute.”

He rose.

And said, “I got no desire to work for a glorified meter maid....” He paused on the way out to say, “You’ll hear from my attorney.”

He slammed the door.

Dan gave me a half-smile as he said, “Well, Roger can be kind of a prick sometimes.”

“Didn’t notice,” I said.

Then Dan’s expression turned serious as he said, “Still, that’s a bad loss, Ms. Tree. A lot of experience and knowledge just walked out that door. He’s a better a detective than either of us.”

“Point’s moot,” I said. “He doesn’t work here anymore.”

“Something about that little scene nagged at me, Doc.”

“How so?”

“True, I’d never really gotten along all that great with Roger, but this...this seemed over the top.”

“In what way?”

“It just seemed...calculated. Even staged. I mean, looking back on it, the whole...’I’m not working for a woman’ chauvinist pig routine...I just couldn’t buy it.”

“Is that why, on the Addwatter matter, you gave in to Mr. Green, and said you would at least talk to Mr. Freemont about this particular case?”

“Yes. For a whole year, it had been bothering me, and I felt I should’ve confronted Freemont about these feelings a long time ago. Going to see him was overdue.”

The Axminster Building on Van Buren was a survivor, many of its era having been long since demolished.

The floor I walked down—past offices of wood-framed pebbled glass, my heels echoing like gunshots off black-and-white speckled marble—reminded me of everything from childhood visits to dentists and doctors to adult calls on insurance agencies and travel bureaus. Only one out of perhaps four offices was filled here on the seventh floor, so the building was in its death throes, the wrecker ball’s shadow looming.

The frosted glass said:

SUITE 714
FREEMONT INVESTIGATIONS ROGER FREEMONT, PRES. APPOINTMENT ONLY

I wasn’t down in his book, but what the hell—he probably wouldn’t have agreed to see me, anyway. I went on in.

Roger Freemont, in rolled-up shirtsleeves and loosened tie, looked up from paperwork to glare at me from behind his dark-rimmed glasses. “What part of ‘appointment only’ don’t you understand?”

Ah, a year passes with Roger and yet it’s as if no time at all has gone by....

I shut the door. “Thought you might make an exception, and see me without an appointment. For old times’ sake.”

“Would it kill you to knock? This isn’t much, but it is my office.”

He was right—it wasn’t much. This was a single room, not terribly big, no reception area—hell, no receptionist—just broad-shouldered Roger at a big battered wooden desk, wooden file cabinets lined up St. Valentine’s Day Massacre-style on the opposite wall, and several hardback client chairs under a high ceiling that was home to a shut-off ceiling fan and peeling paint.

The only sign that this was not a P.I.’s office in a 1940s film noir was the laptop computer on the scarred desk.

“Actually, I do apologize for bursting in on you,” I said, meaning it, moving toward one of the two client chairs opposite him. “I expected an outer office...a receptionist....”

“It’s a one-man agency, Mrs. Tree,” he said crisply. “Just the essentials.”

I stood next to one of the chairs, but didn’t seat myself. I tried out a smile. “Shouldn’t the essentials include a shapely secretary and a bottle of whiskey in the bottom desk drawer?...And it’s ‘Ms.’ Tree, remember.”

“I remember,” he said, his eyes cold and unblinking. He had the look of a high school science teacher who coached football on the side. “What do you want? I’m a busy guy.”

“Mind if I sit?” I said, and sat. “Thanks.”

“Always a pleasure,” he said dryly.

I crossed my legs, supported my purse in my lap, gloves still on—didn’t want him to think I was settling in for the afternoon. But only the literal gloves stayed on. “You know, Roger, you’ve always been kind of a prick.”

He pursed his lips and he wasn’t throwing a kiss. “You can’t imagine how hearing you say that devastates me.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and smiled again. “But not as big a prick as this....Not the raging asshole who quit me right when I needed him most.”

That hit home.

A corner of his mouth twitched and, behind the lenses, the eyes finally blinked, and blinked some more. Suddenly he was ill at ease.

Good.

“Look,” he began, “I, uh, I really am busy. What the hell do you want, anyway?”

I leaned forward. “How much do I need to fill you in? Has Rafe ever shared his theory about this so-called Event Planner with you?”

Roger shrugged. “What if he has.”

“You do know that Dan and I are working the Addwatter case.”

“Sure. It’s been all over the media.” Another shrug. “Looks pretty open and shut. Whacko wife snuffs hubby and his hobby.”

“Right,” I said, nodding. “That’s how it looks. But Dan and I think what happened with Marcy Addwatter is one of those ‘events.’ ”

He drew in a breath. Let it out.

Then he admitted, “Has all the earmarks.”

“So does a certain other case.”

“What certain other case?”

“Mike’s murder.”

He tasted his tongue. “Is, uh, that what Rafe says?”

I shifted, re-crossing my legs. “Rafe says the cops aren’t interested in solved cases. And he’s been good enough to hand eight files over to me. And to Dan. You remember Dan.”

“I remember Dan.”

“He could use your help. I could use your help.... Are you getting this, Roger? We could use your help.”

Roger, increasingly ill at ease, began, “I don’t—”

I held up a traffic-cop palm. “I’ve had plenty of time to think, in the year since Mike was killed. And one thing that’s occurred to me? Maybe you and Mike left the PD at the same time for more reasons than just wanting to enter the world of small business.”

Roger’s mouth twitched something that was neither smile nor frown as he returned his attention to his paperwork. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, lady.”

“What were you and Mike working on...mister? That you couldn’t work on from inside the department?”

He looked up, dropped the paperwork onto his desk with a sigh. He seemed about to speak, then stopped to think a moment. And sighed again, and loosened his collar with a forefinger.

I said, “What are you, Roger Freemont or Rodney Dangerfield? Spit it out.”

His expression was pained. “Look...Ms. Tree. I promised Mike I’d...that I wouldn’t....” Then that expression changed, melted into something I’d never seen on that normally sour puss: he seemed torn up.

“What, Roger?”

“I promised him, Ms. Tree. I promised Mike.”

I sat forward. “That you wouldn’t endanger me? Well, Mike’s dead, Roger—and I’m the Michael Tree you owe your allegiance to now!”

Roger began to speak, and a coughing sound came out, or seemed to come out of him; only it wasn’t a human cough, rather a mechanical one, following by the sharp sound of breaking glass.

And I looked down, startled as hell, as a slowed-up slug bounced off my left breast.

I straightened to see the frozen, open-mouthed Roger—a thick trail of blood oozing from an exit wound near his heart, spreading on his white shirt—try once again to speak, and fail.

Then he flopped unconscious onto his paperwork, breathing slow, loud, ragged.

Already on my feet, I got back behind his desk and ripped away the blinds to reveal the spider-webbed bullet hole in the window, a fire escape yawning beyond.

I touched Roger’s shoulder and said, “Hang in, Roge,” then shoved open the window and, getting the nine millimeter out of my purse, climbed out onto the iron grillwork.

On the metal landing, gun in one hand, cell phone in the other, I looked down as I told the 911 dispatcher, “Shooting at Axminster Building on Van Buren, Suite 714....” Then looked up and saw a skinny, dark-haired male figure in a gray sweatshirt and blue jeans and white running shoes scrambling up the fire escape, a silenced automatic in one latex-gloved hand.

“Freemont Investigations,” I told the dispatcher. “Sucking chest wound—I don’t know, just fucking hurry!”

I slipped the cell in my trenchcoat pocket and aimed the nine mil skyward, but the guy had hopped up and onto the roof, out of sight.

But not out of mind—up I went, like Sheena of the Jungle on a goddamned tree, flying up six stories of fire escape, and then I was climbing onto the rooftop only to see Roger’s assassin, dark hair standing up in the wind and wiggling, as he ran hard and fast...

...and then leapt onto the adjacent rooftop.

I took pursuit, but the bastard had a real lead on me. And when I got to the edge of the rooftop, where he’d leapt from, I stopped abruptly, looking down at my shoes—short-heeled pumps, but heels nonetheless.

“Shit,” I said, and kicked them off.

Then I backed up, breathed deep, and made a run for it.

I leapt for the next building, trenchcoat flapping, and landed on my nyloned feet, gracelessly but on them, and when I looked up to take my bearings, there the assassin was, still on the run, but glaring back at me now, aiming the silenced automatic in my direction.

I dove out of the way as several whispering bullets chewed up roofing tar around me, and I hit hard but not knocking the breath out of me.

And I was still down when I looked up to see all the way across the rooftop where the dark-haired assassin in running shoes was in the process of backing up, preparing to jump to another building.

“Fuck it,” I muttered.

And aimed the nine mil and fired.

The report was a thundercrack—even an El rumbling by couldn’t blot it out.

The bullet hit the jumper in the back, in mid-flight, and he dropped from sight, between buildings, his scream following him all the way down.

I sighed.

Got to my feet, slowly, shaking my head the same way.

“Probably won’t have much to say for himself,” I said to nobody.

As the shriek of an approaching ambulance belatedly echoed the falling man’s scream, I only hoped his target, Roger Freemont, would be luckier.



TEN

The last time I’d visited Cook County Memorial it had been to stop by the morgue to view a couple of corpses.

As pale as the unconscious Roger Freemont looked in his hospital bed, hooked up to an IV, a nearby heart monitor blipping, this trip didn’t feel all that different.

He hadn’t told me, before the bullet interrupted, but I knew. I knew that, after Mike’s death, Roger had exaggerated his already gruff exterior to honor his late friend’s wishes and pursue a sub rosa investigation, while keeping the little lady in the dark.

I leaned in at his bedside and told the impassive face, oddly vulnerable without the dark-rimmed glasses, “You have to pull through, Roger—the guy who did this to you didn’t. And you know me—I do have questions....”

This was a room for two, but the bed next to Roger’s was empty, the dividing curtain drawn back. Patients came and went quickly on the Intensive Care floor.

I exited Roger’s room and, in the corridor right outside, found Rafe Valer and Chic Steele milling, both looking as anxious as expectant fathers, although this was the other end of that spectrum.

With Rafe’s black trenchcoat, Chic’s tan one and my dark blue, we looked like a detective convention. Maybe we were due a meeting at that.

Rafe’s eyes flew to mine as he asked, “Talk to Roger’s doctor yet, Michael?”

I nodded. “Touch and go.”

Face clenched like a fist, Chic said, “Tell me Roge isn’t in a coma.”

“He’s not.”

Both men were visibly relieved, but their heads were hanging.

I went on: “He’s sleeping, sedated. Hasn’t said anything. But he will. He will.”

Rafe offered up a humorless smirk. “For a dead guy, the hitter you popped told us a lot.”

“Oh?”

Chic picked up the thread: “Guy had definite ties to the old Muerta mob.”

I felt a spike of excitement. “Is this the link we’ve been looking for, finally?”

Chic shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

Chic held up a “take it easy” palm. “Ties to the Muerta family he definitely had, yes...but going back a lot of years—nothing connecting him to them since, hell, since Mike and me took Dominic Muerta out of the picture, and this new generation stepped in. Still...” His eyes went to Rafe. “...I may owe you an apology.”

“Yeah?” Rafe said.

“Maybe there is something to your ‘Event Planner’ notion.”

I said to both of them, “If so, then where does Dominique Muerta fit in? Like father, like daughter?”

Chic frowned. “You need to stay away from her, Ms. Tree.”

I summoned the most withering smile I had in me, and I have a few. I said to the man I’d been sleeping with for months now, “Call me Michael.”

But Rafe surprised me. He was shaking his head, saying, “Chic’s right—if the daughter really is as legitimate as she looks, with that company’s high-powered attorneys? You’ll put everything at risk.”

“Define everything.”

“Okay. How about the Tree Agency?”

“And if Muerta’s darling daughter is not legit?”

“Yourself,” Rafe said. “At risk.”

I mulled that a moment, then said, “So far today I shot off a redneck’s kneecap, and caught a hitman on the fly with a single shot.” I mock shivered. “Sure would hate to have my afternoon turn risky, all of a sudden.”

Rafe looked at Chic.

Chic looked at Rafe.

“Afternoon, fellas,” I said, and gave them a pleasant nod, and was off down the corridor.

I must have passed Dan without even noticing him, because suddenly I heard his voice behind me, saying to the two cops: “What did I miss?”

“Just your boss going mildly psychotic on us,” Rafe said.

“And?” Dan said.

They didn’t know I’d heard, and didn’t see my smile as I pressed the DOWN button at the elevator.

“Your behavior is starting to show reckless tendencies,” the doctor said.

“Don’t worry, Doc,” I said. “I’m not suicidal.”

“And yet you intended to beard Dominique Muerta in her own den?”

“No. She’d look ridiculous in a beard—okay, bad joke. But, Doc, the one place in this town where I’m not in real danger is Muerta Enterprises HQ.”

“And why is that?”

“They have a reputation to uphold...but then so do I.”

Muerta Enterprises International had its own building, a modern slab of stone and glass and steel on Wacker Drive with a gigantic abstract metal statue out front that might have been a dancer. I stood looking up, trying without any luck to see where the building ended and the sky began.

It took some sneaking around to avoid going through such channels as signing in with the receptionist, or waiting with a roomful of people whose attire was divided fairly evenly between Business Severe and Show Biz Chic.

But on the pretense of needing a ladies’ room, and knowing right where I was going thanks to some intel I squeezed out of Rafe Valer, I managed to enter the outer office of the CEO, without incident.

Within, I found a painfully handsome redheaded young man in a cream-color Armani ensemble with an orange silk tie, seated at an L-shaped blond desk, swiveled to face his keyboard and flat screen. His workstation was barren of any paperwork—he was a keeper of the keys, sentry not secretary.

Whatever the hell he was, he had an office area almost as large as my own at the Tree Agency, though this chamber with its parquet floor and deco-design area rug was home to no chairs other than the young man’s.

This was not a waiting room—by the time you made it this far, you were ready to be ushered in. The light lavender walls were adorned, sparingly, with large, almost poster-size framed photographs of household-name recording artists and actors, all smiling for the camera in a manner that came off collectively as crazed. A blond hutch matching the desk displayed some awards—including Oscars and Emmys—and a similar bookcase was home to annual industry publications.

The redheaded gatekeeper rolled on his brown leather chair from the flat screen to the other wing of his desk to look up at me with polite patience. He had lovely blue eyes and a moist, sensual mouth that a starlet would have killed for, or anyway braved Botox to attain.

“I’m sorry?” he said, in a midrange voice that was somehow simultaneously gentle and accusing.

What “I’m sorry” meant was, if I was standing before him right now, as I seemed to be, he should, he would, have known about it. He’d have been called by someone less important than him but probably more important than me.

“Michael Tree for Dominique Muerta,” I said.

He didn’t even check a book or use the phone. “You don’t have an appointment.”

“No, but she’ll see me.”

He remained polite, if icily so. “I’m afraid it’s impossible for you to see Ms. Muerta without an appointment.”

“Tell her my name. Michael Tree?”

His eyes narrowed. Something was registering inside the lightly freckled skull.

“I’m sorry,” he insisted, and he thought I didn’t see him reach under the desk and press something.

I leaned in, invading his space a little; he smelled at least as good as I did. “Would you do me one small favor? Give her my card before you turn me over to security, would you?”

And I handed him a nine millimeter bullet.

His blue eyes showed white all around as he regarded the object in his palm as if it were radioactive. “Is...is this supposed to be a joke?”

“Ask your boss,” I said. “Maybe she’ll explain it to you.”

He rose.

Gave me a pointing gesture that meant “stay put” —brave boy—and came around from behind his little L-shaped world and ducked in through a black, unmarked door, disappearing.

I went over to the door, open a crack, and listened. What I heard echoed a little, as if the man and woman speaking were on the other side of a lake.

“A woman out there insists on seeing you,” the secretary was saying. “I told her that’s impossible without an appointment. But she’s...”

A silken, almost purring alto responded: “You can’t handle a single unannounced visitor, Dennis? How are you earning those six figures again?”

“She seems sure you’ll want to see her—Michael Tree?”

Silence.

“And,” the redhead continued, “she said to give you her ‘card.’ ”

“Well?”

I smiled to myself as, on the other side of that door, the personal assistant was no doubt passing my bullet on to his boss.

“Droll,” she said. “Very droll.”

“I’ve already summoned security. Question is, should I call 911 as well?”

Like any other respectable company in a crisis would do....

“Hold security in your outer area when they arrive.”

“And in the meantime?”

“In the meantime...show her in.”

I returned to my position at the desk and allowed Dennis to come out and nod with a smile that even he didn’t believe. He ushered me just inside and discreetly exited, closing the door at my back.

Dominique Muerta’s inner office was three times the size of mine, though it had in common a certain masculinity in the dark-wood paneling and furnishings. The ceiling was high, stolen from the floor above, and the parquet floor seemed endless.

At my left was a massive fireplace with an elaborate gilt-framed oil painting of her late father looming over it and everything else, the tall, slender don standing with arms folded, very dignified, attired in a white suit and white tie—all that was lacking was the midget yelling, “Da plane! Da plane!”

To my right was a huge window onto the gray and blue landscape of the Chicago River and the buildings beyond. At the rear was a conference area not unlike my own, with couches and well-stuffed leather chairs (though these were white) around a coffee table, perched on another deco-design area rug.

Dominique Muerta herself sat behind a mahogany desk not unlike mine, but this one was about the size of a sideways BMW, with a flat screen and piles of papers and folders and printouts, not terribly neat, clearly the work area of someone with multiple irons in God-knew-how-many fires.

Impeccable in severe though stylish business attire—gray suit, black silk blouse, by some European designer whose work I could neither recognize nor afford—she was a beautiful woman, no question of it, slender and yet strong and so pretty that the mannish severity of her no-doubt-expensive short hairdo took nothing away. The thin lips were a bright red and the almond-shaped eyes were as richly, deeply mahogany as the desk, softened with a touch of lavender eye shadow.

“Michael Tree,” she said, and smiled as she rose.

I was moving toward her across the parquet floor, footsteps echoing a little, as she came around from behind the desk and met me halfway, extending a graceful hand.

As we shook, she said, “This is a long overdue meeting. We have so much in common.”

“Thanks for seeing me,” I said.

She gestured to the area of couches and chairs, and took me politely by the arm and walked me over. She did not offer to take, or have taken, my trenchcoat and I left it on, as well as my gloves, purse on its strap over my shoulder.

Indicating the glass coffee table, on which rested a bowl of bottled waters on ice, she said, “Sit, sit.... Cappuccino? Water?...I can have hot or iced tea or regular coffee or a soft drink—”

“No,” I said, sitting on the nearest couch. “Thank you. This won’t take long.”

Dominique sat on the white leather chair across the glass table. Her thin lips formed a razor-edge smile as she opened her hand to display the bullet in her palm.

“Interesting business card,” she said. An eyebrow arched. “Did you mean to scare me, or just get my attention?”

Dominique set the bullet on the coffee table, straight up, as if placing a miniature in a collector’s set. It made a little klik on the glass.

“When I want your attention,” I said with my own smile, “it’ll be traveling faster.”

Her face went blank—didn’t harden exactly. Just lost all expression.

Then she said, “There is no reason, Michael....May I call you Michael?”

“Why not?” I sat back, folded my arms, crossed my legs. “We have so much in common.”

“Michael,” she said, sitting forward, “we need not be adversaries. My late father...and your late husband...” She shrugged somberly. “...they’ve had their war.”

“And that war’s over?”

She nodded, once. “For some time.”

“Question is,” I said, “was my husband a casualty?”

She drew in a breath. Let it out slowly. “My understanding is that Mike Tree’s death was related to an arrest he’d made, once upon a time, of some...” She made a dismissive gesture. “...lowlife scum.”

I ignored that. “What relationship does Muerta Enterprises have—”

“Muerta Enterprises International,” she corrected gently.

“What relationship is there between Muerta Enterprises International and Addwatter Accounting Incorporated?”

She gave me a tiny shrug. “They’re the top firm in town. And we use them. Why, does that surprise you?”

“Did Richard Addwatter’s death ‘surprise’ you... Dominique?”

She shook her head sadly. “Terrible shock. I understand, from what I see in the media, that his wife is as much a victim in this tragedy as he is.”

I managed not to laugh. “Very insightful, Dominique. One never knows when some unexpected... event...out of left field? Can blindside you.”

“I’m afraid I don’t grasp your meaning, Michael.”

“My meaning...my point...is this.” I gestured rather grandly. “If behind all of this polished steel and glass is an entertainment conglomerate involved in corrupting our nation’s youth with hip hop and bad movies and stupid television shows, you and I are cool. No problem.”

“Really.”

I smiled on one side of my face. “If, on the other hand, the woman behind the curtain is peddling prostitution, illegal gambling, drug trafficking and other nasty criminal fun and games...you and I will tangle our pretty asses.”

My hostess’s expression and manner turned colder than the ice in the water-bottle bowl. She leaned forward and pushed a button on the underside of the coffee table.

“We’re done here,” she said. Not purring.

Dominique remained seated as I heard the door open behind me.

Two men—both over six feet, both well over two hundred pounds, and attired in identical sharp dark suits and ties, with short military haircuts—entered. The one in front had a round face with features too small for it, and his cohort had a square-ish head and ordinary features; together they made a peculiar geometry.

Dominique said, “My staff will show you out.”

“I know the way.”

“I must insist.”

The two well-dressed if steroidal security guards lumbered toward us, as I got to my feet and headed out. As I passed them, they fell in with me, one on either side.

When we reached the door, the round-head opened it for me, at my right, while the square-head gestured, on my left, for me to go on through.

“Real gentleman,” I said, and smiled first at the square-head, who nodded, and then back at the roundhead, who was nice enough to return my smile.

Then I shoved the square-head into the open doorway and shut the door on him, hard, catching him in the neck and the side of the head, approximately. As the round-head moved in, I yanked the door back, hard, slamming it into his moon face.

Square-head was staggering around like a drunk looking for a curb and I whapped him good, with my purse.

He went down in a pile and it sounded like a small building collapsing.

Round-head was fumbling for a gun under his shoulder, but the sharp suit’s buttons were slowing him down, and I hit him with the purse, too, a nice smack on the side of his sloping skull, and he went down slower, but he went down all right, kneeling to me for a moment, before flopping onto his face and kissing the parquet floor.

I got in the purse and removed the nine millimeter and, with an extended arm and a nicely steady hand, pointed it across the room...

...at Dominique Muerta.

“When I decide it’s time to show you out, Dominique? I’ll do it, personally....”

I returned the gun to my purse, snapping it shut, stepping delicately around the fallen security guards, saying, “Excuse me, fellas.”

The redheaded gatekeeper had disappeared and, just before I went out into the corridor, I heard one of the security boys behind me mumbling, “What...what the hell?”

I glanced back and saw Dominique in the doorway to her inner sanctum, looking down at her security team with an expression usually reserved for sucking sour lemon balls.

“She hit you with her purse,” Dominique was explaining. “You’re both fired, by the way.”

She’s strict, I thought, and went out.



ELEVEN

“What happened that night at the hospital,” I said, “was the real turning point—a tragic one, in some respects.”

“How so?”

I shifted in the recliner. “I wasn’t there for all of it, Doc, so I’ll give it to you as best I came to understand it....”

A dark-haired, trimly mustached uniformed cop of about thirty, Officer Anthony Clemens was sitting outside Roger Freemont’s room, playing a Nintendo DS handheld. On the other side of the door, Fremont remained unconscious in his hospital bed, IV tube inserted, heart monitor blipping, privacy curtain drawn, the room now being shared.

As Clemens played New Super Mario Bros., a tall, slender, severely attractive Hispanic nurse approached, a clipboard in hand. Her nametag said Garcia, and she wore latex gloves.

Outside Freemont’s room, about to go in, she paused and asked, “Are you Officer Clemens?”

Clemens looked up from his screen, grudgingly. “Yeah.”

She nodded back down the hall. “Call for you at the nurse’s station. A Lt. Valer?”

“Thanks,” Clemens said, and he began juggling the gaming system with the cell phone he was getting out of his pocket. “But I gotta stay at my post. I’ll call him—”

She gripped his arm. “Officer!”

He blinked up at her. “What?”

The woman’s tone was scolding. “Don’t you know you can’t use a cell phone in a hospital? Electronic interference.”

A little confused, Clemens put the cell away—slowly, but away. “What, like on an airplane?”

“That’s right...sorry. Didn’t mean to jump on you.” She smiled at the officer. “Go on and take your call, at the nurse’s station. I’ll stay with the patient till you return.”

He smiled back at her, said thanks, and as Clemens headed down the corridor, tucking away the evidence—his Nintendo DS—into a pants pocket, Nurse Garcia slipped into Freemont’s room.

On entering, the nurse’s pleasant expression hardened into a blank mask as she studied, in a clinical fashion, her patient, unconscious in his bed, the heart monitor’s blipping providing a percussive undercurrent.

The nurse tossed her clipboard on the foot of the bed and removed from her pocket a hypodermic syringe already filled with a black liquid. She pointed the hypo needle up to check it, giving it a test squirt.

Then she moved in on the unconscious Freemont, needle poised....

“Excuse me for interrupting, Ms. Tree,” Dr. Cassel said, and he was on the edge of his chair. “But how can you know this? Where were you when this was going on?”

I grinned over at him. “Didn’t I mention it, Doc? I was who Roger was sharing the room with....”

I whipped the privacy curtain open.

The empty bed where I’d been sitting and waiting—in slacks and blouse, not a hospital gown (I wasn’t sharing the room to that extent)—was to my back, and I was on my feet, with my nine millimeter in hand...

...and aimed right at the “nurse.”

I gave her a smile at least as nasty as the black remedy in that hypo.

“Maybe,” I said, “it’s time for your shot....”

But she was fast, and didn’t fluster, I’ll give her that: she hurled the hypo at me like a knife, and the damn thing hit me in the arm, hard, hard enough to pierce the blouse and stick in my arm and quiver there and for that matter bump me back against the bed, jarring me so that the gun went flying, clattering to the floor somewhere.

This put me out of commission long enough for Nurse Garcia to book it out of the room, moving quickly, not quite running.

I yanked the damn hypo from my arm—“Fuck!”—and wasted a second or two trying to spot my fumbled nine mil, slipping the hypo in my slacks pocket.

Gun was out of sight, so I said, “Shit,” and took pursuit, anyway.

I could see Garcia up there, nearing where she’d have to turn either left or right, but there were several real nurses in the hall as well; calling out was too risky, because it would encourage Garcia to take a hostage or otherwise misbehave....

Down at the end of the corridor, beyond the fleeing Garcia, came Uniformed Officer Clemens, trundling around the corner, gesturing in confusion. And right on his heels was another nurse, a genuine nurse, pushing a steel cart of meds.

“Hey,” Clemens said to Garcia, “I held on for like forever, and Valer didn’t—”

What happened next I saw but couldn’t do a damn thing about....

Nurse Garcia casually removed a small automatic from her right-hand dress pocket and shot Clemens in the head, just above and between the eyes.

He went down in a cloud of blood spray and landed on his gaming system, which made a pathetic little dying bleep bleep, and the poor dead bastard wound up sitting against the corridor wall, slumped there, game over.

As this was happening, that real nurse shrieked, abandoned her cart and ran back the way she came. And Nurse Garcia shoved the cart out of her path, upending it, spilling pills and other medical supplies, so that when I reached that point, the overturned cart was between me and Garcia and the route she’d taken, though I could see her, on the run now, full throttle, shoving aside people in white, nurses and aides and doctors, like human bowling pins.

And then, without slowing her pace, Garcia glanced back and her arm came up and straightened and she threw a shot at me, that little automatic making a loud little firecracker report in the hallway.

I anticipated the shot enough to duck into the nearest hospital room.

But that slowed me down, and Nurse Garcia was still on the move.

I bolted back out and ran to the cart and uprighted the thing and, with every ounce of strength in me, propelled it down the corridor....

...where it clipped Nurse Garcia, in the right side and leg, just as she was about to round another corner, knocking her off balance.

In her awkward on-the-run fall, Garcia hit her head on the wall, hard, and slid to the floor, leaving a snail’s trail of red blood smear.

She seemed to be out cold, but I made my approach cautiously—after all, my gun was God knows where, back in Roger’s room.

I knelt over her.

Checked the woman’s throat pulse.

But then her hand was on my throat, and she sure as hell wasn’t checking for a pulse....

I winced in pain as she twisted around and brought her other hand to bear, ten fingers choking me now as we squirmed on the floor, me wriggling like a fish on a boat deck and her squeezing the damn life out of me....

Somehow my hand found the hypo in my pocket—the thing was still loaded with that foul black shit.

And as the lights flickered in my head, wanting to go out, I managed to will myself into one final act: jamming the needle into Garcia’s leg.

Her hands loosened on my throat, her eyes goggled and I was free of her grip. She was on top of me but did not really have the advantage any longer, as a look she sneaked confirmed: that needle was deep in her outer thigh and my thumb was poised to dispense medicine.

Her eyes locked with mine. Hard eyes, dark and mean and cold and, best of all, scared shitless.

“Gee,” I said. “I wonder what that drug is, honey? In this helpful hypo of yours?”

Her eyes saucered. “Don’t! Jesus sake, don’t!”

Then we did this shifting of positions that got her off of me, slowly, carefully, until she was on the floor and I was just above her, in control of my unhappy prisoner.

My hand patted her pockets until I found her gun in one. I got it out and held the little .22 in my left hand, gripping it as tight as she had my throat, and jammed its snout in her neck, ready to cure her permanently, if she fucking blinked.

These last minutes had gone down in a sort of claustrophobic close-up world that included only the two of us, me and my nurse.

But I suddenly became aware of a small crowd of doctors and nurses gathering, stunned, wide-eyed, on the periphery of the scene of our two-woman struggle.

I glanced up at my little audience of medicos and my eyebrows climbed. “911, anybody?...STAT!”

In just over an hour, back in my blue trenchcoat now, I was standing outside Roger’s room, keeping a brand-new uniformed officer company; he was a black kid, barely twenty-one, who was seated where the late Officer Clemens had formerly been. We chatted a little and I learned he was an Iraq vet, and he seemed on top of things; I felt Roger was in good hands.

Before long Lt. Valer came down the corridor and faced me, his expression pleasant, even pleased.

“How’s the arm?” he asked.

I touched the spot. “Tad sore,” I admitted. “But I’m not complaining—I’ll bet that hypo, if it took the plunge? Would serve up a real killer cocktail.”

“Lab’ll have that soon enough,” he said with a crisp nod. “And you’ll be glad to know we’ve already identified that ‘nurse’ of yours and Roger’s.”

“Let me guess. Her real name isn’t Garcia.”

“Francesca Marquez. Out of town player. M-13 farm team out La La way.”

That got my attention. “Salvadoran?”

Another nod. “El bingo.”

I leaned in, held his eyes with mine. “Rafe, I’m telling you, the Muertas are still pulling the strings—and they’ve got the other, new O.C. factions out on the front line, taking the hits.”

“And delivering them,” he said. He thumbed toward the closed hospital room door. “How’s Roge?”

“Still sawing logs. You’d think the commotion would’ve—”

I was interrupted by Dan, coming out of Roger’s room with a big grin going. “He’s awake!”

Rafe said, “Hot damn.”

Dan turned to me and half-smiled. “He’s asking for you, Ms. Tree.”

“No kidding?”

“No kidding.”

Soon I was standing near Roger’s bedside smiling down at him as he smiled weakly up at me.

“So,” he said, voice weak but gruff, “you saved my ass?”

“Once or twice.”

“My lap...my....”

I touched his shoulder. “Slow down. Take it easy. All the time in the world.”

He nodded. Managed, “My laptop, Ms. Tree. At my office. Get—”

Dan, right behind me, chimed in: “Don’t worry, buddy! We got it.”

Rafe, back there next to Dan, said, “You do?”

I glanced back and saw Dan realizing what he’d just said, as he turned to the Homicide captain with a caught-with-his-pants-down expression. “Yeah, uh... Ms. Tree kinda liberated it. Stuck it in her car, before you guys got to Roger’s office.”

Rafe said to me, “What the hell for?”

“I have my reasons,” I said.

But Roger was saying, “Good! Good....Rafe....”

Rafe stepped up to the bedside next to me. “What do you want, you old hardass?”

Roger’s hand came up and grabbed onto Rafe’s sleeve; it was an effort, but he did it.

“You I trust,” he said. “All of you. But keep what Mike and I found out...keep that to...to yourselves....Don’t go public till...”

Roger was getting a little too worked up.

“Easy, Roge,” I said, patting his arm. “We’re on top of it. I promise. Get some rest.”

Roger, breathing hard, weaker than hell, some-how found the strength to nod, several times. “Yeah... good....Listen...”

I leaned close, as Rafe resumed his position behind me, next to Dan.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Kinda like to...kinda like my quarter back.”

Behind me, Rafe whispered to Dan, “What’s he talkin’ about? Football?”

I glanced back and caught Dan shaking his head. “No,” he told Rafe. “Something else.”

Roger said, “I...I want to buy back in. I want... wanna come home.”

The regret in his face seemed to pain him worse than anything an assassin could dish out. He’d gone undercover for a whole year, alienating people he valued, like Dan and Rafe and, yes, me.

I told him, “We’re gonna rewrite the Tree Agency partnership, soon as you get out of here—33% Dan Green, 33% Roger Freemont.”

Roger managed a little snort of a laugh. “Just like a woman.”

I frowned. “What is?”

“Keeping that extra percent for yourself....”



TWELVE

“Did you have enough evidence to clear Mrs. Addwatter?” the doctor asked.

“Couldn’t really clear her, Doc,” I said. “Let’s face it—the smoking gun in this case was in her hand, after she killed her husband and his hooker.”

“Yes, but surely her mental condition, this reprehensible manipulation of medications....”

“Oh, I had extenuating circumstances locked up, Doc. Plenty for Counselor Levine to use the insanity defense with confidence.”

Once again Bernie Levine and I were seated in the Cook County Jail visitor’s area, in our little booth across the Plexiglas from Marcy Addwatter in her orange jumpsuit. This was a specially arranged evening meeting, no other prisoners and guests present.

And this Marcy Addwatter, while physically the same (if better groomed, with a tamed-down hairdo), seemed a different woman—alert, intelligent. Not at all dazed or halting in her speech.

An upbeat, animated Levine, on the phone with his client, was saying, “Michael and her partners, Dan Green and Roger Freemont, have gathered all the evidence of extenuating circumstances we could ever have hoped for.”

While I couldn’t hear Marcy, the words her lips formed were easy enough to read: “I’m very grateful.”

“There’s no question your medication was tampered with, exchanged for drugs that would aggravate and, frankly, take advantage of your condition. And, yes, definitely, the voices you heard were piped into your bedroom, whenever your husband was away.”

Marcy frowned and this time her response was such that I could not lip-read her.

Levine covered the mouthpiece and turned to me. “She wants to know...why. Why anyone would do this to her.”

I gestured for the phone and Levine handed it over.

I said, “Marcy, we’ve just started the ‘why’ phase of this investigation. But I can tell you where it seems to be heading.”

“Please.”

“We’re convinced your husband was planning to expose certain illegal practices by an Addwatter client with ties to organized crime.”

She frowned. “Then it had...had nothing to do with us? As a couple? As man and wife?”

I shook my head. “No. Nothing. You weren’t one of the intended victims here, any more than that woman in the motel room was. Your husband was the target, and you were just part of a scenario someone put in motion.”

Her eyes widened, just a little. “Then I was...used.”

“You were used. Manipulated.” I sat forward and held her eyes with mine. “But you will get your life back, Marcy.”

“No I won’t,” she said.

With an awful casualness.

For several long moments, I just sat staring at the impassive face. The drugs she was on now, correct as they were, did provide a certain Zen-like state of calm, but it was every bit as artificial as the voices she’d once heard.

“Don’t think...” she began. She sighed. Composed herself. “Don’t think I’m not grateful, Michael. I’m very grateful...but Richard is still dead. And I still killed him...Richard, and some...some poor unfortunate woman who never did a single thing to me....”

Then Marcy hung up the phone, forced a small terrible smile, nodded to me and to Bernie—the protectors who could free her from the legal system but not her own judgment—and turned herself over to the attending policewoman, to be escorted out and back to her cell.

Just outside the door, in the corridor, Bernie and I paused for a moment.

The wind out of his sails now, the attorney said, “You know, Ms. Tree—no matter how hard we try... how much good we do...in our business, happy endings are goddamned hard to come by.”

I put a hand on his shoulder. “Closure has its place, Bernie,” I said. “It helps heal...but there’s always some scarring.”

He nodded.

“And if you’ll excuse me,” I said, “I have some closure of my own to take care of.”

That night, at the apartment that was now mine but had once been Mike’s, I sat up in bed, pillows propped behind me. I wore the top of a pair of black silk men’s pajamas, blankets down around my thighs but the sheet coming up fairly high.

Sheer curtains let the lights of the city in and the traffic pulse broken by the occasional siren let you know the world was still out there. But the only light on in the bedroom was the muted one on the nightstand on the side of the double bed that was reserved for the likes of Chic Steele.

Who had just arrived—both our evenings had gotten away from us, and neither of us had felt like meeting for a late bite. So when Chic suggested he stop over and “cut straight to dessert,” I didn’t argue.

Even at the end of the day Chic Steele looked crisp and sharp—I’d always secretly hated him a little for that. I’ve never known a professional woman who didn’t wilt by the end of a long business day, and that certain men could pull off perpetual freshness was an annoyance and, somehow, an insult.

His gray suit was an Armani and he was just getting started in stripping down, loosening the darker gray silk tie.

He said, “And the word on Roger’s good?”

“Very good,” I said. “Slug went in and out—nothing vital hit. I told him he was lucky they tried for his heart, since he doesn’t have one.”

“Ha,” Chic said, arranging his suitcoat over the back of the nearby chair. His shoulder holster with the .38 Police Special was brown and didn’t quite go with the blue-gray shirt.

“It was blood loss,” I went on, “that put Roger in that hospital room.”

Chic slipped off the shoulder holster and slung it over the chair. He shot me a thoughtful frown. “What d’you make of that Salvadoran hit woman?”

I shrugged. “You’re the OCU guy—what do you make of her?”

He was unbuttoning his shirt cuffs now. “Never heard of the woman, but there’s a lot of players on that team.”

“What about the feds?”

Now he was unbuttoning the shirt, nodding. “There was a federal package on Ms. Marquez, which I’m having shipped electronically to Rafe, once some red tape is cut and a few i’s are dotted and t’s crossed.... Those p.j.’s new?”

“Old,” I said, gesturing to the black silk men’s pajamas. “Mike’s.”

His shirt was untucked and he was getting out of it. “Well, he’d have been proud of you today, Michael.”

“Really think so?”

“Sure.” He draped the shirt over a chair arm. “Only, what the hell’s a California Latin gang’s connection to a Chicago Loop accounting firm, d’you suppose?”

“I’m not sure there is one.”

“Oh?” He pulled his t-shirt off, revealing a well-tanned torso and admirable abs. Abs of Steele, I’d kidded him, more than once.

I said, “Roger wasn’t even working the Addwatter case.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, his back to me, getting his shoes off—Italian loafers. “Really? I figured you’d pulled him in, and turned him loose on—”

“But there is a connection.”

He was shaking his head, tugging off his socks now. “First you say there isn’t one, then you say—”

“A Muerta connection.”

He got onto his bare feet and turned to face me. “Michael, my people’ve been looking for a link between these new ethnic factions and the old Muerta mob for months...hell, over a year.”

“Not surprising,” I said. “You’re in a perfect position, after all.”

He was removing his belt. “Perfect position to do what?”

He tossed the belt on the chair.

“Cover up,” I said with a tiny shrug. “Misdirect. Head your people down blind alleys.”

He unzipped.

“What, Michael, are you kidding?”

He stepped out of his pants, change and keys jingling, and folded them over the chair.

I didn’t answer his question. Not directly.

I said, “Thing is...Mike kept things from me.”

He was in only his boxers now. Pale blue with white trim, including the fly.

“I was his partner,” Chic said with a shrug of his muscular shoulders. “He kept things from me, too.”

He got out of the boxers, exposing the untanned white skin, tossing the shorts on the chair and climbing under the covers with me.

“Oh, I know,” I said. “Like the real reason he left the department.”

We were side by side in bed now. He propped up his pillows and settled in, comfy, then positioned himself to gaze at me.

Pillow talk.

“I know the real reason,” he said. “To open his own agency. He’d been dreaming and planning for years.”

I nodded. “Sure, that was part of it. But it also gave Mike a safe base of operations. Safer, anyway.”

Chic shook his head a little. “Afraid I’m not following.”

“Oh sure you are. Mike and Roger both quit the force, at the same time, to go private. But their agenda included continuing a certain ongoing investigation—one that couldn’t be safely conducted within the department.”

He squinted at me, like I’d just gone badly out of focus. “What investigation?”

“Police corruption,” I said, matter of fact. “PD ties to organized crime.”

His forehead tightened. So did his voice. “You can’t be serious—I helped Mike put Muerta away!”

“Right. You put Old Man Muerta away, and within months, he dies. Terminal illness. Setting the stage for Dominique to take over, the good daughter who wanted to go strictly legitimate, right?”

His smirk was dismissive. “We’ve found nothing indicating otherwise.”

“Not with you in charge of the OCU they haven’t!” I let nastiness into my smile, finally, and my tone. “The only thing I’m unsure about is whether Mike knew about you....”

He shifted, propped by an elbow. He gave me a hard, sincere gaze. “Nothing to know. You’re wrong. I loved the man.”

“Shut up,” I said.

And I let the gun in my hand, under the sheet, poke prominently, obviously, up at him.

He frowned. “Is that...?”

“Maybe I’m just glad to see you,” I said.

“Michael...Don’t do anything foolish....”

I cocked my head, regarding him like a housewife checking a milk carton’s expiration date. “Mike may have known, or suspected you were dirty, your long friendship making him look the other way. Or maybe he just didn’t believe it was possible...or perhaps he was keeping you close, where you’re supposed to keep your enemies, particularly the ones pretending to be friends.”

His eyes and nostrils flared. “Michael, this is insane! I was best man at your wedding!”

“And about the only person in the world besides Mike Tree who knew we’d be staying at that shabby little motel, that first, and last, night of our honeymoon....”

“Is that your big evidence?”

The nine millimeter in my fist slipped out from under the sheet to point at him openly.

“No, just my favorite.” My hand was steady as it gripped the weapon. “Roger Freemont’s been gathering dirt all through the past year—despite your best efforts, he’s alive and well...and all of his work is in Lt. Valer’s hands, right now.”

Any defense, any pretense, fell from his features, like a flimsy garment slipping off a hanger. But there was nothing cold in that face—he seemed sad and troubled, but not defiant or angry.

He just said, “No...no bluff?”

“No bluff.”

Despite the gun, he edged closer, more intimate. “I do love you, Michael. I loved you before—”

I shoved the snout of the nine mil into the hollow of his throat and gave him my most horrible smile.

And I have a few.

“Some day,” I said, “I hope to get the smell of you off of me. It’ll take a hell of a bath, won’t it? Bloodbath, maybe.”

His lower lip quivered and his eyes were going all girly and moist.

“Do it,” he said, voice trembling. “Do it, then. Mike would.”

I backed the gun’s snout off, just a little. An inch maybe, so that it was no longer kissing his flesh.

“Kill you?” I said, and I smiled as if I still loved him. “After all we’ve meant to each other?...Why, I’m not going to kill you, Chic. I’m going to see you humiliated and disgraced. I’m going to watch you scramble and wheedle and deal, and then I’m going to watch you go to the pokey, anyway—where so many of your old friends are waiting to settle scores.”

Chic made a kind of half-dive for that chair so near the bed, where his .38 hung in its shoulder holster, and I helped him out, kicking his ass out of my bed and onto the floor where he lay in a naked pile and, when he finally looked up at me, I was looming over him in the black pajamas, pointing both guns down at him, mine and his.

“You are a bitch,” he spat.

“You made me yours,” I agreed. “Now you get to be somebody else’s....Stand up.”

He did. Stood there in all his well-tanned, dick-dangling glory, with his hands up and his chin down.

“Put your clothes on, Chic,” I said. “You never were one to stay the night.”



THIRTEEN

The light seeping around the drawn curtains in Dr. Cassel’s office was strictly the electric illumination of Chicago after dark. And only the green-shaded lamp, making a soft glow on the nearby desk, provided any light at all.

“What a week you’ve had,” the doctor said, his notebook in his lap. He checked his watch. “We’ve gone way over....”

I sat up. Swung around. Put my feet on the floor. “Sorry.”

He rose, smiling, tossing the notebook over on his desk. “I got caught up in it myself....No harm, no foul. You were my last patient, anyway.”

I got my purse from the floor near the recliner and went over to the coat rack and slipped my trenchcoat on.

“My receptionist is gone for the day,” the doctor said, “but I can write you in myself.”

“Fine,” I said, and went over and took the client chair opposite the psychiatrist, who was checking his appointment book—paper, not electronic. Very Old School, the doc.

“I have a cancellation on Wednesday,” he said. “I think we should start working on all of this new material as soon as possible.”

“I’ll be available.”

He wrote that down in the appointment book, shut it and slipped it away in a desk drawer. Then he looked across the desk at me, folding his hands prayerfully.

“Such a shock,” he said. His expression was grave. “A terrible blow. What this Captain Steele did to you, unimaginable. A trusted friend, a lover...betraying you so.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sucks.”

He studied me for a few moments, sighed, and shook his head somberly. “Ms. Tree, really, this...flippancy of yours. We’re going to have to really dig. You can’t simply shrug off such traumatic events.”

I shrugged. “Nature of my business, Doc, digging into traumatic events. Think of Marcy Addwatter and what I had to unearth there—of course, that’s a little bit different.”

“How so?”

I gestured with an open palm. “Someone used the traumatic events in her life to know just what buttons to push....”

“True,” he said, nodding, tenting his fingers now. “Actually, it’s surprising that this policeman, your Captain Steele, would have the sophistication to be your so-called Event Coordinator.”

“That’s ‘Planner,’ at least as Rafe’s dubbed it, and, well, you’re right. Would be surprising—only Chic Steele wasn’t the Event Planner.”

“But you said...?”

“Chic was responsible for a lot of what went down... only, you’re typically insightful in describing him as not being terribly sophisticated.” I shifted in the chair, which was unpadded. “Chic tapped a mobbed-up hitter to follow me, and try to take out Roger Freemont...not exactly a deft play. And when that flopped, he sent a recent street-gang grad to play nurse with a hypo full of mercy killing, minus the mercy. Not what you’d call subtle.”

“I see.” Dr. Cassel leaned back in his chair, rocking gently. “But perhaps this only reflects the hastiness of those two events, the lack of time available for proper planning.”

I sat forward and gave him a smile that was equal parts friendliness and respect. “Doc, could I ask you something? Something off the clock?”

He flipped a hand. “Certainly.”

“I came to you because my husband used to.”

“Correct.”

“I always wondered if that was really, exactly... ethical. I mean, can a husband and a wife go to the same shrink?”

Dr. Cassel mulled that a few moments, then said, “Generally, only when it’s for marital counseling... but with your husband deceased, well, that changes everything.”

“Doesn’t it though.” I cocked my head. “Why did Mike come to you in the first place?”

His smile became uneasy. “Now answering that would be unethical....”

“Even with a deceased client?” I shook my head. “Mike was just about the most down-to-earth, uncomplicated, un-traumatized guy I ever met.”

He raised both eyebrows. “I will say this, Ms. Tree: your husband took a number of lives in the line of duty. That can be difficult to cope with. And, as you know, I am on the approved list of psychiatrists for police officers, and seeing someone on that list is required of any officer involved in a fatal shooting on the job. As was your husband—on more than one occasion.”

But I had to shake my head at that. “Doc, Mike wasn’t shy about taking down a bad guy. Department regs could have sent him to you. But he kept coming to you long after he was off the PD. Why would he do that?”

He waved that off. “I can only suggest that Mike was more troubled by the lives he’d taken than he might have admitted to the woman he loved. Perhaps male ego issues were involved. And there’s always the possibility that he found our sessions useful.”

“I’ll give you that,” I allowed. “But what if he kept coming to you for a completely different reason?”

“What reason would that be?”

“Oh, I don’t know...what if you were a suspect?”

He reared back, blinking as if at a bright light. “Now that is absurd. A suspect in, of...what?”

I let the superficially friendly manner drop away, and allowed a cold edge to creep in.

“Funny thing is,” I said, “you steered me to the answer yourself.”

He was openly uneasy now. “I have no idea what—”

“Your patented Old School dream analysis approach—I was thinking about that dream—”

I lounged there on no towel, basking in a sun that seemed to turn the world white and yellow and orange, though the sensation was of warmth, not heat. The green of trees was a backdrop, more perceived than seen, the blue-green of the lake glinting with sun sparkle.

I felt a sense of repose encouraged by the lapping of the waves and the laughter and splashing of a young couple, happy honeymooners, cavorting in the water. I watched them for a while, but they were indistinct in the shimmer of sunlight.

To the left of me, a digging sound drew my eyes to a boy around ten, in a yellow swimsuit with orange-red seahorses dancing on it, who was working with a shovel, gaining more raw material for the elaborate sand castle he was constructing, turrets and towers and even a carved-out moat.

The sound of splashing drew my attention back to the happy couple coming up out of the water, hand in hand, stumbling onto the sand to fall onto beach towels, dripping, laughing, kissing.

I smiled a little and gave them privacy they hadn’t requested by casting my eyes back out on the gentle rolling water with its diamond-like glimmer.

Then, as if a switch had been thrown, the world turned shades of blue and gray, and a wind began to blow, kicking up choppy waves. My hair started to whip and a sudden, troubling chill enveloped me, encasing me in goose pimples. I looked around for my own towel, but there wasn’t one, and I wound up hugging my legs to myself, a shivering oversized fetus.

But when I glanced over at the boy building that sprawling castle, he didn’t seem to notice the wind and cold; even his sand-color hair remained unruffled, though the blue of fast-moving clouds shadowed him.

“And today, when this session began,” I said, “you ignored the very element that started me thinking—the innocent boy...building the sand castle...Dr. Cassel.”

His smile was dismissive. “You’re talking nonsense.”

“Maybe. If so, we’ve talked a lot of nonsense in our sessions, examining my dreams.”

Cassel said nothing.

“One small question, Doc. Psychologists can’t prescribe medicine—they have referral arrangements with psychiatrists, their medical equivalent.”

Irritably, he allowed, “That’s of course true.”

“That’s not the question—this is: were you Marcy Addwatter’s psychologist’s referral doctor?”

He frowned, clearly displeased. “That, I’m afraid, does cross the confidentiality line. But even if I were, I can assure you, pharmacy records will show—”

“That you have an accomplice in the pharmacy.”

His face went stony. Eyes, too.

“Something that records have shown already,” I said, “thanks to some work a young investigator of mine, Bea Vang, dug up. Seems as part of the generous pro bono work you’ve done over recent years, you once counseled a troubled young woman from the South Side named Holly Jackson. Prostitute. Poor kid was HIV Positive, but AIDS didn’t kill her—my client, Marcy Addwatter, did, in a shabby little motel room.”

He slowly shook his head. “I don’t recall the name. As you say, I do considerable pro bono work, and a lot of sad souls pass my way. I do what I can.”

“I’m sure. Here’s a fun fact that almost slipped through the cracks—the motel where Richard Addwatter was killed? Along with Holly Jackson? It’s the same one where my husband was killed, on our honeymoon night. Different room, though. Still—small world. I should have picked up on that, but I never bothered to check out the Addwatter crime scene; score another one for Bea....Wonder what an in-depth talk with the manager there will bring?”

In the dim office—only the green-shaded lamp on his desk providing any illumination at all—the doctor’s face was a solemn, carved mask.

“You won’t get anywhere with this, Ms. Tree,” he said.

I shrugged, stood, purse slung over the shoulder of my trenchcoat. “You may be right. A psychiatrist using his position of trust to vandalize his patient’s mental inventory, to prescribe improper medication designed to aggravate and manipulate that patient’s mental condition—you were the one planning these events, Doc. And when we dig back through all of the files of the Planner’s victims, you will be right there, won’t you, Doc? Their trusted psychiatrist.”

Dr. Cassel remained seated, looking up at me with a tiny, nasty smile and cold hard dark eyes. “And do you imagine, Ms. Tree, that any of that will be easy to prove?”

“Possibly not,” I admitted. “You are the master manipulator—probably protecting yourself with layer after layer, although the Holly Jackson and no-tell motel links are there, all right. Still, even connecting you to the Muertas may prove difficult.”

His manner brusque, business-like, Dr. Cassel said, “I think you should go. Your time is long since up.”

“But, hey,” I said cheerfully, “I’m gonna give it my best shot—making sure your future is one of police inquiries, civil suits, malpractice hearings, newspaper exposés....Oh, and, uh, cancel my next appointment, would you?”

“With pleasure.”

I turned away and headed toward the door.

And I could hear the desk drawer opening—was he reaching for his appointment book, to record that cancellation? I thought not.

When I whirled, gun from coat pocket already in hand, I could see the little automatic in his fingers coming up from the drawer.

But the dark eye of the nine millimeter already had him stared down.

His expression was stunned, his jaw damn near scraping the desktop.

“See how much you’ve taught me, Doc?...Pushed your buttons pretty good.”

Panicking, he tried to raise the automatic, but he didn’t have near the time, and I fired once, the nine mil’s report thundering in the small office, rattling furniture and windows, and he looked at me for a moment, seemingly with three dark eyes—the entry wound in his forehead was perfectly spaced between his two orbs below—though I don’t really think he saw me in those frozen moments before he flopped, dead, onto the desk.

“Actually,” I said to the corpse, “that was my best shot.”

I slipped the gun into my purse—I don’t like the lumpy look it gives to the slimming lines of the dark trenchcoat—and got out my cell. I speed-dialed Rafe Valer.

“I’m in Cassel’s office,” I said.

“Is he...are you...was it...?”

“Self-defense? You bet your ass.”

*

Lt. Valer saw to it that my time at the scene was limited, and within two hours I was driving in fast-moving traffic in my late husband’s Jag, heading to the hospital to sit with Roger, and make him feel better with my report.

Dan would be there, too, and afterward we’d head to Gino’s for deep dish. Some good guys may need their heads shrunk after killing a bad guy, but me, I like to get my stomach filled.

My God, Chicago was beautiful at night, all that high-rise geometry and electricity unleashed, and the lake wasn’t half bad, either....

Somebody said, “Pretty good for a girl.”

I glanced over in the rider’s seat and Mike was grinning at me. Sharp as hell in a black leather jacket and black t-shirt and black jeans. Alive and well and giving me a proud, loving smile.

“So I did all right?”

“All right?” Mike shivered. “Lady, sometimes you scare me....”

I laughed.

And I’m sure any other driver gliding by, who saw me, all alone in my Jaguar, laughing my ass off, would have taken me for crazy.
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ABOUT “MS. TREE”

An Afterword

by Max Allan Collins

This is the first prose novel about female private detective Michael Tree, but numerous graphic novels precede it, all written by me and drawn by Ms. Tree’s co-creator, cartoonist Terry Beatty.

The “Ms. Tree” feature began in 1980 when the independent comics scene was just getting started, and one of its pioneers, editor/publisher Dean Mullaney, approached me about doing a serialized tough detective story for Eclipse, a new magazine he was putting together.

The buzz in comics fandom about that magazine was considerable, because Dean was bringing in some of the hottest talent in comic books to try to do something that could hold its head up alongside (and possibly above) anything the big boys, Marvel and DC Comics, were doing.

I was surprised to be asked to participate, frankly, because I had never written comic books. But I’d been writing the “Dick Tracy” syndicated comic strip since late 1977; and my take on that classic crime strip had attracted attention. I’d attempted to return the venerable strip to its hardboiled roots, with as much gunplay as I could get away with, and reviving classic Chester Gould villains in the context of contemporary themes—human cloning, video piracy, computer viruses.

Mullaney was part of the generation of comics fans-turned-professionals who revered “Tracy,” and I got a lot of positive reaction from this group—eventually I even got to do Batman for a year, because of the high regard in which some comics pros held my work on “Tracy.”

Also, Dean had seen a little strip I was then doing with cartoonist Terry Beatty, called “The Mike Mist Minute Mist-eries,” part of a weekly page of comics Terry and I self-syndicated for a year or so to smalltown papers and advertising “shoppers.” This was a great idea that made us not much money at all, but one of our clients, The Chicago Reader, had picked up our “Comics Page” just to run “Mike Mist,” taking advantage of my “Tracy” connection, the strip being a Chicago institution.

Anyway, seeing and liking “Mike Mist” primed Dean for allowing me to use Terry—who also had zero comic book credits—as the artist in a magazine otherwise filled with stars and even superstars.

On his initial phone call, Dean asked me if I had any ideas for a new private detective character. Immediately I pitched “Ms. Tree,” because I’d been thinking for a long time about doing a switch on Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer and his secretary Velda.

The central notion was that the tough private eye and his loyal secretary, his unrequited love for years and years, would finally get married, only for the P.I. to be murdered on their wedding night, leaving the secretary to take over the detective agency and step into her late husband’s shoulder holster. The private eye’s murder would be the former secretary’s first case.

Though clearly patterned on Hammer and Velda, this notion was generally true of many if not most classic (and not so classic) private eyes, who always seemed to have beautiful secretaries who loved them, for all the good it did.

Of course, what separated Spillane’s Velda from the rest was that she was a licensed P.I. herself, packed a gun in her purse, and was almost as tough as Mike Hammer, despite needing to be rescued by him now and then.

Due to my corrupting influence, Terry was a stone Spillane fan, too, and we looked at the obscure but wonderful “Mike Hammer” comic strip from the early ’50s and used, as a stepping off point, the way Spillane crony Ed Robbins had drawn Velda. But even without cartoonist Robbins to light the way, Spillane’s description had been fairly exact—Velda was a big beautiful brunette who wore a pageboy hairdo.

For a while we toyed with making pin-up queen Bettie Page (who in 1980 had not yet received much mainstream attention) the physical model for Ms. Tree. But we ultimately rejected that, not wanting to go with a sex-kitten Honey West type, on the one hand, and finding it a little too obvious, on the other. Within a year or two, gifted artist Dave Stevens embraced the obvious, brilliantly, and his Bettie Page-styled heroine helped fuel his Rocketeer to comics fame and Hollywood success.

Terry and I always viewed “Ms. Tree” as the syndicated comic strip we would have done if continuity strips were still being bought by the newspaper syndicates (which they weren’t, and aren’t). That meant the character names had the kind of on-the-nose Dickensian quality that makes some people wince—from the pun of Ms. Tree/mystery to the chick-stealing Chic Steele, not to mention inexperienced young Dan Green and brave cop contact Rafe Valer (valor).

I don’t apologize for that, because “Ms. Tree” grew out of a specific pop culture myth—Mike Hammer and Velda—and a general one—the private eye and all his/her trappings. If this novel, like the graphic novels, plays less “real” than some of the rest of my melodrama, so be it: in Ms. Tree’s world, blood runs in four colors.

Despite the superstar efforts we were surrounded by, the six-part “Ms. Tree” serialized graphic novel, “I, For an Eye,” was the surprise hit of Eclipse magazine, and the “Ms. Tree” feature was spun off into a full-color comic book—titled Ms. Tree—which ran ten issues. After that, not missing a beat, we were published as a monthly comic book by Cerebus creator Dave Sim (and later by Deni Loubert) as a duo-tone indie—black-and-white images with shades of one color added, sometimes blue, sometimes red, depending on Terry Beatty’s mood. We also did several 3-D Ms. Tree comic books for Loubert’s Renegade Press, and a three-issue mini-series, The P.I.s, for First Comics.

Along the way came a number of Hollywood movie and TV options, perhaps initially fueled by our female sleuth starring in a high-fashion layout in trendy Interview magazine. But Ms. Tree’s most memorable Hollywood adventure came in 1993, when at the last minute, after investing in scripts and a big-time play-or-pay producer, ABC—fearing two really violent TV shows for one season was one really violent show too many—dropped Ms. Tree in favor of something called NYPD Blue. (Adding insult to injury, I was eventually hired to write two NYPD Blue TV tie-in novels for Signet Books.)

After fifty issues of the Ms. Tree indie comic book (not counting the Eclipse serial or the 3-D and other special issues), we were approached by DC Comics, where over the course of several years for editor Mike Gold we did, arguably, our best work: ten 48-page full-color graphic novels.

Ms. Tree ran non-stop for fifteen years, and was—and is—the longest-running private eye comic book in comics history. In 1992, we were nominated for the comic industry’s highest honor, the Eisner Award, for Best Writer/Artist team. We were the first crime comic book of any note since the early ’50s purge of comics by Dr. Fredric Wertham, and undoubtedly changed the landscape to allow the entry of a new generation of creators of crime comics—notably Frank Miller and his own Spillane-influenced work, Sin City (Frank did a “Mike Hammer” pin-up for the first issue of the Ms. Tree comic book).

We’re proud of all that, but we are probably prouder of two other aspects of Michael Tree’s long run.

First, we anticipated the tough female detective craze of the later ’80s and ’90s, predating both Sara Paretsky’s V.I. Warshawski and Sue Grafton’s Kinsey Millhone. (Other female P.I.s came before us, of course, including G.G. Fickling’s aforementioned Honey West and Marcia Muller’s Sharon McCone, but neither Honey nor Sharon really opened the floodgate on tough female detectives in the way V.I., Kinsey and...just maybe...Ms. Tree did.)

And, second, we dealt with contemporary crimes so controversial that even though our most recent graphic novels to date appeared in the early ’90s, their subjects remain relevant: date rape; gay bashing; abortion clinic bombings; and on and on. The reason we went down the road of relevance was my frustration at certain modern crimes being taboo for the family newspaper-oriented “Dick Tracy” strip. Often stories we did in Ms. Tree I had, in some form, pitched for “Dick Tracy” only to have them rejected as “too adult.”

Terry and I are often approached about doing new Ms. Tree graphic novels, and that remains a possibility, although both of us are busy with numerous other projects, meaning time and money concerns come into play. (Eisner Award winner Terry has been inking Batman comic books ever since we did our last comic book together—ironically Mickey Spillane’s Mike Danger.)

We also have explored repackaging the Ms. Tree graphic novels, which in the wake of Road to Perdition would seem a no-brainer, but somehow nothing has come together yet, despite overtures from numerous publishers, big and small.

But it’s the Hollywood interest in Ms. Tree that keeps her contemporary and not just a footnote in recent comics history. And this novel is a byproduct of the most recent television sale for Ms. Tree, deriving from material I prepared for the Oxygen Network. At this writing, we are still involved in that deal, though whether my take on my own characters winds up in any way, shape or form on the screen remains, typically, unresolved.

For the comic book fans out there, the Ms. Tree loyalists, you should have long since figured out that this book does not fit neatly into the continuity of the graphic novel series. It is a sort of contemporary re-boot, based in part on the first two graphic novels, “I, For an Eye” and “Death Us Do Part,” but largely a new story, presenting a revised origin (to use comicbook terminology) for the character, her friends, her enemies, and her world.

This is not, however, the first time Ms. Tree has appeared in prose form. Four short stories have been published over the years, notably the Edgar Award-nominated “Louise” (1992) and “Inconvenience Store” (1994), which was the basis of my independent film, Real Time: Siege at Lucas Street Market (2000). (Ms. Tree does not appear in Real Time, due to yet another Hollywood deal that had been pending at the time of filming; but a strikingly similar character does, played by B-movie queen Brinke Stevens, looking and behaving very much like Michael Tree.)

Whether Deadly Beloved will lead to more Ms. Tree novels is the cliffhanging note I’ll end on. That will depend on my whim, as well as the desires of Hard Case Crime editor Charles Ardai...and with you, gentle reader (I always wanted to say “gentle reader”—sorry).

I’ve already implied my thanks to those who made Ms. Tree’s tenure in the comics world a success— Dean Mullaney, Dave Sim, Deni Loubert, and Mike Gold—but they deserve another thank you, and this is it.

In the meantime, I will thank “Ms. Tree” co-creator Terry Beatty, who seemed to be sitting inside my skull drawing the images that appeared there during the writing of this novel; editor Ardai for this opportunity; my agent and friend Dominick Abel for making it happen; my producing partner, attorney Ken Levin, for his continued pursuit of Ms. Tree’s Hollywood destiny; and my in-house editor, my wife Barbara Collins, who is at least as tough as Ms. Tree.

M.A.C.

December 2006



Don’t Let the Mystery End Here. Try These Other Great Books From
HARD CASE CRIME!

Hard Case Crime brings you gripping, award-winning crime fiction by best-selling authors and the hottest new writers in the field. Find out what you’ve been missing:

The CONFESSION

by DOMENIC STANSBERRY

WINNER OF THE EDGAR® AWARD!

She was young, beautiful... and dead!

Jake Danser has it all: a beautiful wife, a house in the California hills, and a high-profile job as a forensic psychologist. But he’s also got a mistress. And when she’s found strangled to death with his necktie, the police show up at his door. Now it’s up to Jake to prove he didn’t do it. But how can he, when all the evidence says he did?

As Jake’s life crumbles around him, he races to find proof of his innocence. And with every step, the noose is tightening...

PRAISE FOR THE BOOKS OF DOMENIC STANSBERRY:

“Fascinating, beautifully written...an enviable achievement.”

— San Francisco Chronicle

“A murky, moody slice of noir.”

— Kirkus Reviews

“A compelling and incredibly dark modern noir shocker.”

— Publishers Weekly on The Confession

Available now at your favorite bookstore. For more information,
visit www.HardCaseCrime.com



More breathtaking suspense from MAX ALLAN COLLINS

TWO for the MONEY

by MAX ALLAN COLLINS

WOULD NOLAN BURY THE HATCHET WITH THE MOB... OR WOULD THEY BURY HIM FIRST?

They don’t come any tougher than Nolan—but even a hardened professional thief can’t fight off the whole Chicago mafia. So after 16 years on the run, Nolan’s ready to let an old friend broker a truce. The terms: Pull off one last heist and hand over the proceeds.

But when things go wrong, Nolan finds himself facing the deadliest double cross of his career. Fortunately, Nolan has a knack for survival—and an unmatched hunger for revenge...

RAVES FOR MAX ALLAN COLLINS:

“Collins is a consummate storyteller”

— Booklist

“A terrific writer!”

— Mickey Spillane

“A compelling talent.”

— Library Journal

“Collins is in a class by himself”

— S.J. Rozan

Available now at your favorite bookstore. For more information,
visit www.HardCaseCrime.com



More breathtaking suspense from MAX ALLAN COLLINS

THE LAST QUARRY

by MAX ALLAN COLLINS

QUARRY’S BACK—FOR HIS TOUGHEST JOB EVER

The ruthless professional killer known as Quarry long ago disappeared into a well-earned retirement. But now a media magnate has lured the restless hitman into tackling one last lucrative assignment. The target is an unlikely one: Why Quarry wonders, would anyone want a beautiful young librarian dead?

And why in hell does he care?

On the 30th anniversary of the enigmatic assassin’s first appearance, bestselling author Max Allan Collins brings him back for a dark and deadly mission where the last quarry may turn out to be Quarry himself.

THE CRITICS LOVE THE LAST QUARRY:

“Violent and volatile and packed with sensuality... classic pulp fiction.”

— USA Today

“Collins’ witty, hard-boiled prose would make Raymond Chandler proud.”

— Entertainment Weekly

Available now at your favorite bookstore. For more information,
visit www.HardCaseCrime.com



The final crime novel from THE KING OF PULP FICTION!

DEAD STREET

by MICKEY SPILLANE

PREPARED FOR PUBLICATION BY MAX ALLAN COLLINS

For 20 years, former NYPD cop Jack Stang has lived with the memory of his girlfriend’s death in an attempted abduction. But what if she didn’t actually die? What if she somehow secretly survived, but lost her sight, her memory, and everything else she had... except her enemies?

Now Jack has a second chance to save the only woman he ever loved—or to lose her for good.

ACCLAIM FOR MICKEY SPILLANE:

“One of the world’s most popular mystery writers.”

— The Washington Post

“Spillane is a master in compelling you to always turn the next page.”

— The New York Times

“A rough-hewn charm that’s as refreshing as it is rare.”

— Entertainment Weekly

“One of the all-time greats.”

— Denver Rocky Mountain News

Available now at your favorite bookstore. For more information,
visit www.HardCaseCrime.com



Shamus Award Winner for Best Original Paperback Novel of the Year

SONGS of INNOCENCE

by RICHARD ALEAS

Three years ago, detective John Blake solved a mystery that changed his life forever—and left a woman he loved dead. Now Blake is back, to investigate the apparent suicide of Dorothy Louise Burke, a beautiful college student with a double life. The secrets Blake uncovers could blow the lid off New York City’s sex trade... if they don’t kill him first.

Richard Aleas’ first novel, LITTLE GIRL LOST, was among the most celebrated crime novels of the year, nominated for both the Edgar and Shamus Awards. But nothing in John Blake’s first case could prepare you for the shocking conclusion of his second...

RAVES FOR SONGS OF INNOCENCE:

“An instant classic”

— The Washington Post

“The best thing Hard Case is publishing right now.”

— The San Francisco Chronicle

“His powerful conclusion will drop jaws.”

— Publishers Weekly

“So sharp [it’ll] slice your finger as you flip the pages.”

— Playboy

Available now at your favorite bookstore. For more information,
visit www.HardCaseCrime.com
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