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      Which version of the truth was this?

      Making no effort to be subtle, I glanced at the clock on the wall and let out a breath. I was sitting at a conference table with fellow journalist Art Borkowski and Erik Martin, my boss and soon-to-be ex-husband. A desperately needed long weekend beckoned me, and I was anxious to get out of the office. Unfortunately, the conversation had drifted into male bravado. The men were spouting off journalistic fish tales experienced while scouring the streets of Chicago for a recalcitrant snitch or shadowing morally flexible cops. I knew that with each telling, these stories grew more Herculean than the last. The boys were now playing a game of professional one-upmanship that stretched the imagination. And my patience. Of course, the exchange excluded me, the lone female in the room. It also made me want to retch. Just whip them out already and see who wins the prize for size. I sure didn’t care.

      “Guys, this is great fun, but could we get back on track?” I said, struggling to sound less annoyed than I felt. “I have a date with a beach chair in Michigan and wanted to be on the road half an hour ago.”

      “Of course, Andrea,” Erik said, flashing one of his you know you love me smiles. “Sorry we got off course. You know, war stories...”

      He’d somehow found a way to make me feel excluded and insecure, all in one sentence. Not that insecurity wasn’t something I’d felt every day of the last six months anyway, but I sure didn’t need it aired in front of Borkowski, the pro recently hired away from the Chicago Tribune. I was just the boss’s wife who had arm-twisted her way into a career change with her husband’s digital news organization, Link-Media.

      “I’ve got two actual stories in the works right now,” I said, moving the conversation back to the agenda items. “The proposed privatization of Midway Airport and an investigation into some funky financial transactions by Mayor Rendell—not sure if there’s anything there, but I’m digging.” I flipped back a few pages in my notebook. “We talked about running the Midway story next week. I’ll have it pulled together by end of day Monday.”

      Erik double-checked his production calendar, running his hands quickly through his sandy-blond hair as he contemplated the schedule. “Perfect. We’ll post Tuesday, but run it by me first.”

      I nodded, struggling to ignore the huskiness of his voice.

      “Andrea, privatization will funnel a lot of dough into the local economy. I hope you’re not going to piss on that. Non-government workers gotta eat too,” Borkowski said, pushing his tortoiseshell reading glasses up to the spot on his head where five forlorn strands of hair were fighting their last, losing battle.

      I gripped the arms of my leather chair and pushed myself upright.

      “Are you telling me to slant a story, Art?”

      “I was suggesting you think about the financial implications of this deal for the city before this story is published.” A vein in his right temple pounded visibly and condescension dripped from his voice. “You’re not in a courtroom anymore. Doesn’t hurt to remember that this is more complex than the work you’ve done in the past. You’ve been here, what? All of four months?”

      “Well, Art, it’s been six months, and this isn’t an op-ed piece,” I fired back, not giving him time to respond. “It sounds to me like you’ve got a personal opinion that you’d like shared with the world. Our job is to present the facts, not my singular viewpoint. There are winners and losers in this. At all levels. Those facts, that truth, that complexity, is what I will write.”

      Borkowski’s words were still ringing in my mind twenty minutes later as I drove south out of Chicago on the Dan Ryan Expressway. As was the pain of the divorce that had yanked my emotional compass straight out of my chest, placing hard jabs direct to my heart in the process. Emotionally, professionally, everything in my life was buried under a mantle of pain. I pulled some deep breaths into my lungs as I drove and pushed them out slowly, willing myself to leave the irritation behind and relax into the much-needed weekend of solitude.

      A call rang through the speaker of my Audi. Erik. Damn. I thumped my hand against the wheel, then reluctantly pushed the Bluetooth connection.

      “Hi, Erik. What is it?”

      “I need you to come back to the office.”

      “Seriously, Erik? I’m almost at the Skyway.” The nearer we got to finalizing our divorce, the more often Erik seemed to fabricate reasons to keep me close. “I need this time alone,” I said, my voice a near whisper as I attempted to control emotions that were raw and bloody.

      Please, not this weekend. My body craved the release, the isolation, the time to focus on nothing but reading a good book and taking long, mind-clearing walks on the beach.

      “How far along are you on the piece about the mayor’s campaign contribution?”

      I sighed. “I have proof that Rendell has been depositing a number of large checks into a personal account. Campaign dollars? It’s not so clear. The source of the funds is the eyebrow raiser, but right now I don’t have adequate proof.”

      I could hear his other line ring in the background and the clicking of keys as he checked something on his computer.

      “Why the rush?” I asked. “Reelection mode won’t kick in for another thirty days, at least.”

      “Wrong. I just got word he’s about to announce a run for governor.”

      Damn! The 63rd Street exit was fifteen feet in front of me. I pulled off, turning left on the overpass, and swung back around, entering the northbound expressway. My mood had changed from irritation to excitement by the time I’d merged into traffic. It was only 2:30; traffic was light for a Friday and moving at a decent clip. If everything went smoothly, I could still be in Saugatuck in time for sunset.

      As Erik continued to fill me in on the developments, I ran through the details in my head, debating how I wanted to present the story. Circumstances were forcing my hand. I just didn’t have this tied up yet, but I’d have to proceed with what I had and backfill later. If all went well, Erik could make his edits, and I’d still have my weekend.

      “So you need to get on this. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how important this is. We’ll work with what you’ve got, but, Andrea, we’re going to need that source.” A pause. “Or, if your vacation is more important, send your research over to Art.”

      “I’m already on my way back. Should be there in fifteen…”

      The Chicago skyline was fully in view when a deafening boom rattled the windows of my Audi.

      “What was that? Andrea, you there? Andrea?”

      The call forgotten, I scanned the landscape for the source of the sound but saw only the black SUV four cars ahead of me flung into the concrete barrier. Stunned, I watched it ricochet off the embankment and veer right. Vehicles scattered like bumper cars in its wake and my world moved into helpless slow motion as I was broadsided. I gripped the wheel and struggled against the impact. Battling frantically for control, my hands were no match for the thrust, and my car was pulled into a tailspin.

      Hurled into the barricade, I was punched instantly in the chest and face with the airbag. Left, right, north, south, all sense of direction and place left me. As the car came to a stop, I gasped for breath. It was as if my lungs couldn’t fill completely with air. My body trembled as adrenaline and fear coursed through my veins. Lifting my head up from the dash, it felt heavy, throbbing from the jolt. Light smoke hung in the air, giving off an odd acrid smell. Afraid to move, I slowly flexed my limbs, wincing with the effort. Nothing seemed broken, at least at first impression. I fumbled for the seat belt release, then pushed into the door with my arms, terrified of staying in the crushed metal a second longer as hissing steam rose from the front end.

      Stumbling out of the car, I took deep, slow breaths, trying to coax my lungs back to full expansion. Leaning against the rear door, I struggled to control the shaking that had overtaken my body. A warm wetness dripped down my forehead onto my cheek. Lifting my hand to my head, I winced at my own touch and pulled back blood. While I fought for control of my breathing and my limbs, I looked around, watching people exit their cars and fill the expressway on foot, some to escape, others to offer assistance. Debris and crumpled vehicles lined the pavement around me in the northbound lanes as drivers in the southbound slowed to gape.

      The wail of sirens bounced through the fray as police and medical personnel began to arrive. Damaged vehicles hissed and smoked as EMTs scurried to assist the victims. The stink of gasoline wafted past me as I watched, fixed in place, my body quaking. I could do nothing but will my legs to support me as I watched the chaos around me. The Toyota that had hit me sat disabled about ten feet away, its hood folded like a fortune cookie. The driver, a man in his early thirties, had pushed himself out through the missing front door and lay on the ground writhing, grabbing at his twisted right leg. Bone poked through the skin of his calf, blood trailing down from the wound as the medic stabilized his limb.

      In the next lane I could see a young girl who I guessed to be about eight, lying unconscious, sprawled across the pavement. Instinct and shock moved me toward her and the burgundy Dodge Caravan lying on its side. The girl’s hysterical parents hovered screaming for the paramedics’ attention, oblivious to their own wounds, pleading for her to wake up. She wasn’t responding. I stepped aside as two techs with a stretcher swooped in to assess her injuries. Checking her pulse, her pupils, her vital signs, the men worked to stabilize the girl while I stood immobilized by the parents’ panic and my own fog. Unsure what to do. Unsure where to go. My mind unable to function, unable to pull myself out of the vortex, I simply stood until the stretcher was moved to the ambulance and there was nothing more to watch.

      Reluctantly, I walked away, fearful for the girl’s outcome. Would she survive? What pain lay in front of her if she did?

      The black Escalade that had caused the accident rested on the shoulder. Terrified by my imagination, but unable to resist, I inched toward the car. The driver lay splayed on the pavement twenty feet in front of the vehicle, apparently thrown through the windshield.

      Shards of glass glistened around him like glitter, reflecting bursts of light and color against the black asphalt.

      Slowly, through the haze, my basic reporter instincts kicked in. Male. Dark, matted hair. Blood pooling in large swathes. Police and ambulance sirens continued to scream as additional support teams arrived, drilling their urgent demands into my head. Officials with dark uniforms and medical gear rushed past me, calling out codes, their voices insistent, but controlled. Blocking the chaotic activity around me, I continued toward the SUV. Unable to stop myself, I stepped closer, past the EMTs too occupied with their work to notice me. My chest tightened again as I got within five feet. Something was terribly wrong. His face was missing.

      Blood ran in streams toward my shoes. I stood frozen, staring at him, unable to help. Unable to do anything. It was far too late.

      I felt a hand on my arm pulling me away, but I couldn’t divert my eyes or control the choking horror in my throat.

      “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      I looked up into soft brown eyes. A man. Familiar. Someone I knew. But I couldn’t bring a name or place to the surface.

      “Are you injured?” The eyes scanned my face, did a once-over on my body, then returned to my forehead. “Andrea?”

      “He’s dead,” I said, fixated on the body in front of me.

      “Were you in the vehicle? Do you know this man?”

      “No.” My eyes were again locked on the expanding pool of blood. So much blood. I began to crumple, my legs no longer able to support me.

      Brown Eyes put an arm around my shoulder, steadying me, pulling my attention away from the body.

      “Andrea, are you hurt?” he asked again. Only then did I become aware of the police badge clipped to his belt.

      He seemed to know my name, but I couldn’t think, couldn’t place him, couldn’t get my head focused on anything but the pool of red in front of me.

      “My car is over there,” I choked out, nodding in the direction of my pile of twisted metal.

      “Let’s get that gash on your forehead looked at.” Gently, he steered me over to an ambulance. We stepped over scraps of plastic and chunks of metal. Past first responders. Past the injured. And the dead.

      He left me with an EMT, promising to check back. Police vehicles had barricaded the area now, shutting down the Dan Ryan Expressway, a major artery into Chicago. Numbly, I watched the police officers work the scene as the female technician dabbed at my head. She asked questions about what hurt and where, but it was as if someone had turned down the sound.

      As my head was bandaged, I was given instructions for dealing with the bruising of my chest that was sure to come from the airbag impact, and a cautionary note about being mindful of signs of concussion. Then the EMT rushed off to assist others.

      Slowly, the throbbing in my head pushed through the blur. I could now more lucidly observe the whole of the turmoil around me from my slumped, cross-legged spot on the blacktop. Time was hazy and I couldn’t tell how long I’d been sitting here. Long enough for the press to arrive. TV news helicopters hovered overhead, and reporters schemed to try to get the shot or the quote that would set them apart from the guy next to them. On the Garfield Street overpass above, I spotted Art Borkowski trying in vain to get a few comments from one of the officers pushing back the crowd.

      Oh, right, this is news. I should be doing something other than sitting here on my ass. I shifted my weight and tried to pull myself up, but the world around me spun and I landed on my elbow. Leaning back against the concrete, I took deep yoga breaths, releasing them slowly, and tried to regain control of my body. Just a few more minutes, I told myself. I watched as Borkowski struck out with the cop and was forced back behind a barricade with every other journalist who’d been angling for an exclusive comment. Just then, he spotted me down below on the highway.

      Borkowski glared at me across the expanse, as if somehow I had arranged to put my life on the line just to scoop him on a story. I could almost hear the thoughts running through his head: What’s she doing here? Who tipped her off? I doubted he had even noticed I was sitting with a wad of cotton taped to my head and a bloodstained shirt. Would he have the balls to try to use me as a source? Would his ego get past the fact that he wasn’t the only Link-Media reporter on the scene?

      He was the only reporter if I was going to sit here, I realized. I kicked myself into gear and managed to get to my feet. Like it or not, I had a ringside seat to this mess, and it gave me an edge.

      I looked around to get my bearings, taking note of the position of the vehicles, the personnel on the ground, the fine points of my surroundings. A medical helicopter had arrived, and the little girl would be airlifted, probably to Children’s Hospital. Her mother was still sobbing uncontrollably. On my right, a crowd of state police officers, CPD officers, and medical personnel gathered around the dead man. My focus was returning, journalistic instincts were kicking in. Techs measured, photographed, and tagged pieces of debris. I pulled out my cell phone and grabbed a few photos, careful not to draw attention to myself.

      About thirty feet ahead of me, a tall man in his early fifties seemed to be directing the investigation. I watched as uniformed cops and plainclothesmen checked in with him, took his lead. I didn’t recognize him. He was broad-shouldered, with close-cropped blond hair and none of the swagger of a typical Chicago detective. This guy was buttoned-up, almost an FBI type; it was clear this was the man in charge. But in charge of what? I took another look. There were an awful lot of guys in gray suits running around the scene for a traffic accident, even one with fatalities. Was something else going on?

      “How’s your head?”

      Brown Eyes was back at my side. I tucked the phone quickly back into my pocket. With the shock of the accident subsiding, I was now lucid enough to recognize the man in front of me as Detective Michael Hewitt. We had worked together on a case a few years back, before I had resigned my position as a Cook County assistant state’s attorney for the dream of a journalism career.

      “Did they give you anything for the pain? You’re going to have one nasty headache.” He winked, but his eyes were soft and full of concern.

      “Hi, Michael. I should make some pathetic joke about not meeting like this, but my head hurts too much to come up with anything clever.”

      “You recognize me now. I’ll take that as a good sign.”

      “No permanent damage, luckily. I have meds to get me through the night and firm instructions to see my physician in the morning.” I smiled back, grateful for the inquiry and now clearheaded enough to appreciate the rich timbre of his voice. “Not everyone had luck on their side today. What happened? Why is this place crawling with detectives?”

      “No, unfortunately, not everyone was lucky,” he said, ignoring my questions and flipping open a pad. “Can you tell me what you saw?”

      I ran through the SUV swerving and striking the embankment, the other cars unable to avoid contact, and one bouncing me into a spin.

      “Did you see anything that might explain why the SUV driver lost control? Debris in the road? Maybe an animal?”

      “No. Nothing. Could have been out of my line of sight, but I didn’t see anything like that.”

      He continued his notes, frowning as he tried to piece everything together. We ran through the typical questions of where I was and who did what when that could help diagram the accident.

      When he seemed to be wrapping up his questions, I said, “You didn’t ask about what I heard.”

      He lifted his head and looked at me. A flicker of confusion shaded his eyes.

      “A loud bang. Possibly a gunshot,” I replied, waiting for a reaction. “Is this another highway shooting?” I held my gaze as steady as I could, watching for a glint of confirmation.

      The pieces had started to click into place. Over the past month, two shootings had occurred on this stretch of the Dan Ryan; in one an electrician from Gary had been struck on his way to a job site, and in the second, a tourist driving his family into Chicago for a weekend vacation had been hit. Both men died at the scene.

      CPD had attributed the shootings to an expanding gang turf war and initiation rites required of new members. Gang problems weren’t exactly news on Chicago’s South Side, but this was pushing the killings into civilian territory. Was this accident a third shooting?

      “Hang tight for a bit. I’ll have someone take you home as soon as we can. Obviously, your car will have to be towed.”

      “Is that a ‘no comment,’ officer?”

      He gave me a hint of a smile. “We’re still investigating,” he replied, handing me his card.

      Now fully alert, my mind raced with the implications—not just for the city at large, but at the opportunity that had been forced into my lap.

      “Who is that guy?” I asked, not ready to abdicate my insider status, tipping my head in the direction of Mr. Gray Suit. “The one who looks like he’s a fed from central casting?”

      Michael chuckled. “That’s Karl Janek. He’s heading up the investigation.”

      “What’s his story? Was he formerly with the Bureau? Or maybe the IRS? He has that don’t mess with me because I have no sense of humor look about him.”

      “No, he’s cool. He used to head up the Gang Enforcement Task Force before Mayor Rendell disbanded it.”

      Michael turned to head back into the fray, giving me another wink over his shoulder.

      There it was. I’d been dropped into the middle of Chicago’s hottest crime story. A story that, if done right, could forever eliminate any accusation that I was nothing more than the boss’s wife. A story that could solidify my career.
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      I watched the snarled traffic from the front seat of a Crown Vic as a uniformed CPD officer snaked his way toward my Gold Coast co-op. The benefit of a ride with flashing lights and permission to drive on the shoulder was immediately obvious. Too bad my escort was the strong, silent type. Pumping him for details on the cause of the accident, or Janek, or a connection to the highway shooting investigation, or anything, was yielding nothing more than “you’ll have to speak with the public affairs officer.” Obviously he’d been well prepped. After exhausting my immediate list of questions, I surrendered to the pounding in my head that rattled the contents of my brain with each pothole, wondering why the hell my tax dollars weren’t being spent on highway repair. Leaning back against the headrest, I closed my eyes for the balance of the ride and prayed for smoother streets.

      The EMTs had insisted that a responsible adult meet me at the other end of the trip, so I called my closest friend, Cai Farrell, and asked her to come babysit. We’d been friends since the first year of law school at the University of Chicago, where we’d forged a bond over my struggles with contract law. She was brilliant, beautiful, and tough as nails, and I had bribed her with good wine until she’d agreed to tutor me. After graduation, she was the person who’d talked me through my decision to become a Cook County assistant state’s attorney in the Criminal Prosecution Division, while she went on to a much higher-paying gig with Chicago’s largest corporate law firm.

      Cai had been there, too, when I’d walked away from ten years of tenure with the State of Illinois. The jail cell suicide of a teen I’d prosecuted had thrown me into turmoil. It had been a terrifying decision, particularly when I’d been walking toward something so nebulous. Racked with guilt and self-doubt, I hadn’t been able to live with the consequences. And now, six months in, my nose was still barely above water—but a life preserver might just have been tossed in my direction.

      The officer pulled up in front of my eleven-story 1920s brick building, lights flashing as he made a U-turn and double-parked in front of the door. A concerned doorman rushed out as the officer assisted me out of the car.

      “Ms. Kellner, let me help you,” he said, taking my arm. “Ms. Farrell is in the lobby waiting for you. She told me about the accident. I just can’t believe it.”

      “Thank you, Norman. Could you bring in my suitcase?”

      “Of course, of course, don’t you worry about anything. You just go on up and get rested,” he said to me, then turned to the cop. “I’ll take good care of her.”

      I thanked the officer and then walked the fifteen feet into the lobby. Each tiny movement of my head brought a new stab of pain. Cai sat in one of the leather wingback chairs, tapping at her phone, her face glowing in the dark wood-paneled room. She jumped to her feet as she saw me and sprinted over.

      “Honey, you’re a little confused about the concept of vacation,” she said, holding my shoulders, her brown eyes creased with concern. “Let’s get you upstairs. You’re looking wobbly.” She gave me a once-over, pushed her long jet-black hair behind her ear, then pulled me across the room.

      “Not exactly the afternoon I had planned,” I said, letting her lead. “Am I going to be ruining a hot date for you tonight?”

      “Shut up and get in the elevator already, will you? There’s no date hot enough to leave you hurt and stranded.” She took my suitcase from Norman and we headed up.

      Stepping off into the spacious vestibule on the eleventh floor, we could hear Walter meow even before I turned the key in the lock. Just the sight of luggage threw him into a bad case of separation anxiety. As I swung open the door, the little gray fur ball shot at my legs. His mournful cries echoed into the hall until I gently scooped him up and felt his body go limp.

      “While you make nice with that furry dishrag of yours, I’m going to put your bag in the bedroom.”

      “He’s a Ragdoll cat, not a dishrag cat,” I laughed.

      “Whatever. All I know is that the damn thing seems to have rubber bones. Now sit your ass down. Last thing I want is for you to pass out or something on my watch.” Cai wagged a finger at me as she left with the satchel.

      Becoming a couch potato could wait another minute or two. I had a feeling that once I was down, I’d want to stay there. Instead, I walked through the dining room, past my tarp-covered table and around the stash of toolboxes, nail guns, and ladders that filled the corners of the space, turning my home into a remodeling war zone. The beautiful herringbone floors I’d fallen in love with at first sight were covered with paper. The marble fireplace mantel was shrouded in plastic, a gift to be rediscovered when power tools no longer accessorized the room. Provided I’d be able to keep the apartment post-divorce.

      Anxiety over my uncertain financial future could wait for another day. I shut down the thoughts and opened a closet near the kitchen. I grabbed a bottle from the wine rack and returned to the living room with two glasses, a corkscrew, and a Cakebread Dancing Bear Cabernet.

      “Is that a good idea?” Cai asked as she caught me wrestling with the cork. “I know it is for me, but you’re an invalid. I’m fully prepared to rush you over to the emergency room at Northwestern Hospital if I need to, but I can think of better ways to spend an evening.” She grabbed the opener from my hand. “Yum, I see we’re opening the good stuff.” Parking herself on the couch next to me, she poured a finger of the rich burgundy liquid for me and four for herself.

      “It’s a horrible idea, but I’m going to do it anyway. If I can’t have my beach weekend, I at least deserve some good booze.” I lifted the glass off the walnut coffee table, and we clinked, toasting the fact that I was only bruised and battered. Leaning back against the down cushions, I winced with the effort, feeling sore from the airbag impact. Walter rubbed against my arm, demanding to be loved.

      Cai stood, walked over to open the three sets of French doors to the terrace, then returned to the sofa.

      “You need some fresh air in this place. All I can smell is tile adhesive. Now that you’re settled, tell me what the hell happened.”

      “Four cars. One guy with a broken leg, a little girl who had to be airlifted. Didn’t look good. And one fatality that I know of.” I spouted off the salient points first, then filled in the gaps, answering her questions as I relived the incident. “It’s going to be a long time before I can think about what was left of that guy’s face without hyperventilating,” I said, shuddering again at the image of torn flesh. I laid my head back and let the gentle breeze of the early-summer evening wash over me, hoping it would combine with the alcohol and ease the hammer pummeling my head. If not, the pain meds were in my bag. I looked over at Cai and sighed. “I think the driver was shot.”

      “Shot? Does that mean this was another highway shooting?”

      The insistent thump of a hand against the carved wood of the front door resounded through the room. “Andrea!” came Erik’s unmistakable voice.

      “Not now…,” I said, closing my eyes. In the insanity of the afternoon’s event, calling Erik with an update had not even been a thought, but another confrontation was more than I could stomach right now.

      “Do you want me to get that? I’d be happy to tell him where to go.”

      “And I’d love to watch.” I laughed, which only increased the throbbing in my head. “Tell him I’m okay and I’ll call—”

      Just then the door swung open. I hadn’t latched the door. “I’ve been calling you for hours! You said you’d be in the office in fifteen minutes. Then the phone goes dead. What the hell happened? Oh, I see. Playtime get in the way of your job?” He glared at Cai as he crossed the room, as if she, somehow, was responsible for my failure to return.

      Not having the energy for his temper tantrum, I let him rant until he was standing in front of me and finally noticed my condition, watching his face shift from anger to confusion to concern in the span of three seconds. Cai stood patiently alongside him, ready to act as bouncer if I gave the nod.

      “I was in a car accident on my way back to the office,” I said. “Multiple cars. One fatality. Didn’t you hear about it? Shut down the Dan Ryan. Borkowski was covering the story. He saw me. Didn’t he call you?”

      Noting the shock in his eyes as he shook his head, I softened my tone, but only slightly.

      “I’ll be okay, but checking phone messages wasn’t a priority. Sorry to worry you, but you really shouldn’t be storming in here like this.”

      I watched his body deflate and his eyes stray off as he racked his brain for something to say.

      “I, ah, was in off-site meetings. I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were involved.” He scanned my face, my body, as the magnitude of the incident slapped him sober. Fear and horror at what might have happened all washed over his face as we looked at each other. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “The car’s totaled, but I’ll heal,” I said, reaching for my wineglass, forcing any remaining feelings I had for him into the pit of my stomach, where I couldn’t reach them. At least that’s what I told myself. I had to stay strong. I couldn’t allow this moment to make me vulnerable again, regardless of the pain in his eyes. I’d been there already. I had that T-shirt, and it was three sizes too small.

      Cai remained at attention, her eyes on me, alert for any sign that it was time to give Erik the heave-ho and escort him out. I could read the mix of amusement and contempt in her eyes despite her practiced lawyer mask. She knew my pain and what a manipulative son of a bitch I had married.

      “I’ll be in on Monday,” I said, signaling that it was time for him to leave.

      Ignoring my cue, he moved around the coffee table to sit next to me. Walter hissed his disapproval of the intrusion. Smart cat. Looking at my bandaged head, Erik said, “That looks painful. What can I do? Do you want me to stay?” His eyes were soft and expectant, his lush voice concerned, having sensed an opportunity to nurse me back to health. And back into his bed.

      Cai coughed, fake and hollow. A reminder to me of Erik’s games.

      “I need a few days of rest, that’s all. I’ll see you on Monday. At work,” I added, shutting him down.

      This time he got the point. After asking me to call anytime, day or night, if I needed him, he left.

      Cai was already heading over to flip the deadbolt. “You have to stop leaving that door unlatched. I know it’s a private foyer, but women who live alone shouldn’t be so cavalier about their safety.”

      “I know, it’s a bad habit. The doormen look out for me.”

      Cai gave me a long, hard stare. “Then why did they let lover boy come up without a call? Never mind, I’ll save the lecture for another day. But I am wondering what had Erik so tied up that he didn’t know about this.” She settled on the couch and poured another glass of wine.

      “Knowing him as I do, it was most likely his latest conquest. A twenty-two-year-old model, ready, willing, and able, could keep him occupied for a long time.”

      “Please, half an hour, tops. Wham, bam. There’s always another twenty-two-year-old model.”

      I shrugged, trying to hold back the painful memories.

      “Thankfully, it’s none of my business any longer.”

      “Maybe,” she said, her tone skeptical. “But it sure gives you leverage in your divorce. What is it about middle-aged men and young party-girl types, all cleavage and too dumb to ask questions? Sure ain’t the conversation…”

      I closed my eyes again as she spoke, forcing down the thorny knot in my throat and holding back the tears that threatened to spill from behind my lids. Cai’s words were true, but a sad, painful testament to my discovery of Erik’s betrayals three months after I’d started working at Link-Media. I was still raw, the wound only starting to crust over. No longer able to tolerate being the collateral damage in his midlife crisis, I had filed for divorce. But could I keep that damage out of my professional life? I looked around at the wonderful apartment we had purchased together—the home I might need to give up—and was filled with sadness.

      “I’m sorry. I’m upsetting you,” Cai said, seeing me start to curl into a ball. “Ignore me. I should know better than to rip off the Band-Aid, especially after the day you’ve had.”

      “Just bad timing.” I shifted a pillow into the small of my back, searching for a position that would ease the ache, and took another sip of wine, trying to shake off the dark cloud. “Do you remember Michael Hewitt?” I asked, anxious for the conversation to move toward more constructive ground. “I worked with him about two years ago on that case with the vigilante deli owner.”

      “Of course I remember the case. Damn near devastated you. Hewitt, I can’t place.”

      “Well, he worked this afternoon’s accident. He tells me that his partner, the lead detective assigned to this incident, is also the former head of the Gang Enforcement Task Force.”

      I pulled myself upright and leaned my elbows into my knees. If a former gang officer was leading the charge, that could mean this incident was related to the prior shootings. The throbbing in my head might have become a barrage, but speculation about a connection between incidents pushed through the pain.

      “Janek is in charge?”

      “Yeah, you know him?” I’d heard his name in the past but had no context beyond his title.

      “Well, I know that he and Police Superintendent Wachowski had a huge blow-up over the disbanding of the unit.”

      “I thought it was consolidated into the Organized Crime Division due to budget cuts. Was there something else going on?”

      At the time, it had seemed a nonevent. Nothing more than a little housekeeping by a city with big budget problems.

      “You know that our firm handles the personal affairs of a few of the guys in the mayor’s inner circle, and, ah, we hear things.”

      I could see the conflicting emotions pass over her face. Which meant she knew more than she could say.

      “Obviously I can’t name clients, but what I hear is that Mayor Rendell appointed Wachowski after some dirt bubbled to the surface that could have pulled CPD into the shit hole again. Pulled a quick management switcheroo to handle the cleanup.”

      “The abrupt leadership change surprised everyone.”

      “Rendell started tossing anyone that added to the baggage. Public pressure will push buttons when a mayor wants to get an agenda passed.”

      “You mean when he wants to get reelected.” Rendell’s gubernatorial plans flowed back into my mind. Scandal and failure to police the police didn’t have good optics for a run as the state’s top administrator. “So what were they hiding?”

      “An Internal Affairs investigation into cops taking payoff money from the Gangster Disciples. A little money flowed into cops’ pockets, and in return, they looked the other way on the gang’s smaller drug deals. There was major turmoil in the force, but it never went public. The hubbub over Rendell ignoring the police board’s recommendations when he appointed Wachowski was enough of a distraction to keep things quiet long enough for the problem to be solved.”

      “Solved?”

      “More like illusion is reality until proven otherwise. CPD kept up the appearance of heavy-handed discipline but in reality, they only threw a smokescreen on the problem.”

      “And Janek was one of the supposedly dirty cops?”

      “He was investigated and cleared of any wrongdoing, but as head of the unit, it knocked off the glow. No one was prosecuted. There wasn’t enough to indict, and since CPD didn’t want the public scandal, the situation went into the vault. But a couple of his guys did go off quietly. I don’t know if they were muscled out or just couldn’t handle the taint.”

      So why was a guy with funky gang history heading up the highway shooting investigation?
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      “Why didn’t you call me last night?”

      I’d fumbled and answered the cell phone vibrating on my nightstand, only to hear my sister Lane barking instructions. Her nasal voice was demanding and urgent. Nothing new, but my head was too foggy to push back.

      “What time is it?” I glanced around the bedroom. Dappled sunlight shimmied through the linen drapes, which fluttered in the soft breeze of the open window. Walter lay sprawled at the end of the bed, keeping watch, oblivious to my annoying sister.

      “I had to hear from Erik that you were in a car accident,” she continued. “Really? You couldn’t have picked up the phone to let me know?”

      She’d talked to Erik? Who had called whom? My mind churned in confusion as I shifted my body back into the deep pile of pillows and blinked, trying to get my eyes to focus and the room to stop spinning. My body groaned at me with each tiny movement, and the details of yesterday’s accident flooded back into my mind.

      “Sorry, Lane, I had a few other things going on,” I said, closing my eyes, trying to shut off my annoyance.

      I didn’t have the energy to jab at her self-absorption with my typical gusto, but the fact that I had a comeback at all after a rough night was a good sign. Sensitive, self-aware, responsible—not part of Lane’s personality profile; those qualities were left to me, the younger sister. Growing up, I’d needed enough for the two of us. Was it screwed-up birth order? The death of our mother when we were teens? The debate over nature versus nurture could keep a shrink employed for a long time, not that it would ultimately affect anything. The pattern of our relationship was well established.

      Hard to believe we were products of the same parents. Lane was five feet ten, with a sturdy Midwestern body and wild hair the color of Tupelo honey—although that was enhanced by magic liquid in a squeeze bottle these days. I was delicately built and closer to five five, but only if I stretched every vertebra, with dark shoulder-length hair that obeyed when I brushed it. Lane got Mom, I got Dad, and the only physical thing we shared was our mother’s clear turquoise eyes.

      “Well, I’m coming over. You shouldn’t be alone, and I don’t want to hear any of your stubbornness. Erik offered to stay with you last night, and you had to be your normal independent self and turn him away. All he wanted was to help you.”

      I tuned out as she blathered on. Lane’s insecurities, Erik’s hurt feelings, their conspiracy against me—I wasn’t in the mood for any of it. Not today.

      “Cai was here. I’m fine. You don’t need to come over. I’m running out to see the doctor later this morning. Rest and pain meds are all I need. I’ll call you if there’s anything you can do.” With that I hung up, shutting down the opportunity for rebuttal.

      Walter’s low purr reassured me from the end of the bed as I reassessed my aches and pains. My body leaden and bruised, I rolled on my side and gingerly pushed myself upright, swinging my feet to the floor. The slightest movement of my head brought sharp stabs and dimmed my vision. There was one last dose of pain meds from the EMT, and I greedily washed it down with water I’d left on the nightstand, then shuffled to the bathroom.

      Wild, matted hair greeted me in the mirror I’d avoided last night. My skin was sallow, my eyes hollow, and the wad of gauze on my forehead was tinged brown around the edges. I lifted the corners of the tape and pulled back the cotton. Raw flesh, dried blood, skin swollen and mottled. Not pretty, but I was alive.
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      After a quick visit with my doc, who thankfully kept Saturday morning office hours, and a stop at the pharmacy, I was home parked on the couch, flipping through the local news channels, stopping as a shot of the Garfield L station filled the screen. A young male reporter stood about thirty yards from yellow police tape strung from chain-link fence, retelling the highlights of the incident. His emphasis was correctly placed on the one fatality, now identified as Jackson Gunderson, fifty-two. After they cut to a clip obtained at the scene yesterday, Karl Janek’s face appeared as a reporter probed for additional details. I listened as Janek deflected questions about any connection between this and previous shooting incidents with “We’re still investigating. It’s too early to make that assessment.”

      Too early, my ass. I knew full well from my legal days how the PR machine worked: avoid, divert, give half answers until you knew things for certain, so you didn’t look stupid when some bozo with a Facebook page posted a video recording from his cell phone. Controlling the flow and timing of information was standard operating procedure for any investigation. I watched Janek’s body language. Listened to the tone of his voice. His word choices. The man was practiced, I had to give him that. He handled the weak-ass questioning from the reporter like a pro. Revealed nothing that he didn’t want broadcast.

      Having been on Janek’s side of the media when I was a prosecutor, I’d had occasion to observe the laziness of what sufficed for journalism these days. It was easy to control the message when the average fifth grader could ask better questions than today’s reporters. Now that I was in the job, I found myself wanting to shout questions at this twit with the microphone, questions he should be asking instead of letting his subject get away with crappy non-answers.

      My cell phone pinged on the coffee table, jarring me out of the media coverage. I flicked my eyes over to the phone out of habit, then forced myself to ignore the ringing. Voice mail could take it. Shifting deeper into the pillows heaped on the sofa, I pulled a cashmere throw around my shoulders and settled back. Not twenty seconds later, there came another ring. I pulled my arm out of the wrap and reached for the phone. Missed call from the condo’s front desk, and now Lane was calling. Shit. I picked up.

      “I know you’re home, so tell this charming man here at the desk that it’s okay for me to come up.”

      “I’m resting. Can we do this another time?”

      I heard her mumble something to the doorman, then a male voice came on the line.

      “Ms. Kellner, is it all right if I send up Miss Lane?”

      “Fine.” It wasn’t, but the path of least resistance was all I had the energy for. Hopefully I could get away with a quick pop-in, just enough for Lane to feel that she had done something.

      I was barely untangled from my makeshift bedding when Lane breezed in, her honey hair artfully tousled, her leopard-print blouse casually undone, and her Versace Woman fragrance ten paces ahead. She stopped next to the sofa and put her hands on her hips.

      “Honey, you look like shit.” She shook her head as she looked me up and down. “They give you anything good?” She picked up the prescription bottle from the table, read the label, and nodded her approval before taking a seat next to me.

      I re-wrapped the throw closer to my neck to ward off the shivers that lingered despite the warm air, and grabbed a drink of water just to show her I was taking care of myself.

      “See, I’ll be fine. No concussion. Nothing that won’t heal. I’m hydrating.”

      The words felt odd as I said them. Although Lane was three years older, caregiver was my role—the one I’d adopted after our mother’s death when I was fourteen. Our father had disappeared into depression and work, overwhelmed by his grief and unprepared to raise two teenage girls. Lane had immersed herself in party life, taking full advantage of the loose supervision to play with boys and pot on countless late nights. Meanwhile, I’d fretted over everything she did like a tiger mom, feeling responsible for every adolescent show of rebellion. It wasn’t a tradeoff I’d appreciated at the time, but most days I felt I’d gotten the better end of the deal. My life was a bit messy at the moment but didn’t mirror the constant crises that Lane seemed to fall into.

      I didn’t know how to handle her attempt at concern. As feeble as it was, I had to give her credit for the effort, even if it was just an illusion.

      “Not the weekend you planned, is it?” She inspected the edges of her gel manicure as she spoke.

      “Another reminder that we don’t always get what we want.”

      She looked up from her hands, her brows drawn. “Why did you send Erik away? What if you have a concussion and you black out or something? This isn’t the time to tough it out. Sometimes even you need to be cared for.”

      Cared for? Yes. Controlled and manipulated back into a relationship because of poor timing? No. I didn’t want that security blanket. Whatever I had to face, I’d face alone. The price of that relationship was soul-killing.

      “He’s really worried about you and still loves you, you know. Can’t you forgive him?”

      I clenched the cashmere into a ball and closed my eyes, counting a few breaths before I responded. “When did you start teaming up with Erik on the win-back-Andrea campaign? You know he devastated me. I can’t believe you’re even questioning my decision, let alone operating as his advocate.”

      I could hear my voice grow shrill and felt the tightness in my chest that clamped down and overpowered me every time I was forced to confront my pain. It had taken nearly three months just to get to a place where I was no longer crying myself to sleep. Or explaining away my bloodshot eyes as newly developed allergies. Yet here Lane was suggesting that I forgive and forget, oblivious to the ravages of his betrayal.

      Erik was an icon to her, a symbol of the success and charisma she longed for but hadn’t achieved. She seemed unable to comprehend that I could give up living in his glow when she wanted it so badly for herself.

      “He made a mistake, and he’s sorry. Can’t you accept that everyone makes mistakes, does something stupid now and then?” She looked at me through eyes gone flat. “Except for you. You’re always perfect.”

      “That’s enough. I can’t have this conversation now. You need to leave,” I said, keeping my voice low and controlled. But my body trembled with anger.

      “What are you afraid of? Turning out like Dad? That Erik will cheat again if you take him back, just like Mom did?”

      “Yes!” I shouted, losing my patience. My head throbbed. “Our father is broken because he trusted a woman who didn’t deserve to be trusted. She’s dead and all he has is empty, hollow memories.”

      “Haven’t you let go of that old childhood trauma yet? Dad chose his life. He could’ve said ‘screw her’ and moved on. I did. Why do you make her mistakes your problem? This is ancient history. Besides, Mom died in a car accident.”

      “A car accident with her lover, as you well know,” I hissed. I stopped myself from letting loose all the hurtful things that were running through my mind, years of hurtful things that haunted us both. Instead, I let out a breath and tried to regain composure. “Lane, that’s enough. I don’t want to hear anymore.” I pulled the blanket close, curling inward. “Not now. Please.”

      “All right, but don’t forget that you’re benefiting from Erik’s vulnerability. Do you really think anyone else would have hired you as a journalist?”

      “I need you to leave.” I couldn’t handle one more word. Lane grabbed her bag, flipped back her hair, and left in a huff as tears stung my eyes.
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