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Praise for Libby Fischer Hellmann


  War, Spies, and Bobby Sox

 “Libby Hellmann’s prose is powerful. Every part of her WW II era yarns are methodically researched, taut, twist-filled and colorful with well developed supporting characters. A gripping performance.”
 —Charles J. Masters, author of Gliderman of Neptune, The American D-Day Glider Attack
 “Libby Fischer Hellman powerfully illustrates what individuals could have faced while living in such perilous times. This is an engaging read with much food for thought.”
 —BookReporter
 
  Havana Lost

 “A riveting historical thriller… This multigenerational page-turner is packed with intrigue and shocking plot twists.”
 —Booklist
 “Hellmann’s writing has matured considerably since her early novels. Her plotting has become more solid and assured, her characters more realistic, her settings wonderfully described. This is a fine, extremely well told novel.”
 —Deadly Pleasures
 
  The Georgia Davis Series

 “There’s a new no-nonsense female private detective in town: Georgia Davis, a former cop who is tough and smart enough to give even the legendary V.I. Warshawski a run for her money.”
 —Chicago Tribune
 “Georgia Davis works the affluent suburbs north of Chicago, fertile territory for crime that’s lain fallow far too long. Davis’ arrival on the mean streets is long overdue.”
 —Sara Paretsky, author of the V.I. Warshawski Mysteries
 “Hellmann writes in many genres, but her Georgia Davis series may just be one of the best crime thriller series being written today.”
 —The Dirty Lowdown
 
  The Ellie Foreman Series

 “A powerful tale… Foreman’s pluck and grit married to Hellmann’s solid storytelling should win a growing audience…”
 —Publishers Weekly
 “Libby Fischer Hellmann has already joined an elite club: Chicago mystery writers who not only inhabit the environment but also give it a unique flavor.”
 —Chicago Tribune
 “A traditional mystery with a modern edge… the author’s confidence shows from beginning to end… refreshing as soft serve ice cream on a hot summer night.”
 —Crimespree Magazine
 
  A Bitter Veil

 “The Iranian revolution provides the backdrop for this meticulously researched, fast-paced stand-alone… A significant departure from the author’s Chicago-based Ellie Foreman and Georgia Davis mystery series, this political thriller will please established fans and newcomers alike.”
 —Publishers Weekly
 “Hellmann crafts a tragically beautiful story… both subtle and vibrant… never sacrificing the quality of her storytelling. Instead, the message drives the psychological and emotional conflict painting a bleak and heart wrenching tale that will stick with the reader long after they finish the book.”
 —Crimespree Magazine
 
  Set the Night on Fire

 “A top-rate standalone thriller that taps into the antiwar protests of the 1960s and 70s.”
 —Publishers Weekly 
 “Superior standalone novel… Hellmann creates a fully-realized world…complete with everyday details, passions and enthusiasms on how they yearned for connection, debated about ideology and came to belief in taking risks to stand up for what they believed.”
 —Chicago Tribune
 “Haunting…Rarely have history, mystery, and political philosophy blended so beautifully… could easily end up on the required reading list in college-level American History classes.”
 —Mystery Scene Magazine
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To Suzy Fischer, who for the past two years has provided a beacon
 lighting the way through the dark
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Chapter One

“Where is she, Curt? Dena’s never late.” The ten minutes of generally accepted grace time had passed, but Dena was nowhere in sight. Ruth had texted and called every two minutes, but her messages went unanswered.
 Curt, a bear of a man with shaggy brown hair, beard, and puppy-dog eyes, shrugged. “She’s probably stuck in traffic.” He gestured to the crowd from the wings of the stage. “Look at these folks! Did you ever imagine . . . all this?”
 Ruth dared to look out at the masses. Her breath caught. Thousands of people were streaming into Grant Park, three hundred sprawling acres in the middle of downtown Chicago. They were heading to the bandstand shell and stage at the southern end of the park. Ruth remembered the last time she’d been here, an unusually balmy November night in 2008. Obama had just won the election. It was a miracle that the entire world had shared.
 Now, though, icy puffs of air aided by a stiff January wind frosted her cheeks and seeped through her coat. The crowd size wasn’t nearly as large as Obama’s, but people seemed buoyed by the cold, cheering and waving signs that proclaimed, “We Are the Resistance,” “Never Give Up,” and other political bromides. Some wore the knitted kitten hats that had become popular after the election. Most were grinning and joking as if the occasion were a rock concert or football game rather than a demonstration.
 Curt peered up at the sky. “I hope there’s a drone up there filming this. Maybe we could get the footage to use on social media.”
 Ruth glanced up, twisting the shoulder strap of her bag. “Yeah, good idea. But where is Dena?”
 Another man, lean and lanky, the Jeff to Curt’s Mutt, fiddled with a microphone stand on the center of the stage. He looked over at Ruth. “Chill. Traffic is shitty.”
 Ruth shook her head and waved her cell in the air. “She always picks up. But it’s going to voice mail.”
 “Probably on the el.” DJ ran a hand through his long blond ponytail. “But you’re right. We can’t wait forever. What do you want to do?”
 “Give her another minute. Dena would never blow this off, DJ,” Curt said. “Not after all her work.”
 A flood of memories washed over Ruth. The two of them in Dena’s condo, full of plans and purpose. Working twenty-four-hour days, planning, eating junk food in the omnipresent blue-white light of their laptops. Hard to believe it had been more than a year.
 “This is just the beginning!” DJ grinned. “After today, we’ll have a real shot at accomplishing something.”
 But what if something happened? Dena had been getting those creepy calls. Ruth pushed the thought away. Lots of prominent people got crank calls, Dena had said dismissively. And she—they, Dena made sure to say—were famous. “Almost.” They would laugh.
 Some people in the crowd, clearly impatient, started to clap rhythmically. A signal for the show to begin. Others joined in. Ruth, DJ, and Curt exchanged glances. A wave of nausea climbed up Ruth’s throat.
 “Okay,” Curt said. “Color me officially worried.”
 “Relax, people,” DJ said. “Nothing bad’s happened to Dena. She’s indestructible.”
 “She was fine yesterday,” Ruth said. “She was pumped.”
 “Did she go over what she was going to say?” DJ asked.
 “Of course. She practiced—you know—rehearsed it with me. And Curt.” She nodded at him.
 “Well, you’re número dos,” Curt said. Was there a hint of resentment in his voice? Ruth wondered. “If she doesn’t get here soon, you’re on deck.”
 Ruth let out a tiny cry of terror. “I can’t!”
 “Why not?”
 “There are thousands of people out there. They—they’re expecting Dena.”
 DJ slipped his hands in his pockets. “The show must go on.”
 “There are way too many people. I’d rather die!”
 “You have to try. Look, at least start. You’re the only other person who knows what to say. You’ve been with Dena from the beginning.”
 “What do they say?” DJ added. “Pretend all the people in the crowd are naked?”
 Curt waved a hand. “No. Just focus on what they need to hear. And feel. And do. That’s what Dena would say.”
 “Yeah, but she’s experienced at—at public speaking,” Ruth said. “I’ve never done this before. I’m the backstage person.”
 DJ said, “Look, we’ll help you out. And Dena will probably get here while you’re talking. As soon as she does, you’re off the hook.”
 Ruth’s eyes raked the crowd. “Oh my God. I really have to do this.”
 A whispery whine made them gaze upward. Curt grinned. “I knew it. Thar she blows!”
 Ruth could just make out a speck in the sky. “A drone?”
 He nodded. “Maybe CNN, huh? Hope they’ll give us their video.”
 “It’s probably just channel five.’”
 Most of the crowd was clapping now. Ruth could tell they were edgy.
 “You ready?” DJ adjusted the mic. He tilted his chin in the direction of the crowd. “They are.”
 Ruth turned her back on the crowd. She had to center herself. Just then, the aroma of patchouli oil wafted toward her, discordant but familiar. Dena! Ruth whipped around. While the possibility of public speaking hung in the offing like a Christmas bauble, attracting and panicking her at the same time, now her anxiety melted away. Dena jogged up the steps to the stage, all energy, confidence, and red cheeks.
 “Where have you been?” Ruth shouted above the noise.
 “In traffic,” Dena said breathlessly. “I had to ditch the car. Had to run all the way from Chicago Avenue. Give me a minute to catch my breath.”
 The crowd, realizing their leader had arrived, grew louder, more boisterous. Dena had it, Ruth had to admit. Whatever they called it now. Charisma. Magnetism. Eloquence. Ruth might be Tonto, but Dena was the Lone Ranger. An electric buzz seemed to emanate from under Dena’s skin. Ruth could almost feel it make contact.
 Despite his casual attitude earlier, DJ anxiously cut in. Was he feeling it too? “We have to start. Look at them.” He gestured again toward the crowd.
 Dena glanced out. So did Ruth. DJ was right. The crowd seemed to swell with anticipation. Ruth watched as Dena rolled her shoulders and started toward the mic. “Okay. You guys come out too. Stand behind me.”
 Ruth nodded. As if they knew the show was about to begin, the crowd noise suddenly dropped. In her quilted jacket, with her long black braid hanging down her back, Dena adjusted the microphone stand.
 “Good morning, Resistance!!”
 The crowd roared.
 It was then that a crack-crack-crack spit through the air.
 







Chapter Two

Dena jerked. Her arms flew up, as if making a supplication. Then she collapsed on the ground. The crack and spit persisted. It was coming from above and to the side of the stage. Sweeping from the stage out to the crowd. Protestors in the front rows fell like dominoes. As the crowd began to realize what was happening, shrieks and cries erupted, and people in the front massed and swarmed those farther back in a panicked effort to escape. Protestors climbed or stomped over others, and the screams of people mowed down by their neighbors intensified. Thousands of confused, frightened people rushed the park’s exits, scattering like cockroaches exposed to unexpected light.
 Ruth was staring at the horrific scene when someone or something tackled her from the rear. Her feet went numb, she lost her balance, and she dropped. A tremendous weight pressed down on her. Pain so sharp she couldn’t inhale. She was on her stomach, and she tried to roll over so the weight would fall off, but when she tried to move, nothing happened. She wanted to let the weight know she couldn’t breathe, but she couldn’t form the words. The edges of her vision grew dark. Just before she lost consciousness, she heard sirens.
 







Chapter Three

“Chicago’s been overdue,” Jimmy Saclarides said. “It was bound to happen.”
 Georgia Davis bristled. “How can you say that?” She rose from the couch where they were lying feet to feet watching the news. “What about the Chicago murder rate? It’s up to three a day. You don’t consider that domestic terrorism?”
 “You have a point,” Jimmy said. “But this isn’t the same thing. You know that. I mean, the guy blew himself up afterwards. That’s not your typical gangbanger.”
 Georgia headed into the kitchen of her small apartment. Jimmy was so damn evenhanded and fair. It was hard to summon up much self-righteous indignation. Probably one of the reasons she was attracted to him. She took a baby bottle out of the fridge, set it in a pan of water, and turned the heat on low.
 “What are you doing?” Jimmy called.
 “Heating up Charlie’s bottle.”
 “But he’s sleeping.”
 “He won’t be for long.”
 As if on cue, they heard a muffled wail from the other room.
 “Which came first, the bottle or the baby?” Jimmy cracked.
 “Does it matter? I’ll be back.” She returned a moment later, cradling an infant in her arms. “Ready for your nighttime snack, Chuckie Cheese?” She raised her voice to that high pitch people used around infants. She’d sworn not to do it. It was pandering. Naturally, within a couple of hours of his birth she caught herself doing exactly that. Charlie seemed to like it, and Georgia could see him trying to make sense of sounds, tones, language. Smart kid. Now he stared at her. Georgia smiled. He smiled back.
 Jimmy gazed at her. “I like the look.”
 “Don’t get used to it. I’m just pinch-hitting for Vanna’s boob.”
 Still, Georgia had to admit that at three months, with his hazel eyes and downy straw-colored hair, he could have been hers. She had the same blond hair, and while she had brown eyes to his hazel, there was something about his mouth and chin that reminded Georgia of herself. Then again, she and her half sister, Savannah, looked like full sisters.
 “Vanna’s at class, I assume?”
 Georgia nodded. “I should have never introduced her to Sam.” She shifted her weight so she could hand the baby to Jimmy. “You hold him while I get the bottle.”
 “Graphic design, isn’t it?”
 “Good memory.” Samantha Mosele was her friend; maybe her only friend. They’d met at community college when Sam was studying design, Georgia sociology. Now Sam had her own company. Vanna, after learning what Sam did, decided she wanted to be a graphic designer too. It was a good idea. She did have a talent for drawing.
 Now she felt Charlie’s bottom and gave it a sniff. “Someone needs a clean diaper.” She peered at Jimmy. “I don’t suppose you want to change him?”
 “Umm . . . I’ll feed him . . . ,” Jimmy offered, as if they were negotiating where to go for dinner.
 “Burp included?”
 He nodded. “Sure.”
 Georgia sighed. “Spoken like a man without kids.” She hoisted Charlie up. He started to fuss. “Hold on, little man. We gotta change you so you can poop into a clean diaper after you eat.”
 Jimmy’s forehead furrowed. “I don’t get it. Why change him now if you’re just going to do it again in fifteen minutes?”
 “Wouldn’t you like a nice clean diaper to poop into?”
 Jimmy waved her off. “Whatever.”
 Georgia laughed and took the baby back into Vanna’s room.
 • • •
 Afterward Georgia plopped back on the couch. “This baby-care stuff is not for the faint of heart.”
 Jimmy looked her over speculatively. “How are they doing? Really?”
 “Charlie’s a peach. Round and happy. Vanna seems happy too. Or should I say focused. Once I introduced her to Sam, they got along like, well, two peas in a pod.”
 “Run, Forrest, run.”
 “Exactly.” Vanna had studied for and passed her GED online, then signed up for drawing classes. “She’s a smart cookie when she’s motivated.”
 “Takes after her sister.”
 “Compliments’ll get you brownie points.” She snuggled closer. “It’s almost like the past year was only a bad dream.”
 Jimmy kissed her lightly. “You went to hell and back.”
 “So did Vanna. But maybe it was worth it.” She gestured. “Look at our lives now.”
 “You said it.” He gazed around the room. “Only one thing.”
 “What’s that?”
 “It’s crowded in here.”
 Georgia looked around. Her small two-bedroom apartment in Evanston used to be spare, uncluttered. She liked it that way. It helped her concentrate on important matters. Now, though, cushions, books, and baby clothes crowded into corners. Her carefully arranged furniture, what little there was, had started to look bedraggled. Vanna and the baby shared Georgia’s extra bedroom, which was no bigger than a closet to begin with, and now bulged with a twin bed, crib with the obligatory mobile, baby toys, and a diaper stand. Jimmy had a point.
 “I guess. Vanna didn’t inherit the clean-house gene.”
 Eight months had passed since she’d rescued Vanna and brought her home. Two months later Charlie made his appearance. It seemed like a logical progression to Georgia. Her life, once empty and uncharted, now had purpose. Georgia wanted a family, and the universe provided. It wasn’t the family she’d imagined, but Vanna was in no condition financially or otherwise to get a place of her own.
 Jimmy went on. “We haven’t had much time to ourselves since Prince Charles made his appearance.”
 “I know.” The memory buzz of long, intimate nights where they couldn’t keep their hands off each other swept through her.
 “Well, I might have a solution,” Jimmy said.
 She jerked her head up. “What?”
 “Remember when Luke bought that condo in Northfield after Rachel’s—um—ordeal? So Ellie could keep an eye on her?”
 Georgia nodded.
 “Well, Rachel just moved in with her boyfriend, so the condo is empty.” When Georgia didn’t respond, he went on. “I thought I might rent it from Luke.”
 Jimmy lived in Lake Geneva, about an hour away in Wisconsin. Which was great in summer but during winter months not so convenient. They’d been commuting since they’d met.
 “But your job . . . your work.” Jimmy was the chief of police of Lake Geneva.
 “I can drive it in forty-five minutes.” He made a circular motion with his index finger. “I’ve got a siren, remember?”
 “You’d take advantage of law enforcement perks for your own purposes?”
 “If it means I can spend more time with you,” he said, “no contest.”
 Georgia stroked his arm.
 “And you could spend more time with me. Without Charlie. Or Vanna.”
 Georgia brightened but then frowned. “But what about money? You can’t support two homes. Can you?”
 “I’ve been offered the friends-and-family discount.”
 Georgia considered it. “Vanna can get her feet on the ground and experiment with life, without me in the way.”
 “Assuming you think she’s ready.”
 “It’s an open question. It’s been less than a year.”
 Jimmy nodded. “I don’t want to push you. Or Vanna. I just thought—”
 “I know, and I love you for thinking that way.” She drew her finger down his cheek. “I’ll consider it.”
 “Well, I’m glad—”
 Georgia shushed him with an index finger on his lips, then kissed him. He returned it eagerly.
 “Oh, Jimmy,” she whispered. He moved closer and folded her in his arms. She hoped they’d have enough time before Vanna got home.
 







Chapter Four

Ruth floated through the shallows of consciousness. Muted sounds that could have been chatter, an occasional bell, and padded footsteps registered through the fog. A faint antiseptic odor like the surface of a Band-Aid filled her nostrils, and she was a little girl again, her mother applying Mercurochrome to her skinned knee.
 “Ruth? Ruth Marriotti?” she heard her mother ask. Not her mother. Ruth forced herself to swim through the black. As she rose, the voice grew louder, the odor sharper. She cleared her throat, wanting her mother to know she was there, but she couldn’t quite speak. Still, something must have gotten through, because the woman calling her name replied.
 “There you are.” Her voice was cheerful. “So glad you’re back, honey. Now, don’t open your eyes. You’re at Northwestern Hospital. Just relax and go back to sleep. You’re safe now.”
 The next time Ruth surfaced, she cracked her eyes open. She saw the outlines of a room, curtained off in the center, the wall-mounted TV, and two plastic chairs. Then a piercing, agonizing pain obliterated everything else. She sucked in air and cried out. A few seconds later a woman in blue scrubs hurried through the door.
 “You’re awake.”
 “Hurts.” Ruth mumbled. Her tongue felt furry, her lips dry and split. She wasn’t sure the nurse understood.
 But the woman nodded. “I bet it does.” The nurse went to Ruth’s IV bag on the pole beside her bed and adjusted the drip. A moment later blessed relief surged through. Ruth let herself relax.
 “You thirsty?” the nurse asked. “I can get you some ice.”
 Ruth nodded.
 While she waited, Ruth tried to piece together what had brought her to this place. A half-formed thought nagged at her, but she couldn’t define it. Something bad had happened. Something really bad. She sank back into darkness.
 • • •
 The third time she woke, the accordion curtain separating her from the room’s other occupant was pulled back. Ruth wondered what had happened. Had the patient been released? Or did they die? She reached for her water and managed to sip it through the straw. Heat wafted over her from the register under the window. The absence of light seeping around the window shade indicated it was night. She felt dirty and unkempt and wanted to ditch the hospital garb and change into a clean nightgown. As soon as she realized she’d been thinking coherently, she congratulated herself for escaping whatever netherworld she’d dipped into.
 Her thoughts turned to Dena. She’d been with Dena before it happened. They’d been doing something important. Something big. All of them. Wait. Where was Dena? They’d been waiting for her. Dena was late. Ruth was especially anxious. Why? She remembered. She was panicked that she might have to speak. The demonstration! That was it. Grant Park. Finally Dena arrived. But then what happened?
 For some reason Ruth recalled the first words a nurse had said to her in recovery. She was safe here. Why wouldn’t she be? This was a hospital, after all. But she must have been unsafe before. In danger. What danger? In a flash, it came to her. Dena had been shot too. Ruth pressed the call button. The nurse rushed in.
 “I remembered.”
 “What’s that, honey?”
 “Why I’m here.”
 “Everything is fine. You had surgery for a gunshot wound. The bullet is gone, and it missed your spine. You should make a full recovery.”
 “Dena. My friend Dena. She was shot too. How is she?”
 The nurse tightened her lips.
 She didn’t have to say it. Ruth knew. Dena was dead.
 







Chapter Five


  Three Weeks Later

 “You want to leave?” Vanna cried. “You can’t! What will I do?”
 Georgia, at the kitchen sink washing dishes, shook her head. “I will never leave you. I just found you.”
 “But you just said you’re going to move. Without me!”
 Georgia had been thinking about the condo Jimmy had rented. The idea of having more private time with him was tantalizing. Even if it was just one or two nights a week. She’d just raised the issue with Vanna. Now she wasn’t so sure.
 “It would only be a couple of nights a week.” She picked up a plate and dried it with a towel.
 “But why?”
 “Mostly because it’s pretty crowded in here, don’t you think? And Jimmy and I haven’t had any private time unless I go up to Lake Geneva. Which is too far away.”
 Vanna worried a hand through her long blond hair. A younger—Vanna was just sixteen—more beautiful version of Georgia, her sister shared the same porcelain skin, high cheekbones, and lithe body. But her nose was smaller than Georgia’s, and she was at least two inches taller. Now her brown eyes flashed with anger.
 “Who’s gonna take care of my baby when you’re gone?”
 “Excuse me?”
 “You’re taking Charlie, right? And what about school? Sam said I could intern with her next semester. I need you.”
 Georgia sighed. This was the hard part. “Vanna, Charlie is your son. Not mine. I can’t babysit forever. I need to work. But don’t worry. We’ll find really good day care. Or a babysitter.”
 “I can’t believe this!” Vanna’s voice climbed up an octave. “You’re fucking abandoning me. And my baby. Because of your boyfriend.” Vanna’s lips puckered. Georgia wasn’t sure if she was going to cry or throw a tantrum. “Jimmy, Jimmy, Jimmy. It’s all about him, isn’t it? You don’t give a shit about me. He’s the one who wants you to leave. He’s never liked me. He—”
 “He does like you. What he doesn’t and didn’t like was the danger we were in. You know how I want to protect you? Well, he wants to protect me.”
 Vanna planted her hands on her hips, exaggerating her belligerence. Georgia almost expected her to stamp her foot. “So you’re going to move out? Some protection.”
 “Vanna, I told Jimmy I didn’t know if you were ready. But he had an opportunity to rent an apartment nearby, and I told him I’d consider spending more time with him. You’ve been a real trooper since—well—everything happened. You’ve matured a lot. And you’re a wonderful mother to Charlie. I thought this might give you a chance to spread your wings.” She flipped the towel over her shoulder. “See what life could be like without your sister and her boyfriend in the way.”
 “What if I don’t want to spread my wings?” Her expression hardened. “What if I’m fine the way things are? What about me and my feelings? You just want to dump me  . . . like, like”—she waved her hand—“last night’s garbage.”
 This was not the reaction Georgia had expected. Maybe she should have. Fourteen months earlier Vanna had run away from a Denver suburb where she was living with her—no, their—mother, from whom Georgia was estranged. Vanna came to Chicago on the bus, but Georgia didn’t meet her until six months later, when Vanna was in trouble and pregnant. Eight months later they’d created a new life together. Vanna had done well. Really well. A little more freedom, Georgia had figured, might not be a bad idea. Apparently, she was wrong.
 “And what about homework?” Vanna cocked her hip. “What am I supposed to do with Charlie when I’m studying?”
 “We’ll figure out a solution, if it comes to that. Vanna, we’re only talking one or two nights a week.”
 But Vanna ignored her. “I should have known. You want to get as far away from me as you can. You’re just like everyone else.”
 Was “everyone else” a euphemism for their mother? “Oh, Vanna.” Georgia couldn’t decide whether to tell Vanna to quit manipulating her or to throw her arms around the girl. Her sister’s words cut deep.
 Just what Vanna wanted, Georgia figured. She was a former addict, a survivor of sex trafficking, and now a mother. But she was also just a teenager who thought the world revolved around her. Throw in some drama, and this was the result. Georgia wished she knew what to say to her sister, but she stood a few feet away, feeling useless. This is how families fall apart, she thought. Misunderstandings. Friction. Angry jabs.
 “I get it.” Vanna was working herself up. Her body was rigid, her eyes slits. Her skin from the neck up was bright red. “You don’t give a shit about me.”
 “Sweetheart. That’s not true.”
 “Don’t call me sweetheart,” she hissed. “You’re not my mother.”
 Georgia had never seen her sister so angry. Pure white-hot rage with a dose of teenage prima donna syndrome. She choked back her own feelings. She’d taken a psychology class at the police academy and knew rage usually stems from a deep-seated fear. Of rejection. Or abandonment. And while she and Vanna had taken very different paths, they both shared the same mother. A mother who’d abandoned Georgia. Walked out when she was twelve and never called, wrote, or even sent a damn birthday card. Then Vanna had walked out on her. Now Vanna thought Georgia was walking out. In her mind, the circle was complete.
 She wanted to suggest they start the conversation over when two things happened at the same time. Charlie woke up with a lusty yell—Georgia was surprised he’d slept this long with Vanna’s shouting—and Georgia’s cell pinged.
 “Let’s talk about this in a minute, okay?”
 Vanna turned on her heel and stomped out of the kitchen. Georgia fished the cell off the kitchen table. The screen registered an unfamiliar number, but it had a North Shore area code. Another damn telemarketer?
 “Davis here.”
 “Is this Georgia Davis, the private investigator?”
 Georgia straightened. “Speaking.”
 “My name is Erica Baldwin Stewart.”
 Where had Georgia heard that name?
 The woman’s voice cracked. “My daughter was Dena Baldwin.”
 







Chapter Six

The next morning Georgia dressed in what had become her uniform: jeans, a sweater, and a blazer roomy enough to hide her Baby Glock in a shoulder holster. As a former cop, she still liked the idea of wearing a uniform. It added credibility to her appearance and, she hoped, her reputation. She drove north to Winnetka, an affluent suburb on the North Shore of Chicago, and parked across from a coffee shop that was now in its third incarnation.
 Inside, the place sported dark furniture, a polished hardwood floor, and three shelves of assorted books donated by the bookstore next door. The counter could have doubled as an antique soda fountain. Georgia chose a small table against the wall.
 Erica Baldwin Stewart was late. She must be on North Shore time, Georgia thought, then chastised herself for being flip. Not only had the woman lost a daughter, but she’d been reminded of it 24/7 by the media coverage. She was entitled to be late. Georgia grabbed a book off the bookcase. Red Harvest. Georgia thought she knew all of Dashiell Hammett’s stories, whether novels or movies, but she’d never heard of this one. She tried to get into it, but reading was difficult; she had a mild case of dyslexia.
 Her mind drifted to Vanna.
 Maybe a therapist could help. She dug her phone out of her pocket and was scrolling through “nearby therapists” when the door swung open and a woman entered with a younger man. The woman hesitated. Georgia had told Dena’s mother she was blond and would be wearing a gray North Face coat, a birthday gift from Jimmy, over her blazer. When the woman saw the coat, she came over.
 Georgia rose. “Erica?”
 The woman nodded. Her black hair, threaded with gray, was pulled back into a messy ponytail. She wore jeans, a wool jacket, and snow boots despite the absence of snow. Her neck was long and graceful, but her tight expression made her otherwise smooth features look sharp and out of place, as if they were surprised to find themselves arranged on her face. She was pale and thin, on the way toward emaciated. Grief, likely.
 “I’m Georgia Davis.”
 The woman, probably in her fifties, gave her a slight nod and gestured to the younger man beside her. “This is my son, Jeffrey. Dena’s brother.”
 That Dena had a brother was news to Georgia. It hadn’t been mentioned in the media. Jeffrey was several inches taller than his mother, but just as slim. Somewhere in his thirties. He shared his mother’s dark eyes and hair, minus the gray. His face held a somber, soulful expression.
 “He’s as devastated as I am. We both want to get to the bottom of this.”
 Get to the bottom of what? Three people had died, including Dena. A dozen more wounded. The shooter had been found—dead from an IED explosion on the roof of a hotel directly across from Grant Park. An open-and-shut case, or so officialdom proclaimed. Domestic terrorism. Tick off yet another massacre to add to the legacy of American gun violence.
 Georgia reined in her impatience. “Would you like some coffee? It’s on me.”
 “I—uh—tea would be nice.”
 A few minutes later, with cappuccino and a pastry for Georgia, the same for Jeffrey, and tea for Erica, they settled into chairs. Jeffrey cleared his throat. Erica sipped her tea. She looked dazed, almost lost. She was clearly struggling. An unusual tug of protectiveness came over Georgia. She gentled her voice as she prompted Erica.
 “You said, ‘get to the bottom of this.’ What do you mean?”
 Erica’s chest rose and fell. She took another sip of tea. “I assume you’re up to speed on the events of—of Dena’s death.”
 Georgia nodded. It was still the top story everywhere. A year had passed since the election of the most unpopular president ever, and despite a core base of supporters, millions were demanding he be removed from office. The president and his administration were incompetent, corrupt, and dangerous. The rumors were that Chicago bookies wouldn’t take any more bets about his odds for survival. A special counsel was investigating.
 Erica played with her spoon. “So let me tell you about Dena. She is—was—a left-wing progressive, and she supported Bernie until the convention. Afterwards, she switched to Hillary. She volunteered, rang doorbells in Wisconsin, made phone calls. She organized a rally in Evanston and even put together a carpool to drive seniors to the polls.” She shifted. “The morning after the results were in, she refused to believe them. Later that day she created a Facebook group, ResistanceUSA.”
 “Wait. Are you saying she founded the group?”
 A wan smile came across Erica’s face. “That’s right. She believed that the vote, particularly in the midwest swing states, had been manipulated by Russia. She wasn’t alone: others were—and still are—alleging it too. The group exploded, and by the end of the year, there were nearly forty-two thousand members.”
 “Forty-two thousand people in seven weeks?”
 Erica nodded. “Her energy never flagged. Within six months, she was a national figure. She was one of the first to call out every misstep by the new administration, every injustice, every example of creeping authoritarianism, every risk to our democracy. She was in the middle of expanding her ‘repertoire’ when she—died. She had begun to speak out about other issues. The dangers of fracking, the criminality of the new administration, the mess he’s made with our foreign allies. She’d really come into her own. It’s as if she was born to do this. Of course, in the process she made enemies.”
 “Such as?”
 “There were the bots—you know—automated tweets and Facebook messages that roll out whenever a specific subject is raised. Anyway, hundreds, maybe thousands of bots trolled her online.” Erica let out a world-weary breath. “Then there were the real trolls. Human crazies, I call them.”
 Georgia nodded. Like mutant viruses, they had invaded the Internet to sow discord and chaos wherever possible.
 “They accused her of lying, of propaganda, of being a traitor to the country. Some people even accused her of being a Russian spy working undercover.”
 “Although how they could, given the administration’s complicity with Russia, is nuts,” Jeffrey cut in.
 Erica nodded in acknowledgment. “Still, Dena was in her element. She thrived on allies and adversaries alike. When she wasn’t appearing on TV, she was organizing, bringing new converts to the group.”
 Georgia’s eyebrows went up at the word “converts.” Erica caught it. “Yes, it may have started as a cult, but it grew so big so fast that it became a movement. Dena is—was very persuasive.” Her smile held a mix of pride and sorrow.
 “So, last fall she and her crew decided to organize a grass-roots demonstration. They used the Facebook group to spread the word. She called for a million people to come out. Privately, she hoped there would be at least a thousand.”
 “For what reason?”
 “January marked a year since the inauguration, but in that short time so much of our country and policies are now unrecognizable. She wanted people to use their First Amendment rights to let the traitor know that what he’s doing and what he represents are not okay.”
 “She succeeded,” Georgia said.
 Another sad smile curled Erica’s lips. “It was amazing! Police estimated over two hundred thousand people came to Grant Park.” Her smile faded.
 Georgia understood. There was no need to repeat the rest. A sharpshooter with a .223 Bushmaster rifle equipped with a bump stock had opened up, killing Dena, group member DJ Grabiner, and a protestor in the front row. Her second-in-command, Ruth Marriotti, along with a dozen others, had been wounded. Chicago cops tracked the gunman to the roof of the White Star Hotel twenty-two minutes later, where they discovered he’d blown himself up with what they later learned was a pipe bomb. Why he hadn’t used the Bushmaster to off himself was still unknown.
 The shooter, Scott Allen Jarvis, had materialized seemingly out of nowhere. He was raised on an Iowa farm, but the family was forced to sell when Jarvis was seventeen. He moved to Iowa City for college but never graduated. His parents died in a house fire soon after he left home, leaving only Jarvis and his younger sister, Katherine. He enlisted in the army and survived two tours in Afghanistan and one in Iraq. Afterward he resurfaced in Rogers Park, a neighborhood on Chicago’s North Side, where he lived with his sister and was unemployed much of the time.
 Law enforcement and the media scoured his history in the hope of tying him to some kind of radical terrorist group but didn’t find anything. It was as if the guy dropped in from another planet. That didn’t deter cable news, of course, hungry for any scrap of information, meaningful or not. They replayed the video of the shooting and the simple service that passed for Jarvis’s funeral so often that Georgia had to turn the TV off. She could only guess how it affected Erica.
 Now Erica’s eyes filled. She swiped at them with her napkin.
 Georgia squeezed Erica’s hand.
 Jeffrey Baldwin cleared his throat. Georgia glanced over. He looked like he was struggling to control his emotions.
 Erica swallowed, then picked up her teaspoon, stirred her tea, replaced the spoon on the saucer. Finally, she looked up, and Georgia asked, “Why do you think your daughter was targeted for murder?”
 







Chapter Seven

Slowly Erica’s demeanor changed. Her spine straightened and her eyes narrowed. A fierce look came into her eyes. She reminded Georgia of a predatory cat, ready to pounce on an unlucky mouse. At the same time, her son, Jeffrey, started to squirm.
 “A few weeks after the attack,” Erica said, “I got an anonymous email.”
 “Anonymous?”
 Erica nodded. “Let me tell you what it said.”
 Dena’s mother might be bowed with grief, but she wasn’t broken. Georgia wondered if Dena had inherited the same grit. But Jeffrey, for some reason, wouldn’t make eye contact with her.
 “The email said, Jarvis was set up. Find the Beef Jerky.”
 Georgia leaned forward. “Excuse me?”
 “That was it. Jarvis was set up. Find the Beef Jerky,” Erica repeated.
 Georgia hoped she didn’t roll her eyes too conspicuously. Conspiracy theorists had found a weird kind of stature on the Internet. People could say anything they dreamed up, and there would always be a few gullible folks who took their pronouncements as omens, or even facts. Erica was an intelligent woman. She had to know that.
 “Beef jerky? Tell me you didn’t take it seriously.”
 “At first we thought it was as crazy as it sounds. You know, just made-up crap. But Terry realized that, whatever the veracity of the message, someone had penetrated our email system.”
 “‘Hacked’ is the word, Mom,” Jeffrey said.
 “So, what did you do?” Georgia glanced at them both in turn.
 “We—I—replied right away with Who is this? And why are you making these claims?”
 “And?”
 “My reply bounced. I got what do you call them, those mailer-daemon notices. There was no such account.”
 “What was the return email?”
 “It was noreply@xfetw.com. But it was dead. No such account.”
 “When was this?”
 “About two weeks ago.”
 “What did you do?”
 “I called my lawyer, who said to call the police.”
 “I need to say something here,” Jeffrey cut in.
 “Sure,” Georgia said.
 “I don’t agree with what Mom’s doing. I think we’re asking for trouble.”
 “In what way?”
 “I don’t know for sure who killed my sister. And I think it’s probably better that I don’t.” He looked over at his mother. “We both know that we’re not being told the whole story. Someone is holding back information. But I’m willing to let that go.”
 “Why? Do you think there’s some kind of conspiracy around her murder?”
 “Maybe, maybe not. I just don’t want my mom in the middle of it. We’re playing with fire. What if something else happens? To her?” He gestured toward Erica.
 Georgia faced Erica. “You don’t agree.”
 Erica shook her head. “She was my little girl. I need to know. I owe her that much.”
 Jeffrey let out a breath, his expression grim.
 “So, the FBI paid me a visit. The police had already been to the house a couple of times. This time they took my computer and the router. A few days later they told me they couldn’t trace the email.”
 Georgia wasn’t surprised. “The FBI does have excellent resources. If they say they couldn’t—”
 Jeffrey cut her off. “Agreed. But they couldn’t—or wouldn’t—give us any information. Basically they told us, nicely, to forget it. And to buy new equipment. And change our passwords.” His disdainful voice told Georgia how he felt about that.
 “What did they say about the beef jerky comment? Did they talk about some kind of code? Or signal?”
 “They said it was probably a hoax,” Erica answered.
 “Someone hacked into your email as a hoax?” Georgia frowned.
 “Exactly. It doesn’t make sense,” Erica said. “There are a lot of conspiracy theories out there, you know. People from both the Right and the Left saying crazy things. The FBI said they haven’t found any evidence that Jarvis was in league with any group. But that email was just so weird . . .” Her voice trailed off.
 “Which is why you can’t let it go,” Georgia said.
 “Would you?”
 Like any mother, Erica was grasping for something to suggest her daughter’s death was more than being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Even a bullshit comment on a mysterious email that the FBI said was a hoax was ammunition.
 “Look,” Erica went on, “for starters, that email came in on our private server.”
 “Private?”
 “When Terry and I got married—he’s my second husband—we set up a private server for the family. And Terry’s business. The security was supposed to be first-rate. Everything encrypted and all that.”
 “Why do you need encryption?”
 “Terry runs a hedge fund. Confidential data gets passed back and forth all the time. He doesn’t trust the Comcasts or AT&Ts.”
 Smart, Georgia thought.
 “So, whoever sent us that email went to some trouble to reach us.”
 “And hack in,” Jeffrey added.
 “But if the FBI said it was a hoax—”
 A spurt of irritation flashed across Erica’s face. “I didn’t say that. They did. What we say is that they couldn’t trace it.” She hesitated. “As a former police officer, and now a PI, we thought maybe you could help.”
 Georgia leaned back. Erica had done some homework on her. “Why me? And who recommended me?”
 “Paul Kelly. He’s one of our lawyers.”
 Georgia and Paul went back a long way. She’d been a newly minted PI, and he sold insurance when he wasn’t lawyering. He’d been responsible for her first “real” case. She trusted him. But that didn’t mean she should take this case.
 “And we wanted someone who had no connection to us or Dena. Someone who could fly under the radar, if need be.”
 Under the radar? That didn’t inspire confidence. “Erica . . . And Jeffrey,” she added, “I’m grateful for Paul’s referral, and I appreciate the opportunity, but if the FBI can’t trace the email, I doubt I can. My resources are minuscule compared to them. Even a large investigations or security firm could track SIGINT better than I could.”
 “SIGINT?” Erica asked.
 “Signals intelligence. Things that involve communications signals. Electronic messages. Texts. Emails. Intercepts of conversations. That kind of thing.”
 “You see? You know more about this than we do. We need someone to explain what’s going on. Without patronizing us.”
 “But I don’t—”
 “Paul said you’d say that. Look. We’ll pay you whatever you need. Please. We—I—really need to know the truth about Dena’s murder.”
 “What makes you think you don’t?”
 Erica took another sip of tea, then set down the teacup with a clatter. “So here’s what you don’t know.” Georgia glanced over at Jeffrey. He was watching her intently.
 “You need to know who my first husband is. Was. Dena and Jeffrey’s father.” She took in a breath. “His name is Carl Baldwin. He is a lobbyist. In DC now. He’s ultra-right wing. A member of CNP.”
 “CNP?”
 “The Council for National Policy. It’s supposed to be this secret group of right-wing politicos like Bannon, the Koch brothers, the Mercers, and more. You have to pay thousands of dollars to join. Once you’re in, you’re not supposed to admit you’re a member or even call it by name. But the membership list leaked out
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