
Chapter One

			Nicky dropped her suitcase in the foyer of Olive Street House and went to the kitchen to put a pot of coffee on. Visiting her sister was the only vacation she could afford on her pathetic salary, but it was good to get away from the house for a week. Leaving ten newly sober women unsupervised was a gamble, but for the most part they were a good crew, trying their best to live a completely different sort of life. She started to look for evidence of any disaster that might have occurred while she was away.

			Olive Street House was a large frame home on a tree-lined street in Chicago’s Andersonville neighborhood. It was owned by a recovery services company that ran halfway houses, outpatient, and inpatient programs, for people trying to get and stay sober. The house needed a new coat of paint, and everything was a tad run-down. The stairs to the front door were a dirty white, one of the gutters was hanging over the eave, the metal fence in front was spotted with rust. Inside there were scads of oak—window and wall trimming, flooring, cabinets, stairs, banisters. It wasn’t to Nicky’s taste, but she didn’t complain. She was grateful to have a roof over her head.

			The kitchen shared an open space with the family room where the women spent most of their time. It was tricked out with an enormous television, courtesy of a resident’s wealthy parents. Fights regularly broke out over control of the remote and were smoothed over as quickly as they began. It was like living with fractious children who quarreled and made up over and over. When Nicky went into the kitchen for her coffee, she saw Diane and Susan snuggled up to one another on the couch in front of the TV. They had come to the house around the same time and became a couple almost instantly. Residents weren’t supposed to have sex with each other, but Nicky had neither the desire nor the energy to put a stop to it. They were adults. Instead, she tried to keep them from gross displays of affection when they were around the other women. No one wanted to see that.

			“Nicky, you’re back!” Susan said, disentangling herself and getting up from the couch. Diane followed her into the kitchen.

			“How were things while I was away?” Nicky was surprised at the welcome.

			“No problems, boss,” Diane said. “You should go away more often.”

			“I wish. What are you up to?”

			“Just leaving. We’re going to Clark Street for some coffee. Want to come?”

			She’d never been asked to do anything by a resident since she started the job four years ago. She wondered if they were up to something.

			“I have to get to work, but thanks.”

			“You may want to check on Darlene upstairs. We heard some banging coming from her room,” Susan said.

			Banging could be anything, but probably nothing good.

			She took her bag upstairs and heard the noise coming from the end of the hall. Oli and Darlene shared the room and Nicky knew Oli would be at her day job. Darlene was a meth addict, new to the house and completely antisocial. When Nicky knocked on the door the bumping stopped. There was still no response when she knocked a second time. She opened the door and found Darlene sitting upright in her bed, clutching her chest and breathing heavily. There was a crack in the wall where she’d been banging her head. She was hugely overweight, and Nicky thought she might be having a heart attack. She’d seen enough meth overdoses while in uniform to know what she was looking at. A person in the throes of meth was capable of doing a lot of damage.

			The instant Darlene’s eyes came into focus she jumped from the bed with surprising agility and barreled toward Nicky as if to tackle her. Nicky easily sidestepped the attack and Darlene banged into the doorframe. She gave a blood-curdling scream as she turned around and grabbed Nicky’s collar. Her punch grazed Nicky’s chin, but it had weight to it and she stumbled back a few steps. Darlene grabbed her again and tried a roundhouse punch that missed Nicky entirely and spun her around. Nicky stepped in and roughly pulled her arms behind her back, longing for the handcuffs she’d once carried every day. Darlene struggled and Nicky yanked her arms upward, causing a loud yelp and an end to the struggling.

			“Do you need some help, Nicky?”

			Lou stood at the door, her large frame blocking the doorway. She was also new to the house and didn’t interact much with the other residents, but she seemed to want sobriety. She did the work required without complaint and pitched in around the house.

			“Call 911 and tell them we have a meth overdose.” Nicky held on to Darlene, who’d started struggling again. When Lou finished the call she looked to Nicky for further instruction. She had on her Starbucks uniform, the sleeves rolled up to display her elaborate and colorful tattoos. She wore a lip ring, and nose ring, and multiple earrings. Nicky had yet to see her smile.

			“Let’s get her onto the bed.” Nicky considered using her belt to restrain Darlene, but it seemed cruel.

			Lou took over holding her hands behind her back, her size and strength making it easy work. Darlene was panting and her eyes were glazed. She let go of her arms as they sat her on the bed. Nicky worried the ambulance wouldn’t make it on time.

			Lou went downstairs to wait for the ambulance. Nicky tried to get Darlene to breathe deeply, but she was unreachable. Soon she heard sirens and the sound of men clomping up the stairs. She followed behind the EMTs as they strained to bring Darlene down on a stretcher.

			Lou closed the door behind them and looked to Nicky.

			“I’ll have to go to the hospital,” Nicky said. “The house must be empty or they’d all be down here watching the show.”

			“There’s no one else here.”

			“Let’s keep this to ourselves, at least until we know how she’s doing.”

			“Sure.”

			All Nicky knew about Lou was in her office file. She had a small income from her Starbucks job, which she’d managed to hang onto despite bottoming out on alcohol. She had a meth arrest and two DUIs on record, all of which had been dismissed. Two years prior she’d graduated from Northwestern University, so she was no dummy. It would have taken weeks to get all that out of Lou, who wasn’t a sharer. But now she stood next to Nicky almost as if she wanted to hang out. That was something new.

			“Let’s have a cup of coffee before I go to the hospital.” Nicky led the way into the kitchen and poured them both a cup before heading to the patio in the back of the house. The air was warm and sweet. They took seats on the metal wicker chairs and Lou looked at her expectantly.

			“What happens to Darlene now?” Lou asked.

			“She’ll be removed from the house.” Nicky sipped her coffee. She hadn’t put enough cream in and frowned. Coffee was one of the few substances she could still enjoy, and she wanted each cup to be perfect. “I know it seems harsh, but it’s to protect the other women in the house. This has to be a safe place.”

			“No, I get it. It’s a little scary is all. I used to do meth. I finally pulled back on it after having a few too many experiences like hers.”

			“You were able to do that on your own?”

			“I hit the booze harder instead. Pick your poison.” Lou’s big body shifted in her narrow chair.

			“How did you do while I was away? I’m sorry I left town so soon after you arrived at Olive Street.”

			“It’s cool. No one bothered me.”

			Being a loner worked against Lou as she tried to stay sober. Newcomers were too close to their old thinking and when left alone with it they usually went back to their old ways. Talking to other recovering alcoholics was what made not drinking or using start to feel attainable. She hoped Lou would open up more.

			“What’ve you been doing with your time?”

			“What am I supposed to do? I work, go to meetings, do chores, and still there are huge gaps of time to fill.”

			“That’s a problem in the beginning. For me, drinking was a full-time vocation, something I did every moment I wasn’t working or sleeping. Take the drinking away and time becomes a wasteland. Do you have any friends in Chicago?”

			“I thought we weren’t supposed to hang out with friends?” Lou sounded frustrated trying to understand the new guidelines.

			“It’s good to ditch your drinking friends, but what about others?”

			“I don’t have any of those.”

			Nicky drank more coffee and tried not to feel sorry for Lou. There was no making it easier for her. Getting sober was fucking hard, which was why so few made it.

			“Did you get to know the other residents while I was away?”

			Lou pulled her WNBA hat low on her brow. “They were nice and everything, but I have a hard time talking to anyone without a bar underneath my elbow.”

			“It’ll get better, Lou.”

			“I hope so. I want this to work.”

			“It will if you put in the time. I need to go to the hospital, but we can talk more later if you like.”

			Lou looked pleased. Nicky would do whatever she could to help her, but it was an inside job. Lou would have to find her own way.

			At the Swedish Covenant ER, Nicky spoke with a resident about Darlene. They were admitting her because of the heart involvement which gave her until the next day to evict her from Olive Street House. She felt she should have done more for Darlene by helping her integrate into the group. The women in the house became like family to each other, a powerful motivator to keep sober and not disappoint your peers. She stayed to talk briefly with Darlene, saving news of her upcoming eviction for a later time when she was less likely to have a heart attack.

			As she walked back through the emergency room, she noticed a cluster of people gathered at the triage desk. There were no uniforms, but they were unmistakably cops. She’d spent countless hours in hospitals as a detective, waiting to interview injured witnesses and suspects, occasionally checking in on a fallen comrade. She knew the look. A woman in the group had her back to her but turned just as Nicky was passing by. Their eyes met briefly before she turned back to her discussion. Nicky felt a little flare of attraction, a feeling she’d not had for so long she’d forgotten the pleasure of it. She was tall like Nikki, dressed in the requisite pant suit, with shoulder length auburn hair, an aquiline nose, pronounced cheekbones, and dark eyes. She took it all in in a flash and felt a loss when the woman turned away from her.

			Before returning to Olive Street, she drove her terrible old car down to the Uptown neighborhood and parked in front of a modest bungalow near the lake. It was too late in the day to hope to see Laura leaving or entering the house. Instead, she pictured her with crutches and braces off, sitting up in her foster family’s living room, hoping she was loved as if she were a daughter. Nicky hadn’t come by the house for a week and let her guilt layer itself into something cloaking, as it did whenever she visited Laura’s house. There were times she could barely breathe with it. There were also times, like now, when she couldn’t bear to actually see Laura. She’d come by when there was no chance of seeing her struggling to get to the school bus. Each visit brought her past as a cop vividly to life.

			She often longed for her old life as a homicide detective. She’d loved almost everything about it until that one moment changed everything. She’d been on her way back to the station one afternoon driving an unmarked vehicle when a Mazda passed her on Broadway, weaving between the lines, bumping against curbs. She flipped on her lights and siren and called for backup on a traffic stop. The car didn’t immediately pull over and she cursed when the driver sped away. When she finally managed to pull him over she got out of her car with her hand on her weapon and approached with caution. Before she walked two steps, a man burst out of the Mazda and fired at her. She dropped to a crouch and returned fire, hitting him once square in the chest and a second time a little to the right, traveling straight through his body and into the vehicle. Also in the car was the man’s ten-year-old daughter, Laura, who caught the second bullet in the spine. Nicky’s life wasn’t the same from that moment. Within a month she’d resigned from the police department and concentrated on making her already heavy drinking into a full-time job.

			The department tried to keep her. No one blamed her for the errant shot that injured the girl. There were no relatives to initiate a civil suit against the police. But Nicky knew she’d lost her effectiveness as a cop. In any stressful situation she’d think of Laura and seize up. The thought of hurting someone else was paralyzing.

			For two years Nicky drank and lived off the occasional security gig plus whatever cash her mother would give her. She drank from the stroke of noon until she passed out every night, like it was a job and those were her hours. She didn’t think her life could get any darker after she shot Laura, but bottoming out on alcohol made it bleaker still. By the time she entered rehab there wasn’t a shade of light in her soul. She was friendless, penniless, homeless, and purposeless. She was desperate enough to accept some help. She hadn’t had a drink since, a miracle she sometimes still found hard to believe.

			* * *

			When Nicky returned from the hospital she headed straight to her office. The office was a perk in a job with not much in the way of perks. It was barely big enough for a desk, visitor chair, and file cabinet, but it was all hers. The only thing she’d done to personalize the space was display her 24-hour coin from the day she stopped drinking, hardly radical decorating in a sober living home. She kept an open door and welcomed it when residents sought her out to unburden themselves, as Lou had just done.

			As soon as she touched the office doorknob, she could tell it was unlocked. She took her hand off as if it was on fire, her crime scene training making her feel she’d already contaminated this one. The door was never left unlocked, especially while she was on vacation. She put her coffee cup on the floor and used the bottom of her T-Shirt to wrap around the knob, opening the door slowly as if a perp were in the room. She wanted her gun and her shield. Before snapping on the overhead light she took a look behind the door. No one was there.

			Her heart sank when she saw a desk drawer yawning open, its lock heavily scratched, almost clawed at. She sank into her chair before bending over and peering in, hoping against hope the two locked cash boxes would be there. Of course, they weren’t. No one was jamming open a locked desk to steal Post-it notes. Her mind raced through the ten women living in the house with her. Who among them would do this? She couldn’t think of a single one who seemed likely, while at the same time they all were capable of it.

			The AA treasury box was a complicated loss. She was entrusted to hold the funds raised by seven different AA meetings held at Olive Street. She pulled out a ledger from another drawer and ran her eyes down a column. There was close to three thousand dollars in the large cash box. She didn’t care about the petty cash box. That money belonged to Reardon Malloy, the company that owned the sober house, five hundred dollars at the most. They wouldn’t miss it, but in AA, every dollar counted.

			She could call the police first, but that would mean detectives and interviews with all of the residents and probably an arrest. She didn’t want that, not yet. She knew her boss, Gerri Thomas, was supposed to have been in the house the previous day to leave grocery money. Nicky called her, half hoping she wouldn’t pick up. Seldom was a conversation with Gerri a pleasant one.

			“Welcome home, Nicky. I have to say I’m glad you’re back,” Gerri said.

			“Someone broke into my office while I was away. They took the two cash boxes out of the desk.”

			“What?”

			“Yeah, it’s bad. The desk was forced open.”

			“I was just there yesterday and everything was fine. I saw both of the boxes.”

			“That’s what I wanted to check with you. Was everything locked when you got here?”

			“Yes. The door, the desk, the petty cash box. I used keys on all of them. I didn’t pay attention to the other cash box.”

			“And you locked everything up when you left?” Nicky asked.

			“Of course.” Nicky could hear the defensiveness in Gerri’s voice, but that didn’t surprise her. Gerri was defensive about everything. “I distinctly remember locking the cash box and the desk, because both of those locks were a little tricky.”

			“And the door?”

			“I can see you’re putting your detective hat on, Nicky.”

			“That may be. But tell me about the door.”

			There was a moment’s silence. “I can’t say I specifically remember locking the office door. I just assume I did, really. Why wouldn’t I?”

			“No reason. But if you neglected to, it would be good to know.” She cringed when the word neglected left her mouth.

			“Any neglect on my part would not be an open invitation to steal, would it, Nicky?”

			“It would not. It’s simply information I’ll give to the police.”

			“Wait. Let’s think about this a minute. The police will turn the house upside down, don’t you think?” Gerri had that “let’s work together” tone in her voice, which meant she fully intended to get what she wanted. In this case, Nicky thought, it might be what she wanted too—no police.

			“We need to find out who took the money,” Nicky said.

			“Agreed. But I think you’re the best person to do that. You were a detective, right? I’m authorizing you to investigate. In fact, I’m ordering you to do so as the house manager. It’s likely to be easy to solve, right? We know it happened between the time I was there yesterday afternoon and right now.”

			Gerri sounded like the matter was taken care of and she could wash her hands of it. Nicky knew the stink of it would be all over hers. Still, she’d rather investigate herself than have cops crawling all over the place.

			“Fine,” Nicky said. “I don’t like it, but I’ll do it. We’ll have to talk about how to replace the three thousand dollars if we can’t recover it.”

			Gerri laughed. “Nicky, be real. Would we have insurance to cover the theft of AA money in a house full of addicts and alcoholics? Let’s just cross that bridge later.”

			Gerri hung up. Nicky threw her phone on the desk and stared at it blindly. Her resentment of Gerri grew every time she talked to her. She never got the feeling Gerri cared about the residents in the slightest. For Nicky, helping the women was the only reason to stay in a job that paid about the same as a car wash attendant.

			She walked through the living room to get more coffee when the front door opened and her sponsor, Sheila, walked in. Nicky almost ducked around a corner, but Sheila spotted her and joined her on the way to the kitchen. Like many in recovery, Nicky revered her sponsor and avoided her in equal measure. In the beginning of sobriety, a sponsor was a lifeline. They explained the mysteries of the program, checked up on you, guided you through AA’s Big Book and steps, encouraged you to clean up your apartment and get a job. They tried to see what made you tick when you had no idea yourself. In return, the sponsee was supposed to be in regular touch, do their assigned step work, and, most importantly, call their sponsor when they were tempted to drink.

			Nicky was only a few months sober when she started working with Sheila, still in a fog, living in a friend’s basement. Sheila encouraged her to get a job, any job, in order to get some structure back into her life. She tugged her along to group dinners after the meetings to help her make friends in the community. She kept telling her things would get better if she just held on. There was no doubt Sheila had helped her stay sober, but she was all about the talking. Processing this, unpacking that. Everything needed to be explored to see how it helped or hindered her recovery. Nicky only had so much talking in her, not enough as far as Sheila was concerned. They got along well, but this was a point of some friction.

			Sheila smiled as she leaned in for a hug. She was about ten years older than Nicky’s own forty years and she looked like it had been a long time since her last drink. She struck Nicky as the most serene person in the world. Everything about her was relaxed. Her round face was warm and welcoming. She was dressed sharply in leggings and a tunic that showed off her strong and slender frame.

			“Hey, there,” Nicky said. Her lips were a straight line across her face.

			“Hey, yourself. Everything okay?”

			“Not even close. How could you tell?”

			Sheila chuckled. “You look like you’re about to pop.”

			“Something bad happened.”

			They went into Nicky’s office. “Tell me about it.”

			“No, I better not. I shouldn’t, anyway.”

			“Nicky, you know whatever we talk about won’t go beyond me, don’t you?”

			Nicky nodded and reluctantly took a seat. “I know I can trust you. I just don’t know if talking’s going to help very much.”

			“Try it. It’s probably not going to hurt any.”

			Nicky told her about the theft. Sheila wasn’t shocked at the news of the theft. It wasn’t as if this never happened in AA. Not everyone became honest once they stopped drinking, or any less desperate.

			“I’ll have to talk to them all one at a time. They’re not going to like it.”

			“What are the alternatives? Do you want the police to come in? Or your boss?”

			Nicky smiled. “Can’t I resent it and accept it at the same time?”

			“You can. I don’t know if it does you any good.”

			She stood up and looked at Sheila. “Thanks for the ear. Let me know if you hear anything useful, okay?”

			“You’ve hardly told me a thing. Don’t keep this all to yourself.”

			“I won’t. Why don’t we have dinner tomorrow night? I don’t want you to think I don’t appreciate you.” She had to spend some time with her sponsor. It was a relationship she couldn’t afford to screw up.

			Sheila’s smile lit up her face. “I’d love that. Should we meet and leave from here?”

			“Perfect.”

			Nicky watched her leave before she picked up the phone and called Deb, the woman she’d recently started dating and a perfect diversion from the mess at the house. She’d start the investigation in the morning. They’d been out a couple of times but hadn’t slept together. Nicky couldn’t envision how that would come about. She had so little experience with women in sobriety. Deb answered the phone before she thought about what she was going to say.

			“Nicky! I was wondering when I’d hear from you.” They’d had dinner the week before. Was she supposed to be checking in with her?

			“I just got back into town and thought I’d call.”

			“Do you want to come over?” Deb said.

			It was hard to misinterpret that message. She wasn’t being invited over for coffee and a Danish.

			“Uh, sure. I’ll walk over. Should I bring anything?”

			“Just your sweet self.”

			She was about to have her first sex as a sober person, and nearly the first sex she’d had when not drunk. Hadn’t she put it off as long as possible? At five years, her celibacy was teetering on pathological. It was time to hitch up her pants and then go take them off with someone. With Deb. And why not Deb? She was nice, she was pretty, and she seemed to like Nicky. The last point alone made her girlfriend material. She ran up to take a quick shower and change into a good pair of jeans. She pulled her old slouchy boots on and buttoned up a new shirt. She was so tall her image barely fit in the mirror. Her tallness was a bane while growing up but extremely useful as a volleyball player. She won a full-ride scholarship to play at Illinois State University. Still, six two made her a little freakish. Her sleek black hair was pulled back in a ponytail as usual and her long legs looked good in the tight jeans. She didn’t wear makeup, but her smooth complexion allowed her to get away with it. She was still able to get away with a lot.

			Deb lived four blocks away in the heart of Andersonville. The neighborhood felt as familiar as a small hometown to Nicky. Once the home of the city’s Swedish population, it had long since morphed into a destination neighborhood, its residential streets wrapped around the main commercial strip on Clark Street, where the restaurants and shops drew people from all over the city. Nicky seldom felt any need to leave the neighborhood. She had everything she needed, even a girlfriend.

			When she reached Deb’s building she hesitated for several long moments before pushing the buzzer, trying to calm her jangly nerves. When the door clicked open, Nicky grimly mounted the stairs. Deb opened her door, reached out, and pulled Nicky in by the front of her shirt, closing the door with a foot and then pushing her up against it. She held her lips a mere inch away.

			“Can I kiss you?”

			Nicky was relieved that Deb had no interest in the awkward preliminaries. Her bold first move made things easy. She pulled Deb closer and kissed her soundly, and in that instant her fear left and she felt desire. They kissed for a long time while leaning against the door, Nicky’s sense of urgency rocketing upward. Her body was making it quite clear what she was supposed to do next. They went into the bedroom to do exactly that.

			“I’ve wanted this since the moment I saw you,” Deb said during the pillow talk afterward.

			“Really? You mean our first date?”

			“Before that. When I first saw you at the Friday step meeting. Maybe a couple of months ago.”

			“Huh. I didn’t know that.” She only knew she’d seen Deb a few weeks in a row at the meeting and then one night Deb asked her out. She didn’t know much about her other than she was sober and went to meetings.

			“How much time do you have?” Nicky asked. In AA parlance, time meant the amount of sober time a person had. Why had she forgotten to ask Deb this before? What if she was only a couple of months sober? It would be like sleeping with one of her residents—not only wrong, but a bit creepy. The recovery equivalent of the Mann Act was to not sleep with anyone who hadn’t been sober a year. Nicky had no interest in breaking that unofficial rule, but seemed to have conveniently forgotten to check she wasn’t.

			Deb shifted a bit and snuggled into Nicky’s shoulder. “A bit under two years.”

			Safe, but still not much time. In the grand scheme of putting your life back together, two years was the equivalent of toddler age.

			“I know you’re an old-timer,” Deb said. “I was there on your fifth anniversary.”

			Nicky laughed. “I am definitely not an old-timer. I’m just old.”

			“You are not. How old are you?”

			“Forty. Old.”

			“I’m thirty-seven. You’ve probably had lots of girlfriends since you quit drinking, right?”

			“What makes you say that?”

			“Because you’re so hot. I’ve heard other women talk about you. I assumed you’d gotten around.”

			Nicky lay there mutely, stunned at the idea women would think she’s hot, that they talked about her. She could only hope what was said about her was more flattering than it had been in her drinking years. It would almost have to be.

			* * * 

			The day before

			Gerri Thomas steered her company car onto Lake Shore Drive and headed north toward Andersonville. Lake Michigan gleamed to her right, the late afternoon sun turning the water into an ocean blue. It made no impression on her. She wanted to take care of business at Olive Street as quickly as possible and get out.

			As Reardon Malloy’s regional director for outpatient recovery services in the Midwest, Gerri oversaw operations in all outpatient and resident facilities in her area. Another manager had the good fortune to be in charge of the inpatient facilities and Gerri coveted his job. Patients in the hospital were very easily controlled and there was a minimum of drama, unlike the daily soap opera that took place in each of the halfway houses in her charge. R-M was one of the largest recovery companies in the country, a for-profit that mined the vast potential customer base of people suffering from alcohol and drug addiction. She knew how clever a business model it was; the vast majority of patients seeking treatment were potential repeat customers. Relapse was part of the disease of alcoholism, but for R-M it insured a healthy profit as patients cycled in and out of rehab.

			The trip to Olive Street House was necessary because of another fight between residents while Nicky Sullivan was on vacation. She vowed to never again approve vacation time. It was too much of a burden on her to play backup. She also needed to give petty cash to one of the residents for groceries. She wondered when it was that every single thing about her job became unpleasant.

			The three women she’d been called about sat waiting for her in the AA meeting room that had once been a parlor. Two sat together and the third sat far away.

			“Okay, which one of you called me?” Gerri walked to the front of the room and sat at the secretary’s desk. She glared at them.

			The woman sitting on her own stood. “That was me.”

			“And you are?”

			“Maria.” Her hands twisted around each other.

			“And you’re claiming these two,” she pointed at the others without looking at them, “are having sex with each other?”

			“Well, they are. My room’s right next to theirs. I can hear them.”

			Gerri turned to the other two.

			“What are your names?”

			The two stood, which pleased Gerri. She felt like a judge.

			“I’m Diane and this is Susan.” Diane had stepped forward, as if she were about to take a bullet for Susan. Gerri directed her gaze at Susan.

			“What do you say to Maria’s claim, Susan? Do you deny it?”

			Susan and Diane exchanged looks and Susan nodded.

			“We don’t deny it,” Diane said. “We’re in love.”

			Gerri barely contained a snort. “Of course you are. And I’m the Queen of Sheba.”

			She picked up the gavel sitting on the table and gave it an experimental whack. Now all she needed was a black robe. “No, what you girls are is barely sober, living in a house that has rules to help you stay that way. Sex with other residents is against the rules and I can throw you out for it.”

			Gerri saw the look of alarm on Susan’s face, the defiance on Diane’s, and the smugness on Maria’s. If they were any more transparent, she’d literally be able to see right through them. She turned to Maria.

			“Does Nicky know about this?”

			“I don’t know. I wasn’t sure about it until after she left on vacation. But I think she might.”

			Diane glared at Maria before turning to Gerri. “Listen, you don’t have the right to legislate our feelings. It’s not something we can control.”

			“Honey, I’m not interested in your feelings. You all signed off on the rules and regulations when you came here. The question now is what to do about you breaking them.”

			“Please don’t kick us out,” Susan said. “I don’t have anywhere to go.”

			The truth was Gerri didn’t give a damn if they slept together. It happened all the time, whether the women were straight or gay. She supposed it was like boarding school or prison. She was annoyed not by the act, but by it being reported and forcing her to do something about it.

			“There are a lot of women who would kill to have your spot in the house. Why shouldn’t I kick you out?” She smiled when she saw the anguish on their faces.

			“Please let us stay,” Susan said, her normally confident tone now sounded like pleading. “We’ll stop what we’re doing.”

			Throwing them out would mean more work for Gerri. There were reports to write and new residents to bring in. The last thing she wanted was more work.

			“Here’s what we’re going to do. Maria’s going to move in with Susan and Diane will move in with Maria’s roommate. And no one is going to have sex.”

			Maria began to protest, but Gerri raised her hand to silence her. “I want this all done by lights out tonight, understood?”

			Gerri gathered her bag and left the room, the sound of arguing voices erupting as soon as she cleared the door. Nicky could deal with the fallout when she got back from vacation, which was the next day, thank God.

			Her phone buzzed as she walked toward Nicky’s office, and she let it lie at the bottom of her purse. She was avoiding the astounding number of calls she was getting from Bank of America. She was two months behind on her mortgage, thanks to her unemployed husband. Why the bank felt five calls a day would produce money from her when one call didn’t was beyond her. It pissed her off. Why did they call her and not her husband? He was the one who’d lost his job, not her.

			She found the right key for the office door, after trying at least six others. She snapped on the overhead fluorescent and wedged herself between a wall and the desk before falling into the creaky wood chair. On top of everything else, she needed to lose twenty pounds, which would soon be thirty if she didn’t stop eating herself into a sugar coma every evening. Her phone buzzed again, and she fished it out of her purse. It was the bank and she hit the Ignore button. She saw the other call had been from her husband, Jeff.

			After stabbing another three keys into the locked cabinet door in the desk, she opened it and pulled out the petty cash box. She took out a couple of hundred and filled out the receipt form. She’d have to find Angela, the most senior resident in the house, who was doing the grocery shopping this week while Nicky was gone. When she leaned over to slide the petty cash box back into the cabinet, she noticed another metal box tucked in the rear. She put the petty cash box back on the desk and pulled out the larger one. She knew it had to be the treasury box for the AA meetings; all of her halfway houses had one.

			The box was locked. Gerri riffled through her Olive Street key ring and found one that fit into the larger box. It was about the size of a shoe box and stuffed to the gills with cash. Someone had faced all of the bills and tried to put them in some sort of order, probably Nicky, and it looked like about half were singles and the other larger denominations.

			A plan formed instantly. She left the boxes on the desk and stepped out of the office, locking the door behind her, and went upstairs to find Angela who was in her room studying for her exam as a certified alcohol counselor. Gerri wanted to warn her against her new career, but she didn’t have time or the interest to bother. She gave Angela the grocery money and tried to say a few chatty things before leaving the room. She went downstairs and walked casually out the door of the house and retrieved a tote bag from her car. She brought it into Nicky’s office and closed and locked the door behind her before slipping the treasury box into the tote. After a moment’s thought she put the petty cash box in with it. It wouldn’t make sense that a thief would take one without the other, and she had to think like a thief. The house was full of potential thieves and that provided wonderful cover. One of them was sure to be blamed. There were so few advantages to working with newly sober addicts and alcoholics, but at least this was one. She took advantage when she could.

			Gerri reached into her purse and found her Swiss army knife, which had resided in her bag untouched since she’d received it as a gift from R-M. She locked the cabinet door and then used the knife’s blades and screwdriver to mangle the lock on the desk cabinet enough to pop it open and leave it looking very much tampered with. She then left the office door closed but unlocked behind her and walked out of the house with her tote bag and purse. The unlocked office door would be temptation beyond resisting to one of the residents, or so everyone would think, even the residents themselves. It was pretty damn clever, she thought.

			She drove downtown to finish out her day. She had an office in the company’s main building, an old brick house in the city’s near north side. She thought it wise to be seen this afternoon. She wouldn’t be able to deny being at Olive Street House, but she wanted her visit to appear as unremarkable as possible. Quick, to the point, and back to work downtown. It wouldn’t occur to anyone she’d been jimmying locks and stealing crumpled dollar bills from recovering alcoholics.

			Her phone buzzed and it was Jeff again. She sighed and took the call.

			“Hey, babe,” Jeff said. He still called her babe, twenty years after they were married.

			“Three calls from the bank today,” she said, in what had become a fairly standard greeting.

			“That’s not bad,” Jeff said. “They must be slacking off.”

			“The day’s not over yet.”

			“Listen, I’m going to pick Liam up and head to a meeting. I left dinner for you in the fridge.”

			“Fine.” This was good news. Gerri loved an evening home to herself. “Are you going out afterward?”

			“Yeah, probably.”

			“That’s fine, too.” Gerri waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. “What went on today?”

			Jeff laughed. “You shouldn’t try to be coy. Ask me what I did to find a job today. That’s what you want to know, isn’t it?”

			“Well?”

			“The usual. I sent out resumes, I checked the websites, I tried to think of more people to call, but frankly, I’ve tapped every resource I’ve ever had.”

			“Any hits?”

			“Don’t you think I’d lead with it if there had been?”

			“I’m not sure I know. You don’t seem to feel any sense of urgency about this.”

			Jeff stayed quiet for a moment. Gerri knew he was probably saying the Serenity Prayer or counting to ten. There’d been a lot of these silences lately.

			“We handle things differently, babe. I’m going about this as diligently as I possibly can. The fact that I’m not riddled with anxiety doesn’t mean I’m not taking it seriously.”

			“You’re right we’re different.” She didn’t feel like fighting. She felt like counting the money in the lock box to see how much time it would buy her with the bank. “I’ll see you when you get home.”

			She hung up and pulled into the rear parking lot of Reardon-Molloy. She’d count the money at home, while Jeff was away, and hope it was enough to get them current.

			




Chapter Ten

			Nicky was still in bed at ten the next morning; the thought of getting dressed and leaving her room was immobilizing. She’d have to get up soon and go to the police station for her interview with Quinn and Parker, but for now she lay rigidly under the covers, pulling them over her head. She was alternately thinking about the disastrous house meeting the night before and the unexpected call from Joanne Parker.

			A sharp rap on her door startled her.

			“Nicky, there’s someone here to see you. What do you want me to do?” It was Roxy.

			“Who is it?”

			“Some older woman named Sheila. I’ve seen her at meetings.”

			Nicky groaned. Sheila was not someone she could lie to—she’d see right through the artifice. If she sent word down that she was busy, Sheila would come back again. Her persistence was sometimes annoying, but she was one of the distressingly few people who genuinely cared about her. That was something worth keeping.

			Sheila was waiting for her in the meeting room. When Nicky walked in she was bent over her phone, tapping out a message. She looked up and smiled and some of Nicky’s pique faded away.

			“I just heard about Lou,” Sheila said. “How are you holding up?”

			Nicky sat in a chair one over from Sheila. “I’m fine. It’s not me I’m worried about.”

			“Poor Lou. Do you have any idea who did it?”

			“How would I know? The police just started their investigation.”

			“I know you’re investigating also, or at least you had been when she first went missing. It doesn’t seem like you to stop.”

			“I’m not police, Sheila,” she said, a little more forcefully than she intended. “They’re much better equipped to find a killer than I am.”

			Sheila looked at her appraisingly. “If you say so. You seem angry. I haven’t done anything to offend you, have I?”

			Nicky blew out her breath and closed her eyes. “I’m upset, nothing more. I have a house full of women freaked out about Lou. Things are a little tense right now.”

			“How can I help? Do you want to talk about it more?”

			“No.”

			Sheila laughed. “No, I didn’t think you would. I’m here for whatever you need. And who knows? You might be willing to take up the investigation again. I had fun as your sidekick.”

			“You’ll have to look for your kicks elsewhere. I’m keeping my head low.” She had no such intention, but she didn’t want Sheila to think they were Batman and Robin.

			She saw the hurt look in Sheila’s eyes, quickly covered by her usual smile and supportive look. She was being an ass. There was no need to push Sheila away. “Maybe we can catch coffee and a meeting together, something like that.”

			Sheila’s smile widened. “I’d love that. Anytime. Do you want to pick a time now?”

			“I don’t have my phone with me. I’ll have to check my calendar and text you.”

			Sheila rose and picked up her bag. She wore a long black skirt and boots, with a bolero top, looking like she was ready for a feminist bullfight. “Get up and give me a hug, at least. I’m not entirely convinced you’re okay.”

			Nicky stood and leaned in, Sheila’s arms wrapping tight around her, pulling her in. “Let’s say I’m okay, given the circumstances. I feel terrible about Lou.”

			She pulled away from Sheila, who still held her by both upper arms.

			“This is a tragedy, Nicky. We all feel terrible.”

			They said their good-byes and Nicky closed the door behind her, sighing with relief. She wasn’t fit for human company now. All she wanted was her quiet room and a whiskey. The thought popped into her brain uninvited and scared the bejesus out of her. She needed to quit feeling sorry for herself and concentrate on the investigation. There was so much to figure out, like how to find Lou’s killer. Because find him she would.

			* * *

			Nicky met Quinn in the waiting area of the new Rogers Park police station, a modern building plunked down on a part of Clark Street much different from the boutiques and restaurants of Andersonville. Here the station shared the block with hair salons, taquerias, quick loan shops, and criminal defense offices. He led her down a labyrinthine hallway into an interview room where memories washed over her of the untold hours she’d spent in rooms exactly like it, interviewing witnesses and drawing confessions from suspects. It was where most cases were solved. Now she sat on the opposite side of the table where metal loops were bolted to accommodate handcuffs.

			Quinn left her in the room to get Parker, and five minutes later they walked in with cups of coffee in hand.

			“I remember you like your coffee with lots of cream,” Quinn said, putting a Styrofoam cup in front of her. “Hard to forget when you’ve had a million cups of coffee with someone.”

			Nicky didn’t say anything. She’d wait for questions. Quinn and Parker got settled in across from her and Parker took out her notebook and pen, flipping several pages in before folding it over and looking at Nicky expectantly.

			“Nicky’s a kick ass interviewer,” Quinn said, looking at Parker. “Drew more confessions than anyone else in the division.”

			“I don’t doubt it.”

			“That was a long time ago,” Nicky said.

			“Not that long,” Quinn said. “Listen, before we talk about Lou Hansen, I have some news,” Quinn said.

			“Oh?” It had to be bad news. What else would it be?

			“A body was discovered this morning, a middle-aged woman who’d been stabbed in the heart.”

			“Fuck.” She hadn’t expected the news to be that bad.

			“We have an ID,” Parker said. “Ruby Schiller. Her address is in Avondale, but she was found in the alley behind a sober house in Lakeview. The manager confirmed Ruby had been a resident but had been kicked out the previous day for drinking.”

			Nicky felt the blood draining from her face, protecting her heart from the shock. “I knew Ruby Schiller.”

			Quinn and Parker stared at her, waiting for more.

			“If it’s the same woman, I sponsored her for a short time when she first got sober. I can’t say I got to know much about her. She went back out within a week or two. We’d barely cracked the Big Book.”

			“But you did know her,” Parker said. “That’s a strange coincidence, don’t you think, you knowing both victims?”

			“The recovery community is small. You get to know a lot of people.”

			“But you think it’s more than a coincidence, don’t you?” Quinn said.

			“I don’t know yet. I’m more concerned this looks like a serial murder, someone targeting women who relapse.”

			“Agreed. Whoever he is, he has a thing about sobriety.”

			“He may be a she,” Parker said. “It doesn’t take a lot of strength to stab the obliterated.”

			“Point taken,” Quinn said. “Almost all serial killers are men, but you never know. We’ll get the case transferred to us, keep you as involved as we can. It looks like you may have a role here. I don’t believe in coincidences.”

			“How did Lou react when you accused her of theft?” Parker said.

			“She was terrified. She was a stoic person, but this rattled her.”

			“Do you think she took the money?”

			“Not now I don’t. It turns out Lou was innocent of the theft, but I didn’t learn that until after she disappeared.”

			“How’s that?” Parker said, lifting her head from her notebook.

			“I tracked down her brother Jack and spoke to him about it. He confirmed he’d bought the laptop for her.”

			“See, that’s what I mean about a shadow investigation,” Quinn said. “Cut it out. We’ll keep you as informed as we can, but you can’t interfere.”

			Nicky stared at him blankly.

			“Can I count on you?”

			She smiled. “As much as you ever can.”

			“What do you think of the knife to the heart? It’s unusual, as far as street crimes go,” Parker said.

			Nicky had been thinking about that herself. “It’s quick and efficient, but it’s only done by someone familiar with exactly where the heart is in the chest. Plus, Lou would have been wearing a jacket which makes that kind of pinpoint accuracy even more difficult. Either it was someone Lou knew who could get close to her or it was a stranger looking to take advantage of a drunk.”

			Parker was gazing at her. Her eyes were bright rather than interrogative, as if much more was going on in her brain than the facts of
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