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“Exceptional…The action builds to an exciting showdown. Those who like their crime novels

with a social conscience will be amply rewarded.” —Publishers Weekly, STARRED

reviewFormer homicide cop turned private investigator Cass Raines gets the job done in this

page-turning Chicago-set novel from award-winning author Tracy Clark. For mystery/suspense

fans as well as fans of Laura Lippman. Chicago in the dead of winter can be brutal, especially

when you’re scouring the frigid streets for a missing girl. Fifteen-year-old Ramona Titus has run

away from her foster home. Her biological mother, Leesa Evans, is a recovering addict who

admits she failed Ramona often in the past. But now she’s clean. And she’s determined to

make up for her mistakes—if Cass can only help her find her daughter. Cass visits Ramona’s

foster mother, Deloris Poole, who is also desperate to bring the girl home. Ramona came to

Deloris six months ago, angry and distrustful, but was slowly opening up. The police are on the

search, but Cass has sources closer to the streets, and a network of savvy allies. Yet it seems

Ramona doesn’t want to be found. And Cass soon begins to understand why. Ramona is

holding secrets dark enough to kill for, and anyone who helps her may be fair game. And if

Ramona can’t run fast enough and hide well enough to keep the truth safe, she and Cass may

both be out of time. 

PRAISE FOR RUNNER“A potent mix of empathy and rage fuels Sue Grafton Award–winner

Clark’s exceptional fourth Chicago mystery. The action builds to an exciting showdown. Those

who like their crime novels with a social conscience will be amply rewarded.”—Publishers

Weekly, STARRED review"Clark has a unique voice in the P.I. genre, one that us articulate,

daring, and ultimately hopeful." - The Washington PostAbout the AuthorTracy Clark is the Sue

Grafton Memorial Award-winning author of the highly acclaimed Chicago Mystery series

featuring ex-homicide cop turned PI Cassandra Raines. In addition to her Cass Raines novels,

Tracy's short story "For Services Rendered" appears in the anthology Shades of Black. Visit

her at tracyclarkbooks.com. --This text refers to the audioCD edition.
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frozen self into the snug White Castle, the hawk clawing up the back of my neck, my lungs

shocked rigid by the subzero wind chill. Chicago. Brutal. Winter’s threat—keep it moving, sucka,

or die where you stand.Winter, apparently, didn’t own a calendar. It was just a couple days past

Thanksgiving. I still had leftover turkey in my fridge. Winter had a sick sense of humor and was

as welcome as an IRS audit . . . on your birthday.I stomped my feet to clear the slush off my

ankle boots, and then stood there a second inhaling warmth, the smell of fried onions and thin,

square meat sizzling on the wide griddle already starting the thawing process. It’d just been a

short dash from my car, but the tips of my fingers were already beginning to tingle, and my toes

felt like ten frigid fish sticks right out the freezer, despite my having cranked up the car’s heater

to its highest setting. My fault, totally. I’d miscalculated and dressed for cute when I left the

house this morning—jeans, short puffer jacket, a beanie puckishly placed atop my head, thin



gloves, and the boots, good-looking in an everyday, schlepping-around kind of way, but several

critical inches shy of adequate. Seriously, I didn’t know what I was thinking. I mean, I didn’t just

meet Chicago. I was born here, raised here, live here; I know full well winter does not play. I

slipped the beanie off and scanned the tables, finding what I would have expected to find in a

White Castle at two o’clock on a Saturday morning—club rats easing down from a stupid night

out, street folk looking for a sheltered stop before they ventured out again, and those coming

from or going to shift work for painfully low but honest pay. The Castle was cheap, open 24/7,

heated, and unless you came in and started tossing the place or harassing people, you were

left alone.I was looking for Leesa Evans, a prospective client. She’d called my office the day

before looking for help to find her missing fifteen-year-old daughter, Ramona, but she hadn’t

given me a lot of details over the phone. Truthfully, though, she had me at missing fifteen-year-

old, so I was here to get the rest of it, and to see if I could do anything for her.My eyes landed

on a lone woman sitting at a far table, burrowed deep in a light jacket, no hat, no boots, her

eyes fixed in a faraway stare. She was dark, middle-aged, forties, maybe. There was no one

else waiting alone, so I assumed she was who I was here to see. I watched her for a moment,

trying to get a feel for her. She looked sad, beaten down to the ground, and she wasn’t eating.

There was only a paper coffee cup on her table. She tugged at her jacket sleeves. One foot

tapped busily under the table.The smell of the onions made my stomach growl. I’d spent most

of the day tying up paperwork on closed cases, sending out invoices so I could get paid for the

work, so it’d been hours since I’d stopped to eat, and my body was just now complaining about

it. But I bypassed the counter, ignoring the pull of greasy sustenance, and went over to the

table with the sad woman sitting at it.“Ms. Evans?”She startled, looked up, took me in warily;

then her eyes left mine and she appeared to focus on something over my left shoulder. I flicked

a look to see what had caught her attention, but there was nothing but an empty table behind

me. I looked back. Evans’s eyes dropped from mine. She’d seen nothing; apparently, she just

had a difficult time looking at me.“You’re the detective. Cassandra Raines.” She said it in a clear

voice, loud enough for the half-buzzed night owls nearest to us to clearly hear. I cocked an ear,

then waited for what I knew was coming. I’d planned on counting to five, but it didn’t take that

long for the half-in-the-bag party revelers and seasoned working girls on a break to get up from

the tables and slip out into the cold. Detectives, even private ones like me, got no love at all,

and it said a lot when a person would rather risk frostbite and hypothermia than share space

with one of us. If I were the type of gal who gave a twist, I’d have taken offense.I began to unzip

my jacket, thought better of it halfway through the zip, and zipped it up again. I’d give it another

minute . . . or twenty . . . to warm up some. I watched Evans sitting there, her leg bouncing

nervously under the table, her not looking at me. She was thin, now that I saw her up close,

and her eyes had dark circles under them.“You’re not hungry?” I said.Evans shook her head,

the denial unconvincing. She took a sip from her cup. There was no steam coming off the top.

She’d obviously been sitting with it a while.“Well, I’m starving. I haven’t eaten anything since

breakfast. You mind me getting a little something? We can talk while I eat.”She nodded an okay

and I walked up to the counter, ordered double, and waited for my sliders, fries, and onion

rings, sneaking the occasional peek back at the table, but finding Leesa Evans unchanged

each time.My order was up fast. Not much of a line at 2:00 AM. I carried the bag back to the

table, sat, and then dug in for the first slider. I offered Evans some, but she shook her head

no.“Oh, come on. I can’t eat all these by myself. I mean, I could, but I’d regret it almost

instantly.” I offered up the bag. “Help me out?”Tentatively, like a shy kitten coaxed toward a bowl

of buttermilk, Evans took a slider from the bag, bit into it. I spread the rest of the tiny boxes

onto the table, positioning them between us, easy access for whoever wanted more.“Two a.m.,”



I said, smiling. “Unconventional.”She finished the slider, eyed the line of boxes in front of her,

but didn’t go for one. It looked like I was going to have to coax her along, one slider at a time. I

pushed a few boxes closer to her. She smiled slightly, then took another.“I got a job. Cleaning

places at night.” She cocked her head. “The bus lets me out at the corner there.”I glanced out

at the corner of Seventy-ninth and Stony, the stop on the west side of a cage-match intense

tangle of intersections, which at the height of the day had cars flying from all directions on

mistimed traffic lights. The hub of confusion was loathed by locals, ignored by the city, and had

earned a decades-old reputation for being a flat-out death trap. If you were bent enough to try

and cross the streets walking, you had better be quick about it. If you were driving and stuck at

a light, you’d be wise to cross yourself and get right with Jesus before you pushed off on the

green.I ate another slider, watching Evans as she avoided looking at me, wondering how old

she was. I’d pegged her as being in her early forties, but closer to her now, she looked younger

than that. Something had hit her hard somewhere, that was evident, and her shoulders

drooped from the weight it left behind.I snuck furtive glances at her hands and wrists,

wondering what was hidden under the jacket. She didn’t look high or drunk; she was lucid,

though slightly morose. She tugged at her sleeves again, as though she was trying desperately

to hide something. I thought addict—recovering, at least. I thought alcohol, too, maybe. It would

account for her skittishness, the tugs.“How can I help you, Ms. Evans?”She flicked a look at

me. “Leesa.”I grabbed another mushy slider, but mostly so it would encourage her to do the

same. “Leesa.”“Like I said on the phone, it’s my daughter. She ran away. I need somebody to

get her back for me.” I plucked an onion ring out of a box, then offered the rest to Evans. “Her

name’s Ramona. Ramona Titus. Me and her father . . . Well, we wasn’t married, or anything.

She’s fifteen. They say she’s been gone since last Thursday. That’s nine days she’s been out

there by herself.”I sat up straighter. “Who’s they?”Leesa looked embarrassed. “She don’t live

with me. The state took her five years ago. She’s been in the system since.” She eyed me

sheepishly. “I got caught up in the drug life. That’s why they took her. They moved her all over,

but this last time, she was staying in a good place, I thought, with a woman named Deloris

Poole. Ramona seemed to be doing okay there, but it must not have been so good, if she ran

away.”“How long had she been with Poole?”“About a year. I call her all the time, though. Poole

gave her a phone and I called my baby to make sure she was all right, I sure did. Only the last

time, I couldn’t get through to her. I got worried, so I went over there.” Her eyes fell to her lap. “I

wasn’t supposed to. No contact’s what the judge ordered.”“Ramona told you where she was

living.”Evans bristled. “I have a right to know where she’s at, don’t I?”I fiddled absently with the

empty slider box in front of me, giving Evans a moment to pull it back in. “Poole couldn’t have

been happy to see you on her doorstep.”Evans sneered. “She acted like I was something she

stepped in. Told me straight off, Ramona had run away, like that’s all I needed to know about it.

That I’d go away and leave it like that. I thought at first she was making it up because she didn’t

want me seeing her, but it was true. She never even tried to call me to tell me she was gone.

She should have. Ramona’s my child, not hers.”I let a moment pass. “I agree. You should have

been notified. Did Poole call the police?”“She said they were looking for her, but I know how

they look when it’s us they’re looking for.” Evans looked as though she wanted to spit in disgust.

“Detective Hogan’s the one in charge,” she said. “She gave me his number.” Evans wrapped

her arms around her body, glanced out the steamed-up window. “I don’t trust the police. I got

good reason.” She turned back to me. “That’s why I need somebody working for me. Maybe I’m

not much of a mother, but Ramona’s mine. I want to know what they’re doing to find her. I want

her back so I can do better.” Evans swallowed hard, and her eyes began to fill. She brushed the

tears away with the back of her hand. “I need her back with me.”I sat watching her, ignoring the



food on the table and the new activity behind us at the tables in the wee hours on a Saturday. It

wasn’t my place to judge her. Whatever she’d been through, whatever failures led to Ramona

being put in the system—it was inconsequential to the problem at hand.“Before you tried

calling and couldn’t reach Ramona, when was the last time you actually talked to her?”Evans

thought for a moment. “Maybe a week before that. We didn’t talk long. I asked about her

schoolwork, she said she was doing fine. I told her how good I was doing, that I was making

plans to bring her home with me.” Evans’s eyes held mine. They were weary eyes, frightened

eyes, but I saw hope in them too. “I made a lot of promises. I let her down bad, but I’m going to

do it this time. I know it.”“How long have you been clean?”Evans stared out the sweaty window

again. “Ninety-seven days. If that means you won’t look for her, just . . .”I stopped her. “That

doesn’t mean that at all. Where are you staying?”Evans exhaled. “Redemption House. It’s a

—”“Halfway house, sober living. I know it.”“I’m on probation,” Evans said. “I did my time.

Possession. I’m clean. I want my baby.”I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out a pen

and small notepad, set the pad on the table. “Detective Hogan. You talk to him directly?”“He

and another detective came to see me. They said it was to tell me what all they’d been doing,

but they just wanted to see if I had her. Like I took her. That’s how they do people.” She reached

into her pocket and slipped a business card out and handed it to me. “Here’s his card. The

other one with him was named something Italian. I can’t remember it. He didn’t say one word

the whole time, just stared, like I wasn’t even a person.”The cops had been reading her. It’s

what they had been trained to do, to size people up, read their body language, listen for

inflections in the voice, physical cues that someone was lying—excessive sweating, body tics,

nervous leg movements, averted eyes, whether a person wet their lips too much or laughed too

hard and at inappropriate times. It wasn’t personal; I’d done it just a few minutes ago at the

door. It was just part of the training, but Leesa Evans didn’t want to hear that. She’d already

formed her own opinion on it.I read the card: DETECTIVE DAN HOGAN. I didn’t know him, but

maybe I’d start with my ex-partner, Ben, and see if he did. I held the card between two fingers.

“Mind if I take this?”“Go ahead. When I tried calling to see if they’d found her, I got his machine.

I left a message. He never bothered calling me back. I guess he didn’t feel he had to.”I slid the

card in between the pages of my pad, smiled at Evans. “I’ll follow up.”She dipped a hand in one

of her pockets, drew out a small wallet. “I don’t know how this is supposed to work, or how

much you charge.... My job’s not much, but it’s steady.” Evans opened the wallet, drew out a

small stack of bills, maybe a couple hundred dollars’ worth, and set it on the table between us.

“I been saving up for an apartment for me and Ramona, and I’m real close. My time at

Redemption is up soon, but right now, this is more important.”I kept my eyes on her. A couple

hundred was less than a day’s pay for the kind of work she needed done. I sat there for a

moment and tried to figure out in my head whether I could absorb the financial hit, calculating

quickly how many days I could afford to work for Evans for free. “Thanks. But first, has Ramona

run away before?”Evans paused a moment. “I don’t know. I wasn’t exactly in a place

where . . .”“That’s okay. Any idea where she might go?”Evans shook her head solemnly, flicked

a look at the money. “I can’t think straight right now. Is this enough?”I gathered up the bills,

folded them, and handed them back. “Hold on to this for the time being, how’s that?”Evans’s

eyes fired. She put the money back on the table. “I don’t imagine you work for free, do you? I

sure as hell don’t. If this isn’t enough, then you tell me how much more, and I’ll figure it out. I’m

no charity case. My money’s the same as anyone else’s.”We stared at each other for a time,

coming to a silent understanding. I picked up her money and slid it into my pocket. “I’ll prepare

a standard contract before I start and have you sign it. I’ll give you a receipt for the money and

send you an invoice for the rest when I’m done. If I need more, I’ll let you know how much, and



then have you give me the go-ahead. That’s how it’s done.”Evans sat back, her shoulders

relaxed. “That sounds all right.”I picked up my pen, prepared to take notes. “But right now, let’s

go over everything again. Tell me as much as you can about Ramona.”Chapter 2I followed up

with Evans later that morning after I’d gone home for a few hours of sleep, showing up at

Redemption House with a contract and a receipt for the two hundred she’d given me. That

made things official. A half hour later, I was walking into Area Two headquarters to hopefully

talk with Detectives Hogan and something Italian.The place was hopping for a Saturday, even

though it was just shy of 10:00 AM. Crime and stupidity never took a holiday. Someone on staff

had made an effort to Christmas-up the place, maybe to take the sting out of being arrested?

There were cheap felt stockings hung from the front desk, red and green tinsel everywhere,

and red-and-white paper candy canes tacked to the walls, lopsided, as if thrown instead of

carefully placed. Ho, ho, ho, you’re going to jail, but Merry Christmas, you low-life bastard. I

stopped at the desk and explained to the sergeant what I was there for, offering ID and an

honest face; then I stepped back and waited while she called back for Hogan.While I waited to

see if he would see me, I stood off to the side, watching what went on at the desk. There was

some cop clowning, something about doughnuts for someone’s birthday. A PO named Green,

apparently, had taken the last chocolate glaze and his coworkers had taken mock umbrage. I

smiled, remembering my time in a squad, the ribbing, the camaraderie. There was a Green in

every cop house, every office, every family. Greens always hit the doughnut box first and last,

and they always took the last chocolate glaze.A couple of civilians stood at the desk, too,

opposing forces in a fender bender between a yellow cab and a Sebring, both vehicles parked

at the curb out front. I glanced out the window at the scraped cars. Not much damage. The

cabbie, an East Indian gentleman, had plenty of official-looking papers in his hands, but none

of it appeared to be proof of insurance or a valid driver’s license. The driver of the Sebring

glowered at him. The desk sergeant waited patiently for the man to pick through the papers,

knowing already, or at least having a sense, that he wasn’t going to be able to produce what

she needed. The cabbie was going to get dinged good.A detective showed up at the desk,

conferred with the sergeant, and then they both looked over at me. He was maybe in his late

forties, white, dressed in blazer, white shirt, tie, his thinning sandy hair, receding at the hairline.

He walked over to me, bringing a plume of sweet-smelling aftershave with him, his hard-soled

shoes shined to a professional turn.“Dan Hogan,” he said. “Cassandra Raines?” His eyes swept

over me. He was sizing me up, figuring out what box to stick me in—ally, foe, crackpot, pain in

the ass. I’d explained to the desk sergeant that I was here about the Ramona Titus case, so

Hogan knew what I was here for already. The question was would he be willing to share

information with me.I held out a hand for him to shake, which he did, though he looked at it

first, as though the shake was some kind of trick.“Thanks for coming down,” I said. “I wonder if I

could talk to you about Ramona Titus?”“Sarge says you’re a PI?”“That’s right.” I pulled a card

and my PI license from my bag, handed them to him. He didn’t look impressed. “Anything you

could share with me would be appreciated.”He tucked my card into his shirt pocket, handed the

license back. “We’re still working it. Who put you on the scent?”This was a question I didn’t

normally answer, but Hogan had information I needed, and I wasn’t going to get it playing tight-

lipped. I smiled sweetly, the very picture of cooperation. “Her mother’s worried.” Hogan stared

at me blankly. “If you could give me an update that I can pass along to her? Ease her

mind.”“The mother? She didn’t look to me like she had money to hire private.”I took a moment,

taking my turn to size Hogan up. Hadn’t looked like? “Oh? What did she look like?”He ignored

the question, wisely, and jabbed a thumb toward the front desk. “You told Sarge you used to be

on the job?”“Yep. The last bit working murder cases.” Hogan’s brows lifted. “Doesn’t look like



you have the years. What’d you do, find Hoffa?”“No, I worked my ass off.”“One of those,

hotshots, huh?” Hogan gave me a slight smile, then waved for me to follow him. “I’ll give you a

few.”His desk was littered with files, papers, cop debris. The room smelled of old sweat,

scorched coffee, dust, and oiled holster leather, not wholly unpleasant, even a little nostalgic,

given my history.He sat behind his desk, gestured for me to take the seat facing him. “Ramona

Titus.”I pulled my chair in. “Any leads?”Hogan leaned back, laced his hands across his middle.

“Not yet. I’m going back out in a few minutes to cover more ground, but so far we’ve come up

with zilch.”“You and your partner?”“I’m with Spinelli on this one, and everybody else around

here’s pitching in. You know how it is. All hands on deck when a kid’s missing.” He looked at me

for a long time. “Her mother doesn’t trust us, doesn’t think we’re working it, but we are. The

kid’s run away before, she tell you that? By all accounts, Ramona’s real savvy, tough, and’s got

no problem taking care of herself. That’s something.”“She’s still fifteen,” I said.Hogan stared at

me, getting it, not getting it. “Yeah, I know. No one can figure out why she keeps taking off. The

last time she came back on her own after a couple days.”“Not so this time,” I said.Again, the

long look. “Right.”“How’d you find out she was a chronic runaway?”“The foster mother. Poole.

She had the kid’s whole history. And, of course, I was able to pull up two past reports, but

those only recorded the times they called it in.”“Was there something that prompted her to run

this time? Something happen at Poole’s?”“Not that she knows. One day the kid was there, she

says, the next day she didn’t come home from school. She had a little part-timer at a burger

place in the neighborhood, too, but nobody there has seen her, either.”“And you’re not looking

at this as a possible abduction?”“Nope. Kid planned it. Never even went to school the day she

went missing. Poole checked. All her stuff was gone, right down to her toothbrush and socks. A

real head-scratcher. Poole’s place was a good spot, too—nice neighborhood, safe home. It can

be real hit or miss with a lot of foster places, some good, some horrible. I know, I used to be a

foster kid. Some of the places they stuck me in . . .” Hogan whistled, rolled his eyes. “It’s a

miracle I’m sitting here talking to you.”“Did you choose missing persons?”“I got assigned.

Wasn’t till I was doing it for a while that I found I was good at it. Been doing it almost six years

now. The kid cases are the worst, though, especially the system kids.” He sat up and opened

his top drawer and drew a notepad out, flipped it open. “I got shoved out of the system at

eighteen and went right into the army. It made a man out of me. Taught me to fend for myself.

After I got out, I joined up here, met a nice girl, got married, had kids. American

Dream.“Ramona Titus has bounced around for years, one home after the other. From what we

could find out, she’s a ghost everywhere she’s placed. Quiet. Barely leaves a mark.” He

glanced up at me. “I knew kids like that, so broken by their circumstances, that they just shut

down, stopped fighting it. Most of them don’t make it. Poole said she was working with

Ramona, trying to draw her out.”“Guess that didn’t work?”Hogan frowned. “Like I said, most

don’t make it.”“Are there other kids in the house, anyone Ramona might have confided

in?”“When we got brought in, Ramona was the only kid there. Poole says another girl, Tonya

Pierce, had just gone back to her family, maybe a week or so before Ramona took off. Not

unusual. These kids come and go through some of these homes like shoppers through a

turnstile. That’s the life, Raines—it either makes you or breaks you.”“You talk to Tonya?”Hogan

shook his head. “Poole said they barely spoke two words to each other the whole time they

roomed together. I’ve seen it. Don’t think we’d get much from her.”I made a mental note to talk

to Ramona’s former housemate. “Maybe the problem was at school, then?”“Checked. Nothing.

Not even a bully taking an interest. Ramona flew under the radar everywhere, like I said.

Teachers liked her. She caught on quick to most things, they said. Had a real talent for

numbers.”“How about Poole? Anything off with her?”“Like?”“I don’t know. Anything?”“She



seems on the level. Likes kids, obviously. She’s been fostering for a while. No abuse reports on

record. She called it right in when Ramona didn’t come home and seems real broken up now,

with her out there somewhere. Nine days the kid’s been gone, but I’ll find her.”“Do you have a

photo of her?”Hogan opened a folder, pulled out a school photo of a sweet-faced fifteen-year-

old with big brown eyes and deep dimples. Ramona stared squarely at the camera, almost as if

daring the photographer to take a single look, a single expression she didn’t want to give.“Her

mother said she had a cell phone.”“We tried it. No pings. She likely ditched it.”I thought about

that for a moment. Most kids would rather cut off an arm before voluntarily separating from a

mobile device. I looked over at Hogan, skepticism in the look.“I told you she’s smart. It wouldn’t

be hard for her to pick up another phone somewhere. And just in case you’re thinking we’re

moving too slow, I’ve got six files on my desk right now, just like Ramona’s. We’re moving as

fast as we can.”“Tough job,” I said. “Runaways.”Hogan closed his notepad. “Tell me about it. I

ran away from a few places. You get so you’d rather be on your own than confined to a place

filled with strangers paid to keep you. You know when I finally got a real home? When I got

married and bought one.”I thought of my childhood after my mother died and my father took off.

How my grandparents’ home, though familiar, welcoming, took some time to feel like home to

me. But the world kept turning. It always does.“How many homes were you in?” I asked.“Eight,

and, believe it or not, my number was low compared to some of these kids. I always had to be

ready to move at a moment’s notice. Just pack up, move out. It was like you were a couch

somebody bought, then decided they didn’t want, so they just sent you back to the store.” His

eyes met mine. “I want to find Ramona. I will find her.”“Mind if I help?”His eyes widened. “You

have something special I don’t?”“Nope.”Hogan appeared to consider things; then he stood,

straightened his tie. “I’m not about to turn away another pair of legs or another set of eyes. I

want the kid, and I don’t care who finds her first. Matter of fact, I got an ex-cop helping on this,

too. He retired a couple years ago. Guy by the name of Frank Martini. You know him?” I shook

my head. “He put in close to thirty years, can you believe it? Real old-school. I figured I’d toss

him a bone.”I stood. “Retired? And he’s still chasing runaways?”Hogan chuckled. “He’s a

warhorse who can’t turn it off. He does some light legwork, hits up his old contacts. If it were

me, I’d spend my time lounging on a beach with a drink in my hand. He hasn’t shaken anything

loose on this yet, but he’s out there.” Hogan picked up a pen, pulled his notepad close, and

scribbled on it. “Here’s his number. Call him.” He ripped a sheet clear, handed it to me. “Maybe

you two can work together.”“A cop with no ego. That’s a first.”Hogan grinned. “I got plenty ego,

just not about this. Kids first, right?”I slipped the paper into my bag. “I’ll talk to Martini, but I’d

also like to talk to Poole and Ramona’s case manager, and anybody else I need to.”His arms

akimbo, he stared at me. “I appreciate the courtesy call. Shows class. Most cops don’t like PIs

buzzing around, you know that. Tell you the truth, I think half of ’em are hacks, the other half

kooks. You seem okay, though.” He went back to the pen and notepad, scribbled some more,

then ripped off another sheet. He’d written down Poole’s address and phone number, and a

number for a Ronald Shaw, placement counselor for Bettle House. The case manager.I looked

up at Hogan. “Bettle? I assumed we were dealing with DCFS.”“Nah. Bettle’s private. They work

with older kids about to age out. There’s some cross-pollination, I think, but Bettle’s its own

thing. Again, we checked them and Shaw, who used to work with DCFS, and Bettle’s a legit

operation and Shaw’s your typical paper-pusher—overworked, underpaid. It doesn’t look like

Ramona’s running away has anything to do with them. Shaw told me he’s got files for at least

thirty kids, just like Ramona, sitting on his desk at any given moment. Personally, I don’t know

how he does it. I’d have cracked up a long time ago. Just keep me in the loop, will you? You

latch onto something, I’d appreciate a call.” I shook his hand. I held the paper up. “Thanks for



this. I will.”I turned to leave. He stopped me. “Hey, who’d you partner with on the job?”“Ben

Mickerson. Know him?”I could tell by the blank look on his face that he didn’t. He shook his

head to confirm. “You two still in touch?”I grinned. “I see more of him now than I did when we

worked together.”Hogan smiled. “I like it when partners stick.”“What about you and

Spinelli?”Hogan smirked playfully. “Being honest? I’m tired of carrying the guy, and he’s tired of

carrying me.”“Funny,” I said, “I thought that’s what partners were for?”Chapter 3There was at

least a half inch of snow on my car by the time I made it back outside. Right out the door, a

mean, strapping wind socked me in the face like a brass-knuckled fist. I burrowed into my

jacket, pushed into it, and ran for the car, skirting patches of slick ice, rock salt crunching

underfoot. I dove for the car, slid inside, and started it up, flicking a stunned look at the weather

readout on the dash. Seven below zero. Oh, my God, I was going to die out here in these

streets.Blowing on the tips of my fingers to get some of the feeling back, I watched ice on my

windows loosen and melt, hoping I didn’t have to get out of the car and help the defroster along

with the ice scraper from the backseat. “Frosty the Snowman” jingle-belled out of the speakers

like sickly-sweet sugar canes rolled in silver glitter, reminding me that Christmas was just

weeks away, and I hadn’t bought a single gift yet. I punched the radio off, hoping out of sight

out of mind worked, wishing that not hearing Frosty could somehow push Christmas back until

spring when I’d be ready for it.I wondered about Deloris Poole. Fostering troubled kids couldn’t

be an easy deal, though a lot of people did it well, and for all the right reasons. Some kids did

make it out the other side—look at Hogan. I wondered, too, about Ramona moving through life

never engaging, barely leaving a mark, forced to fend for herself when her mother couldn’t hold

up her end. It was gray and cold and lonely out here. Where could Ramona have gone? How

was she surviving?As ice melted on my windshield and back window, I got out the slip of paper

Hogan had given me and tried calling Poole, but the phone rang several times and never

kicked into voice mail. I hung up, checked my watch. Almost eleven. The only number I had for

Shaw was his office number, and there was no point trying that on a Saturday.There was also

no point in driving around aimlessly looking for Ramona. She’d been away from home for a little

over a week now, she’d likely found a place to hole up, or even managed to get out of the city

altogether. I wasn’t likely to happen upon her walking the streets, or at least I hoped I didn’t.

Street life was hard, unforgiving, it wouldn’t take much for some scum to latch onto a runaway

fifteen-year-old and turn her out. I dialed Frank Martini’s number. Maybe he’d be willing to have

a conversation.“Martini,” the man answered.“Detective Frank Martini?”“Who’s this?” His voice

was suspicious.I knew I didn’t have long to explain myself, so I rattled through the info: my

name, my purpose, my meet with Hogan, my past with the department. My bona fides, my

entry card. When I finished, I waited for Martini to say something. He didn’t for a few moments,

and I wondered what he was thinking about.“You know where Clancy’s is?”Clancy’s was a cop

bar not too far from where I was sitting. “Sure.”“Meet me there at noon. You’re buying.”He

ended the call. I tossed the phone back in my bag. The windshield was clear, the car warmed

up sufficiently. I took off for Clancy’s.* * *I wouldn’t call Clancy’s a restaurant, though they

served food-ish things to sop up the alcohol consumed at the messy bar. It was a place, a spot,

with drinks and who cares what else, and it was as underwhelming as it had been the last time

I’d seen it years ago. It sat just off Western Avenue in Evergreen Park, a couple doors down

from a hot dog joint, a Baskin-Robbins /Dunkin’ Donuts, and a sad-looking Pizza Hut that had

the nerve to offer a drive-thru window. One story, frosted glass fronting it, beer signs and green

shamrocks in the windows. There was no sign over the door or anywhere. The bar had been

here forever. Everybody in the neighborhood knew Clancy’s. Every cop in the city knew

Clancy’s. Irish cops knew it better.There were three people in the place when I walked in, a



white guy at a back table nursing a beer, a white guy at a front table nursing a beer, and a

white guy behind the bar, who, when I asked for Martini, pointed me toward the back table

white guy.“Frank Martini?”He looked me over. “Cassandra Raines, PI.” He gestured for me to

sit. I did. “Hope you’re hungry. Clancy’s makes a mean shepherd’s pie.”Shepherd’s pie. At

Clancy’s. Nope. “I’ll pass. Thanks.”“Oh, c’mon, you gonna make me eat lunch alone?”Hell yeah.

It’s Clancy’s. I scanned the dingy dining area, which consisted of about eight tables, most of

them leaning. Nothing in the place looked as though it had been updated since the Reagan

administration, including the sleepy-looking white guys sitting around me. “They make anything

else?”Martini’s eyes widened. “You don’t like shepherd’s pie?”“It’s okay.”“What’s wrong with

it?”“Nothing. I’m just not a fan.”He put the menu down, stared at me. “What are you a fan of,

then?”“Clancy’s make cheeseburgers?”For a moment, there was complete silence at the table;

then Martini leaned back and began to laugh, hard, his face turning red and everything. I didn’t

see what was so funny about a cheeseburger, frankly. I was the one who should have been

laughing at him going for shepherd’s pie in this place. You really had to work at it to mess up a

cheeseburger.“Cheeseburger in an Irish place,” Martini said, shaking his head. “Like ordering

fish at a steak house.”“You Irish, Martini?”“On my mother’s side. O’Shaughnessys. From

Dublin.”I took him in. Hogan told me he was retired, and he looked it. His thin, once-dark hair

was almost completely gray, and he was a little paunchy. His eyes were blue, with a touch of

gray, and deceptively keen behind all the friendly talk of burgers and shepherd’s pie. I noticed

the nice watch on his wrist, much nicer than the everyday dad jeans and old-man sweater he

had on. Maybe the watch was a retirement gift? A memento from his brothers in blue to

commemorate his thirty years on the job? Maybe I would have gotten such a watch if I hadn’t

turned in my badge twenty years too early.Martini wagged a stubby finger at me. “And anybody

else woulda eaten the pie to get in good with me. You ask for a cheeseburger.”I grinned. “And

fries.”We ate lunch and talked cop. Martini had a lot of old stories; I did, too. He seemed like an

okay guy. When we were done eating, Martini ordered another beer, and we both pushed our

plates away and got down to business.“So tell me about the Ramona Titus case.”Martini wiped

his mouth on his napkin, then tossed it down beside his empty plate. “Hogan likely told you as

much as I know. Things are early yet, so I think we’ll have a good outcome. Still, I haven’t been

able to get a bead on her. The thing holding me up is her being so solitary. No friends. No

boyfriend. No contact with family. She’s like a leaf that blows away from a branch and just

keeps going.”“Hogan mentioned you had contacts from your time running missing persons

cases like this.”“Sure. I’ve hit every street kid, pimp, dealer, and hooker out there, practically. I

got eyes working night and day, but nothing’s popped yet. Something will, though. Hogan tell

you I worked kid cases for more than half my career? I seen it all. I’ve bumped against all the

bureaucracy at DCFS and the private agencies, too.”“Bettle House?” I asked.“Sure.”“Why’d you

retire? You’re not that old, and you obviously still like the work.”Martini paused. “It was time,

and you’re wrong, I am that old. I’ll hit double nickels next March. The job’s different than it was,

the department, too.” He looked around. “Too much waste, too many kids floating around

aimless, not enough happy endings. Some of them have been out there so long it’s like they’re

not even kids anymore. It wears on you, you know? But what I’m doing now is great, I can do

just enough to keep a hand in.” He tapped the side of his head with a finger. “And all that know-

how is still right up here. There ain’t a street in this city I haven’t walked at least twice.”I said,

“The department’s loss, then.”Martini shifted in his chair. “Damn straight.”“You got kids?” I

asked.Martini beamed. “Three boys. One about to finish NYU, the other two heading that way.

Thank God for our pensions, right? You?”“Not yet.”“Don’t like ’em?”“They’re all right,” I

said.Martini chuckled. “Like you and shepherd’s pie?”I smiled. “You talked to Deloris Poole. Did



you get anything hinky off her?”His brows rose. “Did you?”“I’m just starting. I haven’t talked to

her yet.”Martini readjusted in the creaky chair. “She seems okay. Only talked to her once, but I

didn’t get any sense she was up to something. The kid just took off. It happens.”“Any indication

that Ramona might have left town? She had a job after school. She could have saved up,

bought a train ticket.”Martini shook his head. “Way ahead of you. No tickets. She could have

hitched, though, if kids still do that, which they damn well shouldn’t. I don’t even want to think

about all that could happen there.”I shivered. I didn’t, either. Martini stared at me. “You got a lot

of experience with runaways?”“Some.”His eyes held mine. “Good to know. You asked about

Poole. She’s single. Never married. No record. Passed all the background checks. I think in the

last twenty or so years, she said, she’s fostered at least that many kids. Ramona, however, just

didn’t settle in. She couldn’t break through to the kid at all.”“Fits with what Hogan told

me.”Martini leaned forward, lowered his voice. “Poole didn’t tell Hogan, so it isn’t in the report,

but apparently there are valuables missing from the house, including a ring Poole’s mother left

her.”“That’s important. Why’d she hold that back?”“Because she can’t prove Ramona did it,

though it’s curious everything went missing the same time the kid did, and because she’s still

trying to get the kid on track and didn’t want to brand her a thief. I’ve got eyes on likely

pawnshops, in case she tries to hock it. Till then, I keep digging.”“That explains Poole,” I said, “it

doesn’t explain why you haven’t shared any of that with Hogan.”Martini smiled. “Like I said, I’ve

got my feelers out. When I get something, he’ll know about it.” I sighed. Hogan professed not to

have any ego when a child’s safety was at stake. It didn’t look like that held much for Frank

Martini. “Well, I guess I’ll start running the bases.” I motioned for the check. “Next stop Deloris

Poole. Thanks for the meet.”“Anytime.” His jacket was hanging on the back of his chair. He

reached in and pulled out a card case. “Take my card. It’s got my cell, my house. You get

something, call me. I get something, I’ll think about calling you.” He winked. “Just kidding.”I set

three 20s on the check to cover the food and Martini’s beers, then stood. “I will. Thanks.”He

doffed an imaginary cap. “Tell Poole I said hello.”* * *I tried Poole’s number again from the car,

and again got nothing. I was dead in the water until I talked to her. I started the car and the

radio came to life. “Frosty the Snowman” was playing. Again. I turned the dial and got more

Christmas carols with bells. I switched again and got Tammy Wynette singing “White

Christmas.” I flicked the radio off. Bah, humbug.I ducked into Deek’s and walked back to the

last booth, my booth, relieved nobody was sitting at it. Luckily, there were only a few hungry

weekenders sitting at tables this morning, a little light for a Saturday. Deek’s never hit capacity,

though, mainly because the man had zero social skills and a tendency to chew diners out if

they got too precious with their food orders. I eyed them as I passed, getting snippets of excited

conversation. Christmas shoppers, I deduced. Fueling up to hit the stores to get their grandma

that battery-operated backscratcher they saw on a late-night infomercial. She was gonna love

it.There wasn’t a festive decoration in the place, however. Not one single strand of tinsel, not a

tree, no angels or wooden soldiers, nary a hint of red or green. Deek was a curmudgeon, a

grouch, and apparently a Scrooge.I looked around for Muna, but didn’t see her waiting on any

of the tables or standing behind the counter. I wasn’t here to eat, but for warmth and to kill a

little time until I could get in touch with Poole. I dialed her number again from the booth.

Nothing. Maybe she was hitting the stores early?Teen runaways were a tricky business, not like

regular missing person cases. Usually, you couldn’t track them by bank activity or ATM

withdrawals, rental cars or airline tickets. Ramona’s phone would have been the best bet, but

Hogan and his partner, Spinelli, hadn’t had any luck with that, which told me Ramona had

thought about what she was doing and had made a conscious decision to make it more difficult

for anyone to track her down.Poole’s stolen ring was an added layer. The alleged theft might



explain Ramona’s disappearance. Was Ramona into drugs, like her mother had been? If so,

she would likely have hocked the stuff by now and blown the proceeds. Maybe she’d met

someone on social media or in some dumb chat room who’d worked her and then convinced

her to come to them. The world was full of sleazebags, cons, and grifters. Ramona might think

she was capable of maneuvering around the filth, but to those who took advantage of the

defenseless, the naïve, she was just prey.Evans had given me two hundred dollars. How long

had it taken her to save up that much? How much harder would she have to work to make it

up? If I were lucky, maybe I could get a line on Ramona quick? Even as I thought it, I wasn’t

confident that would happen. Hogan, Spinelli, and even Martini had come up with nothing after

nine days. Cases like these were either fast or slow. Fast, the kid was taking a little breather

after a dustup at home. You maybe found them at a friend’s house hanging out, ignoring frantic

calls from their parents, or at a local hangout spot way past curfew. Or slow, like in Ramona’s

case, where the cops had looked everywhere she could be, used every weapon in their

arsenal, and still hadn’t found her. That’s when things got dour and everyone got antsy and

began thinking about tragic outcomes.I didn’t feel right about taking Evans’s money. She

needed it, and more, to find a place for herself and her daughter, to start over, to make things

up. She’d been right, I don’t work for free, and in my business, most times I couldn’t count on

working steady or banking a lot. I had a building to maintain, tenants, a car note, gas, utilities,

life, just like everybody else. But I was currently in the black, not the red. Call it a pre-Christmas

miracle. Maybe I could find a sneaky way of slipping the two hundred back to Evans without her

taking offense?My phone rang in my pocket. It was Ben.“Yo.” He sounded winded, like he was

running, but that couldn’t be it. Ben never ran. “Guess what I’m doin’.”It was an impossible task.

His windedness was really throwing me. There was a rhythmic mechanical sound in the

background, a steady whir I couldn’t identify. “Ah.” I took a second more. “Nu-uh. I got nothing.”I

had nothing because I knew that, though my ex-partner sounded like he was running, he

couldn’t possibly be running. I knew for a fact he was opposed to the entire concept on

principle. Ben was big, solid, like a defensive lineman, not built for wind sprints or even short

trots to the mailbox. When we’d worked together, I was the one Flo-Jo-ing it through alleys and

gangways, while he screeched up behind me in the car.“I’m running the hills of Tuscany,” he

said. “Bought one of those fancy treadmills that lets you cue up video of exotic locales.

Beaches in Bimini. South American rain forests . . . Think I’ll go Great Wall of China next.

Really, this baby does everything but burp and diaper you. Heart rate. Calories burned. Stride

measurement.”I scanned the restaurant, still looking for Muna. What the hell? The other diners

were eating, so I assumed she’d served them. I wasn’t hungry, but maybe a cup of hot tea or

cocoa would be nice? Maybe she was in the kitchen arguing with Deek. The man really was a

cantankerous old sod. “What prompted all that?”“Well . . . I’m done with rehab, so I figured I’d

keep the momentum going . . . get in . . . some kind of shape, overall.” His words were choppy,

punctuated by heavy breathing and a slight wheeze that didn’t sound good.The mention of

rehab reminded me of the knife attack months earlier that almost killed him. There’d been so

much blood. I shook the memory off. “That’s great. Can you run in a rain forest? I’m thinking

there’d be too many trees, poisonous snakes, and such.”“I don’t know . . . but wouldn’t snakes

make you run faster? Anyway, I’ll let you know. Tuscany’s sweet, though.”I slid a fruitless look

toward the kitchen. “Hey, glad you called. You know anything about a couple of detectives—

Dan Hogan and a retired cop, Frank Martini. Hogan’s at Area 2, Martini used to be, before he

retired.”The machine slowed a little on Ben’s end. “Don’t think I’ve come across either of them.

What’s up?”“Missing persons. Ramona Titus, a runaway foster kid. Fifteen. Her mother doesn’t

think CPD’s doing all it can to track her down, so she hired me to look at it. Hogan and Martini



seemed okay when I talked to them, though. Surprisingly accommodating, actually, which is

freaking me out.“Hogan was a foster kid himself, so he has a soft spot. Best part was he didn’t

threaten to lock me up if he saw me nosing around his case. He said he welcomed an extra set

of eyes. That’s refreshing.”“A foster kid running away is common.”“I know. Martini says the

foster mother’s missing some valuables, and thinks Ramona took them.”“Unfortunately, also

common.” The machine sped up. Ben growled. “I’ll ask around. See if . . . anyone I know . . .

knows either of them.”“Thanks. I’d appreciate that. I’ll do the same on my end.”“Whoa. I’m

coming up . . . on a vineyard. Gotta go.”“Hey, wait. You called me. What’d you want?”“Told you.

I’m running the hills of Tuscany. On a bitch-ass robot treadmill. And killing it.”Curious, I asked,

“How long have you been on it?”“Ten . . . minutes.”“How long’s it been out of the box at your

place?”“Halloween.”“Ben?”“What?”I thought about it, then decided to leave it. “Talk to you later.”

I ended the call, smiling.“Help you?”It was a slow, lazy, drawly voice, not Muna’s. My head

snapped up, and I stared into the face of a bony white woman with flame-red hair pulled into a

neat top bun, heavy black eye makeup. She looked bored out of her skull, tired of the bullshit, a

woman not to be messed with, now or ever.“Who are you?” It shot out of my mouth before I

had time to filter it. This was Deek’s. My spot. I’d expected Muna. My waitress. I looked around

the place again, as if Muna might be hiding under a table waiting to pop out and yell surprise. I

turned back to the stranger with the bun.The woman frowned, tapped a stubby yellow pencil

against the red nameplate on her chest, which I hadn’t bothered to even pay attention to at first

glance. Her name was AGGIE.She blinked. Slowly. Like a sloth might. “I’m new. Started

yesterday. You ordering?”Yesterday? Had I been in yesterday? I gave my memory bank a quick

scan. No. I hadn’t. Yesterday I was hip-deep in paperwork and invoices, then there’d been

Evans. I’d skipped Deek’s.“Where’s Muna?” I hadn’t expected the question to come out with

quite so much panic in it. I mean, it wasn’t like Muna and I were related or dating; we didn’t go

out shopping or clubbing. But this was my spot, and she was the person I’d come to expect to

be in it when I got here. We were friends-y, in a close-acquaintance kind of way. Muna got in

my business a lot, but, truthfully, her advice made a lot of sense, which was why I was here—in

a diner—in six-below-zero weather when I’d just eaten a cheeseburger and fries with a retired

cop in a grungy cop bar-restaurant. Panic? Who, me?Aggie’s sleepy eyes stared back at me.

“Taking the day off, but if you’re worried I can’t cover a diner station, put your mind to rest. This

isn’t my first rodeo. Been slinging hash for now on twenty years.” Her dull eyes held mine.

“You’re that detective Muna told me about. Extra whipped cream on your chocolate shakes. No

butter on your pancakes. You always sit in this booth, with your back to the wall.”I said nothing,

just stared at her, not liking any of it.“Gangsters do that, too,” Aggie said.I squinted at her.Aggie

said, “They face the door, so they can see who comes gunning for them. You don’t like change,

Muna said.” The pencil twirled in Aggie’s bony fingers. “Says it throws you off. I know people

like that. It’s not healthy. You eating or just sitting? Muna also said sometimes you just come

and sit. If this is one of those sit times, I’ll leave you to it. If it isn’t . . .” She poised the pencil

over her order pad.I said, “I handle change just fine.”One Aggie brow lifted. “Doesn’t look like

you’re dealing too good with this one. We could test it, you know. You could sit up front at a

table instead of holing yourself up back here like a hermit crab under a rock. Like an

experiment.”I studied her, getting only a deadpan expression and a dull look back. Aggie

waited. Life went on around us, same as usual. I changed my mind right then about the tea or

the cocoa and got up from the booth to leave. “I’ve got to go.”Aggie took a step back. “Muna

said you’d get up and leave. It takes you a while to warm to people, she said that too. Doesn’t

twist my knickers in a knot. Like I said, I worked all kinds of places, dealt with all kinds of folks.

Nothing fazes Aggie.”I picked up my newspaper. “Jung still work here?”Aggie gave me a head



nod, just one. Who gives just one? “Yep.”“And Deek? He’s in the kitchen? He still owns the

place?”“Yep.”I slid my hat on, getting ready to step out into the cold. Only a little change, then.

Nothing new, except for Aggie. I guess I could handle that.“Nicetomeetyou.” I said it quick, not

completely sure it was the truth.Aggie nodded slowly. Again, just the one. What the hell was

that? “I’ll look after your booth for you.”“Uh-huh.”I grumbled. Walked out into the cold.Chapter

4My office was a couple doors down from Deek’s, but I bypassed it, deciding instead to ride

past Deloris Poole’s house to see if she was at home. I was halfway there when my phone

rang. It was Whip.“Hey,” I said.“Hey, what’s up?” he asked.“Working. Missing kid. How’s it

going?”Whip paused. “Same old, same old. You know how it is.” He paused again. “Just

checking in to make sure you weren’t getting trapped in any fires.”I chuckled. “Not for

months.”“How’s the flying nun?”I laughed out loud. “I’m telling her you called her that.”Whip

laughed. “Hey, I ain’t scared of no nun.”The three of us had grown up together, under the

direction of Father Ray, our mentor, father figure: Whip, his real name Charles Mingo, Barb,

and me. Our lives had gone off in different directions—Whip to prison, Barb to religious service,

me to the police department and eventually to what I was doing now. Funny how things turned

out.“Maybe you can stop by and see me when you got a minute,” Whip said.“Sure,” I said. He

hesitated, and that wasn’t like him. Whip usually talked a mile a minute about everything and

nothing. “Everything okay?”“Sure.” His voice brightened. “Living the dream. I’ll see you soon. I’ll

cook you something nice.”Out of prison, he’d found a job at a West Side diner where he was

not just the cook, but the heartbeat of the place. It was a nice diner, homey, and Whip knew his

stuff.“Crab cakes?” I offered hopefully.“You got it. Hit me up when you’re on your way.”We

ended the call, but it stayed with me. I’d heard something in his voice, something off. I’d have to

call back at the earliest, check on that. But for now, Poole.She lived in Chatham in a small

yellow-brick bungalow on a slopey street that hadn’t likely seen a revitalizing project in over a

decade. The street was cracked and littered with potholes, the streetlight poles were rusted,

their green paint peeling, looking as though they hadn’t seen a fresh coat since they went up,

and I’d bet good money that once the sun went down and the lights flicked on, at least one of

them wouldn’t be working. I espied a weathered and leaning block club sign staked into several

inches of dirty snow, a dog, or several, having marked territory, spraying yellow swirly lines

around it. I hoped the block club was heartier than the sign.I rang Poole’s bell, then turned to

watch the quiet street, turning back when I heard the door unlock and open. A thin black

woman dressed in a heavy cardigan and baggy slacks stood there, the storm door between

us.“Good morning, Ms. Poole. I’m—”“Cassandra Raines. The detective.”I blinked. I usually had

to do a lot of stuff to introduce myself, show ID, state my business, occasionally BS my way if

all of that didn’t work. Deloris Poole had just made all that unnecessary, and it was taking a

minute.She held the door open for me. “Detective Martini said I’d be hearing from you. Come

in. Get out of that cold.”I stepped into the house and stood planted on the doormat, aware my

boots were wet. “He must have given you a good description.”She smiled. “He described you to

a T. Tall, pretty, a real looker is what he said, but you know men. Can I offer you something

warm? Coffee?”I kicked my boots off, left them on the entry mat to dry. “No. Thank you. I tried

calling earlier.”“I’m slow getting to the phone, and don’t do voice mail.” I followed her back to the

living room, noticing that Poole walked slowly and unevenly, not with a limp, but as though she

were walking on legs that might give out at any moment. I noticed again how thin she was and

wondered about her health.The front room was small, quiet, decorated in muted greens and

soft tans. There were throw pillows on the couch, delicate knickknacks on the coffee table. The

house smelled of frilly potpourri and lemony furniture polish. I sat in an end chair, Poole across

from me on the couch. Not only was she thin, but there were dark circles under her eyes and



her skin was sallow.This appeared to be a nice place for a foster kid to land, if they were lucky,

which, I suppose, was the point. To give at-risk kids a home, or some semblance of it, security,

normalcy. What hadn’t Ramona liked about it? I spotted a cane leaning against the end of the

couch, and though the house felt warm, Poole gathered the sweater around her, as though she

were freezing. She sat watching me as I sat watching her.“It’s mine.” The small smile she gave

me almost felt apologetic. “I have trouble getting around these days.”“I’m sorry to hear that,” I

said.“Cancer. In my bones.” She waved it off. “But that’s not important now, Ramona is.”Cancer.

I was afraid that’s what it was. The thinness, the circles. I’d seen them in my mother as she

slowly morphed into a shadow of herself. Her eyes, which had always held such intelligence,

such a spark, dulled as the light slowly left them. Twelve. That’s how old I’d been. I hated

cancer, even the word itself set me off. I hated it then, I hate it now, I’d always hate it. I pulled

myself back when Poole spoke again.“I thought I was getting through to her, getting her to trust

me. She came to me completely shut down. I tried everything. When she ran away . . . I’m just

sick about it.”“You told Detective Hogan that as far as you knew, things were fine with her, here

and at school, nothing that she might have wanted to run away from?”“That’s true. Ramona

had problems adjusting. I try to give all my kids the things they didn’t get in their own families—

structure, boundaries, discipline, fun, too. A firm foundation, you know? Ramona’s not used to

any of that. She struggles. She doesn’t know how to hold herself accountable or to be a

contributing part of a household.”“Was she disruptive?”“I wouldn’t say that. If you’ve never been

taught how to behave, or told what’s expected, you don’t know, do you? Ramona was never

taught, but she was beginning to catch on, really get it. Then . . . I guess, she gave up.” Poole

glanced over at the cane. “I told her it was arthritis. Bad hips. She doesn’t know it’s cancer.”I’d

known about my mother’s cancer. I’d felt it in the air, in the hushed conversations whenever I

entered a room, the loud rattle of dread from all the unsaid things that cast a pall over our

home and all the frightened, solemn people in it. I didn’t know much about Ramona yet, or her

life here with Poole, but I would bet good money that Ramona had all the information when she

walked out Poole’s door. People were always leaving her. She was always being moved from

place to place. Maybe this time she decided to be the first to leave?
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cheryl head, “Runner Has Everything I want in a PI Novel. I fell in love with stubborn,

courageous, vulnerable, wise-cracking Cass Raines in the first book of this series. I love her

even more in this fourth book because of her compassion, and dogged determination to do

right by a vulnerable teen.Her client—a mother with issues and a missing child— doesn’t

saunter into the PI’s office with a purse full of money. Cass meets her in the middle of a frigid

night at a White Castle joint; and thus begins the investigation of a runaway teen who doesn’t

want to be found—and for good reasons.Clark makes you care about the people in this book.

From Cass’s gaggle of quirky friends, associates, and regulars, to the kids on the streets who

carry secrets and loyalties with as much aplomb as the CIA.Runner is a page turner. Clark very

methodically lays out the procedure, the clues, the doubts, the suspicions until the reader is on

the case with Cass Raines knocking down doors; stepping on toes; climbing over fences;

chasing people down the street…in the snow and ice; and conking a guy on the head. All in

the name of her investigation. She’s my kind of tough cookie.I have many favorite scenes from

the book. But I’ll point out that Cass is at her very best when she’s kibbitzing. Be it with a cop, a

kid, a pickpocket, a waitress or a nun.Let me say it, again. Runner is a page turner. Imagine my

glee when the last page was a cliffhanger leaving me already salivating for the next Cass

Raines adventure.Brava!”

Nkla, “This book is a winner!. RUNNER will make you shiver, whether from the intense

descriptions of Chicago winter or the dangerous secrets Cass Raines uncovers as she helps a

recovering drug addict find her missing teen daughter. Mixed with humor and well-drawn

characters, the twisted plot takes us to the dark side of the city and human nature through

writing that seems effortless. While this is the 4th book in the series, it works as a stand-alone,

but I recommend reading the previous three books at some point to flesh out the interesting life

of Cassandra Raines, a disillusioned cop turned PI, who throws herself into danger to help

others find justice.  You will want to spend more time with this author.”

SG, “Very good series. This seems like a very good new series but I wish the main character

was a little less one dimensional and more introspective.”

michelle, “Moving. Moving not only in action but in sentiment. This is my second Cass Raines

book. A good solid PI story. Action up to the very end with a teaser for the next book.”

Jan Fore, “Cassidy Raines, Chicago Det.. RunnerTracy ClarkJune 29, 2021Clark gives us

number 4 in the Chicago Mystery/Cass Raines series. Cassidy Raines is an ex-cop. She was

so tired of seeing the people hurt, the children left by their parents on the street or abandoned

apartments. She’s become a Private Investigator. She handles all sorts of cases but prefers to

search for those who are missing. Parents or family paying to have her help find their loved

ones. Leesa Evans is a mother who loved her daughter, Ramona. Trying to keep her safe

while also leaving the drug addiction behind. Ramona was placed in foster care with a family

she loved. They cared for her. The day came, as it does often in foster care, that a counselor

from Child Support Services turned up at the door. The time had come to transfer Ramona to

a new home. There are never reasons why the child is moved, it just happens. She was

placed with Delores Poole, a woman who likes to say wonderful things about her home and the

girls that live there. Unfortunately Delores is not as honest as she appears. In this case

Ramona disappeared after a short while at the Poole household. Although the police were

contacted, Evans never heard about the progress, if any that they were making on the case.

Leesa contacted Cassidy Raines for help in locating her 15 year old daughter.Runner takes



place in winter in Chicago. Our protagonist, Raines, finds the weather nasty and life difficult.

Her tone is honest yet humorous. Living in the midwest will do that to you. I appreciate Clark’s

writing style. Cass Raines lives where the people live - apartments that have to be buzzed into

and restaurants are underneath or next to many. The mystery is well written and easy to read.

I enjoyed this one and must look into more of Tracy Clark’s novels.Runner will be published by

Kensington Publishing Corporation on June 29, 2021. I appreciate their allowing me to read

and review Clark’s newest book. The Chicago Mystery series is a good one to follow. Not into

a series?  Runner is a good read as a single.  Do pick up this one and by all means - Enjoy!”

Lee, “Excellent Detective’s Novel. Bought this for an avid crime reader who was looking for a

new series.  She loved it!”

The book by Tracy Clark has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 192 people have provided feedback.
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