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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Things don’t blow up in Baltimore very often.

      People die within the city limits, certainly. The city averaged close to a murder a day for several years running before finally dropping well under 300. It’s remained around the same level since, though pundits, politicians, and professional assholes paid to shout on TV will often give the impression one can find a freshly slain corpse on every street corner.

      Explosions, however, have always been pretty rare outside the occasional gas leak.

      I was out for a run in the Federal Hill neighborhood of Baltimore. I’d finished my laps around the park and walked up Riverside Avenue toward my house. While it technically wasn’t yet summer on the lunar calendar, high temperatures and humidity first descended on the region a few weeks ago and rarely took a day off. My Under Armour shirt found plenty of moisture to wick during my thirty-odd minutes of exercise this muggy morning.

      About a block from my house, the sound of a blast stunned me, and the force of it made me wobble on my feet. I leaned on a nearby signpost to steady myself. Brake lights flashed to life all around me. Not many people walked the streets, but plenty of cars already rolled along them. Something about this didn’t feel like a gas leak. I spotted a telltale plume of black smoke rising above the rowhouses at my two-o’clock, and I set off at a brisk run.

      A couple blocks away, I found the source. A car blazed at the curb. Windows in the two SUVs nearby and the house the burning vehicle sat in front of had already been blown in. Discerning its color was a challenge. Body panels came off in the explosion, and I guessed the sedan to be blue until a minute or so ago.

      The unfortunate individual within was already a goner. Intense flames left little meat on the bones, and I looked away before the sight made me sick. The smell of roasting tissue, however, did not care about me averting my gaze. I backed away a step and covered my nose and mouth with my sweaty workout shirt. My own ripe aroma was far preferable to the stench of burning flesh. A woman lay on her back nearby on the sidewalk. She rose to her elbows, grimaced, and shook her head.

      “Don’t get up,” I told her. “You might have a concussion.” Even though I figured at least one person had dialed 9-1-1 by now, I still did.

      “Is there any chance of rescuing the person in the car?” the operator asked me.

      “No,” I told her. I didn’t need to look at the grisly scene again to confirm this. “Whoever it was died. For their sake, I hope it was quick.” She said police and fire crews would be on the scene soon. Other than the woozy woman and me, no one else remained in the area, and people made sure to avoid it if they were walking. Not a single soul emerged from any of the nearby houses or businesses to lend a hand. It was a good thing no one was seriously injured apart from the person in the car.

      Sirens approached. The cops would probably want to talk to me—never something I enjoyed—so I walked to the other side of the woman and sat on the curb.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I think you might have a concussion.”

      The woman looked at me with a glassy-eyed stare confirming my suspicions. While I’d been a couple blocks away when the sedan blew up, where she lay on the sidewalk indicated she was in much closer proximity. A few scorch marks dotted the outside of her jeans’ left leg. She remained on her elbows without trying to sit up. “Maybe you’re right,” she said. The lady touched the back of her scalp and pulled away red fingers.

      She turned her head as if to let me check it out. Through her graying black hair, I saw a cut leaking blood. It didn’t look too bad to my untrained eyes. “I don’t think it’s much to worry about. Probably a few stitches.”

      “How did you learn so much about injuries?”

      “Reckless youth,” I said. “If there’s a record for falling off bikes and skateboards before you turn twelve, I must be in the conversation.”

      “It’s bleeding a lot,” she said, frowning.

      “Head injuries tend to.”

      “Come on.” The lady offered a weak chuckle. “You must have some sort of training. How do you know all this?”

      “Chicago Med.”

      “The hospital?”

      “The TV show,” I said. Sirens grew louder and closer. “Dreamy lady doctors and medical emergencies. What’s not to love?”

      She smiled despite the situation. “Well . . . thank you for keeping me in good spirits if nothing else.”

      Two police cruisers screeched to a stop ahead of the burning car. An ambulance and fire engine soon followed. More flashing red and blues heralded the arrival of additional emergency vehicles, though none of them could maneuver past the fire truck. Men in heavy coats and helmets quickly got to work on connecting the hose to a nearby hydrant. To my surprise, no one had parked in front of it. I waved the paramedics to our position and told them I thought the woman was close to the blast when it happened. She smiled up and squeezed my hand as the police waited for me.

      Two officers who’d had the distinct pleasure of questioning me several times over the years waited with their arms crossed. Jennings was smaller than his partner Brennan, who looked a little older and like a recent immigrant from Ireland. “What a surprise to see you at the scene of a shitshow,” Jennings said.

      “I was as stunned as you,” I said. “I even gave up shitshows for Lent.”

      “Looks like everyone else we might’ve found decided to be somewhere else. You might be our only witness. Take us through it.” Jennings stood poised with his pen held over a small spiral notebook. Brennan’s left hand fit inside a strap on the back of a tablet, and his right held a gunmetal gray stylus.

      “Why’s he more high-tech than you?” I asked.

      “Sergeant asked for a volunteer,” Brennan said.

      Jennings snorted. “Yeah, and this dummy was fool enough to go along with it.” He moved his pen in a circular motion a few times. “Wanna get on with what happened?”

      “I was out for a run. Headed back home from the park.”

      “You live on this street?”

      I shook my head. “Riverside. I’d gotten a block or two from my house when I heard the explosion. It shook the ground.”

      “You didn’t think it was a gas leak?” Brennan wanted to know.

      “Didn’t seem like one. Besides, the black smoke was a pretty big giveaway. I ran here. The car was on fire, whoever sat behind the wheel was already dead, and the woman on the sidewalk there had been knocked from her feet.”

      “Pretty big blast,” Jennings said. “You see anyone speeding away?”

      “No,” I said. “Looked like normal morning traffic. Not many people on foot.” It occurred to me someone might want to drive away at a regular pace and blend into traffic after setting off an explosion. The same thought would probably cross the cops’ minds, too.

      “You know who’s in the car?”

      “No idea.” I looked at the ruined husk of the sedan. Most of the identifying features got blown up or burned, so its make and model were hard to place. The front license plate was missing—along with the grill and headlights. “I’m sure you can figure it out.” Faces appeared in nearby windows as cops farther along the block pointed at houses. With me as the only person answering questions, they would need to start canvassing soon.

      Water sloshed near my feet as the fire department sprayed the smoldering car. It took a moment, but the flames ebbed and went out altogether. They continued dousing the car—probably to bring the heat down and allow investigators to access the sedan and the unfortunate victim trapped inside.

      “What time do you think the explosion happened?” Brennan asked.

      I frowned. I didn’t look at my watch or phone when I heard and felt the blast, and now I felt I should have. “Not sure exactly.” I took my cell out of my pocket and checked the call log. “Looks like I dialed nine-one-one at eight-eighteen. It didn’t take me long to run over here . . . maybe three minutes.” A text notification popped up. My wife Gloria wondered where I was.

      Thought I heard a bang and now I see smoke. You all right?

      I tapped out a quick reply. Yes. Definitely a bang. Talking to the cops. Back soon.

      “Anything else you want to tell us?” Jennings asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I thought you were retiring. Last time I saw you, you mentioned something about it.”

      He let out a rueful chuckle. “Shit. I was being optimistic. Got at least ten years to go before I can even think about it. Hell, my wife might want me to stay even longer.”

      “Speaking of wives, I should get back to mine. She saw the smoke and is worried. We good?”

      Jennings slipped his notebook away. His higher-tech partner kept the tablet at hand. “We’re good. Thanks.”

      “Sure,” I said, and I headed for home.
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        * * *

      

      “An explosion?”

      Whatever weariness remained in my wife fled her body at the news of what happened. She sat at my small kitchen table nursing a mug of coffee, caught somewhere in the space between being asleep and fully waking up. Coffee normally eased this transition. This morning, news of an explosion a couple blocks from my house served the same purpose.

      “It shook the ground when I was walking back up Riverside,” I said.

      “What did you think it was?”

      I shrugged as I poured myself an overdue cup of coffee and joined her. “Not sure. It didn’t seem like a gas leak. Those tend to take out entire buildings.” Thanks to the interconnected nature of rowhouses, a blast in one could actually level a few—and even trigger secondary explosions to take a bad event all the way to terrible in a matter of seconds. “It didn’t seem big enough. Then, I saw the smoke.”

      Gloria squeezed my hand. “I love you for who you are . . . but I’m not sure I’m thrilled about you running toward danger.”

      “I needed to check it out at least,” I said. “If it had been some massive blaze, I would have called for the fire department and come home. It wasn’t, so I stayed and helped. The poor person in the car was a goner even by the time I got there, but a woman nearby got knocked down in the explosion. Pretty sure she has a concussion.”

      “You run toward bad situations and you can diagnose people,” Gloria said. “The total package.”

      I flexed my bicep. The gesture did not impress my wife as much as I’d hoped. Maybe I needed to add an extra day of strength training. “I also cook a mean breakfast, but it might be a little late to whip something together for this morning.”

      Gloria glanced at her watch. “I’m going to work from my house today. You have something you need to be in for by nine?”

      “Other than avoiding the side-eye from my secretary, no,” I said. “The new intern she convinced me to hire starts at ten. She probably shouldn’t see the boss rolling in late on day one.”

      “Sure. Save that for the second day.” Gloria grinned.

      “I was considering the third, but I like the way you think. Gotta manage her expectations early.”

      “You’ve certainly been busy enough to take on an intern,” Gloria said.

      I nodded. “We have. I probably can’t give her much to do at first, but every little bit helps.” Thanks to some positive press coverage of a serial killer case last winter, my agency had been busier than normal even six months later. I remembered hearing about the long tails of advertising in college. Maybe this was just such a situation. While the extra income was nice, my work-life balance had taken a hit so far this year. Gloria hadn’t raised the vacation topic in a while, but I knew it would be coming.

      “T.J.’s been really good for you.”

      “I wasn’t sure I needed a secretary at first. Now, I can’t imagine getting things done without her.”

      “You like to surround yourself with smart women,” Gloria said. “It shows a lack of ego.”

      “Don’t tell anyone,” I said. “You’ll ruin my rep.”

      She smiled and chuckled. “Listen to the smart women you surround yourself with. The intern might end up being a good decision, too.”

      “Here’s hoping.” Considering who our new hire’s father was—and my overall opinion of the man—the arrangement would require a significant amount of hope. Still, T.J. offered a strong recommendation, and she’d proven herself to be smart and incisive over the last two-plus years.

      “I’m just going to pick something up on the way to my house,” Gloria said.

      “I’ll also get breakfast for the office. Might as well make things look good on our new girl’s first day.”

      “What happened to managing her expectations?”

      “She’ll be working for a detective agency,” I pointed out. “At some point soon, she’ll have to get used to disappointment.”
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        * * *

      

      My goal every day is to get to the office by nine.

      Thankfully, I’ve always seen goals as flexible. My secretary T.J. latched onto my nine-o’clock proclamation as if I’d carried it down on a stone tablet from Mount Sinai. Whenever I rolled in even a few minutes late, she made a point of looking at her watch. Some of my college professors did the same. This morning, I walked up the metal steps to our office door at nine-twenty.

      We worked on the second floor of a car repair shop in Fells Point. The owner, Manny, rented the space out a couple years ago once he stopped using it. We sometimes needed to deal with banging and clanging from the body shop below, but it was a good arrangement. Manny even proved patient with some of the more interesting aspects of having a PI as a tenant. I dropped a bag of bagels on the table. “You’re late even for you,” T.J. said.

      “There was an explosion this morning,” I said. “Two blocks from my house. I was headed home after my run when it happened.”

      “Wow.” She picked up her phone. “I saw something about that. A car blew up?”

      “Yes.”

      “On purpose?”

      “The cops will need to figure it out,” I said. “It looked like a pretty new sedan. I can’t imagine something like faulty wiring made it blow up.”

      “You checked it out?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Didn’t seem like a gas leak. We get shootings in Baltimore . . . even in Federal Hill . . . but things don’t go boom very often.”

      “I guess I’ll give you a pass this morning, then.” T.J. pushed her blonde ponytail off her shoulder and stood. She was five-nine, athletic, reasonably pretty, and soon to turn twenty-two. One of these days, I might lose her to a better job or see her thoughts monopolized by a boyfriend. The latter seemed more likely. I’d given T.J. enough bonuses and pay raises to make her very happy. She plucked a sesame bagel from the bag and carried it to the toaster.

      I made a cup of coffee. My late arrival left it less fresh than normal, but I’ll drink just about anything which hasn’t turned to sludge yet. Once T.J. finished heating her bagel, I grabbed a multigrain everything model and toasted it. “Gloria happy about you sprinting toward an explosion?” my assistant asked once we both munched on our breakfasts.

      “Not especially. She understands, though.”

      “Good day to bring bagels.”

      I bobbed my head. “I figured we should wait until tomorrow before we start disappointing our intern.”

      “Lexi.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “You told me you’d give her a chance,” T.J. said.

      “And I will. If people start getting shot around us, however, all bets are off.”

      “You’ve had to shoot people before.”

      “And I hope I don’t need to again.” I paused for a deep breath. “I don’t like her father much. You know this, and you know why. I still listened while you pled the case for your new BFF.”

      “She’s not her father,” T.J. said.

      “I hope not,” I said. “The apple needs to do more than fall far from the tree. It needs to roll down a goddamn hill into a different forest.”

      “I think she’ll do well.” Despite my protests, T.J. didn’t look away or back down. She kept her gaze on me. I appreciated her willingness to stand up to me. On occasion, even I needed it.

      “Trouble better not follow her here.”

      “She’s not her father,” my secretary said again.

      “Thank goodness.”

      “I hope we can get her up to speed quickly.”

      I leaned back in my chair. T.J. was smart and eager to learn. At times, she made a better student than I did a teacher. She wanted to know how I did things, particularly my often illicit computer skills. “Let me guess . . . you want to hand some of your work to her so I can teach you more about what I do.”

      She grinned. “Wow. Your name really is on the door for a reason.”

      “Two reasons,” I said. “My keen insights and timely rent checks.”

      After checking messages and emails and lamenting the number of cases we’d accepted, it was nearly ten. Footsteps came up the metal stairs a moment later. “I think she’s here,” T.J. said.

      The witching hour was at hand.
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      “Where were you on the evening of the tenth?”

      I’d brought a desk lamp out of the closet, put a new bulb in it, and set it on the edge of T.J.’s desk. It shone into the face of new intern Lexi Tyler. She came dressed for work in a blue polo and khaki capris with her auburn hair tied into a ponytail. Maybe an inch of height separated her and T.J., and the winner of the longer ponytail contest would require a tape measure and keen eye. Lexi was pretty, meaning she didn’t get most of her looks from her father, and at the moment, she squinted against the light.

      “Was that a Friday?” she wondered.

      “I’ll ask the questions here,” I said. I turned to T.J. in time to catch her rolling her eyes. “I’m not sure . . . was it a Friday?”

      “You interrogate all your interns?” Lexi asked.

      “You’re the first one. Patterns need to start somewhere.”

      “I hope you don’t ask me to write this in an SOP.”

      T.J. snorted. “Those have to start somewhere, too,” I said. “Make sure you get the wattage on this bulb.”

      “Are we done?”

      “I told you . . . I’ll ask the questions here.” The new hire smirked and folded her hands in her lap. “I only have a few more. Are you your father’s daughter?”

      “Like most people, I take after both my parents,” she said. “My dad and I share certain personality traits.”

      “What’s your opinion on shooting someone from a rooftop five hundred yards away when they’re not a threat anymore?”

      Lexi scooted forward a little, reached up, and turned the light off. “He told me this might come up.”

      “It almost kept you from starting at all,” I said.

      “He puts a little more . . . finality into his thoughts than I do. We talked about the situation. Your friend wasn’t going to let it go.”

      Nearly two years ago, I’d corralled my former friend Vinnie Serrano in Herring Run Park. After a short fight, I’d gotten him to surrender. He spat a bunch of curses and promises, vowing to get out of jail early again and get his revenge on me, Gloria, and any future children we might have. John Tyler—Lexi’s father—had helped me deal with Vinnie’s remaining goons. Without my knowledge, he lingered on a rooftop and plugged Vinnie from about five hundred yards away. “I don’t see the point in shooting someone over threats.”

      “My dad mentioned his former commander, right?” Lexi said. I nodded. “He made a lot of threats, too, and that’s all they were . . . until he got into a position to act on them. As someone who got abducted by his cronies and groped at every opportunity, I can tell you how real some threats become.”

      “I guess we’ll see how different you are,” I said. I pointed to a small desk we’d set up near the right-hand wall. It was smaller than T.J.’s or mine, and with three desks, a table, fridge, and a coffee station, we were starting to strain the square footage of the second-story space.

      “My very own work space,” she said. It held a laptop I’d configured for her plus a keyboard, mouse, and twenty-three inch monitor. The desk itself came as a freebie from someone in T.J.’s apartment building who was unloading it in favor of a larger model. Despite a couple chips, it remained in good shape.

      “T.J. will show you around and get you going.” I opened my desk drawer and took out my trusty .45, clipping the holster onto my belt. “The publicity we got a few months ago is still showing up in our caseload, so I’m heading out.”

      “Do I get to come with you at some point?” Lexi wanted to know.

      “Let’s see how things go in the office first.”

      “I have a gun and a concealed carry permit.”

      “You do?” She bobbed her head. “What are you, twenty?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How the hell did you get a permit?” I said.

      She shrugged. “My dad was in the Army for twenty-four years. He knows some people.”

      “Let’s try and wait until your second week before you start shooting people,” I said.

      “You going after the deadbeat dad?” T.J. asked.

      “Yes. Since we’ve narrowed down his haunts, I think I’ll find him today. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Go get ‘em, boss.”

      I headed down the stairs planning to do precisely this.
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        * * *

      

      By mid-afternoon, I wondered if this asshole had a hideout we’d yet to discover.

      John Argent and I were the same age—thirty-four—though in very different circumstances. He didn’t own a business, but he held a steady job and could certainly afford to pay his delinquent and future child support. Throwing him in jail would make this less likely going forward. The state didn’t always have the best solutions. His ex-girlfriend and mother of his daughter simply wanted him found and held accountable.

      The police struck out in their attempts to locate him at home. Once they checked his house and work, they basically stopped. With murderers, rapists, arsonists, and other serious criminals out there, the cops needed to prioritize, and deadbeat dads fell pretty far down the list. I’d run a couple to ground before, though the last time occurred before T.J. came to work for me.

      I figured our target probably hadn’t been to his house in a week or two. Once we were on the case, T.J. and I built a profile of the not-very-esteemed Mister Argent. In the era of social media and the constant thirst for followers, people shared way too much of their lives. I’d written some scripts which scoured the various sites, extracted a list of likely associates, and dug for information on them. Unfortunately, we kept striking out on finding him at any of the most probable spots. We were scraping the bottom of the barrel in terms of likelihood by now.

      I sat in my Audi S4 at the curb in Greektown. The rowhouse I kept in sight belonged to a second cousin of Argent. I’d already seen the other man pop in and leave again. If Argent still held a job—and if he stayed here—he’d be arriving soon. My phone buzzed on the passenger’s seat, and I answered the call. “Anything, boss?” T.J. asked.

      “Not yet. It’s been kind of uneventful.”

      “You think he’s there?”

      “I think we don’t have many more places to try if he’s not,” I said. “I want to wrap this up.”

      “I know we’ve gone past your one-case-at-a-time preference.”

      “We’ve been beyond it for months,” I said. “I like the good publicity, but everything has a price.”

      “You need us to stay here much longer?” T.J. wanted to know.

      “How about another hour? If there’s nothing by then, you two can go home.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “How’s our intern doing?”

      “I’ve shown her a lot already.” T.J. chuckled. “I think she wants to get out in the field.”

      “She’ll need to wait in line behind you, then,” I said. From my right, someone rounded the corner and walked toward the house. He wore sunglasses despite the overcast sky, and a baseball cap pulled low hid even more of his face. Long sandy blond hair peeked out around the ears. “I think I see him now.”

      “Nice. Kick his ass.”

      “If I have to.” I ended the call and slipped the phone into my pocket. I put the windows up and climbed out of the car. Argent slowed as he noticed me. I stayed on my side of the street and moved in his direction. He paused. I didn’t want to play cat and mouse with him, so I checked for traffic and crossed the road.

      Argent watched me draw closer before turning and running.
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        * * *

      

      “Why do they always run?” I muttered as I gave chase.

      Traffic lights—which often went red or green in sequence—now let a lot of cars zoom up and down the streets. Argent looked to cross a couple times, was shooed back onto the curb by a loud horn and extended middle finger, and kept going instead. I closed the gap to about ten yards and settled in behind him.

      Argent looked to be of typical build. Before I took a couple bullets almost three years ago, I was an excellent runner. Now, I was merely a very good one, having lost a little top-end speed and a touch of endurance along with one of the lobes of my left lung. Still, even ninety-something percent of what I used to be able to do put me well ahead of the average person. I still ran at least fifteen miles a week, and most of the people I needed to chase did not.

      Argent was no exception.

      He lacked the size to barrel into people and knock them down, so he avoided anyone who almost crossed his path on the sidewalk. We neared a restaurant with a large outdoor seating area. It dominated the whole corner, cutting the width of the sidewalk to about half in favor of rows of tables and chairs. Many of them were occupied. A short and simple barrier extended around the space, with a gap for entry and exit. Two women were headed out when Argent approached. He slowed, grunted, and kept going, making a right at the corner.

      By the time I reached the makeshift gate, the women had moved along. This meant I didn’t need to go around the dining area. I dashed through the gap and plotted a course. The tables and chairs weren’t arranged in precise rows, but through aggressive use of the Pythagorean Theorem, I exited the other side two steps behind my quarry. Argent turned, and his eyes widened when he saw me.

      It made him slow a little, so I turned on the jets and dove at him, tackling him around the waist. “Get off me, man,” he grumbled, trying to swat my hands away. I gave him a short jab in the solar plexus and listened to him suck wind for a few seconds.

      “John Argent. You need to pay your child support.”

      “Christ, you ran me down over some money?”

      “It’s a pretty good sum,” I said. After identifying myself, I rolled him over, zip tied his wrists, and hauled him to his feet. “You can explain it to the cops and eventually a judge.” He scowled and leaned against the brick exterior of a nearby rowhouse. “You gonna run again?” Argent shook his head, and I called it in.

      “How’d you catch up to me so fast?” he wondered once I finished talking to the police.

      “I paid attention in geometry.”

      “Seating area must have been thirty feet a side.”

      I shrugged. “And it’s about forty-two if you cut the angle like I did. If you want some actual back-of-the-napkin math, I can go ask the hostess for one.”

      Argent grumbled and fell silent. The police collected him a few minutes later. As I walked back toward the car, I called T.J. “There’s now one fewer deadbeat dad roaming the mean streets of Baltimore,” I said.

      “Nice work, boss.”

      “No comment on my correct usage of fewer versus less?”

      “Well,” she said, “it’s also one less case on the ledger, but we’re still swimming in them. You sure you don’t want to bring in another investigator?”

      “Positive.” T.J. asked me this at least twice a week, and my response remained the same every time. With an intern now in the fold, I might be able to offload the easier cases—especially those which could be worked online—to the two women. “Maybe you and Lexi can do some background work on some of them.”

      My secretary sighed. “Fine. I didn’t think you’d change your mind, but I had to ask.”

      “I know. You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t.”

      “And you wouldn’t be you without the stubborn refusal to bring in some help.”

      “We each have our charm,” I said. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said.
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      The next two weeks saw the agency hold the rhythm.

      We closed our share of cases while only accepting a pair of new ones. Unfortunately, two new explosions rocked the city in this window. The first happened eight days ago, and the second a mere two. The press picked up the story after the second bomb blast, and now it dominated the headlines, talk radio, podcasts, and the like. We just needed cynical grifters on YouTube to try to sell something to complete the tragedy bingo card.

      The spectacular nature of the incidents took center stage. Speculation—by sources both qualified and ridiculous—as to the bomber’s identity came next. The actual victims received the short shrift, barely earning mentions in stories or segments which should have been about them. Apparently, all three men broke the law at some point in their pasts, and at least one podcast ran with the absurd idea of the killer being some sort of dynamite-powered avenging angel.

      T.J. must have heard my grunt or seen me roll my eyes because she asked, “What?”

      “Next thing we know, this asshole will get a catchy name.”

      “Adrian Brown never got one,” my assistant pointed out.

      “True,” I said. Brown was a killer of women, and we caught him in early winter. His was the case whose storm of publicity spiked interest in our agency six months ago. “He definitely should have considering he was covering the story himself.”

      “You can’t give yourself a nickname.”

      “Agreed.” I remembered a less skilled player on my high school lacrosse team trying to pick his own moniker. “Sticks” because he thought he was some sort of wizard running with the ball. The rest of us thought it ludicrous and refused to use it. Then, when he forgot to wear a cup one practice and took a ball in a very unfortunate place, he became known as “Swells.” He hated it, the team loved it, and the nickname stuck—as good ones do.

      Lexi arrived right on time, travel mug of coffee in hand. We hadn’t talked about her father since the first day. This was fine with me, and I got the sense she felt the same. T.J. again lamented the agency being behind on work. I didn’t tell her I harbored no plans to bring someone else in. There was no need at this point. She and Lexi did good background work on several matters, and our closure rate picked up since the new intern joined us. No clients complained, and this was the metric I cared more about than the occasional grumbles of my secretary.

      At about ten-thirty, footsteps rang on the metal stairs. There was one main entrance downstairs, and then a second door to the right provided access to the steps. With the addition of a sign on the second door, we almost never got accidental visitors. The door opened, and a slender woman walked in. She was short and white, and the dark circles under her eyes matched the color of her hair. “You’re the detectives?” she asked.

      “Yes,” T.J. said. I didn’t bother pointing out only one of us was an actual detective.

      “It’s been eight days.” She sank onto a guest chair in front of my desk when T.J. gestured toward it. My stomach clenched as I nudged a box of tissues toward our new arrival. Many things could have happened in the city and the state eight days ago, but I had a feeling I knew what she meant.

      “Take your time,” my secretary said.

      “I should probably start from the top.” She sniffled and dabbed at her brown eyes. “I’m Margie Williams. My husband Walter died eight days ago.”

      “We’re sorry for your loss,” I said. I guessed the widow Williams to be a few years older than me, though an intense process like grief can add age to a person’s appearance.

      She nodded and continued. “He was on his way to work.” A few tears ran down her cheeks. “You probably know the rest. He started the car, it blew up in front of our house, and he was gone.”

      T.J. glanced at me as she jotted a few notes. Margie Williams didn’t need to know my limited involvement with the first bomb. I’d never appeared in any news story or blog post about the whole mess so far, and after the Brown fiasco, I preferred to keep it this way. “I presume the police have been investigating.”

      Margie stopped wiping her eyes long enough to snort. “Sons of bitches. Their investigation has been for shit, and I’ve got a theory. You wanna hear it?”

      Despite having listened to quite enough people who had theories recently, we all said yes.
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      “Walter has . . . had a criminal record.”

      Margie Williams let her statement hang in the air. Clearly, she meant it as some indictment of the police and the way they’d handled things so far. “You think the police don’t want to investigate a crime against someone they’ve arrested before?”

      She spread her hands. “I don’t really have another explanation.”

      “I’m not trying to be difficult here,” I said, “but the BPD puts handcuffs on thousands of people a year. If they refused to do much when those people turned up as victims later, it would be a major scandal.”

      “You’ll have to ask them the reason,” Margie said. “Don’t you have a cousin on the force? I think I read that over the winter.”

      “I do.” This marked the first time a potential client asked about my association with the BPD and my cousin Rich. Fame came for us in strange ways.

      “I’d be curious to see what he says.”

      I felt the same even though I didn’t think the cops were shirking their duties just because the late Walter saw the inside of
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