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      For Lisa and Isabel, who help me make sure my conduct is usually good enough.

      

      And to the memory of my cousin Chuck, who left us way too soon. His love and aptitude for lacrosse led me to make it C.T.’s sport of choice. I wish I’d gotten to have a few more conversations with him in recent years . . . about subjects other than sports played with sticks. May he rest in peace.
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        Want to know C.T.’s origin story? Tap the cover to download the prequel novella to the C.T. Ferguson crime novel series.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      She was killing the vibes in the room.

      “Bad week?” I asked my secretary after the first sip of coffee she made a few minutes ago. It was shortly after nine on a pleasant Baltimore fall morning—one made even more so by the lingering aroma of fresh java.

      “Eh,” T.J. replied.

      “Uh-oh. A monosyllabic answer. What happened?”

      “Nothing.” She stared into her mug. T.J. was young, pretty, and tall, and these three attributes—along with the good wage I paid her—should have carried her to a fine weekend.

      “I’m a professional detective,” I said. “My vast sleuthing powers tell me you’re not being honest with me.”

      She flashed a wan smile. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I see you more often than my wife most weeks. I kind of have to worry about it.”

      “You’ll think it’s silly.”

      “Are we gossiping about boys? Should I get my nails done first?”

      T.J. rolled her eyes, but a real smile played on her lips. “Have you ever even had a manicure?”

      “Once or twice,” I said, “and you’re not getting out of this by turning around and asking me questions.”

      “Fine, fine.” She put up her hands. “What did you do for your twenty-first birthday?”

      “Jetted off to Hawaii.” I kicked my feet up on my desk. Keeping the surface free of everything except a keyboard and three monitors made this easy. “Where better to sip a mai tai than the beach?”

      She frowned. “Seriously?”

      “God, no. I went to a bar with some friends. My parents tried to plan some elaborate soirée, and I wanted nothing to do with it. A few weeks later, Rich came back for the holidays, so he and my dad took me out for a more sedate round two.” My older cousin—then in the army—now toiled away as a Homicide lieutenant with the Baltimore Police. Thanks to the commendations he’d earned from my legwork over the years, I should never have to pay for a drink in Rich’s company. A thought hit me—one I probably should have considered several minutes prior. “Wait . . . did you just turn twenty-one?”

      “A couple weeks ago, yeah,” T.J. said.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You sign my paychecks. You should know my birthday.”

      Like most self-respecting small business owners, I outsourced payroll, but she had me on this point regardless. “Still. I would have gotten you something.”

      “You took a chance on me and gave me a job. That’s enough.”

      “I’m a good gifter,” I said a little defensively.

      “You mean Gloria is a good gifter,” T.J. said, “and you’re smart enough to nod and go along with what she suggests.”

      “Sometimes. I manage pretty well on my own.” My wife had more talent for picking out the presents, however, and did far better when it came to wrapping them. “Anyway, what did you do for the big day?”

      T.J. sighed and rested her chin on her fist. “That’s just it. Not much.”

      “So?”

      “So I missed out on lots of things over the years.” Before coming to work for me about a year ago, T.J. lived a dangerous life as a prostitute starting in her teens. My friend Melinda’s foundation plucked her off the streets and got her an education. She’d learned the skills needed to work in an office and recently completed her GED. T.J.’s placement marked the first for Melinda’s Nightlight Foundation. “I wanted my twenty-first to be cool, you know?”

      “Who went with you?”

      “Melinda, Amy, and a couple girls you don’t know.”

      I chuckled. “Let me guess . . . Melinda didn’t want to let you drink.”

      “She did.” T.J. affected a schoolmarmish voice. “But not to excess.”

      “So you didn’t get blitzed,” I said. “One of the things I learned later in my twenties is how extremely overrated getting drunk is.” T.J. didn’t say anything. “You may have missed a few milestones along the way, but you celebrated your twenty-first with people who care about you. Not getting hammered means you can remember it. All in all, I’d call it a win.”

      “I guess.”

      “Besides, wasn’t this a couple weeks ago? Why so glum today?”

      “Like I told you, you’ll think it’s silly.”

      “As long as I don’t need a manicure to hear it,” I said, “hit me.”

      “Fine,” T.J. said. “One of the girls I invited just had a birthday. Her twenty-second, I think. She didn’t even invite me.”

      “Rude,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t read too much into it. She might like you but not count you as an inner-circle friend.”

      “I guess.”

      “This is enough self-pity for a Friday. Don’t you have some accounts to balance?”

      “I might if you’d accepted more than one case last week,” T.J. said.

      “I was busy contemplating turning thirty-three soon.”

      “Now who’s throwing a pity party? Besides, your birthday isn’t until December.” Before I could offer a clever retort, she added, “See? I know when yours is.”

      “You’re just angling for a better gift now,” I said.

      T.J. smiled and remained quiet. My phone vibrated in my pocket. Gloria texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey. Want to talk about something tonight. Don’t worry. I think it’ll be a good thing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You found your copy of the Kama Sutra?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Never lost it, stud. ;-) See you tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      I felt color in my cheeks as I slipped my phone away. “If she’s sexting you,” T.J. said, “I really don’t want to hear about it.”

      “I wouldn’t tell you,” I said. “Seems like you’ve had enough problems for one day.”
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        * * *

      

      As I walked through the front door of Gloria’s Brooklandville house, the smell of cooking Italian food filled my nostrils.

      I’d known my wife for almost five years now and found her to be many wonderful things. A cook would never be counted among them.

      Being a professional and sometimes well-paid sleuth, I followed my nose to the kitchen. “Honey, I’m home!” I called crossing polished hardwood floors.

      “In the kitchen,” Gloria answered in a sing-song voice.

      I walked through the door. Gloria’s home could swallow my Federal Hill rowhouse three times over, and this has always been most apparent in the kitchen. Much of my first floor would fit between its four walls—especially considering the fourth extended into the living area. She enjoyed way more counter space than I did, not to mention a huge island, an oven which could cook Thanksgiving dinner for the whole neighborhood, and stainless steel appliances. In my less proud moments, I would admit to some degree of envy.

      Gloria stood near the oven, her chestnut hair pulled back in a ponytail, an unmarred white apron tied around her waist. She gave me a dazzling smile. “I’m making a meal to celebrate.”

      Before asking the occasion, I wanted to puzzle out how much heavy lifting she assigned the word “making.” I scanned the countertops. “No phone or tablet open to TikTok,” I said. The trash can was empty. “No ingredients or take-out bags in here. Your apron is as spotless as the granite.” I approached my wife who looked amused at my powers of observation. I leaned close to her and made a show of sniffing her face. “You don’t smell like you’ve been cooking.” Then, I kissed her cheek and trailed my lips to her neck.

      Her fingers nestled in my hair, and she let out a sigh before answering. “Easy, tiger. I need to check the lasagna.”

      “A dish I’ve never seen you make.” She opened the door and pulled out a metallic tray. Gloria owned a lot of glass cookware, some of which I’d used to bake pasta in the past. This lent the appearance of originating from one of the good Italian restaurants in the area. “I now have a theory.”

      “Let’s hear it.” She smelled the lasagna. Sauce bubbled around golden noodles and perfectly browned cheese. This dish looked like a chef made it.

      “You went somewhere nearby, bought a very nice lasagna, and disposed of most of the evidence before I got here.”

      She put up her hands and grinned. “Guilty as charged.”

      “Another successful case,” I said. “People actually pay me to do this stuff.”

      “Incredible.”

      “Thanks.”

      She smirked and added a tray of garlic knots to the stove. “Now that you’ve solved the mystery of the lasagna’s origins, do you want to know the occasion?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “You’re not going to walk around like Columbo and try to figure it out?”

      “First of all,” I said, “I dress way better than he did.” I opened the fridge, pulled out an imported beer, and used the bottle opener stuck on the side—one of my few additions to the place—to pop the top. “Second, I’d rather save my showing off for later.”

      Color came to Gloria’s cheeks as she took her phone from the pocket of her form-hugging jeans. “I got an email from Claire Stevenson at the Baltimore Sun. She wants to do a profile on me and my company.”

      “Fantastic!”

      Gloria beamed. “It’s really a stroke of good luck. We’ve gotten off to a fast start with almost no press. I hadn’t even hired a PR person yet. Now, I may not need to.” She walked up to me and wrapped me in a tight hug. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      I set the longneck on the counter so I could put both arms around my wife. “This is your accomplishment. Be proud of it.”

      “I am,” she said.

      “I’m only glad my occasional advice and years as a walking, talking, selfless inspiration made a difference,” I said.

      Gloria swatted me on the shoulder. “Maybe you can claim your share of the credit in Claire’s story.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It’s your company. Your tale to tell, and your success to trumpet. I’d rather deal with the press on my own terms.”

      “You don’t want to be interviewed?” Gloria asked.

      “I don’t see why I would need to be. ‘Local woman launches successful fundraising company’ is a good enough headline. ‘Let’s meet the handsome and brilliant husband who inspired her’ seems like something from thirty years ago.”

      Gloria flexed her bicep, and her years of tennis training showed. “I guess I should stick to the strong feminist angle.”

      “Seems like the way for the piece to go,” I said. I was happy for Gloria’s success, but my PI instincts kicked in. Reporters often didn’t color inside the agreed-upon lines. Early in my career, I made a habit of being friendly with the media to drum up new clients. When my business model became more traditional, I stopped. Keeping my picture out of the paper remained my goal in any interaction with the press.

      “Great.” She took the garlic knots out of the oven, and I smelled their signature spice. “There’s a salad in the fridge. Let’s eat.”

      I opened the fridge door and grabbed the plastic tray of salad. It was a bright and colorful blend of ingredients. “I guess we should get used to carrying in once you’re famous.”

      “One of us needs our photo in the paper,” Gloria said.

      “Might as well be you. You’re prettier.”

      “Must have been hard for you to admit.”

      “It was,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Clangs and whirrs from below provided the soundtrack to my Monday morning.

      My office took up the second floor above a car repair shop in Fells Point. Thanks to a recent oil spill on the main level, we enjoyed some interesting aromas coming through the boards. The rent has always been reasonable, and Manny the owner allowed me to stay as a tenant when it probably would have been easier to give me the boot and find someone with a less stressful job. Even two shooting incidents in the parking lot didn’t dissuade him—though he did make me pay for a new wall to protect cars left outside.

      “You must be deep in concentration,” T.J. said.

      “I’m deep in many ways.”

      “What are you working on?”

      I stared at my three-monitor setup. While much of my hacking knowledge came from experimentation, I actually had a background—and master’s degree—in computer science. Artificial intelligence tools promised huge advances in code generation. I tested one such instance. It could certainly write circles around me in terms of speed, but I needed to make sure the quality remained high. “AI code generation,” I said. “It’s worth looking into.”

      T.J. nodded. “Coffee’s done.”

      “Thank goodness.” I poured myself a fresh cup and returned to my desk. No sooner did I get settled than the door opened and my cousin Rich walked in. He was six years and change older than me, which meant he neared forty. Despite this, Rich remained in good shape. At six feet, he was a couple inches shorter, but he also outweighed me by fifteen pounds or so. His blue suit and white shirt looked like he put them on at the dry cleaner’s this morning. “If you didn’t have a girlfriend already, I’d say you were trying to make the list of Baltimore’s most eligible homicide lieutenants.”

      “Pretty short list,” he said.

      “Guarantees you a good spot.”

      “Coffee fresh?”

      “Thanks to me, yes,” T.J. said.

      “It’s the real reason I keep her around,” I said. She grinned and flipped me the bird while Rich poured himself a cup.

      My cousin dropped onto a guest chair with his paper cup of hot java while T.J. busied herself at her desk. “Ransomware cleanup is more or less done,” he said. “Things are back to normal.” A few months ago, Baltimore suffered a major malware attack. Against my better judgment, I went undercover in the hacking group responsible and tried to keep the damage to a minimum without exposing my real reasons for being there. In the end, it all more or less worked out, though there was some obvious fallout.

      “You’re welcome,” I offered.

      Rich chuckled. “I don’t recall thanking you. You did a lot early on, sure, but plenty of other people have gotten us back to a mostly normal state since. I didn’t see you working weekends in the data center.”

      “I was busy doing anything else.”

      “Sure.” He sipped some hot java.

      “Is there a reason you stopped by?”

      “You know the sludge in our pots. Can’t a man just want some good coffee?”

      “He can,” I said. “Such a man also has about two dozen places to stop and get it between his house and his precinct. My office is outside those criteria.”

      “Maybe it’s because you’re so fucking cheery,” Rich said. When I didn’t say anything, he added, “I haven’t seen you in a while is all.” He craned his neck to try and get a look at my screens. “What are you working on, anyway?”

      “Checking out how well AI can write code.”

      “Better than you?”

      “Faster, certainly,” I said. “The jury is still out on quality, though I think I can give it some tweaks to help.”

      Rich stood and swigged the remaining coffee in his cup, tossing it in the wastebasket near my desk. “I have to get to work. Let’s catch up later.”

      “Sure.” He left. T.J. wandered to my desk and sat on its corner.

      “Strange,” she said.

      “Yeah. I wonder if he came in here wanting to talk about something.”

      “You think he didn’t because I was here?”

      I shook my head. “Doubt it. He knows how much I don’t like getting up early. If the door is unlocked before nine, I’m sure he expects you to be here.”

      “Mm.” She fell silent, though I felt her eyes on me.

      “What is it?”

      “He’s right. You don’t seem very chipper this morning.”

      They were probably on to something. I took a swig of my now-warm coffee and plastered a fake smile on my face. T.J. rolled her eyes. “Some reporter wants to do a puff piece about Gloria’s fundraising company,” I said.

      “I’m a little surprised it hasn’t happened before now,” T.J. said. “Besides, isn’t this a good thing?”

      “Yes. I’m trying not to lose sight of the benefits for her.”

      “But . . .?”

      “But reporters don’t always stick to what they say they’re going to cover. One detour into her personal life, and suddenly, I become part of the story.”

      T.J. crossed her arms. “Didn’t you tell me you used to deal with the press on the regular?”

      “In my previous business model, yes. The key is it was always on my own terms. Gloria and her company should be the story. I don’t need to be a part of it, and I don’t really want my picture in the paper.”

      She nodded. “You’ve had to go undercover twice in the last year.”

      “Yes. It becomes harder when someone can snap a picture of you, do a reverse image search, and learn you’re a PI.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” T.J. said. “You called it a puff piece. The focus will probably be Gloria and her company. If the reporter veers into the personal, I’m sure your very intelligent wife can manage the situation.”

      “She could.”

      “Whether you get a plug or not, people will figure out the kind of work you do. Lots of them already have. We don’t have any trouble attracting clients.”

      “True.” I looked up from my screen. “When did you become so wise?”

      “When I turned twenty-one,” T.J. said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Someone knocked on the door shortly after we ate lunch.

      “You expecting anyone?” I asked T.J.

      “No,” she said as she stood and walked across the carpeted floor. “No appointments for today.” She opened the door. Two women—one in her forties and the other around my secretary’s age—stepped inside and looked around. With no major holiday coming up soon, the walls were bare and the office looked pretty spartan. The yawning doorway let in more sounds from the shop below including a few choice words in Spanish. Our guests paid it no mind. “Can we help you?”

      “I hope so,” the older one said. She was short with dark hair cut to her shoulder. Her eyes looked red and puffy. The younger woman stood several inches taller but otherwise bore a strong resemblance, so I presumed them to be mother and daughter. They both wore black from head to toe. “No one else is.”

      “Why don’t you have a seat?” T.J. directed them to the two guest chairs in front of my desk. They both sat. My secretary grabbed her own and wheeled it to join us, notebook and pen ready in her free hand.

      “What can we do for you?” I said.

      “Do you watch the news?” the mother asked.

      I shrugged. “If it’s on, but I generally don’t go out of my way to.”

      “Did you hear about the county councilman found dead?”

      “I did.” The story earned pretty regular coverage, but I only caught part of a segment about it.

      When the mom bowed her head and couldn’t continue, her daughter stepped up. “He was Raymond Ellicott,” she said.

      “My Ray,” her mother added in a teary whisper.

      “I’m his daughter Paula.” The lingering redness in Paula’s eyes told me she’d been crying recently, but she managed to hold it together here. “My mother is Susan.”

      “We’re sorry for your loss,” I said as T.J. pushed a square box of tissues toward the pair.

      They both bobbed their heads before Paula spoke. “Like my mom said, my dad was a councilman in Baltimore County. This was his fourth term. Everyone liked him.” She paused, closed her eyes tightly, and covered her mouth with a fist. One person—for whatever reason—hated her father enough to kill him, and Paula realized it when she mentioned everyone liking him. “He wasn’t even fifty yet.”

      T.J. slipped her phone from a pocket in her jeans, typed something, and her eyes widened at the result. She tilted the device toward me so I could see it. The headline COUNCILMAN FOUND DEAD AND NAKED WITH MYSTERY WOMAN leapt off the screen. After my first case dealt with issues of infidelity, I resolved never to work one again. It’s cost me business but saved me aggravation. Still, I didn’t want to hammer two grieving women with an unwritten agency rule at the moment. “I know this is tough,” I said, “but we need to hear what happened from you, not the press.”

      The ladies spent a couple minutes composing themselves. T.J. and I gave them the time they needed. Eventually, Susan dabbed at her eyes with a fresh tissue and took a slow, deep breath. “I’m certain that you hear all kinds of things about people. I know for a fact my husband wasn’t with some woman at a seedy hotel. Well, he was in the end, but . . . he didn’t go there to sleep with her or anything. This is all a setup.”

      “I’m not sure how things are in the county,” I said, “but our city council isn’t known for being especially productive or controversial. It seems like a local rep would need to be on the wrong side of something major to make any enemies at all, let alone the kind who want to kill someone.”

      Susan inclined her head. “Raymond’s job never seemed to stress him out. The council is technically part-time even though it didn’t always feel like it.”

      “Did he work another job?” T.J. asked.

      “Self-employed,” his widow said. “The schedule was unpredictable sometimes, so it would have been hard to have something normal. Raymond went to law school, so he did simple things like contract review.”

      “Any clients you can think of who would want to kill him?”

      “No. I don’t even think he’s done any legal work for a few months. He certainly never represented a criminal or anything. If Raymond ever went to court, it was in his official capacity for the county.”

      T.J. scribbled notes. “I have to ask,” I said, “do you know who the woman in the room was?”

      Susan’s face pinched, and she turned away. “We do now,” Paula said. “We never knew her. I have a hard time believing my dad did, either.”

      “Why?” T.J. wanted to know. “Was she shady?”

      “No. She was a teacher at some fancy private school in another district. My dad wouldn’t have been her representative. I don’t think they were aware of each other.”

      “We talked to the widower,” Susan added. “Against our lawyer’s advice, but we needed to know. He seems as surprised as we are.”

      If we took this case, I would want to chat with the man, too. We couldn’t represent him, but I also didn’t want to assume Raymond Ellicott had been the real target of the murder just because he was a politician. It made him more likely to draw someone’s ire than a teacher, but assholes killed people for all sorts of ridiculous reasons. “You mentioned no one was helping you. Is the county working the case?”

      Susan snorted. “If you call it working. They’re investigating. Have been for a week, and they have nothing.”

      “Homicide investigations can take a fair bit of time,” I said.

      “So they’ve told me.”

      “Do you know who the detective in charge is?”

      “Gonzalez,” Susan said. “A sergeant, I think. I didn’t catch his first name.”

      “I know him.” Gonzalez seemed to catch most of the investigations I worked in the county. Like Rich, he tended to be dubious on my methods until someone handed him a citation for closing a particularly difficult case. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “Are you going to help us?” Paula asked.

      “Let me see what’s out there,” I said. “I want to know what information they have and what they don’t before I commit.”

      “We’d be really grateful for anything you can do,” Susan said. Her voice cracked as she fought through a fresh wave of tears. “We buried poor Ray a couple days ago. I wanted to clear his name first, but that didn’t happen.”

      “We’ll be in touch,” I told them. The Ellicott ladies gave T.J. their relevant information and left.

      “We’re going to take the case, right?” my secretary asked. “They’re devastated.”

      “I sympathize, but I also want to know what we might be getting ourselves into. Let’s see the article you found.” T.J. emailed the link to me, and we read it on one of my much larger screens. It must have been from an early edition because the female victim was never identified by name. Raymond Ellicott and an unknown woman were found naked in a bed together, both shot in the head. The hotel seemed like the kind of place which rented rooms by the hour.

      A later piece identified the dead lady as teacher Marcy Russell and went on to say there was no DNA or other evidence to suggest the two victims went to the hotel for a tryst. Both write-ups were short on comments from county police. “You gonna talk to Gonzalez?” T.J. said.

      “I think I have to.”

      “Does he like you?”

      “At least as much as Rich does,” I said.

      “You’re in trouble, then,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Rather than surprise someone I didn’t work with terribly often, I called Gonzalez from the car as I headed toward I-83 North. Background noise told me he was also driving. “I must be in trouble if you’re calling,” he said.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you concerning your vehicle’s extended warranty.”

      He chuckled. “I get the feeling this is about to be even worse. What can I do for you?”

      “The Raymond Ellicott murder,” I said.

      “What’s your interest in it?”

      “His widow and daughter came to see me today. They’re not happy with the pace of your investigation.”

      Gonzalez’s sigh hissed through the speakers of my Audi S4. “I told them these things take time. Cops on TV can solve a murder in a few days because it’s a show. Plenty different in the real world.”

      “I tried to tell them the same thing,” I said as I waited to make a right onto President Street. After a few blocks, it would become I-83, which I could then take to the Baltimore Beltway. Gonzalez’s precinct in Towson would be around fifteen minutes away.

      “And?”

      “I think I stopped them from sullying your good name any further. They’re still not happy, though, so they want me to look into it.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “I wanted to see what you had first,” I said. “And what you didn’t have.”

      “This is a red ball,” Gonzalez said. “It always is when a councilman gets killed.”

      “This isn’t ancient Rome. I didn’t think it would happen very often.”

      “It’s the third in about a decade. Not a pattern or anything, but the county wants to take care of its own.”

      “I get it. What about the woman?”

      “We can’t find a connection between them,” Gonzalez said. “If there is one, they took care to bury it really well.”

      “You consider her as the target?” I asked.

      Gonzalez snorted. “She’s a teacher at some ritzy school. Popular, too. Got some award last year. No one’s gunning for her.”

      “Considering she got shot, it seems someone was in fact gunning for her.”

      “All right, smartass.” I grinned at the annoyance in his voice. “I guess it’s possible some parent didn’t like a grade she gave their kid, but you don’t stage a sex scene in a no-tell hotel and shoot two people over your kid’s fucking report card.”

      “It does seem a bit extreme,” I admitted.

      “Look, we dug into her, also,” Gonzalez said. “She’s a murder victim, too, even if being on the council makes Ellicott the more likely target. She’s clean. Probably can’t work at her fancy school without a regular background check.”

      “So they’re both saints.”

      “Pretty close.”

      “Must make for a shallow suspect pool.”

      “Now, you see the problem we’re having,” he said. “Victims’ families never understand. They just want whoever killed their loved one to get arrested.”

      “It happens on Law and Order,” I pointed out.

      “You’re not exactly helping.”

      A horn blared through the speakers loud enough to make me wince as I neared the merge onto the Beltway. “It sounds like you’re driving.”

      “Must be why you’re a highly paid private investigator,” he said.

      “You headed back to your office?”

      “I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Good. I’m headed your way. See you soon.”

      “Can’t wait,” he said before hanging up. I doubted the sincerity of his final words.
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        * * *

      

      I knew I would be a few minutes early, so after parking the S4, I ventured down the street for coffee. Like any good cop, Gonzalez consumed more than his share of the stuff, so I walked back with a cup for him, too. As I moved through the sliding glass doors, I smelled the scent of old coffee and felt the weight of institutional apathy. A generation ago, the off-white walls would have been yellowed by cigarette smoke. Several of the men and women milling about were probably leftovers from a bygone era . . . and maybe even kept ashtrays in a desk drawer for those late evening shifts when everyone else had already packed it in.

      The desk sergeant barely glanced up from his phone as I entered. Either he remembered me or assessed me as non-threatening. I chose to believe the former. Once in the bullpen, I navigated the maze of desks to Gonzalez’s office to find the man sitting behind his desk. It was somewhere in the middle of the spectrum between neat and chaotic. He frowned until I held up the cup. Gonzalez’s expression brightened, and he waved me in. I handed him his hot beverage, and he took a first sip without a word of thanks. “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “Thanks. Anything’s better than what’s in the pots here.”

      I dropped onto a fabric task chair which could have also served as a chiropractic torture device. “The same is true in the city. What is it about cops and the coffee they brew?”

      “We’re too consumed by our quest for justice to make a good pot.”

      I snorted. “Even your marketing people wouldn’t spit out such a line.”

      “Fine.” He took another sip. “The family came to see you, huh?”

      “They did.”

      “They figure we shoulda solved the case and arrested someone by now, I’m sure.”

      “They do.”

      “We’ve had this damn thing for a week,” Gonzalez said. “Haven’t found anything we can take action on.”

      “Then, I guess you need a fresh pair of eyes,” I suggested. “Especially ones connected to a brilliant and incisive brain.”

      “We got smart people here, too, you know.”

      “I know.” I sipped my coffee to cover the smirk. “Can you email me everything? We’re in the twenty-first century, after all.”

      “Sure. You got a dot-gov email address?”

      “I must have left it in the pocket of my jeans,” I said.

      “Looks like we’ll need to do this the old-fashioned way,” Gonzalez said with a grin. “Hope you brought a wheelbarrow.”

      “You really can’t just send it to me?”

      “New rules on sharing information.”

      “How many defense lawyers have dot-gov emails?”

      “Outside of public defenders, none,” Gonzalez said. “The difference is keeping shit from the defense is illegal. Rules of discovery and all. You’re not a lawyer.”

      “Thank goodness,” I said. “Would you believe me if I said I left my J.D. diploma in my jeans, too?”

      “Not likely.”

      I sighed. “This is why people don’t like dealing with the government. Even the MVA lets me do things online.”

      “Handing over notes from a murder investigation is a little more important than renewing your registration.”

      “I’ll be able to tell for certain once I see what you have.”

      “I’m gonna print what we have. You might as well get comfy.”

      “In this chair?” I asked. Gonzalez snickered and tapped some keys. Somewhere outside his office, a printer whirred to life and began dispensing pages. “Maybe I’ll file a complaint with the environmental people. They care about dead trees.”

      “Yeah, but no one cares about their department,” Gonzalez said. “Seriously, this is gonna be a few minutes. We got a new machine out there. Forty pages a minute or some shit, but you’ll still be sitting there a while.”

      “Lucky me.” At least I had my coffee. I checked email on my phone, found nothing of interest, and then checked again. I’d already played Wordle. I considered rediscovering my interest in Sudoku. A couple minutes later, I was back to solving number grids.

      After four puzzles of increasing difficulty, Gonzalez said, “I think it’s done. Someone needed to load more paper. Not sure how the photos turned out.”

      “Do I really need a wheelbarrow?”

      “No, but a box or two might be nice. Don’t worry, I had someone fetch a couple from the supply room. When’s the last time you bought a ream of paper?”

      “Never,” I said.

      “You’re going to owe the good people of Baltimore County one after this.”

      “Tell them to put it on my tab.” I stood and headed for the door. “Thanks for the notes.”

      “You won’t be thanking me in a minute,” Gonzalez said. “If anything new crops up, I’ll email you a way to access it.” I gave a thumbs up, left his office, and found the multifunction copier-printer in an unused cubicle about fifteen feet away. The massive volume of printouts got dumped into two Office Depot boxes. Some were placed vertically like they would be in a file box, and other stacks lay flat. Whoever dumped everything didn’t even try to organize all the printouts.

      I perched one cardboard container atop the other and made sure to walk by Gonzalez’s office on my way toward the door. “You’re a prick,” I said as I moved past.

      “Told you,” he called after me.
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        * * *

      

      As I drove back toward Baltimore, I called Gloria. “You heading out early?” she asked.

      “The opposite, actually. We might be taking a case, and I just got about a million pages of notes from Gonzalez.”

      “I guess you’ll be going over things with T.J. for a while.”

      “Probably,” I said. “We’ll order dinner at the office. Come by if you want . . . and if you don’t mind cheery talk of a double homicide.”

      “Tempting as that sounds, I think I’ll heat up some of the lasagna I toiled over for hours yesterday.”

      “Uh-huh. Your loss.”

      “Did Gonzalez really give you a ton of papers?” Gloria said.

      “Yeah. There’s some supposed new rule, and he can only email official documents to defense lawyers and anyone with a dot-gov address. I’m oh for two there.”

      “And relieved on both counts.”

      “You know it,” I said.

      “I think you’ll have a very full evening. Try not to work too late.”

      “I’ll do my best. Love you.”

      “Love you, too,” she said and ended the call. As I-83 South terminated at President Street, I dialed T.J.

      “You really needed to go in person?” she said.

      “I did.” I recounted the tale of woe regarding email addresses, vague new rules, and the strength required to heft two boxes of paper back to the car.

      “Guess you got your workout for the day. Sure you can make it up the stairs?”

      “Keep being a smartass, and I’ll make you carry a box,” I said.

      “He really gave you that much paper?”

      “Told me it was all the notes, pictures, and everything. I figured it would be quite a lot, but I didn’t expect the BCPD’s information sharing policies to date from the ‘eighties.”

      “Were you even alive in the ‘eighties?” she asked.

      “For a little less than a month, yes.” I turned onto Fleet Street. “I’m a few minutes out. Let’s get all this up to the office and try to organize it. It might take a while, but it’ll save us time later. Then, we’ll have a better idea what we’re in for.”

      “You’re buying dinner.”

      “I figured I would be.”

      “See you in a few, then.” T.J. ended the call. I pulled into the lot three minutes later. As expected, I needed to carry both boxes from my trunk up the metal steps to the office. I did it in one trip and flexed my biceps afterward. T.J. rolled her eyes.
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