
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Praise for Deadline on Arrival

	“A thrilling whodunit! I found myself turning pages late into the night, right up to its highly satisfying and humdinger of an ending. Stone's exceptional gift for storytelling and razor-sharp dialogue will make you yearn for more—and the good news is you can immediately satisfy that craving by diving into his sequel, Dangerous Inspiration.”

	Gina Vild

	Author of The Two Most Important Days,
How to Find your Purpose and Live a Happier, Healthier Life

	“I loved this book! Detective Ronan Mezini uniquely perceives the world through crossed sensory pathways. The novel blends a gripping mystery with deep explorations of justice and truth, culminating in an enticing ending that left me longing for more.”

	Louise Carter

	Communications Executive, Sydney, Australia

	“A masterwork: The type of mystery that makes headlines—with a detective so hard-boiled you can almost taste his thoughts.”

	Scott Duke Kominers

	Sarofim-Rock Professor, Harvard Business School

	“Greg Stone has a talent for bringing to life the characters of his beloved Boston, and one is quickly drawn into the world of journalists and detectives who push forward this fast-paced novel. Detective Manzini is a smart and entertaining narrator, and the story—built around a series of unsolved murders—grips you and keeps you reading. Stone, a former Boston journalist, has a talent for the everyday details and language that take a reader into his world.”

	Carlos Alvarenga

	Author of The Rules of Persuasion

	“Deadline on Arrival, Greg Stone’s new detective thriller, is a page turner that had me reading it non-stop from start to finish. Stone smoothly develops his plot, sense of place and vivid characters. Stylishly written with all the twists and turns of a master of the genre.”

	Sonia Goldenberg

	Documentary filmmaker and New York Times columnist

	
Praise for Dangerous Inspiration

	“Imagine a bunch of strangers, a secret which binds them, then follow the colours of perception and you’ll have the sort of Dangerous Inspiration Agatha Christie would have created.”

	Andrea Purgatori

	Journalist and author of Four Little Oysters

	“Dangerous Inspiration is a ‘whodunit’ that draws its roots from a different era, but takes place firmly in today's world. In fact, it's a lot like its wry and amusing protagonist. This book is smart, but not pedantic. It is observant, but it doesn't drown you in details. And it works just as well with a beer as it does with a nice cup of tea.  But don't think that means that you'll be putting it down.”

	Steve Schlozman, MD

	Author of The Zombie Autopsies

	“Gripping from the outset … a good old whodunnit!”

	Jenna Ward

	Professor at Coventry University and Director of the Art of Management & Organization

	“Ronan Mezini is a hard-boiled ex-detective who likes philosophy, Shakespeare, good red wine and complicated women.  He's trying to write a book at an artist's retreat in Vermont but gets caught up in a series of murders committed during a wild storm. Mezini likes to talk to himself, and his often hilarious soliloquies keep this whodunit moving from beginning to end.”

	F. James Pensiero

	Deputy Managing Editor (Retired), The Wall Street Journal

	“Avid mystery buffs (like myself) will instantly recognize the familiar (and beloved) tropes of Dangerous Inspiration, a classic homage to Christie and her ilk: a group of strangers summoned to an isolated location, their psychological unveiling during the ensuing mayhem, and the final denouement which reveals all. Within this construct, and with many winks to it throughout, Greg Stone has created a memorable group of quirky characters. Events quickly unfold in this action packed story with twists and turns leading to an unexpected resolution. I thoroughly enjoyed it!”

	Ina Saltz

	Professor Emeritus, The City College of New York

	Author and Content Creator, LinkedIn Learning
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To Mary, Lauren, and Jack, with all my love

	
Cast of Characters

	Ronan Mezini, a literate homicide detective gifted with synesthesia

	Staff at The Boston Observer:

	Olivia (“Ollie”) Burns, a tenacious investigative reporter

	Amy Stout, an equally persistent police reporter

	Jan Watkins, Ollie’s boss, a wounded editor

	Anika Mehta, an entertainment reporter who thinks she’s in show biz herself

	Kenny Moran, a rather “inventive” columnist

	Paul Green, the hardnosed Managing Editor

	Elias Olson, a sarcastic tech guru

	Oscar Sosa, a comical sports editor

	Nico Lyons, an intellectual business editor

	Caleb Baird, a former book reviewer

	Ollie’s Aunt Jessica

	Mezini’s Aunt Eleanor

	Troy Carr, Amy’s boyfriend, the consummate PR counselor

	Liam Terrell, an investor from Fast Accurate Complete Truth

	Aldous Denby, a private equity investor from Persephone

	Josh Salinas, an anti-media activist

	Brent Garner, an SEC attorney and Mezini’s old friend

	Michael Cronin, Cambridge Police Chief

	Dr. Jack Grimes, an expert on serial killers

	Johnny Garlowe, Mezini’s former partner on the homicide beat

	
Prologue

	I have always had a complicated relationship with my so-called life. For all of my thirty years, I have had a condition called synesthesia, which makes the senses cross over. (That’s a tough word, I know. It’s pronounced sin-es-THEE-zia.) In some ways I can “see” sounds with my eyes. For instance, when I hear an annoying person speak, his voice might appear to me as a red, jagged ray of light. On the other hand, a smooth Mozart melody looks like an inviting, blue river. Sometimes I experience words as flavors, or numbers as various colors.

	It’s like living in a movie with special effects all day long, kind of a multimedia mélange. I was pretty moody as a kid. Once word got around about my, uh, differences, my classmates mocked me and often treated me like a freak.

	As you might guess, I had trouble in school. By the way, I grew up in the northern part of Cambridge in Massachusetts, close to Harvard on the map, but in other respects as far away as Mozambique. I was always a voracious reader, but I’d often brood in my own private realm with architecture of my own creation. In math class, thanks to my synesthesia, I would readily see equations in swirling graphics in front of me, but coming up with the correct answer to a simple algebra problem was practically impossible. If I had gone to the school nurse, she would have probably had me committed as psychotic.

	One day in fourth grade a teacher named George Christo asked me to explain the Declaration of Independence, and I said it reminded me of a ham sandwich with spicy dressing. Displaying the sadism that was prevalent at the time in parochial schools, he taunted me. “Do you realize that you’re a flake?” he said. His words were doubly scary because he was built like a linebacker.

	When the kids laughed, Christo just stood there smiling. And so it came to pass that “Flake” became my nickname.

	One day three older kids cornered me in the hallway. “Hey, weirdo,” one of them said. “What color are these fists? Do they look purple to you?” Then he backhanded me across the face. I wriggled free and tried to elbow him under his chin. That just made him angry. All three of them punched me in the gut, in the eyes, everywhere. I almost blacked out.

	Oddly, it was Christo who rescued me. He threw the kids on the floor and told them to get up and wait for him in his office. I don’t know if he congratulated them or punished them. After this, he suddenly had greater respect for me. “At  least you tried to fight back, Flake Boy,” he said.

	An English teacher in high school, kind old Richard Baker, was the only one who understood me. He encouraged me to use my “visions,” as he called them, for inspiration. “You’re a born writer,” he’d say. I try to keep his words in mind to nullify the thousands of insults from other adults and kids who called me weird, crazy, or just plain stupid. Unfortunately, college was never part of my vocabulary. I just assumed that I’d never be able to stop brooding long enough to study in a disciplined way.

	Writing has always been especially tough for me. Bear in mind that you can create just about every piece of music from 88 keys on the piano, and that’s hard enough. But writing is another challenge altogether. The English language has some 170,000 words, though most people use only 10,000 to 40,000 of them in their lifetimes. The choices are overwhelming. It doesn’t take much to turn genius into drivel.

	I should have mentioned that my name is Ronan Mezini, known as “Mez” to my friends. I’m a homicide detective in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

	My family may have been uneducated, but they were brilliant. My dad’s family was Albanian and Italian, and my mom’s was Irish. There were no college grads in the house though there were plenty of books. As you’ll notice, I pepper my remarks with a lot of cultural references. I’m not showing off. It’s just the way I think. Like Lincoln, I educated myself simply by reading. Books never insulted me, unlike many people I knew.

	I think of my synesthesia as a gift rather than a disorder, sort of a low-level superpower. I’m in good company. Many famous people, living and dead, have had the condition, among them Marilyn Monroe, Einstein, Van Gogh, Beyoncé, Stevie Wonder, and Billy Joel. Even Beethoven, whose music has kept me sane in many ways. He said that the key of D minor was orange and B minor was black. In a strange way, I can see what he meant.

	Even with my, uh, eccentric mind, I promise to be a reliable narrator. I may be subjective—aren’t we all?—but I swear I’m accurate. All the information you’re about to read came from characters I came to know quite well as a detective.

	Nothing I had experienced before could have prepared me for this situation.

	As Henry James might have said, we’ll turn the screw one more time as we start a bizarre and inexplicable story.
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	Blood and Pressure

	Present Day, May

	It was late afternoon in the newsroom at The Boston Observer, the city’s leading newspaper. Sitting at her desk in the investigative unit’s office, Ollie Burns heard a forceful knock on her closed door. “Come see me,” editor Paul Green shouted, as he walked away. His strident voice trailed behind him. She could see him receding through the small glass window in her door.

	Ollie sighed, logged out of her computer and closed the door—standard procedure at the I-Desk to foil prying eyes. As she crossed the newsroom to Paul’s office, she reacted to the curious glances of her coworkers in their cubicles with an eye roll. Though the number of writers and editors had dwindled because of the downturn in the journalism business, she still felt the impact of the stares from the remaining thirty or so colleagues.

	It was 4:00 PM and reporters were frantically typing, struggling to generate accurate copy with enough flair to hold the readers’ interest. Many of them were mumbling to themselves, trying to craft their stories out loud. It's a challenge to write creatively while staying within the four walls of the facts. Not an easy task, yet reporters do it several times a day.

	It was a safe bet that Paul Green would be belligerent, and probably for no reason, Ollie thought. She reminded herself that her team had won two Pulitzers in recent years. One for a series on sexual assaults by high school guidance counselors, and another about accidents with assault rifles at gun shows—one causing the death of a child.

	Ollie was about 5' 9'', with long limbs. She was all vertical lines, yet her face was as round as an apple. That, coupled with ginger hair and freckles radiated innocence, an impression undercut by expressionless blue eyes.

	Though most of the reporters at The Observer avoided Paul, Ollie enjoyed jousting with him. He ruled by intimidation, and she respected that, to a point. As deadlines approached and tensions rose, his immediate reaction was to yell. At high volume. In between sneezes, that is. He was allergic to just about everything—dust, pollen, mold—and he had never heard of the elbow cough. He snorted into his palm instead and constantly sniffled. He always kept an abundant supply of tissues in his pockets, just in case.

	He claimed he was willing to listen. But whenever reporters suggested a new idea or had the audacity to disagree with him, he’d shut them down immediately. He was a Republican in a liberal business and prided himself on trying to keep the news neutral, at least within the margins of his very subjective notion of objectivity.

	Paul’s favorite expressions were “C’mawn,” meant as a motivator, or “How can you hate life?” on the rare occasions when he was satisfied. He had been, in his day, a good police reporter. It had been a long time since he ventured out onto the street to create a story from scratch. It was much easier to stay inside, bark at the staff, and scare everyone into submission.

	What is it now? Ollie wondered, as she headed to his office. Her recent story about sleazy money managers brought in more comments than a supermarket selling rotten turkeys at Thanksgiving. What does he expect? A daily blockbuster? That jerk never did an investigative piece in his life. Ease up, girl, she said to herself. You’re overheating.

	“You rang?” Ollie asked flippantly as she stood at the threshold of Paul’s office, which had a glass wall overlooking the newsroom.

	“Close the door and sit down,” he commanded.

	“Aye, aye, Chief,” she said as she complied.

	“Don’t call me Chief. Burns, do you have any idea why I called you in?”

	“To offer me a raise and an extra two weeks of vacation?”

	“Not funny. I want to discuss my expectations. Do you know what distinguishes an I-Desk story from a normal one?”

	“Something you like to read,” she joked with a calculated sneer. Jousting was the best policy with a wild animal, she thought.

	“Uncovering substantial wrongdoing. That’s what makes the I-Desk special.” He repeated, “Uncovering substantial wrongdoing. That’s what wins awards.”

	“And haven’t we done that?” Ollie asked, in as neutral a manner as possible.

	“Singles, doubles, no home runs, lately.” He thrust his chin forward, as he always did whenever he fell into his default mode as a bully.

	Ollie wasn’t having it. “Are you kidding me? What about the article about the corrupt brokers? Remember that guy who said, ‘You have to churn and burn to earn?’ He and his team were buying and selling stocks left and right on behalf of the clients, just to generate commissions—”

	“That story affected very few people, and only rich ones at that. I want something that hits everybody.”

	Ollie just stared at him, the best way to counter his aggression. She even tilted her head back so her chin would stick out, mimicking his posture.

	“Why the fuck are you staring at me, Burns? Do you think that’s going to calm me down?”

	She got up and started to walk out.

	“Sit down,” he yelled. Then, realizing he had gone too far, he added, “Please.”

	Again, she complied and sat down stiffly. “Don’t bark at me like a rabid dog, Paul.”

	“I’m saying,” he said with enforced calm, “that the I-Desk is famous for sledgehammer stories. And you’re supposed to be the most aggressive reporter on the team. Just make sure the next story will be the main topic of conversation all around the city.”

	“That’s like telling a chef to make the most delicious meal ever. Why are you talking to me about this, anyway? Why not Jan?” She was referring to her boss, Jan Watkins. “This is what I’d call a ‘skip-level’ review.”

	“I’ll speak to her too, don’t worry,” he said as she turned away.

	Walking back to her desk, Ollie could feel anger simmering, rattling the lid of her control. Thanks to the new “open” design in the newsroom, which the staff hated, the partitions on the cubicles were just 18 inches higher than the desks. Not much visual privacy, and even less noise protection. No doubt this was some consultant’s idea, designed to encourage collaboration, she thought.

	Knowing that all eyes and ears were upon her, Ollie turned around, and went back into Paul’s office. She left the door open on purpose. He was typing with his glasses down on his nose. He looked over the top of the screen as if he had been expecting her. “Once this next story runs, you should give me a fucking raise, asshole,” she shouted.

	“The I-Desk should be called ‘the Bureau of Great Expectations,”’ she screamed, “with this ridiculous pressure. Why don’t you try doing some reporting sometime? You probably forgot what it’s like.”

	When she finally stormed out, Paul smiled.

	He was as short and chubby as Ollie was tall and thin, with puffy cheeks and a generous belly that he vainly tried to conceal under baggy shirts. He usually wore battered khakis or navy chinos that hung loosely on his legs. So-called relaxed fit, no doubt. He scurried around the newsroom on the balls of his feet, as if ready to pounce at any moment. At the same time, he swung his arms like pistons.

	Back at her desk, Ollie channeled her frustration into polishing the newest article. She was struggling with the copy when her phone rang. Recognizing the number, she shook her head in frustration. This is all I need, she said to herself. Julie Hoover, the paper’s lawyer, the bitchy queen who always played the game of stump the reporter.

	“Hi, Ollie, how ya doin’?”

	“Fine,” Ollie said brusquely.

	Julie had a nasal voice and a New York accent that felt like acid dripping onto the eardrums. On the surface, her diction could be confused with Boston’s defiled version of English. But the differences between a New England and a New York accent were clear to those who knew. Maybe you had to grow up in one area and live in the other to really learn the distinction, Ollie thought.

	For instance, Julie would pronounce the word s-t-a-r as “sta” in a way that rhymed with “ma” or “pa”, but the Observer’s readers would say “staaaah” while exhaling and making the “r” disappear altogether, as in “aaaah.”

	In any case, Julie was the I-Desk’s nemesis because she flaunted her veto authority and delighted in humiliating reporters as she pored over their copy in search of potentially libelous statements.

	“Did you really look at the rec-uds from 500 hip surgeries?” Julie asked. Here we go, Ollie said to herself. Maybe I can distract her.

	“It was actually 478,” she said, trying to stay neutral.

	“Then that’s a factual error,” Julie said, pronouncing the word “err-ah”. “You shoulda caught that.”

	“We can easily change it to ‘nearly 500.’” Good move, concede something, Ollie thought.

	“It’s still a factual err-ah,” Julie insisted. “It’s wrong.”

	“I know that, Julie. We can easily change it.”

	“I’m not feeling confident about ya’ reporting on this.”

	“What other changes do you have?”

	“How do you know that 67 patients got sick?”

	“We’ve been over and over this,” Ollie said. “The advocates group gave us access to the medical records and we saw—”

	“Do you have signed consent forms from the patients?” Julie asked.

	“We’re using the records anonymously. But don’t worry. The patients signed over their rights to the advocacy group. You know that. Check the release forms I sent,” Ollie was increasingly exasperated but knew that showing it would be counterproductive.

	“How do you know that the salesman was actually in so many operating rooms?”

	“Because our sources told us he was like a fixture in the OR.” And so it went, for an hour or more. At the end of the conversation, Julie said “Okay,” and Ollie knew that was her version of saying “publish it.”

	When Paul read the copy (and he was always the last one to see their work), he nodded. That was a ringing endorsement. “Make the next one better,” he said.

	It was the lead story:

	

	I-Desk Report

	Are You Safe in Surgery?

	Who’s Behind the Masks?

	By Ollie Burns and the I-Desk

	With research by Pat Cole

This vicious bacterium has a waxy coating. First discovered in 1882, it causes one of the world’s deadliest diseases. It’s found in all 50 states and it’s still raging. It is spread through coughing, sneezing, shouting, or even singing. Most often it attacks the lungs, but it can also wreak havoc on the kidneys, spine, or brain. We’re talking about tuberculosis, commonly known as TB.

	A medical device salesman named Alec Moore was infected, unbeknownst to several local hospitals which routinely invited him into operating rooms where he “advised” surgeons on new ball-and-socket hip replacement parts sold by his employer, Analog Joints. With the help of several confidential sources, we analyzed records from nearly 500 hip surgeries that Moore attended over the past five years. We discovered that 67 of the patients who had been healthy beforehand contracted TB after the operations.

	Craig Sawyer, whose father perished from the disease following an otherwise routine hip replacement, lays the blame at Moore’s feet: “We had no idea he was in the room. We can’t understand why the hospital would allow an infected person to come so close to our dad.”

	When patients are wheeled into the OR, they often see a group of masked personnel. It’s hard to tell who’s who. Yet device salespeople are often there, especially in orthopedics. Manufacturers claim they often know more than the surgeons about the mechanics of the artificial joints, and they acknowledge that they even help set up equipment in pre-dawn hours. The sales personnel train on cadavers, or on anatomical models called “sawbones” in the industry.

	A spokesperson for Moore’s company, Analog Joints, said, “Our salespeople are vetted very carefully. They are familiar with proper procedures and are quite skilled.”

	But are they tested for infectious diseases? The spokesperson declined to say.

	Critics say the salespeople spend a lot of time in the OR only to sell products and to convince surgeons to perform more operations. “They bribe, cajole, and charm the doctors,” says Alice Roth, from the Surgical Patients’ Safety Group. “Even the highest paid doctors are susceptible to freebies, which range from golf bags at the low end to all-expenses-paid trips to luxury resorts at the high end.”

	Often hired for their looks, the salespeople learn how to ingratiate themselves with the doctors. (There are even consultants who teach salespeople how to get into ORs without an invitation.)

	“You can always spot the device reps in the waiting room,” said attorney Mitch Yates, who represents several infected patients. “They all look like models, and they’re dressed like they stepped out of the pages of GQ or Vogue.”
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	Beginnings

	A Few Decades Ago

	Her father russ always wanted a boy. She thought that was why he called her Ollie instead of Olivia. She barely remembered her mom, who passed away from cancer when Ollie was four. Her dad raised her as well as he could, with the help of his widowed older sister Jessie who had no kids of her own.

	Russ learned how to cook, and together he and Ollie would save recipes that scored high on two key criteria: ease of preparation and great taste. Their favorite was pasta with whatever vegetables were on hand. It was quick and satisfying, especially with a bit of black pepper.

	Russ Burns was a plainclothes detective in Boston. Ollie loved to ride around in his unmarked car. They’d cruise through their neighborhood in Jamaica Plain, AKA JP, a part of Boston that was then primarily working class. Centre Street (and note the quirky, British spelling) runs through JP like a spine. The architecture is mixed, with ramshackle two-families on some blocks and Victorian mansions on others. Along the so-called Riverway that hugs the Emerald Necklace Park designed by Frederick Olmstead, of Central Park fame, huge estates seem to strut their style as the traffic snakes through the sinuous road. Around the turn of the 20th century, wealthy families from the fancy Beacon Hill neighborhood in Boston used the mansions as summer houses and weekend retreats, and they’d take the six-mile trip in horse-drawn carriages.

	Ollie prided herself on her urban roots. She still lived in her childhood home, two blocks off Centre Street. It was an elegant house, with great curb appeal, as the real estate brokers would say. A turret ran from the first floor to the attic. The siding was painted a tasteful crimson. The windows were fringed with white gingerbread trim in scalloped patterns.

	When she was young she loved to climb a ladder and touch up the trim with an artist’s brush. Her Aunt Jessie watched with trepidation as Ollie stood thirty feet up on tiptoes on the top step of the ladder to work on the woodwork on the third floor, while her dad just chuckled. He knew she wouldn’t fall and so did she.

	Her rescue dog Happy, a mutt who was probably a mix of poodle and bichon, looked up at her from the lawn and seemed to be concerned about her. He was her pet and he slept with her every night. “It’s okay, Haps,” she said from up high. “Don’t worry, boy. I won’t fall on you.”

	At 13, Ollie took the admissions test and sailed into Boston Latin, a selective high school boasting celebrated alumni like Sam Adams and Ralph Waldo Emerson. “Latin,” founded in 1635, is one year older than Harvard. Rumor has it that the university was established so the high school students would have somewhere to go after graduation.

	When the time came to write her personal statement for college applications, she wasn’t sure what to say. She wanted to describe her dad, but feared that she’d get the reaction “Wow, your father sounds fascinating, but what about you?” She didn’t want to be maudlin either. Yet when she sat down to write, she couldn’t get more than a car-length from the man she called Pa.

	Here’s what she wrote:

	My Pa Russ was a plainclothes detective in Boston. When he would come home from work, I would run out of the kitchen to greet him and skid to a halt on the worn parquet floor in the living room. I had to pretend there was a force field around Pa, with a radius of about five feet. If I tried to get too close, he’d pretend to zap me. He wanted to make sure he had time to take off his holster and hang it on a hook high on the hall tree, far beyond my reach. This was his way of keeping me safe.

	One day I penetrated the force field and grabbed his leg before he went through the routine. That’s the only time he ever hit me. He wacked me hard on my forearm and left a red mark that quickly turned into a bruise. Then he burst into tears that frightened me so much that I ended up comforting him. He was a very gentle man and I think he felt badly about that incident for the rest of his short life.

	He carried an old Smith and Wesson on duty because it was traditional, I guess. He also had a Sig Sauer 228, the first compact pistol ever made, but he kept it on a high shelf in the closet. It was too “modern” for him.

	Pa had never fired his gun in the line of duty, not once in 20 years on the police force. Apparently, that’s fairly common. Contrary to what you see on TV, cops rarely engage in shooting matches with suspects.

	That all changed one day toward the end of my freshman year at Boston Latin. I was just 14. I came home from school and let myself in, as always. Aunt Jessie was out shopping. As soon as I walked through the door, I smelled a stranger. A distinctive odor like stale socks. Then I heard a man’s deep, scratchy voice coming from around the corner in the dining room: “You don’t know me, but your dad does.”

	The next thing I knew a big guy who blinked more than any other person I’ve ever met came into the foyer and aimed a gun at my head. He told me that we were going to wait quietly until my dad came home. It was the longest three hours of my life. He was stocky, and unshaven, with unruly sandy blond hair. His baggy sweatshirt billowed over torn jeans. At one point I asked if I could go to the bathroom. He walked me over and made me leave the door open. Just then we heard Pa coming in.

	“Ollie?” my dad called. “In here, Russman,” I answered. He could tell right away something was wrong because I called him by that nickname, our code for a crisis. By the time he walked over to the bathroom door the stranger had yanked me out. He stood behind me, with his left arm around my neck, and his right hand holding the gun that was pointed at my head. I could barely move because my underwear was down around my ankles.

	I knew my father was thinking that the stranger had raped me. I tried to speak to reassure him, but the guy told me to shut up and pressed the gun barrel into my temple with such force that it pushed my neck sideways at a painful angle.

	Pa slowly pulled his .38 out of the holster and pointed it toward the intruder. Pa’s dark eyes showed no emotion. “Hello, Baby G. What’s the game here?” he asked with little inflection.

	“Nobody calls me that anymore,” he said.

	“You’ll always be Baby G to me. But you’ll be a dead baby if you don’t let go of my daughter right now.” He said it quietly but with snarling emphasis.

	“No chance, man. You gotta pay for sending me up. Time for retribution.”

	“Big word, Baby G,” Dad said. “Did you finally learn how to read?”

	The dialogue went back and forth like that for a while. I knew Pa was just buying time and trying to rattle the gunman. He had always told me to stay still and quiet if something like this ever happened. I tried to follow his instructions. But I couldn’t.

	I took a deep breath, elbowed Baby G in the gut as hard as I could, and ducked away from his gun. He aimed it toward my dad as he staggered and pulled the trigger almost reflexively. The two men shot one another in the head, and both fell onto the hardwood floor. Death came quickly to each of them.

	Aunt Jessie promptly took over. She stepped in as a substitute mom and made Ollie stay with her at her nearby home during the funeral. Aunt Jessie did her best to create a sense of normality, as fragile as it may have been, and insisted that Ollie return to school. When the cops were done with the crime scene, Jessie made it the first order of business to remove all physical traces of the murder, starting with the blood stains on the floor. She got down on her hands and wobbly knees and scrubbed the parquet with cleanser, sanded it by hand, and applied two new coats of polyurethane. When that work was done, she brought Ollie back to the home where she grew up and moved in herself. The intense smell of the varnish lingered for weeks but neither of them minded. It seemed to represent renewal, or at least perseverance. After that, the aroma of the cookies and pies Jessie always baked filled the house.

	Jessie shepherded Ollie through the rigors of Boston Latin, where the competition was brutal. The school was, and is, a collection of some of the brightest kids in the city.

	Whenever she suffered any doubt, she’d think of the compassion in her Aunt Jessie’s brilliant blue eyes that almost looked iridescent, especially against her weathered, pale Irish skin. Jessie would joke that a new wrinkle appeared every year after she turned 35. Ollie would swat the comment away with a smile but had to admit that there was truth in her words.

	Ollie was a top student and her guidance counselor encouraged her to apply to the Ivies, especially since she had such a “powerful narrative.” Ollie liked Brown University best of all because there were no required courses and students were able to design their own majors. Plus, there was something cozy about Providence, Rhode Island, where the school is located. It’s a small city, especially compared to Boston, nestled in the smallest state of all. An added benefit was that it was only an hour or so away from home and the comforts of her beloved Aunt Jessie.

	Ollie applied early acceptance and was overjoyed when she got in, with a full scholarship no less. That meant the arduous application process was wrapped up in a bow by Christmas of her senior year.

	The next September Aunt Jessie drove down with her to Providence during freshmen week and helped her settle in. There was still a touch of summer, and the heat and humidity made them sweat as they lugged Ollie’s boxes up to her third-floor double room. The dorm had a brick exterior and sat on the perimeter of a quad dominated by several red maple trees. Ollie was asking herself whether she belonged there, especially after meeting her roommate, who wore a pleated skirt and introduced herself as Harper Cain. “I’m from Shaker Heights,” she said.

	“Where’s that?” Ollie asked.

	“A Cleveland burb,” she answered.

	“I’ll bet it’s a fancy place,” Ollie said.

	Harper shrugged and muttered, “To tell you the truth, our house is one of the smaller ones on the street. It’s only 3,500 square feet.”

	“Did you go to private school?”

	“Yeah, The Laurel School. What about you?”

	“Boston Latin.”

	“That’s hard to get into, isn’t it?”

	“I guess I test well,” Ollie answered.

	“What are you planning to concentrate in?” Harper asked.

	“You mean what I’m going to major in? That word concentrate seems odd to me.”

	“I guess you’ll have to get used to a new vocabulary. As for me, I’m planning to concentrate in folklore.”

	“I guess you’ll be reading a lot of Grimm’s Fairy Tales,” Ollie said. Harper chuckled but wasn’t sure whether Ollie was kidding or just snarky.

	When Harper left the room to register, Aunt Jessie lectured Ollie about minding her manners. “I know, Auntie. I’ll be nice, don’t worry. I guess I’m a bit nervous. Maybe it’s that preppy look that set me off.”

	“She seemed like a nice kid, so give her a chance,” Aunt Jessie said. She immediately took over and put contact paper in the drawers of the dresser, mopped the floors, and left a small vacuum cleaner she had bought for the occasion. When it was time to leave, she had tears in her eyes and told Ollie to pretend she was going to school in California and not to come home until Thanksgiving. Ollie knew she didn’t really mean it, so she made sure to take the train up to Boston once a month or so. The visits cheered them both up.

	Ollie especially enjoyed cuddling with their rescue dog Happy, because he was in the final stages of a terminal illness. He died in her arms when she came home for freshman summer.

	Aunt Jessie passed the next year. Ollie never knew that her aunt had a congenital heart defect that frequently caused arrhythmia. She kept the problem to herself, figuring that her niece had experienced enough trauma already. One day her heart just failed. The neighbors found her on the front porch.

	Afterwards, Ollie was terrified because she had no family left in the world. Her dad had no other relatives and she had long lost touch with her mom’s extended family.

	Mostly she kept her distance from her Brown classmates, many of whom were suburban kids who seemed either overly intellectual or completely immature, or both. What did they know about life, she thought. Then she’d chastise herself for judging them. Not their fault that they were sheltered. In a way, she envied them. She got along much better with the students who came from poorer families.

	Ollie had a distant, if cordial, relationship with her roommate Harper. When Harper went to class, Ollie would look through her closet and at once admire and mock the wardrobe. Harper had told her, with only a small degree of irony, that she allowed only wool, cotton, or silk to come into contact with her skin.

	“Does that mean that you’re actually allergic to polyester or rayon?” Ollie asked.

	“I suppose so,” Harper said, chuckling. “Along with wine with screw-off tops.”

	“You can’t be serious,” Ollie said.

	“My dad has a strict set of rules for behavior,” Harper said.

	“My dad had rules too,” she said. “I was never allowed to touch his gun or say anything racist.” Ollie felt that this exchange summed up the difference in their worldviews.

	Somehow, the two roommates found some semblance of common ground so they stayed together for all four years of college. Ollie admired Harper’s intellect, and Harper conceded that Ollie was the better writer. She’d often ask her to edit her papers and had to admit that her comments were helpful. Then again, some of the things Harper said were just so “gauche,” a term she learned to use. One day, for instance, she told Ollie that it was wonderful that a place like Brown would admit a cop’s daughter.

	At the same time the open curriculum at Brown, with few course requirements, appealed to Ollie. She invented her own major in criminology and pursued several research projects with the Providence Police Department. When she told the beat cops she was a detective’s daughter, they accepted her right away. She wrote her senior thesis about women who deliver babies in prison, with a focus on the plight of the children, who are often put up for adoption shortly after birth. She wrote eloquently and wove poignant interviews with the moms into the demographic data.

	To neutralize the intensity of criminology, she minored in art history by looking at beautiful paintings and sculptures.

	Ollie naturally gravitated toward the more “diverse” kids—another word whose nuances she came to understand. Her closest friends tended to be either from abroad, or from inner cities. Yet she tended to be a lone wolf for the most part. She didn’t have any partners because the college boys seemed immature. They were midway through the metamorphosis process, just beyond the larval stage, she thought.

	After graduation she thought about joining the police force, but instinctively shied away from any job that required a uniform. That would be too confining and regimented
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