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          A C.T. FERGUSON CRIME NOVEL (#10)

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat in my car on Fell Street a couple hundred yards from The Inn at Henderson’s Wharf. It was a boutique hotel in the historic section. Shops and salons dotted both sides of the cobblestoned streets. My quarry was due to come out any minute. Reaching him at his office would be difficult with all the security he paid for.

      It took me a while to track him here, but I found him. Peter Hudson was a wealthy middle-aged executive who flouted his opulence in all the predictable ways. This included keeping a mistress on the side. He eschewed cliché in as much as his lover was someone else’s secretary, and I watched her leave for the office ten minutes ago. Hudson’s wife filed for divorce a month prior, and he dodged all her attempts to serve him with papers. She turned to me, and I soon discovered his room at the hotel charged to the company card of one of his low-level employees.

      Hudson still drove to his office in Baltimore’s World Trade Center, and the building’s guards could keep me from reaching him. Here, he had no retinue protecting him. The February chill pressed in on me, and I fired up my Audi S4’s engine again to get some heat running through the cabin. A couple minutes later, Hudson strolled through the sliding double doors.

      I killed the motor, climbed out of the car, and hustled down Fell Street. The apartment building I lived in upon my return to Baltimore sat across the street from the hotel. Between them, a large gated lot offered plenty of parking. Henderson’s Wharf guests received a card to open the gate. Hudson slid his into the reader. The gears spun and whirred, and the gate began its slow slide. Hudson walked through, apparently oblivious to me slipping in behind him. I took the envelope holding divorce papers from my coat pocket.

      His fancy car awaited about a hundred yards ahead. I pulled even with him. “Good morning, Mister Hudson.”

      He stopped and turned to me with wide eyes. “Who the hell are you?”

      I held the envelope out, then pushed it into his chest when he showed no intention to take it. “Someone who enjoys serving papers to assholes.”

      He snatched the envelope away and glanced at his expensive gray wool coat. It remained unmarred. “You touched me. I could have you charged with assault.”

      “You could,” I said. “If you do, though, I’m going to knock you on your ass.” He frowned. “I believe in earning my charges.”

      “The bitch paid you, huh?” I didn’t dignify his question with a response. “How’d you find me?”

      “I’m smarter than you.”

      “You think so?” he said.

      “I know better than to pair a silver tie with a black shirt and black suit,” I said. “You look like you work for the Raiders.”

      “This suit cost three thousand dollars.” He sneered and glared at my clothes. The coat hid my sweater, but my jeans and tennis shoes were on full display. “Why don’t you take the money my bitch of a wife is paying you and go to a real clothing store?”

      This marked the second time he insulted his wife, a lady who didn’t deserve his adultery or scorn. I wouldn’t tolerate a third. “Why don’t you quit while you’re only slightly behind and get out of here? I’m sure your paramour will soon be wondering why you’re not in the office.”

      Hudson drew his fist back. I flinched and raised my left arm. He stopped. “Jesus, you’re jumpy.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “too much coffee waiting for you.” I felt my heart beating faster in my chest. Despite my best efforts to stare conflict in the face, it made me recoil ever since I got shot almost four months ago. “Make sure you and your fancy car show up in court. I’d hate to have to drag you and your three-thousand dollar suit in front of a judge.”

      This time, Hudson took a swing at me. After the initial panic of a moment ago, however, I was ready. I grabbed his wrist, spun him into a hammerlock, and marched him to his new Maserati sedan. Once we reached the expensive car, I shoved him against the side of it. I hoped it would leave a dent. “Three reasons you’re an asshole. Your suit, paying full freight for an Italian car, and the way you refer to your wife. Do it again, and I’ll put your head through the window. We clear?”

      He wriggled but couldn’t get free. “Yeah . . . yeah, sure. Let go of me!” I clamped the hold down for a couple seconds before releasing him. Hudson turned back around with anger flashing in his brown eyes. He didn’t make a move, though. I flinched only the first time, and I figured he knew he missed his chance.

      “Might want to fix your suit,” I said, pointing to the wrinkles on his pants from our little tussle. “Hope you have a five-hundred-dollar iron.” While he seethed against the door of his overpriced car, I turned and left the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      From the boutique hotel, I drove to my home in the Federal Hill neighborhood of Baltimore. I steered into the alley and pulled onto the parking pad behind my house. I left the S4 next to a red Mercedes AMG coupe shaped and colored like a rocket. My girlfriend Gloria Reading drove the car, and it was one of the few I liked driving more than my own.

      “Morning,” she said as I walked in through the rear door. Light coming in the windows danced in her chestnut hair. Even in the dark, though, my pulse always hopped a little whenever I saw her. Gloria stood from her breakfast and planted a lingering kiss on me.

      She returned to the table while I remained in the kitchen. Every day we spend together—which is most of them—I wake up before Gloria. When I have coffee and breakfast humming along, she wanders downstairs to join me. This morning, I was out the door early to catch Hudson at the hotel, so I left a few bagels on the counter.

      Having already enjoyed a toasted whole wheat model, I grabbed a yogurt from the fridge, poured another mug of java, and joined Gloria at my small table. “How’d it go?” she asked.

      “Fine. Guys like Hudson fold pretty easily without their security details to make them feel big and powerful.”

      Gloria eyed me over her mug. “He didn’t give you any trouble?”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” I said.

      “So he didn’t get physical with you?”

      I fortified myself with a sip of coffee before answering. “He did.”

      When I didn’t elaborate, Gloria had to follow up. “And?”

      “I handled it,” I said.

      “You didn’t shrink back?”

      It took me a few seconds—and some more caffeine—to muster a response. “I did at first.” I shrugged. “It turned out all right.”

      “This time,” she said. “It’s not the first instance, though.”

      “I know you’re worried about me. I appreciate it . . . but I’m fine. I’ll figure it out.”

      Gloria’s neutral expression showed me she remained unconvinced. I couldn’t blame her. I didn’t even manage to persuade myself. Ever since I took two bullets, this remained the most challenging part of my recuperation. My stamina was mostly back, and my physical recovery went well. Mentally, however, I was still sorting some things out. Gloria, who slept beside me most nights, knew better than most. “I think you rushed yourself back to work,” she said.

      “Maybe.” She probably had a point, but I needed to re-establish my PI business once my parents severed the financial backing of their foundation. “I’m pulling jobs, though. They keep me occupied. I’ll get it all sorted out.”

      “I sure hope so,” Gloria said. She paused the inquisition long enough to enjoy a few dainty nibbles of her bagel. What I could devour in a dozen bites, Gloria needed three times as many. When we ate together, I always finished first. “Have you talked to your parents recently?”

      “For my father’s birthday a couple weeks ago. We Skyped.”

      Gloria grinned. “I remember because I was on the call, too. Not since then?” I shook my head. “Why not?”

      “Nothing to talk about,” I said.

      “Maybe you could explain what’s been happening. They might reconsider the split.”

      “They won’t.” And I wouldn’t beg them to. They’d made their decision, and so had I.

      “You’re all stubborn,” Gloria said.

      “Just part of my charm.” I added a wink.

      Gloria’s lips turned up slightly. “You’re lucky I love you.”

      I was, and I knew it.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, I took my other car to the new office. The vehicle would win no awards for its looks. It was a late-‘eighties Chevy Caprice in a couple different shades of blue. I snagged it from a chop shop owner who put in a newer engine and added fortifications against common handgun fire. Most importantly, it looked like the kind of car an honest hard-working private investigator would drive.

      I still needed to make up some ground on both of those fronts.

      Before I got shot, I rented an office in the CareFirst Building, a blandly-named tower in Canton Square. They’d been itching to get rid of me and move a doctor in, and when they did, I found a new space. I occupied the floor above an auto body shop in Fells Point. It was far from ideal, but it worked, and I needed to be able to pay for it myself.

      I parked in the lot, leaving the Caprice among its battered automotive cousins, and walked in the front entrance. A door ahead led into the shop. I took the stairs to the right, unlocked my office, and went inside. Manny, the owner, told me it had been a two-room apartment before he decided to rent it commercially. The smaller portion served as a waiting area. To date, very few people used it for its intended purpose.

      Shortly after I arrived, a man in a cheap suit came in. It was the kind of suit which looks fine from across a room, but the illusion cracks up close. I never understood why people didn’t just wait for sales on the good stuff. Then, I remembered I might need to rummage around in the bargain bin more than I used to.

      The joys of being fully self-employed.

      He sat in a guest chair on the other side of my desk and set his briefcase beside him. Whatever passed for decorating was still a work in progress. I had my trusty computer, three monitors, the same number of chairs, a coffee maker, fridge, and a movie poster for The Maltese Falcon. In case anyone missed my occupation on the door, the large placard would clue them in. This fellow looked around, frowning in silent disapproval, before fixing his gaze on me. He was slender and wore glasses too big for his face. Whoever let him buy the suit must’ve also accompanied him to the optometrist. “I’m Elliot Allen.”

      I nodded but didn’t answer. My name was on the door. Introductions seemed superfluous.

      “I’m with the local branch of Countrywide Insurance,” he continued. I bobbed my head again—after all, I knew this from the appointment he created via my online calendar. “Our client in this case is Good Samaritan Hospital.” No nod this time. Gotta keep them guessing. Allen’s brows knitted. “Have you worked many insurance cases, Mister Ferguson?”

      “A couple,” I said, which constituted two more than the actual number. “I focused on individual clients until the end of last year.”

      “Do you have an issue working for a company?”

      “It would depend on the company.”

      Allen picked up his briefcase and popped the locks. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and sniffed. “Why don’t I tell you what this is about?”

      “Why don’t you?” I said. What the hell else were we doing here? I wondered how many times Allen got stuffed into a locker in high school. If I had one handy, I might’ve tried it, too.

      He dropped a manila folder on the desktop. Someone wrote the name Stanton, Charles on its tab with a black marker. “This man is a nurse at Good Sam. He’s worked there over fifteen years. A couple months ago, he claims he hurt his back lifting an especially heavy patient. He filed for workman’s comp, of course.”

      I put my hand on the file but didn’t open it. “Seems pretty standard so far.”

      “If it ended there,” Allen said, “it would be. Mister Stanton hasn’t returned to work yet. He claims he’s still injured.”

      “Your client is a hospital,” I said. “They should be able to verify an injury.”

      “It’s more difficult with the back. Mister Stanton could have an older injury which doesn’t affect his ability to work or quality of life.” I noted the order in which Allen listed those. “It could still appear on an MRI.”

      “You want me to see if he’s faking it.”

      “Precisely. Observe him for a couple days, see what he does, and send me a report.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “You know I’m not a medical professional, right?”

      “Of course,” he said, spreading his hands. “Why?”

      “If I see this guy do something, it doesn’t mean it’s out of bounds with his injury.”

      “Just write it up and send it in. We’ll figure it out.”

      I didn’t care for this potential investigation already, but I also couldn’t be as choosy now as I’d been in the past. Without my parents’ foundation as a benefactor, I needed to work more than a case a week. “All right. When do you need the report?”

      “End of the week would be fine,” Allen said. “I presume you want half your fee up front.”

      “Yes,” I said as if I’d determined this payment structure before right now. He cut me a check. I still didn’t like the case.

      The joys of being fully self-employed.
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      Another appointment appeared on my calendar later in the day. I would need to go online and block off some time as unavailable, especially if people kept availing themselves of the Internet bookings. Working more than my usual one case at a time was something I’d reluctantly do, but I didn’t need a line of people queueing up at the door. Maybe I could work out a discount on oil changes for my clients with Manny.

      I put on a jacket and walked into Fells Point proper for lunch. Even with reduced dining capacity, many choices awaited me. I’m a simple man, and I opted for a simple lunch: a pepperoni and mushroom pie from Brick Oven Pizzeria. After carrying it back to my office, it lost a bunch of its heat but none of its taste. Eating pizza at my desk seemed like a very PI thing to do. I only needed a bottle of whiskey in my desk to be welcomed into the club.

      When I’d finished half the slices, I realized I didn’t have any way to contain the others. Lacking a better method, I folded the box in half and crammed it into the fridge. Aluminum foil vaulted to the top of my shopping list. A short while later, quiet footfalls came up the stairs. My door opened, and a slim woman walked through. She peeked into my office, and I gestured toward my guest chairs. “Thanks for seeing me,” she said.

      “Sure.” My latest potential client looked to be in her late twenties, making her a few years younger than me. Her blonde hair was impossibly straight and hung past her shoulders. Red, puffy eyes told me she’d been crying. If we met under happier circumstances, I would have called her pretty. She lapsed into silence as she glanced around at my very much in-progress setup. “I still have some work to do on the place,” I said, hoping to encourage her out of her shell.

      “It’s fine.” Her smile was more polite than anything, but I counted it as a win. “Wow.” She took a deep breath to collect herself. “I never thought I’d be talking to a private investigator.” She frowned. “Sorry . . . that probably sounded rude.”

      “I’ve heard a lot worse.” No reaction. Whoever this woman was, she came here because she needed my help, but she’d clammed up since sitting down. “Want some coffee?”

      “OK,” she said after a few seconds of silence. I repurposed my old Keurig into the office java station, and I used it to brew two cups.

      “Milk? Sugar?”

      “Just milk. Thanks.” I prepared it as she wanted and set the mug in front of her. It earned me another tight smile. I woke my computer from its slumber and checked the calendar. Amy Sloan sat on the other side of my desk.

      “What can I do for you today, Miss Sloan?”

      After a sip of caffeine, she answered. “I need your help. I haven’t had much luck with the police.”

      “Lot of it going around,” I said when she stopped talking.

      “My sister died recently. She was murdered.”

      “I’m sorry.” I knew very well how she felt. About a year and a half ago, I finally learned my older sister’s death when I was sixteen hadn’t been accidental. While her killer now rotted in a prison cell, I understood the lingering feeling of loss.

      “Thanks.” Amy Sloan grabbed a tissue from my desk—one of the few supplies I possessed the sense to stock—and dabbed at her eyes. “It happened ten days ago. The police have been investigating, but they haven’t told us anything new for a while now.” Her eyes glistened. “Suzie was my baby sister.” The tears came in full now, and I nudged the tissue box closer. It seemed like a hollow gesture, but I couldn’t do anything else for her. Yet.

      When Amy muttered something sounding like an apology, I said, “No worries. Take your time.” She needed a few minutes and an equal amount of Kleenex, but she bucked up and bobbed her head. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Someone beat Suzie to death with a baseball bat.” Her voice cracked at the end, and I didn’t blame her. I winced. There are probably no pleasant ways of being murdered, but getting bludgeoned to death repeatedly ranks among the most brutal ways to go.

      “The police haven’t found a suspect?”

      “Nothing official,” she said. “They tell us they have a few persons of interest, the case is ongoing . . . yada, yada, yada. They’ve been at this a week and a half and have nothing to show for it.”

      This case immediately took priority over some nurse maybe cheating a rich insurance company in my mind even though ten days didn’t constitute a long homicide investigation. “I’ll need as much about Suzie as you can tell me.” I took out a notebook.

      “Sure. She worked for a doctor . . . some big-shot plastic surgeon, I think. She really liked the job, but there was an issue with insurance or something. I don’t know all the details, but the guy let her go over it. I thought he was a prick, but Suzie said he was great to work for.” She paused. “She has a boyfriend. Nothing super serious. He’s older. They were in a good place as far as I know. What else . . .? She’s . . . was popular. Everyone loved Suzie.”

      “At the risk of sounding indelicate,” I said, “one person obviously didn’t.”

      “I know.” Amy fought back tears again. “The police have talked to everyone. I don’t know what else to do.”

      Shootings can be random. Beating someone to death with a bat is personal. Whoever killed Suzie Sloan knew her and hated her. Most murder victims died at the hands of people they knew. “I’ll need to run down her boyfriend and other close acquaintances with you,” I said. She nodded. “Do you know any more about what happened with the plastic surgeon?”

      “Not really,” Amy said. “I work for a construction company. I didn’t understand a lot of the stuff Suzie tried to tell me. He came to the service, though. Sent a huge bouquet of flowers. He seems nice.”

      “What about the boyfriend?”

      “No red flags.” She shrugged. “I think he runs a gym. He was always pleasant to me.”

      I looked at my notepad. The answer didn’t linger anywhere in my scribbles. “Any exes you’d be concerned about?”

      “No. Suzie always had the sense to avoid assholes.”

      I knew of at least one situation where she failed to, but I didn’t want to pile on. We spent a few minutes going over the important names in Suzie Sloan’s life. Amy told me everything she could. It wasn’t a complete picture, but it gave me enough to start. Suzie was young, pretty, and popular, so I felt confident I could uncover more via social media if I needed to.

      Since opening this office, I’d done a lot of minor cases. They helped pay the bills, but I didn’t relish the thought of serving divorce papers to smug pricks in expensive suits long-term. A murder case represented someone’s family member dying, but it felt good to sink my teeth into something important.

      I took a deep breath. Finally, I was back in the game.
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        * * *

      

      “A murder case? So soon?”

      Gloria frowned her concern. We stood at the counter making dinner, which is to say I did the bulk of the work. Gloria was not to be trusted in the kitchen. After forgetting the lid for the blender and nearly summoning the fire department when she made toast, she earned a ban from all duties except chopping vegetables, which she performed capably a few minutes ago.

      “It was in the afternoon,” I said. “Not too early.”

      “You know what I mean.” Gloria crossed her arms. The hoodie she wore diminished the spectacular effect it had on her breasts, reducing it to merely impressive. I still noticed, though. Gloria’s stern expression didn’t change.

      I stopped stirring the spaghetti sauce and set my large wooden spoon down. “Yeah . . . I do. I appreciate your concern.”

      “I know there’s a ‘but’ coming here,” Gloria said.

      “There is.” I couldn’t help grinning even though Gloria continued to look unamused. “I need to do my job. I can’t control who walks through the door or what they need.”

      “You can control what you tell them, though. You don’t have to say yes.”

      “Her sister got beaten to death with a bat.” I picked up the spoon again and tended to the sauce. It smelled of tomatoes, olive oil, garlic, and a few veggies but light on oregano. I added a little more. “How do I walk away from someone in this kind of situation?”

      Gloria uncrossed her arms. “I know. Doing work like this gets in your blood. I’ve met a few of the people who’ve benefited from my fundraisers. It’s always a great feeling.”

      “I’m glad you can relate.”

      “Sort of,” she said. “The difference is I’m not risking my life.”

      I swirled the sauce some more. A deep inhalation revealed a better aroma. “You’d need to charge a lot more per plate if you did.”

      Gloria bit her bottom lip, probably to suppress a laugh. “You’ve been back to work for . . . what, three weeks now?”

      Counting the time I spent finding and furnishing my new office, her estimate seemed accurate. “Sounds right.”

      “You haven’t talked much about your cases. Not like you normally do. How are they?”

      “Boring, mostly.” I checked the water for the pasta. It was still a couple minutes from a vigorous boil. “I’ve served subpoenas and divorce papers a lot. Spent too much time in the car waiting for people to come or go. Declined a bunch of adultery cases.”

      Before I knew she’d moved, Gloria placed a hand gently on my shoulder. “You’re back to work, and it hasn’t really been meaningful yet,”

      “Not really, no,” I said. “At least I’m getting paid on time.” Now, I needed to track things like invoices, expenses, delinquent accounts, and the like. It was almost enough to make me want to hire an assistant.

      “Don’t push too hard in your search for a meaningful case,” Gloria said. “That’s all.”

      “I’m not.” I didn’t think I was, at least. Three weeks of waiting in cold parking lots to hand some asshole an envelope, however, constituted a long time to suffer. I might have jumped at Amy Sloan’s case because I wanted some “real” work again.

      “I hope not.”

      The water boiled. I dropped a bunch of angel hair into the pot. The sauce bubbled, so I turned the heat down. I sampled a bit from my tasting spoon. “Magnifique!”

      “Speaking French isn’t going to get you off the hook,” Gloria said. I handed her the spoon, and she took a taste. “Damn. That is good.”

      “Give it nine minutes or so, and we can eat.”

      “A girl could get used to her handsome boyfriend cooking dinner every night.”

      “I thought you already had,” I said.

      Gloria grinned. “I suppose I have.”

      Implicit in her words was she needed me to be around to keep up the kitchen routine. I understood, though I was still going to work the Sloan case.
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        * * *

      

      In my home office after dinner, I logged onto my laptop. Amy Sloan told me the official investigation into her sister’s murder had stalled. Even when I enjoyed the financial backing of my parents’ foundation, many of my clients came to me because of their dissatisfaction with the pace of police work. I tried to be realistic about it—solving a murder usually didn’t happen in a couple days—but also wanted to help people who felt they had no other recourse.

      Now, the dynamic of my relationship with my clients changed. I took money from lawyers and let sleazy insurance executives mar my office. Lysol took the spot below aluminum foil on my supply list. Working something like the Sloan case would get justice for a family and serve as a palate cleanser for me. Win-win.

      During my first case a few years ago, my cousin Rich, then a uniformed sergeant with the Baltimore police, made the grave error of leaving me alone at his computer. Armed with a couple vital bits of information, I’ve since been able to get the BPD’s network to accept my computer as one of its own. This clever bit of impersonation allows me access to case files—something they’d be loath to give me most of the time.

      Suzie Sloan’s file showed an active homicide investigation. The two cops assigned to it were a pair I barely knew. Detectives Davis and Adler were middle-of-the-road as far as closed cases and investigative prowess went. They responded to Suzie Sloan’s apartment and found her dead inside. She’d been bludgeoned repeatedly with an aluminum bat not recovered from the scene. I looked at the photos and winced. Suzie’s face got battered beyond recognition, and her skull yielded to several cruel blows.

      This was a vicious beating. Someone hated her.

      Davis and Adler ran down the usual leads. They started with Suzie’s boyfriend, friends, and boss. The lack of a murder weapon hampered them. Baseball bats are made to size specifications, and there’s little to differentiate a Louisville Slugger from a Tennessee Thumper when local stores sell hundreds, and you’re down to impressions on skull and bone. No one claimed to own such a weapon, of course.

      The homicide lieutenant, a loudmouth named O’Malley, even got involved. As I would expect, his presence brought no help to the investigation. His best attribute was a booming voice, and his worst were everything else about him. Even Rich, who rarely spoke ill of his fellow men and women in blue, disliked O’Malley and thought him a buffoon.

      The file saw no updates for the last three days, during which six more murders plagued Baltimore, so the police didn’t lack for other cases. Nothing in the notes jumped out at me. Lovers are always the first to come under suspicion, but Davis and Adler questioned Suzie’s boyfriend twice without arresting him. None of her friends looked good for the crime, either.

      I knew it couldn’t be random. The savagery involved meant Suzie’s attacker despised her for some reason. The killer’s identity was in the file somewhere.

      I would find it.
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      The next morning, I hit the mean streets of Federal Hill for a run. A chilly fog blanketed the area. My walk to the area’s eponymous park took a couple minutes, which was usually enough time to warm up on all but the most frigid of mornings. The cold stayed with me today, however, and I didn’t feel like my blood flowed properly until I passed the halfway mark of my first lap.

      Before I got shot, I used to run for about a half-hour. It let me do about three and a half miles, sometimes four if I pushed the pace or stayed out for a few extra minutes. Since two bullets tore up my chest and cost me a lobe of my lung, my endurance still hadn’t come all the way back. In the same thirty minutes, I’d be lucky to hit three miles, and I’d sound quite a bit like a septuagenarian chain smoker by the end. Still, I knew I’d never improve if I stopped, so I kept at it and hoped the slow incremental gains I’d seen so far continued.

      My route around the park afforded me a great view of the Baltimore harbor. The Maryland Science Center, the carousel, and the struggling retail pavilions looked back at me. Every time I ran here, it forced me to see the place where my shooting happened. On some level, it was probably therapeutic. One of these days, maybe I’d feel a little therapy from it.

      I sucked wind strolling up Riverside Avenue, went back inside my house, and took a shower. By the time I’d started coffee in the kitchen, Gloria stirred and joined me downstairs. She planted a minty kiss on me, then prepared her first cup of morning caffeine. I chopped an apple, added the pieces to a small pot of oatmeal, and sprinkled in some cinnamon. Ten minutes later, we enjoyed a classic winter breakfast.

      An interruption soon followed as my phone buzzed. I ignored it, but then it did it again. I picked it up. My new client the insurance fellow seemed eager for me to get started.

      Mr. Ferguson, it’s a new morning. Each day Mr. Stanton is out of work, we owe him more money. We’d like to know if this is a frivolous expense. I expect your prompt report.

      “I expect your prompt report,” I said in a voice mocking Elliott Allen’s nasal tone.

      “Don’t like the case?” Gloria asked.

      “Too soon to say. The man who hired me is probably an asshole, though.”

      “You could just not work for him.”

      “Maybe I’ll get to tell him off when it’s over,” I said. “I should probably wait for the check to clear first, though.”

      Gloria frowned at me, but she didn’t say anything else. After breakfast, I grabbed a jacket, kissed Gloria goodbye, and walked out back to my car. I wanted to look into Suzie Sloan’s murder, but I needed to get Elliott Allen off my back first.

      Most of all, I wanted to reach the point where I could work one case at a time again.
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        * * *

      

      About a half-hour later, I sat in front of Charles Stanton’s house. He lived off Harford Road in the Hamilton area of Baltimore, a stone’s throw from the city-county line. My cousin Rich lived a few minutes away. Homes here dated from before to a few years after World War II, and many were built in the Victorian style.

      Stanton owned a medium-sized two-story. Its white paint gleamed in the morning sun. He could boast of the best-looking shutters and fence on the street. I wondered if this served as the genesis of Elliott Allen’s concerns. If Stanton could build a fence—or make significant repairs to it—he should have been healthy enough to go back to work.

      With no activity in the area, I perused the file Allen gave me. Stanton was a tall, thin, light-complected black man. He graduated from Goucher College with a nursing degree and worked in the field ever since. Until his alleged workman’s comp incident, he’d been a model employee, including earning a promotion to shift supervisor five years ago.

      Stanton’s front door opened, and he walked down his four stairs into the yard. The spring in his step, as my father would say, didn’t indicate any kind of lingering injury. He carried a power trimmer in his hand and fired it up. Stanton’s front yard contained a lot of azaleas and other bushes. They didn’t look unruly from where I sat, and it seemed at least a month early to do much landscaping.

      My opinion didn’t deter Stanton, who spent nearly thirty minutes trimming the shrubs. Despite being about a hundred feet from his front yard, I still heard the power blade do its work. To my eyes, the bushes looked much the same as when he began. This is why I didn’t own anything requiring landscaping. My plot didn’t even have any grass to mow, which suited me fine. Stanton disappeared behind his house and returned a couple moments later with a large bag of mulch over his shoulder.

      I didn’t like Elliot Allen, but I began to sympathize with his position.

      The sympathy increased when Stanton again walked away and returned with a second identical large bag. While I’ve never used one, I’ve seen enough of them to know they weigh forty or fifty pounds each. Hoisting a couple like Stanton did with a bad back should be impossible—or at the very least, pain-inducing. He dropped the second bag, split it open with a knife from his pocket, and slipped on a pair of gloves. Stanton got down on all fours and scooped mulch from the bag, setting it in even amounts around the bushes he’d recently pruned.

      After another half-hour passed—and Stanton carried another heavy sack to the front of his house—he disappeared again. I opened a note-taking app on my phone and entered a few bits of information. Elliot Allen struck me as the kind of man who valued precision. I made sure to capture the time I saw him open the final bag. The other two required some guesswork. So much for precision. I’d try to paper over it in the precious report he expected.

      My passenger’s side door opened, and I dropped my phone and slid toward my own door. Charles Stanton plopped down next to me, and he didn’t look happy.
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        * * *

      

      How the hell did I leave the doors unlocked? I’d recently observed the man next to me using a knife to slice open bags. While I couldn’t see a weapon, he still could’ve carried one in his pocket. My seat belt was off, and I’d scooted against the left-side bolster. I didn’t have any farther to go without leaving the car. The .45 at my side offered some reassurance. In this small space, if Stanton pulled his knife, I could deter him long enough to shoot him.

      If I didn’t flinch.

      As if sensing my internal struggle, he said, “You all right, man?”

      “Yeah.” I took a deep breath. “Just surprised.”

      “Shouldn’t leave your door open.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You’re sitting here watching me, and you’re going to ask why I’m curious?” Stanton said. It was a fair question.

      “I didn’t walk up to you while you were working.”

      Stanton stared at me. I returned the favor. He cracked first. “Who you working for?”

      “Who said I’m here for you?” I asked. “You must have a high opinion of yourself.”

      “Ain’t nobody else interesting live on this street.” He ran his hand down the leather on the S4’s dashboard. “You got a nicer car than the last two guys, though.”

      “What last two guys?”

      “You think you’re the first guy those damn bean counters sent to watch me? Fifteen years, and this is the treatment I get.”

      “To be fair,” I said, “Your back doesn’t seem injured.”

      Stanton sighed. “Guy who hired you was an accountant, right?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “All they know is their fucking spreadsheets. I got hurt on the job. I shoulda been smarter, but I thought I could lift the guy on my own.” He shook his head. “Dumb. I knew I was down for the count right away.” Stanton paused. He kept looking straight ahead. I wondered if he needed to tell all this to someone, and I simply happened to be here. “You ever throw your back out real bad?”

      “No,” I said once I was sure he left me time to contribute to the conversation.

      “Don’t. It sucks. Took me a couple months to feel better.”

      We had this in common, but I didn’t want to engender Stanton’s sympathy. Mostly, I wanted him out of my car. “Are you back to normal now?”

      Stanton didn’t answer right away. He sat in the passenger’s seat staring out the windshield. Finally, he said, “It’s too much. I seen too much. Hospitals have been hell for about a year now.”

      This didn’t count as an answer to my question, but I understood his plight better than he realized. Stanton seemed physically able to return to work, but his mental fitness for the job would be a question mark. Gloria basically said the same thing about me, and I couldn’t deny the accuracy in her words. “You mentioned the other guys who came to watch you.”

      “Yeah.” Stanton’s voice grew quiet. “They were a couple of classic PIs. Looked like former cops who couldn’t stop eating donuts when they retired. On some level, I think they understood what I told them.”

      “I think I understand, too,” I said, “but I need to make updates to keep up appearances.”

      “Want to help me tend to the azaleas?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “You can’t blame a man for asking,” Stanton said. He got out of my car and walked back to his house. I realized I still sat as close to my door as possible, so I arranged myself normally in the seat. The passenger’s door opening gave me a surprise, but I still flinched even if I didn’t physically recoil. If Stanton climbed into my car with a knife in his hand, he could have filleted me before I mustered any resistance.

      Maybe the other case would rejuvenate me. I fired up the S4 and left Stanton’s neighborhood.
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        * * *

      

      I’d started my inquiry into Suzie Sloan’s murder by looking at the police report. It could only tell me so much, and it still managed to come up short. Returning to my office, I looked more into Suzie herself. With the possible exception of people who go to great lengths to live off the grid, everyone leaves footprints online. If I found and followed enough of them, they could lead me to a murderer.

      One of the disadvantages of renting the office above a repair shop was the noise. The mechanics talked loudly, used power tools, and banged out dents at various points throughout the day. I needed a viable long-term solution, but for now, I slipped on a pair of noise-canceling headphones. Because I felt especially foolish wearing them with nothing to listen to, I played some quiet classical music. Maybe Mozart would inspire my Facebook searches.

      Suzie Sloan was three years out of college, where she amassed friends and accolades in equal measure. She graduated on the dean’s list with a degree in communications and worked at a nonprofit for a year. From there, she landed a gig as the receptionist for noted plastic surgeon Dr. Neal Fabian. She toiled there until about a month ago when he fired her. Her online posts expressed frustration and hurt.

      Her Facebook profile showed over 1600 friends. I pondered how social media strained the word’s definition, then stopped when I realized these musings added a generation to my age. At this rate, I’d be talking to my actual friends about the socks I bought on a good sale. The volume of Suzie’s connections didn’t mean anything. She’d probably never met a swath of them, and whoever killed her might not even be among the number.

      Between what Amy told me and what I gleaned from Facebook and other sites, I assembled a short dossier on Suzie Sloan. Its purposes were twofold. I might be able to determine who killed her, and I could use it to gain access to some of her accounts. I started with Twitter. The Forgot password? link asked me a security question. Suzie’s high school mascot. As I knew where she went, I had the answer a second later. Next, the site presented me the choice of where to receive a reset link. Without Suzie’s phone, I chose the email option. Despite a bunch of asterisks obscuring the details, I knew it referred to her Yahoo account.

      The next step involved gaining access to it. After answering the same security question, I was presented another one: the make and model of Suzie’s first car. “Shit,” I muttered to the empty office. The nuggets of information I assembled only told me about her current vehicle, a Honda Civic which rolled off the assembly line five years ago. Suzie would’ve been twenty at the time. She stayed local for college and lived on campus rather than commute. Her current car could’ve been her first. I typed Honda Civic into the answer box and pressed Enter.

      Bingo.

      I reset her password and enjoyed access to her email and her Twitter accounts. I went after the latter first. After a little while scrolling through her timeline, I checked her direct messages, and then ran a few searches. Suzie didn’t post a lot, but she liked her share of tweets and used the platform to keep in touch with a few people from high school and college. None of them jumped out to me as killers.

      Next, I dove into her emails. Many more correspondences with friends and acquaintances scrolled past. Amy was mostly correct: Suzie was a popular woman with a lot of friends—by any definition of the word—and many more acquaintances. I couldn’t find anyone who disliked her. Even her former boss remained cordial after firing her. Suzie sent him an email asking the real reason he let her go. I found her wording curious, but nothing in his answer suggested foul play.

      

      Suzie,

      The reality is my insurance information was incorrect because of your oversight. The effects are twofold: it costs me patients, and it means people who might otherwise need our services go somewhere else. I wish you well, and I’ll be happy to overlook this error and give you a recommendation if you need one.

      Neal

      

      I didn’t know much about whatever insurance problem the doctor experienced, but it must have been serious for him to sack a good employee of nearly two years. I spent another couple hours combing through everything I could, but nothing jumped out at me. Maybe my dossier would prove useful, but at the moment, more questions faced me than answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Shortly after I walked into my house following a fruitless search through Suzie Sloan’s life, my phone rang. I expected it to be Elliot Allen asking for an update. Instead, my parents’ house number showed on the screen. Ever since they declined to keep funding my cases, our relationship cooled to frosty, and we’d barely spoken in months outside of a brief thaw for my father’s birthday. I pondered continuing the trend before relenting and answering. “I wasn’t sure you’d pick up,” my father said.

      “Me, either.” I stopped in the kitchen and leaned against the counter.

      “Coningsby, you can’t dodge us forever,” my mother added.

      “I’m younger and faster,” I said. “Pretty sure I’ll win. Let me guess . . . you two are in separate rooms. The call was Mom’s idea. Dad, you’re probably sitting in the study, and Mom, I’m going to guess you’re in the living room.”

      “We both want to talk to you, son,” my father said. “You’re right about the rest, though.”

      “We don’t have much to discuss.”

      “I know you’re upset about what happened. Have you—”

      “You got shot, Coningsby!” my mother broke in. “How could we keep paying you to work cases when something like that happened?”

      “It’s part of the job, Mom.” I sighed. We’d hashed out this ground before. My parents held their beliefs, I held mine, and a great chasm separated them. There was no middle-of-the-road option to be found and no bridge to bring the sides together. “If I were a crossing guard, and I got hit by a car, would you expect me to throw in the towel? Cooks cut their fingers. Hair stylists burn themselves with flat irons. Sometimes, people in my line of work get shot.” A memory of the event flashed in my mind. I closed my eyes and tried to push past it.

      “You could find something else to do, son.”

      “I don’t want to do something else.”

      “At least come for dinner,” my mother said. “We’ve been inviting you for months.”

      “I know,” I said. “I thought about going once. When I looked online for the Iscariot residence, though, I couldn’t find anything.”

      “We’re not Judases for pulling the plug,” my father said. Annoyance crept into his voice. “We did it out of concern.”

      “I know. The two of you have certainly told me enough times.” My mother started to interject, but I talked over her. “I’ll come by one of these nights. I don’t know when. Trying to get me over by asking Gloria isn’t going to work, either. I feel betrayed, and you don’t get it. You’ve both really pissed me off. I need some time not dealing with you for a while.”

      “Son, we just—”

      “I’ll call you when I want to talk,” I said and hung up. I set my phone on the counter and plucked a beer from the fridge. After I opened the IPA and enjoyed a long pull, Gloria walked in.

      “Were you talking to someone?”

      “My parents.”

      She frowned. “Any change?”

      “Nope.”

      She squeezed my hand and sashayed toward the living room. As I watched her with some interest, I felt glad she didn’t try to get me to open up about it.
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        * * *

      

      I left a message with Doctor Fabian’s office, explaining who I was and what I needed to talk to him about. Afterward, Gloria and I ordered delivery from a local Chinese restaurant, and she convinced me to watch some show on Netflix a bunch of her friends recommended. After enduring three episodes, I told her their tastes were dubious. She agreed, and we went to bed soon after.

      The next morning, my phone vibrating on the nightstand jarred me from my sleep. The time showed 7:25 as I answered the call from a number I didn’t recognize. “You’re the detective who called here?” a woman asked after I mumbled an incoherent greeting.

      “Yes,” I said, forcing myself to wake up. “Are you from the doctor’s office?”

      “Yes, sir.” Her pleasant voice almost allowed me to forgive her for calling so early. “We don’t officially open until eight-thirty. You could probably get a few minutes with Doctor Fabian before his first appointment.”

      “Great. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Thank you.” I hung up, threw some clothes on, brushed my teeth, and hurried out the door. Doctor Fabian maintained an office in a professional building in the shadow of Johns Hopkins Hospital. Maybe he hoped the prestige would rub off on anything nearby. After a struggle with morning traffic, I parked in a nearby garage at eight-thirteen. Four minutes later, I walked into Beleza Plastic Surgery of Maryland.

      Three people sat scattered in the waiting room. Posters extolling the virtues of beauty and self-confidence lined the walls. As those possessing both would be unlikely to walk through the door, whoever hung these signs lacked much sense of irony. I walked to the counter where an attractive young woman sat behind the desk. She wore a maroon sweater and kept her dark hair in a neat ponytail. “Are you here for a consult?” she asked as I approached.

      “No,” I said as I passed a hand over my face. “Not much room for improvement here. I’m the detective who left a message yesterday.” I showed the receptionist—Nancy with her nameplate now visible—my ID.

      “I’m glad you could make it down. Go through the door to your right, and I’ll take you back.” I did as she instructed, and Nancy led me a down a hallway dotted with closed doors on either side. Despite the wall decorations in the lobby, this area of the practice looked and smelled as antiseptic as any hospital or doctor’s office. Nancy opened the last door on the right and gestured for me to go in.

      I walked into the exam room. “Doctor Fabian will stop by in a moment,” she said. I hopped up onto the table and waited. Nancy left the door cracked as she walked away. A minute later, a middle-aged man in the requisite white lab coat walked in. For a plastic surgeon, Doctor Fabian didn’t look like he’d had any work done. He drew a line at conceding to aging with his hair, though. It was way too brown to be natural at his age.

      “Morning,” he said as he dropped into a nearby chair. “You’re the detective?”

      “I am.” I showed him my ID. He fumbled a pair of reading glasses out of his breast pocket to get a better look at it. “I’ll presume Nancy told you why I’m here.”

      “She did. I was gutted to hear about Suzie. So unfortunate.” The doctor grimaced, and from where I sat, it struck me as sincere.

      “Isn’t it odd to feel so bad about the death of someone you fired?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. I didn’t do it maliciously. Suzie made a grave error when it came to insurance, and I couldn’t look past it.”

      “Did she understand?”

      “She told me she did,” Doctor Fabian said, “but I’m not sure I believed her. She loved working here. It’s a prestigious job, after all, especially for a girl so young.”

      The medicinal smell in the air yielded to the aroma of arrogance. I should’ve expected it from a plastic surgeon. “What exactly caused you to get rid of her?”

      “An insurance misunderstanding. I wasn’t listed properly somehow, and because of Suzie’s oversight, I didn’t appear in several providers’ networks.”

      “How much of what you do is covered by insurance?” I said.

      “Mister . . . Ferguson, right?” I bobbed my head. “If this were Los Angeles, I’d probably be awash in tummy tucks and tit jobs. I do a few of those, of course. People need to feel good about themselves, and some can afford to put their visions into action. Procedures like those are cosmetic, and you’re right to presume they’re not covered. However, I do plenty of surgeries like skin grafts and breast reconstruction for cancer. Those are usually reimbursed by insurance.”

      “If you’re in the network.”

      “Precisely,” he said. “I have no way of knowing how many people were denied my care because of Suzie’s mistake. I couldn’t see a way past it, though. I didn’t think I could trust her afterward, so I had to let her go.”

      “Are things running better now?”

      Doctor Fabian glanced at his smartwatch. My time grew short. “Not really. I’ve replaced her with two part-timers. Nancy out there works three days a week, and I have another girl who handles the other two.”

      “Conveniently, you don’t need to give them benefits if they’re not full-time,” I said.

      “A happy coincidence,” the doctor said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to start seeing patients.”

      “Of course.” I gestured toward the door even though it wasn’t my office. Doctor Fabian left. I checked out the exam room. It looked like any other I’d been in. Only a poster on the wall talking about liposuction differentiated it from any other similar space I’d ever been in. I left the back area through the door and returned to the waiting room. One more person occupied a chair now. Nancy typed something on her computer as I approached.

      “Did you get what you needed?” She looked up at me with a sincere smile reaching her eyes.

      “For now,” I said. “I might need to come back if I have any other questions.”

      “No problem,” she said. “Casey is here Monday and Friday. I cover the days in-between. Either of us can get you more time with the doctor if you need it.”

      Knowing the schedule could help in the future. I hoped I wouldn’t need to see the smug surgeon again, but I thanked her anyway.
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        * * *

      

      I fielded a call from Amy Sloan after lunch. As soon as I recognized her number, I dreaded picking up. She would want an update on the case. The police chewed on it for ten days and got nowhere. After a single day, she expected me to make major progress. While I appreciated people thinking me a miracle worker, I found I could never live up to the title. “Hi, Amy.”

      “Hello, Mister Ferguson.”

      “Please, call me C.T.”

      “All right, C.T.,” she said. “I was just wondering how the case was coming along.”

      I moved the phone away from my mouth to mute my sigh. “It hasn’t even been a full day yet.”

      “I know. I just . . . I guess I hoped you could work faster than the police.”

      “I can,” I said, “and I do. But they’ve been sitting on this for a week and a half. Rome wasn’t built in a day, as my grandfather used to say, and most murder cases don’t get solved so quickly, either.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I know you want to put this behind you. I’m working on it.” I left out the part about dealing with possible workman’s comp insurance fraud. My life was easier when I stuck to one case at a time.

      “All right,” Amy said. “I presume you’ll let me know if you make a break in our investigation.”

      I took exception to her modifier but kept it to myself. “You’ll be my first call. Maybe my second if I have to call the cops first.”

      “Thanks, C.T.” We hung up, and I rolled my eyes. When I worked pro bono, I could get away with not updating my clients regularly. With money now changing hands, I couldn’t blow them off, and it meant I needed to do more paperwork on the back end. I again pondered how to fit an assistant into my business budget. Solving the two matters in front of me would be a good first step in raising the funds.

      Later in the afternoon, Gloria dropped by my office with a hot vanilla latte. “I’m going to meet a potential fundraising client in the county,” she said after a couple delicate sips of her own hot beverage.

      “Awesome.” I stuck my hand up, and Gloria slapped it in one of the hardest high-fives I’ve ever received. “Does this mean you’re a freelancer now?”

      “We’ll see. I’d like to find some smaller organizations that could use the push.” When we first met about three years ago, Gloria found the idea of working to be an anathema. She took a greater interest in my cases over time, however, and it led to her using her money and connections for charity work. Her best client had been Vincent Davenport, a local businessman, part-time philanthropist, and full-time bastard who ruined a lot of lives other than Gloria’s when he won the election for mayor of Baltimore last fall.

      “Good luck,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll do great. I’m glad you want to work with smaller places. They can use the boost.”

      She smiled. “Thanks. I hope we both find meaningful work.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “I know. I just don’t want you to end up in a funk.”

      “I’m so funky I’m going to be on George Clinton’s next album,” I said.

      “Is he related to Bill Clinton?” Gloria asked, and I hoped she was kidding.

      “No. Don’t worry about me, though. I’m finding my way.”

      “I hope so.” Gloria took another sip of her drink. Never to be outdone, I partook of mine, as well. “I’ll probably stay at my house tonight. She’s not far from me.”

      I nodded. “All right.” Gloria slept at my house a lot. I occasionally stayed with her. Whatever the configuration, we spent five or six nights a week under the same roof. It didn’t count as living together—something we’d never officially discussed—and the arrangement worked for us.

      Gloria stood, walked around my desk, and sat on my lap. She put her arms around my neck. “Promise me you’re OK.”

      “Right as rain,” I said.

      “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt,” she said before leaning in to kiss me. This turned into several more kisses before she broke away and stood. “I don’t think your landlord would appreciate office sex.”

      “His workers might,” I said.

      Gloria slapped me on the shoulder, planted a final lingering kiss on me, and left. It felt nice having someone to worry about me. I was glad she extended me the benefit of the doubt.

      Now, I needed to earn it.
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      I left my office about an hour later and drove to a gym. Suzie Sloan’s boyfriend owned and operated the Catonsville Athletic Club a couple blocks past the city limits. From the outside, the place looked squat and long but not deep. A window at the far end was boarded up, though the rest of the exterior appeared in good shape. Automatic doors slid open as I approached.

      The interior looked like many similar facilities I’d been to before. The front desk sat to the left, manned by someone whose physique suggested he could pick up the whole thing and carry it around with him if the place ever remodeled. He kept his blond hair short but spiky, and the Catonsville Athletic Club polo he wore strained across his broad chest. I glanced around and noticed several women working out along with a couple other trainers in similarly tight tops.

      The main area held racks of free weights. Mirrors lined the walls, and several men monitored their forms while they lifted. A machine circuit beckoned in the next room. The massive desk man assumed his post. “Here for a workout?”

      “Not today.” I showed him my ID. “I’m here to talk to the owner.”

      “About what?”

      “His murdered girlfriend.”

      “He didn’t do it,” the guy said.

      “Great. Thanks for your contributions, Detective, but I’d like to talk to the boss all the same.”

      The blond man leaned down, resting his huge forearms on the counter. “How about I take you back to see him if you can out-curl me?” He raised his right arm and flexed to accentuate the point.

      “As long as we can also have a spelling bee and a math contest,” I said, “sure. Two out of three.”

      “Listen here,” he said, but an intercom buzzing on the desk cut him off. He pushed a button and grunted.

      “It’s fine, Jimmy,” said the voice on the other end. “Send him back.”

      “All right.” Jimmy mashed the button again. “Go on back. Past the circuit on your left.” He jerked his head toward it, even though the path was obvious.

      “Thanks.” I walked in the indicated direction. Beyond the Nautilus machines, the walls closed in to form a hallway. A basketball court sat on the right side. Two restrooms and a door simply labeled Office were on the left. I knocked. “Come in,” the same voice bellowed.

      I turned the knob and walked through. Like the club itself, the room was long and narrow. Three desks consumed a lot of the carpeted floor space. TVs connected to a security system hung from the rear wall. A man who must have been pushing his late thirties—making him much older than Suzie—sat behind the largest desk. He stood and revealed himself to be in good shape—not like Jimmy, but he clearly availed himself of the equipment in his gym. “You’re a detective?”

      “Yes.” I showed him my ID before dropping into a chair in front of his desk. “C.T. Ferguson.”

      “Glenn Mathews,” he said. “Two Ns, one T.” He finished with a much bigger grin than his cheesy line deserved.

      I wondered if he put the slogan on his business cards. “I’m sorry about Suzie, but it’s why I’m here. Her sister hired me because the police haven’t had much luck yet.”

      Mathews leaned back in his chair and crossed his large arms. “Whaddaya need to know?”

      “I guess my first question is did you kill her?”

      “What are you, some kind of asshole?” Mathews’ brows knitted. I wondered if he employed his musclebound crew as impromptu goons in case someone like me showed up and nosed around.

      “No,” I said. “If I were, I’d point out how you haven’t answered my question.” I put my hand to my mouth in mock surprise. “Whoops.”

      We engaged in a staring contest for a few seconds before Mathews let out a sibilant sigh. “Cops asked me days ago. I didn’t kill Suzie. We had a good relationship.”

      “All right. Any idea who might’ve wanted her dead?”

      “You said Amy hired you?” I bobbed my head. “The police already asked me this. How are you going to figure out what they can’t if you come in here with the same questions?”

      “I’m smarter than they are,” I said. “Besides, I need to start somewhere. Might as well lead off with the basics.”

      “Hell, I can’t think of anyone. Everyone liked Suzie.”

      “No problems with any of her friends . . . or yours?”

      “You got something against my friends?” he asked.

      “Suzie got beaten to death with a baseball bat,” I said. “I’ve seen the pictures, and trust me when I say you don’t want to. It’s a weapon anyone could use, but the brutality suggests a man did it.”

      Mathews leaned forward and glared at me. “I don’t think I like you very much.”

      “Can I have one of your gym towels to wipe my tears?”

      “I don’t have to talk to you,” he said. “You ain’t a cop. You got any real questions for me, or should I have a couple of my guys toss you out of here?”

      A few months ago, I would’ve vigorously disputed the ability of Mathews’ employees to evict me from the building. Considering my more recent problems with flinching and confrontations, however, I thought better of it. The humiliation of getting bounced by someone with a camera roll full of gym mirror selfies would cut deeply. Instead, I said, “Sure. Suzie ever tell you of any problems at work?”

      “No.” He frowned. “Like what?”

      “Like with her boss . . . or maybe a patient.”

      “You think some patient killed her?”

      I shrugged. “According to Doctor Fabian, he fired her for some problem with his insurance listing. Someone could’ve missed out on an important surgery because they didn’t know he

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/widening-gyre-media-logo-01.jpg
WeEM

WIDENINGGYREMEDIA





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/hong-kong-dangerous_small.jpg
A C.T. FERGUSON PREQUEL NOVELLA

LHONR YONE
.lfg;‘.u— J
2

——1 =y
TOM EQWLER








OEBPS/images/the-ct-ferguson-mystery-novels_10-12-v1.jpg
CT RO TERGUSON






