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      One of the perks of having a secretary is delegating tasks I don’t like.

      It’s a pretty long list. I’ve never been fond of a lot of the minutiae involved with running a business. For the last few months, I’ve been able to offload these items to T.J., who has always accepted them while maintaining a veneer of happiness. Appearances matter.

      “It’s a good thing you paid for that accounting class,” she said as she looked over a few sheets of paper. The idea of reviewing actual printed documents made me feel much older than my almost thirty-two years. I don’t know where T.J.—recently twenty—picked up the habit, but I would need to ask her about it sometime. The large monitor connected to the laptop on her desk would have been perfectly good.

      “Sure,” I agreed. I took a couple financial classes in college . . . for all the good they did me today. I ranked them somewhere between algebra and trigonometry in the Things People Promised Would be Useful but Are Totally Not category.

      “We’re profitable.” She pointed to the bottom of a column. The agency was indeed in the black. I offered an impressive nod. When I started working as a PI, I didn’t charge my clients. My parents’ foundation paid me instead. In the months since the arrangement ended, I’d managed to carve out a decent paying clientele.

      And I did it all without investigating a single cheating spouse.

      T.J. tapped her pencil on another column. “Charging businesses more helped.”

      “It was a good idea,” I said. “Just like the previous seventy-nine times I told you.”

      “I’m going for an even hundred.” T.J. offered a smile full of teeth and mock sincerity. “Probably get there in another month.”

      “How’s your filing coming along?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I still wonder what year it is when we have to use paper.”

      “They’re backups,” I said, declining to point out the irony of what we currently reviewed. “I never used to care much about stuff like this. Getting audited by the state would suck, but knowing where all our data is will help if it ever happens.”

      “You were just waiting to have someone to delegate it to,” T.J. said.

      “And here you are.”

      “It’s fine.” She pointed to a tall black file cabinet whose number of paint chips and scratches far exceeded its drawers. I bought it for twenty dollars when Manny got rid of it. He owned the car repair shop below us, and my business occupied the second floor of the attached office. The price did not include him or his crew helping me move it up the stairs. I would’ve paid triple for the assistance. “I’ve finished all our recent cases. Still going over some of your old ones. You might have tried writing down some notes.”

      “I take the Paperwork Reduction Act very seriously,” I said.

      T.J. crossed her arms. “That’s a federal thing. I remember reading about it.” She tried to glare at me but didn’t quite get there. The right corner of her mouth betrayed her. Despite the unseasonal warmth in the fall air, T.J. wore a light sweater over her jeans. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail which reached her shoulder blades. She was pretty but not so much my male clients would stop at her desk to gaze upon my secretary.

      “Maryland might adopt it. I like to be prepared.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said with a healthy amount of skepticism. “Anyway, if you want to talk numbers again, we’re doing well. A little better each month, in fact.”

      “Good.” T.J. had worked for me almost five months now. After the 180-day mark, I’d need to start paying her full salary. Until then, my friend Melinda’s Nightlight Foundation paid half. I might even be able to give her a raise or a bonus. She’d certainly earned it. My smartwatch vibrated on my wrist, and I glanced at its screen. Jewelry appointment, it reminded me. “I’m going to head out early today.”

      “Can I go, too?” T.J. asked.

      “No,” I said. “I’m delegating staying late to you.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “It’s not like you to leave early. Where are you going?”

      “An appointment.”

      “Hmm.” She checked her screen. “Nothing on our shared calendar. Your watch buzzed, so it’s something you don’t want me to see.”

      “I’m seeing a doctor,” I said. “I have this five-foot-nine blonde growth which annoys me every afternoon.”

      T.J. grinned. “Fine. Have your secrets. You know you’ll tell me eventually.”

      I walked to the door. “Eventually. Maybe. Remember, you’re staying until closing time.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “Get out of here.”

      I got out of there.
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        * * *

      

      I stopped my Audi S4 in the parking lot. Rich’s blue Camaro sat a couple spots to my left. Of course, he was already here. My cousin and I were opposites in many ways. He could always be counted on to arrive early, whereas I would walk in the door and make everyone check their watches. Good thing there would be plenty inside. Most of the shops in the northeast Baltimore strip mall were unremarkable, but my eyes fell on the one I came for: Small’s Jewelers.

      Over the years, I’d met Stuart Small a few times. He and my parents were acquaintances but not friends. When I made the appointment, I verified he wouldn’t run and tell them I’d stopped in. I got out of my car and walked in. A friendly chime chirped when I crossed the threshold. True to form, Rich glanced at his watch when he saw me. My cousin wore a nice navy blue suit befitting a police lieutenant. He bought off-the-rack, but I’d be happy to wear his dress clothes if they fit me. Alas, he stood a little shorter and thicker than me. “You’re almost on time,” he said.

      “My secretary had a lot of questions.”

      “Maybe you’ve trained her a little too well.”

      In reality, I hadn’t trained her much at all. T.J.’s natural curiosity drove her to go the extra mile, and I think she wanted to succeed for Melinda’s foundation. Instead of explaining all this to Rich, I simply said, “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “I’ve been here a few minutes.” He spread his hand around the store. Display cases lined both long side walls of the small shop. Another few were arranged in a U shape near the center, where the proprietor stood near an old-fashioned cash register. I considered anything other than an iPad or similar tablet to be archaic, but Stuart’s machine dated back at least two decades. The overhead lighting sparkled off the many gems around the store. “Haven’t seen anything with more than a five-figure price tag. Gloria might be disappointed.”

      “Early in our relationship, maybe. She’s changed. Grown up some.”

      “Yeah.” Rich nodded. “You both have.” He was almost seven years my senior, and I’d earned plenty of barbs over time for being immature. It meant a lot for Rich to acknowledge the strides I’d made in the last four years. “I’m still not sure why I’m here today. Do you really care about my opinion on jewelry?”

      “I figure you know about as much as I do,” I said. “I can’t bring my mother. My father’s as clueless as we are. Joey, too. Melinda probably knows a few things, but it would be weird to shop with her.” I shrugged. “Guess you win by default.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “Besides, we might be doing a role-reversed version of this in a few months.”

      Rich snorted. “Don’t put it on your calendar. I’m not sure Jeanne and I are there yet.”

      “You know, if you need some advice from a man who’s more experienced with this sort of thing . . . ”

      “Piss off,” Rich said with a grin. “Let’s look at rings. I want to watch your eyes water when you see some of these price tags.”

      We approached a case full of diamond rings. The prices written on tiny tags started in the mid-four figures and escalated sharply from there. After a circuit of the interior, I had a few options in mind. They lined up with the ones I liked on the store’s website. For whatever it was worth, Rich approved of my choices. Stuart approached us. I was about to talk to him when my phone vibrated in my pocket. T.J. called. I ignored it. The owner and I exchanged pleasantries, and he retrieved the rings I wanted to see. Stuart looked to be about sixty, making him an age peer of my parents. What remained of his black hair was half gray. He was a short and slender guy who always wore a smile. Then again, happiness came easy when everything you sold cost thousands of dollars.

      “I like these,” he said, and I wondered how many times a man in his profession upbraided customers for their selections. I would take the under on once per annum. He picked up a ring with a slender gold band and three diamonds. “This one is probably my favorite. I don’t know your girlfriend, but I can’t imagine she wouldn’t love it, too. You can tell her the stones represent your pasts, present, and the future you’ll build together.” To his credit, Stuart didn’t comment on the most expensive of my choices.

      My buzzing phone interrupted us again. I excused myself and walked to the far corner of the shop to answer it. “I left early for a reason,” I said to T.J.

      “I know, but there’s a potential client here.”

      “I don’t remember seeing anything on the calendar.”

      “She didn’t make an appointment,” my secretary said. “Couldn’t convince her they were necessary in an empty office.”

      “I’m a little tied up right now. Can she come back in the morning?”

      “She says her dad’s missing.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      “Hang on.” Muffled voices came through the connection. A few seconds later, T.J. said, “Twelve years.”

      “Does she expect me to find him tonight?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Then, ask her to come back in the morning. It’s been over four thousand days. One more won’t make a difference.”

      “Did you need to know anything about the ring?” Stuart asked. I turned around to find him standing a couple feet away.

      “What? Where are you?” T.J. demanded. I could picture her frowning and leaning forward in her chair.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” I said and broke the connection.

      “I don’t mean to be pushy,” Stuart said, “but I have someone else coming in a few minutes.”

      “I presume resizing is easy if we need it?”

      “And free.”

      “For the price, it’d better be.” He plastered a generic smile on his face. The three-stone model had been one of my favorites from my online browsing. I’d been careful to do it when Gloria and T.J.—the nosiest women in my life—weren’t around. “Sure. I’ll take it.”

      “I’ll get everything together for you,” he said and walked away.

      Rich took his place a moment later. “Wow. You actually bought a ring. I’m impressed. I’d never pegged you for the marrying type.”

      “Until recently, I don’t think I was,” I said.

      “Now, you just need the perfect moment,” Rich said. “Can’t seem too contrived. Maybe a place you’ve been before. She can’t be expecting it, and Gloria’s smart. She needs to think it’s a possibility without figuring it’ll happen.”

      “You’re trying to put pressure on me.” My cousin grinned in response. “I can’t wait until our roles are reversed.”

      “Who says I’d bring you with me?”

      “There’s no reason to be rude,” I said. “Who do you know more fashionable than me? I’m your best bet.” I walked to the register, blanched at the total, and put it on a credit card I’d be paying off for the next several years. Much of the money I’d put away over the last several months went into relocating my office and getting it ready for prime time. At least Gloria would be happy. Rich was right, though. I needed to find the perfect moment, and doing so involved putting one over on my very smart girlfriend.

      Maybe I should have gone back to work.
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        * * *

      

      I went home from the jeweler, much poorer on the credit report but wealthier in spirit. Parking has always been dicey in the Federal Hill area of Baltimore. Luckily, my end rowhouse featured a concrete pad in the back. Gloria’s car was already there. Her Mercedes coupe looked, sounded, and drove like a rocket, and anyone who missed these attributes could get clued in from its bright red color. I pulled in beside her and walked in via the rear door.

      Gloria was on the couch working on her laptop. She smiled and stood, and we kissed a few times. “You’re home early.”

      “Light afternoon. One of the perks of being the boss is getting to leave when you want.”

      “And your bookbag is still on your back.”

      Considering its unusually valuable contents, I wanted to keep it on. Gloria wasn’t the type to go rooting through my stuff, but I didn’t want her to find it in case she needed a pen and chose my bag to look for one. I slung it off my shoulders and set it at its usual spot near the coat rack. “Better now?”

      “You’re a creature of habit.” She grinned. “Most men are. I guess I notice when something is different.”

      I sat on the couch, and Gloria plopped down beside me. “How’s your arm?”

      “Itchy.” She frowned as I handed her the laptop. Gloria slipped and fell on a wet tennis court ten days ago and fractured her left wrist. She sported a cast from her hand to her elbow. “I’m not sure I’ll make it three more weeks.”

      “You’ll manage,” I said. “It’ll be time to get back on the court before you know it.”

      “You’re just happy you’ll have a chance to beat me for a change,” Gloria said with a smile.

      “Don’t think I won’t hit everything to your backhand side. I’ll take a win however I can get one.”

      She closed her computer. “Let’s go out to dinner tonight.”

      “All right.”

      “We should go upstairs first, though.” My girlfriend’s hazel eyes sparkled. “You’re rarely home so early.”

      “Might as well work up an appetite,” I said. As we raced upstairs, I wondered when I would find the right moment to give Gloria the ring which remained in my living room.
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      The next morning, I arrived at the office before T.J. It didn’t happen often. She showed up on time reliably, and I gravitated toward the opposite end of the spectrum. Today, I managed to be a little early. I set a pot of coffee to brew. Clangs, whirrs, and other sounds came from downstairs. Manny and his crew started work before either T.J. or I did, and the products of their labor were much louder. Thank goodness for decent insulation and a thick floor.

      T.J. rolled up before the coffee finished. She’d replaced her old, battered Civic for a newer Mustang about a month ago. It suited her better even if it lacked both the V8 and a manual transmission. Unfortunately, it was painted yellow, and T.J. did not seem to care for me referring to her car as a banana on wheels. It wouldn’t make me stop, of course. I’m a man of principle, and cars resembling tropical fruits needed to be called out.

      Her footsteps rang on the metal stairs, and T.J. walked through the door a moment later. She shot me a quizzical look right away. “You left early yesterday, and now you’re here before me today.” T.J. dropped her bag beside her desk and sat in a leather chair which was a smaller version of mine. “This is unusual.”

      “When you’re the boss, you don’t need a set schedule.”

      “Mm-hmm. Where’d you go yesterday? You definitely went somewhere else when you left.”

      “By definition,” I pointed out, “any place I went would be somewhere else.”

      “Semantics just mean you’re losing the argument,” she said with an artificially sweet smile. When I didn’t say anything, she added, “I heard someone else’s voice.”

      “I appreciate your dedication to the science of detection, but I’m not going to tell you everything I do. Just like I don’t expect you to tell me everything you do.”

      “Something happening to you affects me, too. What if you’re dying?”

      I scoffed. “I’m not dying.”

      “You sure?”

      “When you’ve had a lung lobe and your spleen removed after getting shot,” I said, “you make pretty frequent trips to the GP. I’m fine.”

      T.J. looked at me through narrowed eyes. I returned the favor. “I’m skeptical,” she said. “Something’s up with you.”

      “A man needs a little mystery.”

      She checked her monitor. “The potential client I mentioned last night is coming soon, by the way.” T.J. smirked. “Her dad is probably still missing. I don’t think anyone found him last night while you were off doing whatever.”

      “After all this time, he’s statistically unlikely to be alive.”

      “I think she knows.”

      “Good,” I said. “This should be quick.”

      A few minutes later, a weeping potential client and sympathetic secretary ensured our conversation would not, in fact, be quick.
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        * * *

      

      It started out like a normal visit. The woman knocked on the door at the appointed time. T.J. let her in. I’d been expecting someone older, probably around my age. The potential client looked to be fresh out of college. She had dark brown hair with blonde highlights near the ends . . . like she’d colored it months ago and let it grow out ever since. When she shrugged out of her light jacket, her clothes covered a body which would have made her popular in college. A pretty face went with it, though circles under her eyes made her look tired.

      Our guest sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk. T.J. asked if anyone wanted coffee, received two affirmative replies, and prepared two cups. She sat next to the potential client. “I’m Tara,” the woman said. “Tara Street. Thanks for meeting me this morning.” She added a snarky emphasis to the last two words. If Tara expected me to apologize for not coming back in yesterday, she’d be waiting a very long time. In the best interests of everyone, she moved on quickly. “You probably heard my father is missing.”

      I nodded. “For quite some time.”

      “Yes. Twelve years last week.” She sniffed. “I was eleven when he left.”

      “I have to point out . . . after such a long time, the odds are very small he’s still alive.”

      “I know.” A tear slid down her cheek. T.J. grabbed the tissues before I could, and Tara plucked one from the box. “The police never found a body, so it took a while to make his death official. Years, in fact.” She shook her head. “I never bought it. I knew he was alive somewhere. We just . . . weren’t enough for him.” The water works started in full at this point, and we all sat quietly while Tara cried and eventually composed herself.

      “Did anything happen that might’ve caused him to leave?” T.J. asked. Her tone was gentle, and Tara offered a small smile.

      “He and my mom used to fight sometimes. No worse than any other couple now that I look back on it. At the time . . . as a kid . . . it seemed awful.”

      “And he just disappeared?” I said.

      “More or less,” Tara said. “He left for a night or two here and there. Usually after some bad fight.” This sounded worse than the typical squabbles of a couple, but I kept my opinion on Tara’s parents’ marriage to myself. I hadn’t even popped the question yet. Who was I to offer insights even if they were very likely to be correct? “He tucked me in one night. Normal stuff. The next morning, he was gone.”

      “Did your mother tell you he died?”

      “Not the first morning.” Tara dabbed at her moist eyes with a new tissue. “I think she was in shock, too. By the time I got home from school, though, she broke the ‘news.’” Tara added air quotes to the final word. “I don’t know . . . I just never bought it. My father was healthy. Didn’t hang out with the wrong people. We lived in a nice neighborhood, and he didn’t have a dangerous job. I’ve always been good at math. The odds of him dying all of a sudden seemed really long.”

      “They probably were.”

      “I talked to his family,” Tara said. “My mom didn’t know about it. My uncles told me about their ancestors, especially the men. No one died young going back a few generations.”

      “You were pretty smart for eleven,” I said.

      “An affinity for numbers and years of watching E.R.,” she said with a grin. “I saw a lot of family histories.”

      “All right, let’s presume he’s still alive. Do you have any idea where he might go?”

      “None.” Tara’s head wagged, and her two-toned hair wiggled around her face. She brushed a stray lock behind her ear. “I thought a lot about it . . . asked his relatives, whatever friends I could find. Even if people entertained the idea he was still out there somewhere, no one knows where he might’ve gone.”

      “Sounds like he didn’t tell anyone he planned to leave,” I said.

      “Not that I could find.” Tara paused. “I know you’re going to tell me this makes it more likely he’s dead. I understand the percentages. Are you good at math, C.T.?”

      “I have a master’s in computer science.”

      “Excellent.” She smiled. “You’re not the first private investigator I’ve talked to. The others were at least nice enough to decline taking any money for telling me my father was probably dead. They wouldn’t even entertain the idea.”

      “What’s his name?” T.J. asked.

      “Kevin Patrick O’Kelly,” Tara said. “About as Irish as you can get. I took my mother’s last name when I turned eighteen. Even if my father wasn’t dead, he abandoned us. I wasn’t carrying his name around with me.”

      T.J. jotted a note. It always amused me how easily she embraced technology for most of what she did, but she used an old-school spiral steno book during client meetings. “Is your mother still alive?”

      “Yes.” Tara’s voice cracked, and she waited a few seconds before talking again. “She’s washed her hands of all this. We don’t discuss my father anymore . . . haven’t for years, really. She’d probably be horrified if she knew I was here talking to you about him.”

      “How old would he be?” I said.

      “He’d recently turned forty when he left. It’s another reason I think he’s still alive. He hit a milestone, realized he wasn’t where he wanted to be, and blew his life up.”

      “Early fifties today, then. By actuarial tables, odds are good he’s still out there. What did he do for a living?”

      “He was a civil engineer,” Tara said. “I think that’s where I got my math aptitude. My father was always good with it, too.” She snorted. “Mom used to tell him he could’ve been a bookie if he had any interest in sports. I don’t think he could spare any time for it. I remember my father working a lot.”

      “Working a lot can kill,” I said. “It’s why I try to maintain a light load. At my current pace, I might end up being immortal.”

      Tara smiled at my crack. She took a white envelope from her purse. “I was told I should give you this if our chat went well.”

      I recognized the logo for my parents’ foundation from across the desk. At least they hadn’t insisted I work with Tara. I took the envelope and opened it. My father wrote a short note encouraging me to take Tara’s case because she was awash in student loan debt, coming off a very bad relationship, and needed the chance for some stability in her life. I didn’t know how a man who didn’t want to be in his daughter’s life a dozen years ago could improve it today. “My parents sent you.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Something about a new arrangement they’d made with you. Whatever. They’re good people. Said I didn’t need to pay you.”

      “Nope,” I confirmed. “They’ll take care of it.” My folks and I set up this arrangement when I began working as a PI. After my shooting, our relationship developed a pretty thick layer of ice, and I struck out on my own. In the months since, we tried a semi-revival of the original system. Tara would be the first client they’d referred to me. “I’ll be sure and rack up a lot of expenses just for them. Premium fuel all the way.”

      Her eyes brightened, and she leaned forward in the guest chair. “You’ll help me, then?”

      “We’re at your service,” I said. Tara extended her hand, and I shook it. “Leave your information with T.J., along with anything relevant you can think of involving your father.” The two adjourned to the smaller desk where my secretary took notes. A few minutes later, they exchanged a quick hug, and Tara left.

      “I almost wish she’d led off with your parents referring her,” T.J. said.

      “I’m glad she didn’t. Might have biased me against her.”

      “I thought you were getting along with the folks?”

      I shrugged. “A fair bit of the ice has thawed. I just don’t want them interfering.”

      “How are you going to find Tara’s dad?”

      “Her father,” I said. “People’s word choices mean things. She never called him her dad. I imagine she can’t.”

      “Fine,” T.J. said. “How are we going to find the missing man?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s have more coffee so I can think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      “So how do we find this guy?” T.J. leaned in toward my desk to see what I was doing. At the moment, finishing a cup of coffee and reading email comprised the whole of my activities.

      “We start by not presuming we will,” I said. “If he’s alive, he’s gone to great pains to stay hidden. I think it’s likely I can find him because I’m smart and resourceful.” T.J. rolled her eyes, but I continued despite her injection of negativity. “If he didn’t want to leave a trail, he could’ve gone off the grid. Not many people can really live an unplugged life, but if he’s one of them, it’s a big wrench in the works.”

      T.J.’s knee bobbed. If we were at a poker table, I’d call it a tell. “Why don’t we assume we can find him, then?”

      “Why are you so desperate to?”

      “Who says I am?” she asked.

      “You’re practically leaning into my face, and your leg is bouncing like you’re a kid waiting to get a shot at the doctor’s office.”

      My secretary composed herself, straightening up more and keeping her limbs still. “How many girls like me you know who came from good homes?”

      “You’re not Tara,” I said. “There might be a few similarities in your stories, but you’re different people. No one is only the sum of their experiences.” T.J. pursed her lips. “Besides, I don’t know anyone quite like you. You’re unique.” I paused. “Thank goodness.”

      She smiled and gave me a light punch in the shoulder. It hurt more than normal because I got a vaccine a few days ago. The perils of not having a spleen. “Where do we start?”

      “The usual place. Google.” I entered Kevin Patrick O’Kelly and got several results. With about ten percent of the US being of Irish descent, a set of three common names produced a fair bit of hits. I narrowed by location. Now, we saw a manageable number to sift through. Finding the right person didn’t take long. Tara looked like her dad, and T.J. pointed to his picture around the same time I noticed the resemblance to our latest client.

      This Kevin Patrick O’Kelly entered the world in New York City fifty-two years ago, settled in Maryland as a teenager, and married the former Katherine Street when he was twenty-four and she twenty-three. Five years later, they welcomed their only child Tara. Short of his civil engineering job at Grayson Environmental, there wasn’t much else to see. O’Kelly’s file stopped accumulating when he hit forty, and several sites mentioned a disappearance concluding with his declared death.

      One of our results was an obituary in the Baltimore Sun, but I ignored it for now. They never contained useful information unless you wanted to send flowers or attend a viewing. Apart from the death notice, I found nothing else which confirmed O’Kelly’s status as a member of the choir invisible. No police blotter indicated a violent demise. Not a single article or blog mentioned his loss, not even the company where he was employed for years.

      “You still think it’s likely he’s dead?” T.J. wanted to know.

      “There’s a chance,” I said. “Based on what we see here, though, I think it’s more likely he’s still alive.” She grinned. “This is very preliminary, though. We’ll need to look deeper.”

      “We’re going to find him.”

      I appreciated T.J.’s confidence, but I wasn’t ready to proclaim any guarantees to our client yet.
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      We didn’t find a lot of actionable facts the rest of the day. T.J. and I called it a night around the usual time with no suspicions raised. I drove home, arrived to find Gloria receiving a dinner delivery, and settled in to a quiet evening. Sitting together on my couch didn’t seem the right time to get the ring and pop the question. It needed a better setting and something more memorable than chilling after take-out. For her part, Gloria seemed not to notice my brief internal conflict. I wondered anew if she even expected me to propose, wanted to get married, and all. We were happy the way things were. Why change?

      I couldn’t come up with better reasons than complacency and inertia. They’re often fine, but they didn’t do enough here. I would need to keep looking for the right place and time. After a few hours of TV, we headed upstairs and went to bed. As usual, I woke up before Gloria the next morning. I changed into my running attire and hit the mean streets of Federal Hill for my morning constitutional.

      Before I got shot, I could do about four miles in thirty-five minutes without much trouble. Running seemed impossible for a while post-surgery, but I’d gotten most of my stamina back. I doubted I would ever be one hundred percent again, but maintaining the mid-nineties when you’re already at a high baseline works out well. Now, I’d built up to about three and a half miles in those same thirty-five minutes. I finished my final lap, paused for a few deep breaths, and walked toward my house.

      An engine roared from my left. A car sped the wrong way up Hamburg and nearly ran me over before continuing along Riverside Avenue.

      I stopped and tried to read the vehicle’s license plate, but it moved way too quickly. All I could tell was it was a green sports car. Probably a Mustang. Considering my neighborhood would be ill-suited as a speedway, I had a hard time believing this near miss to be accidental. Who would want to run me down, though? I’d only recently started a new case, and the odds of Tara’s dad still being alive, knowing I looked into him, and ordering me squashed flat were astronomical.

      Once my pulse returned to normal post-workout levels, I walked the remaining block to my house. I didn’t see the Mustang again.
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        * * *

      

      Once within the friendly confines of my house, I went upstairs and got in the shower. As the hot water ran over me, I thought about the Mustang incident of a few minutes before. Could someone I put away months or even years ago be gunning for me now? I couldn’t dismiss the possibility. Most of the criminals I tangled with ended up in jail for a long time or—occasionally—dead. I couldn’t think of anyone who had the reach to order vehicular homicide from a jail cell.

      The longer I stayed in the steam, one name popped to mind: Gabriella Rizzo.

      It struck me as unlikely. Despite the bad blood which simmered after her father’s death, the queen of Baltimore organized crime and I had reached a truce. We would basically leave each other alone. While I wouldn’t put it past Gabriella to lie, we’d known each other a very long time. I doubted she would send someone to turn me into handsome roadkill near my house without a good reason, and I hadn’t provided her any.

      I emerged from the shower a hundred percent cleaner but no less confused. Downstairs, I turned the coffee pot on and started breakfast. The caffeine and egg aromas made their way upstairs, and Gloria’s feet hit the floor a moment later. I flipped the omelet, and Gloria joined me in the kitchen. She gave me a minty kiss good morning before pouring herself a mug of coffee. I prepared my own and carried it to my small kitchen table while the toast browned. We soon enjoyed half an omelet and two slices of whole wheat toast each.

      “You’re diving into the new client today?” Gloria asked after she’d taken a few mouse-sized bites.

      I nodded. “T.J.’s all gung-ho to help her. I think she sees herself in Tara in some way.”

      “I’m doing some location scouting.” Gloria grinned. “We have a few standby places, and I love them, but this city is full of cool old buildings. A bunch of them can hold at least fifty people.”

      “You sound like a movie producer,” I said. “Make sure you wear sunglasses to keep up your mystique.”

      She sipped her coffee and chuckled. “I will.”

      I watched as Gloria cut her omelet into small pieces. Her left hand couldn’t do much of the work, and the cast ruined the visual, but I imagined how the engagement ring would look on her finger. A mundane breakfast chat wasn’t the time to find out. “What?” she said. “You’re staring at my hand.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I . . . was wondering if I should’ve cut the omelet for you before I brought it. Your bites are the same size mine were when I was eight, so I think I could do it.”

      Gloria smiled. “I’m managing but thanks.” I stole a few more glances at her ring finger while we ate. I now worked a new case, and Gloria had her own fledgling business to run. We’d settled into a quasi-domestic life together. I knew I wanted to marry her, and I presumed she felt the same, but I couldn’t broach the subject without unleashing the world’s biggest spoiler alert. I would just need to wait for the right moment.

      And hope I recognized it when it came.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the office, T.J. was already there. She’d completed her most important job of the day—making a fresh pot of coffee. After I’d enjoyed about half my cup, she rolled her chair to my desk. “Any epiphanies come to you last night?”

      “Who am I?” I said. “Doctor House?” She gave me a puzzled look. “House, M.D. It’s streaming. Watch the show.”

      “Professional development?”

      “Of a sort.”

      I’d ignored the obituary yesterday. Might as well read it today especially in the absence of epiphanies. Even if Kevin Patrick O’Kelly were still out there somewhere, his Maryland trail went cold a long time ago. Getting on the scent again would take some work, and nothing else jumped out at me as a starting point. I found the death notice again quickly enough. T.J. leaned in a little, and we both read it.

      Kevin Patrick O’Kelly, a civil engineer in Baltimore, has been missing for five years and is now presumed dead.

      He was born forty-five years ago in New York City, the son of John Patrick and Sheila O’Kelly (nee Murphy).

      The family moved to Maryland when Kevin was fourteen, and he was a proud graduate of the A Course at the Baltimore Polytechnic Institute. Four years later, he earned a B.S. In Engineering from Johns Hopkins University.

      He was employed at Grayson Environmental for eleven years prior to his disappearance. His family searched for him to no avail. Police have uncovered no leads though they
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