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        10 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

        “…an entertaining, richly textured suspense yarn with a spirited hero. Dee Rommel is hard-boiled when she needs to be, but her injury gives her a vulnerability and interiority that deepens her.”

      

      

      
        
        – Starred * Kirkus Review 

      

      

      

      
        
        9 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

        “A twisty, entertaining whodunit…. Dee is a complex, prickly hero living with disability and harboring a deep curiosity and empathy beneath a hard-bitten exterior. Readers will happily follow her down many rabbit holes.”

      

      

      
        
        – Starred * Kirkus Review 

      

      

      

      
        
        8 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

        "Jule Selbo delivers yet another superb book in the Dee Rommel series. Filled with complex and diverse characters, and with a hero unlike any other in crime fiction, 8 DAYS will have you turning the pages well into the night. Selbo handles taboo subjects with a deft, nimble touch, and delivers a final showdown that you won’t see coming. Impressive does not even begin to describe how good this novel is!"

      

      

      
        
        — Joe Souza, acclaimed author of Neighbor and Pray for the Girl

      

      

       

      
        
        “In 8 DAYS, Jule Selbo carries through beautifully with a rich plot, superb writing, and plenty of action. Dee Rommel is a sleuth with an engaging mix of grit and vulnerability who risks everything to save victims of injustice, and you’ll root for her all the way.”

      

      

      
        
        — Gay Yellen, award-winning author of the Samantha Newman Mysteries

      

      

       

      
        
        “Selbo gives us the Dee we all know and love, with her attitude and fearless antics, so the book never lacks excitement, action, and snarky comments. 8 Days is a fantastic, suspenseful thriller that fans of Lisa Jewell and Lisa Gardner will enjoy.”

      

      

      
        
        - Kristi Elizabeth for Los Angeles Book Review

      

      

       

      
        
        “Jule Selbo’s 8 Days will hold and keep you guessing to the last minute. Dee Rommel, with a heart cloaked but not closed, is the ideal pursuer of a gang abusing and terrifying marginalized teens in the seamy underside of vacationland Portland, Maine.”

      

      

      
        
        — Peter Nichols, author of The Rocks and A Voyage for Madmen

      

      

       

      
        
        “With a back wind from the explosive writing of Jule Selbo, this Dee Rommel book takes off and doesn’t stop. The characters are vivid and vital and the journey through Dee’s physical and emotional shifts lead us through the mystery and gets us ready for the next plateau. Great read!” 

      

      

      
        
        — Susan Merson, author of How We See the Moon

      

      

       

      
        
        “8 DAYS is a mystery lover’s feast: a tough-minded yet compassionate female PI, a vibrantly portrayed Portland backdrop, and an unpredictable investigation roiling with timely social issues. All the while, Jule Selbo never makes a misstep; rock-solid writing and vivid characterization lead the reader down a dark path of sex-trafficking, exploitation, and deceit.”

      

      

      
        
        — Gillian French, author of Sugaring Off and The Lies They Tell

      

      

       

      
        
        "Smart and highly suspenseful, 8 Days by Jule Selbo pits a group of teenagers against an organized drug gang in the quiet seaside city of Portland, Maine. Private investigator Dee Rommel tries to help a high school immigrant, and instead is caught up in murder. Page after page, the tension rises. Rommel is one of today’s most compelling detectives, and Selbo writes with verve - weaving cops, white hat hackers, shopkeepers, and café goers into a murder mystery extraordinaire."  

      

      

      
        
        — Gayle Lynds, New York Times bestselling author of The Assassins 
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “It was a nasty night.” Gordy’s stating the obvious.

      The flatscreen above the bar at Sparrow’s shows last night’s media footage of the crash on the Casco Bay Bridge. Heavy rain slashes past the tall lights. Lightning cracks across the midnight sky, accompanied by thunder blusters—long, loud roars. Sounds and images of the devastating one-car spin-out and explosion mesmerize us.

      Gordy’s eyes are still on the screen as he takes a gulp of coffee. “Geez, Dee, look at that. The camera guy’s goin’ for an Academy Award or what?”

      Last night’s news cameraman had focused the camera on the smoldering remains of a burned-out car. Its metal frame retains small splotches of shiny red paint; the rest is singed black. Looks like a Hyundai Sonata. Its four doors are open, the upholstery’s still sparking with fire, flames swirl into smoke and into the dark, wet air and disappear.

      “What do you think happened?” I ask.

      “You just concentrate on your big day today,” he says, biting into a piece of grilled bacon.

      “Not that big of day…”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “You’re nervous.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      It’s only an hour past sunrise—six o’clock. My boss—and godfather—is up early, he said he wanted to meet at Sparrows to give me a thumbs-up before the race today.

      Okay, I’m a little uptight. It’s my first official 10K since losing half my left leg. My first race on my blade. My stomach’s in knots. My hair drapes down my back, feels extra heavy. I lift it off my neck, secure it with a scrunchie. My sports bra feels too tight. My sunscreen, with its promised 50+ SPF, feels too thick on my face.

      The image on the television shifts to Portland’s Police Chief Harper talking to the chief of South Portland’s force. Police vehicles and fire trucks from both cities are parked at the crash site, their emergency lights swirling.

      I point to the television. “Who d’ya think will take charge?”

      “Happened smack in the middle of the bridge, on city lines,” Gordy says. “It’ll be interesting.”

      The Hyundai Sonata had been heading north. It totaled—then burned—halfway across the 5000 feet expanse over the Fore River. Traffic usually moves at a good clip on the structure—except when the drawbridge is lifted to let tall-masted sailboats, oversized yachts, massive ocean tankers and container ships from international waters—as far away as China, Turkey, Africa—to pass to and from the terminals dotting the wide river. Raising the bridge is an on-demand, sometimes unpredictable thing. Federal law states sea traffic takes precedence over cars, trucks, bikes, and pedestrians—makes sense since some of the tankers moving through Portland Harbor are three football fields long, weigh over twenty-thousand tons and move at high momentum—braking is not an option. But still, doesn’t keep landlubbers from cursing if they’re stuck waiting.

      The re-broadcast of Saturday’s Maine Newsfeed now features shots of an ambulance’s flashing lights. Medics place a body bag on a stretcher. Who’d been driving the Hyundai? Portland’s a small city, South Portland even smaller. There’s the chance it might be someone I know.

      Pat makes his way from the kitchen and puts a plate topped with a hard-boiled egg and slices of apple in front of me. “Protein and carbs, young lady. Gotta support the glycogen levels…”

      “Race is only six miles…”

      “A little more,” says Gordy. “10K is 6.2 miles.”

      “Geez…” His penchant for exactness can be annoying.

      Pat heads back to his stove. “I gotta get the hash off the fire.” Pat’s Spicy Hash is a Sunday special, has been since he opened the place thirty years ago. People will be lining up, starting at eight. He let Gordy and me in early today. “And be sure to stay hydrated.”

      “You can both lay off, I’m thirty years old.”

      “Not yet.” Gordy finishes the bacon. I’d given him the evil eye when Pat served him, he knows it’s my favorite. But pre-race—even the smell of sizzled fat and pork belly is an olfactory nightmare.

      I decide to look at it another way; Gordy scarfing down any food is good. He’s still losing weight and won’t tell me what was discussed at his latest doctor’s appointment. Just that the gifting of one of his kidneys to his sick brother last year is an unrelated event.

      My eyes are back on the screen. “You figure the driver lost control? Hydroplaned? Maybe was drunk? Maybe fell asleep?”

      “Not our job to find out.”

      Gordy’s been avoiding adding on new work lately; he says G&Z Investigations has plenty of clients. We’re working on locating a stolen vintage car, investigating three frauds—two for an insurance company and one for a bank. A law firm’s got us tracking down a deadbeat dad. Days have been about phone calls, checking with law enforcement agencies across New England and conducting exhaustive internet searches. Gordy’s embraced the grouchy, sedentary boss role; he sits behind the oversized desk in the office and sends me into the field. And keeps reminding me I’m over-qualified to be an assistant, to take the goddamn private investigator license test. I’ve met most requirements—I’m a USA citizen, I’ve got a high school diploma, I’ve put in over 1700 hours as an assistant. The college degree, graduation from the Police Academy and my year on the PPD only help me look more qualified. What’s holding me back? Passing the written test, the firearms test, getting the Maine State Police to complete their background check, get my own surety bond, liability insurance and pay my fees to the state of Maine.

      It’s not cheap.

      Could be “unofficial” suits me right now.

      Another segment from last night’s crash pops on the television. A drenched WMFT reporter, the hood of his anorak up, an open umbrella in one hand and a microphone in the other, repeats what he’s heard from the police: a WheelieMaine driver spun out on the bridge, and the identity can’t be released until next of kin is contacted.

      “What’s a ‘WheelieMaine?’” Pat’s joining us again with another treat for Gordy: a slice of still-warm cinnamon coffee cake.

      “Like Uber or Lyft, but local,” I say. “It covers the southern Maine coast—‘from Kittery to Camden’ is how they advertise it.” Some genius engineering student, recently graduated from University of Southern Maine and still living in close-by Yarmouth, had started the company. “Drivers use their own cars, pay for their own gas, just like the big companies. But this founder came up with a fresh computer program that provides streamlined scheduling, a memory system for rider and driver matches that goes along with the regular stuff like payment and tracking. And there’s membership perks.”

      “Kids’ brains these days,” says Pat. “You think they can figure out these things ’cause they played video games in their cribs?”

      “They say brains adapt faster than bodies,” I say.

      Gordy grunts. “And look how screwed up the world is. Maybe the brain’s changing too fast for good sense to keep up. Kids are committing cybercrimes before they hit puberty. Just for fun.”

      “What’ve you been reading?” I ask.

      “Juvie court records. A friend’s got a grandson who just moved a hundred thousand from a bank in Greece to his own college fund. Just to see if he could do it. I had to tell my buddy no amount of private investigation was gonna get this kid out of trouble. FBI’s got him.”

      “You’re better off reading your biographies of great sports heroes.”

      “Yogi’s right,” says Gordy. “’Cause the future ain’t what it used to be.’” Gordy’s read the Life and Times of Yogi Berra at least ten times.

      Pat’s refilling Gordy’s coffee cup. I fill him in: “Wheelie does a lot of airport runs, takes care of late-night bar hoppers who don’t want to risk an OUI. Some people figure it’s cheaper than owning a car.” I shrug. “Uber or one of the other biggies will probably buy it up, and this founder—name is Tip or Skip or Pip…he’ll get a very flush payday.”

      “Never breaking a sweat,” says Gordy.

      “Maybe a mental sweat.” I move an apple slice from one side of the plate to another.

      Gordy looks back at the screen. “Well, he’s got one dead Wheelie driver.” He notices a new image that’s just filled the screen. “That got wrecked too.”

      The artsy cameraman has targeted a mangled bicycle. It’s on the pedestrian walk near the crash, under the harsh lights of the operator’s hut. Its handlebars are twisted, one tire is bent back on itself. Crushed, crooked, wet spokes shine. Who’d been on the bike? Was there another body in the ambulance?

      That’s the problem with getting details via the news; producers go for salacious images and sound bites, rarely provide the facts viewers need to get the full story.

      “Is that Robbie?” Pat gets closer to the television. “Looks like Donato—at the operator’s station. Hard to tell, everyone’s in rain gear.”

      My stomach gets even tighter. I recognize Donato’s physique: tall, thin, the way he holds his shoulders and head. The way he walks.

      “Didn’t know he was back,” says Gordy.

      “Me neither,” I say. Donato had taken a six-week leave to go to Philadelphia to spend time with his newborn son. I haven’t heard what Christine Poole (the mother and Donato’s ex), and her new fiancé thought about Donato’s extended stay.

      Gordy shoots a look at me. “You haven’t heard from him?”

      “Why should I?”

      Gordy sips his coffee. “We supposed to send him a ‘new dad’ present?”

      “Those kinds of things happen at baby showers. Usually for the mom.”

      “Dads get what?”

      I don’t want to talk about Donato or his son.

      “Cigars,” says Gordy, jabbing his finger into the air. “That’s it. And some whiskey.”

      Christine Poole’s wedding announcement was in the Press Herald last week. Apparently, she decided a successful dentist with a regular work schedule fits her lifestyle better than a police detective like Donato. The article said the teeth, jaw, saliva, and bad breath expert had already bought them a historic home in an exclusive Philadelphia neighborhood and that he enjoyed shepherding the city’s newest celebrity newscaster to events around town.

      There’s a rap on Sparrow’s window. Daewon Pocket waves. He joined the PPD force a year ago, about the time I turned in my resignation. He’s Cuba-born, made the move to Portland from the Boston ranks and has the best batting average on the PPD softball team.

      Pat notices I haven’t touched the egg or apple, so he puts a banana on the counter. “Take that with you and eat it a half hour before the start.”

      I grab the carb, slip off the stool. Gordy stops me with a hand on my arm. “Drop out if it doesn’t feel right.”

      “No more bacon,” I mother back at him. “Try some fruit.” I’m out the door.

      Pocket and I cross the street to my two-tone Subaru Outback. “You hear anything about the bridge crash last night?” I ask.

      “It happened near the end of my shift, so I was called over. Got some overtime in, but I left about three in the morning. Got in a quick nap before suiting up for the race.”

      “Any details you can share?”

      “They’re not nice.”

      My cell phone pings. A missed call alert. I check the screen, it’s from Abshir, the assistant at G&Z Investigation. When had I put my phone on silent? Last night when I couldn’t sleep? When I was worried about not sleeping? When I’d drifted off into a great dream of running a race on two normal legs and then my phone buzzed and blasted me awake? The call had been scam, and that pissed me off—so I’d turned the phone to ‘silent’ and went back to counting sheep.

      “Sorry,” I say. “Gotta return this.”

      “No problem,” says Pocket. “Can you pop the back?”

      I press the button on my fob, the hatch rises. I call Abshir, but he doesn’t pick up. I leave a message.

      Pocket puts his backpack in the back next to my Essentials Leg Bag. Everything’s neat and compact about his five-foot-seven frame, and he’s all style. Dark thick hair, a Fossil watch on his wrist, suede sneakers. His red dry-wick running gear hugs buffed pecs, biceps, quadriceps, and calves. I’ve got almost four inches on him, but I wouldn’t give myself an advantage in a zero-fat contest. It might be close, but he’d win.

      I settle into the driver’s seat, pull in my left limb. Pocket slips into the passenger seat. I press the ignition, and the engine hums. We leave the curb and head south on Congress, Portland’s main drag.

      “About the crash,” I say. “No need to sugarcoat anything.”

      He checks his phone for an update, mumbles, “Don’t want to speak before I should.” He finds what he’s looking for. “Ah. Si. Okay. The conference for the press has started.” He finds the information he wants. “Okay. I can tell you. Captain Harper’s decided to share details.”

      “They are?”

      “The driver’s throat was slashed.”

      “What?” I pull over to one side of the street, settle at the curb.

      “Probably lost control of the car when she was attacked,” Pocket says.

      “She?”

      “Si. She.”

      “Attacked by a passenger with—what—a knife?” I ask.

      “Looks like it. A witness says he saw people exit the car and run off right before the vehicle caught fire.”

      This is getting weirder. “How many people?”

      “Witness wasn’t sure. Thinks two. Said they really hightailed it.”

      “Who’s the witness?”

      “Being interviewed at the station. Name’s withheld for now.”

      “Webcams get anything?” I ask.

      “I’m not familiar with the bridge’s camera positions. Are you?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “It looked like the driver rolled out of the car a second or so before the big flames. That’s why she had some skin left on her. The laceration across the throat was clear.”

      “You think you’ll get assigned?”

      “I worked with Donato before. Hope he’ll approve it.” He looks at his Fossil, a hint we’ve got an agenda to keep. “Who else is in your carpool?”

      I pull away from the curb. “Gretchen. At Doggie DayCare.”

      “I thought I saw her name. Ahhh. Good.” He leans towards his window to look into the side mirror. He slicks his hair back. “You are good friends?”

      “Since first grade.”

      “I met her when you two were almost run off the street by that Yukon. It was, ahmm, before Thanksgiving last year…”

      That’s right. Pocket and another cop, Vera Sandrich—she never fails to make it very clear I’m not her favorite person—had responded to the incident. It had seemed, initially, like a random traffic altercation, turned out it was meant to be a warning to G&Z to stay clear of a murder investigation.

      Pocket continues, “Someone told me your friend, Gretchen, is no longer seeing a boyfriend.”

      “Who was talking about her?” I look over; there’s a hint of a smile on his face. I notice deep dimples. “You were asking about Gretchen?”

      “In passing.” The smile becomes a grin. He knows he’s being transparent.

      “Rumor’s correct,” I say. “Last relationship didn’t work out.” Gretchen had been dating an uptight lawyer, new to town. When he met the Yale Law graduate—the daughter of a prominent local attorney—he leveraged her interest in him to get invited to join the father’s firm and secure a membership in Portland’s elite One Coast Club. That’s when Gretchen’s phone calls stopped being returned. I didn’t remind her that putting hope, trust, and time into love-ever-after fairy-tale bull was not a healthy thing—she was too sad.

      We turn onto Commercial Street. Doggie DayCare’s had a successful three years and Gretchen’s expanding, taking over the failed cannabis store next to her. She swings out the door, wearing lavender runners-wear, her new platinum hair color, and bright yellow hiking boots. Her cousin, Anita, a veterinary student, is listening patiently. “Fonzie, the schnauzer,” Gretchen’s saying, “…gets a little nervous after a half hour of play. Just take him to his safe pillow and he’ll settle down…”

      “I got it,” says Anita. “Go run your race.” She gives Gretchen a playful shove and closes the door.

      Pocket’s already hopped out, raced to the back of the car, popped the trunk. He takes Gretchen’s bag, places it next to the other gear.

      “Thanks,” says Gretchen, surprised by the gallantry.

      “I’m Daewon,” he says. “Nice to see you again.”

      “We’ve met?” she asks.

      “For a short moment. On a dead-end street when you were part of a traffic incident.”

      “That’s right. You’re a policeman.”

      “You were wearing a light purple running suit then too.”

      “Guess I wear this color a lot.”

      “It’s a good color.”

      Pocket opens the front passenger door for her. She slides in, squeezes my arm and flicks on the iHeart radio station. Bruno Mars croons ‘Just the Way You Are.’ “Still nervous about running in a crowd?” she asks.

      “Nope,” I lie.

      “You’re gonna be great….” She leans into me, sings along with Bruno, “…just the way you are.”

      Pocket, in the rear seat, slicks his hair back one more time. I want to talk more about the slit throat, the burned body, the battered bicycle, and the car’s passengers fleeing the scene. But Gretchen doesn’t do well with gore, so I keep my questions to myself. What kind of knife? Was the driver attacked from behind? Or by someone sitting next to him in the front seat? Why?

      Donato had once called me a ‘why’ addict. I’d responded: “Why not?”

      We turn up Franklin, take a left onto Fore Street, hit a major slowdown. Signs alert us to one-lane traffic on Casco Bay Bridge.

      “They haven’t cleared the crash site yet,” I say.

      “I saw the accident on the news,” says Gretchen.

      “Might be a murder site,” I say.

      Gretchen looks startled. “Oh no. Did the driver have a family? It would be terrible to get news like that.”

      That’s Gretchen—she immediately identifies with those who might mourn.

      I take a sharp right. We’ll have to take Highway 295, exit in South Portland, and wind our way on surface streets to Bug Light Park. Everyone has the same idea, so traffic’s slow. I look into the rearview mirror, catch Pocket reading a message on his phone. He feels me watching him, leans forward. “No can share. Sorry.”

      Damn it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Runners register, shed their outer gear, pin numbers on their shirts, find places on the field to stretch. I peel off my sweater, toss it into the back of the car. The cool air chills my arms and neck. Perfect weather for a run.

      Gretchen and Pocket sit nearby on the grass, tie up their runners. She’s telling him that Bug Light Park’s a local favorite; its nine acres used to be a shipbuilding site for warships in World War II. Now people picnic here, fly kites, and attend fireworks. “It’s mini, isn’t it,” she says, pointing to the lighthouse. “Only twenty-six feet tall. That’s the reason for its nickname—Bug Light.”

      “Looks old,” says Pocket. He sounds attentive, even interested.

      “Think it’s close to two hundred years? It was a wooden structure first,” says Gretchen. “Then the breakwater had to be extended to help protect against crazy nor’easters. The first lighthouse was replaced with this—this one’s made of iron plates…”

      I swing my arms, roll my neck, try to lessen the tension in my shoulders. Looking south, I can see Casco Bay Bridge. It’s too far away to see if police vehicles are present—if detectives are at work. Last night someone was murdered there. Here, at the Library Run site, there’s sunshine and camaraderie and a hum of anticipation. The field’s filling up with people in bright t-shirts, shorts, and colorful running shoes. Picnickers and supporters spread blankets and set up camp chairs. Food trucks sell breakfast goodies. A brass quartet starts to play jazzy, upbeat music. Excitement’s building.

      Time to concentrate on the race.

      I chew the last bite of the banana, lean into the Outback, and open the sparkling silver Hogan Design box. My running blade, shaped like a C, is state-of-the-art; it’s made of ninety layers of carbon fiber, with a shock absorbent rubber sole attached to the bottom of the curve—its shape is perfect for long distance running. Strength and flexibility off the charts. The blade’s attached to a suction socket specially built for my residual limb. The whole appendage is definitely out of my price range (close to twenty thousand dollars); lucky it was a gift from a G&Z client, a former officer in the Military Intelligence Corps who survived a bombing in Afghanistan. Brad Hogan spends most of his awake moments in a high-tech wheelchair at Claren Tech, designing cyborg-level neural-transmitters and robotic limbs for veterans, but a year ago, when G&Z helped the company stave off a personal disaster, Hogan and I talked about my desire to run marathons again, to race to a finish line. Apparently, he hadn’t forgotten the conversation because, six months ago, this C-blade was delivered, specifically fashioned for my almost six-foot height, weight, and limb measurement. No bionics, no magnetics, it’s about Hogan’s calibration of the right compression and release motion to provide regenerative energy with every footfall. The runner is in control, master of the movement.

      My PT admired the design, told me the first C-blades were designed to mimic a cheetah’s hind legs and long tendons that catapulted it into a seventy-mile-an-hour speed. I told her inspiration and analogies were fine, but will the blade get me close to the feeling I missed? That flow, that elusive time when running feels effortless. “It’ll be different, but it’ll be good, Dee,” said Wendy. “At first, it’ll be different from your walking limb. You’ll have to learn to trust it.”

      Trust. Something I don’t do readily.

      Wendy coached me through attaching the blade to a new socket, bouncing to get the feel of the weight and movement. Then I practiced walking on it between waist-high parallel bars—something to grab onto if my balance tippled. Then I jogged between the bars and finally ran free on the small indoor track at the gym. “If there’s not enough spring, it’ll feel like you’re moving with a brick tied to your leg. Too much spring, your leg will bounce too high, and you’ll hurt your hips,” she’d said. “Patience. Just practice.”

      I just wanted to fly.

      Gretchen joins me, loads her outerwear and boots into the back of the car. She’s down to her lavender and yellow striped T-shirt and running shorts—a contrast to my all-black gear.

      “I’ll stick next to you during the race,” she says.

      “I’m covered.” I nod towards a swath of grass next to the Liberty Ship Memorial. Alfie Redden’s spotted me; he waves. He’s helping his wife settle their twin toddlers on a picnic blanket. “My pal from the clinic and I are gonna run together…”

      Gretchen sees him, calls out a hello. She turns back to me. “But it’s Alfie’s first 10K too.”

      “He’s done shorter courses. He’s cool.”

      “Sure?”

      “Absolutely. You run your race, I’ll run mine.”

      Pocket comes up behind us, he’s got his jacket and sweats neatly folded and his suede sneakers under his arm. He places them, in a straight line, in the back of the Subaru.

      “What’re you going for per mile?” I ask him.

      He shrugs. “Play it by ear, I guess.” He looks at Gretchen. “Okay if I start with you?”

      “Sure. I’ll introduce you to my club.” They head off. They’re about the same height—Gretchen might have an inch on him.

      My phone pings again. It’s Abshir.

      I press connect. There’s nothing. Reception on the point can get wonky. I text, hope it’ll go through:

      
        
          
            
              
        In the middle of race prep. Call you after. Whazzup?

      

      

      

      

      

      Alfie, carrying his Ossur C-blade, lopes over to me. He’s forty, balding. He’s a loan officer in a bank and always has a smile on his face. His t-shirt has the Sea Bank logo, plus pictures of his wife and kids (so cute) photocopied on it. His lower right leg had been mangled in a motorcycle accident; he’s told me six operations couldn’t save it.

      “Dee Rommel. Here we are. Today’s the day.”

      “Yep.” I pull at the waistband of my sweatpants and give a mighty rip. Velcro crackles, the fabric releases like I’m practiced in striptease.

      “Very efficient,” laughs Alfie. “No muss, no fuss.”

      We’d met at the Cheesy Chat Clinic. It’s the nickname for my prosthetist’s weekly support group. I’d started dropping in four or five months ago. I’d stood in the back while the group discussed topics like ‘Body Still Beautiful,’ ‘Sex and the Single Leg,’ ‘Do You Have an Anger Addiction or Are These Real Fucking Feelings,’ and other related ‘Your Choices Are Not Disabled’ issues. One night after the discussions, while Dr. Ebenberg’s wife served her cheesy appetizers, cheesy entrées and cheesecake, Alfie told me he’d heard I was interested in getting back into long-distance. Three months ago, he challenged me to take on the 10K with him.

      We sit on the Outback’s tailgate, doff our everyday titanium limbs, don our blades. “Barely got a wink last night,” he says. “Our bedroom window overlooks Casco Bridge. All romance was cut short by that crash, that’s for sure.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Lower West End. Just off Salem Street.” He jokes: “If you don’t live there, you never go there.”

      

      “A burning car. Got pretty noisy with sirens.”

      “Did you see anything before the car blew up?”

      “Wasn’t looking.” Then he asks. “Was there something to see?”

      I shrug. “Cops are thinking it was a homicide.”

      He straightens. “That gives me heebie-jeebies.”

      “Any of your neighbors get an eyeful?”

      “Didn’t see anyone this morning to ask. Come on, we’ve got a race to concentrate on.”

      We adjust our suction sockets, make them tight enough for stability but loose enough to deal with the natural swelling of tissue as our body heat rises.

      We stand, bounce. Then jog. No problems.

      “It’ll feel crowded and cramped, especially at the start,” he says. “But we’re spotting each other. Nothing to worry about.”

      What about a section of road where debris might have piled up? Or a pothole? Or another runner getting too close? Or an unwelcome wrong stride and the need to make a quick adjustment? Getting up after a fall is do-able while wearing a blade, but it’s easier if you have a partner.

      “I know you like to win,” says Alfie.

      “About as much as I like to breathe.”

      “That’s an admirable trait in certain instances.”

      I laugh. “But it’s not what today is about.”

      Alfie raises his hand, an invitation for a cliché high-five. We solemnize our pact with a resounding palm slap.

      The voice on the loudspeaker calls the runners to the starting position. We find our spot. A kid stands nearby with his parents, he pulls on his father’s arm and points at Alfie and my blades. “Those are cool. Can I get one of them, dad?”

      The mayor of South Portland, Casima Bo-Axmed, steps onto the mini-dais. She’s wearing a headscarf, a colorful ankle-length dress, and high-heeled boots. She leans into the microphone, gives an encouraging rah-rah speech, notes that proceeds from the race will go to Maine’s libraries. She raises her hand into the air, tells us to take our marks, to get ready… Her arm swipes downwards, and a nearby tugboat’s horn blows.

      And we’re off. Two hundred Mainers move as one, like a school of minnows, towards Madison Street. The lighthouse is at our backs.

      We’re halfway back in the pack, staying to the outside. Alfie’s a few long strides ahead of me. He sings softly as he runs, says it reminds him to keep to a steady, do-able pace. “You can’t sing if you’re pushing too hard,” he’d told me. He starts with Itsy Bitsy Spider. Who knew there were six verses? Alfie enjoys each one and is not shy about repetition. That’s fine. I don’t sing, but I match my gait to his.

      Breaths, grunts, sounds of pumping arms and steady footfalls become background. I hear Wendy again—that ‘flow,’ she told me—that mindless grace that runners cherish, that letting go of thinking about mechanics, the throwing off all self-criticisms, will re-appear one day. If I make myself ready for it. This is the first step in getting myself ready.

      Quick memories of past runs that I took for granted: the Boston Marathon and its town-to-town-to-city racing. Maine’s Sugarloaf Run, the views of the Bigelow Mountain range. September’s Foot Rally Through the Woods in Jefferson: village roads, steep hills, and beautiful ponds. This Bug Light Library Run’s homey, we pass South Portland’s narrow, friendly beaches and family neighborhoods, yellow forsythia bushes, tulips and daffodils announce the shift of season. Peripherally, I see orange A-frame traffic barriers on the side streets and the security teams next to their bicycles—ready to help if needed.

      A flash of my very first race. I was ten, it was the Running of the Black Flies 5K in the tiny town of Union with my dad. He had an effortless stride, would carry on a conversation (mostly retellings of his favorite Penobscot Bay maritime stories). I figured he wanted to do the run with me to make sure I could do what I said I could do. He kept pointing out the ice cream carts that we passed, kept suggesting we stop and call it a day. But I was having none of it. I told him I was making it to the finish line.

      A goal, for me, that’s never changed.

      Alfie and I pass the one-mile mark and curve onto Osprey Lane. There’s another clear view of Casco Bay Bridge—over the tops of the super-white Gulf Oil Aboveground Storage Tanks that sit next to the Fore River. My mind slips back to last night. Who jumped out of the fiery car? Where were the passengers going? Where had they come from?

      Those thoughts are not going to get me near the ‘flow.’ Be present. Be here.

      A runner huffs up, close behind me, a stench-y smell of cheap alcohol wafts with him. He sidesteps into a position between Alfie and me. I have to pull up a whole step, my rhythm disturbed.

      “Hey. Don’t mind me,” I growl.

      He has an oversized baseball cap on his head, the kind that leaves three inches above the skull, enough room to hide a small animal or stash of drugs. His lime-green t-shirt has a “Beer is God” message. His white gym socks are pulled up almost to his knees; he’s got super hairy legs. He shoots forward to place himself next to Alfie, says something, brays with laughter, then drops back, forcing me to veer out of his way again.

      Shit. “Not funny, buddy…”

      The rude creep wiggles his butt at me, brays again and runs up a side street.

      Alfie shoots an opinion over his shoulder: “Forget ’im. Get the rhythm back.” He sings: The ants go marching one by one, hurrah, hurrah…

      We reach Bunker Lane, move onto Shoreway. The ants go marching…hurrah, hurrah…. Alfie’s onto the seventh verse, the ants are stopping to pray to heaven before marching down, to the ground, to get out of the rain, boom boom boom…

      The A-hole emerges again, he’s headed straight towards Alfie. I spurt up ahead and block the guy’s direct path. Other runner’s comments spurtle: “What the fuck? Not cool, man. Find a lane, buddy.” Alfie’s still singing, clueless. A woman in turquoise, five feet from me, is wearing an emergency whistle on a thin cord around her neck. “Blow your whistle.” She notices A-hole’s disruption, lifts the whistle to her lips and blows. Other runners are already shouting at the nearby security team. A-hole spins off and sprints up a side street, lifting his third finger into the air. A security duo hop onto bikes and follow him.

      The whole incident lasted twenty seconds. The forward movement of the race never stopped—it just fell out of its comfortable pattern.

      And then, we’re back into it.

      I move up to Alfie’s side. “You know that guy?”

      “Hell, no.”

      “What’s his problem?”

      “He told me gimps should stay out of sight.”

      “What? Disability phobic?”

      “I told him white socks made his calves look fat. And that he stunk.”

      “Clearly you two are not meant to be friends,” I say.

      “Let it go.”

      Alfie’s not letting it bother him. He surprises me with a fresh tune, a soulful rendition: Here comes the sun, doo-doo-doo-doo, here comes the sun and I say, it’s all right…

      We make the turn to start the double-back. My gaze scans the runners, the supporters, hoping A-hole has been detained. We pass those who’ve chosen a slower pace than ours: moms and kids, a group of gray-haired men following a cute bunch of grandmotherly types. We pass a group of teenage girls wearing push-up sports bras under low-cut jerseys; they’re in full make-up and bright lipstick. They’re giggling, gossiping, and waving to a slew of randy high-school boys sitting on boulders near the water’s edge. It’s not about running the race for these girls—it’s about being ogled and energized by being sexualized. They’re in that window of time when growing up feels powerful, when there’s no fear of consequences.

      Here comes the sun, doo-doo-doo-doo, here comes the sun and I say, it’s all right…

      Then there are the flags at the finish line. “Dee Rommel, we did it!” Alfie raises his arms in the air. His wife, holding a kid in each arm, is there, beaming. He grabs one of the little ones and the family jogs to their picnic blanket.

      I keep moving too, down the side of the rocky beach, in cool-down mode. Gretchen, her cheeks pink, her endorphins spiking, finds me. We trot towards the carpool lot. “How d’ya feel?” she asks.

      “Okay. Good.”

      “Wouldn’t want you to gush,” she teases. “But you are kind of glowing.”

      “I don’t glow.”

      She laughs.

      “You hear about the freak-oid who was trying to disrupt the run?”

      Gretchen’s surprised. “No. What happened?”

      Guess the A-hole was a blip that didn’t even make a ripple in post-race gossip. We reach the Outback and I pop the trunk. “A jerk wanting attention, I guess. Didn’t like Alfie’s blade. Mine either.”

      “Creep.” She does a little dance. “Guess who came in first. Our carpool-er!”

      “Pocket won the whole thing?” I grab for the towel in my race bag.

      “He stayed with me and the club for the first mile, but once we hit Breakwater, he excused himself. Very polite guy.” She giggles. “Anyway, he seriously upped his pace, and I didn’t see him again until I crossed the finish. People he passed said he was like a gazelle or something. He’s got a new course record.”

      I glance towards the lighthouse. Pocket, on the dais, is accepting his medal and a gift card for Sea Dogs Brewery and Bowling from Mayor Bo-Axmed.

      “He’s only been a Mainer for a year,” I say.

      She slips off her runners, pulls on her yellow boots. “Well, he’s upped our talent pool.”

      My phone pings. There’s a text from Gordy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Abshir’s asking a favor. Meet me at his house as soon as you can.

      

      

      

      

      

      Abshir’s never asked for a favor.

      
        
          
            
              
        Whazzup?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Something about the Casco Bay Bridge thing. When can you get there?

      

      

      

      

      

      What’s going on? I punch in a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leaving now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gretchen zips up her jacket. “Wanna go celebrate?”

      “Sorry.” I wipe the sweat from my neck and face. Pull on my sweater. “Looks like something’s going on with Abshir. Gotta go.”

      Pocket’s jogging over to us, waving his gift card in the air. “Fifty bucks of free beer, so I’m treating. Who’s in?”

      “Dee’s got an immediate work thing,” says Gretchen.

      “Oh. Okay.” He reaches for his dry-wick jacket. “If you can’t drop us off, we can figure it out…”

      Gretchen has an idea. “Daewon, you deserve some jubilation. I’ll ask someone in the running club to give us a ride and we can invite them to share free beer.” Gretchen gives me a quick hug. “We’ll toast you, Dee.”

      They hurry off. I doff the C-blade and socket, place it back in its silver box. Struggle with getting a dry liner over my sweaty, swollen stump, then don my LiteGood. Velcro my pants back into place, slip on my sweater. My hair’s damp with sweat. Can’t be helped.

      What could Abshir have to do with a murder on Casco Bay Bridge?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Abshir lives with his mother and sister in a narrow, clapboard house off Franklin Arterial, about a mile from Old Port’s wharfs and the G&Z office. It’s a cul-de-sac of humble townhomes, close enough to the highway to hear traffic’s constant hum, and a few blocks from the non-descript, sign-less Muslim Mosque. Two years ago, Abshir, who’d heard Gordy talk at University of Southern Maine’s Career Day, knocked on G&Z Investigation’s door. I was there because I was on medical leave from the PPD, and over-protective Gordy insisted I come into his office every day to manage his billing. Abshir told us he was a Political Science major and wanted to volunteer his time to see American justice in action. Gordy said ‘no thanks,’ told him that private investigators weren’t super-heroes, that we often rummaged in the garbage of people’s lives, danced with misdirection, and skirted legal paths. Abshir stuck to his ask. “You spoke about getting to the truth, even if it was uncomfortable. That is of interest to me. I would work for free because I have to keep my class schedule to retain my scholarship.” Gordy eventually relented and Abshir started with answering phones, picking up lunches, maintaining Gordy’s beloved 1997 Grand Marquis. He was quick and reliable. When I was pressured to take over one of G&Z’s cases, Abshir took on research tasks and simple surveillance assignments and Gordy finally put him on the payroll. We got to know about his family. His father, who’d been a professor in Somalia before its civil war, had emigrated with his bride and children to America, got a construction job, supported his family until cancer took him. Abshir was eight at the time; from that day on, he accepted the mantle of ‘man of the house.’

      I pull up to the curb in Abshir’s neighborhood. Gordy’s waiting next to his everyday ride, an aged Subaru Impreza. His faded Sea Dogs baseball cap is pulled low, his old jacket looks too big. We head up the walkway. “Assuming you finished the footrace,” he says. “And?”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Shoulda eaten that apple.”

      Abshir opens the door, propels his Gumby-thin body towards us. “I know some favors are not able to be granted,” he says. “And I will accept whatever decision that is given.”

      “Waiting for the particulars,” says Gordy. He’ll never commit to anything until he knows details.

      “It concerns a friend…” Abshir says.

      Gordy interrupts. “Stop there.”

      Abshir continues, “It is a neighbor and…”

      “Wait. Wait,” says Gordy. “Is this a favor for you or a favor for a friend of yours? Be careful, Abshir, where favors are concerned, it’s not wise to waste asking privileges.”

      Abshir pushes on, “I would like to explain⁠—”

      “Let’s be clear,” Gordy says. “Favors are granted with an expectation that, if needed, they will be returned in kind. Everyone keeps track, whether they admit it or not. Whose gonna be beholding to me?” He gestures to include me. “To us?” He continues, “Is this friend, who actually sounds like he’s more in the neighbor category, the one who will owe payback? Or you? What if you find yourself in need one day and you’ve used all your favors?”

      Abshir looks at me, hoping I’ll decipher Gordy’s impatience. “I apologize if this is not appropriate.”

      “Ignore him,” I say. “Tell us what you need.”

      Abshir’s mother comes into the open doorway. “Son, please, invite them in.”

      “Yes, yes. Please come inside our home,” says Abshir. “My hooyo wishes to welcome you…”

      Gordy takes off his baseball cap, moves up the steps. He shakes Hani Jama’s hand. “Good to see you again, Hani.”

      Hani’s long dress is topped with a white apron. Her hair is covered with a dark blue hajib. She’s nearly as tall as her son—but where Abshir’s still growing into his frame—Hani’s all grace. “It is good of you to come. I have prepared tea.”

      We follow her into the small living room. Colorful homemade slipcovers cling to the chairs and couch, the carpet is deep red. Photographs of Somalia hang on the walls: camels in arid landscapes, a city with sandstone buildings, a stark white mosque with a tall tower against a bright blue sky.

      My stomach growls, it’s responding to the spicy, sweet aromas in the air. Hani provides desserts for a few of the restaurants in Portland, caters for parties, makes slipcovers, and is a tax agent at a local H&R Block franchise. Abshir once told me she’d been educated at the University of Somalia in Mogadishu, had planned to become a doctor, and that she’d never complained that her childhood dreams never panned out.

      Hani lifts the teapot off a trivet and pours shaah into delicate teacups. The scent of it—the African black tea, sugar, ginger, cinnamon, and hot milk—makes my mouth water.

      “How is your lovely girlfriend, Gordy?” Hani asks.

      “Marie’s good. It’s her birthday today. Big 6-0.”

      “Please, give her my best.”

      “She’s moved in and is redecorating my house.”

      She smiles. “Well, she is very artistic. She asked me to make a cake for an opening at her art gallery. I delivered it. She is always happy.”

      Gordy snorts. “She tells me I can challenge that good humor.”

      “Of course. The best relationships are not meant to keep us in a status quo.”

      He laughs. “You saying she’s out to transform me?”

      Hani doesn’t take the bait. “You are the best boss Abshir could have. Marie will not change that, I am sure.” Always polite, she turns to me. “And Dee. Abshir says you are about to take the private investigator test soon.”

      Gordy answers before I can. “She’s signed up for next week. All systems ‘go.’”

      Hani lifts a plate topped with rose-colored squares dusted with crushed nuts. “This is halwa, it is a spice-filled jelly with almonds. I have found that my American clients like the almonds to be dominant, it is the crunch and chew they appreciate. Most Somalians like the soft jelly to be forward, they enjoy the melt-y disappearance on the tongue. So, I make it both ways. See which you prefer.”

      I choose the almond-dominant halwa. Hani’s right, it’s a satisfying chew. I take another, hope I’m not being piggish.

      Gordy, impatient, looks at Abshir. “You made this sound urgent.”

      Movement on the staircase near the kitchen has caught Abshir’s attention. His younger sister, Aimina, is descending. She looks like a high-school, Americanized, mini-Hani, high cheekbones, lithe beauty.

      “Hello, Mr. Greer. And Dee.” Aimina rubs a thin bracelet on her wrist, it’s made up of beads and twisted, colorful threads. “Will you do this favor?”

      Abshir moves quickly to her. “Aimina, you can go back upstairs.”

      “I’m almost sixteen, Abshir. I will stay,” says Aimina.

      “It is better that you do not. Way fiicnaan lahayd. You must concentrate on your homework.”

      Aimina glances at her mother, hoping for support. Her mother shakes her head. Aimina’s ready to argue but Abshir speaks first. “My boss is anxious to talk,” he says. “Time is important.”

      “It’s not fair,” she says, but turns on the heels of her pink sneakers and races up the stairs.

      I empathize. Being told you’re on the outside sucks. What’s Abshir so uptight about?

      Hani smooths her apron. “I have baking to do. Let Abshir know if I can provide anything else.” She slips into the kitchen, the door swings shut behind her.

      Abshir quickly goes to a closed door off the living room and opens it. I notice a twin bed, a desk, and a pile of university textbooks. Must be Abshir’s domain. “It is okay, Yuusuf,” says Abshir.

      A bespectacled teenager steps out. He’s shorter than Abshir. His khakis are pressed, a well-ironed Portland High School t-shirt fits loosely on his narrow shoulders and his leather shoes are polished. Thick-frame glasses are the only thing slightly off, the frame is crooked—and doesn’t hide an ugly, swollen black eye or the bumps and scrapes on his cheeks and temple.

      “This is Yuusuf,” Abshir says. “He was on the Casco Bay Bridge, last night, on his bicycle.”

      This is the person connected to the jumbled, destroyed bike? Why does Abshir want him to talk to us?

      I take a pen and notebook from my pocket.

      “Yuusuf, sit here,” Abshir says, pointing to a hard-backed chair across from Gordy and me.

      Yuusuf lowers himself slowly, can’t hide a grimace of pain. “I lost my glasses. These are old glasses. I’m sorry for the way I look.” He tries to straighten the frame, but it immediately falls back into the odd angle.

      Abshir turns to Gordy. “I told Yuusuf he did nothing wrong. He was riding his bike, that was all…”

      Gordy raises his hand. “Let Yuusuf tell us about it.”

      Abshir, reluctantly, falls silent.

      Yuusuf scratches his lower arm and chooses the defensive. “I know bicycles are to stay on the road on the bridge, where there is a designated bike lane. But the rain was hard, it was very dark, and I was afraid I would not be seen by drivers of cars that were going fast and who may be blinded by the storm. I have a bright yellow helmet, but still. It felt safer to ride on the pedestrian walk. No one was walking there, because of the storm. It was empty.”

      “Sounds like a smart choice,” says Gordy. “Why were you out that time of night?”

      “He has a job…” Abshir starts, then stops when Gordy lifts his hand.

      “I work in South Portland,” says Yuusuf. “I wash dishes at Joe’s Morning and Night Diner. Mr. Joe is the owner, and he is also the cook. He’s taught me how to cook too.” The defensive tone flares again. “It is something good to know, because if you know how to cook in a restaurant’s kitchen, you can always find work.”

      “That’s what they say,” Gordy says.

      Yuusuf’s assertive. “Mr. Joe assures me.”

      “Not disputing it,” Gordy says. “Where’s this diner?”

      I know it—it’s near my PT’s clinic, it’s got good coffee, good grilled chicken and fries. “On Broadway,” I say. “In a small strip mall, a mile or so from the bridge.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see a pink shoe move on the staircase. I tip forward, notice Aimina, halfway up, leaning against the wall. She’s rubbing the bracelet on her wrist—similar to the one that circles Yuusuf’s left wrist, same color of beads and threads.

      “What time does this diner close?” asks Gordy.

      “Last order is at ten, but customers did not leave for a long time and there were many dishes…”

      Gordy nods. “What happened when you were on the bridge?”

      Yuusuf clears his throat. “The rain was bad, so I had my head down. There were not many cars, but when they drove by, their tires pulled the water up off the road, and I was sprayed. The concrete divider between the road and the walk helped a little, but I got very wet…” He digs his fingernails deeper into the tender skin of his forearm.

      “Must have been cold,” I say, wanting him to relax.

      He continues, “Yes. It was. Then there was a break in the cars for a short moment. When I was getting near the middle of the bridge, headlights came up from behind and got closer. A horn blared. A really long blare, I thought it was a warning. I turned my head quick, and…” He’s scraping his nails on his arm, right above the circlet. His voice gets tighter, his breaths quicker. “This car was skidding and swerving towards the divide. I thought it would hit and might flip onto me. I didn’t know if I should go faster or stop. I didn’t have time to do either because the car crashed. I lost control and slammed against the fence.” He straightens his glasses; they fall back into the slanted position.

      “Are those bumps and bruises on your face because of your fall?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Yuusuf says quickly.

      “Some,” says Abshir.

      “Yes. Some of the marks.” Yuusuf’s swallowing his words.

      “Speak up,” says Gordy. “Can’t hear you.”

      Yuusuf lifts his chin, tries to ward off looking weak. “I was on the ground. I tried to extricate my legs from the bicycle, but one foot had crushed through the spokes. I told myself, don’t be trapped. I told myself, you must get loose and try to help the car’s driver⁠—”

      “You were worried about helping someone else?” asks Gordy. “You’d just crashed.”

      “It is a rule in life,” Yuusuf’s voice is quiet, defensive. He’s stating what he sees as obvious. “To help others.”

      “So, you’re telling us you’re a good guy.” Gordy’s eyes narrow.

      “I don’t tell you who I am,” says Yuusuf. “I just am.”

      I tilt forward in my chair. “Then what? You couldn’t extract yourself from under your bike and then…?”

      “This guy jumped over the divider.”

      “To help you?” I ask.

      “No. He kicked me in my back. My shoulders. My legs. I curled up; I didn’t want him to kick my head.” He touches his temple. “But he did.”

      “Why?”

      “I do not know,” says Yuusuf.

      I add a row of question marks to my notes.

      “What’d he look like?” Gordy asks.

      “Big. Strong.”

      “Old? Young?”

      “Not old,” says Yuusuf. “Not…too young.”

      I turn to Gordy. “The guy might’ve been a passenger in the Wheelie car.”

      “TV news hasn’t said anything about passengers,” says Gordy.

      “Pocket told me a witness saw people exit the car, run towards Portland.”

      “People?” Gordy says. “How many?”

      “Pocket didn’t know.”

      Gordy addresses Yuusuf. “And then?”

      “The big guy kicked me. Many more times.” Yuusuf’s fingernails claw at his wrist; ragged red marks rise on the skin.

      “Did he have a knife in his hand?” I ask.

      Yuusuf startles. “A knife? I didn’t see a knife. The police didn’t ask me that.”

      I share that the driver of the car had been attacked with a knife. That her throat had been slashed.

      “Ahhgg.” Yuusuf’s voice rises, and his fingernails break through the soft skin of his forearm.

      I put my hand over his. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

      Yuusuf glances at the thin line of blood, covers it with his other hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “When did he stop kicking you?” says Gordy.

      “As soon as the sirens started, he shouted ‘go go go’! He grabbed my backpack and ran away.”

      “Who was he yelling at?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I was curled up on the ground. And then there was the exploding sound. The man ran, just when there was red and orange in the sky and a whoosh of heat…” Yuusuf bites his lip, apologizes. “I jerked my leg free and crawled as far as I could to get away. I didn’t help anyone. I was scared like a weakling.”

      “Sometimes we don’t get to assist others in a crisis,” Gordy says. “We have to help ourselves. You were being smart.” His tone has gone soft, maybe sensing Yuusuf might crumble if he presses too hard. “Could you identify this kicking guy—if you saw him again?”

      “No…it was dark.”

      I look up from my notes. Part of my job is recognizing lies. There are lots of tells: Slight hesitation. A swallowing of words. False bravado. Not engaging in eye contact. A change in vocal tone. That’s what I’ve just heard. Yuusuf’s withholding.

      Gordy slaps his hands on his thighs, wants to get things settled. “I’m assuming you talked to the police, told them all this.”

      Abshir has the details. “The police on the bridge took his statement and drove Yuusuf to the Emergency Room to make sure he didn’t have a concussion. They told him he was lucky not to have lost an eye. Yuusuf had the hospital call me.”

      “Why you?” asks Gordy.

      “I am listed as his emergency contact,” says Abshir. “I arrived at Mercy Hospital; they were putting on the necessary bandages.” He nods towards Yuusuf. “He is wearing wrappings under his shirt; two ribs are bruised badly.”

      “I will be fine,” says Yuusuf, breathing harder. “My pain means nothing next to—someone’s throat. Being killed.”

      Gordy presses. “The doctors give you pain medication?”

      “I will not take it,” says Yuusuf.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “It is halal,” explains Abshir, “It is permissible for him to take it, but….”

      Gordy pushes Yuusuf. “Why don’t you want to?”

      Abshir continues, “Because he….”

      Gordy holds his hand up again. But Abshir can’t stay silent. “He wants to stay alert.”

      “To what?” I ask.

      “More danger.”

      A bristle of deeper concern lodges in the room. Are we getting closer to why Abshir called us for a favor?

      “Is this about the backpack?” I ask. “Because the guy who was kicking you took your backpack? What was in it?”

      Abshir jumps in. “It had Yuusuf’s school things and his ID and address and his phone in it.”

      “Could be the big guy in the hat threw it over the side of the bridge,” says Gordy.

      “We do not think so.” Abshir moves to stand behind Yuusuf. “I slept on the chair at Yuusuf’s last night. Today, when we left his place—we saw the warning.”

      “What warning?” I ask.

      Abshir’s hands steady Yuusuf’s shoulders. “There was spray paint across the front door. A word was written: ‘Silence.’”

      Gordy frowns.

      Abshir continues, “Since the backpack had Yuusuf’s things in it, that must have been how the person knew where to find him. Do you think that could be how?”

      “Yuusuf, have you told the police about this morning?” Gordy asks.

      He shakes his head ‘no.’

      “Why?”

      “I told him he should,” Abshir says.

      Yuusuf sticks his chin out. “What if it causes more trouble? What if the police tell the newspaper and make it clear I am not silent?”

      Abshir interjects, “I asked him to listen to you.”

      Gordy stands, turns to Abshir. “Okay. Listen up. Here’s my recommendation. Your friend needs to call the police. They have their lane; they navigate it well and we don’t drive into it. They’re investigating a murder, and your friend can’t hold back. If you want, we can sit with Yuusuf when he meets with one of the detectives. You asked for advice, that’s it.”

      Not exactly true. Abshir didn’t ask for advice, he asked for a favor. I have a feeling the exact ask has not been illuminated yet.
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