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      Rich with Maine flavor, the fourth book in Selbo’s Dee Rommel Mystery series (after 8 Days) finds Portland private investigator Dee Rommel involved in what at first appears to be a simple domestic altercation at a local diner, where a disturbed woman named Gilli Wanz steals her purse. That incident and its surprising reverberations launch Dee into a complicated murder investigation that intersects with her own past. When Gordy, her partner and godfather, asks her to investigate the death of his friend, Frank—an environmental rabble-rouser whose death had previously been ruled a suicide—Dee must reconnect with her past lover and current detective on the case, Donato, to delve into the mystery surrounding Frank’s demise. Between drug dealers, Forever Chemicals, Frank’s children, and Gilli’s criminal brother-in-law, the web of intrigue expands with each chapter.

      A satisfying mystery with a tidy conclusion, 7 Days delivers a compelling, twisty pursuit and appealing characters, portrayed through the eyes of a tough protagonist who’s not afraid to follow her gut. This ex-policewoman has seen a lot, but she still nurtures a welcome hopeful streak: “I think the world’s worth fixing,” she says, when conversation gets bleak. Selbo’s prose blends sharp dialogue, warm characterization, and striking Atlantic coast detail—from lobster shacks and locals whose favorite word is “Achyut” to the 17th-century homes of swank Kennebunkport. Donato asks, preparing tea, “We doin’ fancy or homey?”; one man Dee encounters is “all crusty teeth, nose hairs, and a real bad shave.”

      Ongoing series threads keep Dee from only living for the case. As she connects the dots, Gordy fights his own hard challenges with pancreatic cancer. Readers unfamiliar with the series will catch up quickly, as Selbo builds background hand in hand with suspense, dropping a slew of tantalizing clues that lead Dee and Donato on a treasure hunt. Readers who crave twisty intrigue with dark ties to the past will be entertained and onboard for future entries.

      
        
        – Booklife Reviews

      

      

      

      “An exquisitely multi-layered plot that comes together seamlessly to deliver a spinetingling and startling climax. If you’re missing Sue Grafton’s Alphabet series, you’ll want to read Jule Selbo’s Dee Rommel books—they’re as comforting as they are exciting!”

      
        
        —Holly West, author of the Mistress of Fortune mysteries and the Anthony Award-winning editor of Killin’ Time in San Diego

      

      

      

      “Underestimate Dee Rommel at your own peril. With 7 DAYS, Jule Selbo has written a tight, propulsive crime novel with a unique lead character who ranks right up there with some of New England’s best crime creations. A worthy entry in the series!”

      
        
        - Scott Lyerly, author of The Last Line

      

      

      

      “Portland, Maine is one of the characters of ‘7 DAYS’, as strong as the protagonist, Dee Rommel, and she is mighty. In this fourth book in the series, Dee is still as tough as nails, but she is starting to reveal a softer, more sensitive, and vulnerable side where love and family come into play. Dee must tackle murders connected to farmlands, Forever Chemicals, and greed. ‘7 DAYS’ is one week of building tensions - do yourself a favor, set aside a chunk of time when you pick this one up.” 

      
        
        - Matt Cost, Award winning author of the Mainely Mystery series amongst others

      

      

      

      8 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

      “Selbo paints a portrait of Portland, Maine so vivid, you can practically smell the salt air. And she populates it with a cast of characters as colorful as they are nuanced—her indefatigable sleuth Dee Rommel chief among them. ‘8 DAYS’ finds Dee squaring off against a shadowy cabal who will stop at nothing to prevent their unspeakable crimes from being dragged into the light, resulting in a breakneck tale chock full of grit and grace.”

      
        
        - Chris Holm, Anthony Award-winning author of The Killing Kind

      

      

      

      “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 never makes a misstep in 8 DAYS; rock-solid writing and vivid characterizations lead the reader down a dark path of exploitation and deceit.”

      
        
        – Gillian French, author Sugaring Off and The Lies They Tell

      

      

       

      9 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

      “Dee herself is shown to be a complex, prickly hero living with a disability and harboring a deep curiosity beneath a hard-bitten exterior. Readers will happily follow her down many rabbit holes. 9 DAYS is a twisty, entertaining whodunit with sharp sleuthing and a lot of heart.”

      
        
        – Starred * Kirkus Review

      

      

      

      “Female investigator Dee Rommel -- wounded and vulnerable under her tough, don’t-touch-me exterior, tenacious as hell in the pursuit of justice for her clients – is superb as the lead in this suspense-filled page turner. 9 DAYS has it all – a compelling mystery, a ticking clock, and a cast of well-developed characters to both love and hate. Highly recommended.”

      
        
        - Kerry Anne King, bestselling author of Other People’s Things

      

      

      

      “9 DAYS is my favorite kind of crime novel, a riveting story driven by fascinating characters with rich and twisty relationships. And Dee Rommel is my favorite kind of character, a sympathetic and relatable combination of thinking and action. This excellent Maine-based series extends the PI genre with grace and grit and class. Don’t sleep on this one!

      
        
        - Richard Cass, author of the prizewinning Elder Darrow Jazz Mystery Series

      

      

       

      10 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

      In 10 DAYS, Dee Rommel shows herself to be nervy and relentless and it becomes absolutely necessary to hang in for the grand finale.

      
        
        - Toronto Star

      

      

       

      “10 DAYS is a complex, well-constructed mystery that hooked me on Day 1. Selbo’s characters, good and bad, are emotionally satisfying. And the pacing of the plot is spot on and full of surprises.”

      
        
        - John Lansing, best-selling author of the Jack Bertolino crime series

      

      

      

      “In Selbo’s punchy, vivid prose, Dee is hard-boiled when she needs to be, but her injury gives her a vulnerability and interiority that deepen her. 10 DAYS readers will root for her as she steps gamely into every peril. An entertaining, richly textured suspense yarn with a spirited hero.”

      
        
        – Starred * Kirkus Review
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MONDAY

        

      

    

    
      “Mom, who’s harassing you?”

      My mother is petite, every blonde hair in perfect pageboy place, and she has blue eyes that can change from registering kindness, impatience or challenge in an instant. Her tailored St. John suit speaks to the meticulous determination that’s always present. At this moment, as a frothy Boston Pops rendition of Jingle Bells provides the piped-in noise for our elevator ride – there’s a tightening around her mouth. She flicks her eyes at Chester. “You weren’t supposed to say anything.”

      “It’s not to be ignored, Gayle,” he says. Chester’s super-protective, has been since their wedding three years ago.

      My mom shakes her head. “She doesn’t need to get involved, Chester.”

      “Saying nothing is not a good option,” I tell her.

      My mother only comes up to my shoulder, but her height (and charm) cannot cover her tough lady grit. She’s a top administrator of the Cancer Research Center of Boston, speaks at conferences around the world about the importance of research support and has a way of convincing big donors to open their wallets. “We’re here to celebrate your birthday week, Dee. Let’s have a wonderful lunch.” We get off the elevator and step into the Executive Dining Room, she smiles at the other well-dressed executives that pass by. They all know her, she’s one of the foundation’s bigwigs.

      Chester Forbright fits right in too. He’s sixty-five, has movie-star gray hair and skin that’s leathered from summer sailing. He’s from an old (and rich) Boston family. This morning, we met in the lobby of CRCB and I handed him my regular offering – a trio of glazed maple Holy Donuts. We had moved to the VIP Visitors’ Desk, handed over our winter coats to the greeter, got our VIP badges and headed to the bank of elevators. He dropped his bombshell. “Your mother doesn’t want me to tell you what I’m going to tell you,” he said. “But she’s become the target of a cyberbully-”

      “My mother?”

      He continued, “I want to take advantage of your expertise. You told us, you and Gordy, have had cases in Portland.”

      “True.” G&Z Investigations has been hired to flush out cyber-stalkers, cyber-bullies and cyber-haters who make harassment the reason they wake up in the morning. Some of our clients cite it in the workplace, some are parents who want to find out who’s bullying their kid through devices like cell phones, computers, tablets, games, or through the endless list of apps that can be misused to persecute. I do a happy dance when we can get the cops and DAs on board and get cases before a judge who will hand out fines, restraining orders, and jail time. This is the kind of criminal activity people can’t have expunged from their records; it’ll show up when they apply for jobs or loans or try to get someone to date them. One of our clients was Kali, a twelve-year-old (her parents paid our fee) who had won a Maine Kids poetry contest; she’d inadvertently beat out a fifteen-year-old who thought the prize was her destiny. Bullying social media posts began, and Kali was having a hard time coping; she’d stopped eating, she started cutting herself and swallowed too many of her mom’s sleeping pills. Luckily her parents found her in time. When the misguided fifteen-year-old was brought before a judge, she dared to give excuses and said Kali was being a “baby.” The judge sentenced her to six months in Long Creek Juvie. A tragedy anyway you look at it.

      But my mother? She was the least deserving of animus. And plus, I would think she’d be protected by the security forces at CRCB. “Mom, what’s this person’s problem with you?”

      My mother moves ahead to chat with the maître d. The Center’s private restaurant has hosted Nobel Prize winners, Paul Marks Award champions, important visiting cancer researchers, politicians, and big pocket benefactors. They’ve been feted and schmoozed here while enjoying the views of Head Island and Dorchester Bay. White tablecloths, crystal glasses, and in a salute to the upcoming holidays, pine wreaths hang on the walls. We’re seated at a table by the window. My mother re-straightens the perfectly straight goldplate flatware.

      “He’s a young man who didn’t get the promotion he thought he deserved, and he’s acting out,” she explains. “We don’t need to discuss it. I’m sure things will settle down.”

      “It’s unprofessional,” Chester says. “What if he becomes dangerous? He doesn’t belong in this foundation.”

      “Chester, please.” My mom touches his arm. “It’s not productive to form judgements like that.” She looks at me, changes the subject. “You look very nice.”

      This morning, to make my mom happy, I’d ignored my jeans, turtleneck and down vest and put on the pinstriped Calvin Klein suit she bought me last year and repacked the necessary contents of my catchall into the Coach Tote that was also last year’s birthday present. I figured they would also impress at the posh Boston law firm, Latvey and Key, when I arrived at my early morning deposition. The firm hires G&Z Investigations when they need an investigator in Maine to ferret out information for their clients and today, I reported our findings on a Massachusetts contractor who tried to cover up a second wife and family in Stockholm, Maine – a small town near the Canadian border. I spent a week there, got photographs and video, DMV registrations, and neighbors’ testimonies. I’d even visited the school where the bigamist sent his second set of cute kids.

      Chester won’t be sidetracked. “Gayle, this needs to be nipped in the bud, let Dee use her skills.”

      She pretends not to hear him. “Dee, honey, think about this big birthday. Friday– four days from now.”

      “It means you’re getting closer to sixty.”

      “Age is nothing. It’s what you’ve done and what you plan to do.” She sips from her crystal water glass. “I’m sorry I have to go to London tomorrow and I’ll miss the exact special day.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I get back on topic. “Tell me how – why – this harassment started.”

      My mom sighs. “He thinks I promoted Amy to head of the department because she’s a woman. And because she’s Asian American and gay. That I chose to tick the diversity boxes instead of merit.”

      “True?”

      “No. Amy earned her position.”

      “Was he senior in the department?” I ask.

      “No. Actually, he and Amy started in Partnership the same day. Two years ago.” She raises her chin. “He says his discrimination claim will include my bias against him because he -medically- tips the obese scale. He also insinuates that he was discounted because his parents are farmers in Iowa and not Mayflower descendants.”

      Boston is full of ancestral pomposity. I point out the obvious: “Mom, you’re not a Mayflower descendant. And I’m assuming this ‘Amy’ isn’t either.”

      “The young man is grabbing at straws,” she says. “I’m sure he’ll realize that, and it will stop.”

      Chester (he is a Mayflower descendant) puts his veined and generous hand over her smooth, small one and looks at me. “She hasn’t been sleeping.”

      My mother moves the water glass a milli-inch to the right. I look at her more closely. She does look tired.

      “You have a Human Resources department,” I say. “What’s HR’s take?”

      “I haven’t shared this with them.”

      “Have you mentioned it to one of your in-house lawyers?”

      “I’m giving it a little more time.”

      “Why?” I ask. “Why are you giving this person so much leeway?”

      Something else is going on. What isn’t she telling us?

      I press. “Doesn’t Tucker see all your digital communication?”

      Tiny Tucker’s been mom’s private assistant for the last ten years – he enjoys being called “Tiny” because he’s almost seven feet tall. His life consists of worrying about his two Great Danes and my mother – organizing her calendar, rolling her phone calls, apprising her of relevant news stories and international exchanges on cancer research.

      “I have a private DM line for those reporting directly to me. I haven’t gotten Tucker involved.”

      Is she identifying with this Iowa person? When I was twelve, my mom, who had grown up on a farm in central Maine, worked her way through college and law school and dedicated her workdays to non-profits. She’d turned around a few failing foundations in Maine, helped them gather large charitable donations and move forward to become viable research hubs. This led to her being head-hunted for the position at CRCB. She and my dad thought the opportunity and challenge were too exciting to pass up - and my mom is ambitious. She tried commuting, daily, from Portland to Boston. That became untenable so she rented an apartment in Boston and became a weekend mom, did her best to show up on Friday nights for my basketball games, my softball games, my weekend track meets. Family time was squished into Saturdays and Sundays. My dad thought she walked on water; he said he was fine with it.

      I was more resentful.

      “Done talking about it, honey.” She forces light and bright. “Now, I insist. As per tradition, only memories of Dee’s childhood are allowed for the remainder of the lunch. Oh look, here’s our champagne.”

      The maître d’ is moving towards us with a bottle. He expertly pops the cork, pours the golden liquid into our flutes. We toast each other. “To your birthday week, honey,” says my mom. “This morning, I thought about your fourth, when we went tobogganing and you drank so much hot chocolate you were sick.” She laughs. “Your poor stomach – and the diarrhea.”

      “Come on,” I groan.

      “Was it your sixth birthday when you took a header on the ski slope at Sugarloaf?”

      “You always remember the good times, Mom.”

      “Birthday week” became a tradition because, once she took the Boston job, her travel schedule increased. Given a full week’s window, she could usually guarantee she’d be in Portland for at least one celebratory day. There was the exception - my twenty-seventh birthday. My father had died six years previously, so it was just mom and me. She spent the whole week - seven days - with me; I was in a hospital bed, facing the below-the-knee amputation of my left leg due to an on-the-job injury and wondering about leaving the police force, wondering what the rest of my life would be like. She organized doctors and surgeons, screened visitors and got contractors into my apartment to get it ready for new and unexpected needs. At the end of the week, she went back to Boston for one day to gather work and clothes (letting Gordy do the sitting by the bedside stuff) then she was back in Portland and stayed on my couch for an entire month. We didn’t talk much. She connected to conference calls and WebEx for work, took me to the docs and Portland Prosthetics Clinic, ordered in food and we watched a hundred National Geographic documentaries. Finally, I convinced her I needed to be independent, and she needed to get back to her Boston life.

      My mom’s still talking, “…how you played the second to the left daisy in the ballet recital when you were eight and told me, with great seriousness, that you’d done the dance classes only to make me happy, but the ask had become too big, that you hated twirling and mincing and would rather be on the kiddie basketball team. You insisted we take your tutu to Goodwill.”

      Salads arrive and are placed in front of us. My mom had made the executive decision (she tends to do this) and pre-ordered. Salad, because she eats like a bird, because she’s concerned about Chester’s weight, and because she knows I have a habit of picking up a half dozen Holy Donuts when I drive down from Portland; three for Chester and, as I drive, I devour the others.

      She went on, ad nauseam. Skating on the thick winter ice on Goose Lake, snowball fights, roaring fires in the fireplace. Chester, finally relaxing, grinned because he could tell she was happy, going over old times. My mother and I take small sips of champagne – she’s going back to work, and I want to be sharp at my upcoming appointment. Chester indulges, he enjoys being retired and using a private car service when traveling around Boston.

      Mom and I finish the meal with black coffee. As we leave the restaurant, Chester kisses my cheek. “You’ll do something about this, I know you will.”

      Tucker’s waiting for Mom in the foyer of the 20th floor. She’s surprised when I wave goodbye to Chester and step off the elevator with her. “Did you want to talk more, Dee?”

      “No. All birthday-memoried out. Just gonna hit the restroom – then I’m due at my next appointment.”

      “Is this more G&Z work?”

      “It’s personal.”

      She raises an eyebrow. I know she’s hoping “personal” might mean romantic.

      “Is your friend and his motorcycle back in the country?”

      “No, mom.”

      “He’s… interesting.”

      Non-committal. She pats my arm. “Honey, coming home to someone can take the sting off a long day. I want that for you – if you want it.”

      She’s hoping I’ll clarify any feelings. “I gotta go, Mom.”

      She looks wistful, desiring a more intimate interaction.

      But she knows we don’t do that. I don’t do that.

      “Love you, honey.” She walks with Tiny Tucker toward her office - he’s leaning down to her, discussing her schedule for the rest of the afternoon.

      Mom didn’t share the name of her harasser, but she may not be aware of how easy she made it to locate him. Info dropped: Partnership. That’s probably the Partnership Department. Amy’s name. Gender. Tipping towards obesity. Iowa. I remember noticing the map of the floor next to the elevator - there for the Fire Department in case of an emergency. I check it. Partnership is on the west end, half a football field away from my mother’s office. I stride down the hallway; my VIP badge gets me smiles and nods and invites no questions.

      The Partnership area is relatively small. There are cubicles in the center for interns and newbies, they’re empty now, employees are probably at lunch. Offices are against one wall; each has a view of high-rises across the street. The largest one has a small plate on its door – “Associate Director”. Someone’s at the desk. This must be competent Amy. The next office is being used by a woman with large glasses - she’s in her sixties; the name plate next to her door reads “Merri Light.” Another office is uninhabited at the moment, but the pink tissue box and pink cardigan on the back of the chair makes me think it might belong to the mid-twenties woman in the pink dress that I saw going into the restroom. There’s one more office, at the end of the row. An Iowa State Fair poster is on the wall. The nameplate reads “Liam Grimshell.”

      He’s blond, wears tortoise-shell glasses. He has that dissatisfied, slightly-pissed look that descends on persons who think they always get the short end of the stick. Maybe his co-workers don’t include him in after-work-happy-hour gatherings or ask him to hang at the food trucks on the street at lunch. He doesn’t have a gym rat vibe – more of a couch-potato and big-bag potato-chip-eater look. His suit jacket hangs on one of those wooden, free-standing valet forms – this guy eats large and doesn’t like wrinkles.

      I head to the common area behind the cubicles to a buffet with a Keurig coffee maker, stirrers, sugars, and creamers. I appreciate the many flavors of coffee capsules, make sure I’m half-hidden by a pillar and use my cell phone to call the Cancer Research main switchboard. I ask to be connected to Liam Grimshell’s extension.

      His phone rings. I can watch him as he answers it.

      “Grimshell here.” His voice is high, doesn’t match his heft.

      I choose a name that’s not an easy one to remember and speak fast. “Hello, I’m Marianna Celeste Brightonbaum, I’m from a group that’s been hired to explore - using Anti-Defamation League guidelines – any episodes of harassment in the company’s workplace.”

      He looks confused. “From where?”

      “Private firm.” I babble as if I’m reading from a prepared script: “We’re hired to go through employees’ digital communications. As you know, businesses can access all company’s emails, direct messages, et cetera to monitor inappropriate use - as well as an employee’s access to social media platforms, political and pornographic websites. All communications on the company’s devices are property of said company and, in hiring us, said company protects against lawsuits down the line. I’ve been asked to do random check-ins and quick surveys.”

      “Wait. I haven’t heard about this, isn’t this something we have to be told about?” There it is, that nod to feeling picked on, being ignored, left uninformed.

      I put a coffee capsule into the Keurig, choose the six-ounce pour option. “This is our first week in the building, I’ll need thirty seconds for the survey.” I get a little chatty. “Can you believe people have a bad habit of using digital means to spew thoughts, opinions, and concerns they should share only with a therapist? Don’t they know that loose lips, loose fingers, loose respect for each other – basically anything put into cyberspace - cannot be hidden anymore?”

      He’s frowning. “I’m very busy,” he says. “Maybe another time.”

      I go on as if I didn’t hear him. “Do you Insta-?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, flummoxed. “But not on the company’s computer.”

      “Do you Flit? Flitter?”

      “Not a lot.”

      “Do you Friendline?”

      “On my personal laptop. Not on the company’s time. Or server.”

      “Do you Squeak, Freak and Bleep?”

      “Ahhh-”

      “Don’t be embarrassed, if you graduated from college within the last decade, it’s understood it was a fad to become detestably malignant online and that a lot of people perfected the practice.”

      “I don’t-”

      “Have your bosses assigned the Anti-Defamation League survey that covers cyber-hate and harassment?”

      “No.”

      “Take comfort in the fact that federal and state harassment laws are in place. State laws are unique of course, but Massachusetts takes them seriously. My boss says he hired me because I have a nose to sleuth and the passion to prosecute. In my last job, I had two resignations the first day.”

      “People resigned?” His voice is a notch higher.

      “Must’ve figured out it was better to resign and not have inappropriate behavior on their permanent employment record.” I clear my throat as if I’m caught by surprise. “Well, over my thirty seconds. Let me tick you off on my list. Your name is ‘Madson Rippen,’ correct? Extension 462?”

      Now he really looks confused. “No. This is extension 642.”

      “Oh, my bad. I was assigned the 400 extensions. You may or may not get another call from a colleague, like I said, it’s random. Anyway, thanks for your time.”

      I click off, continue to watch him from my vantage point. He hangs up, drums his fingertips on his desk. Then he reaches for the phone, looks like he’s going to make a call. To verify the call was legit? He hesitates and puts the phone back on its cradle.

      Let’s see if he’s a smart guy.

      He stands, moves to the window, looks out. Doesn’t move for a whole minute.

      A worker is coming back from lunch and heading to her cubicle with a takeout bag in hand. I adjust my VIP badge, grab my paper cup full of coffee and a few packets of sugar. I smile as I pass her and head to the elevator.

      I descend to the lobby, retrieve my coat. And leave the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Terminator?” I ask.

      “Cyborg.”

      “RoboCop?” I ask.

      “Cyborg. That’s a human connected to robotic devices that are controlled by their own brain.”

      We’re in Hogan’s massive workplace at Claren Tech, just outside of Boston. The center, once an exciting nerve center, is now a ghost campus. No driverless vehicles sprint from building to building, no forward-thinking scientific advancements are being celebrated, no buzzing at all. Only one building is active: Brad Hogan’s Bio-Mechanics Lab.

      He hasn’t changed in the year and a half since I’ve seen him. His hair – the color of mahogany – still curls on the collar of his blue denim work shirt. He’s got on pressed dark jeans, the bottom half of the fabric tucked under the remains of his legs. The white-ish scar is there, breaking through his left eyebrow and crossing his face from temple to ear. Wait, there is a change. His green eyes, flecked with gold, are not as angry and aggressive as when I first met him. There’s a calm.

      “Avatar?” I ask as I’m rolling up my wide-legged Calvin Kleins.

      “Jake Sully? In human form, he’s a paraplegic, but when he’s part of the experiment – he travels out of body to become a Na’vi, so he’s able to run, fly, spin, fight, fall in love while inside a ten-foot-tall, rainbow-colored body. So, no real science involved, more ‘fantasy’.” Hogan shakes his head. “And I don’t deal with fantasy.”

      “Doesn’t a lot of new science start out as fantasy?” I ask.

      “Ahhh.” He laughs.

      I doff my LiteGood prosthesis. He commands his power chair over to his worktable. My C-blade is before him - state-of-the-art - made of ninety layers of carbon fiber, with a shock absorbent rubber sole attached to the bottom of its 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 was out of my price range (close to twenty thousand dollars) but it’s a Hogan design and I’m his lucky guinea pig. He’s specifically fashioned it for my six-foot height, my weight, and limb measurement.

      When I told him I was planning on running the Boston Marathon next September, he decided I’d benefit from a customized vacuum pump. He points to the small device he’s attached to a C-blade near the ankle complex. “The pump will force a greater evacuation of air between your stump liner and the upper socket wall, give you more suction,” he says. “The added eight ounces of weight will be negligible, and it should give you a stronger sense of solidity. Let’s see how I did.”

      I don the blade and move off the exam table, bounce so my weight descends on the appendage. This activates the vacuum pump; the socket tightens around my residual limb. I walk around the room testing it, getting used to it.

      “What about Blade Runner? Gordy and I argued about what the robots are called,” I say.

      “Replicants,” he says. “I know your next question. Are cyborgs and replicants the same thing? No. What’s Darth Vader? These are favorite discussions at lunch here in the lab. What’s Terminator? What’s Number Six? What’s Iron Man? Are cybernetic organisms all bionic?”

      “I’ll leave that discussion to you all.” I head to the treadmill.

      “Heard Gordy’s under the weather.”

      I peel off my suit jacket. “A bit. He’ll be fine.”

      The machine’s cranking, I quicken my stride until I’m jogging. He’s right - the vacuum pump addition makes my stride feel more solid.

      I speak above my footfalls, above the hum of the treadmill. “Not sure I want to introduce AI into my body.”

      “My goal? Give amputees back a sense of wholeness. We’re working on a new surgical method to implant bionic sensors at the time of amputation - so brain-to-muscle signals can be sent immediately, and the robotic appendage can react accordingly.”

      “That’s sci-fi.”

      “No. It’s near-possibility. Control of the appendage is the goal. You like control.”

      I laugh. “Most people do. I don’t want a lot of neurolinks in me. Don’t want someone to be able to access my brain.”

      He laughs. “That’s the horror movie version.”

      I punch in commands to get the treadmill to slow and come to a stop. Next to me is a glass case, a series of tiny chips showcased on black fabric. “Those are the neuro chips that could make me bionic?”

      He offers a hand, and I step off the machine. “Those are examples of what’s being used in Scandinavia. So, people don’t have to carry their gym cards or e-ticket train cards or office access cards; they get the chips implanted in their bodies. Machines read the chips.”

      “Not for me.”

      “Change can be good.”

      “Mmmm.” I release the C-blade, hand it to him. “I’m at the track four times a week. Wendy’s got me on a good mileage plan to get me ready for Boston.”

      “Keep sending me updates.” He smirks. “Gordy had to tell me you passed the PI test.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Congrats. He was proud.”

      He glides his chair over to his worktable, sets the C-blade on a soft, non-abrasive cloth. “You should be good to go.”

      I don my LiteGood. I want to ask if he’s a candidate for neurolink implants, but it feels intrusive. He’s a private person, all I know is that ten years ago, as part of a Military Intelligence crew outside of Kabul, his vehicle ran over an IED stuffed with crap – literally. Taliban added feces and rotting animal innards inside the explosives so if the target didn’t immediately perish, infection wouldn’t be far away. Hogan was the only one in his truck who survived. He got airlifted out, weathered nine surgeries, spent the next year in the hospital, then dedicated his time to making life better for veterans in the same situation as himself.

      We head out of the lab and the building, move through the too-quiet campus. “How’s Lucy?” I ask.

      His face lights up. “We’re engaged.”

      “What? That’s great!”

      “She asked me first. I said ‘no’.”

      “Why?”

      “Wanted to give her the room to think about doing better.”

      I get it - the questions about attractiveness and acceptance, there’s the desire to not be pitied. He wonders why Lucy Claren, an heiress - and a tech wonder wants to marry him.

      “Have you talked to her?” He asks.

      “No.”

      Lucy’s reaction, after her kidnapping and then the rescue G&Z orchestrated, was to become isolated. But she’s still on the list of America’s most eligible bachelorettes, there are probably men lining up to get her attention.

      Hogan continues, “She said she’d accept my answer, but she also built me a lab next to her in the new place, filled closets in her guest house with my clothes and added my name to her private jet roster. She made me promise to show up every Thursday for spaghetti night and presented me with a calendar of when we’d have kids.”

      I laugh. “She’s become more assertive.”

      “She says she knows now that life’s too short not to be.”

      “I guess.”

      “I had to agree.” He grins. “Three weeks later, when she was dishing up spaghetti, I asked her. Got an immediate ‘yes’.”

      “Congratulations!”

      “I got a second chance. We figured, we both did. You and Gordy are invited to the wedding.”

      “Where will the happy event take place?”

      “We’ll let you know.”

      The Claren Tech secrecy. The laying low. Sharing their work only when they feel they can control who gets it, and control how it’s used.

      I get into my car. “I’ve seen you two together. It looks like a very good thing.”

      “I’m a lucky guy,” he says, tapping the hood of my car. “Keep yourself open to new science, Dee. To future possibilities. In life and limb.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m on I-95, heading north. Not sure why passing the Welcome to Maine - The Way Life Should Be highway sign always makes me breathe easier. I tap on my dash phone, connect to my mother’s home landline. Chester answers. “Hello, Dee. Your mother’s changing for the evening, we’re headed to the ballet. Should I tell her you’re on the phone?”

      “No need. Did she mention if another inappropriate message came in?”

      “I asked. She said ‘no’. Did you find out his name?”

      “Yep.”

      “Tell me?” he asks.

      “Not a good idea.”

      “At least tell me what you did.”

      “Better not get into details. Mom would know you’re keeping things from her.”

      “Probably.”

      “For some reason she’s being protective of him. You know why?”

      “No.” He sighs. “You’re a good daughter, Dee. Are you back in Portland?”

      “Not yet,” I say. “I had an errand to do north of Boston, so I’m on the highway now.”

      A dark cloud has opened, and cold December rain plummets to the earth. My windshield is suddenly heavy with water, my wipers strain against the weight.

      “Come down and stay a few days next time,” Chester’s saying. “I need a few killer backgammon games.”

      “I’ll try. Bye.” I click off.

      My mother’s inaction worries me. Why would she allow herself to be used as a punching bag by Liam Grimshell?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Another hour of driving and I’m passing South Portland’s Maine Mall. It’s just after nine and my stomach’s growling. Sparrows, my neighborhood haunt, will be packed – it’s Monday Night Football, the Patriots are playing – and I just want to eat and then hunker down in front of the fireplace in my apartment and start a CanFindAnyone search on Liam Grimshell.

      But the refrigerator at my apartment is empty. For most of the summer, Reader had kept it full. Pickles, olives, usually roasted chicken. My mom’s words play through my mind - the ones about “coming home to someone can make a hard day seem less so”. Mmm. Food-wise, I guess that’s true. Reader left in late August, said he wanted to get to Scandinavia in time for some touring before the first snowfalls. He’d asked me to take a few months off from G&Z Investigations and travel with him. I wasn’t ready to do that, I had a private investigator test to pass and Gordy and I had cases to bring to conclusion. And I didn’t want to miss Maine’s autumn colors. I did go to Boston to see him off. That’s where I met Brigid Berger. She looked like a female version of Reader - dark hair in a ponytail, long legs, toned and dedicated to adventure. Reader’s Harley Road King, with batwing fairing and Ground Zero speakers looked good next to Brigid’s Softail Deluxe, customized for a low ride. She explained she was a “wanderer” too – and it turned out, (news to me) Reader and Brigid had a habit of meeting up in different places around the world. They’d done Thailand, Vietnam, Germany, Poland, Croatia and Greece. Now the plan was for them to get onto the cargo ship to Norway. Neither found luxurious accommodations necessary, all they needed was transport for themselves, their motorcycles, and berths with reading lights.

      Reader’s habit of sending postcards continued every week for two months, but it’s tapered off. He didn’t make it back to Portland for his uncle’s annual Thanksgiving feast.

      He doesn’t like to plan. He’ll show up. Or not.

      I take the first exit in Portland and a minute later, I’m looking at the rain falling in front of a neon sign in the shape of a giant fish. It belongs to Letty’s Diner, a local eatery nestled on the Holyoke Wharf next to fishing boats and stacks of lobster traps. I hold my Coach Tote over my head as I rush inside. Allison, the waitress on the late shift, waves. “We’re on last call. Usual?”

      “Sounds good.”

      The home-cooking hangout is divided into two spaces - booths and a long counter on one side of a half wall, free-standing tables on the other. The side with tables is filled, someone’s having a retirement party and they’re on their final toasting. The counter’s empty, and I land on my favorite stool. There’s a mirror on the header wall and there’s my reflection. I’ve replaced my Calvin Klein suit jacket with a fleece pullover, my hair’s slipped out of its tie-back. Allison puts my fish plate in front of me: scallops, shrimp, oysters, haddock, and a side of home fries. A lot more filling than my lunch salad. I squeeze some Captain Mowatt’s Canceaux Sauce over the whole thing.

      “You’re a worm,” the woman in a booth behind me is saying. “Your neck’s wet and Jello-ee slick and you have that mouth that’s so little it’s like you’re hiding your tiny teeth and tiny tongue. You have a Voldemort nose.”

      Her voice is flat – and it carries. I look up into the mirror, catch sight of her. She’s cubic. Square head. Flat hair that’s been cut to frame a box-shaped face. The couple is too interested in each other to notice me.

      “What’s a Voldemort?” he asks.

      She mimics him cruelly. “Who’s Voldemort. Ahhgg. The villain in Harry Potter, stupid. He’s got slits for nostrils,” she says. “Worms don’t have nostrils, but snakes do, so maybe you’re a worm snake.”

      Allison’s at the massive coffee urn, dumping the grounds into a compost bucket. Our eyes meet, she mouths “weird” at me.

      The guy looks up from the menu. “Gilli, did you take your meds? Sometimes you tell me you have, but really, you’ve forgotten. Finish your dessert.” She’s got a dish of ice cream in front of her. The strawberry frozen treat, surrounded by thick hot fudge, is melting and the spray of whipped cream on the top is about to topple.

      Her oversized flannel bag is on the booth’s table, leaning against the window. He reaches inside it and takes out a vial. “Babe, you’re not eating your hot fudge.” He extracts a gelatin capsule from the vial, dips it into the chocolate, holds it up between his fingers.

      Gilli stares at the capsule. The thick chocolate drips off it. She opens her mouth, lets him put it on her tongue. He picks up his spoon, gathers ice cream and she lets him feed her. There’s something going on under the table, some foot to crotch action.

      “Ah Gilli, you are a vixen,” he says. He doesn’t notice Gilli wipe a napkin across her mouth and dispel the pill because he’s waving to Allison. “Check, please.”

      Allison hustles over and drops it on the table. A hundred-dollar bill is offered, Allison dips into her fanny pack and makes change – three twenties and a few singles.

      “Name’s Nail.” The man looks up at Allison. “Like hammer and nail.”

      Allison gives a practiced smile. “Have a nice night.”

      Gilli wraps a wool scarf twice around her thick neck. Her eyelids look heavy. “You’re gonna slither out of here on your belly and worm your way into my place and into my refrigerator and my butter and my beer.” She grabs hold of the table knife and jabs it at him. Not exactly playfully. Allison’s tired of them. She goes to the wall, pulses the light switch. “Have a great night, customers. We’re closing now and we wish you all a very nice evening.”

      The retirement party on the other side of the restaurant shuffles out. I don’t recognize any of them – it’s - December, not exactly tourist season, but Portland’s been growing fast lately and new faces and new agendas have moved into town.

      My eye catches an odd movement in the mirror. Did I just see Gilli slipping a Letty’s knife, fork and spoon into her bag?

      Nail stands and blocks my view. He is sort of snakey/worm-ish. Tall, thin, pasty-faced. Bone structure and muscles do not dominate – he’s soft and ‘dewy’. His mouth is small and pursed. He grabs his jacket; it’s beigy-white, the color of a maggot. Gilli gets up too, she wears wool socks that go to mid-thigh, a mini-skirt that’s tight on her wide hips and faux-leopard kick boots. Looks like she hasn’t brought a jacket – must be one of those Mainers who won’t wear fleece or down or wool if it’s not twenty degrees below freezing.

      Nail strides to open the door for her. “Gilli, you’re over-tired. I’ll drive.”

      “Fuck you,” she says, grabs a plastic menu, hugs it to her chest and stumbles out.

      They’re gone.

      Allison breathes a sigh of relief. “And someone told me a perk of waitressing is meeting all kinds of nice people.”

      “Must be the same person who told me relationships are good for you,” I say.

      “How come people can’t just be nice to each other?”

      Neither of us have a good answer.

      I bite into my last diver-caught sea scallop. It’s still warm. December’s the start of scallop season, these were probably harvested from beds an hour or so out of the city. Tasty.

      “Big plans tonight?” asks Allison.

      I pay my bill. “Got some research to do. Some case files to read.”

      “I’m meeting people at Wandering Moose. Karaoke, if you want to join-”

      I sling the strap of my bag over my shoulder. “Thanks. Not tonight.”

      Allison dances as she wipes down the counter. “I start with Cardi B, move on to Taylor Swift, and finish the night with Beyonce.”

      “Go kill it.”

      The vestibule of Letty’s offers a last moment of warmth before stepping into the wet that’s turned to an icy sleet that can prick flesh. I grab a knit hat and gloves from my bag, pull them on. It’s a ten-minute drive to my apartment, eleven minutes to turning on the gas fireplace. Just need to get in the car and go. I slip out onto the concrete deck.

      Gilli’s got the hatch open on her electric blue Lexus GX. She’s bending in, her short skirt is riding up, so I see the tops of her thighs - what the over-the-knee socks don’t cover. She leans in farther; I see her flat butt cheeks and the lacy floss of the thong that travels up her crack. Nail stands close, he’s checking something on his phone. Suddenly Gilli straightens, she’s got a baseball bat in hand, she whips it back to gather power and “Yeoow!” She swings the bat and hits Nail on his shoulder.

      “Crap!” He staggers. She’s coming at him again – this time landing a wallop on his hip. This takes him to his knees - he steadies himself on the hood of my car. She’s got another swing in motion, this one’s headed to his neck, but he gets his arm up in time and the bat cracks against his lower radius. Did I hear a bone crack?

      “Hey! Stop!” I grab my bag off my shoulder - pitch it so its weight flies. I hit my mark, the bag smacks Gilli’s chest. Her chin flips back, the bat drops to the ground, clanks on the blacktop, and rolls towards me. I grab onto the deck’s railing, shoot my LiteGood out to the side so I can bend to pick it up, cursing that both knees won’t work the way they used to. I open the diner door and fling the bat into the vestibule.

      “Allison!” I yell.

      Gilli’s huffing, pulling her hair back off her face. There’s a wild look in her eyes. She picks my Coach Tote up off the ground, strides to her Lexus and hurls it into the back and slams the hatch shut.

      “Don’t fuckin’ take my bag!” I yell and lumber towards the car.

      She whips her head back and screams a series of vowels at high register. The high heels of her faux-leopard boots slip on the wet pavement as she plops into the driver’s seat, slams the gears into reverse and backs up - fast. I lunge out of the way, lose balance, and land on my butt. Still screaming, Gilli steers out of the parking lot and takes a right on Commercial Street. She and my bag (with apartment keys, my car fob, cash stash, one credit card, notebook, Visine, hair band and ID) are gone.

      Faauuuuck.

      Allison’s rapping on the diner’s window – she’s on the phone. She better be calling the cops. The wind gusts, a shard of numbing frost hits my eyeball. “Shit.” I fast-blink to accelerate its melt. I’m close enough to the deck railing to grab hold and use it to hoist myself up and get my LiteGood under me. I hoof it to Nail’s side. Sweat and ice pellets merge on his face, it’s like a waterfall gushing down from the top of his bald head.

      “I thought I heard a bone break,” I say.

      He’s cradling his arm. “She gets upset.”

      “Your name’s Nail?”

      “Like hammer and-” The same half-joke, but this time his tiny mouth is not smiling.

      “Nail what?”

      “Parcell.”

      Allison pushes the door open. “Coming back inside?”

      “Come on.” I put my hand out to help Nail up and usher him inside. “What’s Gilli’s last name?” I want info before the cops arrive – maybe I can add to my chances of getting my bag back without going through paperwork.

      “Wanz. That’s with a ‘z’ at the end. W. A. N. Z.”

      I get Nail to sit in the first booth. “Address?”

      “52 Kahta. On the second floor.”

      Kahta’s a new street in midtown Portland. A few years ago, three blocks of down-at-the-heels apartment buildings were demolished, and thirty-two new condos replaced them. They sold fast – at over a million dollars per unit. Someone got rich and others became homeless.

      “Why would she take my bag?” I ask.

      “She gets upset.”

      I wonder if those words are inscribed in Gilli’s high school yearbook, if they’re on whatever resume she might have, if they’re tattooed on her ass. Maybe it’ll be on her gravestone.
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        * * *

      

      Two police cars and a small ambulance are in Letty’s parking lot. Three cops have come inside to get a bead on what went down, one officer is stationed at the entry to make sure no one else enters.

      It’s quickly determined the two cooks and dishwasher didn’t see anything; they’re allowed to go home. Elliot, the manager, who had been upstairs in the office going over the day’s receipts and was thus unaware of the odd behavior inside and the kerfuffle outside, tries to be patient but he knows he needs to be back early in the morning and he’s tired. Allison and I have already shared with Officer Pavin, one of Gordy’s poker buddies. Officer Daewon Pocket (he’s serious dating my friend Gretchen) is still with Nail.

      “I’m not pressing charges,” says Nail.

      “You sure about that, sir?” asks Pocket.

      “Why do you have an accent?” Nail asks.

      “Born in Cuba,” says Pocket.

      “How long have you been a US citizen?”

      “Ten years.”

      “So, you’re a real cop?”

      “Yes, Mr. Parcell, I am.”

      “You sure you know the American constitution and not the Cuban one?”

      Pocket doesn’t take the bait. “We’ll get you to the ER, Mr. Parcell.”

      “Ten years. You shouldn’t still have an accent. Did the government review your background thoroughly?”

      Pocket’s a patient guy but Nail’s not making it easy. The medic gets Nail’s good arm out of his jacket and carefully maneuvers the injured one out of the other sleeve. There are heavy sweat stains on Nail’s shirt.

      “We’ll need an X-ray to see what’s what,” the medic mumbles.

      Nail’s squishy body stiffens against the pain. “I’m okay. I should go find Gilli. She’ll need me.”

      “Not until you get this arm checked out,” says Pocket. “We’ll want an official medical report.”

      “I said I’m not pressing charges against my girlfriend,” says Nail.

      Pocket closes his notebook. “Might be time to re-evaluate that girlfriend status.”

      “Maybe she didn’t take her meds on time. That’s not a crime. She’s really a very good person.”

      “This way, sir,” says the medic.

      Nail’s eyes harden, not happy he can’t get his way, but he capitulates. A minute later, he’s wearing a Mercy Hospital knit hat, walking under a supersized umbrella, and allowing himself to be ushered into the back of the ambulance. The vehicle drives off.

      Elliot and Allison execute closing-for-the-night details.

      Pocket and I stand in the warm vestibule; he’s on the phone. He clicks off. “The team at Kahta Street says there’s no sign of Gilli Wanz. No car, no one in the condo.”

      “Damn.”

      “I’ll write up a report on your stolen bag,” says Pocket. He tears a page out of his notebook. “Describe it, the contents.”

      He doesn’t have to share that the chances of retrieval are low, that – statistically - under twenty percent of stolen bags and purses are ever found. Slash and grabs, snatch and runs are maddening. Not sure I’ve seen a bag-used-as-a-weapon-and-steal before. But there it is. My plan to head home, do some research on Liam Grimshell, and get some sleep has been upended. Now I have a credit card to cancel, an alert to my bank about the loss of my ATM card, and I’ll figure out how to schedule a DMV visit to replace my license. The idea of someone being able to access my personal data stings. Shit. My keys don’t have identity tags on them, but I’ll still get locks changed. What else haven’t I thought of?

      Why would Gilli Wanz take my bag?

      “You got a hide-a-key at your place?” asks Pocket.

      “Gordy’s got my extra set. Can you drop me there?”
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