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        Whoever blushes is already guilty; true innocence is ashamed of nothing.

      

        

      
        —Jean-Jacques Rousseau

      

      

      

      You can’t go out in Federal Hill on most nights without tripping over a gaggle of hipsters at every turn. Any time after dark whatever the occasion, they’re unavoidable. Baltimore doesn’t seem like a city that would have a hipster population issue, but there’s evidence of it in every “upscale” corner bar, restaurant, or pub. It’s doubly hard to avoid the goateed brigade if you’re celebrating something in the middle of March.

      Such was my fate this night.

      My cousin Rich had just turned thirty-six. In accordance with our tradition—all two consecutive years of it, but tradition must begin somewhere—I took him out for dinner and drinks. Rich brought his girlfriend of two months, Jeanne Corsetti. I brought Gloria Reading, whom I’d known for almost a year and a half and who was the closest thing to a girlfriend I’d had in a while. We’d spent more and more time together without making anything official. One of these evenings, we’d have to sit down and have a real conversation. Only not tonight.

      Rich, for his part, dressed even worse than the hipsters. Some people overdo it on St. Patrick’s Day. My cousin is one of them. He could boast twelve and a half percent of his corpuscles laid claim to Irish ancestry and dressed like a leprechaun desperate for a part in a Lucky Charms commercial. I stifled a snicker every time I looked at him. He wore a green sportcoat over a white shirt, a green bowtie, green corduroy slacks, green socks, and green tennis shoes. Everything managed to be the same shade or very close to it. The outfit should have been repellent to anyone whose taste extended beyond their mouths. Jeanne looked at Rich’s getup often and smiled. I did, too, though I suspected not for the same reason.

      “You’re dressed conservatively,” Rich said over the crowd. We occupied a table toward the back of the pub, but the throng at the bar created a din  permeating the whole place.

      “Compared to you, the Dropkick Murphys’ fan club is dressed conservatively,” I said.

      Gloria squeezed my forearm. I think she laughed, but Jeanne’s louder peel drowned it out. “I think he looks damn good,” she said, grabbing Rich’s face and planting a kiss on him.

      Not to be outdone, Gloria did the same to me. If this were going to be a competition, I liked our chances. I hoped a lascivious wink captured my sentiment.

      Our waiter dropped off our second round of beers and a gigantic basket of onion rings. Rich and Jeanne ordered emerald-dyed brews. Gloria opted for a Killian’s Red, and I ordered the only acceptable Irish beer: Guinness. Why was everyone else at the table a Philistine? Rich took a lime-colored swig  and speared a crusted ring with his fork. I eyed the appetizer but decided to let everything cool. Lunching frequently with my food-loving friend Joey Trovato has taught me to pick my spots where first courses are concerned.

      “What do you do?” Gloria asked Jeanne. I realized then I’d never mentioned it, and it didn’t come up on the ride over.

      “I’m a cop,” she said.

      “A detective?”

      “Not yet.” She looked at Rich and smiled. “I wear a uniform. One of these days I’ll take the detectives’ exam. By then, he might be a lieutenant,” she said, jerking her head toward Rich.

      “What do you mean, might be?” he said.

      Jeanne punched him playfully in the shoulder. “Not everyone can be on the fast track like you.” She turned to Gloria. “What do you do?”

      “I . . . uh . . . play tennis,” Gloria said.

      “Professionally?”

      “No, just local tournaments.”

      “Oh.” She frowned. “What else do you do?”

      “In fairness, Gloria’s playing well in those tournaments,” I said. “And she looks damn good in a tennis outfit.”

      Gloria smiled and blushed. I saw something in her eyes when she looked at me, like she was grateful for me coming to her defense. She squeezed my hand, then turned back to Jeanne. “I don’t work full-time,” she said. “I just . . . pursue things I enjoy.”

      I thought Jeanne had a follow-up remark ready to go, but Rich cleared his throat, and she didn’t say anything. I capitalized on this lull in the conversation to snag an onion ring.

      “You’re a private detective, right?” Jeanne said to me.

      I nodded around my bite of food, then answered her once I swallowed it. “We prefer to be called private investigators, but yes.”

      “Rich told me you don’t have a law enforcement background.”

      “He flatters me,” I said.

      For the second time, Jeanne started to say something and stopped. The waiter rescued her by coming to take our order. Rich and Jeanne both requested corned beef and cabbage. I resisted the urge to vomit in my mouth. Despite being twice as Irish as Rich, I detested corned beef in general, and considered the pairing of it with boiled cabbage to be a violation of the Geneva Convention. Gloria ordered a salmon dish. I honored my Irish ancestors by getting bangers and mash.

      “Rich tells me you work together pretty often,” Jeanne said once the waiter fought through the hipster mob to make it back to the safety of the kitchen.

      “He needs me to set him straight,” Rich said. He tried to suppress a smile and failed. Good thing.

      “Actually, Rich needs me to win his awards and commendations,” I said. “If he does make lieutenant in a few years, part of it will be me carrying him there.”

      Rich rolled his eyes and quelled his response with a long pull of green beer. “C.T. thinks solving cases is something done as a hobby with as little time in the field as possible.”

      “So far, I’ve been right,” I pointed out.

      Jeanne looked between us, then at Gloria. “Are they always like this?”

      “Only when they talk shop,” Gloria said. “Or sports. Or anything where they might be able to compete.”

      “We’ve been doing it most of our lives,” I said.

      “And I’ve won most of them,” said Rich.

      “Being almost seven years older matters a lot when you’re younger,” I said.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Rich smiled. A drop of shamrock spittle ran off his lip and down his chin. “That sounds like an excuse.”

      “All right, let’s run a race tomorrow morning. Four miles around Federal Hill Park. I’ll even run backwards the first lap.”

      “And here they go again,” Gloria said.

      “Rich knows I’ll beat him,” I said.

      “Ah, the smell of testosterone.” Jeanne took in a deep breath. If it were in the air, she couldn’t smell it past the food, booze, and sweat.

      “Must come in the green beer.”

      The waiter scuttled any further witty repartee by returning with our meals. We asked for a few condiments and another round of brews, which he returned with a minute later. Rich and Jeanne practically drooled over the bilge set on their plates. Gloria’s fish smelled wonderful, a product of the fruity salsa atop it. My bangers and mash looked like typical Irish sausages and potatoes. They probably tasted typical, too, but the fact my plate held no corned beef and cabbage allowed me to overlook the lack of excellence.

      After all, the cook was probably a hipster, too.
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        * * *

      

      We were well into our fourth drinks. I hired an Uber for the evening so none of us drove anywhere. Jeanne looked at Rich, then at me. “So you’ve been a detective about a year and a half now, right?” she said to him.

      Rich needed to think about it. One of his beers was an Irish Car Bomb, and it had to be fogging him over. “Sixteen months,” he said with only minor slurring of his words.

      Jeanne regarded me again. “And you’ve been in business about the same amount of time?”

      I nodded. “Almost to the day.”

      “Interesting,” she said and downed the rest of her beer in one gulp.

      “What’s interesting about it?” said Rich.

      “How closely your careers overlap.”

      “And how closely my cases overlap with Rich’s commendations and handshakes from the brass,” I added.

      “You always have to throw in your contribution,” Rich said.

      “If I didn’t, who would? You’re not going to mention it.”

      “Because it isn’t true!”

      I gave a bemused shrug and turned to Jeanne. Her brown eyes were a shade or two lighter than Rich’s but much softer. “What your boyfriend fails to grasp is I handed him quite a few arrests,” I said. “Arrests he wouldn’t have been able to make if I hadn’t been working a case.”

      “We would’ve caught them eventually.” Rich added a syllable or two to the last word.

      “But you caught them when you did because I did the heavy lifting.”

      “Help me out here, Gloria,” Rich said. “Do something with him.”

      “I plan to,” Gloria said, “but it’ll be later, when we’re alone.”

      “Until then, I am incorrigible,” I said.

      “You pretty much are all the time,” Rich said.

      The waiter dropped off our check. I reviewed it, handed him my card, and he walked away. “Who’s up for dessert after this?”.

      “Dessert after beer?” said Gloria.

      “It’s a holiday. Why not?”

      “We’re in,” Jeanne said.

      “Good. There’s a really good bakery about a block from here.”

      Rich looked at his watch. “Open at nine o’clock?”

      “I know the owner. She’ll let us in.”

      “Will there be cake?” Jeanne said.

      “The best you’ve eaten in a long time.”

      “We’re definitely in,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      We walked a block down to Cake and Able. Like many businesses in Federal Hill, it was small. The window decorated with pictures of cakes and various confections was dark as we approached. A sign on the door listed the shop hours and mentioned a special event tonight. I knocked. Lights in the front half of the shop flickered on. Francine Simmons, the owner, emerged from the kitchen. Her apron and jeans were splattered with flour. She smiled at us as she opened the door.

      The display cases still held some less perishable items. Most of them were empty, though, to be restocked with fresh cookies and pastries the next morning. A book filled with pictures of various cakes lay on the counter. The bakery and counter consumed most of the square footage; four tables, each with as many chairs around it, made up the whole of the seating.

      A few minutes later, Francine brought out the cake. There was barely enough room for plates, cups, forks, and elbows. Francine displayed her creation, beaming as we oohed and ahhed at its subtle green icing. She set it on a table behind us, then fetched a cake cutter, a candle, and a lighter. I took care of lighting the candle. We serenaded Rich with a semi-sober version of “Happy Birthday.” No one slurred their words too badly. At the end, Rich closed his eyes for a few seconds and blew out the candle.

      Francine cut the cake into pieces meant for defensive linemen and set them before us. “Red velvet?” Rich said with a smile.

      “Like I don’t know your favorite,” I said.

      “I’m impressed. You really do pay attention.”

      “Must be all that time as a PI,” Jeanne said.

      “My observational skills are first-rate,” I said.

      Rich took a large bite. The icing smeared on his lips as he shoved the cake into his mouth. I couldn’t watch him eat it at that point; too many lunches with Joey flashed before my eyes. “Holy shit, this is good,” Rich said a few seconds later. He dove in and scooped up another bite with his fork.

      “Did you really know his favorite cake?” Gloria whispered to me.

      “Of course not,” I said. “I asked my mother. She knows these things about everyone.”

      Gloria looked at me and smiled. We enjoyed our dessert in silence. Francine checked on us, blushed when we complimented her baking skills, then disappeared into her kitchen. We’d mostly finished our cake when Rich’s phone rang. He looked at the number, frowned, and got down off the chair to take the call. Jeanne knitted her brow, too, but didn’t go after him. I couldn’t hear any of the conversation, although Rich hung his head at one point. When the call ended, he shoved his phone back into his pocket hard enough to rip it free from his jeans. “I have to go,” he said.

      “What’s going on?” Jeanne and I said simultaneously.

      “We’ve lost one of our own,” Rich said to Jeanne.

      “Oh, no.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Who was it?”

      “Ben Harrison.”

      “I didn’t know him.”

      “I did.” Rich looked at me. “Is the car nearby?”

      “I’ll check.” Rich and Jeanne engaged in quiet conversation as I checked with the driver. “A couple blocks away. He said he’s hurrying.”

      “He’d better.” Rich looked at Jeanne. “You go home. I’m going to my house, getting my weapon, and going after the son of a bitch who killed Harrison.”

      “Do they know who it is?”

      “A guy was seen running away. Uniforms are pretty sure they know where he is.”

      “I want to go with you.”

      “No.” Rich shook his head. “I’m only going because I know . . . knew Ben. I want to get the prick who did this.”

      “I’m sure you will,” I said.

      “This driver will take me home?”

      “And wherever you need to go from there.”

      “I can get to the scene myself,” said Rich.

      “You’ve had too much to drink,” I said. “Use the Uber. Gloria and I can walk back. I’ll get another car for Jeanne.”

      “I can drive my⁠—“

      “Not up for discussion,” I said. “I know you want to get this guy. Your chances are better if you don’t drive. You can catch a ride home with someone later.”

      Rich stared at me for a few seconds, then nodded. “All right.” He gave Jeanne a quick kiss. “I’ll call you.” Outside, a black sedan double-parked and honked.

      “Go get him,” I said.

      “We will,” said Rich.
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        * * *

      

      Jeanne left in a Lyft she summoned herself; Gloria and I ended up going back to the pub and ordering another beer each. We attempted to walk to my house from there, but when it became obvious that straight lines eluded us, I summoned a different Uber. A few minutes later, a white Kia Optima pulled to the curb. Never in one until then, I liked the leather seats. They were hard to climb out of after the short drive.

      After we went upstairs and to bed, Gloria lay with her head infringing on my pillow. A few locks of her chestnut hair splayed across my neck and chest. “Has Rich ever dealt with a cop killer before?” she said.

      “Not to my knowledge,” I said.

      “He’d probably tell you something like that.”

      “Probably. Why?”

      She frowned. “I’ve just never seen him so . . . focused before. I mean, he’s normally focused on some level, but tonight was something else. He. . . .”

      “Went from four drinks to sober in the span of a phone call?” I said.

      “Exactly,” Gloria said, a smile briefly crossing her lips. “He drank four beers, though. I hope he doesn’t do something stupid.”

      “Like shoot someone who killed a cop?”

      “Yes, like that.” Gloria nodded, causing some of her hair to tickle my chin.

      “I don’t think Rich will fly off the handle.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I took a few seconds to think about it. “Rich served in Afghanistan,” I said. “He’s been a cop for about seven years. He knows the rules. He understands due process. I’m sure he’s pissed at what happened, but it won’t compel him to shoot someone in cold blood.”

      “That’s good,” Gloria said.

      “If they find the guy who did it, though, he’s certainly going to get his ass kicked.”

      “It sounds like he should.”

      “I don’t think we have much to worry about there.”

      Gloria threw an arm across me and snuggled her head against my chest. “Have you ever dealt with a cop killer before?”

      “No,” I said. “Even with the unrest and violence of the last couple years, not many police get killed in Baltimore.”

      “I imagine that would be a difficult case to work,” said Gloria.

      I said, “Here’s hoping I never have to find out.”
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, Gloria and I lay in bed, having thrown off the effects of the alcohol to entertain ourselves. My cell phone rang. I looked at the caller ID; it was Rich. “Hello?” I said.

      “We got him,” said Rich.

      “I never harbored a doubt.”

      “Son of a bitch says he didn’t do it, of course. He can keep saying it. We got him.” I heard some raucous voices in the background.

      “Are you at a police station?” I said.

      “Central Booking,” Rich said. More voices went up in the background. I didn’t care for dealing with the popular madness of crowds at this hour.

      “I’m glad you got him, Rich, but we were about to go to sleep.”

      “Sure,” he said. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Good night.” I put my phone back on the nightstand.

      “They got him?” Gloria said.

      “They got him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Rich called midmorning and said he wanted to meet somewhere. I suggested Hull Street Blues, and he agreed. We settled on one o’clock to try and skirt any lunch rush the place might have on a Tuesday. I arrived promptly at one-oh-seven to find the crowds successfully beaten back. Rich sat at a table in the dining room. Only three others were occupied.

      Hull Street Blues occupied a building as old as the rest of Federal Hill, which is to say very old. It shows its age in a few spots—the bathrooms in particular are shopworn—but overall looks none the worse for wear. Floors are hardwood and the dining room boasts vaulted wood ceilings with old beams still visible, plus ample pictures on the walls, most trumpeting Baltimore’s nautical history. Rich sat under one such picture. The old sea captain in the painting wore a similarly inscrutable expression to my cousin as I joined him.

      As he often did when I arrived, Rich made a point to look at his watch. “Not bad for you,” he said.

      “I’d complain about traffic but it’s a short drive,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t believe it anyway.”

      A cute waitress came up, smiled at both of us, took our drink orders, and sashayed back to the bar area. Rich canted his head to follow her departure all the way out the door. “I’m sure Jeanne would appreciate you keeping your powers of observation sharp,” I said.

      “She’s a cop,” Rich said, “so she’d understand.”

      The waitress returned a minute later. I ordered us a crab dip appetizer. Rich opted for a burger while I chose the portabella sandwich. The waitress made sure to smile at both of us again, but especially Rich before she walked away . This time, I took note of her hip movements as she vanished behind the wall. “Would Gloria appreciate you honing your observational skills?” Rich said with a wry smile on his face.

      “You never know who might be carrying a concealed weapon,” I said. “Besides, the waitress seems to like you better.”

      “A girl of fine taste,” Rich said.

      “Make sure to order some dessert, stud.”

      The crab dip arrived steaming and accompanied by a tray full of bread. Even in a city known for serving crustaceans, it’s a very hit-and-miss dish. Some restaurants taint it by adding all manners of cheeses. Most use cream cheese and a few spices. So long as the crab-to-cream-cheese ratio is high, I offer no objections. Hull Street mixed in some vegetables with theirs. It disconcerted me the first time I ate it, but I’ve come to appreciate it. Rich frowned at a sliver of green pepper in the portion on his bread but ate it anyway.

      “I can’t believe you’ve waited so long to tell me about last night,” I said after we’d each dunked a few chunks of bread in the dip.

      Rich leaned back in his chair, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and let a smile spread over his face. “We found the bastard quickly,” he said. “It wasn’t hard.”

      “I’m glad you caught him,” I said. “But why did you get a call if it was your night off . . . and your birthday, no less?”

      Rich grabbed another piece of bread and soaked it in the still-steaming crab dip. He let it cool while he answered. “I knew the cop who got killed,” he said. “He was my first training officer.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you were close. I’m sorry.” Rich nodded as he ate his appetizer, then washed it down with a sip of beer. “How did it happen?” I went on.

      “He ran after he did it,” Rich said. “We were able to talk to some people nearby, follow his footprints when it was muddy, and get a bead on where he was going. It didn’t take long to find him.”

      I noshed on some more dip while Rich talked. “How many people did you have?”

      “About twenty. He wasn’t getting away.”

      “Good,” I said with a bob of my head.

      “The son of a bitch said he didn’t do it, of course. Get this—he admitted he was there when it happened, but he obviously had nothing to do with it.” Rich shook his head and snorted.

      I frowned. “What an odd admission.”

      “What do you mean?” said Rich.

      “Why would he admit to being there but deny that he did it? A full denial makes more sense.”

      “Who knows . . . who cares? He’s the guy.”

      “There is a chance that he’s telling the truth, you know,” I said.

      Rich glared at me. “Don’t start,” he said through clenched teeth.

      I gave Rich a few seconds to cool off by eating some crab dip. “Why not lie about being there?” I said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Everyone says they didn’t do it.”

      “Statistically, some of them have to be telling the truth.”

      “You don’t want to get involved in this one, C.T.”

      “I’m not trying to. I’m fine to stay far away from a cop killer case. I’m just . . . acknowledging the possibility the guy you like might be telling the truth.”

      “None of us thought so last night.” Rich said.

      I was going to point out the obviousness of the conclusion, but the waitress returned with our food. She refreshed our drinks, took care to double-check we didn’t need anything else, and gave us another premium view of her backside going away. Rich and I both watched her again. Neither of us needed to comment on the ability of a pretty girl with a great ass to defuse the budding tension at the table.

      We both focused on our food for a while. When we slowed, I picked up the conversation again. “I guess this guy is going to get arraigned pretty quickly?” I said.

      Rich nodded. “Should be happening today,” he said. “Cop killers move through the system quickly.”

      “As I would expect.”

      “The justice system takes care of its own.”

      I raised my glass of tea. Rich raised his new mug of beer. “To justice being done,” I said.

      “To the bastard frying for killing a cop,” Rich said.

      I extended my glass in a toast.
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        * * *

      

      When I got home, I read the Sun article about the “alleged” cop killer’s arrest. Jack Bennett sported a shiner to soon turn into a nice black eye, a couple of cuts on his face, and wild hair making him look like he’d been rolling on the carpet and touching doorknobs for an hour. His expression was one of someone not ready to be photographed and bewildered by the presence of a camera. I saw nothing hard or sinister in his eyes, only a lot of confusion.

      I recently finished a case and didn’t feel too eager to jump back into another one. It also took me a couple weeks to get over a concussion earned in a car accident. I got a couple of calls asking me to look into possibly cheating spouses and rejected them all. Those jobs are best left to the ambulance chasers of my profession. My first case dealt with an accusation of infidelity, turned into a lot more, and I vowed never to work such a matter again. Who sleeps with whom is really none of my business.

      Gloria left for a tennis lesson and an evening with her parents. She mentioned I still needed to meet them. Her parents and mine moved in similar social circles, but she and I never met until I came back from Hong Kong and got arm-twisted into working as a detective. Since then, I’d not met her parents, and she hadn’t met mine. Meeting the folks lent a status to what began as a relationship of fun. Perhaps Gloria was coming around on the idea of making it more official. I pondered it myself but didn’t broach the subject.

      After Gloria left, I went to the dojo for a training session. An hour and a half later, having gotten some good practice in and worked up a nice sweat, I drove home, showered, and began investigating dinner options. My ringing cell phone interrupted my ruminations. The number looked familiar but didn’t have a name associated with it. “Hello?” I said.

      “C.T.?” a female voice said in a cool, professional tone.

      “Yes, who’s this?”

      “Liz Fleming from the Public Defender’s Office. Remember me?”

      “I do.” Last year, Liz took on a case without any investigators to support her. I filled in ably as always, and the client was exonerated. I thought Liz and I possessed some good chemistry, but we hadn’t seen each other since then. “What can I do for you?”

      “I just caught a bastard of a case.”

      “This one doesn’t involve an idiot blogger, does it?”

      She chuckled. I liked the light sound of it. “No, thank goodness. Same as last time, though, we’re understaffed on the investigative side. I want to be sure I can defend this one. Can you meet me at my office? Maybe we can talk about it.”

      “I’m sure the city would make allowances for its own Public Defender’s Office being shorthanded.”

      “You’ve gotten more optimistic since we last spoke,” she said.

      “Not really,” I said.

      “Then will you help me? Or at least hear me out?”

      What could it hurt? “Sure, I’ll be there,” I said. “Give me twenty minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-four minutes later, I emerged from the staircase and walked down the hall toward Liz Fleming’s office. I knocked on her door. “Come in,” she said, “it’s not locked.”

      I opened the door to find Liz’s feet on the desk, showing off long, lean legs. Her skirt stopped a couple inches above her knee and had retreated farther up her thighs in her current posture. She wore a white blouse buttoned a little too high for my liking. Her dark brown hair was done up in a professional bun starting to frizz and fray after a day in the office. Liz smiled as I walked in. Her eyes scanned me as mine did her. “I was beginning to wonder when you’d show up,” she said.

      “I’m no more prompt than the last time we worked together,” I said.

      “I’ll remember that if I ever need to subpoena you.” Liz took her feet off the desk and leaned forward in her seat. “Thanks for coming. I’m hoping you can help me out with a case. Are you busy?”

      “You know me,” I said, “I don’t like to keep my work calendar too crowded.”

      “Between cases?” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “Terrific. I hope you’ll change that status for me,” she said with a smile.

      “Maybe.” I sat in one of her red fabric guest chairs. It felt not unlike sitting on a slab of concrete. Liz’s desk looked like a haven for file folders and stray papers, doubtless a result of her caseload. A year passed, but nothing in the office changed. “Tell me about the case,” I said.

      “I caught a murderer,” she said. “Things look pretty grim for this poor soul, though. The cops think his alibi is shaky, and I have to admit I agree.”

      I crossed my legs to try and achieve a modicum of comfort. It didn’t help. “What else can you tell me?”

      “He needs a competent defense and can’t afford one,” Liz said. “You and I might be his only hope.”

      “Should I change my name to Obi-Wan?” I said.

      “Do I have to be Mara Jade?”

      I raised eyebrows. “You’ve read some Star Wars books. I’m impressed.”

      “Had to read something besides dusty old tomes in law school,” she said with a grin. “Is my college reading helping me secure your services?”

      “It’s certainly not hurting. You really haven’t told me a lot, though, Liz. I don’t have much to go on here.”

      She nodded. “I know. I don’t know much more than you at the moment. Maybe we could talk to this man, get his story in his own words. Would that help you decide?”

      “It would.”

      “Want to take a ride to Central Booking?” she said.

      “You know just what to say to a guy,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Central Booking, as usual, was a morass of humanity disguised as a police intake facility. People came and went, some on their own and others strongly encouraged by the officers guiding them toward their destinations. Liz approached a sergeant behind the large desk. I lingered a few feet back. The ambient—and unpleasant—noise prevented me from hearing much of what they said, but I saw him nod a couple times, then get up from his chair. Liz waved me along, and I fell in step behind her. “We’re going to meet him in a room,” she said.

      “And here I expected to talk across a glass wall,” I said.

      “So did I.”

      The desk sergeant led us to a small, nondescript cubicle. A round table sat in the center with four chairs spaced haphazardly around it. The room had no other features or accoutrements. Liz sat in a chair facing the door, and I took a seat beside her on the left. Her skirt rode up her legs again. “Wait here,” the officer said before disappearing.

      “Why did you expect we’d be talking to this guy across a glass wall?” I said.

      Liz shrugged. “He’s an accused killer. They don’t get treated the same way as accused tax evaders.”

      “With good reason.”

      “We’re all equal under the law,” Liz said without any trace of humor.

      I laughed. “You need to take those jokes on the road.”

      Liz shook her head but didn’t say anything else. Last year, she might have debated me. I wondered if the job beat the idealism out of her and replaced it with cynicism. I hoped not.

      A moment later, the door opened. Two officers glowered as they walked into the room. I saw why a second later, as a third prodded Jack Bennett to walk through the door. I glared at Liz. She offered a wan smile and a shrug. “Seriously?” I said.

      “If I told you who it was, would you have met me?” said Liz.

      “No.” I stood. “You should have known.”

      Liz put her arm on my wrist. “C.T., please. I . . . I know I wasn’t fully up front with you, but I had to play this one a little close.” She looked at Bennett. “This man is accused of killing a police officer. It’s a red ball. I need all the help I can get. Please.”

      Bennett looked at me, then stared down again. The three officers glared at me. I didn’t know any of them, nor they me, but I knew they didn’t want me to help defend an accused cop killer with a shitty alibi.

      I leaned down close to Liz’s face. “I have to be able to work with the police, Liz,” I said in a whisper. “It’s important to my job. If I help you on this, I become a pariah. Hell, if there’s something worse than pariah, they’d reserve it for me.”

      “I know what I’m asking,” she said. Her eyes softened. “Please. Just hear him out. If you think he’s full of it, you can leave.”

      I looked at Liz, then at Bennett. He still studied the floor. Someone in his position didn’t make eye contact in self-defense. I’d posited for Rich their suspect might be telling the truth in his flimsy alibi. If I walked away now, everything I said to Rich would paint me as a hypocrite. Bennett may not have been the kind of person my parents envisioned me helping when they arm-twisted me into this career, but he was a man with little recourse beyond me. “Fine,” I said, “I’ll hear him out.”

      Liz smiled. “Thank you.” She looked at the cordon of brothers in blue. “Can you give us a few minutes with him?”

      “We’re not leaving you alone with him,” one of them said. “I’ll stay in the room.” The other two left and locked the door. The cop who remained leaned against the wall near the only exit. He glared at Bennett and didn’t have more charitable glances for Liz or me. “You got five minutes.”

      “You can go, too,” Liz said.

      “I’m staying.”

      “You’ve heard of attorney-client privilege, right?”

      The cop jabbed a finger in my direction. “He’s no lawyer!”

      “He works for me. You work for the system trying to put Mister Bennett away. You need to leave.”

      It took a minute of glowering and muttering, but he did. “Don’t take too long,” Officer Friendly said on his way out.

      “Have a seat, Mr. Bennett,” Liz said. Bennett ambled to the table and slumped into a chair like he was weary with the world.

      I sympathized.
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      Bennett’s loose, floppy posture in the chair suggested he didn’t have a spine. He fixated on the tabletop or his fingernails or his shoes or anything but Liz and me. Liz looked at me and sighed. I shrugged. “He’s your client,” I said.

      Liz cleared her throat. “Mr. Bennett,” she said.

      “Jack,” said Bennett. “Call me Jack. I never done nothing to be called mister.”

      “All right, Jack,” Liz said. “Why don’t you tell us what happened?”

      “I knew Ben. Let me say it right away.”

      “You mean Ben Harrison, the deceased officer?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “How did you know him?” said Liz.

      “He . . . he arrested me before.”

      “He arrested you once?”

      “Twice.”

      “And now you go and hang out at his house?” I said.

      “Sort of.” Bennett fidgeted some more. “Ben liked to fix cars. His place has a garage, and he used it to work on people’s cars. Always gave them a good deal. Ben couldn’t take advantage of nobody.”

      “Did you help him?” said Liz.

      “No, I’m not a good mechanic. I can change my oil and all, but not much else. Ben would take engines out and work on them . . . stuff that’s way beyond me.”

      Liz said, “How often would you say that you were at his house?”

      “I was at his garage,” Bennett said. “I knew his family, but I rarely went inside their home.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. They were always nice to me and all. I guess I just never wanted to impose.”

      “Why did you spend time with a man who arrested you twice?” I said. “I’m wondering why he would want you around.”

      “It’s how he was,” Bennett said.

      “What’d you get arrested for?”

      “Assault, both times. Look, Ben knew I wasn’t a bad guy. He kept up with me after I got out after the second charge. He made sure I stayed on the straight and narrow . . . even put in a good word to get me a job.”

      The door opened. The cop who lingered a mere five minutes before entered again, looking at his watch. “Your time’s almost up.”

      “We’ll take as much time as we need,” said Liz.

      “Listen, Miss Fleming⁠—”

      “No, you listen. I know what this man is accused of, and I know how you feel about it. But he’s entitled to a legal defense exactly like anyone else. I’ll take as much time as I need to talk to him, and I’ll have my boss call everyone you report to if you want to make an issue out of it.”

      The uniform looked at Liz for a moment before offering her a fake smile. “Take all the time as you need, Miss Fleming,” he said.

      “Thank you. Now, Jack, you say Ben Harrison helped you from time to time after your second assault conviction.”

      “He did,” Bennett said. “I wouldn’t have my job without him. Oh, man . . . what am I gonna do about my job? They’ll fire me for sure.”

      “Right now, I think you have bigger things on your plate,” I said. “You said Harrison would fix cars out of his garage. How many jobs did he have lined up?”

      “It depends.”

      I rolled my eyes. “How many did he have lined up last night when you were there?”

      “Oh. Let’s see . . . when I got there, Ben and his wife both parked their cars on the street. He had two cars side-by-side in the garage and two more in the driveway.”

      “So four cars?” Liz said. Bennett offered a tentative nod. I hoped it was nerves and not a failure of preschool math. “What happened last night, Jack?”

      “I was with Ben, just talking to him. We were shooting the shit about the Orioles and what they might do this year.” Bennett shook his head. “Ben wasn’t very optimistic.”

      “Then what?” said Liz.

      “I guess I’d been there about an hour when this guy walks up,” he said. “He has a hoodie on, so I can’t see his face. Ben has the hood up on a car, so he doesn’t see the guy. I’m standing off on the side of the garage. This guy just pulls out a gun and shoots. The first shot gets Ben to step out from behind the hood. Then he shoots him twice.” Bennett closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

      “He didn’t see you?”

      “I don’t know. He never looks my way. I don’t know how he didn’t see me there. I was quiet when Ben gets shot . . . don’t want to attract attention to myself.”

      “Then what?” Liz said.

      “Then the guy tosses his gun down, gets in one of the cars in the driveway, and drives off in it.”

      “And what did you do?”

      “Like I said, he never saw me. I pick up the gun and shoot at him when he speeds off.”

      “He drove off in a car?” I said.

      “Yeah, a silver one.”

      “Why not just drive off in it?”

      “He did.”

      I struggled not to roll my eyes again. “I mean, why go through all the trouble of shooting Ben Harrison when he could have simply driven away in the car?” I said.

      “Oh. I don’t know, man.”

      “This mystery shooter had the keys to the car?”

      “Yeah,” Bennett said. “He didn’t pick any up in the garage, and he got away too quick to hot-wire it.”

      “Then I really have to wonder why he’d shoot a man—a cop, no less—over a car he could have just driven off in.”

      Jack Bennett—I was thinking of him as Jack now, dammit—shook his head. “I don’t know. It all happened so fast.”

      Liz made some notes in her folio. She filled up most of a page. “After this man shot Harrison and drove off, what
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