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        In 6 DAYS, Selbo’s intrepid PI is back with her first solo gig. Dee Rommel bristles with gumption and smarts, ferreting out the dark underbelly of a gilded Maine family’s past in a twisting, inventive plot that never flags. This is a terrific addition to the series.

      

      

      
        
        —Kate Christensen, author of The Arizona Triangle and winner of the 2008 PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction

      

      

      
        
        6 DAYS is original, with authentic investigative work and compelling characters—everything I look for in a mystery. A protagonist who is a former police officer and an amputee marathon runner, Dee Rommel is strong without being superhuman. The story is unusual and grabs you from the opening pages. I highly recommend it.

      

      

      
        
        —Sheila Lowe, author of The Lies Between the Lines, #10 in the Claudia Rose Forensic Series

      

      

      
        
        The thing about Jule Selbo’s rich and immersive Dee Rommel Mysteries is that they feature the most fantastic characters: complicated, flawed, intriguing, and absolutely original. 6 DAYS takes Dee to the rugged coastline of Downeast Maine, where a cast of local characters is connected in an interlocking puzzle that ties the past to the present and leaves the reader breathless to find out what happens next. Before you know it, you have finished the book and the morning is dawning.

      

      

      
        
        —Matt Cost, author of the award-winning Max Creed and Clay Wolfe Mystery Series

      

      

      
        
        The Dee Rommel Mystery series is remarkable. Each book moves like the wind, each gives us more of Dee and her world. In 6 DAYS, author Jule Selbo moves us through a thrill ride of twists, turns and revelation! Skilled writing that sizzles.

      

      

      
        
        —Susan Merson, author of Chosen Family

      

      

      

      
        
        HIGH PRAISE FOR OTHER BOOKS IN

        THE DEE ROMMEL MYSTERIES

      

      

      
        
        10 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

      

      

      
        
        10 DAYS is a complex, well-constructed mystery that hooked me on Day 1. Dee Rommel takes more life-threatening risks than her male counterparts and is a breath of fresh air. Selbo’s characters, good and bad, are emotionally satisfying, and the pacing of the plot is spot on. The picture Selbo paints of Maine, rendering it a character in its own right, is worth the price of admission. Dive into 10 DAYS and enjoy the ride.

      

      

      
        
        —John Lansing, best-selling author of The Devil’s Necktie

      

      

      
        
        10 DAYS: 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. 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

      

      

      
        
        9 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

      

      

      
        
        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. 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

      

      

      
        
        9 DAYS, book two of Jule Selbo’s Dee Rommel Mystery series, reads well as a stand-alone novel. Fast-paced with a fantastic, strong-willed, likable main character . . . a really well-written storyline . . . I am looking forward to reading the first book in the series—as well as any future books.

      

      

      
        
        —Kristi Elizabeth, San Francisco Book Review, September 2022

      

      

      
        
        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

      

      

      
        
        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

      

      

      
        
        8 DAYS is a mystery lover’s feast: rock-solid writing and a tough-minded yet compassionate female PI and an unpredictable investigation roiling with timely social issues. Jule Selbo leads the reader down a dark path of exploitation and deceit.”

      

      

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

      
        
        7 DAYS, A Dee Rommel Mystery

      

      

      
        
        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’

      

      

      
        
        One of the most compelling aspects of 7 DAYS is the way Selbo grounds the action in emotional stakes and how Selbo balances the mystery with character growth. We get a deeper look at Dee’s emotional landscape, internal walls, and unshakable sense of justice. Whether she’s confronting cyberbullies, or outsmarting dangerous manipulators, she remains the fierce, flawed, and unforgettable heroine we’ve come to root for. In short, 7 DAYS is another winner. It’s thrilling, layered, and unputdownable—everything I’ve come to expect from this series and then some. Dee Rommel is back and better than ever—bold, brilliant, and always two steps ahead.

      

      

      
        
        —Kristi Elizabeth, Los Angeles Book Review
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Boston City Press:

      

      
        
        BLOOD BANKS IN NEW ENGLAND

        ON ALERT AS HACKS CONTINUE

        BOSTON MARATHON STILL ON SCHEDULE

      

      

      Thirty thousand runners put that newspaper headline out of their minds this morning.

      It’s the third Monday of April—and for over a hundred years, runners have pounded this prescribed twenty-six and some miles course from Hopkinton, Massachusetts to Boston Commons. I’m more than halfway to being a part of that history. I’m eyeing the darkening skies. It was bright earlier this morning—hours ago—when I was in the Corral, waiting for the ‘go’ with the fifty other Para-Athletes. Our group followed the cluster of runners, the ones expected to have the greatest chance of bringing home Boston Marathon’s big prize.

      I pace past a silver Airstream; the placard on its side reads: Give Blood. Save Lives. A side wind sweeps across the course; the skin on my face goes cold. What I need is a tailwind. “No such luck, Dee,” I mutter. “Find that automatic.” Legs moving. Arms moving. In rhythm. Heartbreak Hill looms. There’s another woman striding next to me. “Last of the Newton Hills,” she gulps and drops back, decides to walk it. I keep on, the gradient is murderous, and the clouds open. Bitter rain nose-dives. Chin level, jaw tight, I’m the little-engine-that-could . . . chug chug on, up and up and up. The wet whips into my eyes and lands like icy pricks. I fast-blink and focus on keeping sight of the chunky runner ahead of me. His black jersey, sticking to him with soppy cold, is covered in images of skulls. Not reassuring.

      Don’t lose a step. Whether you can see or not.

      Ahhh, finally­­—the crest of Heartbreak, near the twenty-mile mark. There’s another Airstream donation station. Its placard: Give Blood. We Need It.

      Now it’s downhill in the squall, past Evergreen Cemetery towards Boston College. Rows and rows of gray and white ancient headstones. Granite. Marble. Stone. The long-dead.

      The socket that holds my C-blade in place is staying snug; it’s made of carbon fiber and silicone and is meant to help transfer energy from my hips to my blade. Running downhill needs special attention. I issue orders to myself: Do not think of my half-leg swelling, or sweating, or pounding against the socket, do not slip on the slick road. Do not fall. Do not think of one of those graves opening and offering you a place to rest.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Hal, a blind marathoner, and his race buddy Barney—they’ve been behind me, also plowing through the squall. I’d met them this morning at the Sheraton Hotel at half past five—along with Mitch, who’s dealing with Parkinson’s, Eileen who has palsy, those in the wheelchair division, a college kid with ALS and others, like me, ready to use long-distance running blades. We all had to time-qualify and be approved through the Paralympic Committee Classification system, and in the early morning sunshine moments, we were feeling good about ourselves. Our gear bags were tagged to match our chips and bib numbers. We were transported on assigned buses to the Athletes’ Village in Hopkinton, about thirty miles away. We were led through the security scanners into a sizable tent allocated for us to share with the Pre-Wave runners—the pros and elites. I got to see the international stars up close—hear the multiple languages, watch their pre-race stretching, meditating, or how-to-best-chill techniques. Some were joking, others looked somnambulant. The Paras were told that once we changed into our blades or race chairs or gave up the white tapping sticks, our day gear would be transported back to the finish line near Boston Commons.

      Absolutely appreciated. Being treated with such forethought.

      Blind Hal and his buddy Barney pass me on the downhill.

      Damn.

      I’m closing in on Brighton now. Four miles and some to go.

      “Chaos!” I barely turn my head. Barely see the body and mask next to a Blood Bank Airstream station, holding both hands up. Each is clenched into a fist—all fingers tucked under except the prominent third that pops towards the sky. Why? Is he trying to get on International Insta or on the nightly news? I see uniformed cops running towards him.

      I power on. Head down. Stay in rhythm.

      Finally, finally, finally—the blue and gold FINISH that’s painted on the street is ahead. I can almost taste and smell and kiss it—I want the line to rise and embrace me.

      I’m across.

      The automatic tracking system registers the chip buried in the bib on my chest. I can even feel the beep.

      Now I am part of the history.

      A seventy-year-old lady has finished seconds before me—she’s on her bony knees, kissing the massive Marathon decal. She’s half-laughing, half-sobbing. A volunteer hands me a Boston Marathon foil blanket as I funnel into a chute to the tent for the Adaptive Athletes. I wrap it around me to hold in body heat, give an ‘all good’ sign to the medic, and find a metal tentpole to lean my forehead against while I wait for my heart rate to slow.

      “Nice blade,” says an athlete on a nearby bench. “Where’d you get it?”

      “Have an ‘in’ with a designer,” I pant. Swallow. Pant. I’m wearing a one-of-a-kind Hogan blade. “I’m a lucky guinea pig.”

      “Good to be you.”

      He’s got transfemoral prosthetics on both legs (gotta be $30,000 per); the sockets fit mid-thigh, connect to knee systems where his e-carbon C-blades are attached. “Happy with your time?” I ask.

      “I was the first Para-Blade across the line,” he says.

      My breath is getting steadier. “Congrats.” I want to be able to say that one day.

      “Gonna go get my medal.” He grabs his commemorative rain poncho, and he’s gone.

      I put my finger on my carotid and pace—need to keep moving a little longer. I notice a very wet Carter Stround slip into the tent. His marathon bib is pinned onto the Mushrooms Can Save the Planet hoodie under his open rain slicker, and a Yeti cup is in his hand. “I told them I was your support dog.”

      “Funny.” For the past six months, Carter’s chosen to stay close. He’s been a race-training buddy, he testified at the Croake trial to nail the murderer Gordy and I helped track down months ago and he’s been inviting me to his save-the-environment lectures at USM. Which are serious—but also entertaining.

      He hands me the Yeti. “Feel good about yourself?” he asks.

      I groan. “With reality slapping me in the face? That I couldn’t break four hours?”

      “First time in Boston, doing it on a blade. Give yourself a break.”

      “How’d you do?”

      “Finished a minute after the storm burst. Personal best looking like a drowned rat.”

      He makes me laugh. I grab a towel, plop it on top of my head to soak up the wet.

      He continues: “Embracing all the pain our thirty-year-old bodies can embrace, that was the goal, and we did it.”

      I agree, and we bump shoulders on purpose, a sort of congratulation. It’s easy, we both skim the six-foot-tall mark, our shoulders are almost even.

      “You see a masked guy on your run? Kind of reddish orange mask with blue horns?” I ask. “Yelling at people?”

      Before he can answer, my watch buzzes. I read the text. “Gordy’s been tracking me on the BAA site; he saw my blip cross the finish. He says congrats. And that he needs an ETA on my return. G&Z has a new client⁠—”

      “He’s not going to let you have a day off?”

      “Gordy doesn’t recognize the concept. Where’s Pocket?”

      “Waiting. He finished an hour and a half ago. Worried he should be back in Portland.”

      “You’re saying I’m the one holding up our Boston exit?”

      He laughs. “I’m saying you should take a second to relish the moment.”

      “I’ll take some relish on a hot dog if you’ve got one.”

      More Para athletes make their way into the tent. Carter, understanding he’s an interloper, dries the lenses of his Warby Parker glasses, tells me he’ll wait outside. I find a free bench, doff my C-blade, get into my everyday LiteGood, pull on my fleece sweatsuit, and hope it’ll absorb the sweat and wet.

      There’s an afternoon edition of a newspaper on the bench next to me.

      
        
        WHO’S GOT BLOOD?

        ANOTHER BLOOD BANK HACKED

        MORE LOCAL HOSPITALS POSTPONE SURGERIES

      

      

      What the hell is going on? Why is someone messing with blood banks?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re here!” Carter’s waving at Daewon Pocket, the former Boston police officer who moved north to join the Portland Police ranks a year ago (and is off duty today). He’s standing in front of his friend’s apartment building, a few blocks off Boylston Street, with an umbrella over his head and a phone to his ear. He watches Carter and me approach—a wrung-out duo in cheap commemorative rain ponchos—probably feeling good he’s already showered and changed at his buddy’s place and is back in his Cuban cool—a trench coat and a PPD softball cap. He clicks off his phone. “That was Lieutenant Samels, Cyber Security Squad. Said to come by the station when I get back; he’s putting me on the blood bank task. Can we get on the road?”

      Pocket’s been assigned to the PPD Cyber Squad because of his computer chops. He’s puffed up about that. Why not. Portland’s working out for him—he got the task force he wanted, he’s in love with my best friend, and he’s got the highest batting average on the PPD softball team.

      He uses his friend’s keycard to get us into the garage, and we take the ramp down to Parking Level Two. There’s a weird hum, like movie sound effects for an attack of Godzilla. “What the hell?” Pocket mumbles. We turn the corner of Level One. There’s a super-shiny, oversized black Chevy Blazer—the source of the sound. Its headlights are pulsing, its engine roars like the gas pedal is floored, but the brakes are also activated. That vehicle’s got over 400 horsepower—it sounds stressed.

      “Someone never got mommy’s attention—” Carter says.

      The rear windows are opaque, and the front windows are tinted gray. The driver’s features are in shadow. Bald? An over-large, hooked nose and a crazy cartoonish chin? Suddenly, the brakes release and the Chevy squeals out.

      “Look out!” yells Pocket from behind a nearby pillar.

      I pull Carter behind another wide pillar. “Shit,” he pulls me close. We’re nose to nose, frozen. “I’ll save you if you tell me how—just need instructions,” he hisses in my ear.

      I’m watching the driver. Big Chin doesn’t look at us—he’s intent on screaming around the tight curve and speeding up the ramp towards the exit.

      Pocket yells after him. “Que pasa? Hey!” yells Pocket. He’s got his cell phone out, snaps a picture.

      “You get it?” I ask him.

      “No lo se. Don’t know⁠—”

      I move out of Carter’s arms and call out to Pocket. “Massachusetts plate. ‘Seven-five’ or ‘seven-eight’—I think there was a B somewhere, but that’s all I got⁠—”

      “I think it’s ‘seven-five,’” says Pocket.

      “You two were gawking at his plates?” asks Carter, shaking off the scare. “I was busy praying for us.”

      “Mierda,” Pocket fumes. “Hope a cruiser is up there. Nail the estupido before he kills someone.”

      A hooked nose. A sharp chin. Caricature-ish—like the mask. “Freaky.”

      “What?” asks Pocket.

      I tell them about the spooky guy near the end of the race. “He was close to a blood donation van.”

      “Huh,” says Pocket. He jots a note to himself on his phone. “Which blood van?”

      I continue, “Maybe he’s anti-donation. Maybe he’s anti-marathon. Or anti-road blockage. Or anti-Patriot’s Day.”

      “Or just off his meds.” Carter opens the back door of the Jeep for me. “He’s gone. And we need to go too.”

      Pocket’s taking a phone photo of the ‘#14’ that’s painted on the parking spot the Chevy vacated. “You gotta use a key card to get into the apartment building’s garage,” he muses. “And it’s assigned parking. I’ll ask my friend who lives here. Maybe he can get a name.”

      “And then what?” I ask.

      Exactly the question. We both know that a guy driving unsafely in a parking lot is not going to warrant any serious interest from the Boston police. But Pocket’s thorough. “It’ll be on record. If it happens again and someone gets hurt, the report will be there.”

      We’re settled in the vehicle. Pocket’s co-pilot, and I’ve put my ass up against the rear door and lifted my LiteGood so it can rest on the back seat. We emerge from the parking lot. My eyes skim the street—the parked cars, the moving cars, the sidewalk. No sign of the Chevy Blazer.

      “Wait,” I say. “Can you stop?”

      Pocket’s seen it too. As soon as Carter brakes, he’s out of the car, jogs to a post next to the building. A red-orange mask with green fangs is perched atop it. Pocket takes a handkerchief from his back pocket, grabs the mask, wraps it in the cloth, and comes back to the car. “Latex. Expensive kind.” Pocket examines it. “Not a ninety-nine-cent Halloween one . . .”

      “What’re you gonna do with it?” Carter asks.

      “Can I see it?” I ask.

      Pocket hands it to me. I open the handkerchief. The mask material is pliable, like a ghoulish soft layer of skin. “Super creepy.”

      Since Patriots’ Day is a state holiday—schools, libraries, and municipal offices are closed. Other businesses or concerns can follow suit or not (many do)—and the first Monday in April becomes a sort of party day in Boston. Traffic heading north is tight. I open a satchel of energy bars, apples, oranges, and juice boxes. I make it all available for grabs. “Time to replenish and renew.”

      “Anyone think vampires are attacking blood banks?” Carter half-jokes. “Vampires wanting to replenish and renew?”

      Pocket grunts. “It’s not a horror ‘let me drink your blood’ thing.”

      “Hacking is the bloodletting,” I say. “Done with fingers on a keyboard.”

      Pocket scrolls through his phone. “Last year, a Nevada depository called DiceBlood got hacked; it caused havoc in the organization and provenance of supplies. Fifty hospitals had to activate critical blood shortage protocols; people couldn’t get the surgeries they needed until data was reset and donations were replenished. Slowed everything. That one turned out to be ransomware. So did another hack in Arizona. It’s not about stealing the actual product⁠—”

      “You’re saying no one wants the blood?” asks Carter.

      “Stealing blood for profit doesn’t make a lot of sense,” says Pocket. “Blood must stay at a proper temperature, and even then, it’s only good for a short period of time. Unless you freeze it—but it’s not the easiest thing to create the right conditions.” Pocket continues reading from his phone. “Listen to this: Every two seconds, someone in America needs blood. A transfusion or whatever.”

      “Every two seconds. Geez,” I say.

      “Sí. Yes. If a blood banks’ data is scrambled, no one can authenticate the supplies. So, they can’t be passed on to patients. Anxiety builds⁠—”

      ‘Anxiety’ is a buzzword these days. Everyone’s anxious about something. Plenty of reasons why. The pandemic and its lingering aftermath. Financial inequities. Bullying. Bombs. Over-use of ICE. Lies. Anti-vaccine worries, greedy politicians at each other’s throats, climate change concerns, overseas conflicts, too many jerks telling others how to live their lives. People are on edge, and the rising generations have little confidence in their futures.

      Carter wants to know the logistics. “How are they getting into the databases? Super phishing or what?”

      “Looks like it,” says Pocket. “They work the el diablo Trojan into the system by disguising the real purpose. It’s about camouflage. Once they’re in, they create the havoc.”

      “You said there’s been ransom demands. How much did the perpetrators want—in Nevada and Arizona—” I ask.

      “Millions.”

      “So, end game—it is about money,” says Carter.

      His observation lands like a lead balloon. Pocket shrugs, “No ransom asks yet.”

      Traffic’s thinning, so we can finally drive at the speed limit. I’m considering other motives. “What about identity theft?”

      “No. A lot of blood donations are made anonymously,” mumbles Pocket, still reading an online news source. His phone buzzes. He answers and listens. “Yes, sir . . . yes, sir. As soon as I get to Portland, sir.” He clicks off. “Blood bank in Portland has been hit.”

      “On a Monday.”

      “Sí. Verdad.”

      Shit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two hours later, the rain has become a misty drizzle. We’ve dropped Pocket off at 109, the charm-challenged red-brick PPD edifice on Middle Street, and Carter’s driving towards the East End. Two blocks from the bay, he turns onto a tree-lined street and stops in front of the Greer house—it’s been in my boss’s family for four generations. The area hasn’t always been so bucolic—Gordy and my dad (who grew up in the neighborhood too) told me countless tales of growing up on Munjoy Hill when it was full of Italian and Irish dockworkers who didn’t value each other, and the area was a battlefield. Dicey after dark. But families grow up, move or die off, and real estate gets bought and renovated, and now Munjoy Hill is scattered with boutique markets, restaurants and bars, and young professionals who worry about getting their kids into pricey preschools. Gordy’s is one of the homes that hasn’t been touched—well, a new porch and winterized windows—but still a distinct semi-tired last-century look.

      Carter retrieves my gear bag and walks me to the porch. “Sparrows for a celebration dinner at nine. I’m gonna shower with my new Soap-of-the-Month first. I’ll give you a hint; it’s one word made of two words: rose and mary.”

      “Careful,” I laugh. “Someone may try to cook you.”

      He’s got something else in his hand. “It’s got a juju vibe, not good for my Jeep.” He holds the handkerchief—wrapped inside it is the red-orange mask.

      I drop it into my shoulder bag. “I’ll get it back to Pocket—in case he figures out who was parking in #14 . . .”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I hang my rain poncho on a hook in the mudroom, poke my head into the living room. Gordy, in a well-worn brown velour tracksuit, lies on his newly upholstered couch—the fabric is flowery, the cushions are overstuffed. He looks like an unhappy, too-thin abandoned branch stretched out on it. Bert, the graying labradoodle with an attitude, is on the doggy cushion next to him. I glean the immediate reason for their scowls—the highlights of the earlier Red Sox game are on; a series of shortstop errors are on a replay loop.

      Marie sticks her head out of the swinging door that leads to the kitchen. “Ti ho sentito, Dee. Chicken piccata, there is some left, sì o non?”

      “No thanks—got a date at Sparrows⁠—”

      “And the maratona, the marathon?”

      “I made it.”

      “Eccellente—”

      Bert barks and Gordy bellows: “Hey, can we get some quiet here? Dee and I got things to discuss.”

      “Mi uoma dolce, do not yell, it is not good for you . . .” She ducks back into the kitchen. Marie’s got an art gallery in town—with an apartment above it, which she has now sublet. She moved in with Gordy last year; it looked like a successful match for grouch and goddess—he even gave her permission to redecorate the family home his grandfather built, the place where he grew up, the place that became his long-time bachelor home. But Gordy’s cancer diagnosis has put a damper on the late-in-life love story. The water’s running, she’s probably cleaning up after dinner.

      “She treats you like a king.”

      “She likes to cook,” says Gordy. “She hates the food I cook.”

      “You take her for granted.”

      “Do not.”

      He’s in denial. His grouchiness has more peaks than valleys these days. Marie’s been looking tired lately. From worry. Lack of sleep. Lack of appreciation.

      “Sit down,” says Gordy, now focused on a raft of whiffs and strikeouts. I take my regular chair, and Bert pads over, puts his head in my lap. I half-grew up in this house because Gordy took his godfather duties seriously. When I was two, he built a huge toybox for me, added age-appropriate games and puzzles. He taught me how to play Monopoly and chess and Canasta and even put up a basketball hoop in the driveway when I was determined to make the high school varsity as a freshman. He stepped in big time when my dad died. After my on-the-job injury and subsequent PPD-forced time-off and rehab, he wouldn’t let me wallow—just provoked me until I agreed to do the financials at G&Z Private Investigations. He finally challenged me to assist on cases.

      He growls at the flatscreen. “At least the Sox coulda won on Patriots’ Day.”

      His thick gray hair has thinned. The t-shirt under his flannel jersey doesn’t hide his bony collarbones, or how his skin looks paper-thin. His delts and triceps—once champion boxer thick—no longer fill out the shirtsleeves. It’s been four and a half months since his heart attack, and getting the crappy health notice, starting chemo, and sinking into an ever-deepening swamp of irritation.

      “So, you can tick that off your bucket list,” he says. “Your dad always wanted to run that marathon.”

      “I know.” I pat Bert’s head. He figures it’s time for him to go back to his doggie bed.

      “Crazy as that was. Crazy as doing it today is. But I say we add it to the G&Z website. Brag on it, write something about your determination, and never giving up.”

      Work has slowed since Gordy stopped spending time at the office. I finalized my PI certification, got fully bonded and insured after the New Year (bank account took a hit), but Gordy’s the one with the longstanding rep. Some potential clients and a lot of the attorneys in town have leaned toward other PI options. Office rent needs to be paid. G&Z needs billables. He’s right. I gotta up my profile; get more cases on my own.

      “What’s the new case?” I ask.

      Gordy’s eyes are on the television. He grabs his cell, punches in a number. “W. wants to talk to you. His word—‘ASAP.’”

      “That’s not a word.”

      “If it’s understood, it works.”

      “Is Walsh hiring us?”

      Gordy and Wallace Walsh are best friends (Walsh took over that role after my dad passed). Walsh consistently wins the yearly Worst Dressed Attorney in the city award, now I think he dresses to live up to that reputation—consistently choosing plaid, stripes, and color combinations that don’t complement his freckled skin, tubby stomach, and combover. The phones connect; we’re in speaker mode. “Hey, W.,” says Gordy. “She’s here.” He puts the phone on the coffee table between us.

      Walsh doesn’t bother with niceties. “Ready for your first Dee Rommel solo?”

      He’s got my attention.
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      “What do you mean, ‘solo?’”

      “There’s a travel component on this one, Dee.” Walsh continues. “Gordy’s not up for that.”

      Gordy scowls, but he knows it’s true. He waves at me not to argue.

      Walsh goes on: “Plus, the situation’s time frame is tight. The client wants this taken care of within the next six days, so Dee, I’ll need your full attention. Your name will be on as the prime investigator, the prime responsible. It will be your name agreeing to terms, agreeing to provide daily updates and detailed time sheets, and your name to blame if the client’s not happy.”

      “Travel where?” I ask.

      Walsh skirts my question. “Better we speak in person. I’ll be at the G&Z office at eight in the morning. And I’ll have NDAs for you and Abshir to sign.”

      I remind him that confidentiality is covered in the PI’s code; non-disclosure is expected and actually required.

      Walsh pushes on. “I can’t give you details until you sign the NDA. The client insists.”

      I look to Gordy. He waits for me to answer. The G&Z balance sheet looms in my mind.

      “See you at eight tomorrow.”

      Walsh continues, “Good. Dress warm, we’ll be on the water. See you in the morning.” He clicks off.

      I turn to Gordy. “What do you know about this?”

      “Nothing. Except Walsh’s boxers are in a twist. He even got a haircut today.”

      “I’ll call Abshir, see if he can meet us at eight tomorrow⁠—”

      We celebrated Abshir Jama’s acceptance into USM Law School in January. He’s attending part-time, managing his class load and his G&Z assistant job. Abshir idolizes Gordy, feels he owes him for letting him intern at G&Z two years ago—they had met when Gordy spoke at the University’s Career Day, and Abshir asked to volunteer at the office ‘to see American justice close-up, to compare it to the country my family had to flee.’ Gordy told him private investigators, sometimes, used circuitous routes to achieve some sort of ‘justice,’ that results can often feel gray and shy of legal—that if Abshir wanted lessons in American justice and injustice, he should get an internship at the courthouse. But Abshir reminded Gordy what he’d highlighted in his presentation: his strong belief that truth must come first, that there is no chance at justice without it. And Abshir liked the truth, so he showed up regularly to take on office tasks. We started looking forward to the Somali treats his mother cooked for us on Fridays, and when Abshir proved his loyalty and pluck, Gordy put him on the payroll. After his USM graduation, Gordy and I wrote recs for the Maine Law School and Abshir—one of the few immigrant students—studies like a demon to be worthy of our support.

      I rub my forehead, my body feeling the exhaustion from the run. “I guess details can come in the morning.”

      Gordy waves my concerns away. “Don’t waste time being impatient. This is an opportunity, and you can’t ride on my coattails forever⁠—”

      “I don’t ride on your coat⁠—”

      “I’ve got something else for you to do tonight.”

      “What? No, no. I have to get a shower and some food.”

      He’s not listening. “My cousin’s coming in on the Concord Bus from Boston Logan Airport. Never liked her, but she says she’s coming. Eleven o’clock. Pick her up at the Transportation Center, bring her here.”

      “Gordy, my body needs a chance to bounce back if I’m gonna be on the clock with Walsh in the morning. I’ll order a WheelieMaine, arrange for her to get the town car pick-up and dropped off here.”

      “That’s not gonna work.” He grabs an old family photo off the side table and shoves it towards me. “She’s the one on the far left—next to me.”

      I look at the photo; it’s got to be thirty years old. Gordy looks buff in a wrestling team shirt; he’s grinning and holding up one of his trophies. Next to him is a woman, about the same age, same height, same dark hair, but her face looks sour, like she sucked on a lemon right before the photographer clicked the shot.

      “That’s your cousin?”

      “Hazel.”

      Gordy pushes. “Eleven o’clock tonight.”

      “I’ll call Abshir, maybe he can⁠—”

      A mini-explosion. “You do it, damn it!”

      Bert howls and hops onto the couch, ready to protect Gordy from whatever caused the outburst.

      Gordy was never a yeller. His usual style is piercing looks or guttural, don’t-mess-with-me commands. But controlling his temper has become sporadic. I get it—being sidelined, being consistently pricked by nurses (cute, funny, zaftig or not) doesn’t sit well. The flare-ups are getting more regular.

      I put my hands up in surrender. “I’ll pick her up. No problem.”

      Marie’s hurrying out of the kitchen; she’s taking off her apron. Her hair is swept up, she’s got make-up on and her skirt and shirt are a perfect fit. Even while washing the dishes, she looks like an Italian movie star. “Gordy, are you doing more yelling? Do you need something?”

      Gordy scowls. “No. Let me be.” Gordy turns the volume up on the Red Sox highlight reel. “Dee’s gonna pick up Hazel.”

      “I’ve made up the guest room, mi uoma. Hazel will be comfortable.”

      Gordy growls, doesn’t thank her, doesn’t comment.

      Marie gives me a stiff smile. “Dee, come with me, I have put some piccata into a container for you to take home for your refrigerator⁠—”

      I join her in the kitchen. She whispers, “His cousin, Hazel, she lives in Ohio. She heard he was sick. Decided to come for a visit even when he told her she shouldn’t. Family—it is difficile to say no.” She hands me the container of food.

      Gordy yells, “What’re you two talking about in there?”

      Marie rolls her eyes and hurries out to the living room. “What about some tea, tesoro mio⁠—”

      “No.”

      I grab my poncho and gear bag. “Bye, Gordy.”

      He grunts.

      Marie kisses my cheek. “Say ‘hi’ to Robbie for me?”

      Her eyes are bright and questioning; she suspects Detective Donato and me are spending time together and she would love to hear the details. But I never confirm it.

      “Oh, I’m not meeting him.”

      “No celebration with Robbie?”

      “He’s working.”

      “Who are you meeting at Sparrows?”

      “My running buddy.”

      Her eyebrows go up, but before she can ask her next question, two throaty snores interrupt us. We look over to Gordy and Bert. Their eyelids have dropped. Their rumblings have deepened and found homes in their chests.

      Marie sighs. “When you do see Robbie, tell him that life and joy can be shorter than he expects. Tell him to pay attention.”
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      The two-block hike from Gordy’s to my place feels like a two-mile journey. My left thigh is pulsing, I tell myself not to limp, just power through. Keep focused on the first official solo PI gig . . . Not what I expected three years ago. When I was breathing hard, tramping up concrete stairs as fast as possible wearing my weighty winter police-issue jacket and five-pound boots, heavy cop gear, one hand on a wonky, temporary railing, the other on the gun in my holster. There are days I can almost feel the memory of the unfinished Prosper Office building—the field around it full of boards, beams, equipment, tractors and trucks—all frosted over and shiny in the dark night. Snow was falling. My partner, Marvin Payer, and I were halfway through our shift, Marvin wanted to slip into Amato’s for a slice of pizza, but it had closed, and he was grumbling. The call came in—a robbery and assault at Doyle’s Food and Brew on India Street, and the report of the getaway car skidding into an innocent ten-year-old on his way home from Kung Fu class. We headed to India Street but got rerouted—told the three crims had taken refuge on a Marginal Way’s in-progress building’s rooftop . . . Officers Heckley and Shappen were behind me on the stairs. I was first to the top, I heard voices and pushed through the door to identify myself—in a split second, a length of four-by-four flew past me, inches from my face. I ducked, yelled to the attacker to stand down—thwack—a slam of another board, batted by a monster-sized shadow—flat against my back. My boots slid on the ice, and I was off the roof’s edge . . .

      I always get stuck at that moment—when I was sure I glimpsed life and sure death in tandem.

      There’s home, the old Victorian, the former ship captain’s house that’s been divided into four apartments. The hundred-and-twenty-year-old place has been creaking more lately, flecks of paint are peeling, and a few shutters are askew—being across from the saltwater bay and standing up to nor’easters has taken its toll. I live in the basement apartment—the former kitchen and servants’ rooms. My living room window gives me a tip-of-the-grass view over the lawn, across the park, and onto Casco Bay. The lamp in my living room—the one I have on a timer—has popped on, it’s the only light in any of the windows because the other renters are snowbirds who are riding around in golf carts in Florida. They’ll be back in a month—middle of May or so—when Maine’s trees bud, the tulips and daffodils rise, and the sailboats show up on summer moorings. These early flowers are usually beheaded by a late-season storm, but Mainers know balmy days will eventually rule—if we’re just patient.

      My phone buzzes. I answer it, and my mother’s already talking. “You know we would’ve been there, honey, if there wasn’t this conference in Geneva. It’s the international gathering . . .” Sometimes she wonders how she, a small-town farm girl from Maine has landed in the high-powered business world, but I’m not surprised. She’s never got a hair out of place; she can talk donations for Cancer Research out of the most tight-fisted billionaires.

      She continues, “We’re in our hotel room. Chester wanted to get out of his tuxedo. He says congrats too. Here he is . . .” She hands the phone to Chester, the Boston Brahmin she married a few years after my father passed away.

      “Dee,” Chester says. “I hope you’re in a hot tub for your sore muscles.”

      “Never got one installed in my apartment,” I laugh.

      “Your mother was in touch with Gordy. Every hour. So she could follow your progress. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, Chester.”

      “We’re meeting the French group for drinks downstairs; I’m getting out of my monkey suit. Here’s your mother back.”

      He hands the phone back to my mother. “Chester’s birthday is tomorrow,” she whispers. It’s a hint.

      “I’ll call him.”

      “We’re going to L’Armures. One of the oldest restaurants in Geneva, Chester is convinced his great-great-whatever grandfather ate here with some bad-mannered prince who helped start World War One⁠—”

      Chester knows everything about his forebears—especially the ones who came over on the Mayflower in the 1600s and gradually made their fortunes in the New World.

      “Just got home, Mom. Gotta meet some people for dinner. I’ll call tomorrow.”

      “Bye, honey. Love you.”
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      Pat, the owner of Sparrows, has chosen Linda Ronstadt as the night’s muse, “You’re No Good” plays as waiters move in rhythm, serve plates of meatloaf, Caesar salads, Reubens, and chicken pot pies. Every once in a while tourist-y newcomers show up; somehow they’ve heard of the place but they don’t blend in. Like tonight, the front entry is blocked by two over-vivacious (loud) co-ed types waiting for a table. They both have long, straight blonde hair and heavy make-up, they wear tight jeans, shiny jackets and pink baseball hats. Afraid to be individuals. Not a Maine thing. Definitely not locals. They cheer in a high-pitched giggle when Pat, his old fiddle shoulder moving up and down in time to the rock and roll, says he’s got a table ready and leads them towards the back. My olfactory glands relax; their too-sweet perfume didn’t mix well with Pat’s fragrant grilled onions and garlic⁠—

      “Dee!” Carter’s standing, waving me over.

      He’s not alone. Gretchen (my best friend since kindergarten) and Pocket sit across from him. They’re cuddled close together. I slide in next to Carter. He smells like freshly crushed rosemary. Definitely goes with garlic and onions.

      Gretchen hands me a gift bag. “I got you each one.” Tonight, her lavender sweater matches the light purple highlights in her hair.

      I pull a knit hat from the bag, it’s got Boston Marathon Finisher stitched on its fold. I pull it on over my hair. “A chance for everyone to know my business.”

      Her eyes twinkle. “A chance to inspire. My limit is a 10K, and I’m happy there.”

      “You tend towards happy,” I laugh.

      It’s not a dig, it’s the truth.

      Carter lifts the pitcher of beer and pours amber gold into my glass. “Recommended refueling, said the wise man who invented beer.”

      I toast Pocket. “Thought the PPD needed you.”

      We click glasses. “Captain Harper doesn’t want me putting in for the overtime,” says Pocket. “And no freebies on his roll call. I can’t clock in to work until midnight.”

      “Anything new?” I ask.

      Pocket pulls up a news article on his phone and shows it to us. “Cyber Squad is interfacing with other teams in New England. Feds join us in the morning. There’s been another data breach at a blood bank in Augusta. Data systems have ground to a halt.”

      Carter grabs a piece of bread. “So, it’s a worm?”

      Pocket can’t share privileged information—he knows the cop trick of responding to a question with a question. “What do you know about worms?”

      “I was an undergrad with Wentin.”

      Pocket’s eyes go wide. “Worm Wentin? Before or after his arrest?”

      “Before,” says Carter. “When he was a pimply and smelly nerd and all about proving he could get into any and all systems, but clueless about the extent of the trouble he could cause. He designed a worm hack that brought down a dozen mutual fund software systems or something like that. He threw himself a big shindig to toast his own brilliance. Not a good idea. The FBI arrested him.”

      “Your college friend went to prison?” Gretchen asks.

      “The FBI offered him five years’ probation—if Wentin agreed to work with the Feds to identify prime targets for hacker penetration. Basically, he had to work on the ‘good’ side to stay out of prison. He’s now an ‘ethical’ hacktivist.”

      “And a very rich nerd,” says Pocket. “Read about him in Filthy Wealthy⁠—”

      Carter laughs. “Yeah, he buys out Disney World twice a year and goes on the rides all by himself.”

      “He’s got no one to share it with?” Gretchen’s sympathies are always quick to be activated. “That’s sad.” She looks at me. “We share the same blood type, Dee and me⁠—”

      I nod. And she was there, at the hospital with me, when I needed the transfusions.

      “Made me feel like we were really sisters,” Gretchen laughs. “Not just pretend ones.”

      Plates of salmon are delivered, and those who ran the marathon dig in. Gretchen’s appetite is not so immediate. She refills Carter’s glass. “When does your mushroom planting get started?”

      “A few more weeks.” Carter’s mouth is full, but he manages to talk out of one side of it. “Getting the ground ready at Two Daughters Farm. If there’s no more snow, should be on schedule.”

      Carter can talk about genomes in microbial fungi and how some can suck up poisonous Forever Chemical wastes in soil if anyone will listen. His classes at the University are packed, probably because of his dry sense of humor and outdoorsy good looks. “Gonna plant sunflowers too,” he says. “Studies indicate they can draw lead out of soil. We’ll see, but yeah, it’s all moving forward⁠—”

      Linda Ronstadt segues into “Blue Bayou.” “Oh, I love this one.” Gretchen looks at Pocket. “It was playing on our first date⁠—”

      Carter swallows a bite of his fish and dips his head towards Gretch and Pocket. “How’d you two meet?”

      Gretchen sways to the music. “Through Dee. She posted our carpool notice at PPD for the Bug Light Run last fall, and Daewon saw it. It was a good old-fashioned crossing life thing, no Dating Game or Hook-Up Island or Bachelorette or Marry Me Without Meeting Me or swiping left or right. Just old-fashioned stuff. It can happen.” She cocks her head, focuses on Carter. “Do you have a special someone in your life?”

      Pocket puts his hand on her arm. “Gretch, don’t pry.”

      Gretchen defends herself. “It’s a getting-to-know-you question.”

      “I did,” says Carter. “She had an opportunity for a promotion—went to Idaho to check it out. We figured the job wouldn’t trump Maine, and she’d be back. But—after a week there—she fell in love with a woman.”

      Carter snags a French fry. We’ve never talked about his love life or getting dumped. Maybe because (as Gretchen tells me) I’m not the confidante type?

      Gretchen leans in. “Did you know she was bisexual?”

      Pocket puts his hand up. “He doesn’t need to talk about this⁠—”

      “Bi-sexuality?” asks Gretchen.

      “No,” says Pocket. “Getting cheated on. No one likes to talk about being cheated on⁠—”

      “True,” says Carter. “An unexpected ego-deflator for sure. But she said she’d never thought about being with a woman. Until she met Krista—” He waves his hand as if it’s no big deal. “She’s happy. Says it’s a level of love she hadn’t expected.”

      I concentrate on devouring my salmon. I hate conversations like this. Gretch says I need to be more open about feelings, that talking about relationships and their complications is healthy and makes people realize everyone’s got issues. I’m in the camp that thinks it’s better to keep private stuff private.

      And Carter looks uncomfortable too. “I visited Idaho over last New Year’s weekend. We three did a lot of skiing.” He tries for lightness. “Just to make clear, I am a much better skier than Krista—which goes to show there’s no accounting for taste⁠—”

      “An ability to ski is a good barometer for a relationship,” I mutter.

      Carter laughs. “Exactly.”

      Gretchen, always serious about things of the heart, nods. “I do think there are different kinds. Bad love, uncomfortable love, comfortable love, good ones—” She leans against Pocket. “And really, really good ones.”

      “Enough, chica bonita.” Pocket puts a piece of bread on Gretchen’s plate, as if that will finish the conversation.

      Carter turns to me. “Yeah. Happened right before I met you and the whole Two Daughters Farm craziness. Old-fashioned crossing-life thing⁠—”

      Gretchen kicks at my good leg under the table. I meet her eyes, the question clear—something going on with Carter that I need to know about? I cross my eyes to assure her she’s crazy, that Carter and I are just friends. She laughs.

      Pocket’s phone vibrates. He connects, and there’s a long moment of listening. Finally, he says, “Yes, sir. Yes, sir. I’ll be ready. ASAP.” He clicks off and grabs his jacket.

      “Getting called in early?” I ask.

      He checks his phone. “Maybe it’ll be on the news. I can’t talk about it now. I’m getting picked up here. Gretch, you have the car. You’ll be okay?”

      “Sure.” Gretchen gives Pocket a kiss, tries to keep the worry out of her voice. “Call when you can.”

      Pocket throws out a “sorry, guys” and he’s out the door.

      Damn. My gut wrenches, even two years after the fact. Former scenarios flood over me—of being the officer on call, arriving at a crime scene, experiencing the adrenaline, that determination to make things better, being set on my plan to be a PPD detective one day.

      But now I’m ‘solo.’ And being a private investigator has its perks—fewer strictures, fewer people looking over my shoulder.

      I look at my watch. “I gotta go too. Have to pick someone up at the bus station—for Gordy.”

      “Now?” Gretchen asks. “It’s late.”

      “Need company?” asks Carter.

      I shake my head. “No, no. Finish your refueling.”

      As I head to the door, I hear Gretchen explaining things to Carter. “You get used to it with them,” she says. “Fast comings and goings.”
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