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      10 DAYS, the first book in the series of the Dee Rommel Mysteries received a starred Kirkus Review and was listed on the prestigious Kirkus’ Top Five Crime Mysteries from small publishers.

      10 DAYS won a Silver Falchion Award for Best Detective in 2022, was also a finalist for a Maine Literary Award, Foreword Review Award (landing in the top five), and was nominated for a Chatelaine Clue Award for Thriller and Suspense Fiction.

       

      Here is what reviewers are saying about 9 Days…

       

      “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

      

      

       

      “A perfect vacation read: A thoroughly likable sleuth solving a sticky, satisfying, clue-strewn mystery while navigating the pitfalls of her own messy life.”

      
        
        — Monica Wood, author of Oprah pick, When We Were Kennedys and My Only Story, finalist for the Kate Chopin Award.

      

      

       

      “9 Days is a great read. Protagonist Dee Rommel pushes through every clue and, at the breathless conclusion, finds herself just a little bit closer to a new look at her own humanity.”

      
        
        — Susan Merson, author of Dreaming in Daylight and Oh Good, Now This

      

      

       

      “So thrilled to be back in the company of Dee Rommel and her gang of smart, singular, and flawed Mainers. This installment in the series dives into the intricacies of astrology and martial arts, and introduces members of the Portland upper crust, most notably Dee's newest client, an eccentric tween named Zar. We read on to find out what happens - but we also read on for the characters, one of whom is the city itself. Selbo's Portland is no sleepy seaside town: it is worldly, alive, and full of delicious local flavor.”

      
        
        — Anne Elliott, award-winning author of The ArtStars

      

      

       

      “The deeply complex character of Dee Rommel is back in another scintillating mystery from author Jule Selbo. Rommel interacts with the richly layered city of Portland, Maine by delving into the past while trying desperately to get to the truth behind a murder that - on the surface - is an open and shut case. Backed by a set of flawed and colorful friends, Rommel is hired by an “almost” twelve-year-old boy to prove his mother is not a murderer. 9 DAYS is a watercolor from an artist of the highest caliber and should be appreciated, it’s like having a drink with an old friend who you know much about but still have so much more to learn.”

      
        
        — Matt Cost, author of the Clay Wolfe, Port Essex Mysteries and the Goff Langdon Mainely Mystery Trilogy

      

      

       

      “Part cozy mystery and police/ PI Procedural, Jule Selbo wins again with 9 Days, the second in her Dee Rommel Mystery Series. A PI with a host of challenges she overcomes with grace and style in a not-that-sleepy town in Maine. In 9 Days, Dee takes on an unusual client in an open and shut case overshadowed by an unlikely combination of astrology and martial arts. With lots of family drama and richly drawn characters, Jule brings alive the challenges of separating blood, love and greed from the same lobster trap!”

      
        
        — Tony Ollivier, author of The Amsterdam Deception

      

      

       

      "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.

      

      

       

      "A likeable sleuth, a perplexing puzzle, and a narrative strewn with eccentric characters and plot twists you won't see coming. A delightful read. Jule Selbo is terrifically talented."

      
        
        — William Bernhardt, author of The Last Chance Lawyer

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To Mark, for 6,333 reasons (the list keeps growing)

    

  


  
    
      …found on the back page of Portland Maine’s News Behind the News, A Premiere Free City Press.

      
        
        
        My closer look into the assaults and the Widgery Wharf murder six months ago have revealed there could be an unsung hero who contributed to righting the fracases. Dee Rommel, a policewoman who, nearly 18 months ago, lost the lower half of a leg while performing her duty on the Portland Police Force, testified today for the prosecution. Question: while on medical leave from the force — did she become a vital part of the apprehension of the criminals? My overtures to speak to Dee Rommel or Gordon Greer of G&Z Investigations, where Ms. Rommel has affiliations, have gone unanswered....

        BENNETT

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          SATURDAY

        

      

    

    
      “The doctor can see you now, Dee,” says Myrna, the receptionist at Maine Prosthetics. I’ve hurried in and the door chime has signaled my entrance. “Saw your name in the paper,” she continues. “Hated the inference that a woman must be a superhero on steroids to do what you did. I hate to be underestimated, don’t you?”

      Myrna stands, she’s built like a defensive linebacker, her voice is deep as a foghorn, and I know she’s into roller derby. Anyone underestimating her—or not agreeing with her—could lose a few teeth. So, as I follow her down the hallway to the clinic’s consult room, I concur. “But,” I add. “Maybe there’s a kind of power in it—keeping a low profile.”

      “I don’t see it that way, Dee. People should know I can take ’em, right off.” Her eyes are steel, her jaw immense. I just nod and enter the room filled with urethane foam feet, thermoplastic artificial limbs, steel rods, and ankle joints. “Thanks, Myrna,” I say.

      “We women gotta stick up for ourselves.” She leaves the door open and marches back to her desk.

      My phone pings. I don’t want to deal with it, it’s my day off. I listen to the voicemail from a client. “Tell my wife it’ll be doomsday before she gets another penny…” Fred Orne’s distressed voice is in my phone’s message bank. He’s in a custody battle. It’s been G&Z Investigations’ job to prove his wife’s using his child support to pay for the powder that goes up her red-rimmed, runny nostrils. I text him, remind him the evidence file, thick with photos of his wife’s drug use and her neglect of their children, is in the court’s hands and the judge has scheduled a hearing mid-week.

      I punch at the keys:

      
        
          
            
              
        Be Patient.

      

      

      

      

      

      Two words he’s tired of hearing.

      Ebenberg, my prosthetist, enters. “Sorry,” I say as I press send. “Hope a situation isn’t about to explode.” I doff my LiteGood, hand it to him. “You have kids, don’t you?” I ask.

      “Three.” He’s focused on my below-the-knee prostheses, adjusts it, taking into consideration the slight diameter change in my left thigh. It’s been almost two years since I was shoved off a six-story building. I work to keep up musculature—exercises and high protein diet—but Ebenberg says the slight decrease is unavoidable.

      “Kids are emotional detonators, right?” I say. “Should be registered as weapons.”

      He laughs. “Definitely.”

      My eyes move to the shelf across the room, it showcases a seductively curved blade. It’s C-shaped, designed for a long-distance runner. It’s able to store kinetic energy in its carbon fiber and provide a movement similar to an able-bodied runner’s calf muscles working in tandem with the Achilles tendon. It’s eye-candy. “A morning run’s ‘the only honesty and realness there is in the world,’” I say. “The guy who wrote Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner wrote that. My track coach quoted him all the time.”

      Ebenberg lifts his long chin, sees where my eyes are targeted. “That one’s based on a Van Phillips’ design, has seventy layers of carbon fiber. Goes for just over $15,000.”

      “Yeow.” Definitely not in my bank account. The Portland Police Department covered my LiteGood prostheses when I was injured on the job, but a running blade’s not considered a necessary accoutrement. Ebenberg takes it off the shelf and hands it to me. I gauge the weight—around five pounds. “Headed over to the Fall Final Fun 5K this morning, working the finish line,” I say. “Maybe next year…”

      “I’d say your limb’s ready,” he says.

      I used to run the Maine Marathon, also the 10Ks, 5Ks—each year trying to beat my own times. Craved the chase of endorphins.

      “That should do it,” Ebenberg rolls on a foot sock and slips on my Nike boot. “Give it a try.”

      I lift the wide leg of my Sport Gear pants, don my prosthesis and walk the room, testing the new fit. “Here’s the big question. Using a blade, will I be able to break my old times?”

      He chuckles. “They’re not magic speed pills. Lower ground reaction and force might be enhanced, but other factors are always in play.” He walks to a cabinet, opens its doors. “Just received a new model, it’s got 90 layers of carbon fiber—flexibility and strength off the charts. Arrived yesterday.” He pulls out a large, sleek, pearl-iridescent box.

      “Fancy.”

      “It’s a Hogan.”

      A prickle stings my neck. “Hogan?” I stop my pacing and focus on the racy logo emblazoned on all sides of the box. Hogan 1 Design.

      Six months ago, Philip Claren, the founder of a giant tech company, hired G&Z Investigations to locate his missing daughter. One of the top researchers at Claren Tech was a war veteran named Brad Hogan. He’d lost both legs in Afghanistan and his interest was primarily in Myoelectrics, some futuristic—but viable—way to use energy generated by muscles to advance capabilities in artificial limbs. Hogan had been a cypher and it had been my job to discover if he was trustworthy.

      I lift off the top of the box. The C-blade rests on lush blue velvet. I run my fingers over the cold, silky smooth surface. “Where’s the Hogan built?”

      “No address. Arrived by private messenger, with a note that a representative would be in touch.”

      At the end of June, Claren Tech had mysteriously closed its doors. Its principal researchers, inventors, and designers have not resurfaced. The tech magazine, Wired, came out with a contest reminiscent of “Where’s Waldo” called “Catch Claren,” and even offered a reward. No one has collected.

      “Not sure why I got one of the samples,” Ebenberg says. “But I’m not complaining.”

      Did Hogan and Claren know Ebenberg was my prosthetist? Expect that I’d see this blade? Or is that my ego asking?

      My cell phone purrs; it’s my reminder. I grab my fleece jacket. “I gotta get to the race.”

      “Saw you signed up for the group meeting tonight.”

      I almost snort. “Did not.”

      He frowns, reaches for a clipboard. “I saw your name.” He checks the list, pushes his longish hair behind his ear. “Yep. You have a spot reserved for the talk ‘Don’t Give Up Intimacy: Emotional or Physical.’ Name’s right here: Dee Rommel.”

      Damn Gordy. He’d told me he wanted to take me out to dinner tonight to discuss when I was going to take the Professional Investigator test. What was his ulterior plan? Walk me into a group therapy session and make me listen to people talk about sex and the single leg?

      “Won’t be able to make it,” I say.

      “My wife makes garlic cheese bread, creamy mac and cheese, and apple cheesecake.”

      “Sounds cheesy.”

      “People love it.” He gives me a moment, hoping I’ll change my mind.

      “Maybe another time,” I say.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Autumn’s colors surround me as I lope across the street to the parking lot. The winds rustle the trees. My hair whips into my face and a leaf buries into the long strands. I comb it out with my fingers and slip into the car.

      Gretchen, always the patient best friend, waits in the passenger seat. She’s wearing lavender spandex running gear and a knit hat over her short dark hair. She’s talking into her phone. “Sure, no worries. Thanksgiving isn’t a big deal. I’ll keep Ivy Blue in dog biscuits.” She clicks off, disappointment clear on her face.

      I press the ignition to get my Outback’s engine humming. “Whazzup?”

      “I put my life on the line and asked Pat if I could bring a guest to Thanksgiving. Now Kevin says he can’t come.”

      Gretchen met Kevin Norr six months ago when he moved to Portland from New York City to open his new law office. His gentle Siberian Husky, Ivy Blue, has a regular spot at Gretchen’s Doggie DayCare, and boards overnight when he has to be out of town. I’ve met him a few times; can’t get a bead on him—but Gretchen’s definitely crushed.

      She wraps a scarf around her neck. “He has to be in New York. Ivy Blue will stay with me. It’s all arranged.”

      Gretchen never demands, she wants to please too much. I’ve told her that since elementary school. But it’s her nature. She tells me I’m the opposite, that I never give anyone an inch.

      “His loss,” I turn onto a wide residential street in Portland’s Bayside district. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Won’t.”

      But I know she will. She always jokes that she wishes marriage and motherhood could be ordered for pick up; she’d take them home, heat, and enjoy. “A lot of people think they don’t need coupledom,” she always says. “They think it can get too messy. I don’t mind a jumble or two. If being together is worth it, I’ll be in for the long haul.”

      We pass Maine Girls Preparatory, take a short cut to the highway that only the locals know. Gretchen fiddles with the car’s radio. “You need to connect your phone to the system—then you can activate a playlist…”

      “I’ll get around to it.” I drove this Subaru Outback off the used-car lot two weeks ago. I’d been in the market to replace my gas guzzler for months, finally found this one. It’s three years old, but it’d been well-loved. The blue and gold two-tone paint job is pristine, the upholstery doesn’t have a tear or a crack.

      I hear it a split second before I see it—an over-cranked engine revved to top speed and 3000 pounds of sheet metal on crappy tires barreling forward on potholed blacktop. Then it’s in sight—a boxy black Volvo screeching past the stop sign, going sixty in a thirty mile-an-hour zone, ignorant that I’m right here, halfway through my right-of-way. I slam the brakes, thrust my arm out in front of Gretchen’s chest. “Hold on!” My other hand clutches the steering wheel, my eyes don’t blink—collision seems inevitable. Finally, the Outback’s brakes lock; we fishtail towards a thick, unforgiving utility pole. An image of my best friend stabbed by a caved-in door scorches into my brain, but we finally jolt to a stop, one tire on top of the curb. “Shithead!” I yell after the speeding car.

      The old Volvo—with its corroded paint job and cracked windshield, is still accelerating—it’s two blocks ahead. My heart’s pounding. Gretchen’s voice is hoarse, had she been screaming? “Maybe there’s a dying person or a woman in labor or a fire he needs to get to.”

      I’m not so generous. “Should burn in hell.”

      My foot presses the gas pedal, testing the car. It’s able. I ease into the lane to continue towards the highway. “Let’s get to the race…” An ominous roar rumbles—this time, from behind us, a more powerful engine—a heavier body and blasting horn. A massive four-door GMC Yukon, with bad, big-boy tires flares into view, its shiny grill advancing like the shark in Jaws. “What the hell?” The driver jerks his poundage to the center of the street to pass but cuts it too close—its immense right flank rams into the Outback’s rear side-panel. I hear the vicious gouge. Is the driver drunk? The Yukon finally adjusts, pulls away. Its side mirror smacks against my rear window and breaks off—it dangles from thin wires, now useless.

      The beast machine screeches onward.

      “He’s not stopping,” shouts Gretchen. “Asshole!”

      I lay on my horn, put pedal to the metal, and head after the giant SUV.

      “Dee, what are you doing? You don’t know what nutso’s driving,” Gretchen yells as I increase my speed. “Bad idea!”

      The behemoth takes a sudden sharp right turn off the wide thoroughfare, careens onto a side street. It moves out of sight behind a corner house and a giant oak tree. I’m not far behind—hug the corner—veer onto Barris Street.

      I expect to see the Yukon.

      Not there.

      A “Dead End” sign greets us—and a quiet, picturesque cul-de-sac.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s gotta be here,” Gretchen says, stunned. “There’s no place for it to go.”

      On both sides of the street are small, prefab homes—affordable 1940s post-war housing built for returning veterans to promote belief in peace and quiet family living. The homes are judiciously laid out in a horseshoe, four on each side of the truncated street, one at the apex. Each are a slight variation of the other. Two-story, pastel-colored wood siding, all with chimneys on the north sides.

      “Check the driveways on your side,” I tell Gretchen. “I’ll take the left.”

      “Yep.”

      I edge forward, slowly. The narrow driveways are empty and all end in tiny, one-car garages—too small for a super-pimped-out Yukon.

      “It’s like Twilight Zone,” says Gretchen. “Spooky.”

      I’m not a fantasy fan; I like things real. How did the vehicle disappear?

      I pull to the curb; we get out to survey the damage. The deep dent in my formerly stellar rear door is ugly—the gold lower and blue upper paint job is marked by streaks of dark paint.

      Gretchen takes pictures with her cell phone.

      A black and white Portland Police Department SUV turns onto Barris and slides to a stop next to us. Officer Vera Sandrich, a newbie always looking to score points, powers down her window. “Dee Rommel.”

      “How’d you get here so fast?” I ask.

      “Call came in—about a traffic altercation. A concerned citizen, using colorful curse words, described speed and danger.”

      Sandrich and her pint-sized partner step out of the vehicle; she’s got a notebook open, and Small-Scale walks by me to join Gretchen to take his own series of photos. His name tag reads ‘Officer Daewon Pocket.’ I’d heard about the Cuban-born cop who’d transferred up from Boston—last summer he had the best batting average on the PPD softball team.

      “Anyone hurt, miss?” he asks Gretchen.

      “We’re still kickin’,” she says.

      “Is that blood on your lavender hoodie?” Pocket asks.

      Gretchen checks herself, finds a glop of blood. She touches her mouth. “Think I bit my tongue.”

      Pocket hands her a handkerchief. Above and beyond—old-school gentlemanly.

      Sandrich is focused on me, she has her pen ready. “Wanna tell me about it?”

      I describe the near collision with the speeding Volvo, then the aggressive Yukon with its tinted windows, the broken side mirror. “It happened fast, but I think it’s got a roof rack and mega-tire mud flaps.”

      “The two hightailing vehicles connected to each other?” Sandrich asks.

      “Don’t know.”

      “You gonna leave that to us to figure out now, huh?” Her question has an edge to it.

      “If you find the Yukon, ask a few other questions,” I say. “First one—whose insurance is gonna get slammed for fixing my car?”

      She flips her notebook shut. “Need a tow?”

      That’ll cost. My bank account’s not flush. “Steering’s pulling a bit, but I can drive it.”

      “You know, you surprised everybody. Dumping the PPD.” Her glance is accusatory.

      “Just wanted to make room for you to shine.” I’m not in the mood for her opinions.

      She struts back to her vehicle. Pocket leaves Gretchen’s side, hops into the passenger seat. I take a moment to check if he can see over the dashboard. Sandrich drives off.

      Gretchen notices the time. “Should I blow off the race?”

      “No way.”

      My phone pings. It’s my godfather—and boss—Gordy. He issues his summons before I utter a greeting. “Possible client. Should be here in a half hour. Come on over.”

      “I’m signed up to work the finish line at the Fall 5K, hand out water and HeatSheets. All that.”

      “Those things are top-heavy with volunteers. Make an apology and remind them G&Z Investigations has been a sponsor for the last six years.”

      “I get a free T-shirt if I put in the time.”

      “Does a T-shirt pay your rent?” Gordy growls.

      He’s got a point. “And I just got smacked. Hit and run. My car’s got bodywork and an expensive two-tone paint job in its near future.”

      “Pick up a couple maple-bacon on the way.” He clicks off, his brusqueness front and center.
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        * * *

      

      A call to the race organizer gets me the official ‘we’ll-be-fine-without-you.’ I drop Gretchen off at the runners’ sign-in table; she’ll get another ride home. Or she’ll run back to her place—add another mile to her running day.

      I motor up the hill, end up on Congress Street behind the Number 1 city bus. Congress traverses the length of the main drag of the city, from the more sedate and decorous West End to Portland’s formerly rough and now mostly gentrified East End. I’m moving through the middle of the city, it’s in transition. A lot of its stately, multi-storied buildings, built in the 1920s, are being re-purposed for high-tech companies, condos, and hotel chains, while low-income neighborhoods, in the hands of slumlords, hug nearby streets. I turn into the Old Port section of downtown and see the line spilling out the door at Holy Donuts; this is the season for apple-cider, maple-bacon and pumpkin-cranberry-spice flavors. The treats, made with potato flour, are a local favorite; everyone knows they’re worth the wait.

      There’s a parking spot on Middle Street, a block from my former place of employment. Five months ago, I alerted the PPD of my decision not to return to active duty. Assistant Chief Harper and Doc Fogel, the department’s shrink who favors thrift store, second-hand Dockers and tweedy sports jackets, had asked for a meeting. I’d never been in Harper’s office before and in contrast to Fogel’s locker-room scented carpet and lumpy couch, Harper’s reflected his need for affirmation—and his affinity for brown leather. The walls were covered with photos of him with the mayor, the governor, the Police Chief, and the City Planning Board. The brown leather couch, flanked by matching chairs, the leather desk ledger and pen stand, and a coffee thermos covered in brown leather gave the room a brawny, farm-y scent. When I shook Harper’s hand, I was sure I’d gotten a whiff of leather cologne.

      “You sure about this?” Harper wheezed; his bulldog face, with its flattened nose, was set in disapproval.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You sure?” he repeated.

      “Yes, sir.” I could repeat with the best of them.

      “You’re young. Not thirty yet, right?”

      “Near it, sir.”

      “Don’t know anything before thirty,” he pontificated. “What do you think, Fogel? Don’t know anything ’til forty—maybe fifty—is what I think. Before that, it’s just hormones and emotions and self-centered swelled heads. No one should have any heavyweight ego before forty-five.”

      “May I ask how old you are, sir?” I ask.

      Fogel swallowed a smile and dipped a finger into his gray curly hair to scratch the top of his head.

      “I’m fifty-two,” Harper barked. “Had the early shit beaten out of me by the Army and the PPD rebuilt it. Earned the right to say ‘I know better.’ That make sense to you, Rommel?”

      Fogel, who had taken care of his itchy scalp, jumped in, “Officer Rommel, Chief Harper and I had a chance to talk about this…”

      Defensiveness reared. “When you say ‘this,’ you’re saying you met up to talk about me?” About my state of mind since being bushwhacked and forced off a building by hopped-up local thugs? About my anger and control issues?

      “You showed possibilities,” Harper growled. He looked at the paperwork on his desk. “When you were accepted into this department, you stated your goal was to advance to the detective ranks. Why give that up?”

      Hearing him put it into words had stung. I wasn’t used to giving up on anything.

      “You’re smart,” Harper continued. “You can put things together. You’re a little reckless but…”

      “I was never reckless on the job, sir…”

      Harper’s voice rose so he could hold onto the power position. “Six months ago, when you were going after Billy Payer…”

      “I was not on the force then, sir.”

      “On official medical leave. Technically, still part of our organization. You got into the middle of it and you shoulda stayed down.” Harper didn’t wait for me to attempt vindication. “And let me ask you this. What are the PPD expectations when one of their own takes advantage of medical and psychological care during injured leave?” He answered his own question. “We want appreciation and commitment—not a resignation.”

      Fogel tried to temper Harper’s bullying. “The young female officers look up to you, Rommel. Your rookie performance was laudable. You got a couple commendations…”

      Harper turned his bulge-y eyes to me. “This meeting is about you doing a re-think.”

      “Sir,” I said, my voice level. “I’d like to point out two things. One: I have made my decision and it is mine to make. And two: the Maine State Police, on their website, declares that it fosters a solid working relationship with professional investigators. Knowing that, sir, I look forward to building a relationship of respect with the PPD—working in the private sector. That’s my decision. Sir.”

      Harper bellowed. “Don’t think you can be calling up old colleagues expecting preferential treatment. Not on my watch.” He stood up; it was the end of the meeting.

      I breathed in the last whiff of leather and trekked to the third floor’s elevator, feeling lighter—and heavier—at the same time. It was finalized; a door had closed. But Harper’s reminder dug at me. A plan I’d made in high school—to become a police detective in Portland—was now abandoned before its realization. Sure, another door had opened—but the adrenalin and sweat, the camaraderie, and burnt coffee smells of 109 Middle Street were potent, favorite aromas.

      Too bad no one promises that making decisions feels good.

      “Just a sec…” Fogel was hurrying to catch up to me.

      We stood at the elevator for a moment.

      “Saw Gordy in town the other day,” Fogel said. “He’s slowing down.”

      “He likes to be underestimated,” I said, as I pressed the ‘down’ button. “That way, when he goes ninja, he gets more attention.”

      “Gordy’s ninja days are waning. He needs you.” Fogel stood next to me, trying to be companionable. “That’s why you’re walking away, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe it’s to be more in charge of my own time, choosing where to put my energies. Lot of rules and regulations here.”

      “You like the law. You like enforcement,” he said. “How they keep everyone honest.” He scratched his scalp again—it’s a habit. “Gordy’s like your family and you feel you owe him. Right?”

      I turned away, surprised by the quick tears that filled my eyes.

      “He’s your godfather. I know he was at your side in the hospital, almost 24/7. He wants what’s best for you.”

      The elevator arrived. Fogel put out his hand to hold the doors back. “Rommel, whatever your path, you should keep talking to someone. If not me—find someone.”

      His concern made me uncomfortable. The required therapy hours I’d spent hugging the corner of his lumpy couch, trying to recall details of the night—and the thugs responsible for the damage to my left leg. Deflecting his digging into my fears had been difficult—and the occasional diamonds Fogel unearthed had given me pause. Still, I’d block them with resentment because I knew everything I said went into a file, through his prism. His analysis and opinions of my life. No doubt, Fogel’s a good guy. But no matter how many times he told me that getting things out—showing warts and all—was a way to excise demons, I kept a tight rein on myself. Privacy. Never want to lose it. Ever.

      “I’m a phone call away,” he said. And added, as he walked away, “Best to Gordy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Malio’s arm is jerking high into the air. The self-appointed commissar on the north end of Commercial Street and its nearby wharfs wears threadbare corduroys and three sweaters under his oversized windbreaker. He’s giving directions to a teenager who’s asking for handouts in front of Starbucks, probably telling him about the Preble Shelter near the library. He notices me pull into a metered parking space, shuffles towards me. “Someone left m-minutes on it, almost an hour. You need more t-time?”

      “Don’t know.”

      Malio activates the timer on his cell. “You got three t-tickets last month. I’ll watch the tick-tick.” He rummages through his ratty shoulder bag and pulls out the latest Press Herald, complaining, “G-Gordy g-got to work too early for me to give him the newspaper t-today.”

      “Really?” Gordy’s not usually a morning person. What brought him to the office before sunrise?

      Malio’s head often twitches involuntarily, and especially when he’s upset. “I ch-cheered on Stallone in Rambo last night, for classic 1980s greasy American t-testosterone, and this is what I g-get.” He slaps the newspaper against his hand. “Guns don’t b-belong in people’s houses,” he says.

      I juggle my coffee and the bag of donuts, get the newspaper situated under my arm. “Malio, you like shoot-em-ups…”

      “In the movies, big noise and crazy b-blow-ups are cinemastuff. But not good for real life. A lot of violence around here. I see a lot. People, like t-tourists and other kinds—they think no one’s watching ’cause everyone’s sh-shopping or eating lobster or l-looking at the boats. People, like t-tourists, push people around, pull at their kids, even slap a grandma sometimes. I see a lot. And when p-people shoot people in their gardens, that’s b-bad.” He finally notices my car. “And car bang-ups are b-bad too.”

      “Totally agree, Malio.” I head into the building, take the small elevator to the third floor, punch the code into the security box (a Claren Tech design) and press my thumb on the touch pad. There’s a click and I push through the door to G&Z Investigations.

      Gordy’s gentle-eyed labradoodle barks. “Morning, Bert,” I call as I enter. Bert pads into the reception area and licks my hand.

      “Dee, that you?” Gordy calls from his office.

      “Yeah, the person who thought her boss was buying her dinner tonight. You signed me up for a touchy-feely, pour-your-heart-out meeting?”

      “Heard ‘sharing’ is healthy.”

      “Do you know how much cheese they consume at those things?”

      Gordy’s behind his sprawling desk, trolling for information on the computer. He’s a big guy but he’s gotten thinner, his usual XXL polyester tracksuit looks a size too big. “Why’d you get here early today?” I ask.

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      I put the newspaper and bag of donuts on his desk. “I ate the apple-cider one, but there’re two maple-bacon for you.” I look over his shoulder at the computer screen. “Who are we expecting?”

      He points to the website on his screen. “Kevin Norr. Used to be in some fancy family law firm in New York City. He’s got a new client, asked for the soonest he could get in.”

      “Gretchen dates him. He’s got a pretty dog named Ivy Blue. Bert and Ivy used to hang out at Doggie DayCare.”

      “What do you mean ‘hang out’?” Gordy gives Bert a disapproving look.

      Bert whines innocently and pretends his paw needs attention.

      “When you were in Florida giving your kidney away. Gretchen thought it was cute they shared a nap bed…”

      The buzzer sounds. I move back to the reception area and open the door. Kevin Norr has a Boy Scout, side-part haircut and serious eyes behind dark-frame glasses. He wears a tailored overcoat, wool slacks, and shiny Oxfords—but the tiny person standing next to him, in a blue blazer, gray pants, a bright yellow V-necked sweater and pocket handkerchief, has him beat in the buttoned-up category. The only telltale nods to this small person’s age are his bowl-cut hair and scuffed red Converse sneakers.

      “Dee,” Kevin says. “Ah. I’d like to introduce Zar Sants-Mekler.”

      The kid’s got big brown eyes and baby fat in his cheeks. He takes in my notebook and pen, spells his name slowly. “It’s Z…A…R. In case you’re the one who takes notes. And here’s my card, with my contact information.”

      “Thanks for helping me out,” I say, slipping his card into my jacket.

      Gordy waves us into his office and I make the introductions.

      “You’re a Mekler?” asks Gordy.

      “Sants-Mekler. Yes, sir.”

      Gordy’s chin recedes, his lips purse. A reaction to the ‘Mekler’ name? “How old are you?” Gordy asks.

      “I’ll be twelve on Thanksgiving.” Zar notices Bert, tenses. “Is he a good dog?”

      “Yes, he is.” Gordy whistles softly and Bert moves under the desk, settles on the floor.

      Zar sits in a highbacked chair, his feet don’t touch the ground. Kevin takes off his overcoat and focuses the conversation. “You probably saw the paper this morning about the shooting at the Sants-Mekler home. Zar would like to talk to you about his desire to help his mother.”

      I reach for the Portland Press Herald on Gordy’s desk. See it. Top fold. ‘Shooting in West End Garden. Suspect in Custody.’

      This must be what Malio was talking about.

      Zar pipes up, matter-of-fact. “The police say my mom shot and killed the person who takes care of our garden, and she didn’t. They only think she did it, because she said she did. But she didn’t.”

      Those of us over the legal drinking age share quick glances.

      I scan the newspaper, grab a few details. “Victim was in his twenties.”

      Zar fills us in. “He was a mountain climber before he was a gardener. His name was Benny.”

      “Benny what?”

      Zar’s shoulders rise and fall. “I didn’t ever ask.”

      Gordy leans in. “Did your mother say why she shot this Benny?”

      Zar holds firm. “She didn’t do it.”

      I grab a soda from the mini-fridge and offer it to Zar. “What can you tell us about the incident?”

      “Our housekeeper—Dolba—she was at the dentist. I was on a Zoom class, on my computer, with my philosophy tutor.” He looks at the soda. “Those are bad for you. I can’t drink that.”

      “Fine. That’s fine.” I put the soda back in the fridge.

      Zar continues. “I’m here to see if I’m at the right place. My mom and I need to be on a plane nine days from now, so we don’t have a lot of time. It’s important to be on the plane.”

      I glance at the calendar on the wall. “Nine days from now is the twenty-second of November.

      “It must happen then, it’s important,” Zar says.

      I look to Gordy. He’s doodling.

      “Want to tell us your side of the story?” I ask.

      “Just before noon yesterday. My window was raised because I like cool air when I’m in class and thinking. My mother called to me, she was standing in the garden, and she asked me to come down. So, I joined her. Benny was on his stomach by a pile of leaves, and there was a lot of blood and a hole in the back of his neck.”

      I look up from my note-taking. Zar’s posture remains rigid, his voice doesn’t waver.

      “Sorry you had to see that,” Kevin murmurs.

      Zar swallows, but his face remains inscrutable.

      Gordy prompts, “Then what?”

      Zar continues, “We wondered who to call first—the police or the ambulance. But I pointed out to my mother that a person doesn’t need an ambulance if their body no longer has a heartbeat. So, I called 911.”

      “That was the right thing to do,” Kevin continues his support.

      Gordy grunts, “Calling 911 can get you both, usually.”

      “Where’s your mother now?” I ask.

      Zar takes a piece of paper out of his pocket. “50 County Way.”

      “That’s the Cumberland County Jail,” I say.

      Zar squeezes his small hands together. “If you prove she didn’t shoot Benny, she wouldn’t stay there?”

      “She’d be released, that’s right,” I tell him.

      “That’s the truth?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s what we need—for her to be released. I tried to get in to see her. I put in a request, verbally, by phone, and was told ‘no.’ And then, I wrote it in a letter and took an Uber when Dolba was vacuuming. I presented the letter, but the guard told me to go away, that I needed a lawyer to help me. So, I went home. Dolba was not happy with me.”

      “Who’s Dolba?”

      “The housekeeper. She’s in charge.” He goes back to his timeline. “Then I used the internet and my preferred search engine to find a lawyer.”

      “And, ah, landed on me,” Kevin says.

      Gordy studies Kevin’s business card. “How’d you choose Mr. Norr?”

      “First I looked at the faces on the websites and chose the ones I thought would take me seriously…”

      “Just faces?” I interject. “How did you determine…”

      Gordy puts his hand up, he wants Zar to have the floor.

      Zar continues, “You can get a lot from faces. And then I read the bios. Mr. Norr’s said he attended Hampshire College, which is forward-thinking, loose in structure but selective and smart. Ken Burns attended Hampshire College and I like his documentaries on PBS. My mother does too, but she thinks sometimes the emotion of the story can be wrecked with over-long information dumps, but I tell her that feelings should emerge from the viewer—not the storyteller. Restraint gives the audience a chance to not feel manipulated.”

      Who is this kid?

      Gordy clears his throat. “You chose Mr. Norr because he went to the same college as a filmmaker named…?”

      “Ken Burns.”

      “Don’t know his work,” admits Gordy.

      “You should,” Zar advises.

      “I’ll put that on my list.” Gordy frowns, not used to being told what to do by an undersized know-it-all.

      Zar takes a deep breath, forges on, “That was the second ticking point. Then there was Mr. Norr’s choice of law school: American University in Washington D.C.; it was founded by two women just before 1900 because, at that time, it was difficult for women to get into law school. My mother told me that women are still at a disadvantage when it comes to equality and respect.” Zar looks at me. “Sorry about that.”

      It’s as if he’s taking personal responsibility.

      “That was the third ticking point,” Zar gets back on topic. “The fourth is that Mr. Norr has a son who attended Rolling Hills Boarding School.”

      Kevin has a son? Gretchen never mentioned that. Does she know?

      “That’s where I attended school before I was asked to leave.”

      “You were asked to leave?” Gordy rubs his forehead—not sure he wants to get into another convoluted explanation. But wanting to know wins out. “Why?”

      “I didn’t want to be where I wasn’t wanted.” Zar tightens the knot of his tie. “Filippo Norr is a year younger than me but we both had X-boxes and share an affinity for the Avengers. But then he moved to San Juan in Puerto Rico.

      “With his mother,” says Kevin. “She was born in San Juan.”

      Zar continues, “I face-timed Filippo and asked him to text his dad so that Mr. Norr would be inclined to see me right away.”

      Gordy presses, “Young man, did it really come down to you recognizing the name ‘Norr’ when you used your preferred search engine and realized your friend’s father lived in Portland? And you saw that as an opportunity?”

      “Yes.” Zar pushes his tongue to one side of his cheek, it causes the skin to jut out. “But the other things are important too.”

      Gordy taps his fingers on his desk. He does this when he wants out of a meeting.

      But the growing details in my notebook—relevant or not—niggle at me. The crime’s violent, the aftermath odd—mostly because of Zar’s stalwart belief in his mother’s innocence. I want to keep him talking. “Zar. What’s your name short for?”

      “Some guess ‘Zarathustra.’ You know, the Persian prophet.”

      “The who?” asks Gordy.

      Zar turns to Gordy. “Have you seen 2001 Space Odyssey, the Stanley Kubrick movie? I first saw it last year and now I’ve watched it thirteen times. Thus Spake Zarathustra is a piece of music used in the movie. It was inspired by a novel by Friedrich Nietzsche.”

      Gordy looks weary—and leery—as if a strange, talking insect has crawled into the office to spout random information.

      I jump in, “I had to read Nietzsche in college, in philosophy class. Seemed kind of complicated.” I push towards a definite answer. “Is Zar a family name?”

      He won’t be sidetracked. “This Persian prophet, according to Nietzsche’s story, was the first person to point out that the fight for truth against evil is the driving force of the world. He preached that morality is the highest virtue and truth must make up morality. He reminded everyone that absolute truth and honesty is very hard for people to commit to but it’s a worthy goal.” He glances at me. “What’s complicated about that?”

      I pretend to take notes, but I’m spelling ‘annoying.’ Maybe I’m mad my professor never put the theory so succinctly. Maybe I’m moving over to join Gordy’s opinion.

      “And to comment on your question,” Zar says, turning to me. “I believe naming a kid after a family member increases expectations and causes too much pressure. But I’d like to get back to why I’m here.” He takes out a savings booklet from Camden Bank. “I have to have a signature to access these funds, but Mr. Norr can work on that. Will you help me?”

      Gordy looks to Kevin, wanting to blame someone for this precocious kid’s request. “Mr. Norr suggested G&Z Investigations?”

      “He told me about three companies.” Zar takes his cell phone from his pocket, it’s housed in an Avengers case featuring slick cartoons of Captain America, the Hulk, Thor, Iron Man, and Hawkeye. He opens a link, brings up a site. “My mother told me about Numerology last Christmas, and I’ve been studying it. ‘G’ is the 7th letter of the alphabet and ‘Z’ is the 24th. That adds up to 31, that number relates to creativity, honesty, and practicality.” He shows us his phone. “Perfect combination for a service like yours.”

      Kevin adds, “I also told Zar that I knew you, Dee. That you knew a special friend of mine and that you were resourceful.”

      “Each fact informed the other.” Zar says. He rubs his cheek. “Just like November 22. It’s two days before I turn 12 in this year that has three ‘2s’ in it. When you add all the 2s—it’s a prescient thing about when we have to take the plane. We need to go to Vienna then. It’s going to be a good place for us.”

      Gordy, who hates to leave New England and rarely sees a reason to do so, sighs. “I’m not up on this numerology and…”

      “My mother says people should take the time…”

      Gordy interrupts. “Let’s make this simple. Did you see or hear anything or anyone to make you think someone else was in your backyard yesterday and shot the gardener? Yes or no, Zar. One word, please.”

      “No.”

      Gordy looks to Kevin. “Are the police waffling on their arrest of the mother?”

      Kevin shakes his head. “Not at the moment.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Zar says. “To find the real truth. It’s a worthy goal, right?”

      His question is sincere. And it’s a question I ask all the time.

      Gordy pushes the savings book back at Zar. “We regret the situation your mother is in, but we wouldn’t feel right taking your money…”

      I hijack Gordy’s rejection. “…if we can’t be sure we could be helpful. Can you give us the rest of the day to ask some questions?”

      If Gordy’s glance could freeze, I’d be a block of ice.

      Kevin senses an opportunity. “Excellent idea, Dee. I’ll call you, Mr. Greer. End of day.” He turns to Zar. “Time to get you home. Then I’ll check in with your mother’s attorney, see if we can arrange a short visitation—or phone call.”

      I stand. “Let me take Zar home. Give me a chance to see where—this event—happened.”
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      Zar frowns at the large dent in my car. “Are you a good driver?”

      “Excellent,” I assure him.

      Malio’s hovering, wanting to know why I’m with this pint-sized person. He gives Zar a ‘thumbs up.’ “Your t-tie and sweater are yellow. My g-girlf-friend likes yellow.”

      “Guys can wear yellow,” Zar says, puffing out his diminutive chest.

      “T-totally right, m-mini-man.”

      Zar gets into the passenger seat of the Outback. He pulls a packet of sanitizing handwipes from his pocket, rubs one on his hands. As soon as I’m settled in, he takes charge. “It’ll take us ten minutes to get to my house because there’s construction on Spring Street and you have to take High and State streets and then the one-way and double back to zig-zag over to Bramhall Street.”

      I back up, get us pointed in the right direction. “Why is getting to Vienna so important, Zar?”

      “Have you ever felt things can be better?”

      He waits for my answer.

      “Well. Sure,” I say.

      “It’s where everything will be in the right place.” He curls against the door and rubs his hand against his cheek.

      “You okay?”

      “I have a toothache.” He closes his eyes. “I might take a short nap.” Immediately, his breathing slows and his cheeks flush pink with sleep. Much too young to be dealing with murder.
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        * * *

      

      Zar snoozes as we approach the well-heeled West End. I realize his small-size blazer and pocket handkerchief doesn’t seem as out of place in this neighborhood. Couple of centuries ago, the area was a park used for concerts, bird-hunting and visiting circuses, then city leaders developed it for showy, large residences. Blocks in the West End ooze staid, solid, and formidable establishment.

      The car paces up Bramhall Street. At the top of the hill is Maine Med, Portland’s earliest hospital. Behind it, down a steep hill leading to lowlands, is the highway that cuts through the city. A mile and a half beyond that, is Cumberland County Jail. Where Agnes Sants is being kept.

      Zar opens his eyes, takes a moment to realize where he is. “You need to turn on Pine Street. First corner.”

      “Got it.” I proceed towards a cluster of massive Colonial Revival houses and Western Promenade Park. We pass the imposing 1903 Leighton House. “You know that place?”

      “Huh?” He takes the packet of hand sanitizing wipes out of his pocket, uses one to clean his hands and then polishes the door handle.

      “This guy, Hugh Leighton, lived there. He was the first person to make view-cards—he glued photos on one side of thin cardboard and left the other side plain, so someone could write a note and an address and glue on a penny stamp.” For some reason I’d done a report on the advent of the postcard in high school; I’d included a photo of the red-orange brick residence, with its bay windows and columned entrance. “Made a fortune.”

      Zar yawns. “Yeah. My mother knows everything about everything around here.” He points. “We live there.”

      The Sants-Mekler home takes up half the block. Its exterior is dark brick; its shutters, wide front door, and porch are painted creamy yellow. I glimpse a commodious, fenced backyard and a broad garage at the rear of the property.

      “Big house,” I say as I pull to a low concrete curb.

      “My mother inherited it. Her great-great-grandfather helped bring the railroad here. My dad lives across the alley. He inherited his house from his great-grandfather who started a bank.”

      “They’re divorced?”

      “No. But they don’t want to live together.”

      We get out of the car just as the wind swells. Zar’s moppish bangs are blown off his forehead. He squints at the solo PPD vehicle parked across the street.

      Sergeant Vickers, an affable old-timer who likes patrol, sits in the vehicle. He powers down his window. “What’re you doin’ here, Rommel?”

      I nod towards Zar. “Bringing someone home.”

      “Who made you babysitter?”

      I point to the police tape stretched across the wrought iron fence. “The whole place cordoned off?”

      “The backyard. It’s been gone over but still off bounds. You have to ask Robbie Donato if you want to take a gander.”

      Shit. “Donato’s on this?” A PPD detective, one of my former training officers at the Justice Academy, and the only person I’ve let close enough to kiss me in two years. Damn. My luck he’s involved in this.

      Vickers is talking. “I’m here ’cause he doesn’t want lookie-loos bothering the family.”

      The front door opens. A solid, white-haired woman is revealed, she wears a slate gray, calf-length housedress with a white Peter Pan collar. A thin belt divides her girth and a large set of keys dangles from it, along with a leather holder where her cell phone sits. She checks the watch on her wrist and gazes at Zar, waiting for an explanation.

      “Mr. Norr and I misjudged by twenty minutes. Sorry, Dolba,” he apologizes.

      I introduce myself. She takes in my unimpressive Sport Gear pants, T-shirt, and flannel-lined windbreaker.

      “One half of her left leg is fake,” Zar tells Dolba. “That’s why she walks a little off. But you can hardly tell.”

      I peer down at him. How’d he know?

      “Mr. Norr told me,” he explains. “It is the truth, isn’t it?”

      His deep need for veracity hits me again. What’s made him so distrustful?

      Dolba motions to Zar. “Time for your meal.” Her accent is Scandinavian, crisp and regimental.

      Zar dutifully follows her inside; I trail behind. The spacious, polished entryway has a white and cream marble floor, the walls are painted in fluffy cloud patterns. The ceiling is pale blue; mini-pin lights, in the shape of stars, are embedded in the plaster. We troop by a polished center table; it supports a large silver vase full of white roses and a silver tray where business cards are fanned. I notice the AS monogram on the tray, help myself to a card and continue past the ample, curving staircase. Glass-fronted cabinets show off a collection of crystal globes, each sitting on granite stands. Interior cabinet lights shine on the polished spheres, transparent colors of a prism bounce against the walls.

      The bleached color palette, antiseptic organization, the total lack of hominess strikes me; no sign that a kid lives here.

      The kitchen is huge and overlooks the backyard.

      “I keep the meal warm,” Dolba says as she puts on a white apron. “Sit.” Zar climbs onto one of the stools pulled up to the kitchen’s large center island. Dolba checks the pot on the twelve-burner gas stove, ladles steaming oatmeal into a porcelain bowl and sets it in front of him, along with a silver spoon and white napkin.

      “Do you want some steel-cut oats?” Zar asks me.

      “No, thanks. Had a donut.”

      Dolba wrinkles her nose, clearly not appreciating my gastronomic choice. She extracts a long, perforated knife from a rack and slides it through a freshly baked loaf of bread. A warm, yeasty scent fills the kitchen. Two slices are transferred to a plate and set within Zar’s reach. He reaches for one, takes a bite, and talks with his mouth full. “It’s sourdough. Because there’s lactobacilli in the fermentation process, it’s a bread that’s good for digestion.”

      “Eat,” Dolba says. She doesn’t offer me a slice.

      Zar bends his head to his oatmeal, shovels a scoop of the hot cereal into his mouth.

      “Dolba…may I call you ‘Dolba’?” I ask.

      Her lips are so thin they’re barely visible. And since she’s not moving them, I continue. “You were at the dentist when the shooting took place?”

      Zar swallows, provides details. “Cavity in her second molar, lower left quadrant. Dr. Rovin took care of it. I have my appointment on Monday. I don’t really want to go.”

      “You must,” she reminds him. “Or it will take too long to get in at another good time.”

      I send another query Dolba’s way. “Did you get home before Mrs. Sants-Mekler was arrested?”

      Zar provides again. “Police were already here. Dolba had mother’s Cadillac. The police didn’t want her to go into the garage, so she parked down the street.” He holds a spoonful of oatmeal mid-air, steam rises off it. “Dolba lives on the third floor. She has the whole floor. Mother didn’t even have to ask, she knows Dolba’s here to take care of me. She’s always been here. With my mom, too, when she was a kid.”

      “How well did you know the gardener, Dolba?” I ask.

      “I am inside. He was outside person.” She adopts the same disagreeable expression she had when I mentioned my morning donut.

      “Didn’t like him?”

      “I keep an eye on him.” Her eyes flick towards Zar.

      “Particular reason you felt the need to do that?” I ask.

      She clams up but her eyes dart, again, to Zar.

      “Benny always yelled ‘hi’ at me,” Zar says, oblivious to any subtext coming from Dolba. “He always asked if I wanted to skateboard or kick the ball in the backyard; he had a soccer ball in his truck.”

      “Zar needs to always concentrate on his schoolwork,” Dolba reaches over the island, pushes Zar’s napkin towards his hand. “Use. It is manners. You have to have manners if you have dinner at the White House.”

      “White House?” Seems like a highfalutin motivator.

      Zar brags, “My mother’s friends with two First Ladies. She’s eaten there a lot.”

      New England is full of families with old money and political connections. Maine was originally part of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, so it was, technically, one of the original thirteen colonies. Fifty years later the states separated, but Maine’s rocky coastline and islands had already seduced a lot of old and influential families who built seaside summer mansions, held lobster boils and clambakes on its rocky beaches. The White House connection that rolls off Zar’s tongue seems commonplace to him.

      “Concentrate on your meal,” Dolba says.

      She’s wrapping the remaining loaf of bread in a tea towel. I slip off the stool and move to the French doors to get a closer look at the garden. It’s been cut back, the grass is impeccably mowed, just a hint of autumn dryness on its tips. The only sign of the crime is the sagging police tape around a rectangular area where a man’s body had fallen. Six safety cones, placed to caution against trespassing, have toppled over in the breeze.

      I look back at Zar and Dolba and the immaculate kitchen. Nothing is out of place. Gleaming copper pans hang from a rack above the stove. Glass cabinets reveal white plates and bowls and crystal water glasses. A murder’s too messy, too violent for this world. A gun an aberration. At the Academy we learned the stats—more than fifty percent of Mainers keep a gun in their residence—of that number, nearly three-quarters are used solely during the hunting seasons. But in the quarter that remains—the suicides, violent assaults, accidents, and murders sit. And why a kid, like Zar, sees a dead body in his backyard.

      I settle back onto the stool next to him. “Did you know your mother had a gun?”

      He nods, licks a dollop of oatmeal stuck in the corner of his mouth. “She inherited it from her great-grandmother. She called it Baby Browning. She said it was ‘just in case.’”

      I look at Dolba. “In case of what? Was Mrs. Sants-Mekler worried about something in particular?”

      Dolba’s silent, concentrates on putting the covered loaf in the bread drawer.

      “Do you have a gun?” Zar queries.

      “I have a registered gun, yes,” I say. “It spends most of its time locked in a safe.”

      “My mother’s did too.”

      “Could I see where she kept it?”

      “Police have seen this,” Dolba says.

      “G&Z’s work is separate. Think of us as a double-check. Sometimes we need to fill in the same pages to come up with a fresh idea.”

      She hesitates.

      “We have to help Mother, Dolba,” Zar says. “So Mom and I can make our trip.”

      She frowns. “Finish your sourdough and wash hands. I will take her upstairs.”

      The back staircase is tucked behind the kitchen. Dolba’s rear end swings side to side, almost touching the handrails. But her steps are surprisingly light for her weight; she’s a practiced silent presence, blending into the background. We reach the second floor, step into a sitting room.

      The perfection is oppressive. Two overstuffed cream-colored chairs and matching footstools and blanket throws. Low tables, topped with reading lamps, next to them. One item seems too casual; it’s a book, spatchcocked on one of the footstools, titled The Universe Knows. The author’s name is in bold, above the title: Agnes Sants.

      “Zar’s mother writes books?”

      Dolba tucks her soft jawline and tsks. I’ve fallen another notch in her estimation.

      “Best-selling,” she says.

      I inwardly groan. Researching clients is the first thing on G&Z’s to-do list. But here I am, learning as I go.

      “Mrs. Agnes writes about how the fluctuations in the heavens affect us. She is a top astrologer in the world.”

      “Wouldn’t know anything about that,” I say.

      She tsks again. “Then how can you help the boy?”

      I point to the book. “She was reading this yesterday? The Universe Knows?”

      Dolba drums her fingers on her ample hips. “‘Why read her own book again,’ I ask myself. She believes in not going backwards. And she never leaves books out, with the spine so distressed. I tell the police it is not normal. They don’t think it is important.”

      “Maybe ‘the universe knows’…”

      My attempt at obvious humor falls flat.

      Dolba continues, “Zar says we won’t move it in case Mrs. Agnes wanted it there. It makes sense.”

      “Why does it make sense?”

      “Mrs. Agnes always has a reason.”

      I wait. But she’s not going to elaborate. “So—astrology. Mrs. Sants predicts the future?”

      Dolba tsks again. “She does not do that. She speaks about how the stars take position at a person’s birth time, and how knowing that can help each person move through the present.”

      What is she talking about? Guess I have to read up on that too.

      Two hallways veer off from the sitting room. One is softly lit, its walls dotted with watercolors of calm starry nights. I look in the opposite direction. A larger-than-life-size statue of Iron Man dominates the hallway’s end.

      “Zar’s room is that direction?” I ask.

      “Yes. He has the second floor to himself now because his brothers are not here.”

      “Brothers?”

      “There are three boys in the family. Their rooms are that way.” Dolba points in the other direction. “Mrs. Agnes’ rooms are this way.”

      We enter Agnes Sants’ domain. How can there be so many shades of white? The pearly white of the walls, the white metal file cabinets, the cool enamel white of an expansive writing table. A white-backed flat-screen computer sits on one side of the desk. The only color is a small, scarlet, misshapen pot full of Sharpies and pens.

      A wide archway leads to the bedroom where more shades of white await, but Dolba’s closing the door. She moves to a closet door, opens it. A standing, industrial-weight gray safe fills the space.

      “Who has the combination?”

      “Mrs. Agnes. Zar. The brothers. The family lawyer.”

      “Zar? Doesn’t he seem young for that responsibility?”

      “It is how she wanted it.”

      “How old are his brothers?”

      “Fletcher is sixteen. He is at school. Rolling Hills Academy.”

      “He knows what’s going on? That his mother’s in jail?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about the other brother?”

      “Toby Junior travels.”

      She punches in the code, making it clear she also has access. The safe clicks open. Its four metal shelves are deep and wide—and empty.

      “What did Mrs. Sants-Mekler keep in the safe—besides her gun?”

      “Papers. Her lawyer, Mr. Walsh, has come and taken them.”

      Wallace Walsh. Large man with a freckled face, combed-over hair and a deep, friendly voice. Owns a 37-foot Pursuit. From late May to early October, Gordy spends a lot of time with him, angling for striped bass.

      “What about Mr. Mekler, her husband?” I ask. “Did he have the safe’s combination?”

      “I did not mention him, did I?” She closes the safe, shuts the closet door.

      “Dolba,” I venture. “In the kitchen, it sounded as if you didn’t trust the gardener around Zar.”

      “Too friendly. Zar didn’t need such a friend. Always wanting to kick the ball or play a game. Not the job of a gardener.”

      A voice interrupts us. “I made my mother’s red pen pot.” Zar’s pointing to the misshapen vessel on the white desk. “She likes it. I made it at camp when I was seven.”

      “Really livens up the room,” I say, wanting to be positive.

      “Did you see the picture of me and my brothers?” He points to the framed photograph on the wall: three boys, one behind another. Zar must have been around four when the photo was taken, he’s sitting cross-legged on the lawn. A slightly bigger version of him, a boy around eight or nine, with the same large eyes, wide forehead and moppy hair (a bit redder) sits on a bench behind Zar. Behind him must be the oldest. He’s in his mid-teens, much taller and broader with pitch black eyes. His hair is swept upwards into a topknot. His hands are on Fletcher’s shoulders—in fact, he looks like he’s weighing both his brothers down, keeping them in their place.

      Next to the photograph is another framed piece. Three separate circles, stacked on top of one another. There are lots of triangles, lines, numbers, arrows and symbols in each circle. Astrological charts? One for each son?

      “I’m the Scorpio. See my birthday?” He taps on the glass. Birth dates are listed below each circle. This year Zar’s falls on Thanksgiving Day.

      Zar turns to Dolba. “I better go check on my dad.” He includes me. “Sometimes he works out too much. Do you want to meet him?”

      “Definitely.”

      Zar buttons his blazer, as if he’s preparing to go to a business meeting.
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