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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      The arrival of spring means many things to many people. For several of my college friends and me, it meant the start of a new lacrosse season. We enjoyed a good run at Loyola, even winning it all my last year of eligibility. As we got older, some guys moved away, others married off, and it became harder to get the band back together.

      Tonight, I’d tossed back a few brews with five of my former teammates. One had a six-year run as a pro lacrosse player before injuries got the better of him. All of us were doing well. I was still the only one with an interesting job, though the fact I still held it provided some surprise to my fellow revelers. And maybe a little to me, too.

      A couple of the fellows had families to get home to, so we called it a night just after nine. I’d turned thirty the previous November, and I never felt older than I did in this moment. Leaving a bar shortly past nine? Didn’t we stay up all night in college? How often did we woo coeds until the wee hours and then arrive on time for eight AM classes? I reminded the family men they should each get a glass of prune juice for the road. They responded with a common gesture telling me I was number one.

      I exited onto the mean streets of Towson. Pubs and restaurants dominated both sides of the road with a few retail stores mixed in for good measure. I walked down York Road to the garage where I left my car when parking—as it often did in the area—proved dicey.

      Before I made it half a block, I saw two men toss another guy onto the sidewalk. They were too small to be bouncers and too unsteady to be sober. The fellow on the ground stared back up with wide eyes, which he cast to me when he noticed my approach.

      “You take it back, you damn Ay-rab!” one of the men said. I figured he pronounced “Arab” the way he did because he was a cretin, and being at least two sheets to the wind didn’t help.

      “Go back home and speak Ay-rab!” the other added. They both loomed over the third man, who remained on the ground. He wore jeans and a white sports team jacket, and as I drew closer, I noticed the green, white, and red bars on the left breast.

      I stopped a couple paces short of the scene. A few other people walked by, some stopping to snap a picture as they did. Never mind there might be an assault happening; Instagram needed to get the scoop. “Ease off, guys,” I said, eyeing the angry duo. “You’re both drunk.” Each man stood about six feet, giving me two inches on them. They weren’t particularly big—both were built like they peaked in high school and spent the next two decades sliding downhill.

      “He’s an Ay-rab,” the first one said. Gray chased away the black hair on his head. His beady eyes darted between me and the frightened fellow on the concrete.

      “Arab.”

      “Huh?”

      “The word is ‘Arab,’ and I don’t think this guy is one.”

      “How you mean?” the other one said. Breath reeking of whiskey and old tobacco blew into my face. His blond hair remained untouched by gray, though pockmarks dotted his face.

      “See the flag on his jacket?” They both looked down and then nodded a second later. “It’s the flag of Iran.” Below it was script I couldn’t read.

      “So?” the gray-haired one said.

      “So it means he’s most likely an ethnic Persian.” The man on the sidewalk bobbed his head in assent. “Not an Arab.”

      “We don’t much like Iran, neither,” the blond one said.

      “Guys, move along. You’re drunk.”

      The fair-haired one stared at me. “Who the hell are you?” He gave me an ineffectual shove to the shoulder.

      I answered with a hard punch to his solar plexus. He stumbled back a step, sucked wind, and leaned on a streetlamp for support. The other one scowled. “Plenty more where that came from,” I told him. He glowered a bit more, collected his buddy, and they walked away. I was about to offer my hand to the guy on the sidewalk when he got to his feet.

      “Thanks,” he said, running a hand through wavy black hair. “Buy you a drink?”

      “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you do?”

      It’s a question I’ve gotten a lot. Most men in fact hear it any time they’re talking to another man at a social gathering of any sort. Ages ago, we might have compared spears or pelts. Now careers were the measure we took of one another. Once names and how everyone is doing get sorted out, the occupation query inevitably comes next. Sometimes, it’s posed out of genuine curiosity and others as a form of one-upmanship. I took it in the former sense. “Private investigator.”

      Arash—we established names right away—showed wide eyes and then offered a slow nod. “Seems like you can handle yourself.” He looked around the pub, and I did, too. We sat at a table near the bar. The place was at about half capacity. The menu and decor would not help it stand apart in any way; I didn’t even catch the name as we walked in.

      “I do all right,” I said. “A pair of drunks like those two makes it easy.” Arash sipped his amber lager. I nursed a ginger ale, having already downed three beers earlier. “What about you?”

      He thought about it, frowning a few times, then opening and closing his mouth before answering. “Sports analytics.”

      I glanced to the Iranian flag on his jacket and the foreign script beneath it. “You a soccer player?”

      His eyes brightened. “Yes. How did you know?”

      “I figure you don’t play a lot of hockey in the desert.”

      Arash chuckled. “No, we do not.” He paused. “America does not care much about soccer, so I’ve focused on other sports. Baseball has already seen a . . . statistical revolution, I believe it’s called. I work mostly on football and basketball.”

      “You working on new stats?”

      He answered with another pause, this time for another swig of beer. “Sort of. I try to stick more to . . . predictive modeling. Are you familiar with statistics?”

      I nodded. “Computer science degree.”

      “How did you end up as a private investigator?”

      I never had a good answer for this. It was a complicated journey with a long stop in Hong Kong, an arrest by the Chinese police, my eventual return to the States, and my parents funding my pro bono cases. Rather than spill this considerable cup of beans, I said, “It lets me do some things I’m good at.”

      “This is what my job does, too.”

      “You trying to catch on with a pro team?”

      Arash didn’t answer right away. Maybe he simply liked to consider what he said, especially after two inebriated idiots almost beat him up over his words. English was probably his third language, though he spoke it well and with only a light accent. “I guess it would be good. I am still establishing myself, though. Maybe later.”

      I didn’t think there was much more ground to cover. A chance encounter spurred this conversation, but I thought it ran its course. “I should get going,” I said, gulping down the rest of my soda and tasting its gingery bite.

      Arash held out his hand, and I shook it. “Thank you, C.T. I have a feeling my night would not have gone very well without your help.”

      “If I get home in time, maybe I can make someone else’s night, too.” I walked out into the chilly Towson night air. After a couple blocks, I arrived at my car. It was an Audi S4, the last year of the prior generation and thus the final one to come with a manual transmission. I put it in gear and started my drive back to Baltimore.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled onto the concrete pad behind my house in Federal Hill. Thanks to a surge of revelers on weekends, leaving cars on the streets became dicey even with the parking pass issued to all residents. I shut off the car and entered my house through the back. I owned an end-unit rowhouse, and the rear door opened into the kitchen. When I walked into the living room, I smiled when I saw Gloria Reading on the couch waiting for me.

      We met more than two years ago during my first case. Our relationship was one of fun and convenience for a while before we both discovered we wanted more. Gloria didn’t live with me—her house was three of mine, so why would she?—but she stayed over most nights. The room seemed to brighten as she beamed, stood from the couch, and kissed me. “How was it?”

      “Not bad,” I said, keeping my arms around her. “The crew seems to get smaller every year.”

      “Probably harder to get everyone together now that you’re all so old,” she said. “Some of your teammates might even be over thirty.”

      I’d hit the big three-oh a few months ago. The late birthday meant I was usually the youngest person on the team. This got balanced out by our club winning the championship during my first year of graduate school. One of the fellows I hoisted brews with tonight was thirty-one, but the rest were my age or younger. “Just wait a couple years,” I told Gloria. “When you hit thirty, I’ll never let you forget it.”

      “I’m going to be twenty-nine forever.”

      “I’m pretty sure numbers don’t work the way you want.”

      “I’ll make them work that way,” she insisted.

      “Let me know how it goes. Meanwhile, you’ll have a big three and a big zero on your cake before long.”

      “Will you still love me when I’m an old woman of thirty?” I shrugged. Gloria put on her best shocked face and slapped me on the shoulder. “Afraid I’ll be past my prime?”

      “Not really,” I said. “I do OK for a man of such advanced age.”

      “You’re not bad.” Gloria pressed herself against me, and we kissed. In a cosmic display of bad timing, my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. “Ignore it,” Gloria said in a breathy voice. She pulled my quarter-zip sweater over my head. The phone quieted.

      Then it buzzed again.

      Gloria frowned. I pulled the blasted thing out of my pocket and declined the call. When I checked the log, I saw the same number had tried me twice. Make it three times as the same digits flashed across the screen again. “I guess I should answer it,” I said. I leaned in and kissed Gloria one more time. “Won’t be long.”

      “You’d better not be.” She headed upstairs.

      “Hello?” I said to the person harshing my groove.

      “Are you C.T. Ferguson?” A woman’s voice, and it sounded kind of weak and tired.

      “I am.”

      “I think I need your help . . . my son needs your help.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “He’s in trouble, and I’m not sure how he’s going to get out of it.”

      “Have you been to the police?”

      She sighed, and it hit my ear like the hiss of a dying snake. “We can’t go to the police.”

      I expected more explanation there, but none was forthcoming. Extracting information from reticent potential clients was probably my least favorite part of the job. “Why not?”

      “It’s something I think I should tell you in person,” she said.

      I glanced upstairs. Gloria would be in bed waiting for me by now, and I didn’t plan on disappointing her. Or myself. “Can we talk about it tomorrow morning?”

      She hesitated but eventually said, “That should be fine.” We confirmed the address of my office, and I talked her out of the beastly hour of eight AM for the more reasonable ten o’clock. She ended the call.

      I bounded up the stairs two at a time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      I never arrive early. No matter the occasion, I can be counted on to show up at least a few minutes late. Most people who know me take this into account and adjust their expectations. Potential clients, however, usually seethe as the minute hand advances.

      At six minutes past ten, I exited the elevator and walked down the hall to my office. I’d rented this space in the CareFirst building for about a year after running the business out of my house grew too dangerous. The corridor carpet got stained with blood—not mine—once, and the management company sounded frosty most of the time I heard from them. My good publicity was ultimately a boon for the building, but if I hit a patch of bad luck, I think their calculus would work against me.

      A slender black woman in a baseball cap stood outside my door. As I drew closer, I realized she was thin to the point of being unhealthy, exemplified by the wispy and patchy hair under the cap. I offered her a smile as I unlocked. She didn’t return it.

      We both entered, and I keyed into the inner part of the office. My desk and computer equipment sat in there, while the rest served as a no-frills reading room. The only magazines I scattered about were outdated ones I swiped from doctors’ offices. The place had room for a secretary, but my caseload didn’t justify such an expense, which was entirely by design.

      “Coffee?” I said as the serious woman sat in a chair. She nodded. I’d already wolfed down two cups in my mad dash out of the house this morning, but one more wouldn’t hurt. I don’t think it’s possible to drink too much coffee in a day. The Keurig formerly in my home kitchen now plied its trade here. I brewed two single cups. “How do you take it?”

      “Black.” She sounded tired.

      I carried the cups to my desk, placed my prospective client’s in front of her, and sat in my leather executive chair. “What can I do for you?”

      She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she made a show of sniffing the coffee a few times, offering a faint nod of approval, and taking a small sip. Once she seemed happy with the quality of my java, she spoke. “It’s my son. I think he’s in trouble.”

      I glanced at her hat, which read J-H-C in block letters. John Hanson College, unless I missed my guess. “At school?”

      “Yes.”

      I expected her to elaborate, but she said nothing else. Rather than roll my eyes and sigh, I took a sip of coffee. “What kind of trouble?”

      “I’m speculating,” she said. “It’s all based on a phone conversation.”

      Again, nothing else was forthcoming. I wondered why this never happened to detectives in the books I read. They either got a man who wouldn’t shut up or a woman whose legs never ended. “I need details if I’m going to help you. Being coy doesn’t work for anyone here.”

      She bucked herself up with a drink from her mug. “I heard my son talking on his phone. He kept saying he didn’t want to do something. Told whoever it was a bunch of times. Eventually, he sighed and gave in. I don’t know what it was about.”

      “Who’s your son?”

      “Calvin Murray.”

      I blinked a few times. “The point guard?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s a really good player,” I said. “If he comes out this year, he should go in the NBA lottery.”

      My prospective client showed me a thin smile. “I know. I’ve been hearing about his draft prospects and pro career for years now. Ever since he was in high school. If he could’ve gone directly to the NBA then, I think he would’ve.”

      “You don’t know what the conversation was about?” She shook her head. “Or who he was talking to?” Another shake. “They play soon, don’t they?”

      “Yes. First round of the conference tournament. They’re expected to win.”

      I didn’t follow college hoops much except when the tournaments began. Then things got interesting. JHC played in the Colonial Athletic Association. It wasn’t a big or prestigious conference, but whoever won received an automatic bid to March Madness. As they were last year, JHC was favored to win the CAA and advance to the big tournament. Calvin Murray, one of the top point guards in the country, was the main reason for their success. “Could he have been talking to a coach?”

      “I doubt it. They usually text.”

      “Potential pro agent?” I said.

      “No. We haven’t decided on any of that yet.”

      “I don’t have a lot to go on here,” I said. “He could have been talking to a friend about⁠—”

      “No,” she broke in. “He wasn’t talking to someone he liked. I could tell.” She paused. “I got cancer.”

      I figured this to be the case. “I’m sorry.”

      She waved a thin hand. “It’s not so bad. I’m doing pretty well. Got into some clinical trial a few months ago, and now my medication’s getting paid for.”

      “Great news.”

      “It is . . . except I think my son had something to do with it.”

      “Is he pre-med?”

      “No.”

      I frowned in thought. College athletes were amateurs. They could hardly get a donut from someone without being suspended for it. Open payouts were highly unlikely. There were ways to funnel money to a college athlete, however. The kind of money needed to buy cancer medication probably required something significant in return. People in position to hand cash to a basketball player probably had specific favors in mind. An idea formed in my head. “Like I said, there’s not a lot to go on here, but I can look around.”

      This got me my first smile. “Thank you.”

      “No promises, though. If it turns out this was just some college bullshit, I’m going to leave you to have a conversation with your son.”

      “I understand,” she said.

      We went over a few more details—including my client’s name, which was Denise—and then she left me to ponder the matter.

      I came up with an idea, and it wasn’t good . . . especially not for Denise Murray.
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        * * *

      

      Before I could delve too far into my idea, I heard the familiar ding of the elevator. A few other businesses shared the floor with me, but they rarely got much foot traffic. Sure enough, the footsteps headed in my direction, and I thought the cadence sounded familiar. A few seconds later, Gloria poked her head in the door.

      She smiled when she saw me behind my desk in the inner office. I spied the brown bag in her hand. A glance at my watch told me it was almost one o’clock. It appeared I’d be having lunch at my desk today. “Want some company?” Gloria said as she walked in and sat in one of my guest chairs—the same one Denise Murray occupied not long ago.

      “If it’s yours, always.”

      Gloria opened the bag and removed a few paper-wrapped sandwiches. “Shrimp salad,” she said, dropping one in front of me. It landed with a thud not unlike that of a brick. An entire school of prawns—or whatever the hell of a group of shrimp is called—gave their lives for this sandwich, and I intended to honor them.

      I unwrapped the monster meal as Gloria extracted two cups of coleslaw, a couple cheap plastic sporks, and a small stack of napkins from the bag. The sandwich featured a kaiser roll packed with more filling than its bakers intended it to hold. I inhaled the aromas of seafood, Old Bay seasoning, mayo, onion, and a few random spices. “Thanks for lunch.”

      Gloria gave me a thumbs-up with her left hand as her own hoagie dominated the right one. We each ate for a few minutes before she said, “You busy?”

      “Just met with a client not long before you walked in.” Gloria usually asked about my cases, but I couldn’t recall her asking if I were busy. Her opening smile faded to a more serious look. Some of it could be attributed to eating, but I got the feeling she wanted to tell me something. “What’s up?”

      “Davenport’s having a fundraiser soon.” Vincent Davenport, local business mogul and asshole of the first division, was the first person to work with Gloria as she began organizing charitable soirées. He’s also the father of Melinda, a former prostitute and current friend of mine, and their reunion was a hundred percent attributable to my hard work. Melinda heads up the Nightlight Foundation, trying to save other young girls from the life which derailed her for years. Normally, Gloria would be upbeat about a Davenport-helmed fundraiser.

      “Isn’t this a good thing?”

      “Usually,” she said. “He didn’t reserve me any seats this time.”

      It may have seemed like a small slight, but I knew this was unusual. Gloria has worked on a bunch of fundraisers, and she always gets offered a pair of tickets. “Why the hell not?”

      She shook her head and blew out a snort. “He says it was an oversight. The event’s sold out now, of course.”

      “Sounds like it’s one you want to attend.”

      “I do. You know we don’t go to a lot of these.” I nodded. “I often decline the tickets and let the organizers sell them and raise a little more money. Davenport puts on a good show, though, and it’s not like the price of two seats is going to break him.”

      “I told you he’s an asshole,” I said.

      Gloria smiled gently. “I know you don’t like him.”

      “Not liking him is an understatement.”

      “For what happened with Melinda?”

      “Mostly. Plus, his general demeanor. If he told me the sky was blue, I’d run outside to double-check.”

      “I’m just frustrated, is all.” Gloria absently stirred her remaining slaw with the spork.

      “Try not to worry about it. I’m sure you’ll have something else coming up.” Her head bobbed as she continued to look at the small container on the desk. “The next time Davenport calls, tell him to fuck off.”

      “I could never say that to him,” she said, though the grin playing on her lips told me she’d considered it before.

      “Fine,” I said. “Pass the phone to me, and I’ll tell him.”

      “I know you would.”

      We finished eating, but Gloria didn’t go after the rest of her meal with much enthusiasm. About a quarter of her sandwich remained, which I gladly wrapped up and put in the fridge. I hoped I’d remember it before the shrimp turned green. We kissed goodbye, and Gloria left. I watched her walk down the hall, and she gave a small wave as she got on the elevator.

      This was her first taste of disappointment. I was proud of her for working with charities and using her money and connections to open doors for them which may have otherwise remained closed. Over time, she’d learn to deal with situations like this.

      After all, my job disappointed me all the time.
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        * * *

      

      John Hanson College was named for a long-dead Maryland man who served as President of the United States under the Articles of Confederation. Some local historians insist Hanson was the first president elected under the Articles, but this does not withstand scrutiny. Still, Hanson has been something of a celebrity in Maryland for his work in the late eighteenth century. We don’t get a ton of famous people, so we tend to cling to the ones we have.

      The college bearing his name—and his mascot, the Presidents—stood on a campus in Cockeysville. It sat about a mile from the state fairgrounds in Baltimore County. JHC was smaller than similar schools like Towson but enjoyed a sports resurgence in the last few years. The apex of this was recruiting Calvin Murray to play point guard. He was easily the best player in the state and the conference, and probably top five in the country.

      Being the runaway best player on an otherwise so-so team afforded Murray a great deal of control over the outcomes of games. From what I saw, JHC ran a modern offense with lots of motion, picks and rolls, and quick guards darting and cutting through opposing defenses. Lacking elite size, they often deployed a three-guard lineup and beat other schools with speed, motion, and good shooting.

      I scanned their results. The Presidents led the conference and were expected to win its tournament. They’d seen a few close games along the way, however. In December at home against Drexel, they squeaked out a three-point win. A quick search of gambling lines showed JHC favored by nine going into the game.

      One event did not a pattern make, of course. I cross-referenced JHC basketball results with posted lines. I found eight games where the Presidents were favored by eight or more points. They lost one outright and won the other seven. In only one of those seven wins did they cover the spread, winning by an even dozen. The other six saw them eke out close wins. There were a couple other games where they were favored by four or five and lost.

      None of this constituted a smoking gun. However, it looked an awful lot like point shaving. At least one player on the team—and Calvin Murray would be the logical target—needed to be involved, playing worse than normal to influence the outcome. Officials could also be involved.

      For any of this to work, some heavy-stakes gamblers or bookies needed to pull the strings. The Colonial Athletic Association enjoyed a fair bit of local prestige, but it wasn’t a big deal nationally. This could work in the favor of whomever ran the operation. Fewer people would be sniffing around a smaller conference’s games.

      My first case saw me bust a local bookie and budding loan shark, my old friend Vinnie Serrano. He was busy making license plates somewhere. If a local person were involved, someone probably gathered up the rubble of Vinnie’s empire and rebuilt.

      I didn’t like where this was headed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      A little later, I drove into Little Italy. It’s one of Baltimore’s iconic neighborhoods. While many of the old-guard Italian residents died or moved away, some still remained as did the restaurants. Today, I parked near Il Buon Cibo, which was well-known for its cuisine and little-known for being owned by the head of organized crime in the city.

      My parents had long been friends with Tony Rizzo, which meant I’d known him most of my life. We got along well, though things became a little frosty when I came back from Hong Kong and told him I was a PI. I walked into the restaurant and surveyed the lunch crowd. The dining room was filled to about two-thirds capacity.

      As usual, Tony sat at his spot near the fireplace. No other tables were positioned close to his. When the man needed to discuss business, the diners wouldn’t overhear. As I drew closer, I saw Tony lost had even more weight. Before I went overseas, he was a man of good appetite. When I came back, he looked like he’d dropped at least sixty pounds. Subtract another twenty. He looked unhealthy now, and his skin appeared thin over bones which were never more prominent.

      Tony showed a tired smile as I approached. I must have looked concerned. “I’m fine,” he said before I could ask. “Caught the flu around the holidays, then got pneumonia right after.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Yeah. Health has been kicking my ass this year. I’m doing OK, all things considered.” He gestured to the chair opposite his, and I sat.

      “Glad to hear it,” I said.

      Tony snapped his fingers, and an eager young waitress appeared. If I were a college classmate of hers, her dark hair, Italian complexion, and beach-ready body would distract me from the subject at hand. The comely combination almost kept me from ordering, but I put in my request with minimal delay. I watched the waitress return to the kitchen and noticed Tony did the same. “Bruno’s daughter,” he said.

      Bruno was Tony’s consigliere and a prick of the highest order. “Her mother must contribute all the looks and personality,” I said.

      “He ain’t so bad.” Tony sipped water and muffled a cough. “I don’t think you came here to talk about my human resources department, though.”

      “Not exactly.” I fidgeted in my seat and paused as the waitress dropped off my unsweetened iced tea. “Is there a lot of local action on college hoops?”

      Tony frowned and regarded me for a moment. “You thinking of opening a book?”

      “I have enough problems,” I said.

      “I’m sure you do. There’s . . . some interest in college basketball, yeah. Why?”

      “A lot of interest?”

      “Enough to make me a decent chunk of change this time of year. You got something in mind?”

      I bobbed my head. “I’m not sure I have it right yet. It’s more of a guess at the moment.” I paused for a breath, hoping this idea didn’t come off as absurd. “Anyone involved in point shaving?”

      “Christ.” Tony leaned back as far as the chair would allow. “A little old-fashioned, isn’t it?” I didn’t say anything. “There was the thing in the NBA with the referee, but it was . . . what . . . fifteen years ago?”

      “Close to it.”

      “Maybe even before. I think you’re looking at something in the ‘seventies or ‘eighties.”

      “So no one’s doing it today?”

      “I’d be surprised.”

      I wouldn’t be, but I hid my opinion behind the massive plate of food set in front of me. An entire henhouse went into the massive piece of chicken parmesan. It consumed so much of the real estate I didn’t end up with as much pasta, which was fine with me. I cut some of the chicken to let it cool. Enticing aromas rose with the steam. “Old-fashioned doesn’t mean no one’s doing it,” I said. “Maybe it helps, actually. If people aren’t expecting something, it’s easier to get away with.”

      “Maybe. The law seems to be a little more favorable to gambling these days . . . online, at least.” Tony narrowed his eyes. “You know who’s running this?”

      “I don’t even know if it’s happening,” I said. “At the moment, it’s my best guess.” I didn’t elaborate. Calvin Murray and his mother didn’t need to wind up on Tony’s radar. Still, I needed some more specifics. “What about JHC?”

      “Hanson?”

      “Yeah. Any more action than usual there?”

      I ate more chicken as Tony pondered his answer. “There’s action on pretty much everything. Every July Fourth, people bet on who’ll eat more fucking hot dogs in that stupid contest. College sports have gotten more popular over the years.” Tony grinned. “I made money on your lacrosse championship.”

      “At least one of us did.”

      “Look, I don’t get involved in the actual wagers. I might know which games are big and who’s got a lot riding on them, but I ain’t digging too deep. As long as my cut is right, I don’t ask a lotta questions.”

      It made sense. Still, something tugged at me. I hoped I didn’t move JHC games—and Calvin in particular—up Tony’s priority list. He probably didn’t follow the games, but at least one person who worked for him would. “All right,” I said. “I guess I’ll poke around and see what happens.”

      “Keep me posted,” said Tony. “If somebody’s doing it and ain’t paying their share, I want to hear about it.”

      I knew what would happen if I did this. Tony treated me well because we enjoyed a pretty long history. I’d never gotten on the bad side of his ledger. I didn’t envy those who did. Tony’s men were typical enforcers, and they’d probably enjoy working over whomever hatched the point-shaving scheme before eventually killing them. Still, I couldn’t do something as stupid as to refuse the man in his own restaurant. Around a bite of pasta, I said, “Sure.”

      Tony drank some more water and chuckled. “Point shaving. Christ Almighty. I guess everything old really is new again.”

      I looked across the table at my host. Tony must’ve been seventy if not more. He’d suffered a run of bad luck with his health, but I thought he started looking thin before. I felt concerned for him. “Here’s hoping,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      After my lunch chat with Tony, I chose between going home or driving to my office. I opted for the latter. It turned out to be a wise decision when Denise Murray walked in a short while later. I summoned a smile for her, but I really hoped she wouldn’t keep dropping in on me. I didn’t like it when clients asked for frequent updates. To me, working mostly update-free came with the territory of taking my cases pro bono.

      Denise eased herself into one of my guest chairs. She cast her eyes up, and relief spread across her face. I wondered if she still underwent any treatment for the cancer. Denise thought Calvin paid for her trial and medicine. If so, he needed to be raking in a lot of money from the point-shaving scheme, and whoever organized it must’ve been collecting even more.

      “What can I do for you?” I said.

      Her hands gripped the edge of my desk as if she needed to steady them. “I was wondering if you had any thoughts.”

      “My brain goes a mile a minute. I always have thoughts.”

      Denise showed a weak grin. “I mean about Calvin and what we talked about.”

      I wondered how to frame my answer. I think your son’s probably in league with a bookie or a gangster and is fixing basketball games. This would not lead to a productive conversation. After a moment of deliberation, I came up with, “Have you ever heard of point shaving?”

      She shook her head. “What is it?”

      This would be easier if she’d been even a little familiar with the idea. “You know all college basketball games see betting action, right?” Denise nodded. “As part of this, bookmakers put out a point spread for the game. You know what a point spread is?” Her head bobbed again. “Your son’s a great player, and JHC doesn’t compete in a strong conference. They’re favored to win most of their games.”

      “They’ve had a really good season,” Denise said.

      “They have. Let’s say they’re a ten-point favorite in a certain game. Some bookies or big bettors will bet big on the underdog. Then a player—or more than one—on the favored team will make a few misplays, take some bad shots . . . those sorts of things. Enough so the favorite still wins, but they only pull it out by a few points. Under ten.”

      Denise frowned in thought. “And all those people who bet on the underdog win?”

      “Against the spread, yes.”

      “Do they give money to whoever on the better team helped them?” she asked.

      “Usually, though I imagine it depends how much they made on a given day.”

      “So my son’s on the take?”

      “I don’t know this is what’s going on,” I said. “So far, it’s my best guess.” To be honest, my only guess—which made it my best by default—but Denise didn’t need to know this.

      “The money he made . . .” She trailed off and took a deep breath. I saw her eyes moisten, and I nudged a box of tissues across the desk. “I think he’s the one who paid for my cancer treatments.”

      “What makes you think so?”

      “When I got sick, we didn’t know what we would do. I have a job and insurance, but it only covers so much. Not to mention the time I’d need to be off.” I had a feeling I knew where this was headed, but I let her keep going. “Calvin took it hard. He’s my only child. His father . . .” She snorted. “Well, he’s sniffing around again now that his son’s probably going to the NBA. He left when Calvin was young, though, and ain’t been involved.

      “Maybe a week after I told Calvin my diagnosis, he said he felt it would all be taken care of. I didn’t know what he meant. When I went to my doctor a few days later, she told me my treatment and medicine was all paid for. I didn’t know what to say. She wouldn’t tell me who set it all up.”

      “Seems pretty apparent Calvin arranged it,” I said.

      “No one else could’ve. You think he got the money from this point-shaving thing?”

      “I don’t know how much cancer treatment costs, but I imagine it’s expensive. Seems like a lot of money to have at once. My understanding is players are paid after the games they affect.”

      “This was a few months ago . . . early in the season. I don’t think he could’ve done much for them by that point.”

      I wondered if he got paid an advance. Someone fronted Calvin the money in exchange for him affecting the outcomes of a bunch of games later. This would probably prove an onerous thumb to escape from under. There were always more games, more bets, and more dollars. “Have you seen any strangers around him?”

      “No. Until the phone call recently, I never saw or heard him have an argument with anyone.”

      “I’ll need to know more about Calvin,” I said. “What can you tell me about him?”

      “He has a daughter.”

      I started to reply but stopped. This fact changed a lot. “Might as well lead off with the good stuff.”

      “She’s terrific,” Denise said, beaming. “She just turned a year old a couple months ago. Iris is her name.”

      “Is Calvin still with the mother?”

      “They ain’t married, but they’re together.” Her eyes widened suddenly. “Do you think Iris is in danger?”

      “I’ll put it this way,” I said. “If I’m right, Calvin’s cast his lot with at least one shady character. When people like this don’t get their way, they lash out. They can’t hurt Calvin because he’s the one who makes the scheme work. But if they need to exert a lot of pressure on him⁠—”

      “Iris,” she broke in.

      “Or you.”

      “Shit.” She stared at my desk for a moment. A tear slid down her cheek, so she snatched a tissue from the box. “What are we going to do?”

      “I need to figure out what’s going on,” I said. “The conference tournament and March Madness would be the best time for people to make money.”

      “What will you do when you know?”

      “I’ll try to get Calvin out of whatever mess he’s landed in.”

      “You think you can?”

      “I’m pretty good at what I do.”

      “You’ll need to be at your best . . . for Iris.”

      I nodded my concurrence. “And for you.”
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        * * *

      

      As dusk settled, I sat in my car, waiting for someone to return home. My first case, where I busted Vinnie Serrano, brought me into contact with one of his employees. Margaret Madison was a pretty woman in an ugly business, taking bets and roughing up the marks when the situation called for it.

      I used the Baltimore Police Department to confirm she still worked in much the same job. During the aforementioned first case, my cousin Rich, then a uniformed sergeant, left me alone with his unattended computer. I quickly snagged his addressing information, used this to fingerprint the BPD’s network, and have enjoyed access ever since. Margaret Madison popped up in some vice investigations, but nothing ultimately came of them.

      In the two years or so since Vinnie went down, Margaret moved up in the world. She basically took over Vinnie’s books, added some clients, and did well for herself. Living and working in the city, I knew she paid her tithe to Tony Rizzo. Vinnie would’ve taught her as much. In Canton, another historic Baltimore neighborhood, Margaret lived in an end-unit rowhouse. Gentrification came to Canton several years ago, bringing new construction, higher home prices, and younger buyers. I sat across the street about a hundred feet away.

      While I waited for Margaret, I used my phone to open a secure connection back to my office computer. JHC would play a game tomorrow night, the first of their expected run through the conference tournament. The Presidents currently sat as a twelve-point favorite over Delaware. I wondered if Margaret set different lines than Vegas.

      Still no sign of my quarry. I used the connection to my office PC to track her phone. It pinged a nearby cell tower, and as far as I could tell from one data point, she moved in this direction. I went back onto the BPD’s network and looked for other people who’d been arrested for offenses like bookmaking. There were a few, but they constituted small potatoes. Margaret ran a professional operation.

      A few minutes later, she walked down the street from the opposite end. She wore jeans and boots coming halfway up her calf, and her hands were shoved into the pockets of a black overcoat. Margaret ascended the three steps to her front door, glanced in both directions, and went into her house.

      I got out of my car and dashed across the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 4

        

      

    

    
      I rapped on the door and moved off to the side. It had been a couple years since I was here last. Margaret wasn’t happy to see me then, and I doubted she’d be doing cartwheels upon finding me on her doorstep tonight. Two locks disengaged, and the door swung in. I moved to stand in line with the opening.

      Margaret got a haircut since the last time I saw her, now wearing her blonde hair in a short bob. She remained a pretty woman by any measure with striking blue eyes and classic features. She looked at me for a second before recognition flashed in her eyes. Her brows pulled down.

      “Hello, Margaret.”

      Her answer came in the form of a quick right jab. I leaned away, but she pulled her arm back and shoved the door. Before it shut, I jammed my foot in at the bottom. Note to self: wear steel-toed shoes next time. My Nike cross-trainers were ill-suited to this task. Margaret leaned her weight into the door. My foot throbbed. I rocked back, then threw my body forward.

      The door burst in. Margaret staggered rearward a couple steps. I crossed the threshold. She glared daggers at me. I put up my hands. “I came to talk.”

      Miss Madison acted on a different idea. She fired off two quick punches, then snapped off a nice side kick. I turned all three aside. “Get out of my house!” I blunted a few more attacks. I didn’t want to fight Margaret, but I also couldn’t stand here and let her whale away at me until she grew tired. “Haven’t you done enough?”
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