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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “Where are you going dressed like a mommy blogger?”

      I asked this question of my wife Gloria. She was a beautiful woman who owned several closets’ worth of clothes which would make many reality stars blush. No matter the occasion, she had numerous outfits and shoes for each, and she looked like a million bucks in all of them. This evening, she wore an oversized sweater which might have fit me atop a pair of yoga pants. I never objected to her wearing Spandex for obvious reasons, but it was a curious look.

      Gloria glanced at me in the mirror while she pulled her chestnut hair into a high ponytail. She wore barely any makeup, and while she didn’t need to, this was another unusual sign. “How many mommy blogs have you read?” she asked.

      “One.”

      “And?”

      “I saw no reason to read a second.”

      “Whose was it?”

      “A girl I knew in college,” I said. “She was a year or two ahead of me and couldn’t wait to be married by the end.”

      Gloria’s hazel eyes found me in the mirror again. If we were less confident in our marriage and relationship, she might have asked the question. Did you sleep with her? The answer would have been yes. I majored in computer science and minored in philosophy and bed-hopping. None of it mattered now, and it hadn’t for years. My wife finished her hair and turned her head to inspect it from multiple angles. A single strand out of place would require a complete redo. Gloria left it alone, apparently satisfied. “A new season of Harbor Homicides drops tonight,” she said.

      “Sounds a bit grim for one of your home renovation shows.”

      Gloria chuckled. “It’s a true crime podcast. You ever listen to it?”

      “No,” I said. “I live true crime. I don’t need to immerse myself in it when I’m off the clock.”

      “That’s fair.”

      “Can we get back to your attire?” I asked. “I’m not complaining about the yoga pants, but you almost never wear them out anywhere.”

      “A bunch of us are getting together to listen,” Gloria said. She adjusted the sweater and left the bedroom. We were at her house in the tony Brooklandville area of Baltimore County. Down on the main level, Gloria opened her wine cabinet and chose a bottle of red. “We’re going to have food and wine. It’ll be a good night.”

      “If Food and Wine magazine ever needs to expand and include murder, I’ll be sure to recommend you as an editor.”

      She set the wine down and kissed me. “You’re always looking out for me.”

      “I look with a little extra enthusiasm when you’re in Spandex,” I admitted.

      “You up to anything tonight?”

      “Joey and I are going to meet up at a pub. When the cat is away . . .”

      “Try not to pick up any strange mice,” my wife said.

      “I’ll direct them all to Joey. I’m a hell of a wingman.”

      She picked up the bottle again and kissed me goodbye. “Don’t wait up.” As I watched her leave, I wondered how many people would be listening to the podcast. While I’d never tuned in, I knew it was one of the more popular ones in the country and especially in the Baltimore area. The show focused on older crimes in our city and cast the police and prosecutors in a negative light.

      Even this, however, could not compel me to give it a listen.
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        * * *

      

      “I think Cliff is going to be a no-show.”

      Joey chugged a large glass of beer. He looked around the room, and I did, too. We’d originally planned to go to the James Joyce Irish Pub, changed our plans when Cliff wanted to come, and now we sat in a mostly nameless Fells Point bar by ourselves. “What’s his excuse?” I asked.

      “Something about staying in with his wife.” He shrugged his large shoulders. Joey was a black Sicilian of good humor and better appetite. I’d known him for ages, and he’d always been heavy. The weight hid a surprising amount of athleticism. I’d seen more than one frat bro underestimate Joey and end up flat on his back a moment later. “They’re going to watch some murder show.”

      “You mean Harbor Homicides?”

      “Yeah,” Joey confirmed.

      “It’s a true crime podcast. Gloria is hanging out with a bunch of her friends and listening tonight. The first two episodes are dropping.”

      “‘Dropping.’” Joey chuckled. “Listen to you. You a junkie for this shit, too?”

      I scoffed and gave him the same answer I did Gloria. “I can’t imagine listening to one. Having checked the cops’ work and found it lacking more than once, I don’t want to hear some amateur with a murder fetish stumble through and get a lot wrong.”

      “Pool table’s open,” Joey said. We carried our beers over, setting them on a small table nearby. Joey fed quarters into the side while I chose a cue stick. In college, I loved using a red metal model someone left in the student union building. Here, I selected the one which bore the fewest pockmarks. You never knew when you’d need to use a cue as a weapon.

      Joey racked the balls, and I waved a hand to tell him he could break. He’d never been very good at billiards, so I wasn’t worried about him going on a run without me getting a shot. Joey placed the cue ball right of center behind the line, drew the stick back, and a loud clattering rang out when the balls collided. A colorful frenetic mess played out on the green felt, and a few seconds later, the 13 rolled into a corner pocket. “Looks like I got stripes,” Joey said.

      “When did you get mediocre at this game?”

      “Maybe I was sandbagging in college.”

      I snorted as Joey walked around the table looking for his next shot. Two women watched us from the bar. I placed both in their late twenties, making them a little younger than Joey and me—he was thirty-five, and I would join him in a couple months. They were dressed like they wanted men to notice them. Mission accomplished. The brunette eyed me while her blonde friend sized Joey up just in time for him to miss the eleven in the side pocket.

      “The pair at the bar are checking us out,” I said as I surveyed the solid and striped carnage. Lacking a great shot, I called the five in the corner. It rolled in, but the cue followed more than I wanted, and now I lacked even a so-so option. Joey looked their way and smiled, causing the women to glance at each other and giggle like college freshmen. I tried the two in the side but didn’t have a good angle, though I managed not to leave Joey a great look at anything.

      “Christ,” he muttered after checking out the suboptimal angles on a few potential shots. “When did you get mediocre at this game?”

      “Grad school.” With a little more time on my hands, I managed to learn I didn’t need to hit the ball a hundred miles an hour every time. I’d always been good at math and geometry, so I used those to my advantage on bank shots. I’d never win a tournament or anything—and I carried a fair bit of rust into the bar tonight—but I did all right.

      Joey whacked the cue ball, unleashing more chaos on the felt. Near the end, the twelve slowly rolled toward him and dropped into the pocket. “I’ll take it.”

      “You didn’t call it,” I pointed out.

      “We ain’t in a league.”

      “All right. I didn’t know we were playing Pennsylvania Avenue pool . . . but okay.”

      Joey’s next attempt came for naught, and he left me a good look at the four. I went on a small run, sinking three in a row before petering out. “They’re still looking at us,” Joey said.

      “Probably at me,” I said.

      Now it was Joey’s turn to snort. “Whatever, stud. You’re married.”

      “To the brunette’s crushing disappointment, no doubt.”

      “It’s all good. The blonde is a little prettier anyway.”

      “Go talk to them,” I encouraged. “They’ve both eye-fucked you enough. Might as well see if one’s interested in the real thing.”

      Joey downed the rest of his beer. Probably an infusion of liquid courage. “Maybe I will.” He paused and frowned. “What if they’re working girls?”

      “In a joint like this?” I shook my head. “At a nicer place closer to the harbor or downtown, maybe. Not here.”

      His head bobbed. “Makes sense.”

      “Need a handsome but unavailable wingman?”

      “I’ll manage,” he said, and he headed toward the bar. Both women greeted him with smiles. I couldn’t hear the conversation, but it seemed to be going well. As Joey bought drinks for the three of them, I practiced my sleuthing skills by observing another table of women in short skirts and low-cut tops. They didn’t appear to be carrying any concealed weapons. One can never be too vigilant.

      After about ten minutes, I figured I would finish out the game, trying to go after the remaining balls in order and finishing with number eight. Some required more than one attempt, but I managed to sink them all. By this point, Joey had his arm around the blonde’s waist. The brunette looked in my direction, and I held up my left hand to show her my platinum wedding band. A small smile played on her lips, and she raised her glass in my direction. I returned the favor and polished off my beer. As I headed toward the door, I gave Joey a nod.
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        * * *

      

      I drove home from the bar and caught up on a science fiction series I watched by myself. Still no word from Gloria. I imagined the episodes were over by now, and she and her friends drank wine and talked about what they’d heard. Her red rocket-like Mercedes AMG coupe remained in the garage, so she’d had the good sense to take an Uber.

      I got in bed just after eleven and tried in vain to avoid doomscrolling. A text from my assistant T.J. interrupted my reading. She rarely reached out at an hour like this unless it were something important.

      
        
          
            
              
        You up, boss?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If I weren’t, I’d be annoyed at your text. What’s going on?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I think I have a new case we can work tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Our workload is finally manageable again. Why add to it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I really think we should.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We only have our intern one day a week now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You could always hire another investigator.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The eyeroll emoji is insufficient right now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Can we at least talk about it tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure.

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out an annoyed sigh and went back to my reading. A quiet chirp came from the house alarm, telling me a door opened somewhere. Eventually, a set of quiet footsteps moved through the lower level and approached the stairs. “Hey, handsome,” Gloria called out.

      “Hey, beautiful.”

      She appeared in the doorway a moment later, a cockeyed grin splayed on her face. Every time I saw her, the blood rushed through my veins a little faster. “How was the pub?”

      “All right,” I said. “Joey was there. One of our friends from college no-showed. I think he stayed in to listen to the podcast like you did.”

      “A sensible man,” my wife said. “You pick up any loose women?”

      “No, but I think Joey might have.”

      Gloria smiled and nodded. “Good for him.”

      “How was the podcast?”

      “Interesting.” She walked in and sat on the bed. “Two episodes dropped. Each was about an hour. Then, we had to stay and talk about them over wine.”

      “What’s it about this season?”

      “I think it’s going to be different. Normally, Naomi . . . she’s the host . . . has the whole investigation done. This time, she said it’s evolving. Kind of a new situation. She said there might be delays between episodes as she has to look into things.”

      I rolled my eyes. “She’s probably saying those things to drum up interest,” Gloria frowned, but I continued. “Think about it. This Naomi might figure some things out, but she’s also monetized her podcast. It’s a business for her. There’s a balance between investigating a case and getting downloads, sponsorships, and all.”

      Gloria shook her head. “I don’t think she’s doing this for the money.”

      “She’s an idiot, then.”

      “She’s the host of a popular national podcast. She must be doing something right.”

      “What’s the case?” I wanted to know.

      “A girl who got murdered in the city. There aren’t a ton of details at the moment, but I think she was a hooker who got out of the life and went straight.” I almost smiled at Gloria using terms she no doubt picked up from me. I wondered if this explained T.J.’s interest. My assistant probably saw something of herself in this season’s victim. My face must have given something away because Gloria asked, “What?”

      “T.J. was telling me about a case she wanted us to take on,” I said. “Maybe it’s this one.”

      “Probably hits pretty close to home for her.”

      “No doubt,” I said. “I really don’t need a bunch of publicity again. The serial killer back in the winter was enough.”

      “You’ll be up to your neck in cases.”

      “And reporters. Pass.” When I first started working as a PI, my parents’ foundation funded my cases, and whoring myself out to the press was a necessary evil. Since I’d been on a more traditional business model for the last four years, I preferred keeping the press at arm’s length most of the time.

      “You have much to drink while you were out?” Gloria asked.

      “Two beers.”

      “I think I had too much wine.” She rolled over and situated herself atop me. “Pretty sure I’m tipsy.”

      “A lesser man might take advantage of the situation.”

      “Well . . . we can’t have that, can we?”

      She leaned down, gave me a Merlot-infused kiss, and I reveled in spending some time as a lesser man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      A morning run in Brooklandville was a much different animal than heading out in Federal Hill.

      Instead of the mean streets of Baltimore, my shoes pounded the posh pavements of Gloria’s swanky neighborhood. Instead of a view across the harbor from Federal Hill Park, I saw an endless parade of manicured hedges and shrubs. It was a suburban paradise for those who could afford it, but I’d always been a city boy at heart. I missed the sights, sounds, and smells of Baltimore waking up and starting another day.

      By the time I got back, Gloria was already awake. I showered, and she decided to join me, so we both took longer than we needed to. After throwing some clothes on, I headed downstairs to make breakfast. If I wanted to get to my office around nine—“around” often did some heavy lifting with respect to my arrival times—I would need to leave soon. I quickly assembled some sausage and egg breakfast sandwiches on toast, handing a foil-wrapped package to my wife. She smiled and accepted it. “Did we talk about the podcast last night?”

      “A little,” I said as I filled each of our to-go coffee cups.

      “I think it’ll be a good season. You should give it a try.”

      I shook my head. “Already too much true crime in my line of work.”

      “Maybe you and Naomi could team up,” Gloria suggested, speaking as if the host of Harbor Homicides were an old friend from high school.

      To avoid sounding cross before we each left, I said, “Maybe. You’re not working from home today?” Her outfit was the main giveaway. When she worked from home—either her house or mine—Gloria usually wore a professional shirt or top over something like shorts or yoga pants. Business up top, party down below. When she ventured out, she wore a dress, shirt and skirt, or pantsuit.

      “Looking at a new site,” she said. “Could be a recurring event. Once a year . . . maybe twice.”

      I offered an appreciative nod. Gloria had built a fundraising company from scratch, going from occasional involvement five or six years ago to getting her firm up and running about two years prior. She’d already been featured in the Baltimore Sun, and more writeups were sure to follow. “Sounds great.”

      We kissed goodbye. Her AMG coupe roared to life. My Audi S4 made a more muted but still satisfying noise when its V6 turned over. As an owner of the car’s previous generation, I enjoyed a rare model which still came with a manual transmission. Looking at my phone for music to accompany my morning drive, I stared at the podcast app. Though I’d never listened, the popular Harbor Homicides showed a new season.

      “Why the hell not?” I said to the empty interior as I tapped on the icon.
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        * * *

      

      A sound effect like waves lapping onto a beach yielded to midtempo elevator music. If the host had monetized her podcast, she should have been able to afford something better. Thirty seconds in, and we were already off to a subpar start. “Welcome to Harbor Homicides,” a pleasing female voice said. “I’m your host, Naomi Chambers. Eight years ago, in the early hours of March twelfth, the body of thirty-two-year-old Alyssa Winters was discovered in room one-fourteen of the Water View Motel, a budget establishment on the outskirts of downtown Baltimore.

      “The room told a familiar story to investigators . . . drug paraphernalia on the nightstand, a half-empty bottle of vodka, and the deceased wearing clothing typically associated with sex work. The narrative wrote itself. A former prostitute who’d fallen back into old habits. A drug overdose that turned fatal. A john who fled the scene and was never heard from again. A sad but ultimately unsurprising end to a troubled life.

      “Within three weeks, Baltimore Police arrested Darrell Wilson, a man with prior drug convictions who witnesses placed at or near the motel that night. Case closed.” More music played, and if it were possible for a tune to sound inquisitive or even skeptical, the one Naomi chose did.

      “But what if that entire narrative was carefully constructed? What if Alyssa Winters wasn’t just another statistic but a woman who had uncovered something dangerous enough to get her killed?” Naomi paused, building suspense. It worked. As I sat at a red light a few minutes from the office, I wanted to hear more.

      “For the next seven episodes . . . maybe more if I need to go beyond eight . . . I’m going to take you deep into the life and death of Alyssa Winters and the disturbing questions surrounding her murder. Because make no mistake . . . Alyssa Winters was murdered. The official cause of death was strangulation, not overdose, though that detail was oddly minimized in media coverage.

      “Let’s start with who Alyssa really was. By all accounts, Alyssa had successfully left sex work behind at least three years before her death. After escaping an abusive pimp, she had not only rebuilt her life but dedicated herself to helping others do the same. She founded a small nonprofit based in Annapolis called Second Tide that helped women exit sex trafficking and find stable housing and employment.”

      I thought this sounded a lot like my friend Melinda Davenport. A few years ago—not long after Alyssa made her major change—I got Melinda off the streets, where she worked as Ruby, and she underwent a similar transformation. Melinda now ran the Nightlight Foundation dedicated to helping girls who felt as trapped as she once did. My assistant was its first such graduate. I wondered if either T.J. or Melinda knew Alyssa. A different woman’s voice spoke next, probably a clip from an interview.

      “Alyssa saved my life. She knew exactly what we were going through because she’d lived it. Been through the worst of it, y’know? She wouldn’t take no for an answer when it came to helping girls like us.”

      Naomi resumed her narrative. I was two blocks from the office and would need to drive around because I wanted to hear how the episode ended before talking to T.J. “Alyssa had secured grant funding. She had an office in downtown Annapolis. She had testified before state legislators about human trafficking. She had been clean for over three years, confirmed by regular drug testing required by her probation, which had ended a full year before her death. So why was a woman who had transformed her life found dead in a motel room staged to look like she had relapsed?” The music swelled with urgency.

      “The Baltimore Police Department, from officers to detectives, and up to the lieutenant who ultimately signed off on everything, quickly focused their investigation on Darrell Wilson.”

      “Shit,” I muttered as I turned past the office. Even without knowing any of the names involved, this case touched all levels of the BPD. The cops would insist they got things right—after all, a lieutenant approved the investigation. Now, I definitely wanted no part of this mess.

      “Witness statements placed Wilson near the motel,” Naomi continued. “His prior drug convictions made him an easy target. The case moved with unusual speed through the system. But my investigation has uncovered troubling inconsistencies.

      “First, the timeline. Security footage from a gas station two miles from the motel shows Wilson purchasing cigarettes at eleven-forty-two PM, when other witnesses claimed he was already at the motel with Alyssa. Second, multiple witnesses from Alyssa’s nonprofit reported that she had been acting nervous in the weeks before her death. She told one colleague she was ‘sitting on a bombshell’ that could ‘bring down powerful people.’ Third, and perhaps most disturbing, key evidence appears to have been overlooked or actively dismissed during the original investigation.

      “I have obtained portions of Alyssa’s journal through a confidential source. In them, she makes repeated references to what she calls ‘harbor parties.’ I don’t know exactly what those were yet, but I will. I’m sure you’re imagining some possibilities. I did, too. We know Alyssa was a prostitute in her past, and the term ‘party’ in that trade tends to mean sex. The harbor introduces more possibilities, and none of them are good.”

      My stomach turned as Naomi kept the sordid tale going. “Alyssa made more references to these parties.” The music intensified briefly before softening again. “In the weeks before her death, Alyssa confided in a friend that she had photographic evidence that would ‘end careers’ and ‘maybe finally get justice for these girls.’ This meant powerful people must have been involved. Why else would she be so nervous before her death. What else could the ‘bombshell’ mean? It’s all tied to what she’d worked on compiling.

      “That evidence was never found. Her apartment had been thoroughly searched before police arrived, according to the building manager who discovered her door ajar the morning after her murder. The drug paraphernalia in the motel room? No fingerprints. Not even Alyssa’s. None found in her home, either, by the way. The alcohol in her system? Alyssa was allergic to alcohol according to her medical records and multiple people who’d known her for years . . . a fact never mentioned in the police report. The clothing she was found in? Two sizes too large, according to the medical examiner’s measurements.

      “Someone wanted Alyssa Winters silenced, and they wanted her credibility destroyed in the process. Over the course of this season, we’ll follow Alyssa’s final months as she built her case against . . . we don’t know what or who, unfortunately. I don’t want to speculate, so once I know more, you will, too. We’ll examine how the police investigation was potentially compromised from the start. We’ll hear from witnesses who were never called to testify.” After driving around the block twice, I pulled into the lot to listen to the rest, easing the S4 to a stop next to T.J.’s gray Mustang, a vehicle she’d recently bought used.

      “And we’ll ask the crucial question: If Darrell Wilson didn’t kill Alyssa Winters, who did? And why was there such a rush to close this case? Eight years is a long time for justice to be delayed. It’s even longer for an innocent man to sit in prison. But it’s not too late for the truth. Alyssa Winters dedicated her life to saving others. It’s time someone fought to save her legacy. I’m Naomi Chambers . . . and this is the fourth season of Harbor Homicides.”

      “Jesus,” I said as I killed the engine. Part of me understood why Gloria and her friends liked this show so much, and why it had earned its national popularity. I didn’t need to be a regular listener, but on some level, I got it. I also got why T.J. might want us to involve ourselves. I wasn’t looking forward to the inevitable conversation with my assistant as I climbed out of the car.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re late,” T.J. said as I let the heavy door close behind me.

      “I have a good excuse.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Morning sex with Gloria again?”

      “Okay, a different good excuse this time,” I said.

      I set my bag and now-empty travel mug on my desk. T.J. crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. She was twenty-two, tall, blonde, pretty, and smart. Every day, I wondered when she’d find a better job, but she seemed genuinely happy to do what she did, and I wanted to avoid going back to the days when I didn’t have an assistant. “Let’s hear it.”

      “You first. What did you want to tell me?” I headed to the table where we’d set up a small kitchenette. A mini-fridge squatted under it, and a microwave and coffee maker sat on its wooden veneer surface. It was frat house chic, but it worked in the space we had. We occupied the second floor above the administrative area of a car repair shop in Fells Point. Thanks to recent renovations, we’d gained two feet along the back wall. The rent went up in proportion, but the extra square footage made the space feel a little more open. I filled my mug with fresh java and carried it back to my desk.

      “The podcast,” T.J, said once I’d taken my seat. “Harbor Homicides.”

      “You been talking to Gloria?”

      “No . . . why?”

      “She went to a friend’s house for the premiere last night,” I said. “They had a listening party and discussion over food and wine. Mostly wine.”

      “I listened, too.”

      “I’m surprised.”

      “Why?” T.J. wondered.

      “I’ve never bothered with these podcasts because true crime has basically been my life for seven years. I don’t need to hear some amateur stepping through an investigation while trying to avoid the landmines.”

      Her brows furrowed, and she nodded, apparently accepting my reasoning. “This season is different. It hits kinda close to home.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “You do?”

      “It’s the reason I was late. Gloria was talking about the damn thing last night and this morning, you were dropping hints, there was a lot of overlap there . . . I finally bit the bullet and listened to the first episode.”

      T.J, smiled. “What did you think?”

      “It was oddly compelling. I didn’t like the elevator music at first, but the rest of her choices and cues were really good. I can see how this season’s topic is of particular interest to you.”

      “I was wondering if we could get involved,” T.J. said. “You heard Naomi.” Like Gloria, T.J, referred to the host as if they’d been friends for years. This overfamiliarity was an odd part of the culture I didn’t think I could ever adopt.

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      “And she can hire us if she needs us,” I said. “Considering the host has a few seasons under her belt already, I can’t imagine she’s running out to local PIs all the time.”

      “Maybe she will this time,” my assistant said. Her tone carried a degree of certainty I didn’t like. She tried a sweet smile. “You never know.”

      I had the distinct feeling T.J. did in fact know something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

      

    

    
      We’d both gotten lucky picking cases recently.

      Last winter, a serial killer terrorized pretty women, managing to kill three while leaving no trace of his presence. T.J. wanted us to work on it early. I told her someone needed to hire us, and the first victim’s family did. More recently, I’d been out for a run when an explosion rocked Federal Hill. A few more followed, and thanks to getting involved so early, I wanted to take the case. This time, I needed to remind myself of how the agency worked, and fortune smiled upon us again when another family asked us to investigate.

      Now, I thought T.J. burned to work this one. I sympathized. “We can’t just look into whatever we want,” I reminded her.

      “I know.” She put on a voice where she tried to sound like me but came up far short of imitating my dulcet tones. “Someone needs to hire us to investigate. I’m a stodgy rule-follower when I want to be.”

      “I’m not stodgy,” I said. “I prefer to think of it as selectively pedantic.”

      “You select it pretty often,” T.J. pointed out.

      “There are times I have to. I don’t mind doing some pro bono work, but for the most part, someone has to come in and hire us. They need to sign the contract you developed.”

      “And agree to the rate schedule I refined. Where would you be without me?”

      “Here in the office not arguing about some true crime podcast,” I said.

      “You’re not just arguing with me, though, are you?” T.J. tugged at her ponytail, redoing the scrunchie holding it together. “Gloria talked to you, too.”

      “She did,” I admitted even though I had a good idea where this was going.

      “Did she want you to look into this?”

      I shook my head. “I think she was too tipsy to put in a request.”

      “Well, if you didn’t hear it from her . . .” T.J, took out her phone and dialed a number. She placed the call on speaker as the sound of ringing filled the space.

      “Hello?” Melinda Davenport said.

      “Hi,” T.J. replied in a sing-song voice which filled the office. “We were just talking about the podcast.”

      “Do you listen to things like this, C.T.?”

      “Not normally,” I said, “but the two women I see most often were both going on about it, so I gave it a try. I listened to the premiere episode this morning.”

      “What did you think?” Melinda wanted to know. She modulated her tone so I could tell she was interested in my thoughts without pressing me for them. It was a subtlety my assistant hadn’t yet mastered.

      “I understand how it hits close to home for you and T.J.”

      “But?”

      “We don’t just go off and investigate whatever case we want. Legally, we’re supposed to be hired by someone and do the work on their behalf.”

      “So you need a client,” Melinda said. Now, her tone carried the definite hint of a setup I’d wandered into.

      “Yes,” I said, internally wincing for what might follow.

      “You’re in luck, then,” T.J. said. “While you were in the parking lot listening to the episode, Melinda and I reached out to Naomi. She’s already said this season might be slower in terms of how quickly the episodes drop because there’s a lot to comb through and try to get right. We made the case that a detective agency which has been in the news a lot recently could help her out.”

      I rubbed my temples and wondered when a business with my name on it fell out of my control. “In exchange for what?”

      “She’ll pay us. The individual rate, not the corporate one.”

      “She’s also agreed to credit your agency on her show,” Melinda added. “It’ll be a lot of publicity.”

      “Just what we need,” I groused.

      “I told you he was stodgy,” T.J. said.

      I didn’t object because I knew it would play right into her comment. Instead, I went with, “When is she coming?”

      “This afternoon,” my assistant said.

      “She’s made sure her publicist is also—” Melinda started.

      “No,” I broke in. “We’ll meet with her and her alone.” T.J. crossed her arms. “I’ll talk to her about her investigation because it means so much to the two of you. I’m not dealing with a spin doctor, though. How this case affects her downloads, Q score, or other bullshit isn’t my problem to solve.”

      “She always brings her publicist to interviews,” T.J. said.

      “This isn’t an interview. We’re not reporters. She comes alone or not at all.”

      Melinda sighed over the speaker. “All right.”

      “Can I call you stodgy now?” T.J. wondered.

      “I’ll allow it,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      I needed to review relevant details before Naomi arrived.

      T.J. wanted to help. I told her the best way she could was to pick up lunch, and then she could look over things with me when she got back. She grumbled about it, but at the appointed hour, she left without a complaint but with a threat to spit in my fries. I chalked it up as the cost of being stodgy.

      Wherever the political ramifications of Alyssa Winters’ murder played out, her body was discovered in Baltimore, which gave our local police jurisdiction for investigating the crime. During my first case, my cousin Rich—now a homicide lieutenant but then a uniformed sergeant—committed the cardinal sin of leaving me alone at his computer. Within a minute, I had the data I needed, and ever since, I’ve been able to pass off one of my virtual machines as an official BPD resource. The cops didn’t always share case files with people in my profession willingly. All I did was cut out the middleman.

      Alyssa Winters died far too young at only 32. It didn’t take me long to see this would be a shitshow. The presence of drug paraphernalia, a bottle of booze, and a victim dressed like a sex worker led police to the obvious conclusion. Notes confirmed they’d checked out Alyssa’s past and figured she’d relapsed into both drugs and turning tricks. Without being able to contact a next of kin, the BPD and the medical examiner decided against an autopsy. They had their answer about cause of death, and the only remaining factor was determining if anyone had been responsible. So far, Naomi’s investigation had been accurate.

      Even when the ME’s regular exam concluded Alyssa died of strangulation rather than anything related to what was on the nightstand, the order of no autopsy remained. A hooker went back to her old ways, celebrated with drugs and pills, and someone strangled her to cap off the evening. The same exam revealed no sexual contact at all. The fact no one ordered an autopsy in the face of all these reasons to do it angered me. I clenched and unclenched my hand into fists before continuing to scroll.

      T.J. returned with chicken pitas and fries from a nearby Greek restaurant. I checked my food for loogies and found none. “I didn’t spit in it,” she confirmed.

      “I should hope not. Me not wanting someone’s publicist here is perfectly reasonable.”

      “Yeah. I decided you had a good point on the drive over.”

      “I’m checking out the case file,” I said. “Not too far into it. Pull up your chair.”

      T.J. wheeled her chair close. I had the largest desk in the room, but both of us spreading out to eat strained the space. As I unwrapped my sandwich, I noticed it had a lot more onions crammed inside the pita than T.J.’s did. Perhaps pungent breath would be the price I paid for my prior stodginess. I scrolled back to the top and let her catch up as I ate.

      “No autopsy?” she said. “What bullshit.”

      “I agree. Her death was way too suspicious. Even if you don’t think someone staged the scene to tell a story, she was murdered. Anyone who died by force should get a full autopsy.”

      “I thought they were supposed to.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I confess I’m not up on the latest edition of the police handbook.”

      “You haven’t read it yet?”

      “I’m waiting for the movie.”

      T.J. munched a fry and frowned. “The podcast mentions Alyssa knew a lot, and we can presume her knowledge could bring down some powerful people. You think one of them threw his weight around and convinced the cops to ignore procedure?”

      “It’s possible.” We kept reading. The rest of the investigation seemed fine if cursory. Darrell Wilson landed on their radar quickly, though the exact means of putting him into the suspect pool were missing. This made me wonder if the same mover and shaker who benefitted from Alyssa’s death also provided a fall guy. Darrell Wilson’s checkered past—including his prior solicitation of women like Alyssa—and the testimony of an eyewitness ensured the case continued building. Naomi mentioned footage of Wilson at a gas station miles away around the time of the murder. The file made no mention of it. I didn’t even know if police were aware of it. Eight years ago was recent enough for security cameras to be part of a proper investigation.

      “Seems like she picked a good case,” T.J. said.

      “There are definitely some holes and inconsistencies,” I agreed.

      We read to the end. A few officers and detectives’ names appeared for their contribution. Two names drew my eyes. The lead investigator: Sergeant Richard Ferguson—my cousin. The lieutenant who signed off on the whole matter: Leon Sharpe, who got a promotion to captain soon afterward.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Yeah,” T.J. said. “This one is going to suck in every conceivable way.”
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      “Might as well keep the suckitude going,” I said, picking up my phone.

      “You’re going to call Rich?”

      “The BPD’s investigation is going to come out eventually.” I shrugged. “If he really was the lead on it, I think he’d rather talk to us than Naomi or get hounded by the press.”

      “I doubt he’ll tell you very much,” she said. I agreed, but I needed to make the effort anyway. While T.J. chomped on her sandwich, I called Rich’s cell. He picked up, and I put the call on speaker.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he said.

      “I’m not sure this is going to be a pleasurable call.”

      “What else is new today?” He sighed, and it sounded like a snake hissed on my desk. “All right, lay it on me.”

      “Remember a case from eight years ago? The vic’s name was Alyssa Winters.”

      “Working girl found in a no-tell motel room?”

      “Former working girl,” T.J. said. “She’d been out of the life and clean for three years.”

      “We didn’t find much evidence of her being clean in the room,” Rich pointed out.

      “Because no one in history has staged a crime scene to try and trick the police.” T.J.’s face was going red as she talked. I moved my hands up and down in an effort to get her to dial it back. She pursed her lips but offered a single nod.

      “We think of these things, too, you know,” my cousin said. “I was still a sergeant at the time. Wouldn’t really start working homicides exclusively for another year. Back then, I was on loan to the squad here and there because Captain Sharpe . . . he was Lieutenant Sharpe then . . . saw potential in me. This was the first messy one I handled.”

      “So you investigated Alyssa’s murder?” I said.

      “I wasn’t the only one, obviously, but yes. My name is in the report.”

      “There was no autopsy,” I pointed out while inwardly cursing. If Rich and the cops got this one wrong—and Naomi sniffing around gave the possibility decent odds—I didn’t want the backdraft to consume him.

      “True. I thought we needed one for all suspicious deaths, but a couple days in, the ME said there wouldn’t be one. No known family to give the results to, pretty obvious circumstances.” I could practically hear him shrugging at his desk. “I rolled with it.”

      “It’s irregular, though.”

      “Yes,” he admitted.

      “Do you remember the doctor involved?” I said.

      “Not offhand, but I’m pretty sure he left a few years back.”

      “Convenient,” T.J. muttered.

      Rich didn’t take the bait, so I pressed on. “You think Sharpe might have asked to skip the full exam?”

      “I don’t see why.”

      “He’s not exactly known for being a strict rule follower.”

      “He wasn’t then, either,” Rich said. “If he exerted any influence there, I don’t know anything about it.”

      “Let’s talk about the guy you arrested, then.”
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