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Chapter One


“You’re trying to kill me,” I said.

After a lifetime of desert living, I had not expected a watery death. I’d grown up in Arizona, spent much of my adult life as a war correspondent in the Middle East, and had returned to Arizona a few months earlier after a bomb tore up my leg. Now my sister had determined that I should do a “fifty at fifty” challenge, where I tried fifty new things the year I turned fifty. It was hard to say no to Jen, mainly because she ignored the word and rolled right over you anyway. My birthday was a couple of weeks away, so we’d started early. At least she was paying for this “adventure” (in the financial sense; I might wind up paying in other ways), and she was doing it with me.

“Don’t be a baby,” Jen said. “Lots of people do paddleboarding. Children do it.”

“Uh, you do realize it’s called stand-up paddleboarding? Have you seen me stand lately?”

Jen gave a dramatic sigh. “You’re fine. You’re getting too dependent on the cane anyway.”

Easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one who had to use it. To be honest, my leg had gotten stronger over the last few months. I still limped and bumped into walls when I first got up after sleeping or sitting for a while, but once I’d taken twenty steps or so, I could usually walk straight. And the paddleboard instructor knew about my . . . situation. I still hesitated to use the word disability. It didn’t seem fair to claim that status when my injury was sudden and hopefully temporary. Plus, I didn’t want to be disabled. Granted, who did? Most people probably faced that future kicking and screaming, or in my case, punching and screaming, since kicking got harder when you had a bad leg.

The instructor got each of us set up with a life vest and a safety whistle. The whistle was required by law, in theory to warn boaters, but I figured it would also let me call for help if I got in trouble. An ankle leash would keep the board close, and the board could also be used as a flotation device. The paddle would help us move out into the lake and back again. Then we had hats, sunglasses, and long-sleeved shirts for sun protection. I’d gone into war zones with less equipment.

While the guide, Misty, helped the other people in the group, I quickly checked my email on my phone. I was hoping for a response from my boss at the Associated Press on my latest submission. I hadn’t been able to return to the field, and I reluctantly had to admit I might never be fit enough for that kind of reporting. As if the injury weren’t bad enough, my body didn’t bounce back nearly as quickly anymore. I’d started writing longer, more in-depth stories targeted at magazines, but I hoped to give my AP boss an excuse to keep me on a little longer since I needed the health insurance I wouldn’t get as a freelancer.

No response from her. I did see an email marked Urgent: Private, which was intriguing enough for a quick look.

Mayor Todd Paradise is taking bribes. Do you have the courage to publish the story?

I went cold, and not from the cool breeze off the lake. Todd Paradise had been a year behind me in high school. He’d gone from junior class president thirty years ago to mayor of our local town within the greater Phoenix area. I’d been spending time with him since I got home, and he seemed as nice and honest as ever.

The note wasn’t signed, and the email address didn’t provide any clues to the identity of the sender. It would be easy to dismiss the accusation, but that wouldn’t do Todd any favors. I could see three possibilities. Todd was taking bribes, in which case the story should be told, regardless of my personal feelings. Todd had done something that led someone to incorrectly believe he was taking bribes, in which case it was better to find out what was going on now, before the accusations became public. Or someone was targeting Todd with lies, in which case he needed to know that.

I emailed back: I’ll need proof and I need to know who you are.

“Time to put your phones away,” Misty said. Many people had been taking pictures of themselves or each other as they geared up. Now Misty collected the phones to stow them in the van. None of us could guarantee we wouldn’t take a spill into the water, and I could pretty much guarantee I would. The company had waterproof cameras for sale for those who wanted to record their adventures. Jen had one, of course.

We practiced getting onto the board and standing up several times on land before wading into the water. “I’m going to get you for this,” I whispered to Jen. “Be honest. Your real business plan is to make money off of humiliating pictures of me, isn’t it? You realize I don’t have any money to pay blackmail.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “The real money is in ads on YouTube videos. I’ll need you to go viral though, so make it good.”

We spread out in the shallow water, far enough apart that if one of us fell, we wouldn’t crash into the next person. Then Misty led us through the process of getting onto the board in a kneeling position, then crouching, and finally standing.

My muscles strained with the effort to balance. Falling into the water wouldn’t actually kill me, but I wanted to prove something, if only to myself. At the very least, I didn’t want to be the first person in the group to fall.

“See? I told you it wouldn’t be so bad,” Jen said.

I very slowly and carefully turned to look at her.

“Hold on. I want a photo to prove this happened.” She shifted her paddle to her left hand and fumbled with the waterproof camera strapped around her wrist.

My board bobbed gently in the waves at the edge of the lake. My bad leg ached as I tried to keep my knees bent and my back straight, as instructed. I attempted a smile that felt more like a grimace.

As Jen got the camera up to her eye level, she wobbled. Her paddle smacked against the side of the board. Her arms flailed, the camera flying to the end of its wrist strap.

Jen plunged into the cold lake water.

She came up spluttering and tossing her head. I laughed so hard I had to kneel on my board and grab the sides. The water rocked the board and splashed my hands and knees, but at least I didn’t fall off.

When I could breathe again, I said, “Don’t forget to get a photo of yourself. I want to prove this happened.”

Jen grinned, pointed the camera toward herself, and took a picture as she leaned on the board with one arm.

Maybe this fifty at fifty thing wouldn’t be so bad after all.


Chapter Two


I forgot about the mysterious email until I was dry, fed, and back home relaxing. I checked for a response.

I have to be anonymous or I could lose my job. But I can get you proof. Will you tell the story?

Any so-called proof would have to be quadruple-checked. Paperwork, photos, and recordings could all be faked.

I replied: The proof will have to be rock solid. I can’t trust an anonymous source.

The photos came in minutes later. A series of three pictures showed one white man passing a small duffel bag to another. As far as proof went, they were barely mediocre. First off, the duffel bag could have held anything—gym clothes, maybe. Second, the man passing off the bag wore sunglasses and had a hat shading his face. That wasn’t particularly suspicious in Arizona, and it meant it would be hard to identify him. Finally, the photos only showed the back of the man who was presumably supposed to be Todd. It could’ve been almost any man of medium height and build with short brown hair.

I tried zooming in on the photos, but the quality was too poor to get any detail in a close-up. Even cell phone cameras could take high quality photos with lots of pixels per inch. Either the photos had been taken from a great distance, or the quality was intentionally poor to make it hard to identify the men.

I strongly suspected someone was setting up Todd. And I greatly resented their attempt to use me to do it.

I emailed back: Poor quality photos of a bag being passed along aren’t good enough without a reliable source to back them up. What else do you have?

Then I called Todd. “I need to see you. In private.”

“Oh?” He sounded hopeful.

“Sorry, it’s nothing good. Politics.”

“Oh,” he groaned. “Well, maybe we can still enjoy ourselves. Why don’t you come to dinner?”

“At your house?”

“You said we needed privacy. My kids will have dinner with us, but I guarantee they have priorities other than hanging out with the boring old folks.”

“Speak for yourself,” I said. “I’m fascinating.”

“True, but hearing their dad talk about local politics will be enough to drive them to their video games.”

He had two teenage children I had yet to meet. I’d never been to his house. We’d gone on a handful of dates, but none of them had involved going back to one of our homes. Well, unless you counted the sting operation at a bar where we raced back to save my father from a killer. That wasn’t the worst date I’ve ever had, but it wasn’t exactly romantic to say goodbye surrounded by family, friends, and police officers and realize later you had makeup smeared all over your face.

Even though this was a business meeting, of sorts, it felt like a step forward in our relationship. I swallowed, nodded, remembered he couldn’t see me through the phone, and said, “Sounds good.”

I forwarded the anonymous message and photos to Mackenzie, a computer genius who sometimes did me favors. Then I caught up on some email, left a note for my father since he was visiting Mom in the care home, and headed out.

Todd lived in a typical Arizona house in a typical Arizona suburb: a one-story house in tan stucco surrounded by a xeriscaped yard with some cacti and bushes. Not very interesting, but not as ostentatious as you might expect from a politician.

He got out of his car in the garage as I pulled up. He met me in the driveway and gave me a quick kiss. “Hi, Kate. I meant to be home half an hour ago. One of those days, you know.”

I nodded, though his version of “one of those days” and mine were probably different. Until recently, my worst days involved bombs and shootouts, while his probably meant dealing with red tape. Still, I’d take a showdown with tribal warlords over a city council meeting any day. At least it would be easier to stay awake.

He unlocked the door and led the way in. A dog trotted over to meet us. At least, I assumed it must be a dog, given the floppy ears, enormous jowls, and huge paws. Besides, Todd surely wouldn’t keep a miniature horse inside the house. The dog immediately pushed his giant head into my crotch, knocking me back a step.

“Whiskers!” Todd grabbed the dog’s collar and hauled him away. “Sit.”

The animal dropped its butt. Its tail whisked across the tile floor like a drum brush on a snare drum. I held out my hand for him to sniff and managed to withhold an “Ew” as my hand disappeared momentarily inside the big lips.

“That’s quite a lot of dog,” I said, withdrawing my wet hand.

“Yeah, he was supposed to be medium-sized.” Todd circled a kitchen island to the sink and washed his hands. “We think he’s part mastiff and part Sasquatch. Still, the kids adore him. Whiskers helped a lot during the divorce. He’s a good boy.”

Whiskers took that praise as permission to get up and join us in the kitchen. I took my turn at the sink, washing off the drool. Now his tail whacked against the cabinet like a bass drum. The dog was a whole percussion section all by himself.

“Kind of a therapy dog?” I asked.

“Yeah. Anyway, kids should have pets. It was a rough time, for a lot of reasons.”

I gave Todd a look that could have been questioning, encouraging, or sympathetic. We hadn’t talked much about that part of his life.

“Things were okay with Pammy,” he said. “Not great, maybe, but what can you expect after fifteen years of marriage and lives that revolved around busy jobs and growing kids? We got along well enough. I thought she was a good mother.” He handed me the towel and leaned against the counter. “Then our youngest announced he was male and wanted to transition. Pammy couldn’t handle it.”

I hung up the towel and leaned against the opposite counter, rubbing Whiskers’s oversize ear. He leaned against me with a moan of delight.

“It’s not that she was against being trans in theory,” Todd said, “but she’d always wanted a little girl. She said if she knew we were going to have two boys, she would have tried for another. She always dressed our youngest in frilly clothes. Wanted to have doll tea parties. Took a group of girls and mothers to a fancy place for high tea as a fifth birthday party.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t really get it, the obsession with gender roles, but I figured as long as it was okay with the child, it didn’t matter. Alec didn’t seem particularly into it, but he didn’t rebel. He was eleven when he wanted to transition. I did the research, got him into therapy, made sure this was not just a whim or stage, as Pammy hoped. In her mind, she was losing her little girl.”

“That’s rough.” I couldn’t sympathize much with Pammy. It seemed like a parent’s first duty was to their child, not their own desire for what they wanted that child to be. On the other hand, since I’d never had kids, it was easy for me to pretend I would have done better in her place.

“Yeah. Eventually we had to split, for Alec’s sake. I couldn’t have him growing up with that. She didn’t even fight me for him.” Todd blinked a few times. “If she couldn’t have her pretty little daughter, she wasn’t as interested in being a mom. Or maybe she hoped forcing Alec to choose would work in her favor. Finn chose to stay with me as well. So, here I am, forty-eight, single, with two teenage boys and a ridiculously large, drooly dog.” The last sentence came out hoarse. He cleared his throat.

“They’re lucky to have you,” I said.

“No, I’m lucky to have them. I won’t bore you with the whole ‘parenting is the greatest thing I’ve ever done’ speech. I imagine that’s annoying to people who don’t have kids, and anyway, sometimes it seems like an excuse when people aren’t doing anything else useful with their lives. But I have never for one moment regretted having the boys or ending my marriage for their sake. Alec is great. They both are. You’ll like them.”

“I’m sure.” I didn’t know much about teenage boys, or girls for that matter, even though I’d been one of those. But the teenagers I’d met since coming home had been pretty cool. Of course, whether Todd’s kids would like me was another matter entirely. Regardless of how they felt about the divorce, they might not be thrilled about their father bringing home another woman. Or maybe he did it all the time, but I doubted that.

Whiskers swung around, his back end hitting me hard enough that I might have stumbled if I hadn’t been supported by the counter. The dog bounded to the door, oblivious to the havoc he’d nearly caused.

“The boys are home,” Todd said.

“I’d never have guessed.”

The door opened. Two teenagers came in. They greeted Whiskers with something almost approaching the dog’s level of enthusiasm.

Then their gazes landed on me. They both straightened and stared, looking almost like twins, except one was shorter and appeared younger.

“That’s Alec on the left, Finn on the right,” Todd said. “Boys, this is Kate Tessler. She’s staying for dinner.”

“The reporter?” Alec asked.

“My fame precedes me.” I hadn’t expected teenagers to be up on local news.

“Dad told us about how you went after the guy who tried to hurt your father,” Finn said. “And about the nursing home.”

That explained it. They studied me intently. Because I was the infamous reporter who had been making local waves, or because they knew I had been on dates with their father? I probably didn’t look like what they would expect from either a reporter battling evil or a girlfriend. I was five foot two inches, starting to build up a little of the muscle I’d lost after the accident, with short hair gone silver and no makeup on my sun-damaged skin. I smiled and let them look their fill. If they didn’t like what they saw, there wasn’t much I could or would do about it.

“Why don’t you take Whiskers into the backyard?” Todd said. “Dinner’s in half an hour.”

They headed back through the house with the dog trotting behind. Todd pulled things out of the refrigerator. He put a pot of water on the stove and then got a cutting board and started chopping onions.

“I guess I should ask, anything you don’t like or won’t eat? I was going to make veggie pasta. Finn’s vegetarian and Alec mostly is.”

“That’s fine.” I moved around the kitchen island so I could lean my elbows on the other side and watch while he worked. “Is now a good time to discuss the serious stuff, while the kids are out back? Or should we wait until after dinner?”

He grimaced. “It’s not like I want to hear it, but I won’t relax until I do. Maybe not after that either, given your expression. Let’s get it over with.”

“We’ll deal with it.” I explained the emails I’d gotten.

He put a pan on the stove and added some oil. “And you’re telling the subject of your investigation? Is that ethical?”

“In this case, I think my investigation involves finding out who’s targeting you. Granted, I may be letting my personal feelings influence me.”

He gave me a quick smile. My face heated.

“Not—I mean, I’ve known you for years,” I explained. “We may not have seen each other for a lot of those years, but I haven’t observed anything since I’ve been back to convince me you’ve changed that much.”

Stop rambling and get to the point.

“I know you’ve had some political enemies,” I said. “This seems more like someone trying to eliminate a rival or get revenge. Maybe that city councilmember we found taking bribes? People often want to deflect their own guilt by trying to throw it on someone else.”

“Maybe. More likely his financial backer.” Todd sighed. “Or any number of other people, I suppose. I appreciate you telling me about this, Kate.”

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“Hardly. If you thought high school politics were ridiculous, try city council. Oh, sorry, you’ve probably seen a lot worse covering news in the Middle East.”

“At least when countries are at stake, people will stab you in the front instead of the back. You have a better chance at dodging if you see the knife coming.”

“I guess there is that.” He stirred the onions and they sizzled cheerfully.

“I have Mackenzie working on anything identifiable in the photos and trying to trace the email. I’ll see what else this guy comes up with to ‘prove your guilt.’” I made air quotes. “Or this woman, I suppose.”

Todd went still.

“What did I say? Did you think of a woman who might be targeting you?”

He glanced toward the doorway where the boys had disappeared. “No. It’s only . . .”

I whispered, even though the kids were supposed to be outside, “Your ex?”

He shook his head. “I can’t see that. She has been making noises about changing our custody agreement. The thing is, the boys are fourteen and sixteen now. They have a lot of say in the matter. She knows perfectly well if they wanted to live with her, or even spend more time with her, they could.”

“If she knows they could and don’t choose to do so, that might hurt her enough that she wants to hurt you.”

“Yes. She also didn’t get alimony since I have the kids, and she makes as much as I do.”

“So this could be a negotiating tactic? Force you to send the kids to her or pay her off?”

“I hate to think it of her. When you’ve loved someone . . .”

“Yeah.” I let that sit for a minute before I continued. “People do change. Not always for the better. She might be hurt enough to lash out in ways that would normally seem out of character. It’s worth considering. But if she’s involved, it wouldn’t be about getting money, I think. If she followed through with a threat to ruin your career, that would hurt your ability to pay anything.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

I didn’t like the frown my news had put on his face, but it was better to know what you were facing.

I thought I heard a shuffle from the hallway. Had the boys come back? Had they heard what we said about their mother? I cocked an ear in that direction, but before I could think of a way to warn Todd, he went on.

“I don’t mind honest political enemies. Of course we’re not all going to agree, not on priorities and not on how things should be handled. I fully expect to have to defend my ideas. But this stuff—people taking bribes, maybe someone setting me up to make it look like I’m taking bribes, it’s crazy. This isn’t why I got into politics.”

A murmur followed by a shh came from the hallway.

“Why don’t you boys come out?” I called.

Todd’s eyes widened. I gave a little shrug. It had happened; all we could do now was deal with the fallout.

Finn and Alec came in looking sheepish. Finn ran a hand through his hair, which was short on the sides and longer on top. “Sorry, Dad.”

“I told you to go out back.”

The boys exchanged glances. “Yeah,” Finn said. “We did, but . . . Well, sorry.”

“You have something to tell us?” I might not know teenagers, but I recognized the expressions of people who were desperate to share something but not sure they should.

They looked at each other. Finn nodded at Alec.

Alec scrunched up his face but turned to speak. “We wondered if Ms. Tessler was here to investigate something.”

“Call me Kate.” I wasn’t sure if I should be pleased or annoyed that they’d assumed I was here on business. Maybe it would make whatever was happening between Todd and me easier if the boys got to know me without wondering whether they were going to get a new stepmother.

Alec looked at me. “We know you helped Dad with that guy from the council.”

“You shouldn’t worry about any of that,” Todd said. “You have enough on your plates with school and band and soccer.”

“Yeah, but . . .” Alec looked at his big brother again.

Finn nudged him. “Tell them.”

“It’s just I’ve been getting these emails.”

Todd went still again, this time with his head lifted and his gaze focused on Alec like a hunting dog on alert. “What kind of emails?”

Alec shrugged. “You know. Saying things about me.”

“What kind of things?” Todd’s voice sharpened, but clearly his annoyance wasn’t at his son.

Alec rolled his eyes. “Dad, come on. You know people say stuff and make jokes sometimes.”

“Because you transitioned?” I asked. Might as well get it out in the open that I knew about that.

He nodded. “Most of the kids at school are fine. They don’t care. A few give me a hard time. It’s no big deal. If they didn’t rag on me for that, they’d find another reason. They pick on everyone.”

“If you’re being bullied, we need to report it,” Todd said.

“Dad, hang on,” Finn said. “Let him finish.”

Todd drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. He was ready to charge into battle for his kid, but he knew listening came first. Something tender blossomed in my chest. I had no maternal instincts, but I could still appreciate a good father.

“This last week has been different,” Alec said. “Now they’re saying things about you as well.”

Todd stared. “About me?”


Chapter Three


“What do you mean about me?” Todd asked.

The boys exchanged a long look. “It’s no big deal,” Alec said. “Only Finn thought you should know.”

“Of course I should know.” Todd gripped the counter with both hands. “I always want to know if someone is harassing you or . . . or anything.”

“You’re burning the onions.” Finn came around the counter and nudged his father out of the way. He turned down the heat and gave the onions a stir. “Veggie pasta? I’ll do it.”

Alec looked at me. “Don’t worry, Finn’s a better cook than Dad anyway.”

“Good to know.”

“Not that Dad is bad!” he quickly added. “He can totally cook. But Finn is really good.”

I held back a laugh. These kids were adorable, not that I’d ever say that to teenage boys. “Todd, maybe you should sit down.”

Todd came around to the table and slumped into a chair. Alec also sat while Finn rummaged in the fridge.

I sat across from Todd, where I could see him and both boys. Wait, had I taken their mother’s former seat? That might be weird for them, but no one seemed to notice. I guess they had more important things on their minds.

Alec chewed on his lower lip as he looked at his father.

“Maybe you should show us the messages,” I said. They’d chosen to introduce the subject while I was here, so I took that as a request for my help.

“I deleted them,” Alec said. “Sorry. I marked them as spam.”

“Makes sense.” I wouldn’t want those messages sitting in my archives either. Would Mackenzie be able to retrieve them?

“I still have mine,” Finn said.

“Wait, you got messages too?” Todd shook his head. “What is happening?”

“Yeah.” Finn chopped more veggies. “I have a folder for stuff like that in case I need to, you know, show the principal or something.”

Todd stared at his older son. Finn stirred the pasta in the pot, carefully avoiding eye contact.

Sweet kids, trying to protect their father by not telling him all the bad stuff. Unfortunately, that rarely made things better. Granted, I’d tried the same thing with my father not that long ago. It hadn’t worked then either. He’d figured out something was wrong, worried more because I wasn’t telling him what it was, and thought I didn’t trust him or else I saw him as useless. When I’d finally shared the details of the investigation I was doing at Mom’s nursing home, Dad helped, and we’d grown closer.

Could the same work for Todd and his sons? He had more of a reason to keep his teenagers out of the firing line, but apparently trying to protect them hadn’t worked so far.

“Great,” I said. “We’ll study the emails for clues. Can you give us a quick overview? Were they asking you to do something? Making threats? Just generally being jerks?”

Finn hesitated, forehead wrinkled in thought. “Some are the usual crap. We’re used to that stuff. The ones about Dad say things like, ‘How do you like having a crook for a father? What will you do when he goes to jail?’ Nothing specific. I think they’re just trying to rattle us.” He slid the vegetables into the pan.

Todd rubbed his face. “This is too much. Why would they even do something like that? What’s the point?”

“Good question.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “Here’s what we know so far. You have political enemies. They want to replace you with someone more to their liking. Maybe someone who will actually take bribes for new housing developments. To do that, they’re trying to make it look like you’re the one taking bribes.”

Todd looked from Alec to Finn. “I’m not, you know.”

The boys gave him identical looks. “We know, Dad,” Alec said.

“But why harass the boys? It seems particularly . . .” I trailed off, trying to think of the right word.

“Disgusting,” Todd said.

That would do. Children shouldn’t be blamed for the sins of their parents, even when the parents were actually sinning. I hated it when reporters thought politicians’ children were fair game for public comments about their appearance, abilities, or behavior. Children deserved privacy even when their parents were in the spotlight. That didn’t mean they got it.

This was even worse, since Todd was innocent. Were they trying to stir up trouble in his home life? Create more chaos to divide his attention? Convince the boys he was guilty so when Todd was publicly accused, his own sons wouldn’t defend him?

“Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s come up with some theories we can test.”

As a reporter, I was supposed to keep an open mind and simply search for facts. For an accidental amateur detective, it helped to have theories. Actually, even for a reporter, theories could help you figure out where to go to find the facts. You just had to be careful not to assume you were on the right path and ignore leads heading in other directions.

So, now we needed some theories we could test.

“We have ideas about who is targeting me,” Todd said. “And we know why—so I’ll lose my job. But why the boys?”

We actually had two theories for why someone was targeting him. Political enemies might want him out of the mayor’s office, or his ex-wife might want to punish him. But as much as I now believed in open communication within families, I wasn’t going to push Todd to share that theory about the boys’ mother with them.

“Right. What’s the advantage of bringing them into it?” I asked. “Is it simply part of a smear campaign to get the word out about your supposed nefarious plans?”

Alec snickered. “That’s you, Dad. So nefarious.”

“They should be emailing other people on the city council then,” Todd said. “Or people who donated to my last campaign, big supporters, even the police.”

“It’s possible they are,” I said. “After all, someone emailed me.”

Todd stared across the table. “You’re right. Who knows what messages have been going out? What if people believe them?”

“We’ll deal with it,” I said. “You’ll survive.”

“Alec,” Finn hissed from the kitchen. The younger boy joined him, and they whispered for a second. Did they have more bad news for us?

But no, Alec got plates from a cupboard and started setting the table while Finn drained the pasta.

“Contact the people you consider your best allies and ask them,” I said. “We need to know how far this has spread. That will also give you a chance to catch up with the gossip. We want to keep it fairly quiet, so we don’t tip off the enemy, so I’d avoid public queries. Don’t confront anyone who might be the culprit or who might use the gossip against you.”

“Got it. I’ll focus on people who should be on my side.” Todd ran his hands through his hair. “I guess this will test whether I’m a good judge of character.”

Alec carefully placed a fork to the left of my plate and circled around me to put a knife on the right. I glanced up and we exchanged smiles.

“It’s also possible we’re looking at two separate issues,” I said. “Maybe the people emailing the boys heard about the accusations against you somehow and are using them to further harass the kids. For example, kids might have overheard their parents saying things and copied what they heard. If that’s the case, this email harassment isn’t part of the plan to set you up. The email bully’s only goal is to annoy.”

“Oh, is that all?” Todd grumbled.

“No, I get it,” Finn said. “It’s like a bully will pick on you for whatever stupid thing. Doesn’t matter what it is. It might even be something cool, like calling you a nerd because you’re smart.”

I nodded. “If that’s the case, we can ignore the emails to the boys. Or rather, report them to the school or whoever might be able to punish the bullies, but we don’t have to consider them as part of the political issue, unless they offer clues to who’s targeting you.”

Finn carried over a big bowl of pasta and vegetables drenched in tomato sauce. Whiskers followed him, nose raised and twitching. My nose might have twitched a little as well. It smelled great.

“Either way, it will help if we can figure out who’s sending the emails,” I said.

Whiskers nudged my leg. I ignored the big dog. I didn’t want him to think I was a soft touch.

Todd scowled at the food as if it had made the accusations against him. “Maybe I should resign.”

“Dad, no!” Alec said.

“You can’t do that,” Finn added.

Todd looked from one to the other. “I don’t want you two hurt for my career.”

“If you resign, you’ll look guilty,” Alec said.

Todd toyed with his silverware. “I can say it’s for family reasons or another career opportunity or something. Maybe blame my health. This is definitely bad for my mental health.”

“You’ll still look guilty,” Alec insisted.

“It won’t erase the problem,” I said. “If these people gain power, they’ll misuse it. I’m not saying don’t resign, if that’s what you feel you need to do. I can still pursue the story as a reporter and try to expose them. Just keep in mind that your resignation won’t make the problem go away.”

“Anyway, you always taught us to stand up for our beliefs,” Finn added. “Do you believe these people are right or wrong to attack you?”

“Well, okay, but . . .” A smile tugged at Todd’s mouth. “Darn it, I should’ve known that would come back to bite me.”

Finn looked at me. “Can you prove them wrong? Can you prove our dad isn’t taking bribes?”

“I will certainly try.” My stomach grumbled. “Maybe we should pause the conversation to eat.”

The pasta was delicious, despite the slightly scorched onions. We hurried through the meal, anxious to get back to the discussion, I suppose. Whiskers stopped drooling on my thigh and moved over to Alec. No doubt the dog knew where he was most likely to get accidentally or intentionally dropped tidbits.

Alec cleared the table without being asked. Whiskers “helped” by following him closely.

Todd stood and stretched. “How about we go out back to finish our oh-so-fun discussion?”

Finn headed back through the house. I stayed out of the way as Whiskers galloped after him, and then I followed.

In the backyard, we sat around a table with an umbrella. The patio furniture was reasonably comfortable, with padded cushions on chairs with metal frames.

“About those emails,” I said to Finn. “If you forward them to me, I’ll send them to a friend who’s good with computers to see if she can trace them.”

“I tried,” Finn said. “I didn’t get anywhere.”

I didn’t want to insult his abilities. No doubt the average sixteen-year-old was far better than I would be at such things. “I’d still like my friend to give it a try. Mackenzie is pretty much a computer genius.”

Finn sat up straighter, his eyes wide. “Not Mackenzie Zapata?”

“Well, yes.”

“She’s amazing! One of the best gamers in the country. You know her?” Finn hesitated for a moment. “Could I meet her?”

I glanced at Todd, who seemed too distracted to share my amusement. “We can probably arrange that,” I said. “Maybe you two can work on the emails together.”

Finn leaned back with a goofy smile. “Mackenzie Zapata. Wow.”

I’d have to apologize to Mackenzie for volunteering her services. Possibly Finn only admired her for her incredible computer skills, or maybe he knew she was gorgeous. Too old for him, and she had a boyfriend, but that wouldn’t stop a teen’s admiration. I’d probably doubled my status simply by knowing her.

“Okay, what else can we do?” I asked.

“I’ll talk to some of the city council and people in my office,” Todd said.

“I’ll keep nudging the person who contacted me,” I said. “I already told them I’d need proof before I could go public with any accusations against you.”

“What?” Alec looked distraught. “You can’t do that!”

“I’m trying to push them into the open. Don’t worry, I’m on your side.” I turned back to Todd. “But if I push them, they might push you. Watch out for anything suspicious that could be a setup to make you look bad. Be careful what you say in public, or even in private. Assume someone is listening at all times and that they might try to twist your words or quote a fragment of what you said out of context.”

“Are you sure I can’t just resign?” Todd managed to smile as he said it, but I didn’t think he was entirely joking.

“Sorry, I agree with the boys. You’re going to have to face this one head-on. At least we know trouble is coming. I’ll deal with that source. Maybe I can identify them, or Mackenzie can. Anything else we should discuss?”

“Um . . .” Finn shifted nervously.

Todd groaned. “Now what?”

“I don’t know if I should tell you this or not.”

Todd sighed. “That’s probably a good sign that you should.”

“Okay. It’s just about Mom. She, um, she’s been saying I might want to stay with her for a while.”

“You know you can if you want to,” Todd said. He glanced at Alec and back to Finn. “Just you?”

“She didn’t really say. I don’t want to. But she said I might want to get away from you for a while.” Finn sat up straighter and folded his hands in his lap. “I think what she said exactly was ‘Your dad is going to embarrass himself.’ She didn’t say why. At first I figured maybe she thought you were dating a younger woman or something.”

Todd’s gaze flicked to me and back to his son. “I’m not.”

Right. I was actually a year older than Todd. Maybe almost two, not that it mattered when you were this close to fifty. Would his ex consider me an embarrassment?

“Do you think she knows something about this other stuff?” Finn asked.

Todd put his hands over his face. We had wondered if his wife was involved in the bribery setup. Did this suggest she was? Or was it something else entirely? Could we possibly have three separate problems, with political enemies targeting Todd, school bullies harassing the boys, and his ex-wife up to something? On the surface, it seemed like too much of a coincidence that all those things could happen at once. But in reality, bad things did sometimes pile together. I knew people who’d faced multiple unrelated disasters within a matter of weeks.

I leaned forward, shifting in my seat.

Riiip. A tremor shook my chair. A minor earthquake?

Before I could react to the sound, I dropped about two feet. I sat trapped by the frame of the chair, my butt brushing the ground, my knees close to my chin, and my arms still up by the arms of the chair.

Whiskers bounded over and stuck his face toward mine. I flailed, trying to push the dog away before I got a face full of slobber.

Todd jumped up. “Sorry! Sorry!” He shoved Whiskers out of the way and hauled me to my feet.

I glanced back at the chair. The seat cushion had been sitting on canvas stretched across the metal frame. The canvas had split down the middle, no doubt decayed by the Arizona heat and sun.

“Guess I ate too much,” I joked.

Todd gave my hand a squeeze. “That’s the third one of these chairs to split like that. We really need to replace the whole set.”

“Glad to help you with that decision.” I tugged my shorts back into place.

Whiskers must have decided this was a fun new game. He jumped and put his front paws on my hip. I tumbled sideways, straight at Todd.

Todd wrapped his arms around me as he staggered backward. “Whiskers! Dammit, grab that dog.”

A moment later, Todd had me back on my feet, my bad leg only aching slightly more than usual, and Alec was crouching with his arms around the dog’s neck. Whiskers grinned and drooled, wagging his tail.

“Stupid mutt.” Todd kept his hand on my back. “I’m so sorry. This wasn’t what I had in mind when I invited you to dinner. Nefarious deeds, bratty kids”—he winked at the boys—“and an attack by a giant, slobbering beast.”

“On the bright side, I got a great meal. And I knew about the nefarious deeds before I got here.”

“That’s my new band name,” Todd said. “Nefarious Deeds.” He waved me to his chair. “Take my seat.”

“Oh, setting me up once isn’t enough? You want me to break all of your chairs?” I seated myself gingerly, giving Todd a mock glare. He leaned against the wall. Alec took his own seat, keeping a hand on Whiskers’s collar.

At least my minor disaster had broken the tense mood. I felt suddenly drained though. Maybe the tension had been all that was keeping me upright. It had been a long day, starting with physical activity and several dunkings in a lake early that morning.

I covered a yawn. “I think we have a plan. Hang on, let me see if our bad guy responded to my last message.”

I checked my phone, opened an email, and rolled my eyes. Oops, the teens were having an effect on me.

“They’re still claiming they can’t meet in person or give a name due to risk of losing their job.” I glanced at Todd. “That doesn’t mean it’s someone in your office. More likely they’re hoping to keep me from figuring out this is a scam. Most whistleblowers are happy to meet as long as journalists guarantee their anonymity.”

Well, happy might be an exaggeration, but I didn’t want Todd feeling like everyone was against him. It must be bad enough knowing you had enemies among your coworkers without wondering if people you thought were allies were actually against you.

“I’ll string them along until we know more,” I said. “We’ll reveal them one way or another.”

“Great.” Todd’s tone of voice didn’t match the enthusiasm of the word. “It’s a start, I guess.”

A start at best. We had a long way to go to prove Todd’s innocence and expose the real criminals. And if we didn’t do that in time, if the accusations against him got out, it might be impossible to undo the damage. People tended to remember the bad stuff in the news. They forgot the less exciting follow-ups about how the original reports were wrong.

This evening had only cemented my belief that Todd was a good guy. He didn’t deserve to go through this and neither did his kids. I had to protect his family, if I could.

I still barely knew what I was doing when it came to detective work. My experience as a reporter helped, but it wasn’t always enough. I’d have to call in all my backup. Jen, Mackenzie, my dad, and others who had helped in the past.

Winter in Arizona was starting to heat up.


Chapter Four


I scheduled a team meeting for the next morning. The boys had school and Todd had a busy day in the mayor’s office, so they wouldn’t join us. Just as well, as I typically had my hands full with Jen and Dad. I’d also invited Joe and Marty Washington, their grandson Simon, and Mackenzie.

The doorbell rang fifteen minutes before our meeting time. Dad was in the kitchen getting the coffeemaker going while Jen sat in the living room, her feet tucked up under her and a notebook open in her lap. I was tempted to tell her to get the door, simply because I enjoyed giving orders to my sister. Plus, I envied her ability to curl up in a chair like that. It had been one of my favorite positions too, until the bomb tore up my leg.

However, I was already standing because I wanted first dibs on the coffee, so I opened the door.

Clarence, one of the men from my father’s weekly coffee group, beamed at me. “Good morning, Kate!” He was part of the Coffee Shop Irregulars or “Old Guys Brigade” who had helped solve the murder of their friend’s wife.

“Clarence. What can we do for you?” I hadn’t invited him to the meeting, but I doubted his arrival at this time was a coincidence.

He stepped inside, waving a green file folder. “I have something for you. You’ll like this.”

I closed the door behind him and followed Clarence into the living room. Like me, he used a cane, although his split into four separate little feet at the bottom for extra stability. I didn’t know what made Clarence wobbly, but he was around eighty, and I’d learned that any number of things could affect you by then—or at any age, really.

He sat on the sofa. “I’ve been collecting crimes.”

I sank down next to him. “Observing, planning, or committing?”

Clarence chuckled. “Now that you’re a detective, we need to get you work.”

“I’m not actually—”

“No boring crimes for us!” He waved the folder again. “I’ve been collecting the most bizarre crimes in the area.”

“Oh, good.”

He opened the folder to reveal a stack of newspaper clippings. “Now this one is just funny. This guy stole an SUV to drive to the jail in order to bail out his brother, who was arrested for stealing an SUV. They caught him though, so there’s nothing there for us.” He shuffled the article to the bottom of the stack. “Then there’s a man living in a grocery store’s ceiling who comes down at night to steal things.”

Jen looked up from her notes. “How hard is it to catch someone living in a ceiling?”

“You’d think not so much!” Clarence said. “They haven’t captured him yet though.”

“That doesn’t exactly sound like our kind of case,” I said. “In fact, I don’t think we’re desperate enough for work that we need to browse the newspaper crime sections.”

“You never know,” Clarence said. “Here’s a good one. Five people have been attacked by a man with a Taser in the last month.”

“They were shot with a stun gun? Wait, was it one attack on five people at once or multiple events?” Darn it, now I was getting interested.

“Five separate incidents.” Clarence adjusted his glasses and peered at the article. “All of the victims were men. Three were attacked outside their houses and two when they left their places of work. The attacker was a white male, around five foot ten to six feet tall, between the ages of thirty and fifty.”

“Well that really narrows it down,” I said.

“They’re calling him the Taser Thug,” Clarence added. “He wore a Halloween mask of a screaming ghost. I wonder if you could trace the mask.”

“Sure, they probably only sold a few thousand of them.”

Jen picked up her phone. “I wonder how easy it is to get a Taser.” She started tapping.

I narrowed my gaze at her. “We do not need Tasers.” So far the hardest part of being an amateur detective was reining in my sister.

She didn’t even glance in my direction. “Wow! You can order one for twenty dollars. I had no idea.”

Huh. Maybe we did need Tasers. We’d already gotten into a few sketchy situations where it would have helped to put a guy on the ground without touching him.

“So anyone can get one?” I asked.

Jen nodded as she scrolled on her phone. “You can order one for delivery. They’re not restricted to the police or anything. No license or training needed.”

“That’s a little scary,” I said.

“No kidding.” Jen looked up at me. “Imagine if we all had Tasers. Either people would behave better, or you’d have Taser fights in the grocery store whenever someone tried to cut in line or grab the last sale item.”

“Knowing people, I’m betting on the latter scenario,” I said.

“There’s a small reward if you catch this guy.” Clarence waved the article. “We’ll all help, but you can keep the money.”

“Gee, thanks.” I smiled at Clarence and shook my head. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m not really looking for that kind of work.”

I also recognized his boredom. Clarence reminded me of the little kid who wanted to tag along with his older brother. I hadn’t planned on asking for his help in Todd’s case, at least not until I had a task suitable for his skills—which included tax accountancy and telling bad jokes—but I couldn’t bring myself to kick him out either.

“There are more.” Clarence fanned through his newspaper clippings. “Someone is stealing packages from porches and leaving thank-you notes. I’ll bet you could find some clues in the notes. And here’s one where a guy is sneaking around at night without any pants on and peering in people’s windows.”

“Sorry, did you say he’s peeing in people’s windows?” Jen asked.

“Peering. We could hide in the bushes and trap him.”

I glanced at Clarence’s cane and my own and tried to imagine us hiding in bushes and leaping out to tackle a guy without pants.

The doorbell rang again. Thank goodness. I scuttled to the door like a hamster trying to escape an excessively friendly dog.

“Welcome!” I greeted Joe and Marty Washington with more than the necessary enthusiasm. They had actually been invited this morning.

Joe was also in my father’s coffee group and one of the Coffee Shop Irregulars I had on call. He stepped through the door carrying a muffin pan. “I made snickerdoodle muffins.”

I looked at Clarence. “See, Joe brings me baked goods, not ridiculous crimes.”

“Hey, you gotta work with your strengths,” Clarence said.

Marty tapped my shoulder. “That’s his way of saying you don’t want to try anything he cooks.”

Dad appeared in the arch that led to the kitchen. “Coffee’s ready.”

We migrated to the kitchen and fixed our coffee, cheerfully arguing about nothing in particular. I had to admit, I enjoyed having a crowded household on occasion. A few minutes later, Mackenzie showed up along with Simon Washington, Joe and Marty’s grandson and Mackenzie’s boyfriend. I ushered everyone out back, where we had more seating. Good thing it was winter, which meant temperatures in the sixties or low seventies most days.

“We’re trying to figure out who is accusing Mayor Todd Paradise of taking bribes in order to get him out of office.” Most of the group already knew the setup, since I’d given them tasks the day before. Clarence knew enough to show up in time for our meeting, but I still thought it worth a quick summary.

“Any luck tracing those messages?” I asked Mackenzie.

“Some. The ones to the teenagers are coming from inside the school district.”

I frowned. “What do you mean? They’re from other teenagers at their school?”

She pushed her blond hair back off her face. “Either students or staff. They went through the school district server. I have an ID for the specific computer, but it’s going to take a little work to figure out where that computer is. I might need to get into the school.”

“Okay. Right. Todd’s oldest son, Finn, can work with you on that. He wants to meet you anyway. Apparently he admires your gaming skills.”

“They all do.” Simon leaned toward Mackenzie and batted his eyelashes like a heroine in an old silent melodrama fawning over the hero. Mackenzie punched him in the shoulder.

While they bickered, I pondered. Students or staff. What did that tell us? Was a teacher or administrator sending bullying emails to Todd’s kids? If so, that was disturbing. If we could find out who sent the email, we might tie them into the campaign against Todd—and get them fired, because people like that shouldn’t be allowed to teach.

But what if other teens had sent the messages? Did that mean those emails were unrelated to the attempt to boot Todd from the mayor’s office?

No, the messages were still suspicious, since they had called Todd a criminal. Would teenagers think to do something like that, if they hadn’t heard the accusations somewhere? If a teen bully heard a parent calling Todd a crook, the kid might borrow that ammo. Therefore, identifying the kid might help us identify adults involved. Besides, we really needed to deal with the school bullying, regardless of its cause. Todd’s kids shouldn’t have to go through that, and if they were being bullied, other children might also be targets of harassment. That kind of thing could cause anxiety and depression and even lead to suicide. Todd’s kids at least had him and each other for support. Other children might be more vulnerable.

Marty interrupted my thoughts. “Simon and I are working on the photographs. We haven’t found any signs that they were faked. No places where the pixels were painted over or anything like that.” Marty might be around eighty, but she’d been working with and on computers her whole life. I didn’t doubt that she’d kept up with the technology.

“That only means they didn’t doctor the photos,” Simon explained. “It doesn’t mean your friend is the person in the photos.”

I nodded. “I figured they were faked in real life, so to speak. The fact you can never get a clear look at the one man’s face suggests it’s not Todd and they were hoping I’d just take their word for his identity. So is that a dead end?”

“I’ll see if I can get a positive ID for the men in the photo.” Simon grimaced. “It’s going to be hard. The photo quality isn’t great, they’re wearing hats, and one of them never faces the camera. But we might be able to identify the other one, the guy who hands over the duffel bag.”

“It’s a long shot,” Mackenzie added. “It’s not like we have access to federal databases.” She leaned forward and whispered, “At least not legally.” She gave me a wink.

I wasn’t sure if she was joking or hinting that I could call on her hacker skills. I decided to let it slide for now.

Simon grinned at his girlfriend. “Right.” Simon had fair skin, large freckles, and reddish-brown hair a quarter inch long. When he smiled, it lit up the room.

“We can use Google image search, but we haven’t found a match yet,” he added. “I’m assuming you want to keep this quiet, so no posting on social media asking if anyone recognizes the men.”

“Let’s hold off on that for now,” I said. “I don’t want to tip our hand. We might identify some suspects through other means, like the emails. Then we can see if the photos match any of them. Come to think of it, I told Todd about the photos, but I didn’t show them to him. If we’re lucky, he might recognize the guys.”

“That would certainly be easier.” Marty adjusted her broad-brimmed hat to better shade her smooth brown skin. No wonder she looked decades younger than her age, if she took that care even in winter.

“What else can we do?” Dad asked. “Do you have any jobs for those of us who aren’t brilliant with computers?”

Clarence edged forward. He sat in a lawn chair with his knees close together and his hands resting on them, wrapped around a cup of coffee. He’d been listening intently but keeping quiet—no doubt because he hadn’t been invited to this meeting and didn’t want to attract attention. But at Dad’s question, he nodded eagerly.

Living with my father and getting to know his friends had taught me that older people often got dismissed or ignored. Retirement sounded great when you were working, but some people didn’t do well with all the extra time, especially once their aging bodies made it hard to do some activities they’d previously enjoyed. My recent investigations had given new life to the Coffee Shop Irregulars. That meant I sometimes scrambled for jobs to give them. On the bright side, I didn’t feel the least bit guilty asking for their unpaid help.

“Let’s see.” I tapped a finger to my lips. “What job can I give to old guys who aren’t great with computers?”

“I’m not that bad,” Clarence said. “I use the tax programs all the time.”

“All the time?” Joe asked. “You mean for the dozen friends who still ask you to help with their taxes. You retired years ago.”

“Hey, it’s still a lot! And I have a smartphone now, you know.”

“That’s the phone you have trouble unlocking?” Joe asked.

Clarence straightened and lifted his chin. “It’s not my fault. It uses fingerprint recognition and I have very smooth fingers.”

I met Dad’s gaze and we shared a smile. But if I waited for the chatter to die down, I might never speak again.

“Oh, right, I almost forgot,” I said. Everyone went quiet. “I got another message from my so-called source. They say Todd will be taking a bribe the day after tomorrow, during a soccer game.”

Jen frowned. “Does Todd know about this?”

“The soccer game, yes. Finn is playing. The bribe, no. My guess is they’re going to make it look like he takes a payoff when I’ll be there to see it.”

Jen clapped her hands. “And while they’re trying to set up Todd, we’ll be setting up them.”

“Exactly. I assume they know what I look like, so I’ll be there pretending to spy on Todd. I’ll need other people planted around the area to watch for our villains.”

“And grab ’em!” Clarence squeezed his hand into a fist.

“I was thinking maybe follow them,” I said. “Get some pictures, license plate numbers, that kind of thing. See if the person passing the bribe meets with someone else afterward.” I gave Clarence a stern look. “We do not need to accost anyone at this time.”

He nodded. “Got it. No accosting.”

“Also no pursuing, nabbing, busting, or collaring of the criminals.” I ran out of synonyms. “Observing only.” I might be cheap enough to take free help, but that didn’t mean I wanted my dad or his friends injured in a scuffle.

Clarence grinned. “You’re the boss.”

Lucky me.


Chapter Five


If I had believed the email source, I’d want to talk to people in the city offices to see if I could get anyone on record with accusations about Todd. Fortunately, that matched what I wanted to do in order to try to disprove the accusations. I called the city’s press contact and asked for access to people in local government. Without much difficulty, I got an invitation to come by and interview anyone available. By going through official channels, I hoped it wouldn’t look like I was working for or with Todd.

I knew the city building was a fairly small, one-story structure, but I wasn’t sure what to expect inside. I did a little research on how city government works, but the quick answer was “It depends.” They could vary greatly depending on the size of the community, state laws, how things had developed over time, etc. The mayor could be elected, as Todd was, or appointed by the city council from among its members, and could be weak or strong—which had to do with rights and responsibilities, not personality.

I probably wouldn’t find city councilmembers in the city offices, as they were elected officials who typically also had other jobs. Our council included a restaurant owner, a real estate agent, and two insurance agents. I’d have to schedule interviews with them at their convenience. Still, I could talk to city employees.

My research had left me even more confused about how the whole system worked. Fine. We’d wing it. I was investigating harassment, not writing a dissertation on city council methodology.

Jen wanted to come along. That made me a little nervous, given that she seemed to be hitting a midlife crisis and trying to drag me down with her, but at least keeping her busy meant she wouldn’t be signing us up for bungee jumping or skateboard lessons or something.

She’d pose as my photographer, so she dug out an old digital camera and a tripod. “It’s sad. I paid four hundred dollars for this thing as a present for Gary. I don’t think we’ve used it in five years. My phone takes higher-quality pictures now.”

“That looks more impressive though,” I said.

Jen gave a beauty pageant smile. “Just call me a photojournalist.”

“Does the camera still work?” I asked. “Is it charged, does it have a storage card, all that stuff?”

“Yeah, I charged it. Otherwise I couldn’t even get the lens open, which would make me look like a lousy photographer. Do you want me to actually take pictures?”

“Use your judgment. I doubt we’ll have any use for pictures, but maybe you can take some portraits of our interview subjects while I nose around.”

“Keep them distracted.”

“Right. If they ask for copies of the pictures, it would be good if we actually have some.”

At the city building, a young woman sat behind a counter, staring at a computer. Her hands were nowhere near the keyboard, so she might’ve been watching funny cat videos or dozing with her eyes open.

I greeted her and introduced myself. “We’re here to interview people.”

She blinked at me a few times. “I don’t know anything about that.”

“We cleared it with the press liaison.”

“Oh. Okay. Go ahead, I guess.”

Apparently they didn’t worry much about security. Or competency. “What do you do here?” I asked.

“I help people when they come in to pay their city utility bill.”

“That’s it?” It didn’t seem like a full-time job.

She shrugged. “There’s other stuff. I answer questions.” She looked around as if for clues to her job. “Give people forms. Update the database.”

“How long have you worked here?”

“Three weeks. My aunt is out on maternity leave.”

“Your aunt?”

“She works here. I’m filling in.”

That could indicate some nepotism in the hiring process, or simply that the city took advantage of a quick and easy way to replace the woman on maternity leave without having to interview a bunch of people or go through a temp agency. In any case, it didn’t sound like we’d get anything useful by talking to this receptionist.

“Can you point me to Florida Hurtado?” I asked.

She took me literally, or else she simply couldn’t be bothered to open her mouth again. She pointed to her left, so Jen and I headed that way.

I knocked on the open door. A woman looked up from behind a desk. She was in her sixties, with a cheerful, round face and a gray streak sweeping through her dark hair. She took off a headset and smiled. “May I help you?”

“Ms. Hurtado? I’m Kate Tessler.”

“Oh, yes, nice to meet you in person.” We’d spoken on the phone a time or two, before I got Todd’s private cell phone number. She’d always seemed helpful and I knew Todd liked and trusted her.

“I’m doing some interviews for a story on the city’s government. This is Jen Young, my photographer.” Even if nepotism was acceptable in city government, I saw no reason to announce Jen as my sister.

“Mr. Paradise is in a meeting. Would you like to wait?” She gestured toward some chairs.

I took the chair closest to her. “Actually, I’d like to talk to you.”

She looked pleased. “Me? I’m nobody important.”

“I doubt that. The administrative assistant usually knows everything.” I winked.

Jen wandered the room, looking at the pictures on the wall and books on the shelves, while I chatted with Ms. Hurtado. It was hard to imagine this woman pulling strings behind the scenes or working against her boss’s interests, but you couldn’t always trust instincts. In about fifteen minutes, I’d collected a series of facts: she’d been working in the city office for twenty-seven years, and she talked about Todd as “such a nice young man.”

“The younger generations keep getting better and better,” she said.

“Really? That’s not a comment you usually get from the older generations.”

“Well.” She turned a hand up. “People like to complain. But believe me, things were a lot worse when I started here. I can’t tell you how many times my bottom got patted. We didn’t even protest. What good would it do?”

Jen wandered toward the open door behind Ms. Hurtado. That was Todd’s office. As his friend, I didn’t think we needed to investigate him. As a journalist, I didn’t like to leave any path unexplored. I leaned forward and tapped Ms. Hurtado’s desk to draw her attention toward me.

“I hope you wouldn’t let Todd—Mayor Paradise—get away with anything like that,” I said.

Jen slipped into Todd’s office.

Ms. Hurtado chuckled. “It’s been a while since anyone but my husband has patted my bottom, though I admit it does have a lot more padding than it used to. Padding, patting, that’s funny. My husband likes the extra padding.”

I chuckled along with her. “I hope all the women here would feel comfortable complaining if someone got too free with their hands.”

“Oh, yes. We don’t let them get away with that kind of thing anymore. Some of the older gentlemen need a reminder once in a while. Not that they go around patting bottoms! But Mr. Thomasson, he’s the oldest member of the council, he likes to pat shoulders, touch arms, that kind of thing. Maybe even an arm around the shoulders. Glad-handing, they used to call it. Fine with the other men, but some of the women don’t like it. Ms. Shaban spoke very sternly to him. She’s Muslim. Doesn’t like to be touched. I don’t know if that’s a Muslim thing or a personal thing.”

I made a few notes. I had a printed list of the city council, but I didn’t know much about the members as individuals. Then I turned the discussion back to Ms. Hurtado’s work. She seemed to have forgotten that someone else had entered with me. I heard an occasional faint noise from Todd’s office, perhaps Jen pulling a book from a shelf or shuffling papers.

Meanwhile, I learned more than I really wanted to know about city government. A lot of the paperwork passed through Ms. Hurtado’s hands, though most forms were available at the front desk. This building held offices for the city treasurer and the people in charge of human resources and payroll. Some city employees worked elsewhere, such as the police chief, building inspector, and head of the recreation department.

Would the treasurer be in a position to make it look like Todd was taking bribes? I couldn’t ask that directly, but maybe I could work around it. “The treasurer must have a lot of power, handling the money.”

“Not so much. Really she’s an accountant. She’s responsible for cash management, liquidity risk, and overseeing the pension investment.”

I had no idea what any of that meant. Fortunately, I didn’t really care. “I hope she’s good at her job, if your pay depends on it.”

“She’s . . .” Ms. Hurtado shot a glance toward the still-open door to the foyer and trailed off. She must have decided her opinions went a step too far in terms of gossip. “The city clerk reviews all of her reports and all the financial statements. Then of course they go to Mr. Paradise. We also have an audit every year. Any mistakes would be caught early.”

That meant any misconduct would also likely be caught early, unless it was very skillfully done, or if the treasurer and city clerk worked together. An audit still might catch discrepancies, but they could do a lot of damage in between.

“Tell me about the city clerk.” I kept my gaze on Ms. Hurtado and not on Jen in the office behind her as my sister slid into Todd’s chair behind his desk.

The city clerk, a man named Bobby Newton, recorded minutes at the city council meetings, prepared reports and financial records, and made sure everything was filed properly.

“He’s a real stickler,” Ms. Hurtado said. “One report went missing—although I remember putting it in the files—and he insisted on taking over the filing. It’s true that he’s responsible for making sure everything is properly stored. But he controls the electronic files anyway, so it’s not like anything could completely disappear.” She gave a little sniff. “Everyone else has trusted me with the paper copies.”

“Some people aren’t comfortable sharing responsibility,” I said.

“I suppose that’s it.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “It’s a hired position, not elected, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he runs for office someday.”

“Like mayor?” I asked.

“Oh, no.” She held up a finger, rose, and headed toward the door to the foyer.

I exchanged glances with Jen in Todd’s office. Her eyes widened and she dropped down behind Todd’s desk.

Ms. Hurtado closed the outer door and turned. I held my breath as she returned to her desk and sat. She must have forgotten all about Jen, or else assumed the photographer had wandered out.

Ms. Hurtado leaned toward me and kept her voice low. “He doesn’t have the charisma for a position like mayor. Councilmember, maybe. Sometimes you get a fierce race for a council position, but once in a while someone runs unopposed. If they seem competent enough, no one else gets motivated to run against them.” She shook her head sadly. “Most people don’t really know, or care, what the city council does. Bobby has the credentials for a position like that.”

My heart rate returned to normal. The top of Jen’s head slowly appeared behind Todd’s desk. She pushed Todd’s chair back, wincing as it squeaked.

I tried to think of something to say to keep Ms. Hurtado distracted. What had we been talking about? Right, the city clerk. “So he might want to get into politics. Um, wouldn’t he have to give up his paid job working for the city if he got elected to a city position?”

“Yes, but city councilmembers get paid too, and they’re not expected to work full-time. He could probably find work elsewhere, especially with influence on local politics. Besides, for some men it’s as much about the power as the money.”

“For some women too, I’d think,” I said.

“Well, yes. But they’re more likely to have a cause they’re trying to promote, at least in my experience. Education, healthcare, something like that. Ms. Shaban ran after some Arab-owned businesses were vandalized. She didn’t think the police were taking the crimes seriously. She’s big on equity and inclusion.”

“What is that exactly?”

Ms. Hurtado pursed her lips and frowned for a moment. “Making sure everyone is treated fairly, I think? You should ask her. She has a lot to say on the subject.”

I was in favor of fairness, but would this woman want to overthrow a white man in power—especially if she blamed him for the poor response to the vandalism?

“It sounds like she has a chip on her shoulder,” I said.

“Oh, no. Well, she is certainly passionate about her causes. She doesn’t suffer fools, as they say.” Ms. Hurtado gave a little chuckle. “She gets into it with the men sometimes, especially the older ones who can’t be bothered to change with the times. But she’s a good girl.”

“She sounds like a great interview subject.”

“Oh, absolutely. She should be in soon, if you’re still here. Naliyah Shaban is her name.”

“I’d love to talk to her if she has a few minutes.”

I was running out of questions. Jen had removed herself from behind Todd’s desk, but now I couldn’t see her.

“Well, I’m sure you have a lot of other work to do,” I said, trying to signal Jen that I’d finished.

“Oh, always. But it’s a pleasure to talk to you. I know the mayor is fond of you.”

My sister peeked out from around the doorjamb. She widened her eyes with some sort of message—probably asking for help. I had to keep myself from returning the expression.

I fumbled with my cane and shifted slowly forward, trying to buy time to think. “I guess I have everything I need.” I had everything I needed except a way to get Jen out of the office without Ms. Hurtado noticing that Jen had been out of sight for most of the interview.

“Could you perhaps introduce me to Bobby, um, the clerk?” I asked.

“Just walk into his office and introduce yourself. An email went out this morning saying you would be around to ask some questions.”

I stood and shuffled toward the outer door. “Which way is it? If you point me in the right direction . . .”

“Turn right and it’s the first door on the left. You can’t miss it.”

Shoot. Was Jen going to be stuck in Todd’s office until Ms. Hurtado left for the day? But Todd would likely come back before then. What would he say if he found my sister in hiding? What would Ms. Hurtado say if she went in Todd’s office to drop off some paperwork and found the “photographer” still there?

Surely Ms. Hurtado would have to use the restroom at some point. Then Jen would only have to slip out without the receptionist noticing. That should be easy enough, as the young woman didn’t act like the type to put up a fuss about anything that didn’t directly affect her.

Still, Jen was making faces at me, as Ms. Hurtado watched me with a slight smile, trying to be polite but clearly ready to get back to her actual job.

“Oh, wait.” I patted my shoulder bag. “I think I dropped my pen. Would you mind seeing if it rolled under your desk?” I gave an apologetic wince and shrug, holding up my cane to explain why I was asking an older woman to crouch down to look on the floor.

Ms. Hurtado pushed her chair back and leaned forward. Jen scurried out of Todd’s office and crept past her.

“I don’t see it.” Ms. Hurtado sat up.

Jen whipped around and stood beside me, smiling. Ms. Hurtado jumped a little, but at least she might assume Jen had stepped back through the outer door.

I gave a big smile. “Well, thank you so much for your time, Ms. Hurtado.”

“Please, call me Florida.” She beamed. “We’re all friends here.”

“Yes. Thank you.” I turned to leave. Whoops. The outer door was still closed. Well, maybe Ms. Hurtado—Florida—would assume Jen had come through it and then closed it. We left without looking back. I turned right but ignored the door to the city clerk’s office and kept going until I found the women’s restroom.

Once inside, Jen and I collapsed in giggles.

“I can’t believe you did that!” I said.

“I can’t believe I did it either.”

I held up a finger and bent to look for feet under the stall doors. “Okay, we’re safe.”

“Oh my gosh, I so need to pee.” Jen darted into a stall. “Detective work gives me a nervous bladder, I guess.”

“Did you learn anything?”

“Not really. There’s a stack of paperwork on his desk. A lot of it seemed to be waiting for his signature. I wonder if he actually reads everything he signs.” She flushed and came out of the stall. “One of Todd’s desk drawers is locked. He’s pretty tidy, or someone is. He has a picture of his kids on his desk, but not his ex-wife.” She washed her hands.

“We’re not really investigating him anyway.”

“You’re not,” Jen said. “I need to make sure he’s good enough for my sister. I also looked for bugs—listening devices, not, like, cockroaches. I didn’t find anything suspicious.”

“Would you recognize a bug?”

“Well . . . I looked for little objects that didn’t seem like they belonged, under the edge of the desk and so forth. Did you learn anything?”

“Hard to say. I think Florida Hurtado is exactly what she appears to be, a competent and loyal administrative assistant. She would make such a good secret supervillain though.”

We paused to imagine the plump, sixtysomething Hispanic administrative assistant as the brains behind an evil society. I’d watch that movie.

“I have some notes on other personalities,” I said. “I’m not sure yet what is significant, if anything.”

“Now what?”

“We talk to the city clerk and anyone else available.” I nudged her as we headed for the door. “Try not to get in trouble.”

“No promises.”


Chapter Six


I turned toward the door. As I reached for the handle, the door swung open. I jerked back to avoid getting hit in the face, bounced off Jen, and lurched forward again, almost into the arms of the woman trying to enter the restroom. She gasped and exclaimed something I didn’t catch that might have been a swear.

I sorted out my feet and cane and studied the woman. She held the door open with one hand and pressed the other to her chest. She wore a long-sleeved tunic dress and a hood snug over her head, hiding her hair and framing her face. Given the hijab, it wasn’t hard to guess that this was the Muslim councilmember, Naliyah Shaban.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, even though she’d been the one to almost smack me in the face by pushing the door open so hard. “Hi. I’m Kate Tessler, a journalist, and this is Jen, my photographer. You may have gotten an email about us today?”

“Yes. I know about you.” Her expression seemed more suitable to facing down a tiger than entering a women’s restroom.

“Great. Do you have a few minutes to talk? Not right this second, obviously. We can wait until you’re . . .” Finished on the toilet seemed unnecessarily specific. “Available.”

She stood straight, hands clenched at her sides, nostrils flaring as she drew in a breath. “Is that a threat?”

“Um . . . no . . .” I had no idea how she’d gotten a threat out of that.

She leaned closer to me. “I have nothing to say to you. Nothing! You think I haven’t dealt with bullies before? My whole life! I got this far. You won’t stop me now.” Her trembling chin and harsh breathing belied her fierce words.

I gaped at her, too startled to formulate a response.

She pushed past me, stomped into a toilet stall, and slammed the door shut hard enough to rattle the row of stalls.

Jen and I looked at each other, shrugged, and left the restroom.

In the hallway, Jen said, “That was weird. Right? I know some people don’t like to talk to reporters, but . . .”

“No, that was definitely weird. I feel like we came in on the middle of a conversation.” I frowned over her words. “Maybe she’s been harassed by other reporters and took it out on me.”

“Yeah, that could be it. I don’t know if you’ve figured it out yet, but Arizona can be fairly right wing. A lot of people don’t like immigrants, or anyone who looks like they might be an immigrant.”

“No kidding?” I gaped in mock astonishment. “Yeah, I had noticed.” Newspapers regularly featured articles and op-ed pieces about anti-immigrant laws, racial profiling by the police, and harassment from ordinary citizens. A lot of the vitriol was turned south, toward Mexico, but everyone with brown skin got caught up in it. A Muslim woman wearing hijab would be a prime target.

“Well, you haven’t been here much in the last thirty years.”

When I first returned from working overseas, Jen made comments like that as a resentful complaint. This time she’d spoken in a neutral tone, and I had to admit she had a point. I’d taken an interest in the big stories out of Arizona wherever I was, since my family still lived there, but Jen wouldn’t know that. And of course a lot of stories wouldn’t make it beyond local news. Still, wherever you went, it was safe to assume racist jerks were racist jerks.

“So maybe she got the email saying a reporter was coming by,” Jen said. “Spent the last hour remembering other interviews. Worked herself up assuming it would be just as bad this time.”

We both glanced at the closed restroom door.

“Let’s move before she comes out and we have to go through all that again,” Jen said.

“Yeah. I do want to talk to her, but not when she’s already upset. Maybe I’ll ask Ms. Hurtado to smooth the way for me.”

We headed down the hall to the city clerk’s office. I definitely wanted to know more about the man who might have political aspirations. He handled a lot of the office’s paperwork. That might not seem like a position of power, but it meant he could delay or withhold payment requests, take bribes to process permits quickly, and who knew what else.

The office door was open. I stepped inside and shifted sideways so Jen could join me. A small man with a fringe of dark hair around a bald pate sat behind a desk facing us. Another man sat in one of the guest chairs on the other side of the desk. His chair was turned sideways so he could see the man behind the desk and also us as we came in.

He stood and held out a hand. “Hello. Osgood Livingston.” He was over six feet tall, probably in his late fifties, with silver hair and unnaturally white teeth.

“Kate Tessler.” I shook his hand.

I was going to introduce Jen, but he kept a hold of my hand, clasping it in between both of his.

“Yes, our very own world-class journalist. I’m quite familiar with your fantastic work. Welcome back to Arizona.”

Uh-oh. Anyone who piled on the compliments like that must want a big favor.

I withdrew my hand. “Thank you.”

“You must be here to talk to Bobby. I’ll leave you to it. But I’d like to invite you to a little party I’m having tonight.”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that. Who was he, and what did he want from me? “Thank you, but my schedule is pretty full.”

He chuckled. “Forgive me. I was so excited to meet a journalist of your caliber that I haven’t been clear. Tonight’s party is a fundraiser for my mayoral campaign. Most people are paying to attend, but of course you’ll be there as my guest. I’d like a chance to talk to you about my plans for the community.”

He pulled an engraved invitation out of his pocket and handed it to me. It listed the event, time, and address in silver text on a white background. Apparently they didn’t want anyone with vision trouble to find it.

“We don’t have to talk business tonight,” he said. “Come to the party, enjoy the food and drink. Then we can set up a time for a more formal chat at your convenience.”

In other words, let me bribe you with free food and booze in the hopes that you’ll give me positive press later. I could hardly blame a politician for wanting to schmooze with a journalist. It wasn’t his fault I felt less comfortable with big smiles and warm handshakes than with armed guards surrounding my interview subject. Regardless, an opposing candidate for mayor had a good reason to want Todd discredited.

I returned his toothy smile with one of my own. “In that case, I’d be delighted. My assistant and I will be there.”

“Wonderful.” He shook my hand again, and Jen’s, nodded to Bobby Newton, and strode out.

I turned to the man still seated behind his desk. “Mr. Newton? We actually came to speak with you.”

“I had assumed so, since this is my office.” The statement was snarky but delivered in a surprisingly neutral tone. Not that I could blame him for being a bit snippy, after Osgood Livingston had co-opted this meeting for his own purposes.

Florida Hurtado was right though. Bobby Newton didn’t have the charm to be a top-level politician. Or the hair. People shouldn’t judge men on their hair, yet too many did.

I took the chair Osgood Livingston had been in. Its position was awkward, forcing me to turn my head sharply to see Newton. I shifted it to face the desk more.

“To start, can you tell me more about what you do? I’m finding city politics a bit confusing.” Most people were happy to talk about their work. Many men were happy to feel superior to an ignorant woman. A little self-deprecation went a long way toward getting someone to brag about their knowledge. And besides, in this case, I didn’t know what I wanted to know. This was simply a fishing expedition.

His mouth twisted for a split second. I read that expression as displeasure, but it disappeared so fast I couldn’t be certain. He started talking about records, reports, and a lot of other dull stuff.

He kept his hands out of sight behind the desk. For some reason that made me nervous. It wasn’t like I expected him to pull out a weapon, but I guess years of dealing with warlords kept me on edge. Meanwhile, Jen stifled a yawn and started looking at the certificates and photos on the wall.

When Newton wound down, I said, “That sounds like a lot of responsibility. Does anyone double-check these reports for you? I’d feel safer if someone else backed up my work.”

He stared at me for a few seconds. “It depends on the document. Minutes from the council meetings go to everyone on the council. If they disagree with something, they could ask for a revision. No one has complained.”

Did anyone bother to read the minutes from their meetings? I wouldn’t want this guy’s job. It was important, in its way, but how satisfying could it be to produce a lot of paperwork that mostly got ignored?

“The public has access to official documents as well,” Newton said.

“Do you often get people wanting access?” I asked.

“Sometimes.”

My fishing expedition wasn’t catching anything worth keeping. I needed to push things a bit further. I glanced over my shoulder at my sister. “Jen? Would you mind closing the door?”

She closed the office door and leaned back against it with her arms crossed. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to look casual or vaguely threatening.

I turned back to Newton. “I have a source making accusations against Mayor Paradise. I want to know if there’s a story to pursue.”

“What kind of accusations?”

“I’m sure you’ll understand that I don’t want to share those yet. At this point, it’s unsubstantiated gossip. But you are in a position to know whether anything suspicious is happening. With all your responsibility and hard work, I can’t imagine anything would get past you.”

You might think people would recognize that kind of excessive flattery as the sucking up it was. In general, you’d be wrong.

Newton’s hand came up and rubbed across his mouth before disappearing behind the desk again. “I do have some concerns. Off the record?”

I gave an encouraging smile. “Anything you say stops here.”

“Very well. As I said, nearly all city paperwork passes through my office at some point. Mayor Paradise has signed off on some work orders and approval of overtime payments that caught my attention. I’m not convinced that these employees worked the overtime or completed the jobs.”

My limbs tingled. I was glad I was sitting down. I had a slight twist in my stomach that told me I was not, after all, one hundred percent convinced that Todd was innocent of all wrongdoing. I wanted to believe, but as a journalist, I wanted proof more.

This wasn’t proof of anything. It might be evidence, but evidence of what? That the accusations against Todd were true, or that the plot against him went deeper than we’d realized?

“Have you tried to confirm whether the work was done?” I asked.

He stared at me as he spoke. “I have asked the people concerned, but of course they claimed they did the work. It’s outside of my duties to check whether people are on the job after hours or whether repairs to park facilities have been done.”

“You’re suggesting fraud.”

“I didn’t say that.” He kept his gaze steady on my face. It struck me as suspicious, the way he didn’t look away and barely blinked. But was I looking for reasons to distrust him? Would I blame him equally if he fidgeted or avoided my gaze?

“If you suspect wrongdoing, isn’t it your responsibility to take action?” I asked. Not that I wanted him to make public accusations. But I wanted to know why he hadn’t yet.

After a moment, he nodded. “I am preparing a report for the city council. After that, it will be up to the law to track down the truth.”

After that, Todd’s career would be ruined, whatever the law found. Even if he was exonerated, many people would associate his name with fraud and continue to be suspicious. How much time did we have to find out what was really happening?

“When do you expect to hand over that report?” I asked.

His gaze shifted to a green folder on the desk. Judging by the folder’s thickness and the edges of paper showing, it held twenty or more pages.

“It’s nearly ready.”

I was gripping the arms of my chair so hard my hands ached. I loosened my grip. “Would you consider waiting until Monday? I might be able to track down information that would help clarify the situation.”

His mouth worked in that odd way again. “I will consider it. I have to . . . think about it.”

I forced myself to look at him and not the green folder on his desk. “Do you have any material that might help my investigation?”

He withdrew both hands from behind his desk and placed them on the folder. “It would not . . . I’m not sure . . .” His gaze shifted. Was he looking at the phone on the desk? “Let me think about it.”

It probably wasn’t ethical for him to show me any of the records, unless they were public and I went through the standard channels to request them. However, he hadn’t actually refused. Some people wanted to think about every angle and possible repercussion before acting. Maybe he was one of them.

Or maybe he wanted to consult with someone else before deciding. The person or group who was actually behind the plot against Todd?

I felt like I should be asking more questions, digging deeper, but my mind whirled and the room felt claustrophobic. I wanted out of there.

I grabbed my cane and pushed to my feet. “Thank you for seeing me. I’ll be in touch again.” I took one of the cards from a little holder on his desk, even though I could get his office number from the city website. “Do you have a number where I could reach you after hours? Only if it’s urgent, of course.”

Again, the long hesitation before he held out his hand. I put the card into it, and he wrote a number on the back. He returned it to me holding only the edge. I realized then that he’d never offered to shake hands. We hadn’t made skin-to-skin contact at any point. Maybe he didn’t like touching people. When you heard the statistics about how many people didn’t wash their hands after going to the bathroom, it was enough to make one swear off all handshaking. But if he hoped to rise in politics, he might have to get used to it.

Jen opened the door for me and closed it behind us. “Damn,” she said softly. “Did that help us or hurt us?”

“I have no idea. I guess it moves things forward, which helps.” I shivered. “I feel like we’re running out of time.”

“At least you got us into that fancy party tonight. I assume you think that might be related to the case.”

“I hope so. I don’t really want to be seen at a fundraiser for Todd’s opponent. At least we’re not expected to pay for it. If anyone asks, I can claim I’m neutral and only there as a reporter.”

We started down the hallway.

“I noticed something else odd,” I whispered.

“What’s that?”

“Bobby Newton’s office door was open, but when we came down the hall, I didn’t hear any conversation.”

Jen paused. “That’s true. So why were he and Osgood Livingston sitting in silence?”

“It’s only a guess, but I wonder if Mr. Livingston heard I was here somehow—maybe through Bobby—and stuck around so he could meet me and issue that invitation.”

“Because you are the great and majestic journalist.” Jen bowed with a fancy flourish of her hand.

“Yep, that’s me. Definitely great and majestic.”

I didn’t feel that way at the moment, but it was worth remembering that I had thirty years’ experience as a journalist. I could uncover the truth here.

I hoped I’d like what I found. But if the worst was true, and Todd was using his office for personal gain or outright criminal activity, at least I’d know. The truth will set you free. In this case, free of a possible romance before it got too serious.

We paused in the building foyer. “Now what?” Jen asked. “I’m hungry.”

“Yeah. Let’s get out of here.” I dropped my voice so the receptionist wouldn’t overhear, not that she looked any more interested in us now than she had earlier. “I want to think about everything before we go further.”

Voices came down the hall. Todd and a couple of other men appeared. Todd’s eyes lit up when he saw me. “Kay—Ms. Tessler.” He remembered in time that we were supposed to be no more than professional acquaintances. “Nice to see you, and Ms. Young.”

“You too. We’re heading out.”

He glanced at his watch. “I’ll walk out with you. If I’m going to eat lunch, I’d better do it now.”

He stuck his head in his office and exchanged a few words with Florida Hurtado. The other men left the building, still talking to each other. One of them was tall and thin, with thinning gray hair. I didn’t get a good look at the other.

“All right. I’m ready.” Todd pushed the front door open and stepped through to hold it open for us. Jen went through first. My leg was aching—or maybe my mental activity was expressing itself in my body—and it took all my concentration to walk almost smoothly.

I got through and Todd let the door swing closed behind us. He leaned toward me. “Anything useful?” he whispered.

“Yes. Too much to discuss now and keep our cover.”

“Right. Okay.” He blew out a breath. “You do what you need to do and let me know when I need to do something. I trust you.”

I didn’t want him to see any doubt in my expression. I looked away. My gaze landed on some nearby bushes, which trembled.

A man in a screaming ghost mask jumped out of the bushes with a weapon in his hand.


Chapter Seven


I stepped forward, reaching for Todd. Don’t ask what I thought I could do in the two seconds before the guy reached us. I was moving on instinct.

Todd saw something in my expression that caused him to turn to look in the same direction. He tried to step in front of me. Which I appreciated. It was good to know that under attack, he would try to protect me rather than, say, use me as a shield. But since I was simultaneously trying to step in front of him (I’m heroic that way), we collided. That was the second time in an hour I’d crashed into someone. I preferred the collision with Jen. She was softer.

Todd tripped over my foot, or maybe my cane, and went down. That left me facing the guy with the bulky black gun.

I ducked. At the same moment, I heard a buzz and a pop.

I’d had plenty of self-defense training, and nowhere did it include “duck when someone points a gun at you.” Run, maybe. Apparently it’s actually quite hard to hit a moving target. Of course, running wasn’t in my repertoire anymore, and ducking was instinct.

Meanwhile, Jen darted back toward us. Let me note that it is also not recommended that you run toward someone with a gun. She swung the camera tripod she’d been carrying during our interviews, which up until now had been a useless prop. It hit the guy’s outstretched arm.

He grunted and dropped the gun.

For second, everything froze. We all stared at each other.

Todd rolled over and stood. I envied the smooth movement, as I was stuck in a half crouch and my bad leg wasn’t obeying commands.

Jen lunged between the attacker and the gun on the ground. She faced him and held her arms out like she was defending a goal.

The guy turned and fled. He had six inches and fifty pounds on my sister, but I couldn’t blame him. I’ve seen the look she can give someone when she’s annoyed.

We watched as the failed attacker disappeared around the side of the building.

I was still stuck in a squat, my damaged thigh muscle quivering. A few more seconds, and I’d be on the ground. I should have fallen when Todd did and blamed it on the collision. At this point, it would only be embarrassing.

Todd grabbed my arm and pulled me up. “You okay?”

I nodded. Adrenaline pumped through my body. My limbs and head all felt a little too big, as if they were starting to float away from my torso. If I was in pain, I might not notice it for a while. But I hadn’t been shot, so that was good.

“Should I . . . ?” Jen trailed off, still staring in the direction the guy had run.

“You should stay right here,” I said.

“Okay.” She nodded a few times. “Good.”

The three of us circled the gun and looked down at it. Now that my mind had time to process what I was seeing, it clearly wasn’t a regular handgun. It had a hand grip, but the barrel was much larger than a regular gun. Two thin wires came out from it, making squiggly lines on the grass as they led to small metal probes.

“A Taser?” Todd said.

“Congratulations.” I patted his shoulder, more for my comfort than his. “Apparently you were the next intended victim of the Taser Thug.”

I was pretty sure a Taser only fired once, and then you had to reset it or something. When Todd fell and I ducked, the probes must have shot over our heads. So ducking had actually worked! That would show the self-defense instructors.

Jen held up the tripod. “Good thing I brought this. Came in handy after all.”

“Are we . . . is anybody else . . .” Todd ran a trembling hand through his hair.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re all trying to pretend we weren’t terrified.”

“I’m trying to keep from throwing up,” Jen said. “I may have already peed a little.”

“You did good.” I let my cane fall to the ground and held an arm out to her. Todd still had a hand on my back. Jen stepped in, and we had a three-way hug. For a minute, we simply held each other and breathed.

Finally Todd said, “We should probably call the police.”

I groaned. I didn’t mean to; it just came out. It wasn’t that I had something against the police. I even counted one officer as a friend, or at least a friendly acquaintance. Only I’d seen enough of the police in the last six months. Another call, and they were going to start asking why I always wound up in the middle of trouble.

Good question, actually. Maybe something to discuss with a therapist.

I scanned the area. A few people walked down the street or on a path that went behind the city offices, and some cars drove by, but no one seemed to be watching us. If anyone had seen the attack, they’d decided to skedaddle rather than stick around as a witness. Good thing, as that hug didn’t really fit with the idea that I was investigating Todd.

Jen eyed the Taser. “I suppose they’ll confiscate that.”

“Oh my God!” I gave her a playful shove. “We almost got tased, and now you want that thing for your own collection.”

She gave a little shrug and half smile and didn’t deny it.

“They’ll want to check for fingerprints, right?” Todd asked.

“He was wearing gloves,” Jen said.

I thought back, picturing the scene. Pretty sure she was right. Had he touched the Taser before putting on his gloves? Possible. He could have handled the Taser while getting ready for this attack, then put on his mask and gloves. Depended on how stupid he was. In my experience, one should not underestimate the stupidity of criminals. Genius villains mostly existed in movies and on TV.

“Still, this guy has made several reported attacks in the last month,” Todd said. “Maybe the police will be able to develop a pattern with this one.”

I nodded. “It will also push the story to front page news, with the mayor as an intended victim. Not to mention the brave defense put on by my sister.”

Jen winced. “Gary won’t like that.” No, her husband probably wouldn’t be excited about her facing down an assault.

Todd also winced. “That’s not how I want my name in the papers.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I hate to say it, but your enemies could use it against you.”

“How?” Jen asked. “Todd didn’t do anything wrong. For that matter, we don’t know for sure he was the intended victim. It could’ve been you.”

“Gee, thanks. No, I think an attack outside the city offices with the mayor involved is going to make it look like the mayor was attacked. The thing is, someone might suggest Todd set up the attack himself, to gain sympathy. After all, he wasn’t actually tased.”

“That’s stupid,” Jen said.

“People believe all kinds of stupid things,” I said. “Under normal circumstances, a critic might or might not posit that idea, and it probably wouldn’t gain traction. In this case, we already know Todd has political enemies. They could make sure a rumor stuck around and got repeated. Maybe they’re the ones who set this up.”

I frowned over that. “Doesn’t really make sense though. They’re trying to get him out of office. Would they hire someone to attack Todd and miss, just to start that rumor? If he was supposed to get tased, would they think an attack like this would scare him off?”

“I hope I don’t scare that easily,” Todd said.

“Spoken like a man who didn’t actually get tased,” I said. “But it still doesn’t seem likely. Why bother trying to scare you off like that when they already have this other campaign against you? A Taser attack seems too chancy. You could come out of it looking like a sympathetic victim, or even a hero.”

“So you mean I have two separate enemies?” Todd ran his hand through his hair again. Good thing he didn’t use gel, or he’d wind up looking like one of those little Troll dolls.

I sighed. “I don’t know what’s going on. I do know if we call the police now, we’re going to miss lunch.”

That decided it. Jen picked up the Taser with a clean tissue. We could dust it with face powder to make sure it didn’t have any fingerprints. A camera outside the city office should have recorded the attack. Todd would save the video files. We didn’t think we were legally required to report a failed attack. Maybe we’d pursue this later, or maybe I’d call my police contact and give her the info off the record. But none of us wanted to deal with police interviews or having our name in the paper.

What we wanted was lunch.

We went to a drive-through and sat at a picnic table in a tiny park hidden in a residential neighborhood. That was a lot more private than a restaurant, and we’d be more likely to spot anyone trying to spy on either Todd or me.

Over lunch, I told Todd why I was going to his opponent’s fundraiser that evening. He was not planning to attend, obviously. After lunch, Jen and I headed to her house. An evening fundraising party probably meant semiformal clothes, or at least nice business suits, neither of which were featured in my wardrobe. We weren’t expecting tuxes and ball gowns—this was Arizona, not New York City—but I probably shouldn’t show up in baggy shorts and a T-shirt.

Jen had some nice outfits from weddings and so forth. She was taller and curvier than I was, but I’d borrowed her teenage daughter’s clothes before. We ransacked Lauren’s closet. Fortunately, girls these days had better taste than when I was a teenager. Lauren had dresses from events such as junior prom and a friend’s quinceanera, and they didn’t have a single ruffle or puffed sleeve. We settled on a simple number in black. The stretchy fabric adapted to my different build, and since I was a couple of inches shorter than Lauren, the dress was long enough to cover my scars.

Lauren came home from school to find us playing dress-up in her bedroom. “Mommmm.”

Jen kept admiring herself in the mirror and didn’t even glance at her daughter. “Don’t give me that. You raid my closet.”

Lauren studied me with a frown.

“I know, you look better in it,” I said. “I can’t help that.”

“Actually, you look good. Like, grown-up.”

I laughed. “You realize I am almost fifty.”

“Yeah, but you don’t usually look it.”

I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at her, since this was apparently the one time I looked like an adult. “I’ll try to take good care of the dress.”

“Yeah, like the time you borrowed my clothes to go to a bar and wound up fighting a murderer?”

Jen and I exchanged glances.

“That’s not . . . terribly likely to happen tonight,” I said.

“Anyway,” Jen said, “if Kate ruins this dress wrestling with bad guys or something, you’ll use it as an excuse to get a new outfit.”

Lauren brightened. “There is that. Let me help you find some shoes.”

We settled on half boots with a two-inch heel. They weren’t ideal with the dress, but I wasn’t about to wobble around on pumps with a three-inch heel. I wasn’t planning on chasing down any crooked politicians, let alone murderers. Even if I figured out who was trying to set up Todd, I hoped revealing them wouldn’t involve a chase, or running away. Maybe standing there yelling, “You scoundrel!” but more likely I’d end up going to the police or the newspaper. Still, in my line of work, you never knew what might happen.

“I have something for you,” Jen told me. “It was going to be a birthday present, but it feels right to give it to you now.”

She ducked into her own bedroom and came back carrying a cane. She presented it to me with a flourish.

My regular cane leaned against the wall in the corner, as I was able to manage without it for short periods now. I took the new cane and studied it. The dark wood handle had a spiral design carved into it. The top of the cane appeared to be metal, like brass. The figure on top had a bulging head, protruding eyes, and tentacles wrapped around the top of the cane. “An octopus?” I asked.

“I like to think of it as a kraken,” Jen said. “The kraken terrorized sailors. You terrorize bad guys.”

Jen, Lauren, and I looked at each other. I lifted the cane like a scepter. Simultaneously, we shouted “Release the kraken!”

I laughed. “It’s fantastic. Much more stylish than my regular cane, and perfect for tonight’s party.”

“You haven’t even figured out the best part.” Jen smirked.

I stared at her. “You don’t mean . . .?” I grabbed the octopus in one hand and the body of the cane in the other and pulled. Nothing. Jen kept smirking. The octopus was bulky in my right hand. I shifted my grip. Suddenly it fit perfectly, with my fingers tucked between some tentacles. I felt a slight click as my finger pushed down. I pulled on the octopus again.

The octopus separated from the cane. They came apart, revealing a sword that I pulled out from the cane shaft.

“Oh my God. You got me a sword cane. You are my favorite sister.”

Jen and Lauren grinned like maniacs.

“I love it.” I brandished the sword. “I have no idea how to sword fight, but at least I can look threatening.”

“Hey, I fought off a guy with a camera tripod today—” Jen broke off and shot a panicked glance at her daughter. “Um, I threatened to take his picture. He’s camera shy.”

“Do I even want to know?” Lauren shook her head. “Keep your midlife crisis to yourself. Aunt Kate, just don’t let her do anything too stupid.”

“What do I look like, a role model?”

Lauren groaned. “I’m going to do my homework.” As she headed down the hall, she muttered, “When did I become the mature one?”

The party started at seven, and we decided not to be fashionably late. We didn’t want to miss anything. Besides, if we got there before most people, we’d have more chances to talk to Osgood Livingston and anyone close to him. My borrowed purse held my cell phone (with a voice recorder app), ID, credit card, and forty dollars cash. It had a long strap, so I could hang the purse over my shoulder and still have a hand free. With that plus the sword cane, we were ready to party.


Chapter Eight


Osgood Livingston’s house looked rather like the man: large, fancy, impressive if you like that kind of thing, but bland and artificial. It was large enough to be called a mansion, in the Italian villa style, with unnecessary columns and eaves, plus several second-floor balconies that probably never got used.

Inside, the first floor had spacious rooms with leather furniture, throw rugs, pretty but forgettable paintings, and large vases perched on cherrywood end tables. The decor told me exactly nothing about Livingston, except that he had money. He might actually like this style, or his wife might. Or they might have hired a decorator and said, “Make it look like we’re rich and tasteful.” It reminded me of a high-end hotel lobby, but maybe that kind of thing put rich people in the mood to spend money. Livingston could ask for a campaign donation, and the target would hand over a few thousand dollars with the subconscious impression they were getting a luxury vacation out of the deal.

It was another world.

Fortunately, I was used to different worlds. My cane got some looks, but now I could tell myself it was because the cane was so cool, and not because people were pitying me. One woman did widen her eyes with a look of horror and scoot away, as if limping might be contagious. Maybe she had a fear of octopi.

I’d rarely seen so many men in expensive suits in one place. Jen and I weren’t underdressed, but several of the women looked ready for high tea with the Queen. I didn’t even know Arizona had stores that sold that style, and I couldn’t imagine these folks ordering clothing online. Maybe they shopped in New York or London. The dresses weren’t chic enough for Paris. (Just because I wasn’t fashionable didn’t mean I couldn’t recognize it—and get snarky.)

Jen took a glass of wine from a passing waiter. I shook my head. I couldn’t drink wine anymore, and besides, I wanted to keep one hand free and my wits clear. The platters of cheese and fruit were more tempting, but I wouldn’t be quite so crass as to head directly for the food arrayed on a high counter. I compromised on grabbing a mini quiche from another waiter’s tray.

“Let’s split up,” I murmured. Jen nodded and drifted in one direction. I looked around for anyone of interest.

I spotted the man who’d walked out of the city offices with Todd. He was tall and gray-haired, like Livingston, but the similarities ended there. This man looked at least seventy, his skin hanging a bit loose, without the hearty sheen of tanning beds and facials. His gray hair was neatly combed but thinning on top. He looked more like somebody’s grandfather than a politician. Not that he couldn’t be both. So could Livingston, for that matter. But this man looked more like a midlevel manager who’d retired to spend time on golf and woodworking.

He gave me a puzzled half smile, as if trying to figure out why he recognized me. No doubt the little black dress threw him off. For me, fancy dress was a better disguise than Groucho Marx glasses with a fake mustache.

I walked closer and greeted him. “Hello. I’m Kate Tessler.” I shifted my cane to my left hand so I could hold out the customary right hand for shaking.

“Oh!” He blinked a few times before reaching for my hand and managing a smile. He’d recognized my name—and it made him nervous for some reason.

“We haven’t met, but I saw you at the city offices today,” I said.

“Yes. Right. Of course.” He brushed his hand down his pants, as if brushing off my touch. Or perhaps his hand felt sweaty now, though it hadn’t when we shook.

“I didn’t catch your name,” I hinted.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Graham Thomasson.” He glanced around. “Todd—Mayor Paradise—isn’t here tonight?”

“I hardly think he’d be here to support his opponent.”

“Right, yes, of course.” Thomasson pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at his forehead.

“But you’re here, so I guess you support Osgood Livingston.”

“Yes—no—oh dear.” Mr. Thomasson studied me. “Aren’t you friends with Todd? Are you here as . . . as a reporter? I wouldn’t want to be quoted . . .”

It was my turn to hesitate. I didn’t want Todd’s enemies knowing I was on Todd’s side. On the other hand, Graham Thomasson seemed anxious and unhappy. To see me? To be at this event? Because I’d caught him supporting Todd’s opponent?

“I’ve known Todd since high school,” I finally said. “Of course, we didn’t see each other for about thirty years, while I was mostly working overseas. Now that I’m back, I’m getting interested in local politics.”

“Ah. Yes. Very interesting, local politics.”

“What’s your connection?”

“Me? Oh, Todd didn’t—I’m—I’m on the city council.”

“Oh, right. I thought your name was familiar. It’s nice to meet you, finally.”

“Yes. Well . . .” He started to edge away.

Time to go on the offensive. “How about a quote on why you’re supporting Osgood Livingston for mayor?”

He gulped. His lips pressed together and turned down. I hoped he wasn’t in the midst of a heart attack and trying to get away to call for help while I badgered him.

“Are you feeling all right?” I asked.

He sighed and closed his eyes for about five seconds. When he opened them, his gaze looked clearer, as if he’d made a decision. He spoke quietly. “Ms. Tessler, I’d be delighted to talk to you about local politics sometime, but not here, please. And for the time being, I’d appreciate it if you would not report that I attended this fundraiser. It’s . . . complicated.”

“I see.” I didn’t, of course, but it’s useful to make people think you know more than you do. “Very well, let’s talk later this week. Do you have a card?”

He pulled a card case out of his pocket and handed me one. As I tucked it into my purse, Mr. Thomasson glanced over my shoulder. He put on a big smile and offered his hand again. “So nice to meet you, Ms. Tessler.” He spoke louder, with hearty cheer.

I shook his hand and casually turned to see the recipient of this performance.

Osgood Livingston strode toward me with a toothpaste ad smile. “Kate Tessler, our famous reporter! So glad you could make it.”

We shook hands. Graham Thomasson drifted away. Livingston made some bland remarks. I asked some dull questions about politics. It was all very safe and boring.

“You can see how much support I have,” Livingston said. “Most of the city council is here. Now if I can get Mr. Paradise to back me, I’ll be all set.” He laughed at his joke.

“What would you do to get his support?” I asked. When he didn’t answer right away, I added, “Whatever it takes?”

Suddenly the mood shifted. He eyed me warily. Personally, I prefer open animosity to false geniality. I’d rather see the blade coming.

Of course, this time I was the one with a blade, hidden in my cane. The thought made me smile.

I don’t know what Livingston thought my smile meant. He smiled back, showing a few too many teeth. “I believe I’m the best candidate for the city. I can take it into a new era. If Todd Paradise sees that and decides to step down, well . . .”

He’d started the sentence without knowing how to finish it. I snickered.

“I won’t be surprised.” Livingston nodded once. “It will mean he sees the value of my plans.”

“So you trust Mayor Paradise’s opinion enough to value his support?” I asked.

His mouth opened and closed again. He didn’t want to say anything positive about Todd, but he didn’t want to contradict himself.

Now I was having fun.

“Do you know anything about emails harassing local politicians and their families?” I asked.

He drew himself up. “No. I haven’t received anything like that. Obviously, it’s terrible if it’s happening. Well, I have a lot of guests to greet. Enjoy yourself. Let me get you a glass of wine.”

He waved over a waiter. I wouldn’t say Livingston fled, exactly, but he certainly moved briskly. Maybe that would teach him to try to bribe the press with alcohol and mini quiche.

Who was I kidding? Most reporters were overworked and underpaid. They’d do a lot for free alcohol and snacks.

I shook my head at the waiter and looked around for someone else to annoy.

Jen had cornered Bobby Newton, the city clerk who had political aspirations, according to Florida Hurtado. Naliyah Shaban, the Muslim councilwoman, stood near the wall with her arms crossed and a scowl warning people away. Livingston had gotten the local politicians here, but some of them didn’t look happy about it. Why come to a political shindig if you weren’t going to network, or even take advantage of the free food and drink?

Bobby Newton, I could understand. If he had political aspirations, he’d want to ingratiate himself with anyone who might become mayor. But why were Graham Thomasson and Naliyah Shaban here? Were they being threatened like Todd was? Todd only knew about the threat because I’d told him, and then his kids had shown him the emails they’d received.

But his opponents wanted to discredit him, or else get him to retire. What would those enemies want from other councilmembers? Maybe support against Todd, and/or support for their legislative priorities, such as approval or tax breaks for new construction. That made sense. It meant those other councilmembers might be getting pressure directly. Politics often involved a lot of traded favors, and no doubt threats at times.

So was Livingston, or one of his allies, trying to force councilmembers to support him? How would that even work? “Come to my fundraiser, or I’ll tell the world that bad thing you did?”

It was a thought worth pursuing, even if it seemed rather silly. I ignored Naliyah Shaban’s body language and invaded the corner she’d carved out for herself.

“I want to apologize,” I said, because I was willing to be the bigger person if it got me what I wanted. “I think I startled you earlier, and we got off on the wrong foot. I love seeing women making inroads into the old boys’ network of politics, especially a younger woman from an underrepresented group. I’m impressed by how much you’ve achieved. I’d love to hear how you got this far, and where you hope to go from here.”

That was all true enough. It probably would make a good story. Would it be enough to convince her I wasn’t trying to threaten her, either as a reporter or as part of whatever bizarre thing was going on in local politics?

She bit her lip as she studied me. Finally she said, “I think I’m the one who should apologize. Florida told me—well, she convinced me I might have had the wrong end of the stick.”

I gave an apologetic little laugh. “I’m not even sure what stick we had. I know people can have a lot of . . . feelings about journalists. I’m not looking to dig up a scandal though, let alone start one.”

She nodded. “I looked up some of your stories on Syria. They were reasonably well balanced, considering.”

With flattery like that, I might get conceited. “Thank you.”

Her head tipped to one side. “You and Todd are—you’re close. Friends, I mean. I’m not implying anything else. Not that it’s a problem if—but it’s none of my business.” A rosy blush spread across her cheeks.

Why did everyone want to know about my relationship with Todd? I could dodge it again, but I wanted Naliyah Shaban to trust me with the truth, so I took a chance on trusting her. “Yes. We reconnected a few months ago when I moved back. I don’t know him very well yet, but I like what I know.”

She nodded. Her teeth worked her bottom lip again. She had plenty going on in that head. How much would she let out?

“How about you?” I nudged. “You work with Todd. That’s a whole different experience.”

“Yes. I—” She glanced around. “I think I might want to tell you something. Let’s find someplace more private.”

That sounded promising, or possibly ominous. Asking a journalist for a private meeting usually meant the truth at last, a real whopper of a lie, an offer of a bribe, or an attempt at a grope. One way or another, something interesting could happen.

A nearby glass door led outside. I gestured toward it and we went out together. We stood under an overhang, maybe one of the random small balconies that probably provided a nice view the homeowners never saw. Some of the party had spilled out onto the patio around a swimming pool, but I didn’t see anyone within thirty feet unless they were hiding in the bushes. Security lights faced outward, meaning they’d glare in the eyes of neighbors and passersby but provided little pockets of darkness along the house. Still, those tightly manicured shrubs wouldn’t provide easy access if someone wanted to creep close to us, and I couldn’t imagine anyone would lurk in the bushes all night on the off chance they might hear something good.

We stood in silence for a couple of minutes. I tried to ignore the ache in my leg. I didn’t look directly at Naliyah, giving her time to get used to me and decide what she wanted to say. Laughter drifted over from the group near the pool. We’d closed the door behind us, but the murmur of conversation filtered through. There must be fifty people at the party, yet Naliyah and I stood in a little pocket of quiet, the hum of other voices mere background noise, like cicadas on a warm night.

“I’m being blackmailed,” Naliyah said.

I blinked a couple of times, less surprised by the information than by the fact she’d admitted it to me. “Oh?” We stood shoulder to shoulder, and I kept my gaze away from her face.

“Someone took a picture of me with a cigarette.”

“Oh?” This time I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice. “Is that enough to interfere with your political career?”

“No. They’re threatening to send the photo to my mother.”

I managed to hold back a laugh. It wasn’t funny. Well, it was, but I also sympathized. I could think of things that didn’t embarrass me in the least, but I wouldn’t want my mother to know about them.

“That’s an original form of blackmail,” I said.

“No kidding. The worst part is, I didn’t even do it. I walked outside at the end of the day. Bobby Newton—he’s the city clerk—was out front smoking. He called me over, said he wanted to show me something, and handed me his cigarette to hold.” She had a slight Texas drawl I hadn’t noticed before. “That’s honestly the first time I’ve ever held a cigarette.”

“You don’t have to convince me.”

She gave a little snort. “No. I guess not. That’s why I can tell you. It’s hardly a big story.” She lifted her hands and wiggled her fingers. “‘Newsflash! Read about the Muslim councilwoman who’s actually human.’ Who cares? Maybe some Muslim men, but I’m probably too modern for them anyway. The problem is . . .”

“If someone is blackmailing councilmembers, that’s a new story.”

“Right. Things have been weird lately. People are nervous. They’re changing their opinions on things. Pushing for legislation they never supported before. Poor Graham Thomasson—he’s a sweetie, really—he looks like he’s going to be sick half the time. He did have some surgery recently, so at first I thought he was recovering slower than expected. But now, I don’t know.”

“I see.” I mulled it over for a minute. “Why are you telling me?”

She gave an elegant shrug. “I’m mad. I’ve worked hard to get where I am, and I’ve put up with a lot, smiling through my anger. But tricking me into holding a cigarette, taking that photo, and then threatening to tell my mother? That’s low.”

“Would your mother believe you if you told her the truth?”

Her shoulders hunched as she hugged herself. “Maybe. Probably. Doesn’t mean I won’t still get a lecture.”

“It sounds like they—” I broke off as a voice rose somewhere nearby, I couldn’t tell where. The words were inaudible but the tone sounded angry. Maybe someone had taken too much advantage of the free alcohol.

I lowered my voice. “It sounds like they underestimated you. You’re not going to do what they want?”

“No way. But, you know . . .” She looked toward me. She was half in shadow, but the light spilling out the door behind us showed her sheepish smile. “You have a reputation for digging out the truth. If you figured out who was doing this, got rid of them somehow . . .”

“Before they made that photo public—or more to the point, sent it to your mom? I’ll see what I can do. It would help to have more information. We keep talking about them. Any idea who they are?”

“Not really. They told me to come tonight. I’ll back Todd against Osgood Livingston any day, but I came hoping I could get a clue. Like maybe the person would approach me in person with more demands? No one’s talked to me yet though.”

“How did they contact you?”

“Email. I can—”

A scream cut across her words.

A dark shape tumbled over the balcony above us. We flinched back as it plummeted.

A body slammed to the ground in front of us.


Chapter Nine


Everything froze. The scene seemed to blur and gray out.

I remembered to breathe.

People were starting to drift toward us from near the pool.

“Stop!” Was that me? Had I actually spoken out loud?

I gave myself a shake. I pulled out my phone. For a second I stared at the blank screen. I needed to do something, but what?

Other guests were moving toward us again. I heard the click of the door opening behind me and a shift in the air.

“Stay right where you are.” I raised my voice and spoke with all the authority I had. I woke up my phone and took a picture of the people gathering outside. I turned toward the door, where a woman I didn’t recognize stood with her mouth open. I stepped into the doorway, nudging her aside and took two more photos capturing the room. I wasn’t even certain yet why I wanted to do that, but I felt the need.

“Shouldn’t we . . . do something for him?” Naliyah asked.

I turned back to her. “Feel free to check for a pulse if you really want to.” The awkward angle of the neck told me everything I needed to know.

“I may throw up,” she muttered.

“Then go inside and find a bathroom. Don’t mess up the crime scene.” Yes. Crime scene. Maybe?

It could be an accident.

I didn’t believe that.

Naliyah pushed past me to get inside, one hand over her mouth.

Someone from the group by the pool said, “I called nine-one-one.”

Right. Good. Was that what I was supposed to be doing with my phone? No, the photos were important.

“What in heaven’s name?” Osgood Livingston stood in the doorway.

My mind started working more quickly. “Go to the front door,” I told him. “Wait for the ambulance and the police. Don’t let anyone leave. They’ll want to. Keep them here and out of the way. Ideally they should stay right where they are now.”

Our gazes met and held. He considered my request for about ten seconds. Finally he nodded and turned back into the living room. “All right, folks, we’ve had an accident. If everyone could please just take a seat and wait quietly for a few minutes . . .”

A tall woman with short gray hair strode toward me. I got ready to block her and explain firmly that she couldn’t do whatever she wanted to do.

“I’m a doctor.”

Oh, that was different. I stepped aside and waved toward the body. “Don’t move him any more than you must. The police will want to see the scene.”

I’m not sure she heard me, or processed what I said, as she crouched by the body. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but presumably she checked for a pulse or breathing. She didn’t try to roll him over. After half a minute, she stood and shook her head, retreating a few steps.

“Kate!” Now Jen was at the doorway. Why did everyone want to disturb the crime scene? Her hands went to her cheeks. “Oh my God. Is that Bobby Newton?”

Was it? I hadn’t gotten a look at the face. The build was about right, and the clothing. Jen had talked to him. She’d know better what he was wearing.

I didn’t have time to figure out what that meant. The people by the pool were clustered together, whispering, muttering, some maybe arguing.

“Stay here,” I told Jen. “Don’t let anyone through that door except EMTs or the police.”

I gave the body a wide berth as I circled it. I felt clumsy, as if I’d forgotten how to walk using the cane to support my bad leg, but at least I didn’t face-plant in front of everyone. I stood about fifteen feet away on the other side of the body, facing the pool.

“What happened?” someone called.

“Who is it?” another person asked.

“Just stay where you are, or take a seat around the pool,” I said. “We need to let the officials do their work.”

Hopefully people would assume I meant medical officials. A police investigation was another matter. You didn’t have to be a criminal to want to avoid one, and at a party like this, it could take all night for the police to interview people. No doubt some of the guests would prefer to slip out now. A five-foot-two, forty-nine-year-old woman with a cane was not going to stop them.

I mean, I did have a sword cane, but drawing the sword was probably a bad idea. I didn’t want the police to arrive and think I was the reason they’d been called.

Livingston’s yard had a high fence of iron bars topped with spikes that were both decorative and threatening. There was probably at least one gate out somewhere. Most of the guests wouldn’t know where. If Bobby Newton had been pushed, or thrown, over the balcony, the killer might not even try to escape. Better to blend into a party full of people.

Sirens wailed in the distance, getting closer. Good. We only had to keep people calm for a couple more minutes. Then the police could take over.

Right, the police. Had the person who’d called nine-one-one made it clear we needed the police as well as an ambulance?

I still had my phone in my hand. I found the number for Detective Yaquelin Padilla. She knew me. That had some disadvantages when I was found at a crime scene, but she’d know to take me seriously.

Yaquelin answered after a few rings. I quickly explained the situation.

She gave a long-suffering sigh. At the crime in general, or at my involvement? Best not to ask.

“I’m on my way. Try to minimize the chaos.” She hung up before I could formulate an answer.

My head pounded. Sweat beaded on my face, even though the night was cool. I took a few deep breaths. The air was fresher here. I’d been trying to hold my breath near the body. I wouldn’t think about what I might have been smelling that caused that reaction.

I settled in to wait.
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Sometime later—an hour, two hours, fifteen minutes that felt like hours?—I sat in Livingston’s home office with Detective Padilla. I’d had time to wonder whether we were even within her jurisdiction. All the cities ran together in the Phoenix suburbs. Crossing the street might put you in a different district. But if Osgood Livingston wanted to be the mayor of my town, it made sense that he’d live in the same district as Todd and I did.

“What time did it happen?” Padilla asked.

“Oh. Um.” I’d looked at my phone and had no doubt seen the time, but I hadn’t locked it into memory. “Right. I took photos. They’ll have the timestamp.”

Her eyebrows went up. “A guy lands in front of you, dead or dying, and you took photos? I guess you really are a journalist to the core.”

“Actually, I took pictures of the people standing around outside, and then the people inside. I figured that way you’d have a record of where many of the guests were when it happened.”

“Ah. If they were standing out by that pool, they weren’t upstairs pushing Bobby Newton off the balcony. Maybe you’re actually a crime scene investigator at your core.”

I couldn’t decide if that was a compliment or not. I let it pass. “Want me to message you the pictures?”

“Yeah. I’ll need to see your phone too.”

We took care of that, and Padilla got a couple of officers working on identifying the people in the photos. The people in the outside photo could be processed quickly and allowed to go home. As for the inside pictures, I’d taken them within a minute of Bobby falling. Someone could have pushed him off the balcony and raced downstairs, but that level of hurry might have attracted attention.

I finished giving my statement. Padilla asked me to hang around “in case we have further questions.” Then I slumped on a sofa next to Jen and rested my eyes while the police worked.

“Do you think I’m a suspect?” Jen whispered.

“Why would you be?” I didn’t open my eyes.

“I was talking to him not long before it happened. I kind of got in his face. It might have looked like an argument.”

I opened one eye to look sideways at her.

She gave an apologetic shrug. “It works on my kids when they’re hiding something.”

“Did you learn anything?”

“He seemed nervous. Didn’t really want to talk to me. I asked how fraud could happen without him knowing about it.”

“Astonishing that he didn’t want to talk to you.”

“Hey, you didn’t hire me as your partner because I’m a shy little flower.”

Technically, I hadn’t hired her as my partner. She appointed herself when she decided we should go into business together as investigators.

I glanced around the room. People had been separated as much as possible and asked not to discuss what happened. We weren’t alone, but no one seemed to be paying attention to us.

“Go on,” I mumbled.

“He said he was gathering information but didn’t want to make accusations until he was sure. I asked why he told us if he wasn’t sure.”

I wriggled into a more upright position and twisted toward her. “Talking like that might’ve pushed him to make accusations sooner.”

She winced. “Don’t use the word push. Anyway, he won’t be doing anything now.”

True, Newton was no longer a threat to Todd. However, now the police were. If they decided Bobby Newton had been murdered—and my gut told me he was—the police would look for people with motives. That might include a certain mayor who was about to face accusations of fraud. Good thing Todd wasn’t at the party. But did he have a solid alibi? I considered calling or texting him, but that might come back to haunt us. In any case, an alibi wouldn’t prove he hadn’t hired a professional to do the dirty deed. Or recruited a friend, such as my sister.

“Is there any other reason the police might think you’re a suspect?” I asked.

“Well, not exactly.” Her gaze shifted around the room. “Only of course, at the actual time it happened, I was alone.”

“How did you manage that at a party this size?”

“I talked to Bobby, and then this weird woman, and then I went to find a bathroom.” She shifted closer and dropped her voice even more. “And then I might’ve wandered back into the rest of the house. I figured if anyone caught me snooping, I could say I was interested in the layout. You know, for the mansion Greg and I are thinking of building.”

I blew out a long breath. “This is one time I wish someone had caught you snooping.”

“Me too. I opened the door of a room down the hall, a home theater, and then another door opened—someone coming out of the bathroom—so I ducked into the theater room so no one would see me. When I heard that weird scream, I came out and hurried down the hall. I wasn’t upstairs, but I passed the stairs on my way back to the living room. If someone saw me run in here, they might think I ran down the stairs, away from the scene of the crime.”

I pondered for a minute and then nodded. “Yep, you’re going to jail.”

“Hey!” She backslapped my arm. “You’re supposed to make me feel better.”

“Sorry, that’s not in my job description. As your partner, I’m supposed to be realistic. As your older sister, I’m supposed to give you a hard time.”

“Ugh. I need a drink. Too bad they sent home all the waiters and bartenders.”

My stomach had been growling for a while now. “Maybe we can find something sitting around in the kitchen.” I grabbed my cane and dragged myself to my feet.

A few people glanced at us as we headed toward the kitchen, but no one tried to stop us. Trays of appetizers still sat on the counter. I’d eaten worse than cold crab puffs in my time, but given the options, I settled for some cheese and crackers. Jen eyed the cluster of wine and champagne glasses, a few of which still had an inch or so of alcohol. She wrinkled her nose and joined me at the cheese and crackers instead.

“Okay, let’s think about this logically,” I murmured, keeping one eye on the police officer standing near the hallway looking bored. “Anyone had the means to push Bobby Newton over the balcony. He wasn’t a big guy. Probably even I could have lured him out there, maybe got him to look over the balcony railing somehow, and then grabbed his legs and heaved.”

Jen put a hand to her stomach. “Do you have to draw quite such a vivid picture?”

“Journalist. Moving on to motive. They’ll have a harder time convincing a jury you had a reason to kill Newton. But Todd certainly had a reason to get rid of him, so maybe you’d help him.”

She snorted. “Please. I like Todd, but I wouldn’t kill for the man.”

“Yeah, it’s a stretch. But you also had opportunity, or at least you can’t prove you didn’t. I know you wanted more excitement in your life, but don’t you think this is taking it a bit far?”

“Oh Lord.” She grabbed the glass with the most wine and downed it. Good thing we weren’t investigating a poisoning case.

“There, there.” I patted her arm. “Big sister will take care of you. Who did you talk to after Newton?”

“Some woman. Stocky, short hair dyed an improbable shade of red. Works for the city. Sanitation, I think.”

“Livingston invited a garbage collector to his party?”

“She’s not that exactly. Something about parks cleanup. She must’ve overheard part of my conversation with Bobby. She wanted to know about our ‘damn investigation.’”

I paused with a cracker halfway to my mouth. “Did she use that word?”

“Damn? Yeah, what do you think, I clean up a subject’s language for you?”

“No, investigation. She called it that?”

“Oh. Yes.” She thought for a second. “You think that’s significant? Is word getting out that we’re looking into things?”

I mulled it over. “She might have merely heard enough of your conversation with Newton to get the idea of an investigation. Maybe she wants gossip. Newton said something about extra payments for overtime people hadn’t actually worked, right?” I yawned. “I don’t know. I’m too tired to think straight.”

Detective Padilla appeared from the hallway. “Kate Tessler? Please come with me.”

Gosh, didn’t she sound official. Putting on a show for the people watching, I hoped. I popped the cracker and cheese in my mouth. I needed all the blood sugar I could get.

“I’ll go with you,” Jen said.

Padilla gave her the stink eye. “Kate Tessler only, please.”

Being a mother of teenagers, Jen was immune to any glare weaker than her own. “Doesn’t she have the right to have someone with her?”

“She’s not under arrest, and you’re not a lawyer.” Padilla spun and marched down the hallway.

I looked at Jen and shrugged. “Hang tight. I’ll try to convince the detective not to give you the electric chair.”

Her words carried after me. “You are such a brat.”


Chapter Ten


Detective Padilla sat in the leather chair behind a massive black wooden desk that probably cost more than I had in my bank account. I sat across from her in a chair that was comparatively less fancy but still clearly designed for a six-foot-tall man. I couldn’t scoot back far enough to get proper back support.

Detective Padilla—since this was official, I thought of her that way rather than as Yaquelin—rested her forearms on the desk with her hands clasped together. “The photos were very helpful. We’ve totally eliminated about thirty people as suspects because of their presence in the pictures. A few more could have pushed Mr. Newton over the balcony and raced downstairs fast enough to get into your interior shots, but the timing would be tight. In the killer’s place, I would have waited until everyone’s attention was outside and then quietly joined them. They’d hardly expect someone to take photos seconds after the fall.”

“That’s me, unexpected.”

This might give Jen some comfort. If anyone had noticed her appearance from the hallway in the minute after Newton’s death, the police wouldn’t consider it significant.

“So this was murder,” I said.

“We’re working under that assumption. Forensics will have to analyze everything to judge exactly how he fell. Based on my past experience, it wasn’t an accident. If he’d been leaning over the railing and tumbled, he would’ve landed closer in. We’ll also check for alcohol and drugs, because I can’t imagine somebody falling over the railing accidentally unless he was doing something really stupid, like standing on a chair and leaning out to take a picture.”

She sighed deeply. “Which does happen, more often than you might imagine, unfortunately. But this doesn’t seem like that kind of party.”

“What about suicide?” I didn’t think it likely, but I wanted to make sure the police didn’t either.

“He didn’t land like he would’ve if he dove headfirst. Again, that’s my instinct based on experience, not an official analysis. We didn’t find a note. Committing suicide like this, in the middle of a big political fundraiser, would make a statement. If Newton wanted to embarrass his host, he probably would have said or done or written something to make that clear. Do you know anything about this man that would lead you to believe he would commit suicide publicly, at this party?”

“No.” I kicked off my shoes and pulled my feet up so I could wriggle back into the chair. “Not really. I mean, we did talk to him today—Jen and I—and he hinted that he was looking into possible corruption in the mayor’s office.”

I gave her a quick rundown on the situation. Better for the detective to hear it from me. I emphasized that I thought Todd was the victim and not the criminal.

Padilla scribbled notes. “That would lean toward murder rather than suicide.”

“That’s what I thought. But not, you know, Todd murdering him to deal with the situation. Todd wasn’t even here tonight. Not that he’d murder someone anywhere else.”

Wow, that must sound totally convincing. I really needed some sleep.

“Jen pushed Newton tonight,” I added. “Pushed him verbally, I mean—not over the balcony.”

Padilla snickered. I really had to be more careful with my wording. This was why I stuck with written journalism rather than spoken.

“Jen asked him how anyone could have gotten away with corruption for so long without him knowing.” I shrugged. “So I guess that could have pushed him—sorry, motivated him—to end it all if he’d done something illegal and was afraid he’d be caught. But I don’t see it.”

“I’ll want your notes on that conversation in his office,” Padilla said.

“Of course.”

I noticed that I’d been absently rubbing my thigh, kneading the heel of my hand into the damaged muscles that still got sore with lots of standing. Fortunately, Padilla knew about my injury, so she wouldn’t think it was too weird that I was massaging myself during our interview. Or if she did, she was too polite to mention it.

I tried to focus on conveying information that might actually clarify the situation. “Earlier today, when I asked Newton when he was planning to make an accusation, and if he’d hold off for a few days, he said he’d have to consider it. I wonder if he wanted to consult with someone else. Maybe someone here at this party.”

Padilla rubbed her eyes. Midnight was a distant memory, and she’d probably have to keep working for hours. If she was as tired as I was, her brain might not be working in peak form.

“Osgood Livingston is one of our lead suspects for whoever is trying to destroy Todd’s career,” I hinted.

She gave a little shake of her head and blinked a few times, as if trying to remember to stay awake. “As far as anyone is admitting, Bobby Newton was alone on that balcony. Mr. Livingston was in a room with two other men, smoking cigars. The three men alibied each other.”

Damn. Granted, it wasn’t likely for Osgood Livingston to throw someone off a balcony at his own party. The publicity wouldn’t do his mayoral campaign any good. Or maybe it would, if you believed the saying that any publicity was good publicity. He’d certainly have name recognition, and maybe a little sympathy for the tragedy—at least if he could convince people it was an accident or suicide rather than murder. Still, he’d hardly count on that, would he?

In any case, even if his alibi held, he could hire someone to do the dirty work. An alibi didn’t really keep anyone out of the running for head villain.

“Okay,” I said. “You have some alibis from the photos and some from people claiming they were with each other. Councilwoman Naliyah Shaban and I alibi each other, since we were below the balcony when Newton fell. Anyone who doesn’t have any alibi at all?”

“Well, your sister. A couple of the hired staff say they were circulating among the guests, but these rich folks don’t pay attention to who serves them food and drink. We’ll do background checks, but unless we turn up a violent criminal past or a personal connection to Newton, they’re hardly likely killers.”

She frowned over her notes for a minute. “A Graham Thomasson was with the cigar smokers until a few minutes before the death. He stepped out, telling them he needed the restroom. He says he really went down the hall to get away from them and call his wife. His phone shows he did call his wife, but she didn’t answer, so he doesn’t have an alibi.”

Graham Thomasson was on the city council. He’d been nervous speaking to me, especially when Osgood Livingston came near us. It was hard to imagine the mild-mannered older man throwing anyone off a balcony, but something was going on there.

I yawned so suddenly I didn’t even have time to cover my mouth first.

Padilla yawned in response. “Dammit, stop that. Get out of here. I have work to do.”

I started wriggling forward in the chair. Getting up was a process. “Thank you for telling me all of this.”

“Obviously I wouldn’t normally tell a civilian, but I’m making an exception for you.”

Padilla had been a soldier, and she knew I’d covered the wars—sorry, US military presence—in the Middle East. She gave me a break because she respected my work.

“I couldn’t have your sister in here though,” she added. “It’s nothing personal, but she doesn’t have your credentials, or an alibi for that matter.”

“I’ll tell her it’s because she’s a suspect and you wanted to grill me about her suspicious activities.”

Padilla—or maybe I could think of her as Yaquelin now that we were getting personal—chortled. “If I weren’t so busy, I’d be tempted to go out and play along.”

I had to get my feet back into the half boots, which required bending in a way that once had been easy but now made my back and injured leg protest. I got the shoes on and paused to catch my breath before the trauma of trying to stand up.

“You haven’t told me not to tell Jen all of this later,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow. Damn, I wished I could do that. My eyebrows refused to work separately.

“Why would I need to tell you to keep it to yourself?” Padilla asked. “You have ethics.”

A nicely vague answer. She couldn’t officially give me permission to share what I learned with Jen or anyone else, but she wasn’t swearing me to silence.

She made a shooing motion with her hand. “Don’t forget to send me your notes.”

“Will do. Good luck.” I managed to get out of that big chair and staggered out to find my sister.

Jen was slumped on the sofa again, but she shot up the moment I appeared. We met in the middle of the room.

“Well?” she hissed.

“Well what?”

“Do they think I’m a suspect?”

“Oh, that.” I headed for the front door. “Yeah, we’d better get out of here quick before Padilla passes along the arrest order.”

We walked out, Jen muttering insults beside me. If I’d tried to comfort her, she would’ve suspected I was covering up bad news. Give her a hard time, and she knew everything was okay. It’s our family’s language of love.

Jen’s husband already knew she planned to spend the night at my house, or rather her own childhood home, so we headed there. Presumably she hadn’t told Gary she was a murder suspect. He was very good with practical things like fixing plumbing issues, but this would simply have caused him unnecessary worry.

I pictured him showing up at Livingston’s house with his toolbelt and electric drill, ready to go to work on Jen’s problem with the only tools he knew. Maybe I should have called him after all.

Dad was in bed when we got home. No surprise there, given the time. We hadn’t told him about the unexpected twist our evening had taken, or he would’ve waited up. Since we weren’t dead or in jail, the news could wait till morning.

Jen and I raided the kitchen for snacks and collapsed in the living room. I started repeating what Padilla had told me.

A couple of minutes in, Jen asked, “What are you doing with your face?”

I’d been mimicking Padilla. “I’m trying to raise one eyebrow.”

“Well, you’re failing. It looks like you’re having a spasm, or you just snorted chili powder.”

I gave a long sigh. “The tragedy of my life. Eyebrows that refuse to act independently. Of each other, I mean. I wouldn’t want them to work independently of the rest of me.”

That sent us into a fit of giggles. It was late, we were exhausted, and it had been a really weird day.

And tomorrow we had to spy on Todd as someone tried to set him up to take a bribe. Good times.


Chapter Eleven


The sun shone in a blue sky. Another lovely winter day in Arizona, perfect for playing or watching soccer. Todd sat in the freestanding bleachers with the other parents, ready to cheer on the kids in the field. Jen and I leaned against the hood of Dad’s car in the parking lot, about thirty feet behind the bleachers. From there we’d have a good view of anyone who approached Todd. The chain-link fence that encircled the athletic field would limit the ways a person could enter or leave. If anyone tried to fake a meeting or payoff to Todd, we’d be ready to follow when they left. In the meantime, people might assume we were a couple of soccer moms catching up on gossip. Or maybe doing a drug deal. Whatever. I didn’t know what soccer moms did.

Dad sat on the bleachers, a couple of rows up and ten feet over from Todd. Clarence and Joe were on the other set of bleachers. We had a group chat ready to go on our phones if anything happened. We were as ready as we could be to tackle the enemy with three senior citizens, a woman with a bad leg, and my crazy sister.

The game started with kids running around on the field and adults shouting encouragement. I yawned. Jen’s eyes were hidden behind oversize sunglasses, but I think she might have snored for a second. We had not gotten enough sleep after the excitement of the previous night.

How did Bobby Newton’s death fit in with everything else? I hadn’t had time to ponder that in detail. It appeared I might have some time now.

I glanced around to make sure no one was within twenty feet of us. A man got out of a car some distance away and hurried toward the field. Probably a father running late.

“So, Newton was most likely murdered,” I said. “What does that mean?”

“Well, he’s dead,” Jen said.

I snorted a laugh. “I was looking for something less obvious.”

She tipped down her sunglasses to give me a stern look. “I mean, now we won’t be able to interview him. He’s a dead end, if you’ll forgive the pun.”

“Right. He wanted to do a lot of considering before he talked to us. Maybe we rattled him, and he went to whoever is behind this whole thing for help. Maybe he was getting cold feet and wanted to tell the truth.”

“And the big bad killed him for it?” Jen shuddered.

“Yeah, we have to keep that in mind as well—we now know someone involved in all of this is capable of murder. That’s a big step up from blackmail or bribing people to push through favorable legislation. It’s the first hint we’ve had of violent crime, other than the Taser attack, which wouldn’t have done serious damage.”

“Some people have died from Tasers. I did some research.”

“Okay, but a Taser isn’t designed to kill, right? You’d use a different weapon if that was your intent. A Taser is designed to stop a bad guy—or maybe in these cases to hurt or humiliate someone. We can still look into any connection between the other victims and our city employees, I guess, just in case.”

“Does the murder mean we’re getting close? The person felt threatened?” Jen dug through her enormous purse and pulled out a couple of nutrition bars. “Lemon or brownie?”

“Lemon, thanks.” I took the bar. “I guess we don’t know if the person has been violent before. Maybe they’ve ordered hits on previous enemies but haven’t been caught yet. The problem with Padilla’s alibi list is that we don’t even know if your big bad did the deed directly or hired someone or assigned it to an associate.”

We munched on our bars in silence for a couple of minutes. I felt like Newton’s death had to be a clue to something, but I couldn’t figure out what it meant, beyond the fact that Newton himself probably wasn’t behind all this. Unless he was, and one of his blackmail victims decided to get rid of the threat. Like Graham Thomasson, upstairs alone with no alibi. So even Newton’s death didn’t tell us anything for sure.

“Look.” Jen nudged me.

A white man carrying a duffel bag was walking along the other side of the fence toward the bleachers. He wore jeans, a blue windbreaker over a white shirt, and a ball cap, which meant he fit in with the men watching the game, but he also matched the appearance of the man in the photographs my source had sent me.

“Video,” I whispered.

Jen pulled out her good camera and started filming. I aimed my cell phone camera that way. The guy kept his head down and his face slightly turned away. Did he know we were watching? Or was he keeping an eye on the field as he walked? With his hat brim pulled low, we probably wouldn’t get any pictures that would work to ID him. Still, we had to try.

The guy walked behind the bleachers. He had room to stand normally under the highest bench. For a minute, he simply stood there holding the duffel bag down by his side. I debated walking closer. Did it matter if he noticed us? My contact had wanted me there observing, so if this guy was part of a setup, he already knew about me.

I grabbed my cane and pushed away from the car. “I’m going to—”

The guy stepped to the right, lifted the duffel bag, and shoved it onto the bleachers between Todd’s feet. Todd jumped and looked down, but the guy was already walking briskly away.

“In the car,” I said.

Jen and I got in. She backed out and drove slowly to the parking lot exit. I kept an eye on the suspect as he reached the open gates to the field and stepped through.

“What if he goes on foot?” Jen asked.

“We’ll still want the car. I’m not running after anyone.”

“Yeah, me neither.” She sighed. “I always imagined I’d be one of those women still running marathons at seventy.”

“Have you ever run a marathon?”

“Well, no. But I figured I could start at sixty and still have time to train. I don’t think my knees can handle it though.”

“Turn right,” I said. The man had started in that direction on foot. It would be hard to follow him in a vehicle if he kept walking. Even if he knew we were watching the drop, he wouldn’t want us identifying him.

Thank goodness, he stopped at a white car parked halfway down the block and got in. Jen drove past slowly, but his car was backed so close to the one behind it that I couldn’t get a look at the license plate. Jen pulled into a “pickup only” spot in front of a restaurant and we waited for the guy to go past.

Jen let him get half a block ahead before she pulled out. “License plate is smeared with mud. Highly suspicious. Where would he get mud this time of year?”

I took a picture of the license plate anyway. Maybe our computer experts could decipher some of it.

Messages were pinging my phone. I scrolled through them. Dad wanted to know what they should do.

Todd’s message was more dramatic: OMG! This duffel bag is full of porn mags. Why? WHY?

I texted back: What did you do?

Todd: I didn’t do anything! It just appeared.

I snorted and texted: What did you do when the bag appeared?

Todd: Someone put the bag between my feet. I didn’t see who. I unzipped it to see if it really was money. No. Porn magazines! How am I going to get rid of these?

I filled in Jen and then dictated my reply text: “Bet you looked really guilty when you saw the mags. You’ll want to keep the bag away from the kids. They gave you something to make you act suspicious and didn’t have to spend much money.”

Jen laughed. “That’s pretty clever actually.”

Todd’s next text was simply a series of emojis expressing horror, anger, and tears.

I told Dad to get the duffel bag. The Coffee Shop Irregulars could search it for clues—because I did not want to—while Todd concentrated on Finn’s soccer game.

Jen was proving to be relatively adept at following the white car. She dropped back, letting it get ahead by at least half a block, and then pulled closer as we got to stoplights where we wouldn’t want to get stuck if the light changed. The other driver didn’t seem to be trying to lose us. After about ten minutes, we entered a seedier part of town with run-down strip malls featuring pawn shops and bail bondsmen.

The white car pulled into a parking lot. Jen drove slowly past. The building at the back of the lot had a large sign: GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS XXX.

“A strip club?” Jen asked. “First porn mags, and now this?”

“Pull in here.”

She turned into the next parking lot. The man got out of his car and went into the strip club. Jen and I sat for a moment, looking at each other.

“I’ve never been inside a strip club,” she said.

“I guess today is your lucky day.”

We got out of the car and headed for the building.

“Is this related to the porn mags somehow?” Jen asked.

“Maybe? I’m not sure how. These people probably didn’t expect Todd to follow them. I guess they could be watching us and taking photos, hoping to embarrass us somehow.”

We paused and looked around. I didn’t see anyone at all, but if this was part of an elaborate plan, they could have found a good hiding place earlier or even set up a hidden camera that didn’t need a person holding it.

“What will Gary say if someone sends him pictures of you going into a strip club?” I asked.

“I’ll say it was your fault.”

“Oh, yeah? Who is he going to believe, you or me?”

“His wife, of course!” She held her injured expression for about two seconds before laughing. “No, he’d totally believe you. I’ll tell him it’s a fifty at fifty thing, exposing you to new experiences.”

We started for the door again. “You could simply tell him it’s part of our detective work,” I said.

“What’s the fun in that?”

We pushed open the door, stepped inside, and squinted in the dim light. One guy sat at the bar, or slumped might be a better word, but he was too short and old to be our target. Two younger guys sat at a table. They each had a half-full beer. Several empty mugs littered the table. Nobody was on stage at the moment, which wasn’t too surprising given that it was midafternoon. Or was that surprising? I didn’t have enough experience with this world to say.

A woman stacking glasses behind the bar called out, “You ladies can sit anywhere.”

We headed for the bar and perched on seats across from her. I guessed her to be in her early thirties, with muscular arms and shoulders. She wore a short-sleeved shirt that was not particularly revealing, except of the tattoos covering her arms. She had brown hair pulled back, with long bangs.

“Got a minute?” I asked. It didn’t look like she had a lot of demands on her time at the moment, but she might be getting ready for a rush, and in any case, asking was polite.

“First show’s not until four o’clock,” she said. “You here to see Daisy Dazzle?”

“Oh, we’re not here for the show,” I said.

“Just a drink then? We have five-dollar shots until six p.m.”

I shook my head. “We’re actually looking for someone. He came in here a minute ago but I don’t see him now. Blue jacket, ball cap.”

“Oh, yeah, I saw him come in. Headed straight for the restroom.” She bobbed her head toward the hallway we’d passed near the front door.

He came in and headed straight for the bathroom. Was that significant? Maybe he just needed to pee after being out running errands, like buying porn magazines and trying to ruin Todd’s life. Maybe he suspected we were following him and ducked down the hallway to see if we came in the bar. It was so dark in that hallway he might’ve been lurking and we could have missed him.

“Okay. I guess we’ll wait then.” Should we order something to drink? Jen was driving, but I wasn’t. I didn’t actually want a drink, but I didn’t want to be rude. Not that we were taking seats away from paying customers at the moment.

Jen had turned on her stool to study the place. She swung back around. “You don’t seem surprised to see a couple of women in here.”

She laughed. “You’re not that unusual. Sometimes women come in with their boyfriends, and sometimes we get lesbian couples.” Her smile and quick nod suggested she’d assumed the latter category included the two of us.

Jen’s eyes widened and she pressed her lips together. No doubt she was already rehearsing how she’d tell her husband about this adventure.

“We’re sisters,” I said. It didn’t really matter what the bartender thought, but I didn’t trust Jen. She might find it amusing to start calling me ridiculous pet names.

“Oh. That’s nice.” She paused her work to study us. “Husband or boyfriend?”

“Huh?”

“The guy you’re after.” She bobbed her head toward the hallway again. “You’re not here for drinks or the show, and you’re not together. I figure that means you’re following a man you don’t trust. Not that it’s any of my business.” She grinned. “But I sure get bored some afternoons, and if you need any help, I’m in.”

I smiled back at her. She seemed like somebody fun to know. We didn’t have time to explain the situation though, even if we could risk doing so. “It’s complicated.”

She nodded sagely. “Ain’t it always?”

I looked toward the hallway again. “Is there anything else back there? An office?” Maybe he was meeting with somebody involved in the plot against Todd.

“Yeah, but no one’s in there today, so it’s locked.”

“No exit that way?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’s the emergency exit, but the door has an alarm that will go off if anyone opens it.” She reached across to pat my arm. “Don’t worry, honey, he has to come back out the way he went in, or we’ll know about it.”

Someone came out from the hallway. I tensed and then relaxed again. Our guy had been wearing a white shirt under his jacket. This one had on a dark, long-sleeved shirt and no jacket or hat. He had a potbelly too, where the other guy didn’t.

He shoved the door open. For a moment he was silhouetted against a bright background, and then the door swung closed.

“Shoot!” I glanced at the bartender. “Had anyone else gone back to the restroom?”

She shook her head. “Not for about half an hour.”

I grabbed my cane and hopped off the stool. “Come on. He used the bathroom to change clothes.”

Jen stuffed a five in the tip jar. We hurried out the door, but the white car was already pulling out of the parking lot. By the time we got to Jen’s car, he could be gone.

Jen smacked her head. “Idiots! We didn’t even get his license plate before we went in.”

“Yeah, he definitely pulled one over on us. Let’s go.” My legs ached from sitting on the too-high bar stool and leaning against the car during the soccer game and, for that matter, last night’s party shoes and stand-up paddleboarding the previous morning. I was ready for some investigation that involved sitting on a comfortable sofa using a computer, or even better, telling other people to work their magic with computers.

As we walked back to her car, Jen grumbled, “What a waste of time.”

“Not entirely,” I said. “I’m definitely counting the strip club as one of my fifty at fifty experiences.”

“Nah, we have to come back for a show. I want to see the woman who goes by Daisy Dazzle.”


Chapter Twelve


We headed back to the soccer field and met Dad and his friends in the parking lot. Jen told them about our “car chase” and failed sting operation, managing to make it sound much more dramatic than it actually was. Maybe she should be trying out for plays instead of pestering me.

Dad had taken custody of the duffel bag. Always prepared for an emergency, he had a roll of duct tape in his car. He probably hadn’t expected this particular type of emergency, but he’d wrapped tape around the duffel bag. Then Dad, Joe, and Clarence all signed it. If someone else had been filming the drop-off and tried to claim Todd had received bribe money, we had witnesses and a chain of custody.

Not that receiving a duffel bag full of porn magazines was a whole lot better for Todd’s career as mayor, but we could prove he had immediately gotten rid of the material. It was evidence that he was being set up. Still, we’d much rather figure out who was setting him up and stop their plan before accusations went public.

Unfortunately, Dad taking the duffel bag might have blown our cover. We knew the person who had dropped it off left immediately afterward. But had somebody else been keeping an eye on the proceedings? It would be easy to blend in with the family members watching the game. I didn’t bother mentioning my concern since it was too late to do anything about it.

Todd was still trying to watch Finn’s game, though I doubted the soccer field had his full attention. He texted me: Graham Thomasson called me. He wants to talk to you.

I flashed back to the night before. Mr. Thomasson—a sweetie, according to Naliyah Shaban—had seemed uncomfortable at the party and suggested he might want to talk to me later. He’d been on the second floor when Bobby Newton went over the balcony, and Thomasson didn’t have an alibi.

I called Thomasson. He preferred to meet in person, so I invited him to come to my house.

Thomasson probably thought that would be a quiet, private place for us to meet. Ha. When we got there, I nudged Dad, Joe, and Clarence to the kitchen. Dad and Joe could start on dinner for our large group. Clarence could entertain/annoy them and stay out of my way.

Jen stood in the living room with her feet planted and her arms crossed. “I’m not leaving you alone with a suspect. I won’t budge from this room.”

“Fine. I’ll take Thomasson to the backyard.”

“Dammit! You know what I mean.”

I snickered. “Yeah, and I don’t even want you to leave. You can take notes during the interview.”

Jen flopped into her favorite easy chair with a huff. “I don’t know why I put up with you.”

“Because otherwise you’d be bored.”

“Sadly true.” She grabbed her notebook and pen from the coffee table. “Do you want me to take notes surreptitiously or aggressively?” She demonstrated by leaning forward, pen poised over her notebook, glaring at an imaginary person sitting across from her.

I thought of Thomasson’s nervous behavior. “You don’t need to be secretive, but don’t act like you’re about to accuse him of murder. We don’t want to make him so anxious he doesn’t talk to us.”

Jen nodded, leaned back, and started doodling. I texted Mackenzie to see how she, Simon, and Marty were doing with the computer investigations. Her reply was stuffed with jargon I didn’t understand, but the basic message seemed to be that they had not yet identified the source of the emails beyond the school connection. They were trying to decipher any of the letters and numbers on the license plate that might be partly visible through the mud. They didn’t think they’d get enough to run the plate, but if we identified possible vehicles via other means, the partial plate could help confirm.

The doorbell rang. I opened it to Thomasson. “Come in.” I offered my hand. “It’s nice to see you again.”

Dad and the guys were bickering in the kitchen. Thomasson glanced that way. His shoulders were hunched and tight, his hands twitching.

“Come into the living room.” I gestured.

Thomasson stood in the archway to the living room. He seemed to be debating whether to step forward or retreat.

Jen stood with a warm smile and shook his hand. “So nice to meet you. I’m Kate’s assistant.”

I hoped he wouldn’t ask assistant for what. Thomasson knew I’d been a journalist, so he’d probably assume that was still my primary focus. People in trouble weren’t always anxious to talk to journalists, but they must be even more cautious around detectives.

“Thank you for coming over to talk to us,” Jen added, as if he hadn’t been the one to request the meeting. “We really appreciate your help.”

Thomasson relaxed a fraction. Sometimes I forgot Jen could be charming when she chose, since she never did it with me.

She ushered Thomasson to the sofa. “Would you like something to drink? Coffee, ice water, fizzy water?”

“Oh. No—” Thomasson cleared his throat. “Well, perhaps just some ice water. Thank you.”

Jen bustled out. I took my time circling the coffee table and settling onto the sofa. I didn’t want to get started until Jen returned. Not only did I want her taking notes, but she deserved to hear the whole thing after that performance.

She brought Thomasson his water and settled back into her easy chair with her feet tucked up and a friendly smile.

“Mr. Thomasson,” I said, “I’m happy to chat with you, but you had something particular you wanted to say. Should we skip ahead to that?” Sometimes small talk put people at ease, but I had a feeling Thomasson wouldn’t calm down until he got his problem off his chest.

He nodded and swallowed a couple of times. “Yes. Yes, that might be best.” He pulled out a handkerchief and patted his forehead. “As you can see, this has been bothering me for a while. I don’t quite know what to do. Talking to a reporter—well, in some ways, that’s the last thing I want to do. But you . . . I know you’re friends with Todd. Florida Hurtado thinks highly of you. She has a good intuition about people.”

That was interesting. Not every man, especially of Thomasson’s generation, would pay attention to a secretary’s opinion on things.

“Mr. Thomasson, I’m not a muckraker. I know something is wrong in the city offices. I’d like to find out what and help fix it, if I can.”

“Please, call me Graham.” He nodded a few more times. It was like his body knew he needed to proceed, but his brain wasn’t quite ready to let the words out. He took a big breath. “Okay. Here’s the thing. I’m being blackmailed.”

He paused for a reaction. He probably expected a bigger one, but I already knew about the pressure on Todd and the ridiculous attempt to blackmail Naliyah Shaban with a picture of her holding a cigarette. Given Thomasson’s behavior, his revelation was hardly revelatory.

“It might comfort you to know you’re not alone,” I said.

“Really?” He blinked a few times. “I—I suppose that is comforting, in a way. On the other hand . . .” He frowned.

I tried not to show impatience. “Perhaps if you explain exactly what happened to you, it will give us some ideas about who’s behind this and how we should proceed.”

“Right. Yes.” He sipped water. “I don’t usually dither this much. I had my own insurance agency for years. I turned it over to my son when I won the city council seat, but I still handle some clients. In any case. That’s not what you’re asking.”

“Take your time,” Jen murmured.

I was sitting so that I faced Mr. Thomasson on the other end of the couch. Beyond him, an archway led to the foyer, which had the front door to the right and stairs up to the left. On the other side of the foyer, another archway led to the kitchen.

A face peeked around the kitchen archway. A face with Clarence’s iron-gray hair, glasses, and large nose. He stepped out and crept across the foyer. Possibly he was trying to tiptoe, but since he used a cane for balance, it was more of a shuffle.

“I had surgery recently,” Thomasson said. “Dental surgery, nothing terribly critical, and physically, I’m fine now.”

I plastered on a smile, decided that might be the wrong reaction, and tried to look sympathetic. I couldn’t say anything to Clarence without interrupting Thomasson as he finally got to the point. I couldn’t even give Clarence a stern look without the risk of Thomasson thinking it was directed at him.

Thomasson visibly gathered himself. “My grandson visited me while I was still groggy from sedation. He took a video and posted it to one of those social media sites—one of the newer ones, I get them mixed up. He thought it was funny.”

Clarence’s rubber-tipped cane squeaked on the tile floor. He tried to dart sideways, but one foot caught on the other, and he wobbled. For a moment I thought he was going to pitch headfirst into the living room.

I gasped.

Thomasson nodded. “My grandson meant no harm. It never occurred to him that we don’t all want to look foolish on social media.”

Clarence managed to grab the wall of the living room archway. He got his feet and cane tucked away around the corner by the stairs.

I turned my focus back to Thomasson. “I take it you didn’t come across well in the video?”

He put a hand over his face for a few seconds. “I daresay it was funny, if you’re twelve. I babbled. It’s not that I said anything terrible, just nonsense. When my son found out, they removed the video. It didn’t have my name attached, and that site is mostly used by young people. The whole thing should’ve faded out.”

“But it didn’t.” I thought I could see where this was going.

“I got an email threatening to make the video public as proof—that’s what he called it—that I have dementia and am incapable of holding a position on the city council.” Thomasson was sitting up straighter, tensed as if ready to fight. Poor guy.

Jen had been quietly taking notes. She glanced up. “That’s terrible. I can see why you’re concerned.” Her gaze flicked toward the stairs and her eyes widened.

I spoke quickly to draw Thomasson’s attention back to me. “What did this person want in return?”

“Little things at first. He said I should support some legislation that I already supported. Since I was going to anyway, I simply did what I had planned, but it made me uncomfortable, like I was following orders. Earlier this week, he said to withhold support from some different legislation. I hadn’t made up my mind about that one.”

Jen glared toward Clarence’s hiding place and made little shooing motions with her hand when Thomasson’s attention was turned away.

“It hasn’t come to a vote yet,” Thomasson said, “but I feel like I can’t even consider it properly. How do I know if on some level I’m being swayed by what this person wants, so I can avoid the consequences?” He looked toward Jen for sympathy.

“Very tough,” she murmured. “I would just want to shoo the whole thing away.” She flung her hand toward the foyer.

Thomasson gave an appreciative smile and faced me again. “Most recently, he told me to go to Osgood Livingston’s fundraiser. That wasn’t too bad, as I was curious about what Livingston has to say. But I dread what’s next. He can’t actually tell me how to vote, since that’s private, but he could insist I publicly support someone or something.”

“So Livingston has to be behind this, right?” Jen asked.

I pondered. “It’s hard to believe he’s not involved somehow. Still, the blackmailer could be testing his victims. First he asks you to do something easy—support something you already supported. Then he asks you to do something a little harder, but not much. Step-by-step, he pushes his victim across a line. Every time you give in, it makes it a little easier to give in the next time.”

Thomasson stared at me. “That’s just how it was. I keep telling myself I won’t give in to a blackmailer. I can’t. But he hasn’t asked for anything too terrible. I had already considered going to Mr. Livingston’s fundraiser, because he issued a personal invitation and was quite nice about it. So far nothing has crossed a line, so I’ve gone along with it, buying time while I figure out what to do. But at what price?”

“As I said, you’re not the only one facing this kind of pressure. This person has targeted other city councilmembers and possibly employees.”

I wouldn’t name Naliyah Shaban, though at some point it might be useful to encourage them to talk to each other. Were there other councilmembers also facing blackmail threats? Had the blackmailer uncovered more serious scandals, ones that would carry more weight? He or she could be trying to oust Todd and control the city council by blackmailing members or eliminating those who resisted.

“You kept calling the blackmailer he,” I said. “Do you have any evidence that it’s a man?”

“Hm. It just seems like something a man would do. I suppose that’s sexist.”

Kind of. However, I wasn’t going to get up on a soapbox to insist that women could blackmail just as well as men.

“Mr. Thomasson—Graham—thank you for talking to us. I don’t have any advice for you at the moment other than sit tight and please let us know if something new happens. Do you have the emails? We’re trying to trace where they originate.”

He pulled out his phone. “I deleted them but I suppose they’re still in here somewhere.”

Jen jumped up and moved around to the side of the sofa, where she’d block Graham from seeing into the foyer. She helped him find the deleted email folder.

I got up, casually stretching, and toddled around the coffee table to where I could see Clarence. I leaned on the other side of the living room archway. With my hand down by my thigh, I pointed at Clarence and then back to the kitchen.

He spread his hands with a look that said “Who, me?” but he started the trek back.

Once I’d ensured Clarence was back in the kitchen, I took the couple of steps to the easy chair Jen had been using and dropped into it.

Jen forwarded the emails to Mackenzie. Chances were the emails all came from the same place, so new ones wouldn’t help, but you never knew when the blackmailer might slip up. Besides, if we got enough emails, maybe the language used would offer clues about the person who wrote them.

It was possible Graham Thomasson was an excellent actor who was really behind the attacks on Todd and Bobby Newton’s murder. I’d bet against that though. I could perhaps imagine him committing murder in a moment of overwhelming emotion, say if he knew Newton was the blackmailer and decided to get rid of the problem. It was harder to imagine him staying calm as Padilla grilled him, or coming up with this ploy to cover his tracks.

On the other hand, the saying went, “It’s always the quiet ones.” In my experience as a journalist, that claim was more of a TV trope than reality, but there were exceptions. People under enormous strain could snap, no matter how gentle and pleasant they normally were. Thomasson’s nerves seemed out of proportion for the relatively minor threat so far, so maybe things had gone further than he claimed.

When they’d finished dealing with the emails, I said, “Graham, I have a few more questions for you. Last night, at Livingston’s party. You were upstairs when Bobby Newton went over the balcony.”

“Terrible, terrible thing. Yes, I was upstairs, but at the end of the hall. I’d left Livingston and a couple of his cronies smoking cigars in another room, a kind of den. The smoke was getting to me. So was the company. I’ve never felt completely at ease in that kind of old boys’ club. Even if I am an old boy.” He managed a wheezy chuckle. “I don’t know what I can tell you about Bobby’s death.”

“Who were the men with Livingston in the den?” I asked. Padilla hadn’t passed along that information.

“A man named Konietzko, Eric Konietzko. He was on the city council but recently resigned. I don’t know why. Also Zane Dale. He does a lot of big housing developments in the area. That’s what we were talking about.”

Well, wasn’t that interesting? Eric Konietzko had resigned because Jen and I had recorded him asking for money from Zane Dale. Dale wanted support for a new development, including massive tax breaks. The conversation made it clear that Konietzko had already received at least one bribe from Dale. The laws around recording conversations meant that evidence might not be admissible in court, but I’d passed it along to Todd. He had pressured Konietzko into resigning from the council with the threat of otherwise making the recording public.

Those three men alibied each other for Bobby Newton’s murder.

Interesting indeed. But if it was one of them, which one? And how would we prove it?


Chapter Thirteen


After Graham left, Dad headed to the nursing home to get Mom so she could enjoy the backyard barbecue we had planned for dinner. I think he did more entertaining now than when Mom still lived here, since our “meetings” often involved food. I wouldn’t complain about that.

Clarence grinned at me. “What can I do to help?”

I gave him a stern look. “Other than not spying on my interview subjects?”

He opened his eyes wide in an innocent look that fooled absolutely no one. “I merely wanted to make sure you lovely ladies were safe.”

“Uh-huh.” I almost asked what he’d planned to do if we were in danger, but I didn’t want to insult his manliness. “Where’s Arnold anyway?”

Clarence’s partner wouldn’t keep him out of trouble—more likely, the two of them would get into even more trouble together—but Arnold’s absence might explain why Clarence was so desperate for diversions.

“He got a part in a community theater play. Rehearsals all week.” Clarence looked like someone stole his puppy. Yep, he was bored without his partner in crime fighting.

My return to Arizona was different from what I’d expected in a lot of ways. I certainly never imagined I’d be providing day care to bored seniors. Still, I sympathized, since I’d have gone stir-crazy in my forced semiretirement if life didn’t have a way of throwing these weird challenges at me.

Clarence used a cane, which would make it hard to set up tables or carry dishes. I wasn’t sure I trusted him with food prep.

“You know what would be a big help?” I steered Clarence into the living room. “Go through those articles about people who were victims of Taser attacks. See if you can find any commonalities between them.”

“You are going to pursue that one then!” He saluted. “Got it, chief!”

I didn’t tell him about my personal close encounter. Time enough to do that later, if it became necessary.

I spent the next few minutes answering the door. Todd arrived with the boys. Finn, freshly showered after his soccer game, dove into computer work with Mackenzie and Simon at a picnic table in the backyard. Joe got the grill going while Marty Washington staffed the blender, because apparently margaritas made it easier to solve mysteries. Hey, I couldn’t prove it wasn’t true.

Jen’s husband and their two teenagers arrived. Gary went to the guy magnet, aka the grill, while their kids got out the beanbag bocce ball set and started playing along the fence. Jen made trips between the kitchen and the backyard, arms full of dishes and silverware or platters of food. Dad got Mom set up on a lounge chair with a virgin drink and went to help Joe.

Todd sat next to Mom and began chatting. He knew she had memory problems, so making a good impression with his potential girlfriend’s mother couldn’t be too high on the priority list. He was just a nice guy.

Alec drifted over to me. “Do you write stories too?”

Too? In addition to my detective work, which could hardly be called a career? “Sure. Since I damaged my leg and moved back here, I’m not covering breaking news, but I still file some stories with the Associated Press, and I’ve done some longer magazine pieces.”

“No, I mean, like, fiction.”

“Oh. Not much, not since college. The journalism keeps me pretty busy.”

He nodded, looking down.

I couldn’t think of anything else to say. He was probably lonely, feeling left out of the computer talk and the conversations among older adults. I should introduce him to Jen’s kids. My family got competitive about beanbag bocce ball, but only in a silly way, since the lumpy beanbags added such a random element to balance out any real skill.

On the other hand, Alec had come over to me. And if Todd could entertain my memory-challenged mother, I could treat his kid like a human being rather than just a kid.

I thought about Alec’s question and what might lie behind it. “What about you?” I asked. “Do you write stories?”

He looked up and nodded eagerly. “Mostly fanfiction.” He added some words that meant nothing to me. At my baffled expression, he explained, “It’s anime.”

“I see.” That helped a little. At least I knew anime was Japanese animation used in movies, comic books, and graphic novels. “Writing fanfiction is a good way to get started. It’s probably easier when you don’t have to invent your own characters and world.”

That got us going on writing for a while. The smell of grilled meat drifted past in waves. Joe announced the first round of cooked food from the grill. The teens thundered over like a herd of young elephants. Gary carried around the platter the way a triumphant conqueror might march in a procession loaded with riches.

All that talk of writing fiction had gotten my metaphors going.

The sun had shifted so I was in the shade of the house. I stepped farther into the yard to catch the last rays. I’d need a sweatshirt in a few minutes.

Alec shifted with me. He studied his dad for a minute and then turned back to me and spoke softly. “I don’t know what to do about my mom.”

Oh, boy. That was not an area where I wanted to give advice. “What are your choices?” Helping Alec figure things out for himself wasn’t the same as giving advice.

“She called me today. She said she was sorry and she wants to see me.”

“That’s . . . good, right?”

Maybe? Unless his mom was working an angle. She might be trying to get custody, which wouldn’t necessarily be terrible, so long as she accepted Alec for who he was. She might be trying to manipulate the situation to get money from Todd, or simply to punish him in some way, which would be terrible for the whole family.

“What did you tell her?” I asked.

“I told her okay, with Finn. He won’t let Mom talk me into anything. But I don’t want Dad to feel bad.”

I glanced at Todd, who was helping my mother up from her lounge chair. “I don’t think your father wants to keep you away from your mother, unless you don’t feel safe or comfortable with her.”

“Yeah. I just . . . I want things to be okay, you know? But I don’t . . .”

“Yeah.” I appreciated that Alec felt he could talk to me, but how did I wind up in a position to give advice on family dynamics? Jen would be better. Almost anyone would be better.

On the other hand, Alec had chosen me, so he might have a reason. But what? Did he hope I’d tell Todd, so he wouldn’t have to? Or did he see me as a neutral outsider who could be trusted not to get involved? Or was he warning me that the family might work out their differences and reunite?

I studied Alec’s troubled face. No, I didn’t think he was as subtle and devious as that.

“You know you can talk to your dad about anything,” I said. “Don’t worry about hurting his feelings. He’d rather hear it from you, and I’m sure he doesn’t want you and your mom to be at odds.”

“Yeah . . . Okay.”

Todd strolled over from the table where he’d settled my mother. “Hey, buddy, you ready for some food? Mr. Washington set aside the vegan dogs for you.” Todd put his arm around Alec’s shoulders. He gave me a wink and led his son toward the grill.

Whew. I’d gotten through that without, hopefully, doing lasting damage to Alec or myself. Maybe later I’d ask Jen if my advice had been on point.

I stepped into the house to grab a sweatshirt and give my nerves time to settle. Clarence was still in the living room, poring over notes. “Hey, food’s up,” I said.

He hurried outside after me. “I think I have clues! All the Taser attack victims were men. Two of them were in the middle of a divorce. One had been divorced a short time, and the fourth has since moved out of his home. I have one more to check.”

So at least four out of five were recently divorced or in the process of splitting from their spouses. Add Todd, and that became five out of six or possibly all six.

I slid onto a bench at a table with Mom and Dad, Jen and Gary, and the Washingtons. Alec had joined the young people at another table.

I glanced up at Clarence. “I know the divorce rate is high, but that doesn’t sound like a coincidence.”

“Right?” Clarence squeezed onto the bench beside me. “The guy who moved out after the attack, he moved in with a girlfriend. He had to be having an affair before then.”

Gary passed the platter, and we grabbed food.

“I found out some of that through social media accounts,” Clarence said. “See, that’s where we have the advantage over the police. They probably don’t spend time checking out people on Facebook.”

“Maybe not. Good job.”

Clarence grinned at me. I felt a little silly, like I was praising a kid for doing well on a test, but Clarence simply wanted to be helpful.

“Talk to Marty about the social media stuff,” I said. “Maybe you can dig deeper.”

Marty gave me a cool look, perhaps not entirely pleased that I was foisting Clarence off on her. I pretended not to notice.

Clarence bit into his bratwurst. As his teeth broke the skin, a spurt of juice arced across the table and hit Jen in the face. She flinched back.

I hid my laugh in my margarita glass as she wiped her face.

“Sorry,” Clarence said.

“Any luck with the emails?” I asked Marty.

“They seem to be sent from the school computer room,” Marty said. “Finn says everyone has to log on to use a computer. He and Mackenzie want to get into the school to see if they can track who was logged on at the time the emails were sent.”

“Okay, that’s helpful.” I mulled it over while I ate my hot dog. “If it turns out the emails were from a student, or students, that might not help with our main investigation. But even the ones mentioning Todd came from there?”

She nodded. “Perhaps a teacher or school administrator is involved.”

Todd winced at that. I gave him a sympathetic glance. It definitely wasn’t pleasant to think about someone in charge of your kids being involved with bullying, let alone bribes and political manipulation—not to mention murder.

“We need to figure out a way to investigate Zane Dale, Eric Konietzko, and Osgood Livingston,” I said. “I don’t like that they’re each other’s alibis. Or rather, I do like it, as a sign that they could all be involved.”

“How can we investigate them?” Todd asked.

“That is the million-dollar question.” I stared into my margarita as if the answer might lie in the last inch of green slush. “It’s going to be hard to break their alibi, unless we can get one to turn on the others. We may have to leave the murder to the police.”

“I should hope so!” Gary said.

Jen patted her husband’s arm. “Of course we’re not going after murderers.”

Gary gave her a skeptical look as he got up. He headed back toward the grill.

Jen leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Quick, how are we going after the murderer?”

I looked at my teammates seated around the table. “Any ideas for how else to get information on these men?”

Clarence opened his mouth, closed it again, and frowned.

“It’s possible the emails will connect to them,” Marty said, “but that won’t prove they had anything to do with killing that poor man.”

“No, but it might connect them to the blackmail,” I said. “That would be enough to get the police on their trail—and to help Todd.”

Todd groaned. “I don’t want to win purely because my opponent is mired in scandal. But I guess that’s better than losing because I’m mired in a fake scandal my unethical opponent set up.”

“What about a stakeout?” Clarence asked. “We could split up and follow the suspects.”

It was tempting to give Clarence a job like that just to keep him busy and out of my way. On the other hand, I didn’t want to risk putting him in danger—or tipping off our suspects that they were under surveillance. Clarence wasn’t as unobtrusive as he liked to think.

“We got lucky when we recorded Konietzko and Dale talking about a bribe,” I said. “We knew about the meeting because we—”

Gary was coming back with a full plate, so I stopped before admitting that we’d “borrowed” Konietzko’s phone so Mac could clone it and read his messages.

“We knew about their meeting from his ex,” I said. Technically true. His ex-wife had helped us break into his phone. “We can’t expect to get lucky like that again. In fact, I doubt they’ll be meeting in public places anymore, since they know we got the recording at the park last time. They’re probably being much more careful.”

“The emails can’t be our only lead,” Jen said. “Bobby Newton claimed he had reason to believe Todd was—what was it, approving payments for work that hadn’t been done? He must have evidence.”

“But I didn’t—” Todd started.

Jen interrupted. “We know, but think about it. He wouldn’t make accusations unless he had some paperwork to support it, right? Something he’d faked?”

“Good point,” I said. “He wouldn’t risk making that accusation without something to back it up, and it sounded like he was ready to move forward this coming week. They got lucky with Graham Thomasson, finding the video of him babbling while recovering from the anesthesia. Or maybe not lucky, maybe they’ve been tracking people and their families online.”

“They set up Naliyah Shaban when Newton handed her a cigarette to hold and someone secretly took a photo,” Jen said. “That shows they’re willing to fake evidence.”

Marty tapped her crimson nails on the table. “It’s a big step from that to falsifying city government paperwork.”

I shrugged. “Maybe not such a big step. It’s about attitude, right? They’re willing to get someone in trouble for something that person didn’t actually do. Maybe it’s an ‘ends justify the means’ mentality. Maybe they simply don’t care about the law or who they hurt.”

“We need to review the paperwork that’s been passing through Bobby Newton’s office,” Todd said.

I nodded. “And fast, because the police might think to look there as well.”

“The city offices are closed on Sunday.” Todd smiled. “Good thing you know someone who can get you in.”


Chapter Fourteen


Sunday morning, we gathered outside a sprawling stucco building designed to prevent half-formed humans from causing trouble, or at least to contain the trouble in one place.

“Abandon hope all ye who enter here,” Jen murmured in a sepulchral voice. “I never thought I’d be going back to high school.”

Finn gave her a curious look.

Jen put on a smile worthy of a murderous clown. “Kidding! I loved high school.”

It definitely felt strange being back there. The sign declaring this Coyote Creek High School had faded in the Arizona sun—at least, I assumed the color was supposed to be red instead of sickly pink. I couldn’t tell if the painted coyote head was supposed to be smiling or snarling. Maybe the interpretation depended on one’s personal experience with high school.

At least we weren’t compounding the freakiness by breaking in. On Sundays, the school rented the auditorium and some classrooms to a religious group while their new church was under construction.

We joined the people heading for the doors. Most were dressed up by Arizona standards: the men in slacks and polo shirts or button-up shirts, with even an occasional tie, the women in lightweight dresses or pastel sweater sets.

Our group got a few curious glances, perhaps simply because we were strangers. We probably passed for a family group—Todd and Jen as parents, with their two teenagers and Mackenzie as their young adult daughter.

Anyone glancing at my silver hair and cane might cast me in the role of grandma. Oh, well.

Dad was visiting Mom at the nursing care center, the Washingtons were at church, and I hadn’t mentioned this outing to Clarence. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t magically show up, but I hoped investigating the Taser Thug would keep him occupied.

While most people headed to the auditorium, we turned down a hallway. Since the church also rented rooms for Sunday school classes, we still didn’t attract much attention. Unfortunately, the computer room was locked, which totally made sense given the value of the equipment inside.

Todd tried the handle again. “I can’t believe I’m even asking this, but does anyone know how to pick a lock?”

“Shoot, we should’ve brought Simon,” Mackenzie said.

Before I could ask what she meant by that, Alec said, “I can get us in.”

Todd gave his younger son a look that was half skeptical and half frightened.

Alec laughed. “Not by picking the lock.” He pulled out his phone and started tapping. Moments after he finished, the phone gave a faint buzz indicating a reply. “Five minutes. I have a contact.” Alec put his phone back in his pocket, crossed his arms, and gazed into the distance. No doubt he was trying to look adult and mysterious. It was cute.

As we waited, I looked around. Paper banners hung in the hallway, announcing a sports game of some kind between the Coyotes and . . . I’m going to say a snake? Possibly a rattlesnake, given the bulge on the end of its tail. Otherwise the teen painters had gotten away with something surprisingly phallic. Maybe the teachers who passed by were too busy to study the banners, or they gave the kids the benefit of the doubt and blamed the awkward images on poor artistic skills, or they simply had a chuckle and moved on. Or maybe I just had a dirty mind.

A woman called from down the hall, “Can I help you find a room? The teen group is in two-twenty-one.”

Jen waved and called back, “Thanks, we’re fine. Just need to have a little family meeting first.” She turned toward Finn and lifted a finger as if scolding him. The helpful woman went into a classroom.

“I guess that’s the disadvantage of mixing with the crowd.” Mackenzie gave a mock shudder. “Helpful people.”

Todd pulled his baseball cap lower. “We’d better be careful on the way out. People might want to welcome the new family, and someone could recognize me.” The hat and sunglasses as a disguise worked best at a distance.

A bearded man with a shaved head turned a corner and strode toward our group. He wore jeans and a blue shirt and had a lanyard around his neck with an ID hanging from it. Someone official? Associated with the school? Todd, Jen, and I all stiffened, no doubt trying to come up with another story.

The guy joined us. “Hey, my man.” He held up his fist and Alec bumped it, then Finn.

“Martin, can you let us into the computer room?” Alec said. “It’s important. This is my dad.”

Martin stood at least six feet three inches tall and had massive shoulders. He dwarfed Todd, made skinny Finn and Alec look like toothpicks, and probably made me look like a lilliputian.

“Martin Patel. Delighted to meet you.” He shook hands with Todd and then turned to me. His hand was huge but his handshake was gentle.

Jen gazed at his broad shoulders. “Sorry, are you one of the teachers?”

“Janitor.” He stepped back and flashed his white teeth. “And you’re probably wondering why Alec has my cell phone number. I look out for the smaller kids. When you’re my size, it doesn’t take much more than a stern look to get rid of the bullies. The kids all know they can come to me if they need help, or call, and I won’t tell the principal or their parents.”

Jen frowned. “Maybe you should tell the principal and their parents.”

“Then they wouldn’t come to me. No one wants a reputation as a snitch. That only makes things worse. Don’t worry,” he told Todd, “your kids are great, both of them. Finn always sticks up for the younger kids, not just his brother.”

“Glad to hear it. You probably know more about what my boys do here than I do.”

“You can be proud.”

“Yeah, I guess I’m glad we kept them.” Todd studied Finn, who was avoiding eye contact, his face red.

Mr. Patel pulled out a huge ring of keys and unlocked the door. “Seeing as you’re the mayor, I guess I can trust you with access to the computer room.”

“Thanks for your help.” Todd slung his arm around Finn’s shoulder and drew him into the classroom.

“The door will lock behind you. Just make sure you pull it closed all the way when you leave.” Martin Patel gave a cheery wave and strode down the hall to take care of the next school problem.

Jen, Mackenzie, and I watched him go. “Goodness,” Jen murmured, “that’s a lot of man.” Mac and I nodded. When Martin Patel turned a corner, we followed the guys into the computer room. Jen closed the door behind us. “Now what?”

Mackenzie flexed her fingers. “Now we see what these babies can tell us.”

She and Finn went down a row. They identified the computer they wanted and pulled up chairs. Alec stood behind them, looking over Finn’s shoulder.

“Guess they don’t need the older generation,” Todd said.

“I’m happy to stay out of the way and let them do the tough stuff,” I said. “It turns out having assistants is pretty great.”

Jen gave a little sniff. “Well, some of us don’t, so I’m going to catch up on my email.” She gave me a surreptitious wink and moved toward the front of the room, where she sat at the teacher’s desk with her phone.

Todd took off his hat and sunglasses. “So . . . how have you been?”

“Good. Keeping busy.”

He kept his gaze on Mackenzie and the boys. “Arizona isn’t too boring for you?”

“Not at all. Turns out lots of weirdos live here, especially among my friends and family.”

He snickered. “Good. I know things must be tame here after your work in the Middle East. You must miss it.”

I turned more fully toward him. “Not really. I’m not an adrenaline junkie, or if I am, Jen keeps me well supplied these days. Plus, it’s nice living in one place. I actually unpacked. I can buy a shirt without having to decide which shirt I’m going to give away to make room for the new one. I can buy groceries and expect them to be in the fridge the next day—except for ice cream; you would not believe how quickly that vanishes. But at least I can get ice cream here, in a bazillion flavors and at any time of day. It’s nice.”

He shifted so our arms brushed. “That’s good. I must admit, I’ve been afraid that a boring middle-aged man with two kids wouldn’t interest you for long.”

I put a hand on my hip and glared. “Don’t tell me you came up with this whole blackmail and murder scheme just to entertain me.”

He laughed out loud. Everyone glanced at us except Mackenzie, who was laser focused on the computer monitor.

“Hardly,” Todd whispered. “One of these days, I’d like to take you on some dates that don’t involve investigating criminal activities. But it’s also occurred to me you might prefer the drama.”

“I don’t think so. Honestly, I haven’t had that many opportunities to date without the fear of a bombing or terrorist attack. I’d like to try though.” I gave a self-pitying sigh. “Maybe I’m the one getting boring in my old age.”

He put his arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “Nope. Never that.”

I was pretty sure Alec was watching us from the corner of his eye. I’d also be willing to bet Jen was not nearly so engrossed in her phone as she pretended. It wasn’t like I’d been tempted to have a hot and heavy make-out session with Todd in a high school classroom (gross) while my sister and his kids were watching (grosser), but it would be nice to find some time for just the two of us, without family observers or criminals to reveal.

“Yep, that’s it!” Mackenzie pushed back her chair and turned toward us. Finn mimicked her movements.

Todd dropped his arm and the two of us walked toward the computer experts.

“You found something?” I asked.

Finn nodded rapidly. “Yes, we—”

He looked at Mackenzie. She waved for him to continue.

“You have to sign on to use a computer,” Finn said. “Once you’re on a computer, you could go to any email account you have through a web browser. The email account that sent the messages was under a fake name, but we traced it to this computer. The computer logs who had signed on.”

“Good job.” I was more interested in the results than the details, but the youngsters deserved a chance to show off.

“Here’s where it gets complicated,” Finn said. “The account was always in use between three and four p.m. A girl named Isabella was signed on to the computer, but Alec knows her, and she would’ve been practicing with the marching band at that time.”

Todd pulled out a chair and sank onto it. “So it’s a dead end?”

Mackenzie and Finn shared excited smiles.

“Not even!” Finn said. “I was here one day last week when a message went out. I didn’t see Isabella, but I did see her ex-friend Ruby. They used to hang out all the time but don’t anymore.”

Todd rubbed his forehead. “Okay. And that tells us . . .?”

“Ruby’s stepsister Hannah came in,” Finn said. “She’s a few years older—out of high school.”

Jen and I exchanged glances. I’m pretty sure her glance said the same thing mine did: “Are you following this at all?” We had a lot of new names, and I didn’t know how any of them fit with anyone else we’d investigated.

Finn took a big breath. “And Hannah’s father is Zane Dale, and Mackenzie says he’s one of your suspects.”

There it was! Zane Dale was the developer who’d bribed Eric Konietzko when Eric was on the city council.

Zane Dale was with Konietzko and Osgood Livingston when Bobby Newton went over the balcony.

Finn sat up straight, his face glowing. “Did we do it? Did we help?”

“You helped so much,” I said. “Very well done.”

Todd pulled Finn out of his chair and hugged him. Then he hugged Alec as well. Mackenzie leaned back and smirked.

Todd turned to her and reached out. For a moment she looked wary that he was going to insist on another hug, but he offered his hand. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“No problem. Finn’s a pretty good hack—um, computer expert already. You hardly needed me.”

Finn and Mackenzie heaped praise on each other, and Todd complimented them both. Jen and I met in the corner of the room.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but this is far from over, right?” she asked.

I scrambled to process what we’d learned. “Yeah. We have a link between Zane Dale and the emails. That’s hardly proof he committed murder.”

“We know he was involved with the blackmail though.”

“Do we? Or rather, can we prove it?” I asked. “I guess we’re working under the assumption that Hannah came in with her stepsister—Ruby? And Ruby had her former friend’s login information. So Hannah sent the emails . . . Hang on.” I called to the gang by the computers, “Guys?”

They settled down and looked at me. “Yeah?” Mackenzie said.

“The email that went out when Hannah was here, can you tell what it said?”

Mackenzie, Finn, and Alec conferred in whispers.

“It was one of the ones to Alec,” Finn said.

“One that mentioned your father but in vague terms?”

Alec nodded.

“Why? What’s wrong?” Finn asked.

“It’s not wrong,” I said. “It’s an important clue.” They were all watching me, so I had to explain. “The problem is, that only shows a link to bullying Alec. Which is serious and should definitely be addressed. But we can’t prove these girls or Zane Dale had anything to do with blackmailing councilmembers or setting up your father.”

“But we know the other emails were sent when Isabella was signed on,” Finn said. “At least the ones to that council guy, Thomasson.”

“I agree, it looks like Hannah sent all the emails, probably on behalf of her father,” I said. “They did a decent job of hiding the trail, using a young adult to get in the school and a school computer to send the messages. You busted that apart. However, we don’t know how much Hannah knew about the larger plan, and we can’t prove her father was behind it.”

Everyone looked disappointed.

“Not yet,” I added. “We’ll get there.”

Mac swung back to the computer. “I’ll get a copy of all the records associated with that account. Maybe we’ll learn . . . something.”

“Good thinking.” I glanced at the clock on the wall. “Then let’s get out of here before church services end. I believe some of us have places to be.”

Specifically, Finn and Alec were going to visit their mother, and Jen was taking her kids to visit our mom. I didn’t like to ask for too much of Mac’s time, since she made $250 an hour doing freelance computer work unless she was working for me, in which case she made nothing.

That left Todd and me to search Bobby Newton’s office.

Yeah, we sure knew how to do romance.


Chapter Fifteen


Todd and I headed to the city building. We both glanced around warily as we went up the sidewalk. I wasn’t particularly concerned about “breaking in” to Bobby Newton’s office. As mayor, Todd surely had the right to review an employee’s files, especially if that employee had died suddenly and might have left urgent work unfinished. I wasn’t even particularly worried that Zane Dale’s gang might be spying on us.

No, the anxiety came from the close call with the Taser Thug. He would have no reason to be here today, because he wouldn’t know Todd was coming. But my sympathetic nervous system remembered the panic and associated it with this place, even when my mind knew logically that the danger was no longer here.

Stupid body.

We stepped inside. The lights flashed on. I flinched.

“Motion sensors,” Todd murmured.

Right. Of course. I breathed a sigh of relief once the door was locked behind us. “I need to get the keys,” Todd whispered as he unlocked his office door.

“Okay,” I whispered back.

We didn’t need to whisper. Even if someone was in the building on a Sunday, catching up on work or retrieving a forgotten coffee thermos, whispering would only make us look more suspicious.

To convince my body of that, I firmly walked toward the hallway and said in a normal voice, “We do not need to whisper.” Okay, maybe that voice wasn’t quite as loud as normal. I tried again. “No one else is here.” That might have been louder than normal, but what did it matter? Nobody was here to hear me except Todd, and he was back in his office.

At the end of the hallway, I froze. Bobby Newton’s door stood open.

“Todd!” I hissed. He stepped out of his office with a key ring. I waved him over.

He pushed his office door shut. It closed with a bang that made me flinch.

Todd hurried to join me, and we looked at the half-open door and then at each other.

We crept toward the door. Todd slowly stretched out an arm and pushed the door farther open, revealing Bobby’s empty desk and the empty chairs across from it.

The door stopped with a thunk as it hit something hard—a filing cabinet, a coat rack, someone’s shoes?

I peered through the slim gap between the door and door frame. Nobody was hiding behind the door; it had hit a filing cabinet. Then I ducked my head forward and back for a quick look to the other side. Nobody pressed against the wall on that side either.

Todd looked at me and shrugged. We went in and stood silently, looking all around. “Maybe he forgot to lock it Friday,” Todd whispered.

I nodded. “Let’s hope—” I cleared my throat and made myself speak at a normal volume, though my voice sounded raspy. “Let’s hope he’s as careless with his computer password.”

I’d learned from Mackenzie that many people wrote down their passwords and kept the notes under their keyboard or in a desk drawer. Those were the first places to look, assuming the password wasn’t written on a sticky note in plain sight. One might also have surprising luck with “password” or “123456,” but the city’s system would likely require stronger passwords than those. You know, something with letters, numbers, the sigil of an ancient deity, and a DNA sample.

I went around the desk with Todd close behind me.

The computer was on and awake, the desk chair pushed back, as if someone had gotten up moments before. I hesitated, pushed the chair farther out of the way, and edged forward.

A bulky shape shifted in the shadows below the desk. Someone was hiding there.

I jerked back with a yelp. Todd caught me under the arms. My cane went flying, rotating in the air until it clattered against the wall.

Florida Hurtado peeked out from under the desk.

For half a minute, we stared at each other, gasping for breath.

She crawled the rest of the way out and held on to the chair as she stood with a groan. “Oh, my poor knees.”

Footsteps pounded down the hallway. We swung our heads that way to look. My weight still leaned against Todd, his hands against the sides of my breasts like the most awkward push-up bra ever. I’d somehow managed to get my right foot caught on one of the bars at the base of the rolling desk chair. My bad left leg trembled under the part of my weight that wasn’t pressed against Todd.

A heavyset man in his sixties stopped in the doorway, glaring in. “Florida? You okay?”

“Oh, hi, James,” Todd said weakly.

Florida gestured toward the man. “My husband, James. He was in the restroom.”

I got my foot untangled from the chair. “Up,” I muttered to Todd.

He seemed to realize where his hands were. He started to flinch away, dropping me another inch, realized I would land on the ground without support, and held on until he got me upright. I put one hand on the desk for balance. I really needed to adjust my actual bra, but things seemed awkward enough already.

I waved to the man. “Hi, Kate Tessler. Nice to meet you.”

“That was quite a shriek,” he said.

My face heated. “Shriek? Must’ve been Todd.”

Todd rubbed his face. “What is happening? Other than all of us nearly having heart attacks, that is.”

I muttered, “And you ask if my life is too boring here.”

Florida patted her hair. “I came in to look at Bobby’s records. I’m sorry, Todd, I should have told you my plans. I kept thinking about his death, in such a horrible way, and then the things that have been happening lately, and what Kate said Friday, and what you said . . .”

“It’s fine.” Todd took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his shoulders dropping to a normal level.

Florida picked up a folder from Bobby’s desk and used it to fan herself. “Goodness. My nerves. I’m not used to being here when the building is so empty. When I heard someone else come in, and then the whispering . . . I panicked and hid.”

“Sorry we scared you,” Todd said. “I’m glad you’re here. We wanted to look at Bobby’s records too. In fact, I should have called you to help. You’ll know better than I will how things should be, and if they’re as we suspect, I’ll be grateful for the extra witnesses that I didn’t mess with the records after Bobby’s death.”

“I’m just here to protect Florida,” James said. “I didn’t want her coming here alone, especially not after her coworker was murdered.” He ran a hand over his sparse hair, pushing the strands back into place. “Took five years off my life, hearing that shriek. Barely got my pants up.” He glanced down, realized his belt was unbuckled, and took care of that. Then he sat in one of the guest chairs.

“You know, I’m going to let the two of you deal with the computer,” I told Todd and Florida. “Make sure you look at those folders on his desk too. He might have had relevant records ready to go.”

I made it to the other guest chair without my cane. I crossed my arms and surreptitiously tugged at my bra. My skin still felt warm where Todd’s hands had pressed into it.

Todd went around us, picked up my cane, and leaned it against the desk within my reach. I might need to get some training with the sword cane. Flinging it across the room at the first sign of danger probably wasn’t the best method of self-defense.

Florida settled down at the computer with Todd leaning over her shoulder. I had wondered if we’d regret not bringing Mackenzie, but this wasn’t really a computer problem. Florida knew all the passwords, apparently, because someone had to be able to get into the records if an employee died suddenly or was otherwise unavailable. Besides, administrative assistants typically knew everything that happened in an office. And this wasn’t a matter of tracing the paperwork through the computer system to figure out who had altered it, because apparently the city still used paper copies that got sent around to different offices for signatures. The forms were then filed in actual filing cabinets.

Florida sent Todd back and forth to the filing cabinets while she worked the computer. They looked more and more concerned as time went on.

Meanwhile, I tried to figure out what we were going to do about our suspects. The three main ones were Zane Dale, Eric Konietzko, and Osgood Livingston. Konietzko was weak and greedy, more of a puppet than a leader. He had used his position on the city council to take bribes. He’d hoped to become mayor for more power so he could get better bribes. What was he doing now that his political career had been derailed? He probably had another job, but without political clout, he wouldn’t get bribes. Did that mean he had a lot to lose or not much anymore? Maybe he thought he could make a political comeback if he could get rid of Todd, especially with his buddy Livingston in the mayor’s office. Konietzko would also want to stay in Zane Dale’s good graces. Maybe he’d even commit murder on command.

Zane Dale, the big developer, was pretty well plugged in politically. If he could get his new ally, Livingston, into the mayor’s office, he could make the whole town his playground. They’d both get rich. He was willing to offer bribes, but was he willing to kill? Or perhaps the correct question was, was he willing to kill directly rather than hiring someone to do it? Either option could put him in jail, but if he’d hired someone, we’d have to get that person to testify against him.

Then there was Livingston. What did he want? Money? Power? Both? Something else?

Which one of them had pushed Bobby over the balcony? Did they all know what the killer had done? Or had two or even three of them worked together?

I momentarily pictured all three of them cornering Bobby Newton on the balcony and heaving him over. It would’ve been awfully crowded up there.

I thought back to that night. Naliyah Shaban and I had heard a voice above us, raised in anger or possibly fear. I hadn’t caught anything they’d said though. I closed my eyes and tried to replay the scene. One voice, two, or more? I couldn’t bring it back in enough detail.

I could add Graham Thomasson to the suspect list. He didn’t have an alibi, which I thought worked in his favor in this case, but perhaps I’d been too influenced by TV shows where an “unbreakable alibi” always got broken. But would he really be worried enough about his political career to kill someone over it? He was well into retirement age and could simply give up politics in favor of golf or something.

Still, maybe he had ego tied up in the political world and didn’t want to be forced out. Or maybe he had another reason for wanting to kill Bobby that we didn’t even suspect yet. Maybe his claim of blackmail over a surgery recovery video was a red herring. Maybe he truly was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, or he was a drug addict.

Despite all the possibilities, I had a hard time imagining Thomasson keeping himself together after killing someone. But then I didn’t really know him. Maybe his earnest, slightly fussy anxiety was all an act. Maybe Graham Thomasson had hidden depths of evil.

Or maybe I was looking in the wrong direction altogether. Dozens of other people had been at that party. Padilla was no doubt checking alibis, but even alibis could be faked, or someone could lie to help a friend. I didn’t want to be trapped by my own assumptions and biases. Maybe one of the waitstaff had history with Bobby Newton. Maybe that woman doctor had pushed Bobby off the balcony and then raced downstairs to make sure he was dead. Maybe Naliyah Shaban had hypnotized me, dashed upstairs to kill Newton, and then levitated over the balcony to rejoin me. Maybe my sister was actually an international spy.

Having thoroughly amused myself, I mentally shook my head. No, I still considered our main suspects to be the developer and his political cronies. They all had something to gain and something to lose. But which one had actually done the deed? How could we find out? Some of my assistants would probably suggest setting a trap, but that hadn’t worked out well in the past. When I’d investigated the deaths at Mom’s nursing home, I’d planned to try to trap the bad guy. Unfortunately, he got the jump on us before we ever got through the planning stages. In the next case, we thought we had a trap set but things did not go at all as planned. Clearly we weren’t good at setting traps.

“Is that an octopus?”

I opened my eyes to look at James.

“Sorry, were you napping?”

“Just thinking.” I passed my cane to him.

He examined the octopus head. “Does it have a special meaning?”

“It was a gift from my sister. We just thought it was cool.”

“It’s a nice piece. It’s not as heavy as I expected.” He stood and shifted his hand over the octopus until he found the right place to fit one’s hand to use the cane. “Oh yes, I see. It looks awkward, but it’s usable. And what’s this?”

James Hurtado frowned as his fingertips shifted on the head of the cane. He picked up the cane and pulled off the sheath with his other hand.

“A sword cane! Oh, marvelous.” He stepped back to get more room and held the cane like a fencer.

Todd met my eyes and grinned. Florida glanced at her husband, gave a tender smile, and went back to work.

“I used to fence,” James said. “Many, many years ago.”

It looked like Todd and Florida would be occupied for a while. My brain wasn’t doing a great job right now. Maybe I could get some use out of my body.

I stood, holding on to the edge of the desk. “Do you think you could teach me some moves? I don’t benefit from having a sword cane if my instinct is to drop it when something scary happens.”

James grinned. “It’s been a long time, and of course fencing isn’t the same as self-defense. But we can try. Let’s move out into the hallway so we don’t distract these two.”


Chapter Sixteen


James and Florida blew each other kisses, which was adorable. Then he offered me his arm. I wasn’t sure if that was a typical courtly gesture from him, or if he recognized that I used the cane for practical purposes. In the hallway, I leaned against the wall while he pranced around a bit, saying things like “En garde! Allez!” and practicing his feints and parries or whatever the right terms were.

Finally he turned and bowed. “I guess I haven’t forgotten everything.”

“That was great. Unfortunately, I don’t think traditional fencing poses are going to work for me.” I pulled up the left leg of my baggy shorts to show the scars.

“Oh yes, of course.” He stepped closer and his large, dark eyes glowed with sympathy. “Florida talked about you. We were sorry to hear about your accident, but it’s good you’re back here where it’s safe.”

I managed not to laugh out loud at that.

“I’m not looking for sympathy,” I said. “I showed you the scars to make a point. I have a cane because I actually need the cane. I can walk short distances without it, if I’m not too tired, but once I draw the sword, I’m not going to be able to dance around or run. If I could, running would probably be the best defense.”

“True, if you are actually in danger, running and yelling are quite reasonable responses.” He frowned in thought. “All right, we’re looking at defensive maneuvers that don’t involve leg strength or dexterity.”

Painfully worded, but true.

“If you can plant yourself against a wall, you could hold off an attacker.” He propped his back against the wall waved the sword back and forth. “Obviously this won’t intimidate a gunman, since he could stay out of range, but the sword is not the best defense against a gun anyway. At least this may deter someone with a knife or without a weapon. You could hold them at a distance and yell for help.”

He held the blade up in front of his face and lightly touched the side, then the point. “This is sturdier than a fencing foil, but I wouldn’t say it’s designed to do major damage. Still, any attacker is going to think twice if you’re waving a blade around, and if you poke them, it will hurt.”

“That’s better than nothing.”

We spent the next hour figuring out ways I could use the sword in an emergency. One of the hardest parts was simply drawing the sword. If I was using the cane as a cane, my hand was on the octopus head. I had to lift it, grab the shaft with my left hand, and shift my right hand to the release button, which fortunately put my hand in the correct position to hold the sword. Drawing the sword required stretching my arms out about as far as they could go. Then I could either drop the cane shaft, keep it to use for balance even though it no longer had a head and was too low, or potentially keep it in my left hand and use it for defense—which was definitely beyond my capabilities at the moment.

As weapons went, it wasn’t the most practical, but I wasn’t going to start carrying a gun. I had to use a cane anyway, so I might as well get something extra out of it.

“To be honest,” James said, “a good sturdy cane with a heavy head could probably do as much damage as the sword.” He mimicked swinging a club.

“Yeah.” I flourished the sword. “But like you said, there’s the intimidation factor. People don’t expect a short, fifty-year-old woman with a limp to pull a sword on them.”

“Indeed.” He gave a bow. “Shall we see how Florida and Mr. Mayor are doing?”

He didn’t say, “You look like you’re about to slide down the wall into a puddle of exhaustion.” I appreciated his discretion.

Back in the office, Florida looked up from the desk and smiled. “You two look happy.”

“Of course they are.” Todd winked. “We’ve been doing all the work.”

“Did you find anything?” I asked.

“Ugh.” Todd ran a hand over his face. “Yes, unfortunately.”

“Someone has been forging Todd’s signature,” Florida said. “They’ve been making payments for overtime work to several city employees and approved purchases for equipment that I’m certain we never actually got.”

I remembered the woman Jen had talked to at Livingston’s party. “Is one of the employees in the parks department?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“Not important now. Can we prove the signatures are forgeries?”

“The forgery isn’t that good,” Florida said. “It might fool the average person, but I know the mayor’s signature.”

“The accusations could still ruin me,” Todd said. “If we have to go to court, and it takes weeks to get a handwriting expert to weigh in, by the time it’s all sorted out, too many people will have already decided I’m guilty.”

“Right.” I thought for a minute. We were in the middle of a murder investigation. Trying to cover up the forgeries could make things worse. Not to mention, it would be unethical.

“Let’s try to get ahead of the game,” I said. “I’ll call Detective Padilla and explain the situation. She’ll want to go through all this paperwork anyway. We can’t hide this, but maybe we can direct the story if we prove the signatures are fake before the situation is made public. You might get flack for not knowing this was going on, but at least you’ll look like a victim and not a criminal.”

Todd nodded, not happily.

I spent ten minutes on the phone explaining the situation to Padilla.

“She says to leave everything and lock up,” I told the others. “She’ll be here Monday morning with a forensic accountant.”

Todd glanced around at the piles of paper. “I don’t like leaving things here. What if whoever is involved decides to try to cover their tracks?”

“They probably want these particular tracks found,” I said.

Florida gathered the papers. “We’ll put everything in your safe. We can seal the envelope and all sign it to show it hasn’t been tampered with.”

I couldn’t see why anyone would try to get into Newton’s office now, when they’d already set up the forgeries and bad payments. Did criminals really return to the scene of the crime to check for evidence they might’ve left behind? Maybe? It was more likely foolish than helpful, but my experience with criminals to date hadn’t given me a high opinion of their intelligence.

Well, if putting papers in a safe made Todd and Florida feel better, that was fine.

Before we closed and locked Newton’s door, I grabbed a couple of pieces of clear tape from his tape dispenser. I put one from the edge of the door to the doorjamb at about knee height.

“If one end of the tape is loose, that will show someone opened the door between now and Monday morning,” I said. “It’s not a perfect system, since someone could reseal the tape, but chances are no one will notice it.”

I had Todd put another piece of tape at the top of the door, which was out of my reach. We couldn’t think of anything else useful to do, so we left the building.

We paused outside the front door while Todd double-checked that it had closed and locked. I glanced around, still nervous about the Taser Thug.

Someone was lurking behind a nearby tree holding a square, dark shape pointed toward us.

My heart gave a panicked leap before settling down to a steady racing rhythm.

The dark shape was a cell phone. Not the Taser Thug then, unless he’d changed his MO.

A woman stepped out and strode toward us with a cocky smile that implied she’d caught us in something illicit. As Todd turned from the door, she said, “Mayor Todd Paradise.”

He flinched. “Yes? What—who—?”

“Gabriella Dempsey, with the Sun. Would you care to comment on the death of Bobby Newton?”

“Uh . . .”

“He can’t comment on an ongoing investigation,” I said, more as a hint to Todd than an answer to the reporter.

Florida stepped in front of Todd and crossed her arms. “If you have questions for the mayor’s office, please contact the press liaison tomorrow morning to set up an appointment.”

The woman didn’t even glance at Florida, her attention on me now. Gabriella Dempsey was probably in her early thirties, with dark hair and a runner’s build. In fact, she wore running clothes, tiny shorts revealing muscular thighs and a tank top damp with sweat.

“Kate Tessler, famous reporter. What are you doing here on a Sunday?” She smirked. “Following a big story?”

My mind raced. How much did she know? Piling on the denials or refusing to comment would only make a hungry reporter hungrier.

“As a matter of fact, yes,” I said. “Give me a minute.”

I turned my back to her. Florida looked offended, Todd looked wary, and James looked confused. I held out my hand to Todd. “Mayor Paradise, thanks for your help. I’ll be in touch.”

He shook my hand. “Okay then . . .” Hopefully he got the message not to go far. After all, he was my ride.

I shook hands with the Hurtados. “It was a pleasure. Enjoy the rest of your weekend. Bye.”

I turned back to Gabriella and waved her toward a bench. “Let’s have a seat.” Todd escorted the Hurtados toward the parking lot.

Gabriella settled next to me, her mouth twisted in dissatisfaction. “This had better be good. I had questions I wanted to throw at the mayor. It’s not every day a city employee gets murdered at a fundraising party put on by the mayor’s rival.”

“Yeah, big news,” I said. “You know politicians. It’s always ‘No comment’ or something vague.”

“And yet somehow you managed to get inside the building with him on a Sunday.” She leaned closer. “Give me something. You’re a star in the field, but I’m just getting started. Help a girl out.” She gave me a pleading, big-eyed smile. It probably would have worked better if I’d been a man or gay.

“As you know, the party where Bobby Newton died was put on by Osgood Livingston,” I said. “Mayor Paradise wasn’t there. You’re not going to learn anything from him you can’t learn from the police.”

I ignored her skeptical expression and shot careful glances around, as if worried we could be overheard.

“I have something else for you,” I whispered. “It may not sound as sexy as murder, but it may be equally important. It involves cyberbullying at the high school.”

She leaned back with an annoyed huff. “You’re right. It’s not as sexy as murder. Of course kids are bullying each other. That’s what they do.”

“Emails are going out through the school computers. It’s possible adults—maybe even school administrators—are involved.”

Her eyebrows drew together. “Involved how? You mean they know about it and they’re not stopping it?”

“Possibly worse. This isn’t one or two kids being jerks on their own. This is a system of email intimidation, threats, and even blackmail. But you can’t quote me on that. I’ll tell you where to get started, and you can take over the investigation.”

She studied me through narrowed eyes. “And you’ll share this big, exciting story out of the goodness of your heart.”

“I’ll share it because I don’t work for an Arizona paper. The wire services won’t be as interested in this, but it’s big news locally and you could get a lot of mileage out of it.”

She kept studying me suspiciously.

“I was a young reporter once,” I said. “I know it’s hard to get started in the field. You’re always fighting for the big stories, the good beats. Especially as a woman.”

“Yeah. I get local events, obituaries, the ‘Things to Do’ section. The guys get business and politics.” She studied me for a minute. “What you’re really saying is if I stay away from the murder investigation, you’ll give me this instead.”

I shrugged. “Sorry. I have an inside track there because I was at the party and I know the lead detective. I’m not going to hand over a story that juicy.” She’d be even more suspicious of me if I did. “Do a good job with this cyberbullying story and who knows? Maybe I’ll do you some favors in the future.”

She thought for another minute, but she really didn’t have much choice. “Fine.” Her lips twitched. “I hope you won’t be offended if I wait until this actually pans out before I thank you. But I will thank you, if it turns out you’re not just jerking my chain.”

“Fair enough. What led you here today anyway?”

“Luck.” She couldn’t hold back a grin. “I was jogging on the trail behind the building and saw lights in the office. Of course I had to take a closer look. When I saw the mayor and a woman sitting at the desk, I thought I might have uncovered a sex scandal. Nope, they just appeared to be working, and she’s old enough to be his mother—although that would make the sex scandal even sexier.”

My mind raced, picturing the layout of the office. The window had been behind the desk. Would someone peering in the window be able to see what was on the computer or in the files?

“Did you see what kind of work they were doing?” I asked.

“Just paperwork. I don’t know what was so important that it had to be done on a Sunday afternoon.”

If she knew more than that, she was hiding it. I didn’t want to pry further and make her more suspicious.

“Okay. Well, give me your email,” I said. “I’ll forward you some information on the cyberbullying.”

“Give me your phone and I’ll put it in.”

I pulled out my phone, making sure the screen was hidden from her as I saw a text from Todd and marked it as read. I brought up a new contact form and watched as Gabriella put in her info. As soon as she hit Save, I took the phone back. I didn’t want to chance her seeing my text or phone records or anything else.

I dropped my phone back in my shoulder bag, grabbed the octopus head of my cane, and pushed to my feet. “Nice to meet you. I’ll be in touch.”

She gave a wry smile. “You’d better be. I’m trusting you.”

Sure she was. Just about as much as I was trusting her.

I gave a little salute. “Enjoy the rest of your jog.” I headed for the parking lot. I hoped Gabriella would continue on her jog so I could meet Todd without having to walk much farther or come up with some complicated plan.

At the edge of the parking lot, I glanced back. No sign of the reporter. Had she gone back to the jogging trail, or was she hiding and watching me? I retrieved my phone and called Todd.

“Hey,” he said. “I’m in the car.”

“Did you see where Gabriella went?”

“Back around the building.”

She could be hidden around the corner, still watching or ready to pop out again. But my leg ached and my back ached and the sun was too bright. Even if she was watching, maybe she wouldn’t recognize Todd from that distance or know his car. I decided to chance it. Anyway, what could she do if she saw me leave with Todd? I limped the last twenty steps and slid into the passenger seat.

“What was that about?” Todd asked.

I leaned back. “Don’t worry, I didn’t give her anything exciting about you.”

“Oh, I know. I trust you. I also know you’re devious enough to have a plan.”

I gave him a sideways glance. “Aw, you say the sweetest things. I was distracting her from the murder investigation and simultaneously outsourcing some of our other work, I hope. I gave her the cyberbullying story.”

“Huh. Okay. I guess you know what you’re doing.”

“We can give her the messages that don’t mention you, Graham, or Naliyah explicitly, tell her about Hannah, and let her dig for more links. I know you don’t want Alec and Finn in the news for that, but someone has to do something to protect all those kids and we’re pretty busy right now.”

“I’ll say. Okay, now what?”

“Homeward.” I gave a little wave. “It’s time to call in the crew. I have an idea. At least the kernel of one. We need to develop it into a full-blown plan.”


Chapter Seventeen


I emailed Gabriella the info I’d promised in hopes of keeping her distracted. Then I sent out the call to the Coffee Shop Irregulars. Todd dropped me at my house and went to pick up a couple of platters of sandwiches so we wouldn’t have to get someone to cook again.

I probably needed a shower after my weird workout, but that would require going upstairs, and it seemed like too much effort. Jen was curled up on the sofa reading, with Harlequin, my parents’ black and white cat, sprawled beside her. I slumped down on the other end of the sofa and grabbed the heating pad for my leg.

Harlequin immediately transferred his loyalties to the person with extra heat, meowing insistently.

“You have to give it time to warm up,” I told him. “What are you reading?” I asked Jen.

“Paranormal women’s fiction.”

“Huh?”

“It’s this genre about women in their forties—they call it midlife—who suddenly get psychic powers and then find love while they also solve mysteries or save the world or whatever.”

“As one does. Psychic powers, huh?”

“You know, seeing ghosts, telekinesis, dream visions, magic.” She looked at me over her device. “The series I’m reading now, the women get their powers after a near-death experience. You’ve had near-death experiences.”

“And yet no psychic powers. How unfair.”

“You’re almost fifty. I think your chances expire at fifty or something, according to the books.” Jen gave me a pitying look. “You must be deficient. At least I still have two years.”

“But you need a near-death experience, right?” I grabbed my cane, pushed to my feet, and drew the sword, all in one (almost) smooth movement. “En garde!” I pointed the sword at her.

Jen squeaked and leapt/tumbled over the side of the couch. Good thing we didn’t have an end table on that side.

“Nice reflexes,” I said. “Do you feel any psychic powers starting?”

She rose on her knees and glared at me. “I hate you.”

“Just trying to help.” I sheathed the sword and sank down again, tucking the heating pad around my leg.

Harlequin grumbled and watched me warily. “Are you done?” The question came from Jen, but it perfectly matched the cat’s expression too.

“Yep. Go back to your book. I need to think.”

Harlequin and Jen both glared for another minute before deciding I wasn’t planning any more wild antics. Harlequin settled next to the heating pad, while Jen adjusted the pillows on her end of the couch so she was turned toward me. It was almost as if she didn’t trust me.

I closed my eyes and tried to develop the idea I’d had. Of our three main suspects, Eric Konietzko was the weak link. He was dependent on the other two. If we pressured Eric, convinced him Zane Dale and Osgood Livingston were going to blame him for the murder, maybe he’d turn on them.

Yeah, it was another trap, and those hadn’t worked out well for us in the past. Practice makes perfect?

The crowd started arriving. Arnold came with Clarence, because the community theater had a matinee on Sunday and it was over. Those two were a handful even under normal circumstances, and with Arnold high on performance buzz, the living room felt too small to hold them. I ushered the guys out back. Todd returned with the platters of sandwiches. Marty Washington had a new recipe for mango margaritas she wanted to try. Joe must have spent the afternoon baking, since he had three containers of cookies.

“Good thing I got a nap this afternoon,” Dad said as the volume rose.

“Too bad I didn’t.” I wasn’t really sleepy, not with so much energy around me, but I’d been too busy to do my physical therapy stretches, and my leg was complaining. I settled in one of the reclining lawn chairs, because it was more comfortable than the picnic table bench.

Clarence hobbled over, his cane in one hand and a folder stuffed with papers in the other. “We found something interesting!”

“Do tell.” I toed off my shoes and pulled up my feet so he could sit on the end of the chair.

“Marty and I looked for any connection between the victims of the Taser attacks.” The evening light glinted on Clarence’s thick glasses. “The things people put on social media! No one respects privacy anymore.”

“That’s to our benefit. What did you find?”

“Well, I told you all the men seemed to be divorced or in the middle of a divorce. Marty said we should look at the ex-wives. And what do you think we found?”

“A connection between the ex-wives.”

“Right.” He looked a little disappointed that I’d figured out this startling puzzle. “They all go to the same church.”

“Huh.” I had not expected the connection to be a religious one. “So it’s reasonable to suppose that the wives of the victims all knew each other, at least casually. Now why would that lead to all their cheating jerk ex-husbands getting attacked in a painful and humiliating way?”

“All the victims agree they were attacked by a man,” Clarence said, “so it wasn’t the wives doing the work themselves. Marty and I think they hired someone to get revenge on the men who betrayed them.”

If a man was hit with a Taser, collapsed, and probably lost control of his bodily functions, he might assume the attacker was a man, or he might not want to admit a woman had caused that humiliation. But all of them agreed, and besides, Todd, Jen, and I had thought we’d seen a man. It made sense that the Taser Thug was one person, hired by others. I kind of had to admire the creativity of the revenge, even though I didn’t support vigilante justice.

Todd came over with two margaritas and handed one to me. He hesitated and then offered the other to Clarence.

Clarence shook his head, his focus still on his papers. “The women aren’t all from the same town, but people will travel for their preferred church. Some of the men had moved even farther away after splitting with their wives, so that’s why the attacks happened in different communities, where the men lived or worked. The men didn’t necessarily have a connection, but the women did.”

“Oh, is this about the Taser?” Todd sipped the margarita. “You found a connection?”

“Yes, all the women who hired the Taser Thug to attack their exes went to this church.” Clarence held out a paper that looked like a printout of an Internet search of the church name.

Todd spit out his margarita on the paper.

“I take it that means something to you,” I said.

Todd looked gray. “My ex goes to that church.”

“Oh?” Clarence shook the paper. Orange spots ran down it.

“Great job, Clarence.” I gave him a thumbs-up. “Think you could give us a minute?”

Clarence looked at me, then at Todd, and back to me. He grabbed his cane with both hands and hauled himself halfway up. Todd caught his arm and hoisted. Clarence patted Todd’s shoulder. I handed over the folder, and Clarence hobbled off to bring joy to someone else.

Todd sank down in the spot Clarence had vacated.

“At least now we know,” I said.

“Yeah. It’s just . . . I don’t . . .” Todd closed his eyes.

I gave him time to process. That gave me time to process the excellent mango margarita.

Todd heaved a sigh and opened his eyes. “I wish I was more surprised. I know we said it might be Pammy, and that makes more sense than this being part of the blackmail plot, but still.”

“Yeah.”

“Can we keep this from the boys?”

I wanted to say yes, but . . .

“I don’t know. Right now they don’t know about your near miss with the Taser Thug, so I guess they won’t ask about it. I can tip off Detective Padilla about the link between the women. That might be enough for her to find the guy they hired. But he failed with you, so he might try again if they don’t stop him quickly enough. And if this all goes to court . . .”

“Right. Court. With my ex-wife on trial for collusion or whatever. Won’t that be fun for Alec and Finn.”

I nudged his thigh with my foot. “They’ll handle it. They’re strong.”

He patted my foot and managed a smile. “Yeah. But I wish they didn’t have to be.”

“At least they’re not here now. Good luck keeping a secret in this crowd.”

“They’re staying with Pammy tonight.” He made a face. “I cannot even decide how I feel about that. She doesn’t deserve them. But they deserve a mom. But if she could do something like this, can I trust her with the boys?”

“Maybe that’s a reason to tell them, so they can make that decision.”

“Arrgh!” He ran a hand up his face and back through his hair. Then he gave me a rueful smile. “I swung by to feed Whiskers and let him out back. I was looking forward to not having to get home early tonight. Or to having the house to myself, if you wanted a change of scenery.”

“Ah.”

“I mean, only if you were interested in something like that anyway. No pressure.”

Nerves skittered across my skin. I liked Todd a great deal. I didn’t make a big fuss about sex. I’d had casual affairs with colleagues and bodyguards. Those were limited by our assignments, which usually lasted a few months before we headed off to a new assignment. Why did this seem bigger and more dangerous than a short-term war zone romance?

Because I liked Todd a lot. And if I stayed in Arizona, which was looking more and more likely, this could become a real relationship. Was I ready for something serious?

If not now, days before my fiftieth birthday, then when?

Or was the answer never? I didn’t care about marriage and had never wanted children. I’d been happy on my own. Now here I was surrounded by family and a growing circle of friends, people I could actually see on a daily basis, week after week. Maybe even year after year.

It was kind of nice. But that didn’t mean I necessarily wanted a serious relationship.

If all that wasn’t enough emotional drama, I had to admit to some anxiety about my damaged leg. I wasn’t too uptight about the scars—at least, I told myself I wasn’t, although I did tend to keep them hidden. Purely because I didn’t want people to see them and pity me, you know.

But I hadn’t participated in—ahem—“vigorous physical activity of the romantic kind” since my injury. Had I lost flexibility? (Yes.) Would certain positions be painful? (Probably.)

Maybe I should test my strength and range of motion on my own before jumping in bed with a partner. Not that I’d be doing any jumping, in or out of bed.

I imagined myself in my bedroom waving various limbs around. Then I pictured Jen bursting in on the scene and falling on the floor laughing.

Bye-bye, libido.

“Maybe we should wait a bit,” I said. “You have a lot on your mind, and I’m pretty sore from my training with James this afternoon.”

“Right. Do you think that helped?” Todd put his margarita on the ground, pulled my feet into his lap, and started massaging my calves. Bliss.

“I’m not about to win any fencing medals, but that’s hardly the point. If I remember that I actually have a weapon tucked in my cane, that will be an improvement.”

“I hope you don’t need it.”

“Yeah, me too. But if we’re going to figure out who’s behind the blackmail, and who killed Bobby Newton, I might have to face some potential villains.”

“Can’t you leave that to the police? Your friend will come by tomorrow for that paperwork. Once the police know what Bobby was doing, they’ll look hard at all of his connections.”

“Yeah, but that could take weeks or months, and even if they reveal the blackmailers, they might not find out who killed Newton. I’m worried about that reporter today.”

I went to take a sip of the margarita, only to discover my glass was empty. When had that happened? I put it on the ground and tried to focus on the problems at hand.

“I hope she’ll be distracted by the cyberbullying story,” I said. “I also hope she’ll do some good there. But I don’t think we can sit back and wait weeks for the police to do their thing. We have a nosy reporter—someone other than me, that is—blackmailers, and your political opponents. I’d like to get this taken care of sooner rather than later.”

“That makes sense.” He picked up his margarita glass, took a sip, and passed it to me. “But how?”

“Maybe we’d better call everyone together for a brainstorming session. This is technically supposed to be a work dinner.”

I pulled my feet off his lap. “Let’s eat first though. Grab me a sandwich, please, and something to drink that isn’t as strong as Marty’s margaritas.”

He put a hand on my bent knee and levered himself up, giving a light squeeze before he let go. Was it too late to take back my suggestion that we wait on a romantic evening?


Chapter Eighteen


Eventually, when we were all fed and only some of us were drunk, I got everyone’s attention.

I explained my theory that Osgood Livingston, Zane Dale, and Eric Konietzko were the prime murder suspects. “They all alibied each other the night of the party. That means if one of them is the killer, the others know or at least have reason to suspect it.”

Clarence raised his hand. “Ooh! Maybe they all did it, like in Murder on the Orient Express.”

Arnold gasped. “Spoiler alert!”

I decided not to tell Clarence I’d considered that. “In that case, they definitely all know about it. The trick will be to get one of them to turn on the others. I think we should focus on Eric Konietzko. He doesn’t have the money or political power of the other two. If we tell him they’re blaming him for the murder, he’ll probably believe they’d do that, and he might turn on them in retaliation.”

“How will we know if he’s telling the truth?” Marty asked.

“We may not,” I admitted. “But if we can get the three of them talking about it, even if they’re all blaming each other, maybe they’ll let something slip, like something only the murderer would know. At the very least, if we break their alibis and get the police attention turned on the three of them, it helps Todd and the mayor’s office.”

“I’m not trying to just get rid of political enemies,” Todd said.

“We know that,” Dad said. “Livingston may or may not be a murderer, but he’s definitely involved in all of this, which means I for one don’t want him as mayor.”

Murmurs of agreement came from the others.

“I don’t like the way that developer works either,” Marty said. “When they build these McMansions and property values go up, people of color often suffer the most.”

“Basically, no one here is going to feel guilty about destroying these guys’ careers,” I told Todd. “They deserve it, and not only for what they did to you.”

“So we set up a meeting with Eric?” Jen asked. “Tell him we know stuff and hope he folds?”

“Like a cheap suit!” Clarence said. “He’ll collapse like a house of cards under our interrogation.”

“He’ll shatter like a glass house when the hypocrites start throwing stones,” Arnold added.

“He’ll break like a phone screen the day the warranty expires,” Simon tossed out.

“Like my glasses when you sat on them,” Clarence told Arnold.

“Mistakes happen!” Arnold shot back. “How do you think you were born?”

“We can hope he shatters like the silence whenever you two are around,” I muttered.

“Hey,” Joe said, “what if we start with Eric but invite the other two to listen in? If they hear him blaming them, we can get them all fighting.”

“Good idea,” I said. “The timing is going to be tricky. Let’s get down to some serious planning.”

That, of course, led to everyone talking at once, tossing out ideas that fell across the range from practical to ridiculous. I let my gaze drift across the crew. My dad, Joe and Marty Washington, Arnold and Clarence—the senior sector. Jen, Todd, and me, who were apparently in “midlife.” Mackenzie and Simon had arrived late and were poking through the remaining sandwiches. They were the youngsters in this group, and that might be what I needed.

I didn’t want to get up, so I waved when Mac glanced my way. She grabbed a sandwich and headed over.

“Do you still have access to Eric Konietzko’s phone?” I asked.

Her eyebrows went up. She thought for a second and then nodded. “I suppose I do, unless he got a new phone or updated his security since I cloned it.”

That was only a few weeks ago, and as far as we knew, he didn’t know we had cloned his phone. We’d used the information Mackenzie found in his messages to figure out where he would be meeting Zane Dale so we could spy on them, but would he have figured out how we got the info and upped his security?

“Can you check?” I asked. “It might be helpful to keep an eye on his emails and messages for the next few days.”

Our conversation had attracted enough attention that the rest of the group had settled down to listen. I pulled out my own phone. “We still don’t know who sent me the messages accusing Todd. But if I send a message back . . .”

I pondered a minute and then read out as I typed.

“Thanks for the tip. I’m not sure how useful the photos are, since I couldn’t see money in the bag. I did find evidence of embezzlement in the city offices though. Mayor Paradise is meeting Eric Konietzko tomorrow after the offices close.”

“Am I?” Todd asked.

I glanced up at him. “Your job is to arrange it. If not tomorrow, then as soon as possible. I won’t send this until I know.”

“Do I tell him anything in particular about the meeting?”

“Try to keep it vague but hook him good. You’re in trouble, and only he can help, but you can’t talk over the phone. Or you have secret information he needs to know. As long as you set up the meeting, the reasons don’t really matter.” I paused for a moment. “At least I don’t think they do. It’s good if he’s a little nervous, but not so nervous that he alerts Livingston and Dale ahead of time.”

I turned back to my message and added to it. “Do you know anything about that? I’d love to be a fly on the wall but they’re not going to invite me in. From the part of the phone call I heard . . .” I backed up and made a correction. “I managed to overhear . . .” That sounded more like I was spying on something I wasn’t supposed to hear. “. . . it sounds like Konietzko has an important secret. Would love to know what. Any help you can provide would be greatly appreciated.”

Mackenzie had her phone out. “I can still access Eric’s phone. Are you hoping this message will help you trace your mystery emailer?”

I shook my head. “At this point, I’m hoping it’s not Eric. The idea is, Todd sets up a meeting with Eric. We attack him, claiming we know Dale and Livingston are going to turn him in for the murder. Hopefully he panics and tells us what really happened, either that one of the other men killed Bobby Newton, or that he only did it under orders.”

“So why the message?” Simon gestured at my phone.

“I’m hoping we can lure Livingston or Dale or both—or someone else who’s working behind the scenes—to this meeting. They sneak in—I’m not sure how that’s going to happen yet—overhear Eric turning on them, and . . .” I shrugged, because I couldn’t quite picture what might happen. “Chaos. But maybe chaos that reveals the truth.”

Several members of my audience were frowning.

“Yeah, I know it’s not a complete plan yet. We haven’t had great luck with those in the past anyway. We can work on the details, but ultimately, we’ll have to be ready to wing it. Todd, why don’t you work with my dad and the Washingtons to figure out how to hook Eric? Mac and Simon, eat your sandwiches, and then study Eric’s phone to see if you find anything helpful there.”

I tried not to wince as I added, “Clarence and Arnold can help Jen and me figure out the logistics of the meeting time and place.”

Todd had better appreciate my sacrifice.

Uh-oh. Maybe my feelings for him were stronger than I’d been willing to admit.


Chapter Nineteen


I don’t know if Todd got any work done on Monday. Probably not, given the series of stressed texts he sent me. He had to deal with the police, handing over the paperwork and providing samples of his handwriting. Padilla and the forensics expert locked themselves in Bobby Newton’s office and only came out to pick up a lunch delivery. Todd also had to make the call to Eric Konietzko. That required some bending of the truth, which was not Todd’s forte.

I know I didn’t get much done, and I envied the retired crowd who didn’t feel like they had to get much done. We went over the plans. Over and over. With every variation we could predict.

No doubt we hadn’t predicted what would actually happen.

Todd called Eric a little before noon. By then, Mackenzie had done something to Eric’s phone so he wouldn’t get calls, texts, or emails until she’d reviewed them. That way she could block anything from Zane Dale or Osgood Livingston. With that in place, I sent the message to my mystery contact. Eric got two calls from Zane Dale that afternoon, but he didn’t know it. The messages were brief requests to call him back. That seemed suspicious, given the timing, but it proved nothing. No one else tried to contact him with questions about his meeting with Todd.

I sent the Coffee Shop Irregulars to watch Dale, Livingston, and Konietzko in case they tried to connect in person. It would’ve been nice to have access to Zane Dale’s and Osgood Livingston’s phones, but that would have taken a lot of additional planning and luck.

Jen and I arrived at the city offices at four p.m. We walked in from a park a few blocks away. That gave us a chance to check out the walking path along the back of the city building to make sure no one was lurking back there. We saw a jogger and a couple of young women pushing baby carriages, but nothing suspicious.

Florida let us in a back door. If anyone saw us “sneaking” in the back, that would lend support to my claim that I was trying to spy on Todd and Eric.

I put a piece of duct tape over the lock so our backup team could get in if needed. “How’s it going with the police?” I whispered, since we were down the hallway from Bobby’s office.

“They asked me to explain the system and then kicked me out.” Florida looked outraged. “I know more about how things work here than anyone. I could have helped.”

“They probably need a clear record of the evidence handling,” I said. “Plus, they might think you’d be loyal to Todd.”

She puffed up like a pigeon. “Well, I am! But I see your point. They wouldn’t want anyone biased in there.”

“Right. Anyway, thanks for letting us in. We’ll go to Todd’s office.”

She led the way down the hall. Things seemed pretty quiet. People might have been at work behind closed doors, but you couldn’t tell. In the reception area, we got one bored glance from the young woman still working the front desk.

We had extensively debated the best location for our sting operation. An outdoor location would have advantages, as it would make it easier for the various members of our team to observe from a distance or pretend to be innocent bystanders. However, the meeting we’d recorded between Eric and Zane Dale had taken place at a public park, so he might be more suspicious of an outdoor meeting. It also seemed more natural for Todd to want to talk in the privacy of his own office.

Todd was pacing his office with the blinds closed. “Thank goodness you’re here.” He ran his hands through his hair. “I can’t help feeling like this is a bad idea.”

“Then I don’t want to hear about it.” Florida closed Todd’s office door behind Jen and me.

“Do you think you can get her out of here early?” I asked.

Todd shook his head. “She’ll be out the door on the dot of five and no earlier. That’s okay, right? Eric is supposed to come at five fifteen, but even if he’s early, it doesn’t matter if they see each other in passing.”

“It’s fine. It’s not like we’re expecting violence, especially not the moment he arrives.” I was more concerned about the police in Bobby’s office. If they stayed there, fine. If they left by five, okay. But if Eric—or Zane Dale or Osgood Livingston—arrived as the police were standing around the lobby or outside the door chatting, it might look like a very obvious trap. We’d debated waiting a few days, but we had no idea how long it would take the police to go through the records, or where they’d do it. Ultimately we decided that we wanted to get this over with, but I’d been hoping Padilla’s team would copy digital files, pack up the paperwork, and leave. She didn’t always appreciate my creative law enforcement efforts.

Jen and I would hide in Todd’s office. He’d go into the front area where Florida usually sat, leaving the door to his office cracked open. If possible, he’d also leave the door into the foyer slightly open. That way, if Zane Dale or Osgood Livingston (or both, or someone else) showed up, they’d be able to overhear Todd’s conversation with Eric.

If Todd floundered, Jen and I could join the attack. I had a feeling it would come to that, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Three against one would be more intimidating, even if the three were not individually very threatening. If Eric insisted on checking the back office for spies, it wouldn’t matter that he found us. If he insisted on closing the door to the foyer, which seemed likely, we could yell to be sure spies in the lobby could overhear us.

Simon had provided two-way earbuds, like they have in some TV cop shows, so our team could communicate without having our phones visible. Dad would wait in his car in the city parking lot, ostentatiously checking his watch whenever anyone passed, as if waiting for someone. Mac and Simon would wander up to a park bench a little before five. They assured me they could pass the time with realistic flirting. That way we’d have several people in place to watch the front of the building.

Arnold and Clarence would take a slow walk along the back of the building, not so much because I wanted them available as because they wanted to participate, and I wanted them out of the way. If they got tired of walking, the path had occasional benches. We had the back door taped in case they needed to get in for some reason.

Marty and Joe set up their van in the park down the street as a sort of headquarters to coordinate the rest of us. They could pass along messages, and we wouldn’t have to hear everybody’s chatter in our ears the whole time.

And so we waited. I tried to make conversation to distract Todd from his nerves. “The boys have some kind of activity this afternoon? They know you’ll be late?”

“Yeah. Band and soccer practices. I told them I’d be here until at least six. Pammy will pick them up at the school, take them out to dinner, and then drop them off at the house.”

“How did their weekend with her go?”

“Good, I guess.” He managed to look both hopeful and skeptical. “Alec said she called him by his name the whole time. Finn, who is more accurate and less generous, says she messed up once, but he thinks it was an accident. She seems to be trying to do better.”

“That’s good,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll all be happier if she comes to terms with Alec.”

“Yeah.” He pulled the blinds back from the window enough to peek out. “I’m not sure how to reconcile that with the fact she hired somebody to tase me.”

“Maybe she felt bad about that,” Jen said.

He scoffed. “Or maybe she’s afraid of being caught, so she’s trying to make nice now.”

“You may never know,” I said.

“Yeah.” He let the blinds drop. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”

Was Pammy trying to rebuild the family? Would she want Todd back?

It was none of my business. Or rather, it was absolutely my business, if I was going to get into a relationship with Todd. But I certainly wasn’t going to fight over him. I didn’t think he should forgive and forget what Pammy had done, but Todd was a nicer person than I was. Plus, they had the whole years of marriage thing, and two kids together. That probably counted for something.

I sat in one of the guest chairs and rubbed my bad leg. I didn’t want the muscles stiffening up when I might need to move quickly. Some stretches would help, but I didn’t relish lying on the carpet, especially since Jen had tracked in dried mud. She must not have worn her hiking boots since our day paddleboarding at the lake. Was that only a few days ago? It seemed like weeks.

Todd checked the time. “Only four fifteen. Why does time move so slowly when you’re waiting for something you don’t even want to do?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll bet Clarence and Arnold would have some comments on that.” I tapped my earpiece. “Do you want me to ask them?”

That got a smile out of him. “Thanks, I’ll pass.”

I checked my phone for messages. “That reporter, Gabriella, is already making progress on the cyberbullying investigation. She found an administrator at the school who’s willing to help. They’re reviewing emails so they can report on the extent of the problem.”

“They’re reading everyone’s emails?” Jen frowned for a moment. “I guess school computers don’t have the same privacy as you would at home.”

“Yeah, the school could have an acceptable use policy that says students are being monitored,” Todd said. “Businesses and government agencies can do the same thing. Chances are no one’s going to bother looking at your email most of the time, but they could. New hires are warned they shouldn’t check personal email on their work computer, but I guarantee nearly everyone does.”

“Under normal circumstances, it would take far too long to wade through all the emails we each get daily,” I said. “Mackenzie and Marty Washington have been helping find suspicious emails by searching for keywords. I think they even had Clarence reviewing some files. Now they have to tie the account used for the threats to that girl’s former friend, and then to her half sister and their father.”

“Better them than us.” Jen pulled a pack of cards from her purse. “How about a game? Poker? Crazy eights? Rummy?”

We settled on poker and got distracted enough that we all jumped at the tap on the door forty-five minutes later.

Florida poked her head in. “I’m taking off. Good luck with whatever this is.”

“Thanks, Florida,” Todd said.

Florida glanced at me. “That police detective thanked me very nicely on her way out, so I guess they’re not so bad.” She looked back at Todd. “Let me know how it goes this evening. I worry.”

“I’ll call you later,” he said. “Enjoy your evening.”

She waved and pulled the door closed behind her.

“We’d better get in position,” I said.

I checked in with everyone. Todd moved to the front office and took Florida’s chair. Jen put a piece of duct tape over the door lock so anyone trying to spy on us could ease the door open even if Konietzko closed it behind himself. We set up a couple of hidden recorders, one with a camera.

Jen opened the door between the foyer and Florida’s part of the office. She glanced around. “I don’t see or hear anyone.”

She left the door open and joined me in the back office. We turned off the light and left that door cracked. I shoved a chair against the wall beside the door so I wouldn’t have to stand the whole time. Jen fidgeted, moving around the office, until I gave her a stern look. She propped her rear on the front edge of Todd’s desk. Todd checked that no one would see Jen and me through the crack in the door unless they came right up to it.

Mackenzie’s voice came in my ear. “He’s coming up the walk.” She giggled, which might have been part of her persona as a young flirt, or might have been real.

“You two behave,” Marty said.

“No,” Simon and Mackenzie said simultaneously. More laughter followed and then cut out as Marty or Joe decided we didn’t need to hear that. At least someone was having a good time.

I peeked through the doorway. Todd was gripping the arms of the chair as if he wanted to break them off. I knew he was likely nervous, but he looked furious, which was good for the threat factor—unless he started to feel guilty and gave away the plan.

“Hey,” I whispered.

He glanced at me.

“We got this.”

He gave me a tight smile.

The building’s front door squeaked. I ducked back as footsteps marched closer.

“Hey, Paradise.” Eric’s voice had a rasp to it that suggested he was not as casual as the greeting suggested. “What’s all this about?”

“Take a seat,” Todd said.

Fabric rustled, followed by a slight creak from a weight settling into a chair. Silence. I imagined the two men studying each other warily.

Eric started to say something, but Todd spoke over him. Nice tactic.

“Osgood Livingston had some interesting things to say today. Is it true you lied about your alibi? Did you really leave that room right before Bobby Newton died?”

After a long pause, Eric croaked, “Why would he say that? I mean, it’s not true, obviously, but why would he tell you anything?”

If I leaned my head slightly, I could see Todd but would still be out of sight of Konietzko.

“I gather the police have been asking some hard questions. Given the evidence, the killer must be one of the three of you.” Todd leaned forward, arms crossed on the desk. “Obviously, providing an alibi for a murderer isn’t good for his political campaign, but it’s better than getting arrested for murder himself.”

I really had to admire Todd. So far, he’d managed to make a series of true statements, or at least statements that weren’t definitely false. They were clearly designed to convince Eric that Livingston had turned against him, without actually making that claim. Even if we played this recording in court, no one could say Todd lied.

Eric was silent for a long time.

Marty’s voice came in my ear, making me jump. “Your dad says two men are heading for the door! It sounds like it could be our suspects.”

I must have made a faint sound, because Todd glanced my way. I gave him a “keep going” gesture.

“Don’t you have anything to say?” Todd slapped the desk.

“I . . . I don’t know why he’d say that,” Eric whispered. “Why are you telling me?”

“I know you, Eric. You’ve made some mistakes, but I don’t think you’re a killer.” Todd’s face took on the expression of a father who was disappointed but understanding. “I wanted to warn you that someone is trying to throw you under the bus. There must be something to the claim, right? Three of you provided alibis for each other. Livingston wouldn’t change his story unless Zane Dale was going to support him, don’t you think? The two of them have all the money, all the power—”

Dad’s voice in the earbud drowned out whatever Todd was saying. “They’re at the front door. It’s opening. Someone is letting them in. A young woman just came out and looked all around. I don’t know who she is, young, maybe twenty. She’s leaving now, coming toward the parking lot.”

The replacement receptionist? We hadn’t actually locked the front door, since we wanted Dale and Livingston to get in, but they may have been afraid it would be locked so they arranged for her to give them access.

I strained my ears. If the door had made a sound closing, I’d missed it while Dad was talking. I didn’t hear footsteps or voices. The new arrivals were staying quiet.

Things were getting good.


Chapter Twenty


“This is a murder investigation,” Todd said. “Someone is going to be arrested. The question is who will it be?”

Bang!

I jumped so high I almost fell out of the chair. Jen flailed, knocked into a jar of pens on Todd’s desk, and barely grabbed it before it sent pens and the jar itself clattering to the floor.

“Speak of the devils,” Todd said.

I scooted back into my chair and drew in air, trying to control my breathing. That had been a door slamming open against the wall or maybe hitting a chair. Shocking, but not dangerous.

“Eric. What are you doing here?” Despite Osgood Livingston’s upper-class polish and the hearty “you can trust me” jollity, his words sounded like a warning.

“I—what—you—” Eric couldn’t form sentences, so I guess Todd had thrown him off balance—or he was just that afraid of the other men.

We hadn’t had enough earbuds for every individual, so Jen didn’t have one. Therefore, she’d been making ridiculous faces at me for the last five minutes, hinting that she’d like to know what I was hearing. Now her eyes were popped open like an anime character’s as she pointed toward the door and mouthed “Them?”

I nodded.

She touched both hands to her chest, threw them up in the air, and generally made a series of facial expressions and gestures that I couldn’t interpret but wished I had on video.

“I didn’t realize you were invited to this meeting,” Todd said.

“Simply checking out my future office,” Livingston said. “Eric, get up. I hope you haven’t said anything irrevocable.”

“Me?” Eric’s voice cracked. “You’re the ones blaming me for killing Bobby!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Livingston said. “We are your alibi for Mr. Newton’s death. I hope you haven’t told Mr. Paradise anything that would lead him to believe otherwise.”

“Come on,” Zane Dale snapped. “Let’s get out of here and discuss this. In private.”

It took all my restraint not to peek through the door so I could see everyone. This was like hearing an exciting TV show from another room and wondering what you were missing. Why hadn’t we set up a video feed into this room?

Eric backed into my field of vision. He must have stood up when the other men entered. I wouldn’t want them looming behind my chair either. Fortunately, his attention was all on them.

“No,” he said. “I know how you work. You’ll set up an accident and then tell everyone I killed Bobby and killed myself out of guilt.”

Livingston chuckled. “You watch too many movies. Your imagination is running away with you.”

“Is that what happened with Bobby?” Todd asked softly. “You hoped it would be called an accident? Perhaps guilt over his embezzlement?”

“Hardly,” Livingston snarled. “If I wanted to remove anyone in your office, I’d make it look like you killed them.”

“Always so charming.” Todd gave a bland smile, but his hands gripped the armrests so hard his veins stood out.

Livingston’s comment made him look bad, but nothing said so far proved any of them had killed Newton. Could Todd push them into an indiscretion? Was it time for Jen and me to step out and add our pressure?

Livingston got himself under control. “Eric, calm down and be reasonable. We’re all businessmen here. Not mobsters, or whatever you have imagined.”

“And you do know how to take care of business,” Todd murmured.

“I take care of my business in private,” Livingston snapped. “This is not a conversation to have here. Eric, let’s go.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” Eric had backed all the way around the desk and now stood behind Todd, as if Todd could protect him from two angry men. If Eric glanced in my direction, he’d have a clear view of me, but he wasn’t taking his eyes off his former allies.

“I’m going to—I have—I have evidence, in a safe!” Eric had clearly made up that lie in the moment. “If anything happens to me, it goes to the police.”

“Okay, enough,” Zane Dale growled. “We’re all getting out of here. You too, Mayor.”

“Why would I go with you?” Todd asked.

Dale slammed his palms down on the desk and leaned forward. “Because once Eric remembers who his friends are, we outnumber you.”

At this point, Dale and Konietzko would both see me if they looked in the right direction.

“I’m sick and tired of all this talk,” Dale said. “I’m the businessman. You’re all a bunch of politicians. Look, Eric, you’re on our side. I don’t know what you’ve told this guy, but if we get rid of him, everything goes back to how it was.”

We hadn’t intended to hide forever. I looked at Jen. She stared back.

We’d gotten Todd into this. Well, he’d gotten us into the investigation in the first place. But we’d convinced him to set a trap for these men. The trap had worked a little too well. Now we had to get Todd and ourselves out of it.

I jerked my head toward the door. Jen closed her eyes for second. She opened her eyes and nodded.

I shifted forward in the chair and got a good grip on my cane. Jen stepped behind the door and grabbed the handle, waiting for my signal to open it.

Todd had paled, but he managed to speak. “That is hardly making your case that you’re not mobsters.”

“Call me what you want,” Dale said. “It’s three against one.”

Jen yanked open the door.

“Three against three,” I said.

Dale jerked upright, rearing back like a startled horse. Livingston made a snorting sound, as if someone had poked him while he was snoring. Konietzko shrieked and stumbled into the corner.

All in all, it wasn’t a bad entrance.

Granted, the odds were still not even. All the men outweighed Jen and me by at least fifty pounds. No one on our side was an experienced fighter. Maybe the others weren’t either, but we couldn’t count on that. At least if they managed to wrestle us all out of the office, perhaps to a waiting car, we had people on the outside who could interfere or call for more help.

Livingston massaged his temples. “This is getting out of hand.”

Dale glared at Konietzko. “You didn’t even check the next room?”

Eric only whimpered.

We didn’t know who had murdered Bobby Newton, but if we could get Livingston and Dale out of there, Konietzko might tell us everything he knew. However, Livingston and Dale knew as well as we did that Konietzko was the weak link and ready to snap. They wouldn’t want to leave without him. He wouldn’t want to go with them.

I brushed my fingertip over the release button for the sword cane. I wasn’t ready to start stabbing people, but if I could startle the two of them out the door, we could lock it and call the police.

I went over the sequence in my mind: step forward and plant most of the weight on my good right leg. Lift the cane in my right hand. Grab the shaft in my left hand. Press the release button, and pull the pieces apart by spreading my arms wide. Point the sword at the men. Yell and wave the sword, and hope Dale and Livingston backed out of the room, if only because they were astonished.

Sure. It might work.

Zane Dale shoved a hand in his pocket and pulled out a gun.


Chapter Twenty-One


Whoops. There’s a saying about not bringing a knife to a gunfight. I assume the same thing applies to swords. In any case, at the moment, I needed the cane to support my weight. My legs felt a bit rubbery for some reason.

Dale smiled. “How’s that three against three looking now?”

I swallowed. “Not great.”

Marty’s voice came in my ear. “Kate? What’s happening?”

Right. I should let them know. It meant they would start worrying—especially my father—but they could call the police. Which might lead to a hostage situation. I knew from experience, those often ended poorly for everyone involved.

You’d think after thirty years of dealing with nasty people in war zones, I’d learn to avoid situations like this.

Yet more proof I did not learn from experience.

“The gun does add some weight in your favor,” I said for Marty’s benefit and heard her gasp.

“You two, over by that wall.” Dale gestured with the gun. Jen and I edged to the side of the room. The door out into the building was now to our left, with Livingston and Dale in front of it. Todd was directly ahead of us, with Eric huddling in the corner behind him to our right. Todd was the only one in the room seated. That probably made things worse for him, since he couldn’t move quickly and had everyone looming over him. On the other hand, he didn’t have to hold himself up on legs that felt about as supportive as gummy worms.

“Eric, check the—no, you stay where I can see you. Livingston, check the back office,” Dale ordered.

Livingston gave Dale a look of dislike but crossed in front of Jen and me to check Todd’s office. He flicked on the light, looked around for moment, and turned back. “No one else.”

Should I try to take him hostage when he crossed in front of us again? But how, with a sword? And did Dale care about any of his allies, or would he happily shoot us all?

“I hope you have a better plan than it appears.” Livingston stayed where he was. Five of us now made a semicircle around Dale and his gun. Was Livingston signaling that he would side with us against Dale? Or did he want to keep his distance from the gun, maybe be able to dart back in Todd’s office if bullets started flying?

Jen’s hand wrapped around my right wrist. I wanted to grab her hand and squeeze back, but that would mean dropping my cane.

The cane. Trying to draw the sword would likely get me shot. But as James Hurtado had mentioned, the cane could also be a club.

Dale was about eight feet away. I’d have to close some of that distance without seeming too threatening. Then I might be able to swing the cane up, knocking into his arm. If the gun went off, the bullet would hit the ceiling. He probably wouldn’t drop the gun though, and no doubt he had more than one bullet. Better if I could lift up the cane, shift both hands to the shaft, and bring the heavy octopus head down on his wrist. That might cause him to drop the gun. Then I could dive for the gun—by which I meant fall on top of it.

How long would it take to shift my grip and swing the cane? Two seconds? Definitely more time than it would take for Dale to pull the trigger and a bullet to reach me. But maybe he wouldn’t react right away. Maybe I could wait until he pointed the gun somewhere else—but not at a person.

If I did this, how would everyone else react? Would Livingston join the fight on our side, or on Dale’s? Or would he take the opportunity to get out of there? Eric didn’t look ready to do anything more dramatic than faint or pee his pants, but maybe it was all an act and he was looking for his own opportunities. Todd would have to push the chair back, get up, and get around the desk to provide any help.

That left my sister. I turned my head just enough to give her a long look. She met my gaze and I felt like we communicated something.

I could only hope that the message I tried to send was the one she got.

Jen’s hand slid off my wrist as I took a half step forward, leaning heavily on the cane to show I needed it, I was merely a weak, aging woman—no threat at all.

“Mr. Dale, things have gotten out of hand.” I stared into his eyes, trying to ignore the gun now aimed directly at my stomach. “We tricked Eric to get him here. I was convinced he had to be the one who killed Bobby Newton.”

Eric’s “What?” sounded more like a squeal of pain.

Dale flinched, swinging the gun left toward Eric.

I took another step. The gun came back toward me. At least I was now close enough to hit Dale with the cane, if I got a decent opportunity.

“You guys gave each other alibis,” I said. “Obviously we can’t break them if you stand by your stories, but, you know, if Eric has become a liability . . .” Did my words even make sense? Most of my attention was focused on the gun and my plan, which seemed worse by the second.

Dale’s gaze shifted back to Eric where he hunched into the corner, but the gun still pointed at me.

I don’t know what Eric saw in Dale’s eyes, but Eric slid down the wall.

The gun started to turn that way.

The door behind Dale swung open and slammed into Dale’s elbow. He cried out as his arm jerked. The gun went off.

I tossed the cane up, grabbed the shaft in both hands, and released the kraken right down on Dale’s wrist. The gun dropped to the floor and skittered under the desk. Livingston staggered backward, into Todd’s office.

Clarence stood in the doorway with Arnold right behind him. “Five against three!” he announced.

Dale shot an astonished glance at the old men. He had his arm pressed against his chest, the other hand holding his wrist, which I hoped I’d broken.

Dale’s gaze dropped to the floor, scanning for the gun.

I couldn’t throw myself on top of the gun when it was under the edge of the desk. I still held the cane in both hands, but Dale had stumbled out of range. My whole body trembled, and my vision blurred, until I remembered to drag in a breath. I needed to get the cane back down where I could use it to halt my imminent collapse.

Dale bent forward, reaching toward the ground.

Jen took two big steps and kicked him in the face. Her hiking boot made a sickening thud and Dale practically flipped over onto his back.

Todd must have ducked under the desk while my attention was elsewhere. He popped up, holding the gun pointed at the ceiling. “All right, everybody settle down.”

Dale mumbled something. He was half hidden behind the door now, but I saw his arm twitch on the floor. Livingston stared out of Todd’s office, hanging on to the door frame. I couldn’t see Eric, but I heard his whimper; he must be in a ball in the corner. Apparently the bullet hadn’t killed anyone.

Arnold craned to look over Clarence’s shoulder. “Did we save them?”

Footsteps pounded on the floor outside the room. Now what? Friends, foes, or random people who would need an explanation?

Arnold and Clarence shuffled out of the way. Detective Padilla appeared in the doorway with her own gun drawn.

Todd raised his arms high. “It’s not my gun! I just picked it up.”

“I want my lawyer,” Livingston said.

Padilla scanned the room. One eyebrow rose as she looked at me. “I should have known.”

“Hey.” I tried to smile, but I don’t think I managed it. “We thought you’d gone.”

“The forensics gal left but I was making some calls from Newton’s office. Good thing, I guess.”

“Well.” I backed up. Jen’s arm came around my waist. We leaned against the wall together.

I managed a smile for Padilla. “Always good to see you.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


After that, things got really chaotic. Padilla called in more police officers, who hauled away Dale, Livingston, and Konietzko. Clarence and Arnold went to the station to give their statements. Dad rushed in to smother Jen and me with hugs. He and Simon and Mackenzie could give statements about seeing the men arrive, but that wasn’t urgent, so they were allowed to head home. Joe and Marty Washington turned over the recordings.

The more I learned about Arizona laws regarding recording conversations, the more complicated it got, with caveats and exceptions. In this case, the conversations we’d recorded had always involved Todd, so with permission from one person in the conversation, it was legal to record it. Would they be able to use it in court? I wasn’t as clear on that, but if nothing else, we’d broken the allegiance the three had to each other. Detective Padilla and her team could sort out which one was the actual killer, though I’d put my money on Zane Dale. You know, since he pulled the gun on us and all, and he seemed most enthusiastic about committing more murders.

Finally things started to clear out. Jen, Todd, Detective Padilla, and I had moved to a conference room so we could all sit and go over the events one last time. Sitting was good. I was having aftereffects as the adrenaline left my body, including feeling light-headed and alternately sweaty and chilled. Jen, who could be as sensible as she was reckless, ordered pizza delivery for us. That helped settle both my stomach and my brain.

Todd had been texting the boys vague notices that he’d be later than expected. His phone buzzed, and he startled. “They’re here.” He looked up. “Pammy and the boys. She’s dropping them off here. I don’t know why; they’re old enough to be home alone.”

Padilla waved a hand. “Go out and talk to them. We’re wrapping up here anyway.”

“Yeah, I should. I wouldn’t want them to hear anything on the news before they hear it from me.” Todd pushed back his chair and stood. He hesitated, looking at me. “Walk out with me?”

Out to meet the ex-wife? Sure, that sounded fun. But it would probably have to happen someday, and right now I was craving open space and the cool night air.

“Okay. I should stretch my legs anyway.” I stood and shook my left leg. “One of them is going numb.”

Todd led the way out. In the hall, he waited for me. He stayed opposite the cane and touched his hand lightly to my lower back as we walked. It was nice. He wasn’t grabbing my arm and throwing me off balance in an attempt to help. He simply let me know he was there.

The light in the lobby flashed on again as we stepped into it. I flinched. Guess I might still be a tiny bit keyed up. Todd’s hand pressed a little firmer to my low back.

We paused there, at the edge of the light. Could Pammy and the boys see us from outside? It depended on whether they were waiting in the parking lot, in the front grassy area, or near the doors. Outside lights lit up the area around the doors, and I didn’t see anyone there. Maybe the lights would reflect on the doors so they couldn’t see in anyway.

Todd turned a little more toward me. “I want to thank you.”

“Pft. No big deal. I do stuff like this all the time. And in case it’s not clear, that’s totally a lie. But I have to say, a near-death experience does make you feel alive.”

“Is that what I’m feeling?”

He turned even more, edging me back against the wall in the shadow of the hallway. My heart sped up. Maybe it didn’t reach the pace it had when confronting Zane Dale’s gun, but I discovered I did have some adrenaline left. Now this was the way to feel alive.

I cleared my throat. “It’s well known that surviving danger gives one the urge to, um, reproduce. Though not at our age, of course. The reproduction part, I mean, pretty sure I’m past that. But the other—I’m babbling.”

Todd smiled. “It’s cute. You’re so rarely nervous. It’s kind of intimidating.”

If we were both thirty years younger, I’d jump into his arms and wrap my legs around his hips. As it was, I braced myself against the wall, looking up at him, feeling safer because he was surrounding me and also feeling something a long way from safe.

He leaned down and I stretched up and our lips met.

Eons later, or maybe just a minute or two, we eased apart. I leaned back against the wall. “Wow.”

“Yeah.”

Neither of us spoke for a moment.

“Your kids are waiting,” I finally said.

“Yeah. Come out with me?”

I nodded, and we clasped hands. If we were going to be a thing, Pammy might as well know about it. And the boys. Had they said anything to her about me? Had they even realized I wasn’t just hanging out with their father in order to solve a mystery?

At the main doors to the outside, Todd let go of my hand, pushed open the door, and went through ahead of me. I’ll assume that was so he could hold the door open for me and give me plenty of room to get through with my cane, and not because he didn’t want anyone to see us holding hands. Todd and Pammy had been divorced for over a year. It shouldn’t surprise anyone that he was dating. And yet, relationships were complicated.

Pammy and the boys were standing at the other end of the broad walkway, near the street. Whiskers leaned against Finn, who looked braced against the weight of the big dog. Streetlamps along the walkway lit up the path between us. The rest of the parklike front area also had lights here and there, chasing the shadows back to lurk under the trees and bushes.

Alec started toward us, but Pammy must have said something, because he glanced at her and stopped.

The door swung shut behind us. Todd lifted his hand toward them in a greeting. As he dropped his hand, he turned toward me, slightly behind him, with his arm out as if to take my hand again or put his arm around my back.

I stayed where I was. “Are you sure you want me along?”

His eyes lit up as he smiled. “Always.”

I gulped. That was . . . probably halfway to a joke and not as serious as it sounded. I couldn’t think of anything to say, but I stepped up beside him and we started down the walk toward Pammy and the boys, not touching, but incredibly aware of each other. Maybe I should only speak for myself, but sometimes you can feel the weight of a person’s attention on you.

I glanced toward the parking lot, but Dad was long gone. I scanned for the bench that had held Simon and Mackenzie earlier. Anything to distract me from Todd’s ex-wife and sons watching us approach.

A shadow separated from a tree to our left. A dark figure ran toward us.

Todd hadn’t noticed; his gaze stayed on his family.

The man dressed in black, with a screaming ghost mask, raised a gun. This time I recognized the bulky shape as a Taser. He’d replaced the one Jen now had.

I grabbed Todd’s arm and pulled hard. He staggered back a step.

I stepped forward on my right foot, planting the weight on that leg. I lifted my cane, found the release button with my right fingertip, and pulled off the shaft.

I had practiced this, so I was damn well going to use it.

The blade of the sword glinted in the bright white glow of the streetlights. The Taser Thug jerked to a stop ten feet away. That meant I was in range of his Taser, and he was not in range of my sword. Still, intimidation had to count for something.

“You brought a Taser to a sword fight!” I yelled. Did that make sense?

Maybe not, but the guy scrambled backward like he believed I was going to stab him full of holes.

His feet tangled. He tipped backward. The Taser went off—fortunately pointed up as the man fell.

He landed with a thud and a grunt. The metal prongs on the end of the Taser wire caught the light as they dropped down toward him.

The man’s body jerked and he let out a sound combining a groan and a yell.

I brought my feet back together and relaxed my stance. That worked even better than I could have hoped. Might as well pretend I intended to do it that way all along.

“Whiskers, get him!” Finn yelled.

The big dog bounded toward us.

Uh-oh. He was running right toward me.

Todd dove between us and knelt to take Whiskers’s slobbery greeting. A trained attack dog he was not.

“Sit.” Todd picked up the trailing leash as the big dog plopped his bottom on the ground. He straightened and reached an arm toward me. “Need a hand?”

I didn’t want to sheathe the sword quite yet, so I dropped the shaft and grabbed Todd’s hand. We stood over the Taser Thug, with a sword and a hundred-pound dog. The man was stirring after the Taser shock, but he wasn’t going anywhere.

Alec and Finn ran up.

“Dad! That’s the guy who’s been in the news!” Finn said.

Alec looked at me with stars in his eyes. “You were amazing.”

“Thanks. And thanks for sending this beast to help,” I told Finn. “Now how about running into the building? You’ll find a police officer in the conference room. Tell her we have a present for her.”

Finn’s eyebrows went up. He grinned and trotted off on that errand.

“Dad, was this guy after you?” Alec’s gaze shifted to me. “Or was it you, Ms. Tessler?”

“Kate, please,” I said.

Todd sighed. “I have a lot to tell you. Let’s wait for Finn.”

Pammy came up slowly, both hands over her mouth, her eyes wet. “Oh, Todd. I’m so sorry! I mean, I’m sorry that happened to you.” Her gaze dropped and shifted nervously. “It must have been terrifying.”

“We found out how the Taser Thug was finding his victims, and why,” Todd said. “We know about the church connection.”

“I didn’t mean—I was angry, and I just wanted you to look bad for once. I didn’t realize . . .” The tears running down Pammy’s face had to be real.

Alec’s eyes were wide as he looked between his parents. Todd sighed again. He handed the leash to Alec and squeezed my hand.

I let go. “I’m all right.”

Todd led Pammy a few feet away. She sobbed into his shoulder. I turned away to give them privacy.

Alec watched them and then looked back at me. “It’s okay. They’re not going to get back together. I knew that a long time ago.”

I tried to think of a response, but the most recent adrenaline jolt was already fading, and it was all I could do to stay on my feet with my eyes open. Fortunately, people rushed out the doors a moment later.

Detective Padilla was delighted with her present. Padilla thought she had plenty of reason to hold the Taser Thug and interview Pamela, so our statements on this particular incident could wait for the morning. Good, because I was falling asleep, and I preferred to do that at home.

Todd told Pamela he’d inform her lawyer of her situation. He took the boys home for a long discussion about everything that had happened. I wasn’t sorry to miss that. At least Todd didn’t have to be the one to tell Alec and Finn that their mother had ordered a hit on him, albeit a nondeadly one. They’d witnessed it for themselves. I didn’t think the boys would cut her out of their lives forever—like their father, they were simply too nice for that. If Pamela was truly sorry, she could take her punishment and make amends. Time would tell, but either way, it wasn’t my problem.

My problem was going to be describing to Jen, and eventually everyone else, every detail of what they had missed and explaining why they’d been left out of the excitement.

[image: *]*

The next few days were busy, but not with anything as exciting as that single Monday evening. Padilla reported that the Taser Thug was a police officer making a little money on the side. Correction, he had been a police officer—that career was over. Now he’d see how things looked from the other side of the bars.

They were still tracing all the paperwork involving bribes and overpayments with city money, but the handwriting expert confirmed that Todd’s signatures had been forged. Several people would lose their jobs, including the Parks woman, who of course was blaming everything on Bobby Newton, since he was dead.

Todd might have a tough next election, since his name was in the middle of all this drama—but at least he was the good guy among the bad. The news stories focused on how the current mayor had been threatened in his office by the mayor wannabe, the disgraced former city councilmember, and the developer who used bribes and threats in equal measure. Livingston and Konietzko had turned on Zane Dale, accusing him of Bobby Newton’s murder. Both of them would still face charges for lying to give Dale an alibi. The police were also looking at how they could charge Livingston for his part in the Monday night shenanigans. Livingston was claiming he didn’t know Dale had a gun, was only coming there to talk, and was appalled by how things went. Dale was claiming he was acting under Livingston’s orders. We’d have to see who won that battle.

Sunday morning, Jen, Dad, and I were reading the newspaper at home. Jen put down her section with a satisfied sigh. “In some ways, Bobby Newton is lucky he’s dead. Otherwise he’d be facing charges for theft and federal conspiracy for his part in falsifying the expense reports and overtime payments. It looks like at least three more people will lose their jobs and face charges. We did good work.”

“Yep. Todd told me he let that temporary receptionist go too. She didn’t do anything except take a twenty to let the men in after hours, but that’s bad enough. Florida is sitting out there until the regular receptionist gets back from her maternity leave.” I finished an article and tossed that section on the coffee table. Harlequin jumped off my lap to settle down on the newspaper.

“Gabriella did good work too,” I said. “Not only did she reveal the kids and adults involved in cyberbullying at Finn and Alec’s school, but other schools are now promising to take cyberbullying more seriously.”

Jen scrunched up her nose. “Bullying won’t go away. Believe me, I helped with some of those antibullying campaigns. Nothing seems to work.”

I shrugged. “We have to keep trying. Maybe there will always be kids—and adults—who turn to bullying, but we can try to protect and help the victims. The girls tried to keep quiet, until the high school suspended Ruby. That got her to blame Hannah for the whole thing. Ruby says all she did was get Hannah onto the computer. Hannah was refusing to cooperate, but her college threatened expulsion for misconduct. Plus, she could be arrested for felony harassment for the email threats. It’s not public knowledge yet, but Gabriella told me Hannah is working on a plea bargain.”

“I could almost feel sorry for her, if her father got her into this.”

“She’s going to blame him, and I bet he was behind the blackmail. Gabriella suspects Hannah sent the emails to the teens on her own, inspired by things her father said. Maybe trying to impress him. Hopefully she learned her lesson with this.”

“Those girls shouldn’t have their future destroyed for what Dale did,” Jen said. “They’re young enough to straighten up. Speaking of straightening up, any news on Todd’s wife?”

“They’re most interested in going after the guy who made the attacks. Pamela should escape without charges as long as she testifies against him.” I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Some people wouldn’t change until they hit rock bottom, and despite Pamela’s tears, I wasn’t certain she’d gotten there. At least Todd had insisted she get counseling in exchange for him not pressing charges, and they were getting family counseling with the boys as well.

I shook off those thoughts. “Dad, what are you reading?”

“The comics, of course.” He winked as he dropped his paper. “I’d better go get your mother.”

“Yeah.” I rubbed my leg. It had hurt for days after Monday’s excitement. Now it was back to the normal stiffness and dull ache after I sat for too long. “I guess people will be arriving soon. Do we need to do anything to get ready?”

Jen pulled out her phone and scanned something on it, no doubt the to-do list for the party. “Marty’s bringing the margarita ingredients, of course. Joe made birthday cake.”

“It’s nice of him.” I wasn’t a particular fan of cake, preferring brownies, cookies, or even pie. At least Joe could be trusted not to bring one of those bland boxed mix cakes.

“And since he knows you are indifferent to cake in general, he’s bringing a flourless chocolate cake and a key lime poundcake.”

I sat up straighter. “Marty is the luckiest woman in the world.”

Dad glanced back from the foyer. “Hey!”

“Second luckiest!” I said.

Jen went on. “Todd and his boys are bringing appetizers of some kind. Gary will be here with our kids soon.”

Dad grabbed his jacket from the hall closet. “And what’s really important: Gary is bringing the meat and running the grill.”

Jen shot him a scolding look. Dad gave a cheerful wave and headed out the door.

Jen turned back to me. “Simon and Mackenzie will bring drinks and chips, and I think they have a present for you.”

“I don’t need presents. Unless he’s giving us those earbuds permanently?”

“I guess you’ll have to wait and see. Clarence and Arnold—well, I shudder to think what they think is appropriate for your birthday party.”

I snuggled back on the sofa. “I’m just happy to have everybody here. Some of us may be a little shaky, but we’re still moving.”

“Speaking of which . . .” Jen dug into her purse. “I wanted to give you this before everyone else got here. Happy birthday.”

She passed me an envelope. I opened it with some trepidation.

“Skydiving?” I squeaked.

She grinned like the maniac she was. “For both of us! One more adventure for your big fifty at fifty year.”

“Aren’t I up to fifty new experiences yet? Let’s see, I tried stand-up paddleboarding and the rock climbing gym. I learned to fight with a sword cane. I have an appointment with a gynecologist to talk about menopause, and I have to schedule a colonoscopy.” I gave a shudder, though I was pretty sure a colonoscopy would be delightfully restful compared to what we’d been through recently. “If I have to do it, I want points for it. Oh, and I visited a strip joint.”

“I still say that doesn’t count unless we go back when there are actual strippers working,” Jen said.

I snorted. “It totally counts. Though a return trip would give us a second item for the list. Anyway, I had a gun pulled on me, and a Taser.”

Jen’s eyebrows drew together. “I’m not sure those count as activities. You didn’t do anything—you were merely a victim.”

“It’s my list. I say what counts.”

No need to mention I’d had guns pointed at me before. Fitting fifty new things in a year was challenging, so I’d pad the list a little. In any case, I hadn’t had this particular gun pulled on me, when I was in the mayor’s office with my sister and potential boyfriend. So that part was new.

“Let’s see.” I gazed at the ceiling. “I kissed Todd. That totally counts.”

“Did you?” Jen leaned forward. “Tell me everything!”

Maybe it wasn’t my first kiss, but it was my first kiss with him. My first kiss as a “midlife” woman with physical and emotional scars, but a lot of life left to live. And with Todd and Jen, and the Coffee Shop Irregulars, and all the rest of the gang, it looked like I’d have more adventures ahead.

The End
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