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Chapter One


“There’s the Midnight Motel on the right,” I said.

Jen slowed and turned into the parking lot of an inexpensive motel in the greater Phoenix metropolitan area. “It doesn’t look too bad.” She drove around the building.

I studied the rows of cars parked along the building and against the back wall. Most looked, if not expensive or fancy, at least not like pieces of junk. That’s all my untrained eyes could determine. We’d driven in on a street filled with strip malls, used car lots, and several “adults only” clubs. Not exactly a neighborhood mentioned in tourism brochures.

“You’d think both business travelers and tourists would be out and about during the day. It’s not like we passed a lot of hot destinations in walking distance.”

“Hey, don’t turn down a free vacation.”

Vacation was stretching it. We were there to work, but we didn’t have private investigator licenses, because that took three years of training under someone licensed. Unfortunately, the murders we’d already solved didn’t count. In fact, they were working against us, since the PIs Jen had approached about bringing us on as trainees seemed resentful of our success. Unless we moved to a state with looser licensing laws, we might never be official.

For this job, Jen had agreed to free rooms and a modest “consulting fee,” which we could claim was for offering marketing advice. Since the client wanted to sell the motel but suspected something illegal was going on there, “Stop this illegal thing” would be reasonable marketing advice. Plus, we’d get some detective experience and a break from the monotony of everyday life. My sister was looking for meaning and purpose now that her teen kids didn’t need her so much. Personally, I craved the adrenaline jolt. I’d spent thirty years covering wars and natural disasters. If I didn’t put my life in danger at least twice a month, I might get bored.

“I suppose tourists could be resting before dinner, and some people could live here.” I’d often lived in hotels as an international journalist, and frankly, this one looked good in comparison to some of the places I’d stayed. People with temporary postings or those who couldn’t afford a security deposit, in addition to first month’s rent, might live in a motel.

Jen parked. I swung my feet out of the car, got my shoulder bag across my body and my cane in my hand, and finally squeezed between vehicles to join Jen behind the car. The two-story building had an opening nearby that brought us to a large courtyard formed by the rectangular motel. The second-story rooms had balconies, and the ground-floor rooms had an equivalent space marked off by a low railing, with a small table and two chairs outside each room. The motel probably advertised the four-by-six-foot spaces as individual patios. Each long side held about ten rooms, with another four along the back between two corner corridors that led to the parking lot.

One cement sidewalk went in a straight line past the rooms. Another made gentle curves through the grass around a pool, which was not Olympic-size but was pretty large for a motel—wide enough for four lanes and long enough to get a couple dozen strokes in if you were swimming laps. It was surrounded by a five-foot-tall metal fence to keep out the neighborhood riffraff. Then we passed a cement patio covered by a blue twenty-by-twenty shade sail. The cloth provided shade over half a dozen lounge chairs and some small tables.

This actually looked like a decent place for a discount family vacation. The kids could swim, and the parents could keep an eye on them from their patio or balcony, drinks in hand. A group could gather under the shade sail with take-out food and have a little pool party. The white paint with turquoise trim and small palm trees in planters gave the place the vibe of a sixties Los Angeles vacation spot. Not that I’d been to Los Angeles on a family vacation in the sixties, but I occasionally watched movies.

We found the lobby roughly opposite where we’d parked. The automatic door opened with a blast of cool air, refreshing on this May afternoon with temperatures over ninety degrees. The woman behind the counter flicked one glance at us when the doors opened and went back to whatever she was doing on her computer. We stood at the counter, waiting for half a minute without her acknowledging us.

Jen glanced at me, eyebrows raised. The poor customer service wasn’t a good sign for the new owner, but not necessarily a clue to the problem worrying him.

Finally, Jen said, “Is Nathan in?”

The woman looked up, unsmiling, and studied Jen. Before she spoke, faint sounds came from the half-open door of the office behind the counter. A man appeared in the doorway. His mouth smiled, although his eyes looked tired and sad. “Jen! Please come on back.”

I knew he was about Jen’s age, so forty-eight or forty-nine, a year or two younger than me. He looked older, with a drooping face like a hound dog’s, thick glasses, and strands of hair trying vainly to cover his bald pate. I often found bald men sexy and couldn’t understand why some men tried so hard to hold on to the remnants of their hair instead of shaving off the rest of it. Though, granted, I didn’t think shaving his head would make Nathan sexy to me.

We went around the counter, eliciting an offended look from the woman, and into his office. He closed the door behind us and offered a hand. “And your sister. I remember you. I’ll try not to call you Kitty.” He chuckled.

I didn’t. “Kate will do.” I’d grown up as Kitty, but changed to Kate in college, feeling that it was more suitable for a serious journalist. A lot of things had been strange and even unpleasant about returning to my childhood home in Arizona, but reuniting with people who still wanted to call me Kitty might be the most annoying. And that was coming from someone who’d recently had a man fall to his death in front of her, not to mention a Taser and several guns pointed her way. Facing a gun was merely scary. Hearing the name “Kitty” gave me a weird time-warp feeling, like I’d never left Arizona and my thirty years overseas had never happened. The past year might not have been my best ever, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be a—shudder—teenager again. I might be living in my childhood home with my father and dating one of the cutest boys I knew in high school—and, come to think of it, dealing with irregular periods and occasional acne due to perimenopause . . .

Huh. Maybe fifty is the new fifteen.

We sat down in the cramped office. Jen pulled out her notebook and pen.

“Why don’t you explain the situation from the beginning?” I said.

Jen had gotten the basic story on the phone, but I wanted to hear it for myself and watch his face while he told it. The fact that he was our client didn’t ensure he’d be honest or tell us everything we needed to know. His expressions might give clues to where we needed to ask follow-up questions or double-check his information.

He shifted some items around on his desk and finally began. “I inherited this place from my father recently—he died almost a month ago. Dad and I weren’t close. We had a falling-out years ago, so I never worked here. To be honest, I doubt he would have left the motel to me by choice, but he didn’t leave a will. So here we are.” He smiled with his lips closed.

I glanced at Jen’s writing to make sure she’d noted the lack of a will. Plenty of people died without one, either because they never got around to it, or because they had a subconscious superstition that acknowledging the potential of death would hasten that death. On the other hand, hidden wills were a staple of the Nancy Drew stories I’d read growing up. Not that I’m claiming those were the embodiment of realism, but “we don’t have his will” was different from “he never made a will.”

Nathan sighed. “My father was fading mentally these last few years. It didn’t get to the point where we could insist he give up the business and go into memory care, not without his permission. Because of our estrangement, if I’d attempted to get control of his business or finances, he would have seen that as a threat.”

I nodded. Our mother was in an Alzheimer’s unit. She hadn’t shown too many signs of paranoia, but the disease affected people in different ways. I also noticed he was using I and we almost interchangeably. Jen had said Nathan was divorced, so who was the other person or people?

“How did you know about his mental state?” I asked.

“My sister visits every few years. She let me know what she thought, but didn’t feel she had the right to insist he move. She lives in Montana, so she couldn’t stay here to take care of things herself.”

“With no will, the motel must’ve gone to both of you as his closest relatives. Any other siblings?”

“Our other brother passed some years back.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “My sister and I are both owners, but her husband is disabled and she babysits her grandchildren two days a week. We decided I would take over management here until we can sell the place. I don’t have the skills or interest to run a motel.”

Jen looked up from her notebook. “You haven’t put it up for sale yet.”

“No.” He glanced at the closed door. “I’d like to sell as quickly as possible, but we need—we want—to get a good price.”

Want or need? Did he have money troubles?

“I get the sense something is wrong,” Nathan said. “The night clerk seems to run everything. The other desk clerks defer to him. It’s pretty obvious none of them are happy about my presence. I’ve had trouble getting any information or help understanding the finances.”

“I guess they might be unhappy about having a new owner,” I said. “Especially if they were loyal to your father and knew about the estrangement. Still, then, you’d think they’d want the place sold as quickly as possible.”

“The night clerk, Brian Gilford, said he’d arrange a buyer. I suspect he wants it himself, but I can’t imagine he’d be able to pay what the place is worth. I’ve wondered if they’re trying to hide the finances, so I won’t know the value, hoping I’ll sell for less than it’s worth.”

“That sounds like a problem for a lawyer or accountant, not a private detective,” I said.

“Tell us about the other things,” Jen instructed.

Nathan glanced at the closed door again. “Let’s take a tour.”

We went out of the office. The desk clerk’s body mostly blocked the computer screen, but I saw a corner shift color, as if she’d quickly changed what was on display. She might be playing solitaire or watching cat videos instead of working, but she could be trying to hide something more important.

Nathan paused beside her. “Danica, please give the ladies the keys for the room reserved under Jen Young. Would you believe Jen and I knew each other in high school?” He chuckled awkwardly. “Back in the Stone Age, before you were even born.”

I glanced over as I went around the counter and caught the clerk rolling her eyes. Nathan’s attempt to explain why we’d asked for him had sounded stiff in its attempt to be lighthearted, but maybe he was always awkward around the staff. Danica’s response didn’t suggest he’d set off any alarms.

She tapped at the computer, stuck some key cards in a machine, and handed them over. “Room one-oh-seven. Enjoy your stay,” she said woodenly.

We left the lobby. Nathan glanced at my cane. “You’re on the ground floor. We do have an elevator to the second floor, but it’s slow.” He gestured to the elevator across from the lobby before leading the way along the path that wound through the courtyard.

I was at the point I could manage short distances without the cane, and we had stairs in the house I shared with my dad. Still, I wasn’t going to demand a second-floor room just for the exercise. Room 107 was halfway down one of the long sides of the rectangular motel, which made it a good spot for keeping an eye on things.

Jen used the card to open the door. We all stepped into a room that had a queen bed, a small, round table with two padded chairs, and a dresser/desk combo with a TV on one end.

Nathan sat on the end of the bed. “I doubt Danica would hear us in my office, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I’ve been perfectly civil to her, and she looks at me like she hates me. I find it hard to believe my father would have inspired that kind of loyalty.”

Danica might have something to hide. On the other hand, she might interpret Nathan’s awkward attempts at friendliness as flirting and be trying to warn him to back off. Or she might simply be very poorly suited to a customer service position.

Jen took one of the chairs and got her notebook ready, while I poked around the room. In the back was a surprisingly spacious bathroom. An alcove beside the bathroom held a mini fridge. Everything looked to be in decent condition and quite clean. Not bad, though a dull place to spend much time. Well, we’d just have to entertain ourselves by sneaking around the place, spying on everyone.

“You said on the phone you were worried about illegal activities at the motel,” Jen prodded.

Nathan ran a hand through his sparse hair. “Given my father’s recent mental state, it would have been easy for someone to take advantage of him.”

“Do you suspect someone is embezzling?” I asked.

Nathan shook his head. “I had an accountant audit the books, and as near as we can tell, everything adds up. The occupancy is slightly lower than average, but that seems reasonable, given the location and lack of amenities other than the pool. Things are in good repair, and the rooms were updated only five years ago, but my father didn’t advertise much, and this isn’t the prime location it was when the motel was built. Also, the cleaning women occupy some of the rooms, so those aren’t available for guests. I have no idea if that’s common or not, but it’s certainly a nice bonus for them.”

That seemed odd. Would the cleaning staff really prefer to live in a motel room instead of a place of their choice? Did none of them have family?

“Do they get rooms in addition to wages or instead?” I asked.

“They get paid minimum wage plus the free room. I believe all the women are from Mexico—at least, none of them seem to speak English.” Nathan grimaced. “I’m not sure about immigration status. To be honest, I haven’t wanted to ask. I have enough headaches. At the moment, I could plead ignorance, but once I know for certain, I won’t have that excuse. Please don’t tell me if you find out otherwise.”

I pulled out the desk chair, so I’d be able to see Nathan’s face clearly when sitting. “In that case, what do you believe is wrong that you do want to know?”

He spread his hands. “I don’t even know. It’s only that the people here seem so odd. The employees are secretive and rude. We have odd guests as well. Two men seem to live here full time.”

Jen glanced up. “Describe them, please.”

“In their thirties, I’d guess. They both have dark hair.”

“How do they dress?” she asked.

“Oh, I hardly notice.” He tipped his head back, as if the ceiling might hold the answer. “Um, slacks. Button-up shirts. Like they’re going to an office, but they don’t look like they’d work in an office. They’re both rather fit and tough looking. And they seem to sleep during the day. I’ve noticed they always have the ‘Do Not Disturb’ signs out, and the maids skip their rooms.”

“Fit, like boxers?” I asked. “Like runners?”

His glasses magnified his eyes as he blinked. “Lightweight boxers, maybe? Somehow, I feel like they train at a gym rather than doing physical labor. But they’re not huge, just . . .” He glanced down at his own pot belly below his narrow shoulders. “In good shape. Sometimes the men show up with three or four beautiful women, who stay here for a weekend.”

“In the same rooms as the men?” I asked.

“No. The women have their own rooms. At night, a limo picks them up. They dress like they’re going to a club, someplace loud with dancing.”

“Do you have a place like that near here?” I asked.

He looked around as if he might spot one in the room. “Not that I know of. The first time I saw several beautiful young women in short dresses, I thought they were here for a bachelorette party, or maybe a concert. But it’s every weekend.”

Young women who had enough time to hit the big city for parties every weekend would surely stay in a nicer place than this, though maybe it didn’t matter if they didn’t expect to spend much time in their rooms.

“Do the same women come every time?”

“No.” He frowned. “At least I don’t think so. They’re all the same type, though. Slender, but, um . . .” He cupped his hands to suggest large breasts. “Long hair, skimpy dresses. It didn’t seem right to study them too closely.” He was blushing and avoiding my gaze. Either he did study them closely and didn’t want to admit it, or he was truly horrified at the thought of being seen as a dirty old man.

Old man. Ha. He was younger than I was. But beautiful women in their twenties probably wouldn’t glance his way twice.

“Okay,” I said. “Anything else you think we should know? Anything that feels off?”

He thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. Now that I’ve said it all out loud, my concerns seem foolish. It’s mostly a feeling that something is wrong, but I admit I am entirely out of my depth here. I’d love to sell the place and put this all behind me, but I’m afraid . . .”

“What are you afraid of?” Jen asked gently.

“I guess I’m afraid that if something illegal is going on here, it will come out during the sale, and I’ll be blamed. Or the sale will fall through. Or a potential buyer will suspect something is wrong and back out. I want to make sure everything is aboveboard before I put the motel on the market.”

I could think of several explanations for what he’d seen, and not all of them were unsavory. But some were.

“We’ll find out.” I gave him a reassuring smile. “If it’s nothing, you’ll know. And if it’s something, we’ll figure out what to do about it.”

He smiled back. “Thank you. I’m glad to have you on my side.”

We were doing him a favor and he was doing us a favor. As far as I was concerned, I worked for the truth. If Nathan was right about illegal activity, he might not like what we found or the attention it got the motel from the police and press.

For Nathan’s sake, I hoped we found nothing worse than rude employees who resented the change of ownership. For Jen’s and my sake, I hoped we found something sordid and dramatic. Life had been a little dull lately.


Chapter Two


We retrieved our luggage and settled into the room as much as one can in such a temporary location. For us, that meant bickering over who got the top drawer in the desk/bureau thing. I suggested that with my leg injury, I shouldn’t have to crouch down or kneel to get in the bottom drawer. Jen argued that with my leg injury, I needed to use the leg in its full range of motion. I gave in, because Jen is easier to live with if she gets an occasional win, and I could use it to negotiate for something else later. In fact, that was really the only reason I argued about it in the first place. I honestly couldn’t tell if Jen was doing the same thing or not.

I don’t know if all sisters are like this, but it works for us.

Jen flipped through the folder that had information about the motel and surrounding area. “Now what?”

“Are those delivery menus? Let’s order dinner and have it on the patio.”

“It’s hot out there.”

“We’ll find shade.” I debated pointing out that I’d worked in the Middle East in a hundred-and-twenty-degree heat, covered head to toe, often with assault rifles pointed in my general direction. However, that heat was more shocking to people who didn’t live in Phoenix. Jen even had guns pointed at her a few times since I’d come home. She was getting harder to impress.

“Bring your notebook,” I added. “We can observe the motel activity on a Thursday night.”

“A stakeout.” She perked up. I knew the thought of playing spy would do it.

I just hoped we’d see something worth recording. I wasn’t really expecting drug deals in the middle of the courtyard or prostitutes offering themselves to motel guests in the pool, but one could hope.

“And we get to lounge by a pool with cold drinks instead of sitting in a car or crouching in bushes,” I said. “We can even swim. After all, we want to look like ordinary motel guests.”

She flipped through menus. “I’ll order dinner delivered at seven thirty. That gives us plenty of time to swim first.”

I changed into my swimsuit while she set up the dinner order. I’m not crazy about flashing the scars on my leg for the world to see. The bomb shrapnel mainly tore up my thigh, so normally, shorts hide the scars. It’s not like I’d wear Daisy Dukes even if I wanted to show off my legs. I preferred my clothing loose and comfortable.

A swimsuit was different. Unless I wore an old-fashioned “bathing costume,” the scars would show. I ran my hand over my leg, feeling the bumps and dips under the skin.

I was in the bathroom with the door closed, but Jen has two teenagers and a mother’s sharp hearing, so I whispered. “It’s part of you. It shows you survived.”

I couldn’t quite convince myself the scars were a badge of honor, since they merely meant I’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. At least the scars would divert attention from the rest of my fifty-year-old body, which seemed determined to replace the muscle I’d lost during my recovery with a thickening middle. I blamed it on perimenopause, although the plentiful sweets and margaritas provided by my father’s friends might have something to do with it. My boyfriend, the aforementioned cute boy from high school who was now Mayor Todd Paradise, didn’t seem to mind any more than I minded his dad bod. I tried not to mind my body’s changes, either, because all bodies should be appreciated and loved, and I was grateful to be alive. It was still sometimes hard to shut out the voices of a culture that glorified the young and beautiful.

It wasn’t like anyone was around to see us, anyway. The courtyard was empty as Jen opened the pool gate with our key card and the two of us dove in. Well, she made a lovely shallow dive from the edge. I used the ladder. Then Jen swam in a nice straight line while I zigged and zagged across three lanes. It’s a good thing we had the pool to ourselves.

I swam half a dozen laps before getting bored. I switched to water exercises, which were equally tedious, but allowed me to look around and mentally sketch out the structure of an article I was writing. A sunburned family returned from their day’s excursion, dragging with exhaustion. The sun had dropped low enough that the building cast some shade over the pool, so I didn’t have to worry about getting too much sun.

It was quiet. Too quiet. No, not in the dangerous sense. Absolutely nothing of interest was happening. A woman in a white uniform pushed a cart along the path and disappeared through the passageway by the lobby. A grinding sound carried faintly from that direction. It lasted about thirty seconds, and I finally decided it was the elevator Nathan had said was so slow. The motel made a large rectangle with one passageway leading past the lobby to the courtyard. The elevator was in that corner. On the opposite side of the rectangle, another short side, passages led from each corner to the parking lot and also had stairs to the second floor.

A child with black hair and brown skin stopped outside the pool fence. He didn’t try to enter. Did he live in the neighborhood and hope to sneak into the pool when we opened the gate to leave? Would I let him?

He saw me watching, gave a quick smile, and opened the gate with a key card. A guest then. He ignored the chairs to squat near the edge of the pool and wrap his arms around his knees. He watched Jen swim. Did he not know how to swim? Then why was he at the pool alone, wearing swim trunks?

I walked through the water to the ladder and hauled myself up. I grabbed a towel, ran it over my short hair, and started drying my body. “You can go in if you want,” I said. “There’s plenty of room.”

He flashed a smile as he stood. “Thank you. My grandparents said don’t bother other guests.”

“You’re staying here with your grandparents?”

“Yes.” He looked away, maybe toward one of the rooms. “My grandparents are staying here while they visit. They said I can swim, but only when it’s empty.”

I gestured toward Jen. “My sister won’t mind. Just stay out of her lane so she doesn’t crash into you during her backstroke.”

He nodded and dove into the pool, swimming underwater about thirty feet before he rose and splashed toward the other side. He seemed at home in the water, but I still wondered about a family that would let a child swim unsupervised when he was only . . . eight? Ten? I hadn’t spent enough time around American children to judge ages based on their size.

I decided I was too lazy to walk the forty feet to our room to shower and change. The low humidity would dry my suit and hair quickly, anyway. I stretched out on a lounge chair and thought about the case.

A changing array of beautiful young women who had something to do with the two tough guys who lived at the motel. Prostitutes? Or wait—I remembered the place down the street with the signs announcing “XXX” and “Girls Girls Girls.” Maybe the women danced there, and the tough guys were in charge of hiring. Some people would disapprove, but dancing wasn’t illegal, no matter how little they wore. Nathan could leave it to the new owners to evict the men if they saw fit, or to take advantage of the regular income.

The surly employees might have a simple explanation as well. They might have gotten away with a lot under Nathan’s father, with his mental deterioration. If they’d established habits of laziness, poor manners, stealing supplies, and so forth, they wouldn’t appreciate a change. That seemed more likely than loyalty to Nathan’s father, although maybe I was a cynic.

Scratch that—definitely, I was a cynic. Didn’t mean I was wrong.

I’d positioned myself to have a view of the passageway that led past the lobby into the courtyard. A man in a police uniform entered the passageway and went into the lobby. Curious. Had someone called him?

I slid my feet into sandals, wrapped the towel around myself, and headed for the lobby. Jen would be disappointed if it turned out the uniform was fake and she missed a guy delivering a strippergram, but it would serve her right for being so athletic.

You’d think it would be hard to sneak up on people when an automatic door slid open, but the door was quiet and the clerk and police officer were focused on each other, speaking in low voices.

“We had a deal,” the officer said. “I’ve already been waiting a month.”

“I can’t help that.” The clerk, a man, shifted sideways to see me. “Come back tomorrow night,” he muttered. “Talk to—” I couldn’t catch the name. He slid something across the counter to the officer, but his hand hid whatever it was. The cop slipped the thing in his pocket.

The officer turned and gave me the once-over. He saw a small woman with short gray hair and a damp towel wrapped around her body. Hardly a threat. He took a step back from the counter and waved me toward it. “Ma’am.”

He was in his thirties, stocky, with brown hair and a forgettable face, but I didn’t like his eyes. As I stepped up to the counter, putting him slightly behind me, the hair rose on the back of my neck. I hadn’t grabbed my cane for the short walk, and my aching leg threw me slightly off-balance. I had a sudden sense of panic at the thought that I couldn’t run away.

“We ordered dinner delivered,” I told the clerk. “We gave them the room number, but I wanted to let you know in case they stopped here. We’ll probably be out by the pool.”

“Fine.” The thirtysomething man with brown hair and a face showing signs of sun damage managed a halfhearted smile. “If the delivery person comes in here, I’ll tell them.”

The office door, which had been open a crack, swung wider. The police officer took a step back, putting him around a corner from the counter and out of sight of the office door. He was, if not hiding, certainly keeping out of the way.

“Kate,” Nathan said. “Did you need something?”

I needed him not to announce to the world that we knew each other. Did he not understand the concept of undercover?

“No, I’m fine. We’re just enjoying the pool.”

Nathan skirted the desk clerk, moving over to talk to me. He glanced toward the corner where the police officer stood, now in his view. “Oh!” Nathan’s eyes widened. “Officer, is anything the matter?”

“Not at all.” The man stepped forward, baring his teeth in an attempt at a smile. “I like to check in on the businesses on my beat. Any problems to report?”

Nathan’s gaze flicked to me and back to the officer. “Everything’s fine. My name is Nathan Finch. I inherited this place recently. I’m still trying to figure out everything.”

“Call if you need anything.” The officer tipped his hat and turned away without introducing himself.

I cut my gaze to the name tag on his uniform. The print was small, but I thought I saw Hall-something. Halliday maybe. I waved to Nathan and the clerk and headed outside. The officer was getting into a police car parked in the handicapped spot.

When I got back to the patio, Jen was drying off. The boy still splashed in the pool, and an older couple walked along the path from the back entrance.

“Where were you?” Jen asked.

“I stopped at the front desk,” I said. “I wanted to make sure the food delivery would find us.”

“It’s not due for half an hour.”

I shrugged. “Swimming makes me hungry.”

I waved her to the part of the patio shaded by the awning and we sat in two chairs. Talking outside made it harder for people to sneak up on you, if you paid attention to your surroundings. I wasn’t sure how sound carried up to the second-floor balconies, though, so I kept my voice low.

“A police officer went into the lobby and spoke to the clerk.” I repeated what I’d overheard.

Jen made notes. “He’s been waiting a month. Nathan’s father died about a month ago. Surely a police officer wouldn’t expect to inherit anything, even if Nathan’s father left a will.”

“He didn’t introduce himself to Nathan.” I twisted to adjust the angle of the lounge chair as an excuse to scan the area behind me. Activity was picking up. A man with a rolling suitcase went into the lobby. A family with young children came in through the back entrance and headed for a room. The scent of pizza drifted from the flat boxes the man in that group held.

I settled back in my chair. “In fact, he acted like he didn’t want to meet Nathan. The clerk, a man, told the police officer to come back tomorrow tonight. Nathan said the night clerk seems to run things. This seems early for the night shift, but maybe he works seven to seven or something.”

“What would a police officer expect from the night clerk a month after the old man died?”

“Maybe it’s not expecting something now, so much as not getting something he used to get.”

Jen took a moment to ponder my words. “Like a bribe?”

“Or a favor to look the other way. I didn’t see what the clerk gave him, but it was something small and flat. Tickets, maybe.”

A gray-haired man using a cane walked down the path toward us. As he passed alongside the pool, he called out, “Manny! Vámonos.”

The child went to the edge of the pool with a sloppy, but fast, crawl stroke and hoisted himself out. He pushed wet hair off his face as he headed toward the gate. The older man reached the patio area where we sat and gave us a polite nod.

As the boy came out of the gate, the man spoke in Spanish. I took Spanish in high school, but since then, I’d learned a little of several other languages. When I tried to speak in a foreign language, any foreign language might come out. Usually the one I’d been speaking most recently, which, at this point, was Arabic. I could still follow a Spanish conversation if people didn’t speak too fast or have an unusual regional accent. Therefore, I knew the man was asking the boy where his towel was, and the boy said he’d forgotten to bring one.

Jen spoke in Spanish, offering her towel, which was spread out in the sun. She and the grandfather exchanged a few polite words as young Manny dried off.

Jen’s phone pinged with a text. “Oh, our food is here.” She popped up from her chair and waved toward the entranceway as someone came in carrying a white plastic bag bulging with take-out containers.

I grabbed my cane and used it to push myself up. Grandpa’s gaze lingered on it. Then he met my eyes and gave a small smile. Sometimes I resented having to use a cane, but it came in handy to make me look unthreatening and, in this case, to forge a connection with someone else who used a cane.

I spoke slowly. “Do you speak any English?”

He held his free hand up with his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Little.”

I grinned. “Yo también en español.” I was pretty sure I’d managed to get the words out in Spanish and had indicated that I knew a small amount of that language. Whether my sentence was grammatically correct was another question, but hardly important. In my articles, I tried to be accurate and follow the AP Stylebook. In regular life, communicating ideas took precedence. I’d once explained that a toilet seat had broken using only pantomime. That was entertaining for all of us.

“I can translate,” Manny said. “I speak both.”

“Good for you,” I told him. “Everyone should know at least two languages.”

I probably shouldn’t encourage a child to talk to strangers, but it wouldn’t hurt to question someone who’d spent time around the motel.

Jen returned with the food and placed it on the small table. Manny’s nose twitched at the savory smells. “What is that?”

“We ordered Indian food.” Jen placed each container on the table and opened them. “Would you like to try some?”

“I have never had Indian food.” Manny glanced at his grandfather and spoke in Spanish.

Jen repeated her offer to Grandpa in Spanish, noting that we had too much. “Try this crispy bread.” She broke off pieces of papadum and handed one to each of them. Grandpa nibbled his cautiously while Manny ate with more enthusiasm. Soon they were trying the pakoras and samosas. Jen and Grandpa discussed various kinds of bread and fried dough.

“How long are your grandparents staying?” I asked the boy.

“Um. Awhile.” He looked down at his bare foot, tracing patterns in the puddles on the patio.

“Are you showing them the sights?”

“We’ve done some things. My grandmother needed to rest now.”

“Is this a nice place to stay?” I asked. “We just arrived.”

He shrugged. “I like the pool.”

He probably had no idea about late-night activities and might not pay much attention to the other guests. But Jen had picked up on my questions and started a similar conversation with the grandfather. A few minutes later, they thanked us and left.

“I’m not sure if I was interviewing him or he was interviewing me,” Jen said.

“What do you mean?”

“He asked a lot of questions about us. What we do, why we’re here. I told him we’re teachers. I thought even calling you a journalist was risky. If people hear that, they might clam up.”

“I suppose he wanted to know who was getting friendly with his grandchild.”

“I would.” Jen twitched. “Not that I’m hoping to have a grandchild anytime soon.”

I grinned. “Granny Jen. I’m looking forward to that.”

“Yeah, well, you’ll be great-auntie Kate. So there. Señor Jaramillo said they’ve been here a week. His daughter moved up here to work. He did notice more people going in and out around nine p.m. Pretty girls going out dancing, he thought.”

“It certainly sounds like the action here is after dark,” I said. “Let’s take the rest of this food to our room to eat so we can change into regular clothes. Swimming gives us an excuse to be out here, but if we need to follow someone, I don’t want to do it in a swimsuit and sandals.”

Jen closed up food containers. “Should we dress for sneaking around or for blending in with party girls?”

Three young women, two brunettes and a blonde, came down the path from the back entrance. Each had hair down to her waist. They wore shorts and tank tops, showing off full breasts, small waists, and long legs. They pulled small rolling suitcases, but I was pretty sure they hadn’t stopped in the lobby. They split up to go to three rooms in a row.

I nodded in their direction. “Pretty sure we’re not going to be able to blend in with that.”


Chapter Three


We compromised on fairly nice “going out” clothing in dark colors. Jen wore a black, ankle-length sheath dress with a black sweater to cover her arms, and strappy sandals. I had black pants with pockets, a kind of tunic shirt that hung down to mid-thigh in dark blue with some black embroidery around the collar, and closed-toe shoes. No way was I going to go on a mission with my toes exposed. Granted, we were not expecting to wade through alleys filled with garbage and human waste, but it’s hard to break old habits.

At eight thirty, we got in Jen’s car, and she moved it around the building, parking in a spot that had opened up across from the front passageway that led past the lobby. Twice another car pulled into the fifteen-minute parking spot and people went into the lobby, presumably to check in. They seemed like ordinary folks, as much as one could judge from a few seconds of observation.

At a quarter till nine, a limo pulled up. We got a glimpse of two men in the front, but the side windows were tinted, so we wouldn’t see them clearly unless we got out and walked in front of the car. A few minutes later, the young women came through the front passageway, now wearing high heels and tight dresses. The dresses were so short they’d flash their underwear if they bent over, assuming they were wearing any, which I wouldn’t. Assume, that is. My underwear is nobody else’s business. We had cracked our windows for airflow, and the scent of perfume wafted through as they entered the limo.

We followed the limo a mere three blocks before it turned in at a strip club. Jen drove past the place and pulled into a parking lot across the street. “Now what?”

“I’d guess those women are guest dancers. The club might bring in a different batch every weekend as a way of keeping regular customers interested.” I drummed my fingers on my thigh. “The question is whether we should go in there to look around.”

“Do you think we’d learn anything relevant inside?”

I shrugged. “Probably not. But who knows? I got some of my best stories by simply poking around where I didn’t expect to find anything dramatic.”

Jen squinted toward the club. “It would be a new experience.”

She’d strong-armed me into doing a “Fifty For Fifty” challenge, where I tried fifty new things during the year I turned fifty, and she did them with me. We had, in fact, gone into a strip club during an earlier investigation, but that had not been during active hours, leaving a spot on our list for a true strip club experience. Hooray.

“That bartender at the other club did say women came in with their boyfriends or girlfriends,” Jen noted.

“Probably not too many fiftyish sister pairs, though.”

“They wouldn’t know we’re sisters, but I’m not going to pretend to be your girlfriend.” Jen gave me the once-over with a sniff of disapproval. “I could do better.”

“You could pretend we met through a dating site, and I used a fake profile picture.”

We watched the club, each waiting for the other to be the one who insisted we go in or suggested we give up on this lead. Jen controlled the steering wheel, so the fact she hadn’t driven us right over there told me we’d finally found an activity that made her feel shy. She’d dragged me into paddleboarding, indoor rock climbing, and a belly dancing class, and she’d pushed hard for stand-up comedy. She’d even suggested a pole dancing class, but I’d been dragging my feet—or at least my injured leg—on that one so far. Apparently, she drew the line at passively watching other women gyrate in skimpy clothing.

Certainly, I’d faced stranger and more unsettling situations before, but I hesitated too. This would be new and unfamiliar, and I didn’t quite know how to behave. I’d been in hundreds of situations that could be described that way, and I’d always managed somehow. But that had been before my injury, and before I’d been a midlife woman with hot flashes and occasional menopausal brain fog. Now prickles of anxiety sparked when I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t even know whether to blame PTSD from the accident or hormones.

I remembered advice: “Feel the fear and do it anyway.” It had gotten me this far, for what that was worth.

“Let’s go,” I said. “We can pretend we’re small-town gals hitting the big city for a naughty vacation, so we can ask lots of questions and act shocked and thrilled.”

“Sounds good.” As she maneuvered out of the parking lot, Jen gripped the steering wheel so her knuckles stood out, which made me feel better about my own nerves.

The strip club had plenty of parking this early in the evening. We headed for the front door and cautiously pushed it open. A bouncer in a tight black T-shirt sat on a tall stool.

Jen flashed him a flirty smile. “Oh, hello. Do you need to see ID?”

He glanced at our faces. “That’s all right. Cover charge twenty dollars.” Good thing he didn’t work for tips, if he didn’t know the way to flatter most women was to pretend to doubt they were over twenty-one.

Jen dug money out of her tiny purse and passed it over.

“This is our first time in a place like this,” I said. “Is there anything we should know?”

“You order drinks and watch girls take off their clothes. It’s not complicated.”

My jaw tightened, but I resisted the urge to respond with a clever comeback. Mostly because I couldn’t think of one. Jen glanced at me and rolled her eyes as we headed into the room. We found a table along the wall where we could keep an eye on the whole room. A pretty server strolled over, and we ordered drinks.

The show started with a woman we hadn’t seen at the motel. She wasn’t much of a dancer, but I guess she had other assets. Over the next hour, the place filled up. Some men looked our way, but they weren’t here for mature women in modest clothing, so no one approached except the server. She was friendlier than the bouncer and we asked a few questions, but didn’t learn anything of interest. As the bouncer said, people ordered drinks and watched women take off their clothes. It was a simple business plan.

When one of the women we’d seen at the motel came on, introduced as Xandi, the audience cheered. She had some impressive dance moves that showed off her flexibility. Still, by the time the next dancer came out, I was covering yawns.

I leaned toward Jen and spoke just loud enough to be heard over the music. “Men have been going into that doorway across the room. They’re averaging about fifteen minutes back there. Private dances, maybe?” The club might be a front for something else, but the time seemed too long for a drug deal and too short for backroom gambling.

Jen studied the doorway and lifted a hand to get the server’s attention, shifting into a slightly silly and naïve persona as the woman approached. “We noticed a back room or something.” Jen jerked her chin toward it. “What’s that about?”

“Nothing that would interest you. Some men like a little personal attention, that’s all.”

Jen gave a slight pout. “It might interest us, if we knew more.”

“Sorry, even I don’t go back there. Men only, and they have to apply for membership.” The server leaned over our table and lowered her voice. “You probably don’t want them keeping a record of your visits. There are places that cater to ladies. I could give you a name or two.”

“That’s all right,” I said. “I think we’re winding down for tonight. Thanks for being nice to us.”

She winked. “Anyone who tips well and doesn’t grab my butt is okay in my book.”

We took the hint and left a tip that was nice enough to buy us some goodwill if we needed to visit again. Good thing Nathan had agreed to cover our expenses. He might not understand why we’d needed to drop a hundred bucks at a strip joint, but we could list it under surveillance costs. No, wait, if we were theoretically there to offer marketing advice, we’d call this scouting for neighborhood entertainment options or maybe researching business partnerships.

Outside, we headed the long way around the building to the car. The club had a rear door that was locked when I tried the handle, and no windows.

“Did we learn anything?” Jen asked as she started the car.

“I’m not sure. That bit about men only in the back room. If the women were simply dancing for private viewers, why would it matter? I can’t imagine women who take their clothes off for strangers would get uptight about the strangers’ gender.”

“So they might be doing more than dancing? Fifteen minutes would be enough time for sex. I mean, not if you’re doing it right, but I don’t imagine the customers worry about foreplay or the women’s pleasure.”

“Prostitution is still illegal in Arizona, right?”

“Yeah, but I don’t know how much the police prioritize it.”

“If men are paying for sex, that would explain why they’re cautious about who goes back there. Another option is that the club is afraid women visitors might have ulterior motives. If they’ve had some do-gooders try to rescue the women from their evil ways or something, they might ban all women.”

“You do rather look like a do-gooder.” Jen pulled into the lot at our motel. “See, you should have dressed sexier.”

I sighed. “I wish we’d gotten a look through that doorway. I saw one man pull out a wallet as he went in. If we knew how much he was paying, it might tell us something. Presumably, a prostitute would cost more than simply watching a dancer. Not that I’m up on the current rates for such things. I suppose we could go back tomorrow night and sit on the other side of the room, but we might start attracting attention.”

Jen parked and turned off the car. “Under normal circumstances, you know I love disguises, but a man might do better investigating a strip club. Even if a guy came back a few nights in a row, they’d probably assume he was a business traveler staying in the area.”

“Yeah. We need a man or two.”

“I have one, and that’s enough for me.” Jen smirked. “If you need more than one, I guess Todd’s not satisfying you.”

“Mm. Want to invite your husband to come check out those back rooms?”

“Hardly. Not because I don’t trust him, but because Gary would refuse.” Jen’s husband wasn’t crazy about our shenanigans, as he called them. He didn’t interfere, but he often seemed bemused by Jen’s midlife crisis, though slightly grateful that it involved criminal investigations instead of an affair. Still, he tolerated the situation better when he didn’t know the details. At least he didn’t blame anything on me. He knew his wife too well for that.

“We can’t ask Todd,” I said. “We couldn’t risk someone seeing him at the strip club, let alone giving his real name.”

Todd had already been involved in some of our investigations, but as the mayor of our small town within the Phoenix metropolitan area, he needed to stay squeaky clean. The last election had been too close, despite a pending criminal investigation against his opponent. So, who else could we ask?

“Nathan is the most motivated to understand the motel’s connection to that place,” I said, “but I think he’s too high-strung for undercover work.”

“I’m not about to ask Dad, and Marty probably wouldn’t approve of us sending her husband into that place. Simon, maybe?” Simon Washington, the grandson of Dad’s friends, Joe and Marty, owned a computer shop. He and his girlfriend helped us with tech stuff.

“Yeah, but I hate to send a young Black man into any situation that might get dicey. I still feel bad about getting him to pick a lock for us.” If Jen and I hadn’t been there, I’m pretty sure the woman in the neighboring apartment would have called the police.

“Yeah.” Jen winced. “You know what that means.”

I groaned softly. “Clarence and Arnold.”

The men in Dad’s weekly coffee group had enthusiastically helped us with previous investigations. Sometimes a little too enthusiastically, in the case of Clarence and Arnold. Clarence was eighty and had worse balance than I did, even when he remembered to use his cane. Arnold was a couple of years younger and more spry. They both loved bad jokes and getting into trouble. Clarence had been married, but I didn’t know if he was bisexual or had been bowing to society’s expectations at that time. I could ask, and he’d tell me, but I had a feeling he’d tell me in far more detail than I wanted to hear. As far as I knew, Arnold had never been interested in women, but the people at the club didn’t have to know that the men were actually a couple. They’d think going undercover at a strip club was a hoot. And almost certainly, something would go ridiculously wrong.

“We might have to follow them to the club in order to keep an eye on them—or post bail.” I sighed and got out of the car. “We’ll call them tomorrow.”

As we headed for our room, I scanned the courtyard. It seemed empty now, with most people either in their rooms or out somewhere. Underwater lights shone in the pool, which was closed at this time of night. Each room had an outside light, but the patio area under the awning was dark. That’s why it took me a moment to notice someone sitting there. As Jen opened our room door, I drifted out onto the grass for a better look, pretending to gaze up at the sky. It was hard to see any detail, but the shape of the person reminded me of the police officer I’d seen in the lobby. I couldn’t think of an excuse to wander closer at this time of night, so I followed Jen inside. I peeked between the curtains, but couldn’t get a good view of that area.

Was he meeting someone? Simply taking a break? Was it not the police officer, but rather a motel guest or employee? I considered the motel layout, but couldn’t figure out a way to get out of our room and sneak around for a closer look. In any case, my leg hurt after two hours of sitting in a hard chair, and my eyes stung with fatigue. I shrugged and started getting ready for bed.

“Is this a wild-goose chase?” Jen asked. “Is Nathan simply anxious because he’s never run a motel before, and he’s not used to employees being rude to him?”

I thought about it as I brushed my teeth. The rude employees could be explained. The sexy young women had been explained, at least in part. Even if they were turning tricks in addition to dancing, as long as they weren’t bringing paying clients back to the motel, it shouldn’t affect Nathan.

I still wondered about the back room of the strip club, but if something illegal was happening there, it probably wouldn’t bring trouble back to the Midnight Motel. If the club got busted for prostitution, drugs, or illegal gambling, news stories might mention criminals staying at the motel, but that wasn’t bad enough publicity to tank the motel’s sale. So while I was curious enough to send Clarence and Arnold in to learn more, on the off chance they’d turn up something useful, we could probably ignore whatever we found, or pass a tip to the police and let them handle it.

But the police officer’s conversation with the motel clerk nagged at me.

I rinsed my mouth and returned to the main room. “It’s too early to say. Nathan is worried, so let’s spend a few days and either justify his concerns or tell him he doesn’t have to worry. It’s not like we’re charging him thousands of dollars for our time.”

“Good point. And it’s not like we have anything more exciting happening right now.”

I checked the temperature on the heating and cooling unit and turned it down to seventy degrees. I felt bad, keeping the thermostat that low as Phoenix headed into summer, but I’d started overheating at night, which made it hard to sleep. My environmental consciousness went down the more my sleep deprivation went up. I was tired enough to drop off quickly, and hopefully, I’d stay asleep through the night.

No such luck. I woke up feeling like I’d been stuck in an oven. I struggled out of the sheet—I’d pulled off the blanket before going to bed—and rolled to sit on the edge of the bed. On the bright side, my hot flashes didn’t tend to involve sweating, merely the sensation that I was being cooked from the inside out. Even my feet felt hot. Touching the bed behind me confirmed that it needed time to cool off as well. I headed to the bathroom to pee and splash cold water on my face and chest and then stared blearily at my reflection.

Over the last few months, I’d learned I wouldn’t get back to sleep for at least an hour and maybe two after a nighttime hot flash. At home, I’d wander downstairs to sit and read or maybe go out to the backyard and enjoy the cooler night air. The problem with sharing a motel room was I couldn’t turn on the light without waking Jen. I was tempted to do just that, so I’d have company. Besides, her steady breathing was annoying, and if I had to listen to it for an hour, I’d be tempted to smother her. I felt stifled and restless.

I made my way through the dark room and peeked out between the curtains. The courtyard seemed empty and quiet. It was almost three in the morning, so even the dancers and their handlers might be back in their rooms, deep in the sleep of the innocent, or at least not the menopausal.

I grabbed my key card and stepped outside. I was barefoot, wearing a tank top and sleep shorts, but no one was around to see. Occasional traffic sounds drifted from the street, but if anyone was stirring in the motel, I couldn’t tell.

It might have been a degree or two cooler outside. At least the cement sidewalk felt cooler under my bare feet. A dip in the pool would have cooled me down quickly, but the lock was likely programmed to refuse access when the pool was closed. I held onto the railing around our mini patio and did some stretches to relieve the ache in my back and hips.

Finally, I sat in one of the uncomfortable chairs outside our door and waited for my body to decide to lower the furnace.

A shriek shattered the quiet night.


Chapter Four


I jolted so hard, I almost fell out of the chair. I grabbed the table for balance, but it wobbled, sending a wash of vertigo over me. Finally, the world stabilized, but my legs felt numb, holding me in place as I waited for the adrenaline to turn useful.

A woman’s shrill voice, half-choked with sobs, came from somewhere. Across the courtyard? Maybe upstairs? It was hard to tell. I couldn’t make out the words. After half a minute, I realized the language was foreign to me. If it was Spanish, it was too rapid and far away for me to identify.

A lower voice, probably male, rumbled a response. I heard only the growl, no words to give a clue to the language. He could be speaking English or Spanish or Tamil or Klingon, for all I knew.

I pushed myself up and stepped into the courtyard. The voices stopped or at least dropped too low for me to hear. If anyone else had been disturbed, they didn’t bother to turn on a light or look out their door.

What should I do? Call nine-one-one? I couldn’t tell them where the sound had originated. I didn’t know for sure that this was an emergency. It might have been a couple arguing nonviolently, or someone waking out of a nightmare in a panic and their partner comforting them.

But I didn’t believe that. Even without knowing the words, the interaction screamed trouble.

I’d been startled. I panicked more easily than before my injury in the bombing. I might be overreacting.

Still. My gut said someone needed help.

Going back for my shoes and cane would waste time. Jen tended to wake slowly and remain groggy until she had coffee. By the time we got organized, any clue to the problem might be long gone.

So I’d search by myself, barefoot and limping. If I found the source of the argument, I could call for backup once I had more information.

Two more steps brought me to the cement path that made a circle inside the courtyard. If I was right about the voices coming from the second floor across the courtyard, I could go left around the pool to that corner, where there was a passageway out to the parking area and stairs up.

Or I could go right a bit farther to the elevator near the lobby. But that elevator was slow and noisy. I imagined going up . . . the door opening . . . someone dangerous waiting outside, trapping me inside. Unlikely, but the thought gave me the creeps.

Well, I wasn’t doing anyone any good by standing in the courtyard, and I was starting to feel conspicuous. I went left on the path. The stairs might be more work, but they felt safer. I could sneak up quietly, back off if I saw danger, scream if I couldn’t run away.

Right. Good plan.

In my bare feet, I made little noise, even when I lurched a bit due to my weak leg. The cement felt cool, but my feet still felt hot, creating a weird sensation with each step on the rough surface. It was a nice distraction from the tension of creeping around an empty courtyard while dozens of people slept in the rooms nearby.

As I circled around the pool, another murmur of conversation drifted down—unless that was my imagination straining to hear something over the distant sounds of a city not quite asleep.

I reached the back corner with the stairwell. The stairs turned halfway up, so I couldn’t see the top of them. I headed up, clinging to the railing. No one would be waiting around the corner. No one had watched from the shadows as I circled the courtyard.

That’s what you think!

Thanks a lot, brain. I remembered a joke where someone asks, “Would you take a million dollars if it meant your worst enemy would get ten million dollars?” And the answer is, “Absolutely, because then I’d have eleven million dollars.”

Turning that corner was like slogging through mud in a windstorm, but I forced my feet to take the steps. Of course the next section of stairs was empty.

And, of course, I had to turn another corner at the top.

You’ve done many things harder than this!

Yeah, and look where that got you, creeping across mediocre motel courtyards at three a.m.

Stupid brain.

I made it to the top of the stairs. A short hallway led to the back of the building. From seeing the outside of the motel, I knew it must turn at the end to the long balcony going past all the rooms. In the short hallway, one room was marked Laundry. Another door simply said Private.

I stood for a minute, listening, trying to convince myself I heard faint, muffled voices, rather than distant city sounds, and that I hadn’t waited too long, been too slow to uncover secrets. The silence of the motel seemed to throb with potential.

But no voices, raised or otherwise. No sounds of violence or threat.

The laundry opened with a key card. I tried mine, but it wasn’t set up to provide access to this room. The door marked Private took a regular key. I pressed my ear to the door, heard no sounds within, and turned the doorknob. It, too, was locked.

Maybe the people had been outside when I heard them. They could have gone into one of the rooms. They could have gone down the stairs and out to the parking lot, driving away without me seeing them. They could be, literally, anywhere within a mile radius by this point.

A car door slammed. I took two steps forward, toward the railing that would let me look down at the parking lot on that side of the building.

How do you know it was a car door?

I stopped halfway down the short hall. My brain had said car door, but what if it was a motel room door? What if somebody had let the door slam behind them and was now walking down the hallway around the corner to my right and in a moment would step out in front of me? We’d probably both scream our heads off in shock.

No footsteps. No voices, although I could almost convince myself the distant traffic murmurs were actually people whispering.

I shook my head and forced my feet forward, pausing for a quick peek around the corner toward the hallway. Wall sconces cast pools of light over each room door, with shadowy areas in between. No people. No one hiding in those shadows.

A car engine rumbled to life. I hurried to the railing and looked down. The back end of a car came into view for a moment and then disappeared. The car must have been parked right around the corner, so the driver had backed into sight for a second before pulling forward toward the exit.

So I had heard a car door. Good job, brain. But my nerves had kept me frozen in place instead of tracking it down sooner. I hadn’t seen the license plate or enough of the car to identify it later. No way could I get back down the stairs and out to the parking lot in time for a better look, or around to the front of the building to see it pull out into the street. Well, good. That meant I didn’t have to run.

I sighed and turned back, shivering as my limbs grew colder, even though my torso still pumped out heat. My nerves were on edge, but my head reeled with fatigue. How could I be simultaneously hot and cold? Wound up and exhausted?

Be grateful you’re alive and have a body that mostly works okay.

Fine, but I can be grateful and annoyed at the same time.

I started down the stairs. On the third step down, for no reason I could identify, the damaged muscles in my leg flashed with pain and threatened to dump me on my butt. I gave a grunt of frustration and annoyance, flinched at the noise, and shook out my leg before continuing.

I was probably making something out of nothing. A couple of guests had arrived late and exhausted after a difficult day and had a brief argument. It only bothered me because I was looking for trouble.

And if the back of my neck prickled with the sense of someone watching as I circled the courtyard again, that could be my imagination.

At least by the time I made it back to our room, I’d cooled down enough to fall asleep.
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By the time I woke again, Jen was up, and the scent of coffee filled the room. I did some stretches in bed to loosen my leg before swinging my feet to the floor. The bottoms of my feet were sensitive. I rubbed one on top of the other and felt roughness from walking barefoot across cement. It hadn’t been a dream.

Five minutes in the shower brought me mostly awake. Jen handed me a cup of coffee without a word, and I sipped it as I dressed. That finished the job, or at least bought some time while my brain got up to speed. Jen sat in the desk chair and flipped idly through her notebook.

I poured another cup and sat on the end of the bed. “Last night, I couldn’t sleep because of your snoring.”

“I don’t snore!” Her outrage turned to uncertainty. “Do I?”

“No, not really. You just breathe loudly.”

“Excuse me?”

“Over and over. It never stops. Which I admit is a good thing for you—pretty sure you don’t have sleep apnea—but the repetitive pattern was driving me bonkers.”

Jen narrowed her gaze at me. I narrowed mine right back at her.

“People breathe at night,” Jen said. “You do it too.”

“I’m not asking you to stop. Point is, I have a problem with repetitive sounds. Clocks ticking. That darn squirrel that likes to shriek for hours.” I shuddered.

“Is this like an Edgar Allan Poe thing? The heart beating under the floorboard?” She crossed her legs and held her pen ready on her notebook, like the movie version of a psychiatrist. “Tell me, why do you feel guilty? Is it due to the way you treated your younger sister? And what can you do to make amends?”

I chuckled. It’s fun to tease someone who gives as good as she gets. “Actually, it was mostly a hot flash that woke me up. I went outside to cool down.”

Her nose wrinkled. “In your pajamas? In public?”

“Hey, my tank top and shorts are at least as modest as my swimsuit.”

“Maybe if they weren’t worn so thin.”

“Anyway . . .” I drew out the word. “The point is, I was out in the courtyard at three a.m.” I dropped my voice. “The courtyard was empty. The motel was silent. People peacefully sleeping, no one stirring . . . at least until the scream.”

Her eyebrows went up. “Did you stop by that marijuana edibles place when I wasn’t looking? I hear it causes hallucinations in some people.”

“No, really.” I told her all about my experiences during the night. Well, maybe not about how unnerving I found it. As the older sister, I have to pretend Jen respects me.

She hummed in thought. “I wonder what’s behind the door marked Private. I guess it could be supplies, since it’s near the laundry. There’s no reason to have another office up there. Maybe we should break in to check.”

“Only if you know how to pick a lock.”

“I might.” Jen tried to look mysterious. “You don’t know all my skills.”

“Uh-huh. Can you pick a key card lock?”

“I don’t even know if that’s possible. Maybe Nathan has a master key card.”

“Okay.” I pushed to my feet and stretched my arms above my head. “We might need to wait to break into any rooms. Guests will be leaving this morning, and then the cleaners will be working until it’s time for the next guests to check in. We have a few other leads to follow. Let’s get some breakfast and call Clarence and Arnold to see if they can come up tonight. Actually, maybe Clarence can look over the motel finances as well, since he was an accountant.”

Jen made notes. “Call the Coffee Shop Irregulars for backup. They’ll enjoy that. Talk to Nathan.”

“Ideally, without the desk clerk knowing. We should get an employee list, too, so we can do background searches on them. Especially the night clerk.”

I should have thought of that earlier. Apparently, I hadn’t really believed anything was wrong, at least nothing serious and urgent enough for me to give the investigation my best from the start. Everything we’d seen and heard so far could still be explained without involving criminal activity, but my gut said otherwise. I’d honed those instincts over three decades of journalism. I hoped I could still count on them.

“What else?” Jen asked. “And will we have time to lounge by the pool?”

“Hey, that’s part of our cover story. We should definitely hang out and keep an eye on things. Make a note of what kind of guests come here. If you get a chance, chat with the women who clean the rooms. They probably know more than anyone what goes on here, and your Spanish is better than mine.”

Jen looked up and frowned. “I can hardly interrogate them about illegal activity. If they’re recent immigrants, even if they’re here legally, they probably don’t want to get involved in anything that could cause trouble.”

“Keep it casual. If we’re out on the patio when they clean the room, you can make an excuse to go in and get something. A little friendly chat now, a good tip, and maybe over a few days you’ll earn some trust.” I smiled, because it was easy for me to say all that when I didn’t have to pull it off.

“Fine. While you were sleeping in—”

“After being up in the night conducting important investigations.”

She rolled her eyes and continued. “I searched the area for diners and bakeries.”

“Now that’s what I call useful research.”

“There’s a café in walking distance that sounds good.”

I debated asking what she was calling walking distance, but whatever it was, Jen would insist the exercise was good for me. And it was, no doubt. I’d gotten into the habit of using my injury as an excuse to avoid things I didn’t want to do or simply to be lazy. I had to stop that. And by had to I meant ought to but probably wouldn’t right away. Why are bad habits so easy to get into and so hard to change?

I grabbed my cane and the shoulder bag that held my wallet and other essentials. “Lead on.”

We stepped out into the courtyard, bright and cheerful in the sunshine. A couple sat on a second-floor balcony having breakfast. Several children splashed in the pool. A man pulled his rolling suitcase toward the parking lot. Everything looked perfectly normal. I could almost forget about the unnerving policeman. My adventures during the night felt like a dream. It would be easy to dismiss Nathan’s concerns with the sunlight glinting off the pool, the children’s laughter, the gurgle in my stomach driving me toward breakfast.

I glanced up toward the second floor. The chill I felt had to be my imagination. I shook it off. The day ahead would involve research and light surveillance as we pretended to be vacationing guests. Anything more dramatic would wait for the cover of darkness.


Chapter Five


After breakfast, I called Arnold while Jen asked Nathan about getting employee records. We arranged to meet Arnold and Clarence at a nearby park that afternoon, so we wouldn’t be seen with them near the motel.

Then we headed for the motel patio with our laptops. People might think we were the most boring tourists ever, hardly bothering to leave the motel grounds, but so what? Plenty of people were boring.

A couple of families checked out. A man in a business suit, or at least the Arizona summer version of it with no jacket, strode toward the parking lot. Nathan wandered out to say hello and slipped Jen a thumb drive. He looked a little shifty as he did it, but he was high-strung enough to look shifty most of the time. In any case, no one was in the courtyard except one cleaning person, starting on the rooms that had been vacated early.

“Hey, what is that room upstairs, the one marked Private?” Jen asked him.

“Oh, that’s just the housekeeper’s office. The computer there is synced to the one in the lobby, so she can see which rooms are ready to be cleaned.”

“That doesn’t sound too exciting,” Jen said.

“Hardly. Why?”

“We’re simply looking for anything odd.” Jen managed to sound knowledgeable and a little mysterious.

“Well, I wouldn’t say that room is odd. It puts her closer to the laundry and the rooms where the maids stay, that’s all. And she’s farther from my office, which I appreciate. She’s an unpleasant old bat.” Nathan wandered away.

Jen looked at me. I shrugged. It was possible we’d found an important clue, but if so, I couldn’t spot it.

Jen stood up. “Maybe I’ll stretch my legs by doing some laps around the motel.”

“Sure. Get some stairs in too. Good for the quads.”

“You should probably be exercising that leg.”

“No doubt. Too bad I’m busy exercising my mind instead.” I focused on my computer screen. I know, I just said I should get out of the habit of being lazy. But it’s too much fun when it annoys Jen.

I didn’t see Jen roll her eyes, but I’m willing to bet she did it. She strode off, returning about ten minutes later.

“Did you solve the case?” I asked.

She flopped into a chair. “There’s not much to see but closed doors. The three rooms closest to the housekeeper’s office have keypad locks where you punch in the numbers, instead of key card locks. Rooms for the cleaning staff, maybe? I don’t know why the different locks.”

“Hmm.” I took a moment to stretch. “Hotels use key cards because it’s easy to change the code between guests, but the cards can wear out. If those are the cleaners’ rooms, they don’t have to worry about cards getting damaged.”

“Yeah, and they don’t have to carry regular keys that might get lost.”

I frowned. “Keypads also mean anyone with the code could enter the room. Like the head of housekeeping or the owner.”

“Ugh. I wouldn’t like that lack of privacy. They probably call it a security requirement as an excuse to snoop. Hey, a cleaner is reaching our room.”

“Yep. You’re up.” Being the boss is nice. Jen would argue that she’s not my minion, but she totally is.

Jen strolled over to pretend she needed something from our room. I fidgeted in my lounge chair, wishing I could overhear their conversation, even though I wouldn’t understand it as well as Jen would, assuming the woman was an immigrant, as Nathan thought, and they were speaking Spanish. Less than five minutes later, the maid scurried out as if Jen had set her on fire. The woman raced for the stairs, leaving her cart behind. Jen appeared in our doorway and watched the escape. When the cleaner disappeared up the stairs toward the laundry, Jen looked at me and spread her hands.

I joined Jen in the room. “What did you say to scare her?”

“I have no idea. At first, she was shy but polite. I said I wanted to grab some drinks from the fridge and showed her my key card, even though she didn’t ask to see it. I made a couple of vague comments about enjoying the nice day. When I asked how long she’d worked at the motel, her eyes got wide, she muttered an apology, and she took off.”

I sat on the end of my bed. “You were speaking Spanish for all that?”

“Yes. Maybe she thought I was going to ask for her green card or question her about her legal status, but I tried to look harmless and act like it was idle chitchat.”

“Maybe you need to work on your charm.”

“Hey, I’m totally charming!”

“Uh-huh. I hope you didn’t scare her too badly.” For one thing, we weren’t going to get information if employees fled at the sight of us. For another, I felt bad for the woman if she was simply trying to do her job and Jen had frightened her. “You’d better take those drinks, in case anyone is paying attention.”

Jen picked up two cans of fizzy water from the desk. I grabbed the sunscreen. We headed back outside. I glanced left as I stepped onto the cement path and twitched as I spotted a man settling into a chair outside his room. He was thirtyish, dark-haired, lean and muscular. Sunglasses hid his eyes, but I thought I felt his gaze as we went back to our lounge chairs.

“Did you notice our new audience?” I murmured.

She scanned the area. “Oh. Huh. Is he watching us?”

“I have no idea. He might be one of the tough guys Nathan associated with the dancers. Maybe he simply chose to sit outside now because he just woke up, and not because we were trying to question housekeeping.”

Jen gave a little shiver. “I don’t like it.”

“Mm.”

Five minutes later, a gray-haired woman wearing a white blouse and gray skirt strode down the path. She went into our room without glancing our way. Seconds later, she came out with the cleaning cart and pushed it toward the elevator. The cleaners wore uniforms, but this might be the head housekeeper, and apparently, we weren’t getting a full cleaning right away. Had the first maid reported Jen for asking questions? If so, what did it mean?

We settled back to researching employees. Jen was working on the cleaning staff, while I had the desk clerks along with the names of the two tough guys and the most recent batch of dancers. I expect it was illegal for Nathan to give us guest information, but he might not know that, and if he wanted to work within the law, he should have called the police. It’s not that I prefer to break the law or go out of my way to do it. I simply do what seems practical and expedient in the circumstances, and I try to stay within the journalism code of ethics if I’m working as a journalist. I guess after decades of living in other countries, I know laws vary greatly. Some are cruel and many are stupid. If your morality is based solely on the local legal system, it’s not really morality at all.

Anyway, that’s my excuse.

A door closed somewhere, but otherwise, the motel was quiet. Most people had either checked out or gone out for the day.

“I don’t know if this is odd or not,” Jen finally said.

“What?”

“All the cleaning staff have really common names. Like Maria Lopez and Sofia Hernandez. There are literally hundreds of them just in the U.S. I mean, it’s not like common names aren’t common, but all of them? And it’s typical in Mexico to use both the father’s and mother’s surnames, so you’d expect a third name now and then.”

I leaned over to see her list. “That might be a record-keeping choice on the motel’s part. Or possibly, the motel has been using illegal immigrants and placing them under common names, so it’s harder to know if they’re here legally. They wouldn’t even have to change the names if they got new employees.”

“I haven’t found any pictures of the woman who was in our room when searching images for these names. With such common names, I don’t know how to identify which women are supposed to be working here.”

“Anyway, not everyone has their photo online.” I rubbed my eyes, which were tired from working on the laptop with the bright sunlight in the background. “It’s one more odd thing. Any one of these alone might not be a big deal, but . . .”

“Maybe Nathan isn’t overreacting.” Jen glanced back at her laptop. “The only person that doesn’t fit the pattern is the head of housekeeping. Ursula Robinson, sixty-eight. She’s been working here for a decade, first as a desk clerk and, three years ago, she took over as head of housekeeping.”

“Ugh. I hope I’m not working a job like that at sixty-eight. Not that there’s anything wrong with doing that kind of work . . . And it’s not like I’ll necessarily stop writing and completely retire, no matter how old I get. But . . .”

At fifty, I would have liked to know that I could retire at some point. Write what I wanted when I wanted to. Unfortunately, I hadn’t planned well enough, starting early enough. Maybe this Ursula Robinson loved her job and wanted to keep working as long as she could. More likely, she had to keep working because she couldn’t afford to retire. There could be a dozen reasons—she hadn’t paid enough into Social Security, she’d gotten screwed in a divorce, she had medical or other debt, she preferred to delay taking Social Security so she could get more later and enjoy retirement more.

“Yeah.” Jen grimaced. “As head of housekeeping, she probably doesn’t have to clean the rooms herself, but I bet it’s still a ton of work. This is the point where Lauren would tell me my privilege is showing, because I’ve never had to work a job like that. As if parenting smart-alecky teenagers is easy.”

“Well, if anything hinky is going on with the housekeepers, you’d think the head of housekeeping would know about it. We need to find a way to meet this woman.”

“I’m not sure how. Head of housekeeping probably doesn’t clean the rooms herself or answer requests for more towels. Maybe we can get Nathan to call her in on some pretense, if we prep him in advance and figure out a way to listen in on the conversation.”

“Worth a shot,” I said. “Do you have a photo? Maybe we’ll spot her some time and we can watch where she goes.”

“I’m not sure how recent this is.” Jen turned her laptop toward me. The woman in the photo had red hair of that shade you often saw in older women, but rarely in nature. She had some lines on her face, but she didn’t look sixty-eight. Plenty of people didn’t look their age, but I wouldn’t have thought working at a slightly seedy motel would be the secret to eternal youth. It looked like a formal photo, one taken as ID, with a stiff smile.

“This could be the woman who got the cart out of our room, but I didn’t see her face well. Does she look smug?” I asked.

“Hard to say. Maybe uncomfortable about getting her picture taken.”

“Yeah, or she had to wait so long, her smile got weird. I always thought Mona Lisa looked like she was thinking, ‘Please hurry up and finish this darn painting!’”

Jen chuckled. “Philistine. What have you found? Anything interesting?”

“One of the lovely ladies from last night is open about the fact she’s an exotic dancer. Another one is a kindergarten teacher, so she’s obviously not open about her second career, but the photo matches the woman we saw and the name matches the reservation.”

“Kind of risky to take that second job.”

“She probably makes more dancing a few nights a week than she does as an exhausted first-year teacher.”

“Well, I won’t judge how she chooses to pay off her school debts. Believe me, with two kids heading for college, I get it.”

“I haven’t found the third woman yet, but I think we can safely say we have an explanation for the bevy of beauties. I put Mac onto the tough guys.” Mac was our friendly computer genius. I didn’t ask questions about her online research methods. Not so much because I was afraid I’d disapprove, but because I probably wouldn’t understand anything she said.

“Hey, I didn’t know passing our work on to someone else was an option!”

“It is for me, since I’m the boss.”

Jen snorted and rolled her eyes.

“Anyway.” I didn’t even try to hide my grin. “The day clerks haven’t turned up anything suspicious, but the main night clerk has a record and at least two other assumed names.”

Jen sat up straighter. “Nice. How did you find out all that?”

“I have my methods.” Which generally involved trading favors with various sources so they did the work, but I didn’t have to admit that.

“Sure you do. Is he our lead bad guy, then?”

“At least our lead candidate for a bad guy. He could be a hired thug, though. Or, I suppose, someone simply trying to turn his life around, and Nathan’s father either gave him a second chance—possibly a fifth or sixth chance at this point—or didn’t check his credentials.”

“Stop being so reasonable and sympathetic. It’s really annoying when we need suspects.”

“You can have all the suspects you want. We still need to decide what we suspect they’re doing.”

“Sheesh. You always want to make things so hard.” Jen yawned. “It’s getting hot out here. How about a swim and lunch before we meet Clarence and Arnold?”

I closed my laptop. “Your proposal is acceptable.”


Chapter Six


After a few hours where nothing much happened besides relaxation—we were supposed to get a free vacation in exchange for this work, after all—we headed to the park to meet Arnold and Clarence. We found a shaded picnic table near the parking lot and watched children playing for a few minutes.

A familiar shout came from behind us. I turned to see Clarence hobbling toward us, waving with his cane. I winced and resisted the urge to tell him that the whole point of the cane was to use it on the ground to keep his balance. He had perfectly good hands for waving. I constantly had to remind myself that our “Coffee Shop Irregular” helpers had decades more life experience than I did, and they’d survived so far without my help.

Sometimes one wondered how, though. As Clarence barreled toward us, I swung around on the bench and stood, bracing myself for his hug, which almost took us both down.

“Great to see you! Even better to know you can’t get by without our help.” Clarence winked.

“Dad!” Jen exclaimed.

I’d been so distracted by Clarence, I hadn’t noticed our father trailing behind.

“We weren’t expecting you,” I said.

“No, I realize you didn’t actually invite me.” He gave us a disapproving look.

“Did you want to go to a strip club?” I asked.

“Definitely not, and I’m not going to. But I figured I ought to come along so I can post bail if Clarence and Arnold get into trouble.”

Yes, I’d already made that joke. Dad and I had a lot in common. Or perhaps it’s simply that anyone who knew Arnold and Clarence for more than fifteen minutes started to think about things like bail. Not that they had gotten arrested in the time I knew them, despite a close call or two, and they’d even saved our lives once. Still, having those two around made me long for the good old days of warlords and guards armed with AK-47s.

We sat around the table and brought the men up-to-date on the situation. They’d already made reservations at the motel, which would make it easy for us to run into each other on the patio as if we were meeting as strangers.

“We’ll get Nathan to refund the rooms later,” I said. “For the time being, I’d rather he didn’t know about you.”

Jen turned toward me. “Do you suspect Nathan of something?”

Clarence tapped the side of his nose. “You don’t want to be anyone’s patsy! Gotcha, boss.”

“He’s the one who called us!” Jen said.

“It’s more that I don’t trust his discretion,” I said. “He’s not used to this kind of work.”

And, also, that I didn’t want to be anyone’s patsy, as Clarence so colorfully put it. I didn’t have a theory for why Nathan might have called us for help if he was involved in something illegal, but decades as a journalist had taught me not to trust anyone’s claims.

“Fine.” Jen rubbed her face. “The heat is getting to me. How about cooling off with another swim while we watch for suspicious activity, unless you have something else we need to research before tonight?”

“Hang on, I got a text from Mac.” The text asked me to check my email. I did and found the results of her research. “Okay. The night clerk is definitely sketchy. His record includes arrests for assault as well as less violent crimes. We know which of his names is the real one now.”

“How did a guy like that get a job working with motel customers?” Dad asked.

“Social Security numbers aren’t tied to criminal records,” I explained. “An expert background check would find it, but most employers probably don’t do more than call a couple of prior employers.”

“That’s almost pointless,” Arnold said. “Most employers won’t do more than confirm someone worked for them. They’re too afraid of getting sued if they bad-mouth anyone. Plus, someone applying for a job could put down the phone number of a friend who’d cover for them.”

“Hang on.” Dad frowned at his friend. “Are you saying you never did background checks on your employees?”

“When I worked for a medical practice, we were more careful, since we had confidential patient information. And, of course, in a gynecology office, we had procedures in place to minimize any accusations of abuse. But I doubt the standards would be that high at a motel. They’d just fire the accused employee and let the courts handle the rest.”

“They have access to guest credit card numbers, though,” I said.

Nathan had made our reservations so the clerks hadn’t seen our credit cards, but what about Dad’s and the other guys’? They wouldn’t get Social Security numbers, but names, driver’s licenses, and credit cards were enough for identity theft.

“You might want to keep an eye out for unexpected charges,” I added.

“Don’t worry about us,” Clarence said. “I have all kinds of alerts set up on our accounts. You don’t work as an accountant for forty years without knowing how to protect your money. But Arnold’s right, they probably don’t get enough people wanting to be motel night clerks to be choosy.”

“Yeah.” I ran my hand over my short hair. Jen was right about the heat. It was only ninety-seven degrees, but that was enough to set off my hot flashes, and my mind felt sluggish. I tried to focus. “Or maybe Nathan’s father knew about Brian Gilford’s record and didn’t care.”

“Even criminals should get a second chance,” Arnold said. “Otherwise, they have no choice but to stay criminals.”

“It’s possible Gilford has cleaned up his act,” I said. “His last arrest was four years ago. It’s also possible he hasn’t been caught since, especially if he’s moved from violent crime to working in a network, bringing in immigrants illegally.”

“Is that your current theory?” Dad asked.

I spread my hands. “It’s a theory. So far, we have a lot of odd little things. One nervous cleaner who escaped when Jen started asking questions. Tough guy number one registered as Viktor Smirnoff, coming out where he could keep an eye on us right after that.”

Clarence’s thick eyebrows shot up. “Wait, Smirnoff? Like the vodka?”

“Yeah. It is a fairly common Russian name, though. On the other hand, the second tough guy goes by Leo Gurkin.”

Clarence’s eyebrows twitched like caterpillars dancing. “Like the pickle?”

“Spelled differently than we’d spell the pickle, so it could be a coincidence, but the fact you could make a martini variation off their names is a little suspect.” I spoke with the confidence of someone who had just now noticed the unlikely connection and was trying to hide that fact. “Or they could be using fake names and have more of a sense of humor than you’d think by looking at them.”

“These tough guys bring in exotic dancers every weekend,” Jen added. “Which isn’t a crime, but could relate to criminal activity.”

“Right,” I said. “They don’t have criminal records that we’ve found, but that doesn’t mean all their business activities are legitimate. We also have a night clerk who does have a criminal record, and who seems to have power over the other employees, according to Nathan. And a day clerk, Danica Osborne, who is aggressively rude. Again, not a crime, but you’d expect at least basic civility from someone in that kind of customer service position. She’s only been there six months, though, so I doubt she’s a gang leader, if there is a gang.”

“I really feel like we should be back at the motel,” Jen said. “Keeping an eye on things. From the pool.”

“Another theory is that the previous owner was incompetent,” Dad said. “If he had Alzheimer’s or dementia, his behavior might have become erratic, which would affect the other employees in complicated ways.”

I squeezed Dad’s arm. We, unfortunately, knew too much about Alzheimer’s and the complicated effects it had on those around the sufferer. “True. He might’ve allowed the clerks to get away with poor behavior or not have noticed. If they’ve been running things, and maybe skimming profits, they might have scared the cleaners into keeping quiet about anything having to do with the motel.”

Arnold scowled. “I hate the idea of people bullying innocent immigrants, simply trying to work hard. If that’s all that’s happening, we should still expose it.”

“Yeah. Plus, Nathan wants to sell the motel,” Jen said. “A new owner could fire the troublemakers, but if a potential buyer tours the place and gets the kind of sketchy vibes we’ve seen, they might not want the bother, and I don’t see Nathan successfully running this motel for long. If it fails, everyone’s out of a job. So, back to the motel?”

“Sure.” I squirmed to the edge of the bench where I could stand. My leg was aching from the hard seat. “Whatever’s happening, we have more to investigate. Is the motel a place where illegal immigrants can get a fake ID to start incorporating them into the U.S. legal system? Is the strip club following the laws, or doing something illegal in those back rooms? If the latter, are the tough guys staying at Nathan’s motel involved? Basically, it feels like something is amiss, but what?”

Dad stood, too, adjusting his ball cap to shade his eyes. “You don’t think it’s time to bring in the police?”

“Oh, good grief! Idiot!” I slapped the side of my head for emphasis.

“It’s a perfectly reasonable question,” Dad said stiffly.

“No, I’m the idiot. We forgot to tell you about the police officer.” I explained about the man we suspected of taking bribes.

“Surely your detective friend would be interested in that,” Dad said.

“This would be out of Padilla’s jurisdiction, and we don’t know who else might be involved locally. Anyway, we have no proof. We need to know more before we call in authorities.” I wasn’t absolutely certain Detective Padilla would agree with my analysis, but I didn’t want to pester her. She tolerated my interference in police matters because our investigations got results. I preferred to save requests for favors until we really needed them.

Clarence rubbed his hands together. “If there’s something happening at that club, we’ll find out tonight. You can count on us.”

“I’m sure we can.” I wasn’t at all sure we could, but if nothing else, they’d enjoy the adventure. “But be safe.”

“I’ll keep him out of trouble,” Arnold said. “We’ve worked out an excellent cover story. We both lost our wives in the last year, so we’re on the prowl for excitement. We’re going to call each other Andy and Carl and claim we live in one of those expensive retirement communities.”

I had trouble getting my mind around Arnold and Clarence on the prowl. On the bright side, they were unlikely undercover agents. They were certainly more believable as seniors out on the town looking for a good time.

“Okay, let’s get to the motel,” I said. “We’ll park in the back lot. You can pull up in front to check in, so it won’t look like we’re arriving at the same time. And then . . . um, rest up for tonight, I guess. Dad, if you’re going to stay up to be on call, I guess Jen and I don’t have to.”

Jen was already inching toward our car. I was more interested in a nap than another swim after my restless night, especially since I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sleep, knowing Arnold and Clarence were on the loose. I didn’t know whether to wish for a quiet night or for them to break something loose in our investigation. I settled for wishing for no broken bones or other major injuries. I wish I could say that seemed like a safe bet.


Chapter Seven


We hung out in the cool motel room for a while, since we didn’t expect any action before dark. I dozed off. When I woke up, Jen claimed she was working the whole time and offered no explanation for the crease mark on her cheek. Once the sun had dropped enough that the building shadow shaded the pool, we headed out there again. The temperature hovered at ninety degrees, but the shade and water made it delightful. The tough guy was no longer outside his room. Because we hadn’t been around to watch or simply because his table was in the sun?

The Coffee Shop Irregulars joined us, Arnold loudly nagging Clarence to get in the pool to do his water exercises. That might have been a cover story, but Clarence did, in fact, do a number of exercises in the pool. Dad sat under the awning with a newspaper. Arnold and Jen swam laps, and I tried some of my physical therapy exercises in the water. The pool made a nice change of venue, except I couldn’t watch videos while I exercised. The PT was helping, but boy, was it tedious.

When Manny peered through the fence around the pool, I got out and spoke to him through the bars. “It’s crowded today.”

“That’s all right. I swam earlier.” The downturn of his mouth suggested he was disappointed anyway.

“Are your grandparents resting?” I had no reason to believe his grandparents were involved in the illegal immigration scam, if that was even happening. I wasn’t going to make assumptions merely because they were Mexican and the cleaning staff spoke Spanish and we were near the Mexico border. Honestly, I just found Manny more interesting than my water exercises.

“Yes. They are tired now.”

“You wore them out?” I smiled. “Are you showing them all the sights?”

He looked at the water for a few seconds before answering. “We went to see . . . a museum. I forget the name.”

I asked a few questions about where he lived and what his parents did, conscious the whole time that I probably shouldn’t be asking and he shouldn’t be answering. Our group must look pretty harmless, and it wasn’t as if I was trying to lure the boy into a motel room or a car, but still. I felt more guilty about drawing him into conversation than I did about getting employee and motel guest records.

Didn’t stop me, though. I generally try to respect other people’s boundaries, but Manny didn’t seem to mind talking, and his grandparents weren’t there to complain.

He told me he’d been born in Arizona when his parents were working there. Then his father died, and he’d moved back to Mexico with his mother. More recently, she’d come north again for a job.

“Where does she work?”

“She was a nurse, before. Now . . .” Manny trailed off and shrugged.

Manny might be embarrassed about his mother’s job now, or he might not even pay much attention to adult issues. A lot of immigrants to the U.S. wound up working in menial positions, even if they’d been trained professionals in their home countries. Without the right certifications and English proficiency, they couldn’t hold those jobs in the U.S. On the other hand, the cleaners at our motel might make better money than a nurse in parts of Mexico, and of course, some immigrants were fleeing war or other violence.

He grinned. “You ask a lot of questions. Like the person on TV who talks to people.”

Maybe I wasn’t as far undercover as I thought. “A reporter doing interviews? Or do you mean a talk show host?”

“Abuelo said you said you were teachers. How old are your students?”

“A little older than you, I think. How old are you?”

“Ten.”

I nodded as if he’d confirmed my guess. “That’s probably why I ask a lot of questions. I’m used to dragging answers out of reluctant students.”

“You are doing God’s work.” It sounded like a quote he’d heard a number of times. He wasn’t wrong about teachers, though. I’d rather head into a war zone than a classroom. Less exhausting, and possibly safer.

Manny frowned for a few seconds, considering something. “If you wanted . . . if your student had a problem, what would you tell them to do?”

“What kind of problem? Like a test question, or . . .”

He shifted from foot to foot, fleeting expressions passing over his face as he studied me.

“Manualito!” A plump woman with gray hair hurried toward him. Her suspicious look made me glad for the metal bars separating us. She stopped by Manny and spoke Spanish rapidly in a thick regional accent. I only caught a few words, but those words were danger and careful. Well, good. Someone cared about the risks of talking to strangers.

Manny flashed me another smile, took his grandmother’s arm, and led her away. Maybe I should have tried to introduce myself, but the woman hadn’t paused for breath. Apparently, Manny had inherited his grandfather’s friendly curiosity rather than his grandmother’s caution.

And he had a problem. A kid that age could be struggling with almost anything—grief over his father’s death or worry if his mother was dating again. He might be wondering how to convince his grandparents to move to Arizona or how to get his own pool. Maybe I’d get a chance to pry more if his protective grandmother didn’t convince him to stay away.

Arnold finished his swim and stood near me while he dried off. “Anything I should be doing?” he whispered.

“The clerk who checked you in—was it a young woman, dark hair, bad attitude?”

“No. She had a bad attitude, but gray hair. Probably in her sixties.”

“You might stop in and ask her where a couple of gentlemen on the prowl could find some excitement tonight. Set up your reason for being here and see how she reacts.”

If the motel had a business relationship with the strip club, the clerks should be quick to send people in that direction. If this woman seemed shocked or offended at the request, or acted like she didn’t know anything, it might suggest the motel had no connection to the club beyond paying guests working there. Or it could simply mean the clerk was lazy and indifferent. So we’d likely learn absolutely nothing, but we wouldn’t be worse off.

“I’d better get dressed first.” Arnold toweled off his chest. “If she sees all this and hears I’m after some action, she might throw herself at me.”

“We’ll have to hope she can restrain herself.” I sat down to wait for Arnold’s report.

Dad’s newspaper rustled. “You doing okay?”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “Maybe having a little trouble reconciling sitting by a pool in the sunshine with trying to uncover everyone’s shameful secrets. I feel like I’m suspecting corruption everywhere. I’m not sure if that means the world is a nasty place or if I’m just cynical. Of course, both is a possibility.”

Dad lowered the newspaper enough to see me, but held it as if reading rather than having a low-voiced conversation with someone a few feet away. “Your journalism work has tended to put you in the middle of humanity’s worst. Becoming a detective doesn’t really change that.”

“Mm. I suppose I need to remember that most people go through life without witnessing murders or facing the wrong end of a gun. Or either end, for that matter.”

“You could find a new career.” He casually turned a page.

Dad waited patiently while I struggled to answer. Finally, I said, “I don’t know what else I’d do. Poking my nose into other people’s business is pretty much my only skill.”

“Oh, please. You’re not too old to learn new things, are you?”

I gave a weak laugh. “Jen has forced me to prove otherwise. But a fifty-year-old woman with a limp isn’t going to find a new career as a belly dancer or an aerial yoga teacher.” Okay, one might, but I didn’t have the dedication or interest. “My other new experiences included a colonoscopy and visiting a strip club. Not much room for career development there. Anyway, I like poking my nose into other people’s business. I know you worry about me getting hurt.”

“What possible reason would I have for that?”

I placed my hand over the scars on my left leg. “I can’t imagine. Anyway, Jen and I have done some good work. We’ve helped people. Solved murders. Kept villains out of power.”

“I haven’t forgotten. You proved my friend didn’t kill his wife. He’s free because of you, and a killer is in jail. You’ve literally saved lives.” He gave me a long look. “That doesn’t mean you have to keep doing this if you’d rather do something else. There are other ways to make a positive difference in the world.”

I couldn’t think of any that suited me. I didn’t want to go back to school to get any kind of degree or certificate. Maybe if I hadn’t spent three decades too busy to explore anything else . . . But no. I liked to write and read. That was about it. I didn’t even have any real hobbies. I found crafting tedious. I had no interest in playing or even watching sports. I cooked to get food, not for pleasure. I enjoyed spending time with my family, barbecues in the backyard, ideally with Marty’s margaritas and Joe’s cookies or cupcakes. I liked hanging out with Todd and his sweet teenagers and their big, goofy dog. I had fun with Jen, even if I couldn’t match her enthusiasm for spying on people. I couldn’t afford to retire, but I wasn’t ready to do so, anyway. Freelance journalism and occasional detective work kept me entertained. This was who I was, for better or worse.

“I think . . .” I tried to order my thoughts. “I didn’t plan to be here at fifty. I didn’t expect to be famous as a print reporter, but I thought I’d be a respected journalist and have my choice of jobs.” Assuming I lived through all the danger, but I didn’t have to mention that.

“Hmm. I suppose most of us don’t reach the dreams we had when we were young.”

“Yeah. I’m starting over again, and it’s as hard as it was the first time, making connections, finding work. That’s discouraging. But it’s not all bad. I’ve loved spending more time with you and Mom and Jen. Getting to know your friends, Todd, his boys.”

“We’re grateful, too, but we wouldn’t hold you back if your dreams took you somewhere else.”

“I know. I guess I’ve been struggling to figure out what my dreams are now.”

“Would you go back overseas as a reporter if you could?”

I heaved a sigh. I’d thought I’d accepted that part of my life was over. My leg was getting better, but I doubted my former employer or anyone else would send me back to war zones when they had younger, fitter options. Still, I might be able to find other work as a reporter. Except . . .

“Newspapers are dying or being taken over by billionaires with agendas. The online sites replacing them don’t generally use the in-depth reports I prefer. I can’t get excited about writing click-based stories. Besides, they often use freelancers who make next to nothing.” I shook my head. “I’m afraid I’m done with that career, or it’s done with me. I’m not hungry enough to fight for my place anymore.”

“That’s not the only option.”

“Yeah.” Becoming a detective had seemed like a good alternative. I got to use my investigative skills, dig out stories and learn new things, and do some good. It wasn’t much more dangerous than being a war correspondent, and the occasional adrenaline jolts reminded me that I was alive. Plus, I got to stay close to my family. I didn’t know how much time Mom and Dad had left.

Unfortunately, the licensing requirements put a damper on the detective dream. Three years seemed like so long. But Jen and I had to figure out how to make this a real career or else give it up. If we gave it up, I’d still have to find something else, and anything interesting would probably also require training.

“I can’t think of an alternative I’d prefer that I can actually have.” I smiled at my father. “I want to do this. I don’t know if you were trying to help me see that or hoping to convince me otherwise, but either way, thanks.”

“As long as you’re happy.” He turned another page.

I sat in the shade, thinking about all the strange things happening at the Midnight Motel. Something was wrong, and we were going to figure it out and stop it. Most of the people who passed through the motel were harmless, going about their lives. Some were probably wonderful. Some had problems of their own, but that didn’t make them bad people. It made them human. It was worth remembering all those ordinary people while we faced down evil. We were doing this for them. Society told us to strive for a safe career that paid well, a spouse and children, a mortgaged home. I might have chosen a different direction, but everyone deserved the chance to build that life if they wanted it.

Arnold came back. He stood between me and the pool, ostensibly watching Clarence. “I interrupted an argument between that woman and your owner friend. I don’t know what it was about, because they stopped when the door opened, but she looked furious, and he escaped back into his office the moment she was distracted.”

“Huh. Okay.” I wasn’t too surprised to hear Nathan wasn’t getting along with the employees, but didn’t any of these people want to keep their jobs?

“I flirted a bit and asked where my buddy and I could find some entertaining nightlife.”

I tried to imagine goofy, exuberant Arnold flirting with a cranky desk clerk and failed. But he was active in community theater, so he knew how to play a part.

“She asked how I found this place, and I said friends of ours had recommended it for the convenient location near nighttime entertainment, but I’d forgotten the name of the club they recommended.”

Clarence got out of the pool and came toward us, leaving puddles across the patio.

Arnold picked up a towel sitting on an empty chair and dropped a card into my lap as he passed. “She gave me this.”

It was a card for the strip club, offering half-priced entrance and a discount on drinks before ten p.m. Many motels kept brochures for local restaurants and popular tourist spots. The desk clerks might give out these cards, hoping for tips or because the club gave a kickback.

Was that what the male desk clerk gave to the police officer when I interrupted their conversation? As expected, we’d learned nothing definite, but maybe these little puzzle pieces would form a complete picture eventually.

“Nice work,” I said. “Have fun tonight. But not too much fun!”

Clarence chuckled as he dried off. “There’s no such thing.”

Dad said, “I’ll wait up in case they need anything. You two get some sleep. We can meet back in the park tomorrow to go over what we’ve learned.”

“Thanks.” I hoped I’d sleep through the night, without either a hot flash or an urgent call, but I wasn’t counting on it.

Arnold and Clarence went back to their room to prepare for their evening out. Dad followed a while later. A couple of families with kids came out to the pool, driving Jen out of the water. We ordered dinner again so we could keep an eye on the evening activities, but we ate at the little table outside our room to avoid the splashing around the pool.

Once again, the beautiful women left in a cloud of perfume, escorted by one of the tough guys. He glared as he passed us, and we pretended not to notice.

Nothing else exciting happened before we went to bed.

I didn’t wake up at three a.m. this time. I woke up at one thirty. I didn’t have any messages from Arnold, Clarence, or Dad. The strip club probably closed at two.

After patting myself down with a damp washcloth and then a dry one, I put on my shoes. The room felt stifling again, and Jen’s steady breathing made me want to smother her in her sleep. I had to get out of there, but this time I’d have shoes and my cane. I was so focused on that, I almost forgot my key card, but I grabbed it in time.

I let myself outside, where the air felt slightly cooler. I scanned the upper balconies and saw a couple of rooms with faint lights behind the curtains, but no one visible. The lights outside the doors downstairs made it harder to tell if anyone was stirring in those rooms.

The pool glowed softly, teasing me, since it was closed. Maybe I’d get a little more breeze in the middle of the courtyard. I headed for the open part of the patio.

Someone lay on one of the lounge chairs under the awning. I jerked to a stop at the edge of the patio. I couldn’t see more than a dark outline of the figure silhouetted from the faint lights outside the rooms beyond.

I waited for any reaction. The person didn’t stir. I’d been quiet, but they ought to be able to see me if their eyes were open. Maybe they were sleeping. I didn’t hear any sound of breathing, though.

I stepped closer, goose bumps rising on my arms even though my torso felt like I was wrapped in a heating pad. My eyes were adjusting to the darkness. The bulk of the figure suggested a man, and something about it looked familiar.

Something also felt very wrong. He was sprawled on the lounge chair, slumped lower than looked comfortable.

I walked into a wall of unpleasant odor and stopped about three paces from his feet. Maybe he was drunk and had gotten sick out there, though the smell was more fecal than vomit. Maybe he’d been kicked out of his room by his partner due to his foul farts.

Still no sound from the person. In the dim light, I couldn’t tell if the chest was rising with breath.

I scanned the area. I hated to turn my back on the figure, but I made myself turn all the way around. I didn’t see any sign of another person.

I gathered myself and forced my feet to take the next few steps, trying to stay out of the shadows under the chair in case they hid any disgusting messes. I poked him in the side with my cane. His body shifted slightly and his head lolled farther over. The tang of blood rose among the other smells. I gulped back bile.

I had to be sure. I touched his shoulder and found it warm. I moved my fingers to his neck, hoping to find a pulse. They slid into something wet and sticky. I jerked my hand back and took a few deep breaths, trying not to faint. I stretched my hand out again, holding my palm an inch from his mouth. Nothing.

He was dead.


Chapter Eight


Something rustled in the bushes. I heard footsteps—or was that the pounding of my heart? I turned and ran for my room, my shoes smacking the pavement. Silence wouldn’t save me. If someone was watching from the shadows, they already knew I was there. In any case, I couldn’t stop myself from running as fast as my legs would let me, begging the stiff muscles in my bad leg to keep up and not send me sprawling.

My key card. Where was it? My hands were empty. I leaned my cane next to the door so I could pat my hips with the hand that wasn’t damp and sticky. My sleep shorts didn’t have pockets. Had I dropped it? I didn’t want to go back there. I didn’t want anyone else to find the key, either. A shudder racked my body at the thought.

I swung around and scanned the area. Spots danced before my eyes. I sucked in a breath. A second breath. The spots faded.

The surface of the pool sparkled from the underwater lights. Dim lights shone over most of the doors. They cast overlapping shadows, so the tables and chairs outside each room became a jumble of lines. The bushes sat like hunched figures. The patio under the awning had no lights, plunging the gruesome sight there into darkness. The entrance to the stairwell was a black pit. Shadows everywhere. So many shadows.

I dragged in more air. I knew I’d picked up my key card before leaving the room. I’d carried it in one hand and my cane in the other. But when I’d reached out to check the body . . .

The key card was in my waistband. I slapped my hand over the spot and felt the comforting rectangle. Good thing it hadn’t slipped down and dropped to the ground when I ran. I pulled it out with shaking fingers and got the door open.

I grabbed my cane and ducked inside. Closing the door behind me immediately made me feel eighty percent safer. I hesitated with my hand on the light switch. As far as I knew, the killer wasn’t still out there. If they were, they’d already seen me and knew which room I was in. I still didn’t want to draw attention.

I needed to call the police. How would I explain finding a body in the middle of the night? Would the police think that was suspicious? I’d have to explain who I was, and that could blow our cover. Did that even matter anymore? Nathan could no longer hope for a quiet resolution to whatever was wrong. But once Jen and I were outed as even amateur investigators, it would be that much harder to figure out why someone had left a bloody body in the courtyard.

Once the nightclubs and bars closed, the dancers and tough guys would return. Maybe they’d find him. Or not, because why would they go under the patio awning? Reporting it shouldn’t wait until morning, and I didn’t want someone like Manny or his grandparents finding that.

I could text Arnold and Clarence and ask them to “discover” the body. But what if I’d left signs of my visit behind?

I was overthinking this. The motel probably had security cameras, anyway, so they’d know I was out there, and the longer I waited, the more questions the police would have. To avoid suspicion, I should behave as much like a regular person as I could, but I wasn’t sure how a regular person would behave in this situation. I wasn’t even sure I knew any regular people.

I needed my phone, but I had to wash my bloody hand before I used it. I leaned my cane against the wall and used my dry hand to fumble through the darkness. Once I’d unplugged my cell phone from the charging cable and shuffled to the bathroom, I turned on that light. With our curtains closed, the bathroom light probably wouldn’t be visible from the courtyard, and if it was, anyone out there might assume someone had gotten up in the night to pee.

Which, come to think of it, I really needed to do now.

But first I washed my hands. I used plenty of soap and multiple rinses to make sure I got all the blood off. Then I peed. It wasn’t like the dead guy was going to get any more dead during the delay. Finally, I sat on the toilet lid, bent forward with my head between my knees, took a few deep breaths, and called nine-one-one. The operator was calm, which helped. I stuck to the basics—body, bloody, at the motel—and she said she’d send someone.

She wanted me to stay on the line, but she didn’t need more information at the moment, so I muted myself and went out to rouse Jen. I wouldn’t want her to miss the fun.

I left the bathroom light on, so it spilled into the main room as I made my way out there, still trembling with nerves. You might think thirty years as a war correspondent would mean I no longer reacted to violent death. Wrong. I always panicked, though I’d gotten to the point where I could keep working despite the out-of-body sensation, as if my mind and mouth and limbs weren’t really connected. I’d lost some of that habit, apparently. Or maybe it was simply that I hadn’t expected to find a bloody dead guy here. I usually had some sense of dangerous situations. Despite the argument I’d overheard the night before, and our questions about the motel, I hadn’t expected anything like this. Maybe I hadn’t really believed the little oddities we’d seen would add up to something big—certainly not something like murder.

It might not be murder. It might have been some bizarre accident, resulting in a bloodied body in the middle of the night. Maybe he wasn’t even dead, just passed out.

But my racing heart refused to believe anything except murder.

I wanted to crawl into bed and pull the covers over my head. Instead, I sat on the side of my bed and turned on the bedside lamp. Jen grumbled and threw an arm over her face.

“Sorry to disturb your beauty rest. I know you need it.” My voice shook. I was trying to keep things light, but they weren’t.

Jen grunted and snuggled deeper under the blanket.

“We have a dead guy.” I’d had a jolt, so why shouldn’t she?

Her eyes appeared over the edge of the sheet, squinting at me. “Did you say a dead guy?”

“Yep. Guess something really is wrong.”

She pushed herself up to sitting and looked cautiously around the room. “When you say we have a dead guy, you don’t mean in here, right?”

“No. On the patio, under the awning.”

“Not one of our guys?” Fear threaded through the sleepy huskiness of her voice.

“No.” Wait. I hadn’t identified the body. I’d answered without thought. I hadn’t even considered that the body might be Arnold or Clarence—or Dad.

My instinct said it wasn’t. Thank goodness for that. The idea sent new tremors through my arms and legs.

“Someone we’ve seen?” Jen asked.

I frowned, staring into the shadows across the room. “I’m not sure. It was dark.”

Slight details were coming back to me, though. The sense of his size, his build. Almost certainly male, but too stocky for our guys or Nathan. Not lean and muscular enough for the tough guys.

“Maybe the policeman I saw yesterday—the day before—the day we arrived.” I shook my head, in no mood to determine whether this time of night belonged to the day that had finished or the new one coming. “Or it could be someone we haven’t met yet.” Of the people we’d seen, the policeman from the lobby was the only one who fit the dead guy. The fact he might be involved in taking bribes didn’t mean I wished him dead. Fired, absolutely. In prison, sure. Not dead.

Sirens grew louder.

“The police?” Jen swung her legs out of bed.

I nodded. I was not looking forward to the coming interviews, especially not after only three hours of sleep.

Jen headed for the bathroom. “You might want to get dressed then.”

I glanced down at my tank top, my nipples pushing against the thin fabric. “Yeah.”

I turned on the room light and grabbed clothing. Jen called out from the bathroom, “Is this blood on the sink?”

Whoops. I’d missed that. “Don’t worry, it’s not mine.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s much better,” she grumbled. “Should we call Dad?”

“I don’t know. We’re not supposed to know each other.” I rubbed my forehead. My thoughts were not yet back to full speed. “I guess if they look at the guest list, they’ll see our names.”

In a murder case, they would probably interview everyone in the motel. Jen had changed her name when she married, but Dad and I shared the same last name, and it wasn’t that common. It wouldn’t take too much digging to uncover our relationship with Arnold and Clarence as well. So much for our undercover work.

The sirens stopped. Jen stood in the bathroom doorway with her hair half brushed. “I suppose it was murder. I was kind of assuming.”

“Yeah. Like I said, it was dark, but I’m assuming that as well. There was blood, so it’s not a heart attack or stroke. I guess it could have been an accident, if he was drunk and ran into something that made him bleed and decided to lie down for a minute and died. Or he could have had a bloodied nose and then a heart attack. But probably murder.”

“Funny how finding someone dead immediately makes us think of murder. I mean, not funny ha ha, but . . .” she trailed off.

“Yeah. That probably isn’t normal.” I managed a smile. “But then, neither are we.”

Her mouth opened. I could almost see her mind searching for a comeback, some witty banter. But she turned back to the bathroom without speaking.

I pulled back the curtain to peek out the window. A flashlight beam swung across the courtyard. The light from the front passageway, the one that led past the lobby, silhouetted two figures in uniform. They’d turned the siren off, but colored lights still flashed from the other side of the passageway.

I unmuted myself and told the nine-one-one operator they were here and I’d go out to meet them. I opened the door, stood under the outside light, and waved before hanging up.

“Kate?” Dad, fully dressed, strode over from his room a few doors down.

“We’re fine.” My shoulders hunched with tension. Dad must have heard the sirens and assumed we were involved somehow—or Arnold and Clarence were. Dad’s instinct was to protect us, but jumpy police officers could make mistakes when they found people running around at a fresh crime scene. So far, they’d kept their guns holstered.

The officers came closer. The flashlight, astonishingly bright, hit my face. I put a hand over my eyes. Jen stepped up beside me as Dad joined us.

The light dropped away from my face. A male voice asked, “Did you call for the police?”

“I did. I found a body under that awning.” I pointed.

The officers, both men, took a few steps that way. Their lights scanned the area, showing . . . nothing.

“Where exactly?” one of the men asked.

“Um.” I grabbed my cane and walked past them. The body had been lying on one of the patio chaise lounge chairs. There were only two of them. They were empty. “It was right there.”

I turned in time to see the men exchange a look that said, Foolish old lady with an overactive imagination.

A few doors had opened. Someone called out from the second floor, “What’s going on?”

“False alarm.” The older officer raised his voice to be heard throughout the courtyard. “Everyone can go back to bed.”

The second officer, blond with a boyish face, turned toward me and spoke kindly. “Things can look strange in the darkness. I don’t blame you for getting spooked out here.”

The older officer muttered something I couldn’t hear, but suspected was uncomplimentary.

“Give me that.” Anger gave me the nerve to grab the flashlight from the blond officer’s hand. I stormed across the patio, cane in one hand and flashlight in the other. I pointed the light at the dark splatters under one of the lounge chairs. It looked like they’d been smeared with a cloth, but that wasn’t enough to erase the blood. “What do you call that?”

Someone gave a loud sigh, but the officers joined me and looked down. After a moment, the younger one took back his flashlight and crouched. “It does look like blood.” He leaned closer and sniffed.

I couldn’t catch the scent of blood over the other smells—chlorine from the pool and the young guy’s cologne and my own sweat. Maybe he could, since he was closer.

“An injury, maybe,” the older officer said. “Obviously, the victim wasn’t dead if he walked away. The person is either back in their room or on the way to the hospital.”

Or someone moved the body. But that would sound completely ridiculous. The police had been quick to dismiss my claim that someone had died. What would they say if I claimed someone had been murdered and the body moved in the few minutes after I found him and before the police came? I hadn’t called immediately, but it couldn’t be more than ten minutes between seeing the body and the police arriving. Probably less. Twenty seconds to get to the room, another thirty to grab my phone and get to the bathroom. Wash hands, pee—two minutes max, even washing thoroughly. A minute on the phone before I woke Jen and got dressed. Say seven or eight minutes.

Cold crept up my spine. Had someone been watching me in the dark? Had the killer heard my door open, hidden, and seen me find the body? If I’d loitered longer . . .

Car doors slammed in the back parking lot. I flinched at the sound and turned to squint toward the passageway. Was the killer escaping? Maybe they’d moved the body to a car trunk. That wouldn’t take long if they were strong enough to carry the body. I didn’t see any drag marks. The killer and body could be miles away in minutes, and we’d never find the dead man.

I took a few steps in that direction, torn between trying to explain the situation to the police and insisting Jen or Dad follow the car right away.

Arnold and Clarence came through the passageway. My shoulders dropped, and I stopped where I was, at the edge of the pool fence, grabbing one of the bars for support. I was getting too many jolts for one night.

A flashlight’s beam swung toward our friends. They paused a moment before hurrying toward us. “Is everything all right?” Arnold asked.

At the same time, Clarence said, “What did we miss?”

The older officer sighed loudly. “Everything’s fine. Please go to your rooms and go to bed.”

Of course, Arnold and Clarence ignored that and joined our group. At least we were on the corner of the patio closest to our rooms, away from the crime scene. But I still had to convince the police officers that it was a crime scene.

“I woke about one thirty, overheated, and came outside,” I explained to our Coffee Shop Irregulars. “A man was lying on that lounge chair, dead—I’m pretty sure dead—and bleeding.”

“Fresh blood?” Arnold asked.

“Still sticky.”

“Not dead long then.” As a retired gynecologist, Arnold had enough medical knowledge to see that.

“He’s not there now,” I said. “The police officers’ theory is that he was only injured, so he got up and moved himself.”

Clarence’s eyes were bright. “You disagree.”

I nodded. “We have to figure out where someone moved the body.”


Chapter Nine


I couldn’t resist a glance at the police officers. The older one tipped his head back with a groan. The younger one’s eyes bugged out. Hilarious.

“Gotcha, boss!” Clarence said. “Let’s search the place.”

Movement caught my eye as someone hurried past the pool. “What’s all this? You’re disturbing the guests.” It was the man I’d seen behind the desk in the lobby, the one who gave the police officer something that might have been a card to the strip club.

The older police officer eyed him with disfavor. “And you are?”

“Brian Gilford. I’m in charge here at night.” He peered at the police officers’ name tags. “Ellis and Zajkowski.” He stumbled over the younger officer’s name. “Officers, if these people are causing a disturbance, please remove them so everyone else can sleep.”

Ellis gave a long-suffering sigh. “I think everyone should go back to bed.”

“But sir, that is blood,” Zajkowski whispered.

“What! Where?” Brian Gilford looked all around.

“Under that chair.” Zajkowski pointed toward the patio.

Gilford tried to head in that direction, but Zajkowski grabbed his arm. “Better stay back for the moment, sir.”

“I take it you weren’t at the desk when the officers came in,” I said to Gilford.

“Obviously.” He drew himself up. “I have a number of duties, and I wasn’t expecting anyone else to check in tonight. No sense sitting behind the counter when there’s work to be done.”

Sure, except none of the motel desk clerks had so far seemed inclined to do any more than absolutely necessary. Gilford had come from the back of the building, the corner where the stairs led up to the second floor and the office marked Private. He might have been on the second floor, where he could hide a body in the laundry or the locked housekeeping room. He might have been in the parking lot, where he could hide a body in a car trunk, though he would’ve had a fright when the police arrived, followed by Clarence and Arnold.

The light was uneven enough that I couldn’t see any blood on Gilford’s clothing, but surely he wouldn’t appear here if he had any obvious traces of blood. Would he have had time to hide the body and change clothes? Gilford looked a couple of inches shorter than the police officer we thought took bribes. He didn’t have bulging muscles, but he was fairly lean. He might be stronger than he looked. Or he might have had help. Or I might have been wrong about the victim, and it was someone smaller.

I scrubbed my hand over my face and then winced when I realized that was the hand that had been sticky with blood not long ago. I was starting to understand how Lady Macbeth felt when she thought her hands would never be clean. But I wasn’t going to go around wailing about it. I had work to do.

Jen caught my eye and gave a quick nod. She and Dad headed for the back stairwell where Gilford had entered. Clarence and Arnold had come through the other passageway to the parking lot and presumably hadn’t seen anything that looked like a body, though they’d had no reason to look at that point. They started searching the courtyard, Clarence poking his cane into the bushes. The police officers and Gilford were still debating the whole situation.

I turned in a slow circle. If Gilford had hidden the body, he might have chosen any of the motel rooms that were empty. That would be efficient: drag a body twenty feet and stash it in an empty room. But he’d have needed a key handy. If the murder had been premeditated, he might have thought ahead to bring a key. But in that case, he wouldn’t have left the body alone. If it hadn’t been planned, he’d have to go back to the lobby, find out which rooms were empty, and program a key card or get a master key. That might seem safe enough in the middle of the night, if you didn’t expect perimenopausal women to wander the courtyard.

I looked back at the lounge chair and the splashes of blood underneath. The blood had been smeared after it spilled, but in circular swipes, as if someone had quickly wiped at it, not like someone dragging a body. I turned on my cell phone flashlight and walked along the edge of the patio looking for any other marks between the chair and the grass. The only traces of blood visible to the naked eye were under the chair. Even if a person or people had carried the body, I’d expect some dripping blood.

“Ma’am? Are you all right?” The young police officer, Zajkowski, trailed after me with a concerned look.

What about a cleaning cart? They were generally filled with supplies, so it would have to be cleared off, and the body draped over it. A laundry cart? You’d have to hoist the body up over the edge, but then it would be contained.

“A luggage cart!”

“Huh?”

I hadn’t seen a luggage cart anywhere, as far as I recalled, but surely a motel had one. With a luggage cart, you’d only have to roll the body off the chair onto the cart. Use a rag to wipe up the worst of the blood. Roll out of there fast. One person could do it alone. The killer might have been getting the luggage cart while I found the body. This time I only shivered a little at the thought.

If the killer had come back with a luggage cart shortly after I went into my motel room, they’d only had a few minutes to hide the body. It could still be in any of the ground-floor rooms. How long would it take to get a laden cart over to the elevator, upstairs, and around to an empty second-floor room, the housekeeper’s private office, or the laundry? Five minutes would be enough, but if the killer knew I’d been outside and assumed I was calling for help, taking that time was a big risk. In their place, I’d want to get the body out of sight as quickly as possible. I certainly wouldn’t want to be pushing a body along an outside balcony when the police roared up.

I glanced around. Ellis chuckled at something Gilford said. Clarence and Arnold were still circling the courtyard in their search, whispering to each other. Dad and Jen had disappeared through the back corridor and were probably upstairs checking the outside balcony.

I grabbed Zajkowski’s arm. “Come on.”

“Um. Where are we going?” He let me drag him toward the front of the motel.

I didn’t bother to explain. That just wasted time and gave people an opportunity to disagree with your conclusions. I pulled him to the elevator across from the lobby. The door was closed. I punched the button and I tapped my foot impatiently waiting for the slow elevator.

It hummed as it descended, so it had been on the second floor. Apparently, it stayed where it had last been left instead of returning to the lower level. It took a good thirty seconds to get back down, and it felt like a lot longer. It would be nerve-racking to ride up with a dead body, not knowing for certain if the elevator door would open to reveal someone on the other side. I might send the body up and take the stairs, even if it meant going to the opposite corner of the motel. Or the killer might have gone up with the body, heard the sirens, and decided to disappear rather than risk being caught literally red-handed.

The elevator rumbled to a stop. The door slid open, slowly revealing a luggage cart with a crumpled body draped over it.

Zajkowski gasped and swayed.

It was the suspicious police officer. He’d been stabbed in the throat. Stabbed, not sliced—part of my brain found that interesting, while the rest was busy trying not to vomit. He’d bled quite a bit down his shirt. He wasn’t wearing a uniform.

Zajkowski made a funny sound.

I took his arm and turned him away from the sight. “We’d better call your partner, don’t you think?”

He nodded rapidly. “How did you know it was here?”

Oh boy. Had my deductions been too good? Were they going to decide I was the murderer, since I knew where the body was?

I tried to look harmless and innocent. “I didn’t. I merely wanted to take the elevator to the second floor to search there.” I lifted my cane as an explanation for why I avoided the stairs. “You see, I knew I really found a body, so I knew there had to be a body somewhere.”

It might be nice to let him think my powers of deduction had led me right to the body, but on the other hand, the police sometimes got suspicious of people who knew too much. If they investigated me, they’d already find out I’d been involved in several other murders in less than a year. I hadn’t been the killer, but it still might look suspicious. A traumatized war correspondent setting up murders so she could solve them, maybe. A friend had once joked that Murder, She Wrote’s Jessica Fletcher was really a serial killer, traveling the country in the guise of an author solving mysteries.

Zajkowski called over Ellis. The rest of my group gathered, too, of course, and things really got moving. My nighttime jaunt to cool down had instead turned up the heat.

The police told me to wait in the lobby to give my statement and asked everyone else to provide their room numbers and then go back to the rooms. That worked about as well as you might expect with our group. Jen shrugged and headed back to bed. I couldn’t blame her. Arnold and Clarence argued for a while but eventually got escorted away with warnings not to poke their heads out the door again until someone came for them. Dad insisted on waiting with me. We found a couple of moderately uncomfortable chairs in the lobby and sat.

Gilford went behind the lobby desk and glared at us. The police officers secured the courtyard and waited for backup. They’d need to get as much as possible done before people insisted on leaving their rooms in the morning. I didn’t envy them.

“You okay?” Dad whispered.

“Fine. If they don’t take my statement soon, I’m going to insist on going back to bed, though.”

“They’d be fools to try to stop you doing whatever you wanted. Are you going to tell the police”—Dad glanced toward Gilford, who was no doubt listening, even if his gaze was on the computer—“everything?”

“That is a very good question.” So far, I hadn’t mentioned that I recognized the dead man, and they hadn’t asked. It might seem like one more suspicious coincidence to them. I kept my voice low. “I think tonight we should simply answer the questions we’re asked and give no more information. They’re confused enough as it is. They’ll probably want to do more in-depth interviews later. In the morning, I’ll call Detective Padilla so she can put in a good word for me. Maybe she can even make sure we’re talking to the people in charge.”

“Sure. Don’t want to waste time on any peons.”

For some reason, I found that funnier than it ought to be. I started giggling, which sent Dad into silent laughter. Gilford stared at us, which made me laugh harder.

Finally, we got ourselves under control. I dabbed at my eyes. “Mostly, I’d like to be sure we’re talking to someone trustworthy,” I whispered. “I’d rather not accuse the dead guy of taking bribes if I’m talking to the head of the police bribery committee.”

Dad snorted and covered his mouth. “None of this is funny.”

“But it feels so good to laugh.”

Dad pulled out his phone. “Speaking of laughs, I have a message from Clarence asking for instructions.”

I thought a moment. “Tell him to hang tight, and if the police question them, tell the truth and nothing but the truth.”

Dad’s eyebrows rose. “But not necessarily the whole truth?”

“Don’t put that part in writing.” I didn’t know offhand under what circumstances the police could check our cell phone messages, so it was better to play it safe. I trusted Clarence and Arnold to read between the lines of my message, and if they didn’t, it wasn’t the end of the world. Our whole investigation was probably going to be exposed anyway.

“I wonder if they found out anything at the club,” I murmured. I’d practically forgotten about that part. Ironic if our team wound up providing alibis for some of our suspects.

I glanced again at Brian Gilford. He didn’t look like a criminal mastermind. Most people would probably say he didn’t look like a murderer—except I knew murderers came in all forms. If he was guilty, he’d kept his cool surprisingly well. I was the one absently rubbing my hands together, as if I still had to scrub off the blood.

If it was Gilford, he’d had no more than ten minutes between the time I went into my room and the police arriving. In that time, he’d have to retrieve the luggage cart, get over to the patio with it, load the body, and get it into the elevator. Then he’d either ride up with it or send the elevator up without him if he didn’t want to ride with a body. He came through the back passage to greet us, so he either ran around the outer balcony upstairs or around the outside of the building downstairs. He could do that part after the police arrived, as long as no one else was outside watching. He’d probably have enough time, if he got lucky and avoided all witnesses.

But what about blood? He didn’t have any noticeable on his clothes. He might have changed, but that meant more time and having clean clothes handy. Even if he managed not to get blood on his clothes, he’d surely have to wash his hands. Where would he do that? Had he been in the lobby bathroom when the police came through and didn’t find him at his post? Then he could have run around the building after they’d arrived. Or had he used the upstairs laundry room or office? Why do that before delivering the body to its destination? Maybe because he heard the sirens and decided he’d rather leave the body in the elevator and use the time to get cleaned up and over to another part of the motel.

Any of the options suggested a very cool head and good aerobic capacity, since he hadn’t been noticeably breathing heavily when he joined us in the courtyard. Or he had a partner. Or he’d avoided blood by dragging the body by the feet—forensics might determine that, but they wouldn’t share the info with us. Or he wasn’t guilty at all.

My life would be a lot simpler if I weren’t so good at seeing options. Not to mention if I didn’t get talked into stuff like this investigation in the first place. But where’s the fun in that?


Chapter Ten


The police called out Brian Gilford. I glanced toward the unattended computer.

Dad followed my gaze. “Better not.”

I nodded reluctantly. We didn’t know how long we’d have before Gilford or a police officer returned. This wasn’t the time to go searching for clues. Better to ask Nathan for access to all the files later—unless the police confiscated everything. They would only do that if they believed someone working at the motel was responsible for the murder, and they thought they’d find evidence on the computer. Even suspecting the first part, I wasn’t convinced of the second. No one was going to keep a to-do list that said, “Get rid of the police officer; he’s demanding too many bribes.” If they had any sense, they wouldn’t keep a record of the bribes, either, although I suppose they might hide them as mislabeled expenses.

Gilford returned about two minutes later, trembling and pale. He dropped into a lobby chair and leaned forward with his head between his knees. Either he saw an arrest in his future or they’d had him view the body and that had shaken him. I assumed the police officers investigating the scene would recognize a fellow officer from the same district, even if they worked different shifts. If they’d asked Gilford to view the body, they probably wanted to know if he recognized the victim.

Gilford was currently my top suspect for the killing. If he’d stabbed a man and then hauled the body around, would he take viewing that body so hard?

He might, if he’d killed the cop in a panic fueled by fear or anger or drugs, and it was only now sinking in. Or he might be falling apart amongst the ruins of his plan. Or he could be an innocent bystander seeing his first murder victim. Maybe even realizing that if he was wandering around the property at night, he could have been a victim.

How could we figure out what his reaction meant? I wasn’t callous enough to call out, “Hey, gruesome corpse, am I right?” I mean, I was that callous, but only if I thought it would get me what I wanted. Besides, as far as I knew, Gilford still saw me as a midlife woman on a mediocre vacation with her sister. Or possibly he saw me as a little old lady, given the gray hair and cane.

Well, if people were going to dismiss me as irrelevant, I might as well use that. Menopause wasn’t the superpower I’d choose, but no one had asked me.

The lobby held a water dispenser. I filled one of the paper cups and stood beside Gilford. “Rough night.” I tried to sound sympathetic. “Drink this.” I had no idea why people offered water after a shock, but they did, so I had an excuse to make contact.

Gilford sat up, blinked at the cup, and downed the water. He still looked pale, with beads of sweat on his temples, but his gaze focused on my face. “Thanks.” Maybe the water helped simply by giving people something else to focus on for a moment. Plus, receiving water apparently made people more polite.

I took two steps back, so I wasn’t looming over him, and made sure he had a clear view of my cane so I looked entirely unthreatening. Okay, I also sort of needed to put some weight on the cane at that point, since my leg was aching. Using the cane as both a tool and a prop was a two-for-one deal.

“That was a pretty shocking sight,” I said. “Were they hoping you could identify the victim?”

He hesitated for a second. “Yeah.”

“I hope it wasn’t a guest here.” I shuddered obviously. “That would be scary. And to think that I was actually out there, walking off my insomnia . . .”

That provided a reasonable excuse for nighttime wandering in case Gilford realized I had found the body on the patio—or if he had been watching me from the shadows. We might have to tell the police about our investigation, but maybe we could keep it secret from the motel staff, as long as they didn’t have more connections in the police department.

He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “It wasn’t a guest.”

“Oh! So you did recognize the person. I’m so sorry. Was it . . . someone you’d call a friend? That makes it even worse.”

His gaze shifted around the room. “It was a police officer. He came by sometimes to check on things here.” It would be foolish to pretend he didn’t know someone who’d been seen around the motel multiple times.

I turned to Dad. “Did you hear that, Father? A police officer!” I slapped a hand to my chest, a picture of surprised shock, I hoped.

“What is the world coming to?” Dad murmured.

“They’ll take this very seriously now,” I said. “Police officers don’t tolerate cop killers. I bet they’ll put half the force on it.”

Gilford still held the paper cup, and I heard it crumple as he tightened his fist. He gazed toward me, or maybe through me, his eyes so wide he might have been seeing a ghost. His mouth twitched in a . . . sneer? Grimace? I couldn’t interpret his expression, but he didn’t look reassured by my suggestion of a determined police force.

“I’m sure they won’t rest until they find the killer. That’s some comfort, right?” I prodded.

He blinked a couple of times as if coming back from his thoughts. “Um. Yeah.” His smile was sickly. “Only, you know, police all over the place. Not good for business.”

“Oh, you’re definitely going to be in the news. This is headline stuff.”

Dad nodded. “I imagine you’ll have a hard time getting customers for a few months, but the attention will fade eventually. I feel bad for the owners. But you’re an employee, right? You won’t lose an investment if the motel fails.”

“No . . .” Gilford scrubbed a hand over his face. “I could lose my job, though.”

“Only if they close the motel altogether,” I said. “Even if they don’t have many guests, they’ll need someone at the desk.” I went back to my seat now that we had established a conversation across the small room. “Some employees might leave because they don’t want to work here after a murder. The motel will keep anyone who’s willing to stay, I bet.”

Gilford tipped his head back until it hit the wall with a thunk. “What a nightmare.”

Dad and I exchanged glances. It was a nightmare for anyone associated with the motel, but more so if Gilford was in charge of hiring or keeping other employees in line—or if he had other illegal businesses operating out of the motel, activities that wouldn’t withstand a police investigation. In that case, killing a police officer was the worst thing he could have done. He still might have done it out of desperation if the cop had demanded too much or made threats. Gilford might even have planned the murder, but expected he’d be able to hide or move the body so it wasn’t discovered at the motel. In that case, his luck was terrible. I still couldn’t decide if mine was good or bad when it came to finding the body. Bad for him, anyway.

On the other hand, Nathan thought Gilford wanted to buy the motel or at least produce a buyer. The motel’s value would be rock bottom after a police officer’s murder. Nathan wanted to sell quickly, so he might take a ridiculously low bid if he couldn’t get anything better. Was that Gilford’s plan all along?

But then, why move the body? That only added to the risk, and finding a dead police officer in the middle of the patio would have been plenty dramatic enough to put off other buyers. Too dramatic? He wouldn’t want to destroy the business long term.

But this could hardly be the first murder at a motel. In a few months, people would forget. Out-of-town travelers might never make the connection between this motel and the grisly murder. Guests might even come because of the murder. Some people liked to visit places where tragedy had occurred. If they claimed the dead guy’s ghost haunted the place, they could probably hike up their prices.

Still, killing a police officer was an extreme and risky way to lower the selling price of the motel. A bedbug outbreak would be at least as effective and a whole lot safer. It wouldn’t bring them morbid tourism, but with a few statements about deep cleaning and improved sanitation, the motel’s reputation would stabilize.

More likely, the murderer had actually wanted to remove the dead guy. The simple solution was usually—though not always—correct.

I sighed. Dad patted my arm. We’d proven spectacularly that something was wrong at the Midnight Motel, but we still had no idea precisely what the problem was or who was behind it. Even the theory that the dead police officer had been taking bribes was based on a few seconds of conversation I’d overheard. We might have the whole thing mixed up. Maybe Nathan was the murderer, and he’d invited Jen and me here in order to pin the murder on us.

Sure, and he’d tinkered with our room’s air-conditioning so I’d overheat in the middle of the night and get up to find the body?

When my mind started spinning outrageous scenarios, it was time to stop thinking. Once upon a time, I could get by on a few hours of sleep and maybe even be sharper for it with the heightened senses that came from chasing a dramatic story. Not so much now.

In lieu of sleep, I ducked into the bathroom and dictated a story on the killing. I sent it to the wire services and my contact at a local paper. What’s the point of being on the scene at a murder if you can’t make a few bucks off of it? I wrote about myself in the third person, describing the person who found the body as a fifty-year-old woman staying at the motel with her sister. That sounded a lot duller than an unlicensed private investigator trying to expose illicit activities at the motel, but I didn’t want to advertise that part. I asked the editors to run the stories without my name too. It might delay the local police from asking uncomfortable questions for an extra day.

The next few hours were not the most interesting I’ve ever spent. Nor were they the worst, since they involved the sight of guns, but none of them pointed at me. I answered questions without volunteering extra information. I didn’t even have to call in a favor with Detective Padilla. The police acted entirely willing to assume I was what I’d pretended to be. That might change once they learned my background as a journalist and my association with other murder cases in Arizona. For the moment, they were busy processing the crime scene and I didn’t want to distract them.

Eventually, I got back to the room and crashed into a few things in the process of getting ready for bed again in the dark. That had the advantage of disrupting Jen’s sleep. She’s funny when she’s groggy and tries to swear.

Jen returned the favor by letting the door slam behind her when she came into the room much later that morning. I grumbled and rolled over as she pulled back the blackout curtains and sent light stabbing into my brain.

Then I smelled coffee and sausage. “Some of that better be for me.”

“Lattes and breakfast sandwiches.”

I decided to forgive her for the noise and light. I started my leg stretches while still in bed. I had a hard enough time walking straight in the mornings when my head didn’t feel like I’d been on a bender the night before. “Did the police interview you yet?”

“Yeah. I wanted to get that out of the way early, so I volunteered.” She sat at the small table and took a latte. “One of the strippers was leaving just now. Going jogging.”

“Ugh. You’d think she’d have enough exercise with the dancing.”

“I guess when you make your living off your body, you have to go the extra mile. In this case, literally.”

I yawned. “What time is it?” It seemed easier to ask than glance at the clock on the nightstand.

“Almost ten. If we want to meet the guys outside before it gets too hot, you need to get moving.”

“Yeah. Wait.” A thought was trying to penetrate my brain fog. “You saw that woman going out jogging now? It must already be hot out.”

“Eighty-two degrees and going up fast.”

“Granted, she’d hardly want to work until two or three and get up at six to avoid the heat, but she must have a good heat tolerance.”

“Or not.” Jen pulled an English muffin sandwich out of the bag. “She came out of the parking lot jogging, but by the time I turned in, she’d stopped, so she only made it halfway down the block. Maybe she’s only pretending to jog and she’s really heading to a donut shop.”

Pretending to jog. We’d assumed the dancers were either innocent bystanders or perhaps prostitutes, which still made them not our problem. And plenty of people pretended all kinds of things, including pretending to exercise harder than they really did. But my gut was telling me to get out of bed, and not just for the breakfast.

“Do you think we can catch her?” I asked.

“Well, not on foot. And not if you don’t get out of bed.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming.” I swung my legs down and waited none too patiently for the room to stop swaying. “As long as we take the coffee and sandwiches with us.”

Jen put her sandwich back in the bag and rolled up the top. “So we’re going to spy on an exotic dancer? Sounds fun.”

I dragged on some shorts. “Yeah, I like to keep your life interesting.”


Chapter Eleven


Jen headed to the car with our breakfast while I got my shoes on. I hobbled after her with my back aching and my hips sore and pain shooting down my left leg. I hadn’t expected fifty to feel so much worse than forty-eight, but then forty-nine had been a rough year. At least I was still moving. And no one expected me to wear a thong while I did splits up against a pole in front of an audience. Had to be grateful for that.

Jen had the car idling by the back passageway when I came out. I practically fell into it. I dragged my cane inside and got the door closed.

She pulled forward. “I assume you have a reason for following this woman.”

“Your faith in me is inspiring. Did you have something better to do?”

“Only if you count eating breakfast in a leisurely and comfortable manner.” Jen turned right out of the parking lot. The strip club had been to the left, so the dancer wasn’t jogging back there to pick up a forgotten item. “I never got a leisurely breakfast when my kids were younger, but now that they’re more self-sufficient, I’ve gotten in the habit.”

I pulled out my breakfast sandwich. “I don’t know what you mean.” I unwrapped it far enough to take a bite. “This is perfectly comfortable and leisurely.”

Jen glared. “Did you just pull this to disrupt my breakfast?”

“No, that’s merely a bonus.”

She turned her gaze back to the street. “You’d better be watching for our suspect, or whatever she is. I have to focus on driving.”

There weren’t many pedestrians. Just a few people in parking lots getting into or out of cars. “What was she wearing?”

“Pink T-shirt. White shorts. Blond hair in a ponytail. She certainly wasn’t trying to go unnoticed.”

We were headed roughly in the direction of the park where we’d had our meeting the day before. We were already in the outskirts of the greater Phoenix metropolitan area. If the map in my head was accurate, which was by no means guaranteed, we were heading farther away from the main city. I didn’t know of anything interesting in that direction.

“You’re sure she went this way?” I asked.

“I’m sure she was headed in this direction when she left the motel. I have no idea what she did after that. I was distracted by bringing you coffee and watching you loll about in bed.”

We passed a dive bar, a trendy-looking restaurant, some shabby strip malls, and a Starbucks. If I was going to jog, I’d want to get off the main street pretty quickly. Find a nice residential area, if there was one. From this street, it was hard to tell what you might find a block or two away. The neighborhoods could be even sketchier, or they could have been cleared out for new McMansion developments. But maybe she’d put on workout gear so her colleagues wouldn’t know she was hitting Starbucks and ask her to pick up something for them. Or maybe she always dressed that way when not on stage, and she’d jogged briefly, hoping to catch a crosswalk light.

“She’d have to be pretty fast to jog this far, right?” I asked.

Jen glanced at the dashboard displays. “We’ve gone two miles. It’s been about fifteen minutes since I saw her. She’d have to be running about two seven-minute miles in a row. I guess it’s possible.”

I was glad she could handle the math. I needed another hour before I’d manage that.

We drove a few more blocks without seeing her. “Okay, let’s forget it,” I said. “It’s probably nothing, anyway.”

“What kind of nothing?” Jen pulled into a parking lot to turn the car around. “I still don’t understand why we’re chasing down an exotic dancer during her exercise. Why did that set off alarm bells, regardless of the time or temperature?”

“Call it instinct honed by thirty years’ experience as a journalist.”

“In other words, you don’t know.”

“Instinct,” I insisted.

“Ha. Let’s go to the park and finish our breakfast.” Jen eyed my empty paper wrapper. “Or at least my breakfast. We need to meet the guys there anyway, and it’s nice to get away from that creepy motel.”

Halfway back to the motel, she turned off the main street and drove a couple of blocks to the park. It was mostly a big grassy field, but had some scattered picnic tables and a playground. She pulled into the parking lot and found a spot facing the field. “I’ll message the guys to tell them they can come over any time.”

“You have to be kidding me.”

Jen looked up. “You don’t want me to message them?”

“No, look.” I pointed at a figure in a tight pink T-shirt and white shorts entering the park. “We found her.”

“I wonder where she buys her sports bras. They must be heavy-duty to keep her from bouncing.”

“Maybe you can ask her. It’s a good conversation starter—or at least some kind of conversation starter. Then you can segue into interrogating her about strip clubs and murder.”

I grabbed my latte and got out of the car. Jen and I met at the front of the car and strolled into the park. The pink T-shirt was visible from a hundred feet away as the young woman walked up to a picnic table and took a seat. A picnic table that already had another person at it, when a nearby table was empty.

“It wouldn’t hurt to wander in that direction, since we’re here,” I said.

We walked on the sidewalk around the park. “What if she recognizes us?” Jen whispered.

“I think you’re overestimating the attention a twentysomething bombshell pays to women old enough to be her mother.”

“You’re old enough! My kids are still in high school.” Jen’s steps faltered. “Oh man. You don’t think she’s as young as Laruen, do you? The way some of these girls mature . . .”

“You’re asking the wrong person. College students look like junior high kids to me these days. But I don’t think they’d risk hiring anyone that young, so you have at least a year before you have to worry about your honor student daughter deciding to give up the college track for a career as a strip club dancer. Although, they can make quite good money.”

“I know. But I always hoped I’d be able to visit my kids at their jobs without wanting to punch all her customers.”

“Why else would Lauren invite you to her workplace?”

I wanted to sip my coffee, but questioned my ability to walk and drink at the same time without dribbling down my shirt. A breeze helped keep the morning comfortable, and the park was fairly crowded despite the climbing temperatures. Three women in T-shirts and shorts walked quickly ahead of us, their arms pumping. Some young people tossed a Frisbee around the middle of the field. A woman had a blanket spread on the ground, nursing a baby while a toddler played.

The path would take us behind the woman—my brain dredged up the name Alexandra, aka Xandi, from our research. The man sat facing our way. He had short blond hair, a button-up shirt, and gray pants. “See if you can get some pictures,” I told Jen. My hands were full between my cane and the latte.

“I’m never going to get my breakfast, am I?” She tucked the bag holding her breakfast sandwich under the fingers clutching her latte and pulled out her phone with her other hand. I slowed and let her pull a step ahead so she could turn as if talking to me and aim her phone at the pair leaning over the picnic table toward each other. I thought we looked reasonably natural, since plenty of people took their phones out while they walked to check texts, get directions, or whatever.

The man sat up straighter, his gaze pinned on us. I barely managed to resist the instinct to jerk away, which would only prove our interest. I gave a vague smile and then let my gaze drift onward, merely an ordinary woman checking out the people in the park. Since Jen was focused on her phone screen, she wasn’t looking directly at the man. I only hoped we were far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to tell her camera was aimed toward them.

Jen shoved her phone back in her pocket. “I think I got some good ones.”

“I wish we could hear what they’re saying. They chose a good spot, though. Too far from other tables for us to sit and have a chance of overhearing them.”

“See, we really need some spy equipment. One of those long-range listening devices.”

“Sure, let’s spend more money than we’ve made so far so we can show up with something that looks like a police radar gun. No one would give us a second glance.”

“If we could hide behind that tree trunk . . .” She gestured at a tree shading their picnic table. It had a trunk thick enough to hide one person as long as they kept their arms tucked in.

“Yeah, that wouldn’t be obvious at all. Let’s sit at that table and wait for the guys.” Our picnic table was farther from the parking lot, about thirty feet beyond our subjects. I could hear laughter from the playground better than I could hear Xandi and her companion.

Jen finished her breakfast. I messaged Dad so the guys would know to pay attention to the pair. A few minutes later, Xandi got up and crossed the park with a bouncy gate. She really did have an excellent sports bra. Her path would take her in the direction of the motel.

The man stayed at the table, looking down at a phone or other device mostly hidden by his hands. Two minutes after Xandi left, he started for the parking lot. My gut had been correct that Xandi was up to something suspicious rather than merely going for a jog. I felt vindicated. On the negative side, we’d learned almost nothing from our surveillance.

“Shoot, if he drove here, we should be getting his license plate. Want to run over there?” I asked Jen.

“Run, she says,” Jen grumbled as she stood.

“He’s in that sedan pulling out. If you hurry, you might see the back of it.”

She grabbed the paper bag with our garbage and trotted toward the parking lot. Since I was watching the action in that direction, I saw Dad, Arnold, and Clarence get out of a vehicle parked a few cars down.

Jen waved her arms, pointed, and yelled, “License plate!” Several people glanced her way. I hoped the blond man had his radio up loud. I checked the direction Xandi had gone. I could barely see her pink T-shirt, so she was probably too far away to hear Jen.

Jen tossed our trash in a garbage can, which made a good excuse for her running over there, but not for her yelling, “License plate.” Oh, well. Most people were too busy with their own concerns to waste time puzzling over our antics. Jen walked back with the men.

“You just missed our subjects,” I said as they sat down.

“We watched the guy coming toward us,” Clarence said. “Not too many people out in a long-sleeved shirt and pants, so we figured he was the one you meant.” Clarence was dressed roughly the same, but Dad and Arnold wore shorts and polo shirts.

“Ever seen him before?” I asked. It was a long shot, but maybe the man had been around the motel.

“No, but he’s an agent,” Clarence said.

I stared. “An agent? What kind of agent? Travel? Real estate? Orange?”

Clarence chuckled. “Government. FBI, CIA, something like that.”

I glanced at Dad, who shrugged. Arnold nodded, either agreeing with Clarence or at least voicing his confidence in his partner’s opinion.

“And you know this because?” I asked.

“The way he dresses and moves.” Clarence grinned like a magician after a successful trick.

Come to think of it, the man’s walk had reminded me of the soldiers and former military guards I’d met while on assignment in the Middle East. His musculature hadn’t been obvious under the clothing, but he moved like someone in good shape. And he’d been paying enough attention to his surroundings to give Jen and me a close look as we passed. I wasn’t sure how Clarence, a retired accountant, had picked up on that, but I couldn’t argue.

“Okay,” I said. “That’s interesting. But we don’t know if he’s employed by the government now. He could be a freelancer, a mercenary.” Or merely a guy who spent a lot of time at the gym and kept his hair trimmed.

“Either way, why would he be meeting her?” Jen asked.

I spread my hands. “Your guess is as good as mine. Xandi definitely did not move like a former soldier or government agent. I guess that could be an act, and she’s so deep undercover, she doesn’t revert to her natural movement even when she thinks no one is watching. Or they could be dating. Or he’s her brother.”

“Their coloring was similar,” Jen said.

“I can think of more innocent explanations than guilty ones.” Did it make a difference if he was employed by the government in something related to crime prevention? Maybe the club was running a prostitution ring and he was investigating with Xandi’s help. That would keep him out of our way, which was good. I didn’t want to step on any government toes, especially while investigating without a license. We really needed to do something about that licensing thing.

“Did you get the license plate?” I asked. “I’ll see if Mac can learn anything from it.”

Dad handed over his phone, with a picture of the back of the car. “Sorry, it’s blurry and at an angle, so it’s hard to read. I agree that it looked like a government plate, but Texas and California also have a white plate with dark text.”

I narrowed my gaze at Clarence. “The plate wouldn’t have anything to do with why you thought he was a government agent, would it?”

He cackled.

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know why I put up with you all.”

“Probably because you want to hear about last night,” Clarence said. He and Arnold wore identical grins.

“I bet it wasn’t as exciting as mine,” I said. “But yeah, I do want to hear about it. If we’re lucky, it will help solve this murder and answer all the other questions about the motel.”

Jen scoffed. “Have you been feeling lucky?”

I thought about it. “Yeah, kind of.”

“You stumbled on a dead body last night!”

“Exactly. By unlikely but fortuitous timing, I stopped the killer from moving the body somewhere else, where maybe no one would find it for days or ever. How can you get luckier than that?”

Clarence shrugged and nodded, but everyone else looked a little worried about me. Hey, in my mind, I’m perfectly normal.

“Let’s hear about your night,” I said.


Chapter Twelve


Clarence looked past me. “Speaking of government stooges.”

Had the “agent” come back? Had he figured out we were watching him? I twisted around on the picnic bench.

A familiar figure strode toward me.

“Todd!” I jumped up. Well, I scooted to the end of the bench, braced myself on the table, pushed myself up, and made sure I had my balance, which gave him time to close most of the distance, so I only had to take a few steps without my cane to meet him. “What are you doing here?”

He pulled me into a hug. “I wanted to make sure you’re okay. I heard you found a dead body.”

“It’s not my first dead body,” I mumbled into his shirt. “This year.”

He started to ease back. “Oh, so you don’t need—”

I held on tighter. “I didn’t say that.”

I heard heavy panting. No, not from Todd. Or me. We tried to keep that kind of thing private.

A raspy tongue licked the side of my bare knee. I yelped. A huge head pushed between Todd and me. Todd steadied me as the dog he described as “part mastiff, part Sasquatch” attempted to join our embrace.

“You brought Whiskers?” I asked.

“I brought the kids. The kids brought Whiskers.”

Todd’s gorgeous teenagers trotted up. “Hi, Kate!” Fourteen-year-old Alec grinned at me.

“Don’t worry,” sixteen-year-old Finn said. “Dad told us we’re not allowed to help investigate any more murders. Not until we’re eighteen.”

The boys exchanged looks of long suffering due to the unreasonableness of parents. “We’re just here to wear out the dog,” Alec added.

Finn held up a Frisbee. “Come on, Whiskers! Get it!” He tossed the disc and the dog raced after it, the two boys following.

I frowned after them for a second, wondering why they weren’t in school, before turning back to Todd. “Oh, right. It’s Saturday.”

Todd pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head slightly. “I don’t know why I hang out with you unemployed people.”

“Retired,” Arnold said smugly. “That’s the word you’re looking for. You wish you had our lives.”

“You’re not wrong. Well, mostly.” Todd squeezed me against his side and winked down at me.

“Enough with the lovey-dovey!” Clarence slapped a hand down on the picnic table. “Let’s get to business.”

“I don’t suppose Joe and Marty are coming with some cookies?” I asked.

“You just had breakfast,” Jen said. “Or lunch, since it’s almost noon.”

I sighed theatrically. “Fine.” I was actually trying to cut back on the sugar, since perimenopause had gifted me with not only nighttime hot flashes but also higher cholesterol. Sticking to a sensible diet was a lot easier without Joe and Marty around. But life was less fun.

Todd and I sat. “Okay.” I glanced at the team now gathered around the table—Jen with her notebook out, Clarence and Arnold ready to describe the mischief they’d gotten into and plan for the next batch of trouble, Dad probably hoping to be the voice of reason in the chaos, Todd there simply because he thought I might need the support. My cheeks hurt from smiling. “Gentlemen—please report.”

Arnold started. “Well, as some of you know, I told the lady at the desk we were looking for fun. She gave us a card for the club down the street and we went late last night.”

“I suppose it was pretty normal for that kind of place,” Clarence said.

Arnold looked prim. “I wouldn’t know.”

Clarence leaned forward and whispered, “He was a virgin!”

“Well, I’ve never been to a strip club before, anyway. The first women who went on stage weren’t that interesting, but the ones who came on later were good dancers. My joints hurt just watching them do those high kicks and splits.”

“Were those the women staying at the motel?” I asked. “Two brunettes and a blond, long hair?”

The men nodded. Jen glanced up from her notes. “They probably keep the headliners for later, when it gets more crowded.”

“Several groups of young men came in,” Arnold said. “At least one bachelor party, I think. And quite a few men on their own. All ages.”

“The groups of guys drank a lot and watched the ladies on stage. Boy, they took off a lot of clothing!” Clarence’s eyes were wide behind his thick glasses.

“Sure, back in your day, men got a thrill if they saw a lady’s ankle,” Jen said.

“Hey, I’m not that old!”

“No, a lady had to show her knees to make an impression in our youth,” Arnold said. “In any case, all that seemed fairly normal for a strip club, at least as far as movies and TV have led me to believe.”

Our two undercover agents looked at each other again. Their smiles suggested they had only been warming up.

“Now we get to the back room.” Clarence bobbed his eyebrows up and down.

I sat up straighter. Jen and I had already determined that the main part of the strip club was no sleazier than it advertised, but what was going on in that back room? “Were you able to check it out?”

“We tried,” Arnold said. “I asked the waitress what was back there. She said, ‘Oh, nothing much,’ and changed the subject.”

Clarence took over the story. “So later we went over there and asked the guy standing in the doorway what we had to do to get in. He said it was only for regulars. I said we eat a lot of fiber, so we’re very regular!” Clarence cackled. “I don’t think he got it. Too young.”

Arnold shot him an affectionate look. At least they amused each other. “So I said, how do we become regulars? Do we have to come in here a certain number of times? Is there a membership card?”

“While he distracted the guy, I managed to duck my head in far enough to see down the hallway,” Clarence said. “I saw three or four closed doors. I only got a good look at the closest one, but it had a dead bolt on the outside.”

I considered that. “You mean somebody could be locked in the room?”

He nodded. “Unless there’s another door out, but I don’t see how there could be. The building only has two entrances, the main one and a back door that must be at the end of that hallway. I don’t think the club is big enough for those rooms to have another hallway behind them. As it is, I’d estimate that the back rooms are maybe eight feet wide and ten or twelve feet deep. Add in another hallway and the rooms would be miniscule.”

“He’s good with dimensions,” Arnold said. “Anyway, the bouncer guy got tired of me eventually.”

Clarence bumped his shoulder to Arnold’s. “Hard to believe.”

“He told us you had to be referred by a current customer,” Arnold said. “But if we wanted to leave our ID with him, someone might contact us.”

“Your ID?” I asked. “Credit cards or what?”

Clarence shook his head. “He took a photo of my driver’s license.”

“I gave him a fake ID,” Arnold said.

“Why do you have—never mind.” I probably didn’t want to know.

Clarence leaned forward, elbows on the table. “And what’s really interesting is I got an alert this morning that someone ran a credit check on me.”

“I see.” I didn’t. “Why exactly is that interesting? Were they trying to steal your identity?”

“You get a credit check when you apply for a new credit card or bank loan, or you want to rent an apartment, something like that. It helps lenders measure your credit risk. So this place used the information on my license to determine whether I’m financially secure.”

“Huh.” I tipped my head back to get the last dregs from my coffee cup. Caffeine didn’t really affect me, but I liked to pretend it would make me sharper. Maybe one day I’d fool myself into being brilliant.

“Maybe they were considering you for membership, whatever that means,” I said. “They wanted to make sure you have enough money to make it worth their while. Or they wanted to make sure you weren’t a police officer. Would a credit check work for that?”

“I suppose it might,” Clarence said. “It would at least confirm you are who you say you are. They might have run a background check as well. I don’t think I’d get an alert on that.”

“So now they know you are who you said you were, and you have decent credit, I assume. Arnold, on the other hand, is a dark horse to them.”

“Ooh, I like that! Makes me sound sexy.” Arnold gave a little wiggle.

Todd, who had been taking a drink from his water bottle, choked.

Arnold tittered. “Whatever happens in those back rooms must be expensive or illegal or both. But we weren’t going to get in last night, so we left around one a.m. We walked the long way around the building to our car. That’s when we learned there’s only one door besides the front door.”

“We sat in our car in the next parking lot over and watched the back door.” Clarence winced. “I tell you, stakeouts are for young bladders.”

“They don’t need to know how we handled that,” Arnold said. “The point is, we watched the club as it shut down. The last of the customers left at two. A limo picked up three of the dancers, the good ones. Five minutes later, the back door opened.” He paused, probably for dramatic effect.

Clarence couldn’t wait. “The bouncer from the front door came out. Four or five young women followed him, and the other guy, the one who guarded the back hallway, came at the end. They loaded the girls into a van.”

“These girls were different.” Arnold’s expression turned serious. “The dancers we saw had a lot of confidence. And they were . . .” He looked to Clarence for help with the right word.

“Stacked. They had the kind of bodies you’d expect from strippers, possibly helped by plastic surgery. Did you know that breast implants are a legitimate tax deduction for a stripper?”

“You’re kidding,” Dad said.

“True fact! Cosmetic surgery is deductible if you can argue that it’s a legitimate business expense, and strippers make more money if they have big breasts. And the dancers weren’t afraid to strut their stuff, even offstage. But the ones that came out the back . . .” Clarence shook his head. “They were mostly pretty small. The girls, I mean, not their breasts. Well, both. It was hard to tell in the darkness, but I don’t think any of them were white. The girls, not—”

I interrupted. “Okay, we get it.”

“They huddled together,” Arnold said. “They looked . . .”

“Afraid.” Clarence’s mouth turned down. The guys might be jokesters, but what they’d seen at the club had bothered them. “Then we heard sirens. I think the guy who was driving got a phone call. They hustled the girls back into the club.”

Todd’s expression was thunderous. “You’re suggesting these girls—young women—were prisoners of some kind? In a—behind the scenes at—”

I glanced at Jen. Her mouth was tight, but she kept her gaze on her notebook, gripping her pen like a stake she wanted to drive through someone’s heart. I’d seen and heard of a lot of terrible things happening to girls and young women in my years covering wars and natural disasters. It still made me queasy to think of kids the age of Jen’s and Todd’s as sex workers. If they’d been forced into it, that was even worse.

I squeezed Todd’s arm. “We’ll figure it out.” Jen looked up and met my gaze. “We will,” I promised. We had to.

She nodded once.

I pushed down the emotion and focused on the problem. “So these two men were taking the young women somewhere, but they changed their minds when the police were called to the motel.”

“Because someone had to go wandering around in the middle of the night finding bodies!” Clarence scolded.

“Yeah, I’ll try not to do it again.”

“Leave it for me next time,” Clarence said.

“We waited a minute,” Arnold said, “but when we realized the police were at the motel, we figured we’d better find out what the ruckus was about. You didn’t even bother to text us!”

“I was a little busy, and I wasn’t sure we wanted to make our connection known yet.”

“You’re lucky,” Jen said. “She shone a light in my face and told me we had a dead body. At first, I thought she meant, like, in the bathtub or something.”

“You see what I have to work with?” I said in an aside to Todd.

“Yeah, I’m not envious of your lack of job anymore.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I just came for moral support, but is there anything I can do?”

“I don’t know.” I tried to shuffle all the bits of knowledge into a pattern, but we didn’t know enough to determine anything for certain. “So those men took the women back inside the club. They might still be there, since the police are still around the motel. The two tough guys at the motel—Smirnoff and Gurkin—seem to be in charge of the guest dancers, the women who stay at the motel. Jen and I got a look at the club’s bouncers, and we haven’t seen them around the motel. Right?”

“I haven’t,” Jen said. “But if they had rooms on the second floor, they could take the outer balcony to the parking lot.”

“Then there’s Brian Gilford, the night clerk, still our best suspect for the murder, since we know he was awake and present at the motel.” I brightened. “In fact, Arnold and Clarence are alibis for the two bouncers, so at least we know they weren’t the murderers. Did you see Smirnoff and Leo Gurkin, by chance?”

“We haven’t seen them, to know if we’ve seen them, if you see what I mean,” Arnold said.

“Right. I have pictures saved on my phone.” Should I be worried that I was getting good at understanding Arnold and Clarence? I pulled up photos and they peered at them.

“Oh, yes, they were sitting near the stage,” Clarence said at once.

“Hey, were you checking out other men?” Arnold asked.

“Only for Kate’s sake. Anyway, we know they were in the club that night until at least one, but we don’t know when they left.”

“So if they left shortly after you did, they could have gotten back to the motel in time to murder someone before I found him about one thirty and even have time to pick up the dancers after their shift.” I squirmed off the end of the bench. “Let’s go back to the motel. I want to know what’s happening. If we’re really lucky, the police have already made an arrest and we don’t have to worry about the murder.”

“Fat chance. You’re not gonna get lucky again.” Jen immediately winced as Arnold and Clarence burst into laughter, grinning at Todd. He raised his gaze to the sky and sighed.

I put a hand on his shoulder. “Aren’t you glad you came out to offer your support?”

Todd got up. “I’ll stay here with the boys for a while. Call if you need me. And if I can do anything to help . . .”

“We’ll let you know.” I took his hands. “If those women are in trouble, we’ll help them. At that point, we might want someone in city government, even if it’s a different city. But don’t try to do anything until we know more.”

He squeezed my hands and bent his head to kiss me. I tried to ignore the cheers and clapping, but it rather spoiled the mood.


Chapter Thirteen


I glanced over messages as we drove back to the motel. The editor of the Sun wanted an update on the murder story I’d sent her. I no longer had a front-row seat to the police activity, but maybe I could learn something around the motel.

We pulled into a parking lot that still had several police vehicles parked. “I suppose the patio is off-limits today,” I said.

“They can’t stop us from sitting at the table outside our room.” Jen pulled into a parking spot at the back corner of the lot. “Can they?”

“I suppose they could order us inside.” I got my legs out of the car. “Whether we are legally obligated to comply, I don’t know. I wouldn’t think so, unless they intend to shut the whole motel down during their investigation.”

Jen waited for me at the back of the car. “Yeah, but most people probably don’t question orders like that, because they don’t want to risk getting arrested.”

I grinned as I passed her. “Good thing we’re not most people!”

“You’re kidding, right?” She hurried after me as I strode toward the motel’s back passageway. “Right? Gary will not be happy if I have to call him from a police station!”

“Your kids will be amused, though.” I slowed as we entered the courtyard so I could check out everything happening. A few people were sitting on their balconies or at the tables outside the first-floor rooms. To my surprise, the patio was no longer blocked off with police tape, although portable sandwich board signs marked the pool and patio as closed for cleaning. A man in a blue T-shirt, overalls, rubber boots, and a ball cap was power washing the cement. I could certainly understand why the motel would want to erase any sign of what had happened, but the police must have worked fast to clear the crime scene so quickly.

A second person sat in a patio chair in the grass, out of the way of the power washing. She stood, dark hair swinging, and strode toward us with a bearing that correctly suggested a military past.

“Detective Padilla!” I held out a hand. “Did I ask you to help out and, in my sleep-deprived state last night, I forgot about it?”

She gave my hand a quick squeeze that probably wasn’t intended to hurt, but it did. “Let’s just say when I saw your name associated with a crime in this neighborhood, I decided to take a closer look.”

In this neighborhood? It couldn’t be within her jurisdiction. Before I could ask what she meant by that, she was shaking Jen’s hand and hustling us along. I scanned the courtyard again. The tough guys, Smirnoff and Gurkin, weren’t outside, but the drapes were pulled back on their rooms’ windows. With the glare from the sun on the glass, I couldn’t tell if anyone was looking out. Padilla wasn’t in uniform, but if anyone knew she was a police officer, we’d just blown our cover. My brain was definitely not working as quickly as I’d like.

Padilla and Jen stopped outside our room. The detective sat in one of the two chairs, turning it so she had a view of the courtyard.

“Maybe we should go inside for privacy,” I said.

She shook her head. “I want a view.”

Jen and I exchanged glances. I decided not to insist. The view wasn’t that alluring, so she must want to keep an eye on activity in the courtyard. We wanted that as well, and if Padilla thought something noteworthy might happen, we didn’t want to miss the action. We’d already been seen with Padilla, and at least her dark pants and white shirt made her look more like a server at a high-end restaurant than a police detective. Only her muscular shoulders and steely gaze said otherwise, and maybe some high-end servers had those things too.

I stepped past Jen and sat in the second chair. Jen sighed loudly but went inside for the desk chair.

“Tell me everything, from the beginning,” Padilla said.

I had questions for the detective as well, but I knew better than to try bargaining with her for information. Our best bet was to comply and hope she stuck around long enough to give us a hint or two afterward.

Jen and I took turns explaining why we were there and what we had found. As requested, we started from the first contact with Nathan and went up through the murder. It took a while, and the temperature was climbing, so at one point, Jen went into our room and brought out cold drinks.

Finally, I said, “So there you have it. Are you taking over this case?”

I wasn’t sure whether to hope for that or not. We were potentially dealing with some pretty dark stuff, and the police had a better chance of putting away the bad guys. On the other hand, I hated to be pushed out of a story. I felt involved now and wasn’t sure I wanted to let the police handle things their way, which might be more concerned with putting away the bad guys than helping the victims.

Padilla grimaced. “I can’t. Not my jurisdiction.”

“Then why are you here?” Jen asked.

Padilla drummed her fingers on the table. “Let’s just say I’ve heard gossip about the police stationed here.”

“Like the victim taking bribes?” I asked. “And what’s his full name, anyway?”

“Derick Halligan. Yeah, not him specifically, but I’ve heard rumors of bribes, extortion, officers confiscating drugs that never turn up in evidence.”

“You mean a problem throughout the whole police department?” Jen asked. “Not just one bad apple?”

“The whole bushel.” Padilla looked disgusted. Probably not at the clichéd metaphor, though it made me wince a little.

“What can you do about it?” I asked.

She glared, but I assumed her annoyance was at the situation and not at me. “For the moment, I can hope my inside informants keep me apprised. If you find me evidence, I’ll get it to the right people.”

“Always delighted to help,” I said lightly. “Not that we require favors in return, but how about a favor? Background checks on all our suspects. It is possible the police have different information than what we’ve found.”

Padilla raised one eyebrow. “I probably can’t do any better than your pet hacker.”

“Mackenzie would be offended at that,” I said. “The pet part, not the hacker. And you don’t want to offend someone who can destroy your credit rating. Anyway, I didn’t say the police have more or better information than we can find. Just different.”

She chuckled. “Fine. Send me the list.”

“And speaking of the police . . .” I twisted to look around the courtyard. “Where are they? We saw police cars when we came in, but it appears they’ve cleared the patio as a crime scene.”

“They’d taken over the office when I got here,” Padilla said.

“Perhaps we should stroll that way,” I said. “I think it would be entirely reasonable for us to ask whoever’s behind the desk today about the investigation and whether it’s safe for us to keep staying here.”

“Entirely in character for harmless, nosy, middle-aged women,” Padilla said.

“Who are you calling middle-aged?” Jen demanded.

I didn’t want to hear the answer, so I stood. “I’m more offended by harmless. I’d prefer the police don’t see us with you. Give us a few minutes, and if we learn anything interesting, we’ll let you know.”

Padilla nodded and tipped her drink back to drain it.

Jen and I headed for the lobby. “How concerned are we pretending to be?” Jen asked.

“Well, we don’t actually want to leave. And the police already interviewed me, so I don’t think I can play the part of the hysterical woman who’s never seen a dead body before. Let’s say moderately concerned, but hoping to be convinced everything’s fine.”

The lobby door opened with a blast of cool air. Heads turned toward us. Brian Gilford sat in a chair, slumped forward, a picture of despair, handcuffs linking his wrists. A police officer I didn’t recognize sat next to him. Danica Osborne, the rude day clerk, looked up from her seat behind the computer for half a second before dropping her gaze again. She looked resentful, but she’d probably looked that way before we arrived. An older woman stood behind the counter on the other end, probably the one we’d seen retrieving the housekeeping cart from our room. It took me a moment to mentally match her to the photograph of Ursula Robinson, the head of housekeeping, since her hair had gone gray and her face lacked a smile, smug or otherwise.

If the people in the lobby had been speaking, they’d stopped the moment the door started to open. A murmur of voices still came from the office in back.

Jen and I froze as everyone gazed at us. Then I nudged my sister forward so the door closed behind us. Didn’t want to lose any of that nice cool air.

“Sorry to interrupt.” I smiled vaguely at the room. “We’re guests here and after the . . . um, problem last night, we wanted to know if things have been resolved.”

Jen nodded. “It’s nerve-racking to stay in a place where a man was murdered!”

Danica sniffed but didn’t look up from the computer.

Ursula Robinson spoke first. “If you’d like to check out, we’d be happy to take care of that for you. We won’t charge for the late checkout.” Her words were civil enough, but her tone was annoyed. It was still better customer service than we’d received from anyone else.

We edged toward the desk. “Thank you, ma’am,” I said. “We don’t actually want to leave. We’d simply like some assurance that the motel is safe.”

“It’s not like we have murders every night,” she snapped.

Ellis, the older officer from the night before, stepped out of the office. Nathan peered over his shoulder, since he couldn’t get past Ellis in the doorway. Nathan’s mouth opened. I quickly spoke to keep Nathan from saying anything about the reason we were staying at the Midnight Motel.

“Oh, hello again, Officer. You’ve had a long night. I realize you can’t tell us much about an . . . active investigation, is that what it’s called? But my sister and I are nervous about staying here if you think there’s any chance the killer will come back.”

If he’d checked into me enough to know I’d been a war correspondent, I’d look like an idiot now—and worse, someone behaving suspiciously during a murder investigation. But if the police were trying to close this case quickly to cover up whatever Derick Halligan had been doing, they probably hadn’t bothered with checking into the uninteresting motel guest who happened to find the body while wandering around with insomnia.

“Not to worry, ma’am.” Ellis offered a comforting smile. He reminded me of the dead guy, Derick Halligan. Thirties, dark hair. This man had a more muscular build, a darker tan, and a touch of gray at the temples, but he had the same cold eyes. “We’ve already made an arrest.”

I glanced at Brian Gilford. He had his elbows on his knees, his face in his hands. I looked back at the officer.

He nodded. “So, you see, there’s nothing to worry about.”

Sure, nothing at all. Making an arrest was different from getting a conviction, or even believing you had the right person. Plus, we had other suspicions about the activities around the motel. But the officer’s comments were consistent with trying to reassure some random guests.

“Now that you’ve made the arrest, I wish you’d get him out of here,” Ursula Robinson said sourly.

I glanced at Gilford in time to see him look up with an expression of shock. “Ursula! Please—”

She interrupted without glancing in his direction. “I have a business to run and keeping murderers in the lobby isn’t good customer service.”

Gilford shot to his feet. The police officer beside him jumped up and grabbed his arm.

“Don’t worry, ma’am,” Ellis told Robinson. “We’re taking him away now. He won’t trouble you any longer.”

She gave a grunt of annoyance.

“Ursula!” Gilford tried to step toward her, but the grip on his arm held him back. “You need to get me a lawyer. You don’t—what will happen if—”

Robinson crossed her arms and gave a sniff of disgust.

Ellis grabbed Gilford’s other arm and the two officers hauled him out. He stumbled between them, looking back over his shoulder. Jen and I stared after them until they disappeared toward the parking lot.

“Well, I guess that’s . . .” I had no idea how to finish the sentence. The whole situation struck me as wrong somehow. I’d suspected Gilford myself, but he certainly wasn’t the only one at the motel up to no good. Had he actually confessed? Had they found solid evidence?

Or were the police simply grabbing the easy suspect? Did these officers believe he was guilty because they didn’t know about all the other questionable activities? Or did they know about those activities? Were they arresting Gilford to close the murder case quickly, before anyone could investigate deeper and bring the bribes to light?

Was Gilford, in fact, the killer?

A sound made us jump—like a loud clap with a pop underneath it. I had enough experience with guns to recognize shots fired from a handgun, probably a Glock. Two shots, a second apart.

I was half crouched, one hand on Jen’s arm and one on my cane. Jen looked at me with wide eyes. My brain scrambled for a response—drop to the floor, run away? After a moment, my reporter’s instinct kicked in. I straightened and headed out the door. “Stay here!” I called over my shoulder. Jen’s husband would kill me if anything happened to her.

Padilla had better reflexes than I did, because she was running past as I stepped out the door. I followed her into the parking lot.

The two officers looked down at Brian Gilford’s body. He wasn’t moving, which was no surprise, given the blood soaking his shirt.

Ellis looked up. “Resisting arrest. A shame.”

Padilla stalked toward them. Ellis held up a hand, fortunately not the one holding his gun. “Um, ma’am, please stay back—”

She pulled out her badge. “Police detective Yaquelin Padilla.” She crouched by Gilford and felt his neck. She glanced back at me. “Call nine-one-one.”

He was still alive? I fumbled for my phone and made the call, watching the two local police officers the whole time. They looked at each other, apparently holding a whole conversation without speaking, and not one that made them happy. They could merely be worried because shooting an unarmed suspect would involve a lot of paperwork and a possible reprimand. Or they could be worried because they hadn’t killed Gilford yet.

“He went for my gun,” the second officer said. I hadn’t gotten a look at his name yet. “I should have been more careful.”

His gun appeared to be safely on his hip. His hand went to it, and I might have heard the faint click of a snap being released.

“He didn’t give us any warning he’d try to escape,” Ellis said. “Sometimes you just can’t tell, though.”

I wasn’t sure who they were performing for. Padilla had started CPR on Gilford. I sensed someone behind me and turned to see Jen, Nathan, Ursula Robinson, and Danica Osborne. Danica’s breath came too fast, on the edge of hyperventilation. Nathan wrung his hands and whispered something that might have been prayers or curses. Robinson scowled for a moment, her gaze on Gilford or Padilla or both. Then she flicked an annoyed look at the police officers, as if they’d brought this mess and disruption to the motel, and went back inside. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she returned with a spray bottle of disinfectant and started sanitizing the parking lot.

Sirens drew closer. Nathan was going to have a really hard time selling the motel if sudden violent death became a daily event. An ambulance pulled up and the EMTs took over. As they stabilized Gilford and loaded him up, Padilla met my gaze and called me closer with a quick, surreptitious wave. I wandered over there, pretending to be interested in the ambulance. Come to think of it, I should get a picture to sell with the story update I could write about this. Every dollar counted. I was still holding my phone in my hand, so I don’t think I was too obvious about opening the photo app and snapping a few shots as I stopped beside Padilla.

“I’ll make them take him to a hospital in my district,” she whispered. “I’ll try to keep Gilford alive. You figure out what they don’t want him to tell anyone.” She jumped in the back of the ambulance. The doors closed and they drove away.


Chapter Fourteen


I stared after the ambulance as it raced down the street. So Padilla found the situation suspicious as well.

More voices rose behind me. I turned back as Clarence said, “Oh no! Did we miss the excitement again?”

“I can’t work here anymore!” Danica Osborne burst into tears.

Dad joined us, apparently drawn by the sirens, along with Clarence, Arnold, and several other motel guests. While the other guests asked questions and gaped at the bloodstained asphalt, Dad patted Danica’s shoulder. He spoke quietly and led her into the courtyard.

Nathan looked at the motel guests and back at Jen and me. He obviously didn’t have the presence of mind to calm down the crowd.

I spoke loudly. “Well, the police arrested that man for the murder last night. I guess we’re all safe now.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. If motel guests wanted to leave, it might be in their best interest. Who knew what else would explode in the next few days? Nathan had asked us for help, but that didn’t mean we should encourage people to stay in a dangerous situation.

On the other hand, a young woman had her phone out and appeared to be live streaming the excitement. Several people were pumping Arnold and Clarence for information, which they gave with enthusiasm and a disregard for the truth. People did love to be shocked and a little scared. Maybe the best thing we could do for Nathan was start a rumor that Gilford’s ghost and Halligan’s had nightly battles in the courtyard, even if Gilford hadn’t died yet.

I stepped back into the covered passageway, where the shade made it a little cooler and I was away from the livestream. The three dancers came down the path from the direction of their rooms, huddled close together. They came over to me, the one person not already in conversation. Alexandra “Xandi” Abbot, the blond one who had met the guy in the park, asked, “What happened?”

“The police arrested someone for the murder last night. I guess the man resisted arrest and got shot.”

Kayla Ingle’s hand rose to her mouth. “Oh no! Is he dead?”

Interesting that she should care. “He wasn’t when the ambulance took him away,” I said. “Did you know him?”

She bit her lip and then shook her head. “I don’t even know who they arrested. I just . . . police brutality, you know? I don’t like to hear of anyone getting killed. What if he wasn’t the right guy?”

“Everyone deserves a fair trial,” the other brunette said. She was the kindergarten teacher, Olivia Quincy.

Hmm. They could have tender hearts or strong feelings about justice, as implied. Or they could have known Gilford. Or they could have assumed the police had arrested and then shot either Gurkin or Smirnoff, the suspicious tough guys.

And if we didn’t figure out something soon, I was going to have a massive headache trying to keep track of all of this.

Olivia Quincy was half-hidden behind the other two. She looked around at the chatting people, a few with their phones out. She whispered something to Xandi and scurried back toward her room. Now that, I could explain. If she was keeping her dancing career a secret from her employers, she wouldn’t want to risk showing up in a social media video that could raise questions.

The two remaining dancers milled around for a couple more minutes, listening to the gossip before heading back to their rooms. Gurkin and Smirnoff hadn’t shown up, which could mean anything or nothing. They might instinctively avoid the sound of sirens, or they might be sleeping, or they might be elsewhere. I was drowning in options.

Dad had Danica sitting at the table outside his room. Jen came up beside me and whispered, “I told Nathan to get into his office and hole up. He’s too anxious to be any good at comforting anyone. Ursula Robinson has taken over the computer. One family is checking out early, but most people seem to appreciate the thrill of being this close to a crisis that doesn’t affect them. One guy is analyzing the crime scene, but I’m pretty sure he got all his knowledge from CSI shows.”

The remaining spectators eventually wandered off, back to their rooms or out to some activity. Clarence and Arnold stopped by Jen and me. “What now?” Clarence asked.

I rubbed my forehead. “I wish I knew.” I tried to picture the various threads. The image turned into a big, snarled ball of yarn.

One thing at a time. We wanted to know more about the head of housekeeping. And what had Ursula Robinson said? Something about I have a motel to run? That could be merely a figure of speech from someone who felt like she did all the real work. But Gilford had been shocked by her callous dismissal of him. He’d expected help. Because they were friends, coworkers, partners in crime? If nothing else, Robinson might have information pertinent to the housekeeping staff.

“You two go chat up Ms. Robinson,” I told Arnold and Clarence. “She’s behind the desk now, but she’s usually head of housekeeping. Ask her if this is going to increase her workload. Whatever you can think of to get information or make friends with her or both.”

Clarence saluted. “Got it, Chief!”

Arnold nudged him. “Shh! We’re supposed to be undercover.” They headed into the lobby.

If Robinson was a master criminal running an illegal immigration scheme, she wouldn’t fall for a quick line, but maybe they’d learn something useful. She hadn’t appeared particularly rattled by Gilford’s arrest or shooting, but maybe she was hiding her vulnerability and would come clean to the friendly older gentlemen. If nothing else, it would give Arnold and Clarence something challenging to do.

“Now what?” Jen asked.

Should I have tried to get more information out of the dancers? Should we go knock on their doors now? Or track down Gurkin and Smirnov?

I gazed around the courtyard, hoping for inspiration. The guy power washing the patio was still at work. He might not even have heard the gunshot over the noise of his machine. A small figure caught my attention. Manny walked along the pool fence, trailing his hand across the bars, head down and shoulders slumped. His tragic posture seemed extreme for disappointment over losing access to the swimming pool for a day. Or maybe it didn’t for a ten-year-old. Some kids that age hadn’t known many tragedies yet. But since his father had died and he’d moved countries twice, Manny had gone through worse. And I remembered his question, which I’d never gotten to answer, about what advice I’d give a student.

“Let’s go talk to Manny,” I said.

“The boy? Why?” Jen asked.

“I don’t know.” I started forward.

She scoffed. “As long as you have a plan.”

I lowered my voice as we walked closer. “One or two things have struck me as odd about our conversations with Manny and his grandparents. Talking to him might put my mind at ease that they have nothing to do with any of this.”

We walked up to the boy. “Hi, Manny,” I said cheerfully. “I guess the pool is closed while they clean.”

He glanced at it without much interest. “Yeah.”

“A swim would be nice in this heat, but the best we can offer is a cold drink.” I gestured toward our tiny patio, which still had three chairs. “Join us? We can sit outside.” I felt bad enough approaching him after his grandmother had warned him to stay away. I wasn’t about to invite him into our room.

He followed us that way. Jen went inside for drinks, and we settled around the table. The sun was pretty high, but we were mostly in shade from the balcony above us. It suddenly occurred to me that if someone had snuck out onto that balcony earlier, they could’ve heard our conversation with Detective Padilla. I hadn’t seen or heard any sign of someone in that room, though. And it was unlikely we were right below some unknown person who was involved in this whole mess—unless Nathan or a desk clerk had put us there on purpose, in order to . . .

I really needed to stop thinking. It only made me more confused.

“What were the sirens about?” Manny asked.

I hesitated. “You know what happened last night?”

He nodded. “That police officer got killed.”

“That police officer? Did you know him?”

“I saw him before.” He seemed about to say more, but after a moment of hesitation, he simply lifted his can and drank.

“Today they arrested someone for the murder,” Jen said gently. “You know, maybe you and your grandparents shouldn’t stay here anymore.”

“We can’t leave!”

Jen and I exchanged glances. “Why not?” she asked.

“We can’t . . . We don’t have anywhere else to go.” He traced circles in the condensation his drink had left on the table.

“Manny.” I waited until he looked up at me. “If you’re in trouble, we’d like to help.”

He studied me for half a minute and then looked at Jen. She nodded.

I tried to remember everything Manny and his grandfather had told us. What had nagged at me? I couldn’t believe that the gentlemanly grandfather or the protective grandmother were involved with anything unsavory. As for Manny’s mother—

Why hadn’t we seen his mother? Even if she was working during the day and leaving Manny with his grandparents, she should have turned up at some point.

“You told us your mother moved up here for a job,” I said.

Manny’s face twitched and his eyes filled with tears. He gulped.

Jen patted his shoulder. “Oh, sweetie. It’s all right. Take your time.”

“She disappeared!” he choked out. “She came up here for a job. I stayed with my grandparents. She was supposed to send for me when she found an apartment. But she stopped calling and we couldn’t reach her and finally Grandfather said we’d come up here . . .” He gasped for breath.

“That’s terrible,” Jen said. “I’m so sorry.”

“I take it you haven’t found her yet?” I asked.

He shook his head and wiped at his eyes. “She said she got a job at this place. They said she never worked here. We stayed here hoping . . . I don’t know.”

“Who did your grandparents talk to?” I asked. “Do you know?”

“I had to translate for them. We talked to the man in the office, but he didn’t know anything.”

“The office behind the lobby desk?” I asked. “Did you talk to the man who is about our age, with glasses and a long face?”

Manny nodded. Nathan hadn’t mentioned this, but maybe in the middle of his other concerns, he dismissed it once the woman’s name didn’t show up in the employment records. It wasn’t his mother or child missing.

“Then we talked to the old lady. The one in charge of the maids,” Manny said.

“The head of housekeeping,” I said. Good old Ursula Robinson.

“I guess. She said Mama never worked here. But Mama wouldn’t lie.”

She might, if she had something to hide, like if she was working as a dancer in a strip club rather than cleaning rooms. But that didn’t explain her disappearance. If she had to take a job that embarrassed her, why not continue to call home and make excuses to delay Manny’s arrival? Was she one of the women Arnold and Clarence had seen hustled back inside the strip club, a possible prisoner there? Arnold and Clarence had said those women looked young, and Manny’s mother couldn’t be too young, but it could be hard to judge age.

I shivered despite the heat. “You’re sure this is the right motel?”

“Mama sent the name and address when she got the job. But she said don’t write her any letters here, because she had to tell them she didn’t have any family.” His mouth turned down.

My hands clenched so hard they hurt. “You mean she only got the job because she said she had no family?” No one to worry about her. No one to ask questions.

“I guess. She got a place to stay—room and board, they call it?—with the job, but only if she lived at the motel and didn’t have a husband or children. She said it was only for a while so she could save money. When she had enough, she’d rent an apartment. It was just a little lie. She didn’t mean any harm.”

“We understand,” Jen said.

“We talked to the police too.” The words flowed easily now that Manny had decided to unburden himself. “We filed a report. Then that one policeman—the one who died—said he’d help, if we hired him to look for Mama during his time off. He said otherwise they were too busy to do anything. It made Abuela so angry when she heard.”

“I should think so.” They say don’t speak ill of the dead, but I wished Derick Halligan was alive solely so I could speak a few choice ill words. “Did you give him money?”

“He wanted five thousand dollars. We didn’t have enough to pay him and pay for our room. We were trying . . . But now that doesn’t matter, because he’s dead.”

“I don’t think giving him money would have helped, anyway,” I said.

“Can you help?” He gazed at us with big dark eyes.

It was impossible to say no. “We will definitely try. We knew something was wrong at this motel. We’re trying to find out what, but we don’t want people to know what we’re doing yet.”

“I won’t tell anyone!” His smile burst out, full of hope. That was the way he should always look. We had to make sure we gave him a reason to keep smiling.

“In the meantime, maybe you and your grandparents should go stay somewhere else,” Jen said. “It’s dangerous here.”

Manny shook his head. “We have to find my mother. I won’t leave until we do. Even if my grandparents go back to Mexico, I’m staying! I’ll run away if I have to.”

“Oh, please don’t do that,” Jen said. “It would only put you in danger and hurt your grandparents even more.”

“I won’t leave without Mama.” He looked from Jen to me. “I can help you find her.”

I admired his spirit. “Maybe you can. We need to think about what we’ve learned and figure out what to do next.”

A door opened a few rooms down. One of the tough guys—I had trouble telling them apart—stepped out. He wore sunglasses, so I couldn’t tell if he glanced our way before turning toward the parking lot.

“For now, go back to your grandparents,” I said. “Act like everything is normal.”

“You will tell me what you find?”

I nodded. “What room are you in?”

“We are in one-nineteen.” Manny stood. His gaze bored into mine. “You will tell me how I can help.”

“We will.” It felt like a promise, a pact. He ran across the courtyard.

“Well, dang,” Jen said. “Your plan actually worked. Sometimes I can almost believe you know what you’re doing.”

“Sometimes I wish I was wrong.” I pressed the cool can of fizzy water to my throbbing temple. “Now we just need a plan to find Manny’s mother and rescue her and any other women in trouble.”

“I’m not going to ask how we’re going to do that. Yet. You probably need five minutes or so to come up with a plan.”

“Why am I always the one who has to come up with a plan?” I grumbled as I headed into our room.


Chapter Fifteen


I texted Detective Padilla, but she didn’t respond. She probably had her hands full trying to keep Gilford alive. Ellis hadn’t rung true with his trying to escape excuse. Maybe Ellis shot Gilford to prevent him from telling anyone about the local police taking bribes. Or the officers truly believed Gilford had killed Halligan and wanted revenge. Whatever the reason, I was ninety percent confident that Ellis had tried to get rid of Gilford. That meant he might try again if this time didn’t take. If Padilla wanted to keep him alive, she’d need to post a twenty-four-hour guard in the hospital—guards not associated with the police here. People Padilla trusted. Which might mean her, so she’d assigned me the task of breaking open the case.

I guess the price of success is that people start to think you actually know what you’re doing and can pull off another success. Never mind that our previous successes usually involved guns pointed at us and, occasionally, even shots fired.

We needed to meet with the rest of the Irregulars to share information and plan our next steps. I still didn’t want the motel staff seeing us with Arnold and Clarence, but it would be uncomfortable sitting at the park from now until sunset. I had Jen look for a restaurant where we could get a private room, at least a couple of miles away, making it unlikely we’d run into any of our suspects. I sent a group text setting up a meeting in a few hours. I included Joe and Marty Washington, since we might want their big van with the tinted windows, as well as their good sense to balance out Clarence and Arnold.

A knock came at our door. Jen answered it to reveal Manny’s grandfather, Mr. Jaramillo. He said something in Spanish I didn’t catch.

Jen ushered him into the room. “Manny told him that he told us what’s going on.”

Mr. Jaramillo looked at me. “You will help us?”

“We will try.”

He spoke again in Spanish, too quickly for me to follow.

Jen translated. “He wants to know what he can do.”

Oh boy. As if we didn’t have enough inexperienced seniors on our team. The last thing I wanted was to get Manny’s grandfather killed. That family had enough trouble.

As I hesitated, he stepped closer and held out a hand, anguished and pleading. “Please.”

I knew about feeling helpless. The anxiety I’d felt when one of my parents was in danger. I couldn’t tell him to sit back and wait.

And I sure couldn’t argue that he should let the experts handle things, since we were far from that.

“All right. Tell him about the restaurant meeting. Then find out if he knows anything else that might help us.”

Mr. Jaramillo’s eyes lit up when she invited him to the planning meeting. Then she asked about his missing daughter. I tried to follow the conversation at first, but I couldn’t keep up. Thoughts and questions and possibilities swirled through my mind. I didn’t come to any brilliant conclusions.

Half an hour after his arrival, Mr. Jaramillo left with much handshaking and thanks. We’d given him hope. We couldn’t let him down.

“He confirmed what Manny told us,” Jen said. “His daughter wrote that she had a job at this motel, with room included, but he shouldn’t write her here because she had to say she had no family in order to get the free room. She called twice a week when she first arrived, but once she got the job, she stopped. Phone calls go straight to voicemail, so the phone is off.”

No wonder they were worried. It definitely sounded like the motel was involved in her disappearance, and if the Jaramillos told all this to the local police, they were lucky they hadn’t disappeared as well. Maybe whoever made decisions about the criminal activity decided their best bet was to play dumb. Eventually, the Jaramillos would run out of money and have to leave.

Was Derick Halligan playing his part by trying to drain their finances faster to get rid of them sooner? Or had he stepped out on his own, and that’s what got him killed? Even if he hadn’t intended to produce the daughter in exchange for the five thousand dollars, if his boss or colleagues found out he made the offer without their knowledge, they might decide they couldn’t trust him. He might have been killed as a lesson to others.

Jen was waiting for my response.

“Nice work. Your minor in Spanish is coming in handy.”

“I guess. It’s not how I thought I’d be using it. I planned to work overseas. But then I met Gary.” She shrugged.

Meanwhile, I’d been the one to travel the world. “No wonder you resented me.”

She sniffed. “Don’t flatter yourself. I have no regrets.”

I knew she didn’t regret her marriage and children. But when I’d first returned, she’d certainly resented me for something, and she’d admitted to feeling useless as their children grew more independent. But she and Gary had found a new spark, and our investigations were keeping Jen busy—and making her feel useful again.

When I first arrived home, injured and unable to do my prior job, I’d needed a new purpose. I’d found it working on my first investigation of suspicious deaths at the memory care facility where my mother was. Solving crimes—and sometimes getting paid to write about topics related to our investigations—kept me feeling useful as well.

We found a large piece of paper with a local restaurant menu on one side and a blank back. Jen and I sat at the little table and wrote down names, drawing lines between them. It wound up looking sort of like one of those evidence boards from a TV cop show, except that instead of evidence, we just had names (or possibly fake names) and random guesses.

“The tough guys, Gurkin and Smirnoff, are connected to the three dancers,” I said. “They’re all connected to the strip club with its suspicious back room and the women Arnold and Clarence saw, who looked young and frightened. The two bouncers escorted those women outside and then back in to avoid the police. Why?”

“Guarding them from drunk patrons who might hang around after hours?” Jen suggested. “Or keeping their enslaved sex workers from escaping?”

“Big difference there, but we don’t know for sure which is true. One of the guest dancers, Alexandra ‘Xandi’ Abbot, met with the mystery man in the park. He might work for a government agency, but if so, we don’t know which one, as Mac hasn’t been able to pull any more information out of the blurry photo. Or Dad and Clarence might have been mistaken, and it was merely an out-of-state plate. Or he might work for one of the dozens of federal agencies that aren’t involved in law enforcement.”

“Maybe he’s an IRS auditor on his lunch break, Xandi stopped to ask the time, and he drew her into conversation for a few minutes because she’s hot.” Jen frowned at the paper. “If he is a government agent, he might be investigating the motel or the strip club or both, and Xandi might be an informant. We could approach one of them for help.”

“Yeah. But he probably wouldn’t tell us anything. Or worse, he could be corrupt, and Xandi is a go-between for the corrupt police or the criminals. We can’t take the chance. We can’t even ask Padilla about him, since we don’t know his name.”

“Right.” Jen stabbed a finger at a scribbled name. “Derick Halligan was a corrupt cop. We don’t know for certain he was taking bribes from the motel or other local businesses, but he asked the Jaramillos for money, which puts him in the category of corrupt as far as I’m concerned. He was connected to the other police officers—including Ellis, who shot Gilford.”

“Night clerk Brian Gilford was connected to head of housekeeping Ursula Robinson, as well as the younger day clerk, Danica Osborne, and all the other motel employees.” I traced the lines on the paper. “Robinson was in charge of all the housekeeping employees, who were listed under suspiciously common names. One cleaner got nervous when you tried to start a conversation. The Jaramillo daughter probably got a job as a housekeeper before she disappeared.”

“They have other housekeepers working here in similar circumstances, so why did that one disappear?”

I shrugged. “Maybe she knew too much about what was happening there. They couldn’t risk her telling anyone else. Or maybe they moved her to the strip club. They take the prettiest girls there? Or they trade them out so customers get variety?”

Jen made a face that summed up my disgust and fear for the women.

I plowed on. “Robinson sometimes turns up behind the lobby desk, although I doubt the head of housekeeping would normally take a shift there. Gilford told Halligan to ‘come back tomorrow night’—the night he died. Robinson was the older woman on desk duty when Arnold asked about entertainment, but Gilford had taken over by the time I found the body.”

Jen pushed the paper away. “This is a bigger mess than that time I tried to learn knitting from an online video.”

“I didn’t know you knitted.”

“Not after that experience. Did we make any major breakthroughs?”

“I wish. At least this reminded me of all the players who might be involved.” We’d prepared as well as we could for the meeting. Jen and I drove to the restaurant a few minutes early. As we pulled up, I looked at the sign, which had a drawing of . . . a possum? “Chester Cheesy?”

“It’s not too far from the motel, but not too close. It has a private room that can seat ten.”

“Fine.” Was it my imagination, or did she sound a bit defensive?

“I had Nathan call ahead and order enough pizza using his credit card,” she said. “He wanted to come, but I told him he should stay there to keep an eye on things.”

“Good. Well, let’s go in.”

Opening the door released a burst of sound. Screaming kids, shouting parents, dinging video games, and blaring music. I found myself hunched and leaning forward as we entered, as if the noise was a sandstorm trying to blow me right back out to the parking lot. Jen dodged running children to grab a server, who pointed to a doorway in the back, across acres of chaos. Crossing the room felt like being in a video game. I was too slow to sidestep one young Tasmanian devil, but I stayed on my feet.

The back room didn’t have a door that closed, but it was marginally quieter. A skinny teenager in a hideous orange-and-brown uniform hurried in with a rag and wiped crumbs off the table. “Sorry, we didn’t have time to clean after the last birthday party.”

I pulled out a chair in the farthest corner from the door, looked at the pizza crust sitting on it, and waited for the server to grab that before I sat.

The server finished and raced out, calling, “I’ll get your drinks!”

Jen sat next to me. “Well, if any of our suspects figure out where we are, they won’t be able to lurk outside the door and hear anything we say in here.”

“Silver linings.”

Jen pulled out her phone and looked at a message. “Nathan is nagging for an update. What do I tell him?”

“Tell him to be patient,” I said. “We’ve found out a lot, but if he wants us to get rid of the problem, we need time to do that.”

“I’ll give him a few details so he understands how complicated this is.” Jen tapped away at her phone.

Over the next twenty minutes, our team braved the anarchy of the front room to find us and took seats around the table. Manny arrived with his grandfather, looking back with huge eyes as he came through the doorway. Then his gaze found me, and he offered a hesitant smile. “I have to translate.”

That was probably an excuse, since they knew by now Jen spoke Spanish pretty well. Still, I couldn’t blame him for wanting to know what we were doing to find his mother, and this part shouldn’t be dangerous. It might not even be interesting to a ten-year-old.

I smiled back, and he sat, craning his neck to see out into the front room until others arrived to block his view.

Seeing Marty gave me complicated emotions. She was as smart as anyone I knew—her twentysomething grandson, who had taken over the computer store she started, still came to her for tech support—and she had a clever sense of humor and remarkable skill with margarita blending. The only problem was, seeing her made me miss my mother. Mom wasn’t much like Marty, despite their long friendship, but Mom had once been interesting and clever. Now she was in an Alzheimer’s facility, her mind degrading. Joe, Clarence, and Arnold were part of my father’s coffee group, so I could call them the Coffee Shop Irregulars and pretend I was simply hanging out with the guys. I couldn’t really imagine my mother as part of that group, even back when she had her full faculties, but I wished she’d had the chance to prove me wrong. Still, Marty helped put Mr. Jaramillo at ease with Spanish that was, as far as I could judge, not as good as Jen’s, but better than anyone else’s there, barring the Jaramillos themselves.

When everyone was present, I cleared my throat and prepared to start the meeting.

Something filled the doorway. It looked like an amateur Halloween costume that had been left in a damp basement for about fifty years. A muffled voice came through the head of the . . . possum was still my best guess, though why would anyone want a possum around their pizza?

“Excuse me?” I said, while everyone stared.

The thing waved its arms and shouted. I caught the words welcome and guest of honor. Or maybe it was guest of horror.

Jen stood and shouted back. “No party! Thank you! Just dinner, no entertainment.”

The costumed person slumped their shoulders and dropped their head forward in a pantomime of disappointment. When we didn’t change our minds, it shuffled out with a wail of despair—or maybe that was a child in the next room terrified by the monster.

Jen didn’t look at me as she said, “This was the best place I could find on short notice. Now we only have the room for an hour, so let’s get busy.”

“When we get busy, it takes more than an hour!” Clarence elbowed Arnold. “Right?” Arnold snickered and whispered something I was quite sure I didn’t want to hear.

I cleared my throat. “Dad, did you learn anything from Danica? She’s a clerk at the motel,” I added, for anyone who didn’t know.

“She’s only worked there a few months. She thought Brian Gilford was a creep, but the shooting scared her. She seemed concerned about her own safety, not about the murder or Brian’s arrest. She doesn’t know any of the cleaners and doesn’t want to. She said the ‘old man’ who owned the place until he died was ‘a senile old fool,’ but the head of housekeeping, ‘a nasty old battle-ax,’ gave orders during the day until your friend Nathan took over.”

Manny quietly translated for his grandfather, although he frowned over some of the phrases.

“Nathan, for the record, is also a creep,” Dad said, “but it doesn’t sound like he asked anything improper of her. Creep is her go-to for men she doesn’t like.”

“She sounds like a real treasure,” Marty said.

Dad shrugged. “She’d had a shock, and clearly, she didn’t like the job very much even before all this. She dropped out of community college, but I think this has convinced her to go back and find a different career.”

“Ideally, one that doesn’t involve customer service,” I said. “In your opinion, is she an innocent bystander in all of this?”

Dad hesitated. “It could have been an act, but I don’t think so. When she finished pouring out her troubles to me, she said again she was going to quit. I told her I thought that was a good idea. She went into the lobby for a few minutes and then left the property.”

“We were in the lobby,” Arnold said. “She did quit, and that Robinson woman didn’t seem sorry to get rid of her.”

“All right.” I waited a moment for Manny to catch up on the translation. “That brings us to Clarence and Arnold. Did you learn anything useful from Ursula Robinson?”

“Did we!” Clarence rubbed his hands together. “So, let me set the scene—”

Three people pushed into the room, screaming loud enough to drown out all conversation.


Chapter Sixteen


Maybe “people” wasn’t quite accurate, though, presumably, the costume heads sat atop human shoulders. A brown duck, or possibly a platypus—hard to tell from only the head, which looked like a third-grade craft project—strummed a banjo. It was followed by a big-eared mouse that was close enough to its more famous brother to get the place sued if Disney lawyers ever had the misfortune to find themselves here. The mouse played an accordion a few beats behind the banjo, as far as my tortured ears could determine. Only the possum had a complete body costume, and they must have been miked up, because their singing voice was louder than their earlier speaking voice, though not much more understandable.

Jen jumped up and stormed around the table, waving her arms. “No! Stop! Dinner only, no entertainment.” She shoved the offending musical menagerie back through the doorway, muttering something about a tip if they left us alone.

Silence settled over the room, or at least the low-level roar from the next room, which now felt like peaceful bliss.

A small child darted into the room and pointed a finger gun. “Pew! Pew!” The miniature gunslinger escaped into the other room before anyone could return fire.

Clarence huffed out a breath. “I can’t believe we got upstaged by animal musicians and a pint-sized pipsqueak!”

Jen returned, followed by the waitstaff carrying several large pizzas. Now that was an interruption we could tolerate. We took a break so everyone could get a piece or two inside of them. The pizza was by far the best thing about this place, and it was only adequate.

I wiped greasy fingers on a napkin that was of such poor quality it mainly served to spread the grease more evenly. “Clarence, Arnold, whenever you’re ready.”

The two men exchanged mischievous looks. “I think we should act out the scene,” Arnold said. “That will give you a better feel for what happened.”

I would’ve put my head in my hands, but I didn’t want pizza grease in my hair. “Proceed.”

“I’ll be Ursula.” Arnold sat back with a scowl.

“Well, hello there, gorgeous!” Clarence leaned toward his partner. “Lots of excitement here today.”

“Yes, and I’m quite busy. If you’d like to check out, I’d be happy to help. No charge for tonight, given the circumstances.”

“The only thing I want to check out is you.” Clarence bobbed his eyebrows up and down.

Joe choked on laughter. Dad closed his eyes and shook his head. Manny whispered the translation to his grandfather, who frowned and looked around the table as if wondering whether this was a complicated prank. Jen tapped her pen on her notebook. Apparently, she hadn’t heard anything worth writing down yet. Marty met my gaze across the table and gave a little shrug that said, You asked for it.

“We get it,” I said. “Clarence flirted with Ursula Robinson, or you both did. Perhaps we can skip ahead.”

“I took the lead, because Arnold isn’t as good with women as I am,” Clarence said.

“Says the divorced man,” Arnold muttered.

“Hey, the divorce was amicable, and I learned a thing or two during seventeen years of marriage. Okay, let’s assume I’ve charmed Ursula.” Clarence leaned toward Arnold again with a sly smile. “I said something about . . . um . . .”

“Knowing how to treat a woman right?” Arnold rolled his eyes. It was unclear if that was in his role as Ursula Robinson or his own commentary. “And then I said—I mean Ursula said—” His voice rose an octave. “‘All you old men are alike. Making promises you won’t keep.’” He pouted, a look I couldn’t imagine on stern Ursula Robinson.

Clarence put a hand to his chest, his expression sympathetic. “You sound like you’ve been disappointed in love. I take it you’re not married now?”

Arnold, as Ursula, snorted. “Husbands have never done me any good.”

“What a shame,” Clarence said. “A jewel like you should be enjoying a life of leisure, not working in a place like this. I wish I could take you away from it all. Give you everything you’ve dreamed of.”

Arnold glared. Now that expression I could imagine on Robinson. “You don’t know anything about my dreams.”

“So tell me.” Clarence leaned his chin in his hand and batted his eyelashes. “Maybe I can help you with them.”

Arnold sighed, his expression turning tragic. “This place was my dream. I thought I’d be running it now, but my lover lied to me, and then he died. That’s what happens when women trust men like you.”

“Wait, lover?” Jen looked up from the doodles in her notebook. “What? Lover? Died?”

Arnold and Clarence both nodded smugly. I had to admit, I’d been tolerating their skit, hoping it would get the theatrics out of their systems. But they had actually found something interesting. I doubted Arnold’s portrayal of Ursula’s expressions was accurate, but I didn’t think they’d fudge the content of her words.

“She mostly clammed up after that,” Arnold said in his own voice.

“But I’m pretty sure she was talking about the guy who owned the motel,” Clarence added. “It sounded like she thought she’d inherit the place.”

“Huh.” I leaned back as thoughts whirled. Ursula Robinson had been dating Nathan’s father? Had they really cared for each other, or had she been taking advantage of an old man whose mind was failing?

It was hard to judge a person, or relationship, from the outside, but Robinson didn’t strike me as someone who gave in to tender feelings. She could have slowly taken more control of the motel as Mr. Finch’s abilities faded. It wasn’t so hard to manipulate someone who was losing his memories. She might have persuaded him to make a will in her favor, a retirement plan for a woman who felt she deserved more than life had given her.

But somehow, her plan had failed. Nathan had said he and his sister inherited because they were the closest relatives, and there wasn’t any will. Either the elder Mr. Finch hadn’t made the will after all—maybe he died before he got around to it—or Ursula couldn’t find it. Mom started putting things in all kinds of odd places as her memory faded. We were still finding random things, including a desiccated sandwich in the downstairs bathroom drawer and three pairs of reading glasses in the freezer.

“No wonder she hates Nathan so much,” Jen said. “If she expected to take over the motel, and then her dead lover’s son shows up, of course she’d be resentful. But what about the other stuff? The strip club, and hiding illegal immigrants, or whatever’s going on?”

“She’s head of housekeeping,” I said. “It’s hard to believe someone else would be funneling illegal immigrants to her department and she wouldn’t have a clue about it. And if the women who work in the back of the club also stay at the motel, possibly under guard . . . Good grief. Maybe Ursula Robinson is a criminal mastermind.”

I frowned over that. “It’s hard to believe all the younger guys, Gurkin and Smirnoff and Gilford and the dead cop, deferred to an elderly woman.”

Clarence drew himself up. “Hey, she’s only sixty-eight. In the prime of life.”

I tried not to smile. “I meant elderly in their eyes.” And maybe mine, too, given how much I’d been resenting and struggling against my own aging. I ought to knock that off. If Ursula Robinson could be a criminal mastermind at age sixty-eight, who knew what I’d be able to do in the next stage of my life? “You know how a lot of younger men see more mature women,” I added.

“Or don’t see us,” Marty said. “But sometimes when people don’t see you, it gives you the opportunity to do whatever you want without anyone noticing.”

Joe side-eyed his wife. “Something you want to tell me, baby?”

She smiled sweetly. “No.”

“Now what?” Jen asked.

Everyone was silent for a minute.

Dad sighed. “I don’t suppose we’re all thinking we should just tell the police and let them take care of it?”

Clarence huffed. “You’re no fun.”

“The problem is, the local police aren’t trustworthy,” I said slowly.

“What about your detective friend?” Joe asked.

“On the bright side, Detective Padilla already knows some of what we found, and she’s suspicious of the local police. On the negative side, we’re out of her jurisdiction, and I doubt she could convince her police department to go to war against this one without a ton of evidence and probably a lot of paperwork.”

“Who handles human trafficking?” Marty asked. “That’s what we’re talking about, right? Illegal immigration would be ICE or Homeland Security, but we’re not concerned with willing workers coming here, either legally or illegally. With the club and all, and Manny’s mother’s disappearance . . .” Her gaze lingered on Manny and his grandfather. “It’s something else.”

“The FBI,” Jen said. “I looked it up. Other government departments might be involved, too, but the FBI would generally coordinate trafficking cases, whether for forced labor or other.”

They were avoiding voicing the fear that the missing women had been forced into the sex trade. Mr. Jaramillo had probably already thought of it. Maybe Manny knew about the possibility, as well, but if not, we didn’t want to be the ones to tell him—though it might be better than whatever he feared, if it meant she was alive.

“Do you have a picture of your mother?” Arnold asked Manny.

Manny spoke to his grandfather, who pulled out a crumpled photograph and passed it over.

Arnold and Clarence studied it carefully. I think we all held our breath. Manny and Mr. Jaramillo were probably hoping to hear someone had seen her. The rest of us were wondering if they’d recognize one of the women they’d seen the night before getting ushered out of the club and then herded back in.

“No,” Clarence said at last. “I don’t think so.”

Arnold passed the photo back. “We can’t say we’ve seen her.”

Manny’s face crumpled. Mr. Jaramillo nodded sadly and kissed the photo before putting it back in his pocket. Of course, the guys said they didn’t get a good look at the women coming out of the club. There might have been other women imprisoned there, or this club could be connected to a syndicate that sent women on to other places. Not seeing her didn’t mean she was dead. But each day that slipped past without finding her made her survival less likely, and her trauma greater if she did survive.

Dad cleared his throat. “So do we call the FBI?”

“Would they believe us?” Jen asked.

“If that guy from the park is FBI . . .” Dad trailed off.

“Big if,” I said. “We just don’t know enough, and I’m not sure how to find out more quickly. Even if he’s a government agent and not corrupt, he could be DEA or ICE.”

“He’d know who to call.” Dad sighed. “But it would take time, and it’s still a big if. If he’s part of a different operation, he might not want to do anything that would mess up his own sting.”

We considered it somberly for a minute. Finally, I said, “The problem is, if we get authorities involved, that takes time. We have to explain everything and convince them we’re not crackpots. Even then, they might not do anything right away. They’d probably want to bring in their own teams to investigate, liaise with different groups, maybe go undercover. Worst-case scenario, they tip off the local police, who tip off the people bribing them, and the whole thing gets shut down—or more likely shifted elsewhere—before the FBI move in. Best scenario, it takes days or even weeks to build a case against everyone and round them up. In that time, women might get injured, catch a disease, be moved across country . . . The FBI’s priority could be to get evidence against the bad guys.”

I looked around the table at our team. A ten-year-old boy. One senior woman and five senior men. Me with my cane and poor balance. Jen was the closest we had to a fully functioning adult. Detective Padilla was busy and didn’t have the authority to help us in the way we wanted. I knew Todd would help if I asked, but I didn’t want to risk his career as mayor. Anyway, we might need his political clout to help the women after the rescue—or get charges against us dropped.

Oh well. We’d made it this far without playing by the rules.

“I’m entirely in favor of putting away bad guys,” I said, “but I think I speak for everyone when I say our priority is to help any women in danger.”

“You’re right,” Marty said. “I’m not usually much of a rule breaker, but we have to get those poor women to safety.”

“I am a rule breaker, and I agree,” Clarence said.

Arnold nodded. “Let the officials worry about getting their convictions later.”

Manny quickly translated for his grandfather. Mr. Jaramillo stood. “Friends. You are good people.” He spoke slowly, carefully, giving each sentence impact. “I tell police. No good. I want my daughter.”

“Please help us find my mother,” Manny said.

Clarence rubbed his hands together. “It sounds like we get to set up another sting operation!”

Oh, joy. Those had never yet gone the way we intended. But we were still alive, and people needed our help. “Okay. Let’s plan.”


Chapter Seventeen


A couple of hours later, we were sitting in our various vehicles. Jen and I sat in her car at the motel. Marty and Joe had their van in the next parking lot over from the club. Arnold, Clarence, and Mr. Jaramillo were parked along the street, facing one direction. Manny and my dad were a block away, facing the other direction. Four vehicles, each with someone who spoke Spanish.

We’d decided the best place to stage an attack/rescue would be on the street, when the bad guys transported the women from the motel to the club. We’d surround their van, causing a minor accident if we had to, and call for ambulances and the fire department. The criminals wouldn’t risk a shoot-out in the middle of the street—we hoped. If the bad guys fled, at least we’d be able to rescue the women.

The problem was, we weren’t sure what time they took the women to the club, or if they would transport them at all that night. We knew the women who worked the “private” section of the club had been hustled back inside the night before when police were swarming the motel. It was entirely possible, perhaps even likely, that the women had stayed at the club all day to avoid the police. But maybe they’d sent the women back to the Midnight Motel after the police left, or perhaps they’d taken the women somewhere else. In either of those cases, the street provided our best chance of conducting a relatively straightforward rescue.

So we waited. And waited.

A limo pulled up. The three exotic dancers strolled out in their tiny dresses. A tough guy—Gurkin, I thought—trailed behind them, scanning the area for . . . danger, I suppose. Smirnoff might have been the driver. The limo whisked them away.

“I wonder if those women have any idea what’s going on behind the scenes,” Jen said.

“I’d like to think not. It sounded like the club brings in different headliners each weekend. They wouldn’t want to risk so many people knowing what else goes on there. The dancers are probably kept away from the back rooms. They came on stage from the opposite side, so they must have a dressing room over there.”

If those women chose to earn good money with their dancing, I had no criticism, as long as they weren’t supporting human trafficking at the same time. I suspected they were innocent bystanders, except for maybe Xandi Abbot and the blond guy she met in the park. Those two were still wild cards. I wished we had time to dig for more information. Despite the revelations about Ursula Robinson, I was not entirely convinced we’d solved the mystery, or mysteries, shadowing the Midnight Motel.

We waited another half hour. Patrons arrived, but we saw no sign of women being moved to the club. With all the attention the motel had been getting, the club owners probably decided it was safer to keep their prisoners there for a few more days.

“I’m going to call it.” I texted a message that we’d have to try plan B. Fortunately, we had a plan B, which targeted the club itself.

Unfortunately, plan B was a lot more complicated than plan A. Arnold and Clarence headed into the club in their guise of randy bachelors on the prowl. We sent Manny back to the motel and his grandmother. He resented it, but he was struggling to stay awake, and we had hours to go with plan B. Mr. Jaramillo and Dad joined Joe and Marty in their van. They’d have a long wait before they got to do anything, but no one wanted to return to their rooms and try to sleep.

Jen and I had a shorter wait, but it still felt plenty long as I imagined Arnold and Clarence scouting the club. Our plan didn’t call for them to go unnoticed, but they had to avoid the wrong kind of attention. If they got kicked out or arrested, the plan fell apart. Not that they were supposed to do anything that might get them kicked out or arrested, but with those two you never knew.

Finally, they messaged me.

“Okay, there are two single-person bathrooms,” I told Jen. “Also a closet with cleaning supplies next to them, but the bathrooms are a better bet.” I checked the time. “Almost eleven. Let’s go.”

Jen and I had dressed in dark clothing. We walked down to the club. Our goal was to stay inside after closing, so we didn’t want to leave a car in the lot. The walk felt good after sitting in the car for so long. I took a deep breath of the relatively fresh night air as we neared the door.

The bouncer let us in. If he recognized us and thought it was odd we were returning, he didn’t show it.

Jen and I got drinks. The place was packed, the waitress too busy to make conversation. That was fine with us. We kept an eye on the crowd as we pretended to watch the show. Gurkin and Smirnoff sat near the stage. A couple of times they grabbed a guy trying to get too close to the dancers. Arnold and Clarence traded jokes and insults with half a dozen other men at the tables around them. A steady stream of men went into the back. It made my skin crawl, and I wished we could do something immediately, but the women had survived this long. Hopefully, they only had to get through a few more hours.

About midnight, the waitress paused by our table. “Ladies? Another?”

“No, I think we’ll take off,” Jen said.

I put up a hand to cover a big yawn as Jen pulled out some money.

“Cool cane.” The waitress nodded at my cane with the octopus head on top.

“Thanks.” I smiled, but I didn’t tell her it was actually a sword cane, and even better, the octopus head was heavy enough to make a good club.

The waitress took our money and cleared away the empty glasses. I caught Arnold’s eye across the room and nodded. He prodded Clarence and said something that made the men around them laugh.

Jen and I moved slowly through the crowd. Arnold and Clarence caught up with us near the exit. Jen and I veered off down a hallway to the bathrooms. Behind us, Clarence called out something to the waitress.

Hopefully, everyone would think Jen and I had left at the same time as the men. Maybe no one noticed us at all, but we didn’t want to risk it, especially since Gurkin and Smirnoff could recognize us.

I joined Jen at a door that had an Out of Order sign on it. She tried the handle. It didn’t move, but when she pushed on the door, it opened. I peeled off the piece of tape over the door lock as we slid inside. I closed the door before flipping up the light switch.

“Pee-ew!” Jen muttered.

“Yeah.” The guys had done a good job of making sure the bathroom would be closed for the rest of the night. I didn’t know exactly how they’d done it, but a pool of water sat around the toilet, and the place stank.

Jen fished in her handbag and came out with some mint lip balm that she dabbed under her nose before handing it to me. “I can’t believe we have two more hours in here.”

We thought it would attract more attention if we waited until closing time to play our trick. But I envied the folks sitting in a van in the parking lot.

I texted Clarence: What did you do in here?

Just set off a stink bomb and poured water from the sink around the toilet. It’s harmless.

Easy for you to say. Should I ask how you got ahold of a stink bomb so quickly?

No. Point is, we said the toilet had overflowed. The waitress took one whiff, slammed the door, and said it could wait for tomorrow’s cleaning crew.

The next two hours passed unbearably slowly. We could only talk in whispers. Mostly, we whispered things like, “This stinks—literally and figuratively,” and “How do TV shows make sting operations look so glamorous?” No way would we sit on the floor, and the toilet didn’t even have a lid that folded down. I ached from my lower back down to my feet, even with frequent stretching and finally getting around to the exercises I was supposed to do every day. I loved my Kraken cane, but I needed a cane with a platform head I could balance on as a seat.

Jen spent a lot of time on her phone, partly texting her family. I asked her, “Are you telling them what you’re doing right now?”

She snorted. “No way. I’m never telling them about this.”

I pulled my phone out and took a quick picture while she was distracted. I’d send it to Gary later—once the excitement was over, so he wouldn’t worry. Not that the photo made our job look exciting in the least. Currently, the biggest risk was catching a disease from touching anything in a strip club bathroom.

Finally, two a.m. came, and we started getting texts from the outside team. They let us know that the last customers were shuffling out. The parking lot mostly emptied. Gurkin and Smirnoff escorted the three headliner dancers to the limo, and they all headed back to the motel.

Jen and I fidgeted and paced in the small space. I expected the team out in the van was equally anxious. If the bad guys decided it was safe to take the imprisoned women back to the motel now, Jen and I had just suffered through several hours standing in a stinky bathroom for nothing. We wouldn’t even be in place to surround their van with our cars on the way back. Plus, it would be riskier trying to stop them at two a.m., when the streets were empty, than it had been at nine p.m., with more witnesses around.

Dad notified us when the bouncer from the front door left. Half an hour after that, the bartenders headed home, or at least headed someplace that wasn’t here. And last of all, the guy who guarded the inside door left as well—alone. It was a relief, but not a surprise, that the women in the back would have to spend another night at the club, what with all the attention the motel was getting.

I pulled the bathroom door open an inch and listened for a full minute. No voices, no footsteps, no clinking glasses. We were trusting that any cleaners would come during the day. Why pay extra for nighttime cleaning when the club didn’t open until evening? Or if they didn’t pay, because they made the prisoners do the cleaning, that could wait for daylight too.

I pulled out my phone and dialed Dad. “Going out now,” I whispered.

“Got it.”

We kept the line open, so Dad would have immediate notice if anything happened to us, and he could get help.

Jen and I crept to the main room. A single light shone just inside the front door. The tables crouched like trolls in the darkness. The place smelled of sweat and beer and things I didn’t want to consider too closely, but it was still better than the bathroom.

I heard only our own breathing. I led the way to the back hallway. It was pitch-black, with no windows and the dim light by the front door twenty feet behind us.

Jen’s hand found mine and squeezed.

“We need light,” I murmured. “Get ready.”

I shook my phone to turn on the flashlight. The beam flared astonishingly bright after the darkness. The light bounced around the hallway until I got it steady and aimed. We tried a couple of the doors. Locked. They would have no reason to lock these doors unless the women were still inside.

Or, of course, the club might have other valuables in storage, but we were betting on women who had been trafficked for the sex industry. It seemed unlikely that the women Arnold and Clarence had described were working in the back of the club in order to tell fortunes, run gambling tables, or sell drugs. They were the product for sale.

“All quiet here,” I told Dad. “Simon is up.”

Simon had headed this way as soon as we knew we’d have to go to plan B. Marty and Joe’s grandson had some special skills we needed. First of all, he had a drone and knew how to fly it. With the drone, he’d carry a piece of dark fabric to the security camera over the back door. If someone was actually monitoring the camera, covering it would warn them that something was wrong, but we were betting the security camera was mainly there as a deterrent and to provide a recording if someone did break in.

The back door also had a keypad, and we didn’t have the code for it, which is why Jen and I had an unpleasant evening in an out-of-order bathroom. We just had to hope that opening the door from the inside wouldn’t set off an alarm if something wasn’t deactivated first. But I didn’t see a security system inside. The club wouldn’t want a professional security team if they had things—or people—to hide.

They might not mind certain local police officers responding, but one hoped the entire police department wasn’t corrupt, and you couldn’t guarantee an ally on duty at all times.

I went to the end of the hall farthest from the door, leaned my cane in the corner, and pulled a miniature camera out of my pocket. This thing was tiny, smaller than my fingernail, which was exactly what we needed, but made it hard to handle. I crouched and set my phone against the wall so the light shone on my hands. I felt around for the edge of the bit of plastic on the back of the camera and peeled that off to expose adhesive.

I stood, holding the camera delicately between my finger and thumb as I considered where to put it. I settled on the corner where the two walls met, at about my eye height, where it should get a view of the entire hallway. We hoped it would give us evidence of who else was involved in human trafficking and sexual enslavement. Plus, it might be satisfying to see them as they discovered the empty rooms.

I picked up my phone and stepped out of the camera’s view. “Okay, camera is set.”

“Marty’s checking the feed,” Dad said. Thirty seconds later, he added, “Can you aim it down a smidge? Yes, that’s good. What’s Jen doing?”

I turned to see Jen crouching in front of a door, poking at the lock.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Picking the lock. Shine the light this way.”

“Wait, you really can pick locks?” That had been Simon’s job as well. He’d taught himself because he so often left his house keys in the computer store or his shop keys at home.

Something hit the floor with a metallic tinkle. Jen growled and picked it up. “Simon learned from online videos, so I figured I could too.” She got back to work.

Well, that was convenient. With two of them, we could get the doors open twice as fast. Or maybe one-and-a-half times as fast, given how long Jen was taking.

Dad’s voice came from my phone. “We’re ready.”

I tried to keep my phone’s light aimed toward Jen’s lock while I went to the back door. I took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

Simon and Mr. Jaramillo slipped in.

I had tensed, waiting for an alarm to go off. When none sounded, my shoulders dropped slightly, but the tension didn’t entirely leave. It could have a silent alarm. Bad guys could be headed our way that moment. But Dad would see anyone approaching.

We didn’t want to scare the women with a huge group, so we had only those of us who were necessary or who might put the prisoners more at ease. Of course, if they’d been trafficked by Ursula Robinson, seeing elderly people and women wouldn’t make them feel safe. Still, we had to have someone there to explain the situation—ideally, people who spoke Spanish.

Simon crouched, flipped on the light on his headlamp, and got to work on one lock. He finished his and backed away from the door. Mr. Jaramillo crossed himself, whispering a prayer in Spanish, and opened the door.

A moment later Jen made a satisfied sound and opened her door. She went into that room. Soft voices carried out conversations in the open rooms as Simon went to work on the next two doors.

I stood in the hallway, feeling somewhat useless. That’s management for you.

Dad’s voice came through the phone, too faint for me to hear. I held it closer to my ear, still trying to keep it trained on Jen’s door. “Sorry, what was that?”

“I hear a police siren in the distance.”

Here’s where management got tricky. Did I tell everyone about the siren? If it was distant, it might not be heading this way. In any case, knowing time was running out could make people anxious and clumsy.

I stayed silent. Hard calls, life-and-death decisions—that’s why I made the big bucks.

Mr. Jaramillo came out, followed hesitantly by a petite young woman with black hair. Mr. Jaramillo met my eyes and shook his head. Not his daughter, then. He said something gentle to the girl in Spanish and moved over to the next door as Simon got it open.

Jen came out with another young woman. Mr. Jaramillo whipped his head around to look at her. His shoulders slumped. Jen led the girl over to the first one, who huddled against the wall. They grabbed each other and clung together. Neither looked more than about sixteen.

Mr. Jaramillo went into the third room. Simon got the final door open. He stood.

“Go ahead out,” I whispered to him.

He nodded, gave the girls an awkward smile, and slipped out the door. I didn’t hear a siren in the few seconds the door was open. Maybe it wasn’t anything to do with us.

“Take these two out,” I told Jen. “I’ll wait with Mr. Jaramillo.”

Then I remembered that we should also be collecting evidence, so I went into the empty rooms and took pictures of the setup. I made sure to have location tracking on my phone to prove where the photos had been taken.

I went back to the hall to greet the third prisoner, who looked, if anything, younger and more terrified than the others. I tried to calm her with brief statements such as “Help” and “Safe.”

Mr. Jaramillo came out with the final victim. He looked at me and shook his head, his face crumpled with grief. We hadn’t found his daughter. Yet, he gently guided the young woman and whispered comforting words to her.

I quickly followed, closing the door behind me. We scurried across the parking lot. The drone rose from the roof with the black fabric and flew overhead. In minutes, we’d be gone, leaving few signs we had ever been there.

The rescue mission had been successful, except for one thing. We hadn’t found Manny’s mother.


Chapter Eighteen


We all met up in the second parking lot down from the club, where a strip mall blocked our view of it and its view of us. Marty and Joe would take the victims to a smart young lawyer they knew. Marty was explaining that the lawyer would try to broker a deal to get them whatever help they needed, including papers to stay in this country or transportation back to their countries of origin, whichever they preferred, in exchange for testifying about what had happened to them.

Mr. Jaramillo turned to me, his face gray with exhaustion and grief. “How do I tell my wife? The boy?”

“It’s not over.” I gripped his arm and spoke slowly so he could get the gist of my words. “We knew this was possible. We will keep looking, and we will find her. We need to know how these people work. Can these women tell us anything?”

He nodded, swallowed hard, and turned to the young women with a tremulous smile. He asked questions in Spanish. Two of the girls seemed too frightened to speak, but the other two answered.

Marty translated for the rest of us. “They were offered jobs and a promise of green cards. They started at the motel, as cleaners. Once they’d worked there for a month, they were told they were here illegally. They never got paid.”

Marty listened for another minute, looking grim. “You can imagine the threats. The girls would be arrested if they went to anyone for help. They had no money to get home. No way of even knowing how to find a bus station. Threats and promises, rewards if they did what they were told.”

Jen put a hand to her stomach. “Including working the back of that club.”

Dad put an arm around Jen. Clarence muttered something, shaking his head. Arnold blew his nose into a giant handkerchief.

We were all angry, but we had learned something. “That means the cleaning women at the motel are also victims of this operation,” I said. “Manny’s mother has been missing a month, but the Jaramillos have been here almost a week. The bad guys might not chance moving her with her family around.”

Mr. Jaramillo pressed his hands together, as if praying. “Is Maria at hotel all time? Where?”

“You were asking questions,” I said. “They’d keep her under wraps.”

His eyebrows drew together. “Under . . .”

“Hidden,” I explained.

Or they’d sent her somewhere else to work. Or they’d gotten rid of her entirely, since it turned out she did have family that cared about her. The Jaramillos had followed the trail to the Midnight Motel. The traffickers might want to give the family an end to the story that led elsewhere. If they killed her down near the border, they could claim she’d never actually reached the motel. But in that case, they’d want her body found quickly, and it hadn’t turned up yet.

In any case, considering those possibilities wouldn’t help us now.

A car drove past, music blaring out the open windows. We all watched it until it disappeared past the club. I heard several relieved exhales. We were all on edge.

“Okay,” I told Marty. “Let’s get them out of here. Thank you so much for the help.”

“We are glad to do it.” She ushered the young women into the van.

One of the girls hung back, darting glances around as if wondering whether it would be better to run. I could hardly blame her for not wanting to get into a van with strangers. Mr. Jaramillo spoke gently to her, and finally she got in too. Joe started the van, while Marty twisted in the front passenger seat to look back and reassure the girls. Mr. Jaramillo managed a smile and waved as the van drove away, carrying its cargo to safety.

“We have to get those villains!” Clarence said.

People started talking over each other. I was aching from head to toes and drooping with exhaustion. But we’d gotten this far, and that counted for something.

Finally, the babbling faded as people turned to me. “Kate?” Dad asked.

It was time for plan C. Which meant I needed to develop a plan C.

I gathered my energy. “The motel cleaners must be in those upstairs rooms by the laundry, the ones with the keypad locks. They couldn’t be locked in if they were in regular rooms.”

“I can’t pick a keypad,” Jen said. “Someone might be able to break in, but not me.”

I nodded. “The internet might give us some options for getting past them, but we’re in a hurry. If we can access the computer, maybe we’ll find the right codes. The information we need might be in Ursula Robinson’s private office upstairs, but we can’t get in there either without a key. She can’t be on duty all the time, so they must keep a backup key for emergencies. I wonder who’s on duty in the office tonight.”

Jen frowned. “Danica quit, and Brian Gilford is in the hospital, or maybe the morgue by now. Ursula Robinson was there all day. At her age, surely she’s not going to stay up all night as well.”

“Hey!” Clarence said. “Most of us here are older than she is.”

Jen rolled her eyes. “You’re clearly exceptions to the standards of aging. You’re ageless.”

“Got that right.”

“I’d be asleep now if I could.” I tried not to yawn at the thought of sleep. “I think Jen’s point is that they can’t have too many people left who could cover an extra shift.”

“Maybe they closed the lobby for the night, if they’re not expecting any late arrivals,” Dad said.

“Ugh, breaking into the lobby is probably as hard as breaking into those rooms.”

“What about pulling a fire alarm?” Clarence asked.

“It wouldn’t unlock the keypad doors,” I said. “Would it?”

“No?” Clarence said. “But . . . Yeah, you’re right, these people probably don’t care enough about the lives of their prisoners to get them out of a burning building.”

“At least not until they saw actual fire. I’ve had the fire alarm go off in a hotel dozens of times, and it was only a real fire twice.” And violent insurgents once, but Dad didn’t know about that and I hoped to keep it that way.

I imagined the results of a fire alarm going off. The fire department would arrive. They probably weren’t in league with the corrupt police, but would they break down the doors if we insisted people were inside, and motel employees insisted the rooms were empty?

“We don’t need the chaos of firefighters and police officers and dozens of motel guests milling around,” I said. “Let’s save starting fires as a last resort.”

“Maybe Nathan’s still there.” Jen looked at me. “When he was pestering me earlier, he wanted us to report what we’d found ASAP, blah blah blah. I think the cop’s murder and Gilford’s shooting are affecting him.”

“I’d worry about him if they didn’t,” Dad said.

“I told him we were in the middle of something important and would talk to him tomorrow,” Jen said. “He said he’d be in the office until late, but I don’t know if he meant this late. It’s after three.”

“Okay. Let’s start by finding out what we’re up against.” I headed for the two remaining cars.

Mr. Jaramillo joined Jen and me in Dad’s car. Arnold and Clarence drove back to the motel in their vehicle.

We pulled around behind the motel. It took me a moment to find enough energy to get out of the car. I limped toward the back passageway. My physical therapist would scold me if she saw how much I was leaning on my cane. Good thing my decent health insurance had run out and I no longer went to PT.

Something shot out of the passageway, barreling toward us.

I braced myself, but the small figure stopped a few feet away. “Mama?” Manny asked, searching our group.

His grandfather hugged him, quietly explaining how we had failed.

I looked around. I didn’t see anyone else lurking in the shadows. That didn’t mean no one was hiding behind one of the cars. I didn’t know why they would, but I hadn’t expected most of the things that had happened since we arrived.

“Jen and I will see if Nathan is in and try to get the room codes, if they’ve been entered into that computer.” I looked around at the four older men and Manny. Nathan didn’t yet know that we’d called in reinforcements, and I didn’t want to get into long explanations. I needed to find jobs to distract the others. “Arnold and Clarence, why don’t you take a walk around the outside of the property? Make sure no one’s lurking who might cause a problem.”

Clarence saluted. “Aye aye, Chief!”

“Dad, you and the Jaramillos check the courtyard.”

Dad’s eyebrows twitched, and his half smile suggested he knew what I was doing. “What do we do if we find someone?”

“Um.” Good question. “I suppose it depends on who you find and what they’re doing. I’ll leave it to your discretion.”

“We’re supposed to have that?” Clarence asked. “I lost mine in ’82.”

Arnold leaned close and whispered, “Why do I get the feeling you’re trying to get us out of the way?”

My face heated, but they wouldn’t be able to see my blush in the poorly lit parking lot. “Hey, I found a dead guy on the patio and found the same dead guy again in the elevator. As far as I’m concerned, anything could be out there.”

“Good point.” Arnold gave a salute like Clarence had, winked, and followed his partner.

Mr. Jaramillo stared at the upper floor, as if he could see his daughter through the walls. “I must go there.”

I hesitated. “I guess you could knock on the doors. Wake up anyone inside. If we’re wrong, and they can get out, you’ll save us some time. If they can’t get out, at least they’ll be awake when we get there. But you don’t want to disturb the wrong person. It could still be dangerous.”

Manny translated. His grandfather replied in Spanish. Manny turned to me. “We will be careful. If anyone comes, I will say my grandfather is not . . . What’s the thing that old people get sometimes?” He tapped the side of his head with a finger.

“He has Alzheimer’s?” I said.

Manny nodded. “He has the Alzheimer’s and wanders at night. I am taking him back to our room.”

“Okay. Be careful.” I shivered a little, and it wasn’t cold out, but I wasn’t in a position to tell Mr. Jaramillo what he should do or let his grandson do.

They headed for the back passageway with the stairs. Dad, Jen, and I went into the courtyard. The surface of the pool danced in the light shining from below. I didn’t see anyone, but from where we were, it was too dark to see if anyone was on the patio.

“I’ll check this side.” Dad patted my shoulder and turned left.

Jen and I turned right, which would take us past the tough guys’ rooms and our own. A light shone from Smirnoff’s room, but the curtains were pulled tight. He should’ve gotten home at least an hour before, but maybe he’d like to unwind before going to sleep. Or maybe he was entertaining guests.

Another room on that side had a light barely visible below the edge of the curtain. I stopped. “That’s our room. Did we leave the light on?”

Jen didn’t speak for a moment. “We must have, right? I try to always check, but with the stress . . . Unless Nathan decided to wait for us there instead of the office. I think he guessed I was trying to dodge his questions. He’d be able to get in.”

I got a prickly sensation, like my nerves were trying to tell me something. It was probably just fatigue mixed with anxiety, but . . . “Let’s see.”

Jen found her key card first and we stepped up to the door. She glanced at me. I nodded. She unlocked the door and slowly pushed it open, first revealing the dresser/desk combo.

The door swung wider. A lamp by the desk shone on a figure sprawled on the floor.

Jen gasped. Or maybe that was me.

The lamp didn’t light the scene very well, but it showed gray hair and a flowered blouse, both stained with blood.

A man stepped out of the bathroom, drying his hands on a towel. He froze, staring at us. The yellow lampshade made Nathan’s skin look sickly. His eyes were in shadow.

Vertigo washed over me, the world tilting like a kaleidoscope before it settled back into a new pattern.

Nathan swore.

“What—what—” Jen gasped.

Nathan stepped past the body. We stumbled back as he pushed through the doorway.

“Come on.” He grabbed an arm on each of us.

“What happened?” Jen’s voice rose shrilly.

“Keep your voice down,” Nathan snapped. “I’ll explain everything.”

It would have to be a darn good explanation. I looked around for Dad, but I was on the outside of the courtyard, with Nathan and Jen blocking my view of the other side. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I saw Dad, anyway. Call for his help? Hope he stayed hidden?

Nathan dragged us toward the fence around the pool. When we got there, he gave me a shove that threw me off-balance so I fell against the bars. My hand holding the cane banged painfully against one of the metal bars. I yelped, and my grip loosened. The cane tipped between two bars, but the octopus head kept it from falling through.

“Hey!” Jen twisted and tried to get past Nathan to me, but she couldn’t wriggle out of his grasp. I found my balance, but if I tried to run—even if I managed a run with my body aching after hours of standing and not enough sleep—I’d have to leave Jen behind.

Nathan crumpled the damp hand towel into a ball and tossed it over the fence. It landed right at the edge of the pool.

Nathan grabbed my arm again and we all watched intently as the towel shifted, unfolding a bit more and then slowly sliding into the water.

Nathan gave a nod of satisfaction. He was cleverer than he’d let on before. If anyone noticed the towel at the bottom of the pool, they might not link it to the dead woman in our room. Even if they did, any of Nathan’s DNA would be washed away or highly diluted in the water and chlorine. And if investigators found any trace fingerprints or DNA in the room, he’d have the excuse that he now owned the motel and had been in the room to check on something.

I got my grip back on the cane head—the heavy octopus head that made an even better weapon than the sword inside the cane shaft, if I could shift my grip down to the shaft.

But I hesitated. Jen and I outnumbered Nathan. He was stronger than I’d expected, too, but as long as we didn’t let him pick up a weapon or bind our arms, we still had a slight advantage. I wanted to use it to learn his plan.

“Come on.” He pushed and pulled us through the courtyard toward the lobby.

We got to the lobby without seeing anyone else. As the door closed behind us, Nathan let out a long sigh. He kept his grip on our arms as he headed for the counter. “All I wanted you to do was find out something I could use against Ursula. That’s it. Now I have a dead policeman, a dead night clerk, and a dead head of housekeeping.”

I wondered if Gilford had actually died, or if Nathan was assuming that part. I didn’t ask.

“Everything’s gone wrong,” he muttered as he dragged us around the counter.

Jen cleared her throat. “If there’s been an accident—or self-defense—”

I didn’t believe she believed that, but if he thought he could explain away what happened, he might not see us as a danger.

He finally let go of our arms. “If I’d wanted a real detective, I would’ve hired one! Now look.”

We all looked down at the red stain on the carpet. Nathan shook his head. “I just wanted Ursula to go away. She didn’t have a copy of the will, but she threatened to make trouble. Interfere with any sale. I need the money and I need it soon.”

The kaleidoscope picture became clearer. Nathan knew his father had dated Robinson or been manipulated by her. Maybe he hadn’t known until his father’s death, when he found the will. He hadn’t hired us to rid the motel of unsavory influences. He’d hired us, hoping we’d get just enough dirt on Ursula Robinson to threaten her if she didn’t back off.

We’d gotten more than enough dirt, but the only dirt that would affect her now was the dirt dumped on her grave.

Jen shot me a helpless glance. Nathan wasn’t going to play along with her attempt to give him an easy out. He must have killed Robinson here and moved her to our room. He’d been trying to set us up. But now what would he do?


Chapter Nineteen


“I didn’t plan to kill her,” Nathan whined. “She threatened me. Said she’d get the police to take care of me the way they took care of Gilford.”

“You’ve been put in a difficult situation,” Jen said calmly. “We understand. Let’s call nine-one-one and tell them we found a body in our room.”

“Quiet! I need to think.” Nathan paced, two steps forward, swinging around, two steps back. “Why did you have to come back right then? You’re gone all evening, ignoring my messages. You couldn’t have waited five more minutes?”

I wasn’t too happy about the timing either.

Jen went on. “We have plenty of evidence against Ursula for human trafficking. They’ll blame her death on her partners. The same people who killed the police officer. All wrapped up nicely.”

Nathan scoffed. “And my motel will be associated with human trafficking and murder! How am I supposed to sell it then?”

I refrained from pointing out that he shouldn’t have killed his employee if he didn’t want the motel associated with violent death.

“You’re looking at it the wrong way,” I said. “You’ll be a hero! The guy who broke open a human trafficking ring and uncovered police corruption. It’s great publicity. You can make statements about wanting to get rid of criminal elements before selling the place. Potential buyers will know it’s for sale and that it’s been cleaned up.”

“Don’t underestimate the publicity,” Jen said quickly. “You’ll probably get lots of people wanting to stay here because it has such an, um, rich history.”

Nathan looked from one of us to the other. “Maybe you’re right. I can still spin this.”

Jen sagged against the wall. She gave me a triumphant, if shaky, smile.

“There’s only one problem.” Nathan yanked open a drawer in the counter and pulled out a gun. “You two could contradict any story I tell.”

Jen squeaked. I grabbed the edge of the counter with my free hand, my legs suddenly wanting to buckle. Why did our cases so often end up with guns pointed at us? You’d think I’d learn. It must be a little like childbirth—afterward, no one can fully remember all the suffering, so people think it’s a good idea to do it again.

“You don’t want to do that.” My voice came out raspy. “Two more bodies? That just makes it harder to explain.”

“I don’t want them here. But if you drive away and have an accident . . .” He frowned for a moment and then nodded. “Trying to escape the scene of the crime. Or we could load Ursula into your trunk. That’s even better.”

I didn’t agree, but I relaxed fractionally. If he wanted to set up an accident scene elsewhere, he couldn’t kill us yet. As long as we stayed alive, we had a chance of getting out of this.

The lobby door whooshed open. We all flinched and swung toward it. Nathan had the presence of mind to drop his gun hand lower, so the counter hid it from the view of anyone entering, while the gun remained aimed at us.

The mystery man from the park walked in. He was pointing a gun too. “Everyone, hands up.”

We gaped for a few seconds. Jen slowly raised her hands. I leaned a hip against the counter for balance, slid my right hand off the octopus head down to the shaft below it, and raised my hands while still holding my cane.

Nathan gasped like a fish. “Who are you?”

“FBI. Hands up!”

Well, that was a nice surprise. We were overdue for one.

Nathan slowly raised his free hand as his gaze darted around the room. Then he raised his other hand with the gun pointed at me. “You put your gun down, or I’ll kill these two!”

The FBI agent glared. “Try it and you’re dead too.”

“Maybe. But you’ll have to explain the pile of bodies.”

We held our positions for about an hour. Or maybe fifteen seconds. Sweat trickled down Nathan’s temple.

The FBI agent’s hands shifted slightly, a tiny movement that suggested he was preparing to fire. That might take care of Nathan, but if Nathan’s gun went off when he got hit, it might take care of me as well.

“Um,” I said, “does anyone mind if I lower my arms? I’m about to fall over.”

Nathan and Jen stared. I didn’t check the FBI agent’s gaze, because I was too busy watching Nathan. A moment later, he whipped his focus back to the blond guy, who seemed to be a step closer, even though I hadn’t sensed any movement in my peripheral vision.

“Yeah, I’m just going to put my hands down.” I lowered them slowly in case anyone decided to take offense. I tipped the cane head down and let the shaft slide through my hand until I gripped the middle.

I tried to infuse my voice with sympathy, or at least calm. “Nathan, I have some bad news for you. Have you stopped to consider why an FBI agent turned up now? Or who else might know what he knows?”

Nathan’s gun wavered, as if he was considering pointing it at the FBI agent instead of me. Then his hand steadied again, the gun still aimed my way. At least, the fear had my brain fully alert. Unfortunately, my arm holding the cane trembled with fatigue. My whole body ached. I really was ready to fall over.

I had a plan. Did I have the strength to execute it?

Maybe I shouldn’t think about executions.

“The thing is, you only have a few options now,” I said conversationally. “You can’t kill us all and hope to cover it up, especially not when he’s wired up and transmitting this whole scene to his team.” I jerked my head toward the FBI agent. I had no idea if he was actually wired up or had a backup team in place. Fortunately, Mystery Man kept his expression smooth and his gun ready.

“But you still have options,” I told Nathan. “You can surrender and get a good lawyer. Sell the motel, and you can afford the best. Or plea bargain, take a short sentence in exchange for providing evidence against everyone else, and have the money waiting when you get out.”

Nathan’s grimace said he didn’t think much of those options.

“Or I suppose you could take a hostage and try to escape,” I added.

Jen’s mouth dropped open. Her expression asked what the heck I thought I was doing. But it’s not like Nathan couldn’t think of it on his own.

“I’m the obvious choice,” I said. “I’m older than these two and I need a cane to walk. Let Jen stay behind, and I’ll go with you.” I had to give him a reason I was volunteering to be a hostage. Saving my sister seemed plausible.

Nathan gave a little snort. “How sweet. Idiotic, but sweet.” He took a step closer to me.

Jen’s narrowed gaze suggested she suspected me of something not so sweet after all. She knew me a lot better than Nathan did.

I settled my hip more securely against the counter. “We just need this guy to agree to the plan.” I raised my free hand toward the FBI agent, my arm straight out, giving a little wave to draw everyone’s gaze. Nathan turned slightly, the gun following. It was still pointing in my general direction, but I was pretty sure a shot would miss me.

I’d rather be extremely sure, but life is seldom that accommodating.

I swung my cane up, smashing the octopus head into Nathan’s hand.

The gun went off. Nathan yelped.

My vision blurred. I sucked in a breath and it cleared. Nathan still held the gun, but his grip had loosened so the gun pointed toward my leg. I didn’t need any more injuries there.

Jen tackled Nathan, slamming his arm down on the counter. The gun slid across the surface.

The FBI agent vaulted the counter right in front of me. I jerked back. Without support for my hip, I fell. See, I wasn’t lying about being ready to drop.

I scrambled backward to get away from the fight. Waves of stinging pain radiated from my elbow, which I must’ve hit on the way down, but I had no extra holes in my body, so I called it a win.

When the chaos cleared, the FBI agent had Nathan face down on the counter and was cuffing his hands. Jen stepped away, grabbed a tissue from a box by the computer, and used it to slide the gun farther along the counter, away from Nathan.

She offered me her hand and pulled me up. “You’re actually getting pretty good with that cane. Maybe I need one.”

I grinned back at her. “I thought you were in charge of the Taser.”

“I left it in my other purse.”

The lobby doors whooshed open. Dad ran in. Jen and I rushed over to hug him. A moment later, we were surrounded by Arnold, Clarence, Mr. Jaramillo, and Manny. I think all of them were talking at once.

Clarence’s voice rose above the others. “To the rescue again! We wanted to save you ourselves, but we figured we ought to give the professionals a chance to earn their pay.”

The FBI agent was calling for backup. I staggered to one of the lobby chairs and collapsed into it.

By the time more FBI agents took Nathan away, I’d gotten most of the story. Dad had seen Nathan grab us. He hadn’t been sure what was happening, but he guessed we were in trouble. He found Arnold and Clarence, who were in the middle of interrogating the FBI agent they’d surprised in his vehicle staking out the place. Mr. Jaramillo and Manny ran downstairs when they heard the gunshot.

“Where did that bullet go, anyway?” Jen crossed back to the counter and studied the ceiling. “There’s a hole. There aren’t any rooms above this one, right?”

I pictured the outside of the building. “Storage, I think. The ceiling material should have slowed the bullet, so hopefully, it didn’t go much farther.”

I trembled. Bullets easily penetrated normal house walls. Depending on the gun and the type of bullet, they might go through many layers. I hadn’t been thinking about that when I hit Nathan’s hand. I wasn’t a weapons expert, but a handgun like he’d had shouldn’t have the power of the military rifles I’ve seen overseas. Still, I hated to think I’d risked innocent lives while trying to protect our own.

The FBI agent came over and introduced himself as Peter Sweet. He crossed his arms and looked down at us sternly. “You’re lucky to be alive. You’ll also be lucky if you don’t get in trouble for interfering with an investigation. I’ve been working on this human trafficking ring for weeks.”

“Xandi Abbot is working with you,” I guessed.

“That pretty blond from the park is an FBI agent?” Clarence asked.

The blond guy sighed. “Ms. Abbot is exactly what she claims to be. We approached her when she got the job at the club this weekend. She’s been very helpful—working with us.”

If he thought this group would be chastened by that comment, he was due for disappointment. His scowl wasn’t having any effect, either. Voices rose in questions and demands.

He rubbed a hand over his face. “Look, let me get everyone’s name. Someone will follow up tomorrow. In the meantime, keep quiet. We still need to identify all the people involved in this ring. Thanks to your interference, our investigation is no longer a secret.”

“It might not be as bad as you think,” I said. “From what we know, Nathan wasn’t actually part of the ring. He just wanted to get rid of Ursula Robinson. Which he did. Her body’s in our room.”

Jen shuddered. “We’re certainly not going back there tonight. And I’m too tired to drive home.”

Mr. Jaramillo stood and faced Peter Sweet. “We find my daughter.” He ground out the words in English. “Now.”

Sweet looked confused.

“We think his daughter is one of the trafficking victims and may be a prisoner here at the motel,” I explained. “The point Mr. Jaramillo is trying to make is that your priority might be to put bad guys in prison. Ours is to save the women.”

“We want to save them too!” Sweet insisted. “That’s why we have to shut down the whole ring, following the law and gathering evidence so we can put the traffickers away.”

Jen snorted and raised her chin. “Eventually! But in the meantime, you’ll leave them in the clutches of evildoers while you build the case.”

I thought that sounded a bit melodramatic, but it made the point.

Manny stood beside his grandfather. “Please, sir. We want to find my mother.” His sad face made the point even more strongly.

“Something else to consider,” I said. “If those women are locked in their rooms, and the only person with the code was Ursula Robinson, who’s dead—or maybe Brian Gilford, and he’s in the hospital—they’re cut off from everything. No food. No medical help if one of them gets sick or injured. Do you really want to risk a woman you’re trying to save dying because it took you too long to get organized enough to free them?”

Sweet groaned. He glanced at the open door of Nathan’s office, where another agent was at work, and lowered his voice. “Fine. I wouldn’t want the victims to come to any harm while we’re distracted with Finch and the paperwork. We’ll release them now, as long as they give statements later.”

“Your proposal is acceptable,” I said.


Chapter Twenty


Fortunately, it was easy to get into the computer, once we found a list of passwords in the drawer. It took a little more digging to find the codes for the rooms with special locks. Robinson and Gilford wouldn’t have wanted just anyone to open those doors.

Finally, we crowded into the elevator. I tried not to picture the dead police officer as it slowly chugged its way upstairs. Did he deserve what he got? Death without trial was a harsh sentence, but the police should be held to higher standards than ordinary citizens. Even if he’d merely taken bribes to look the other way, his failure to do his duty allowed a lot of people to be hurt.

Maybe someone would mourn him, anyway. I didn’t think it would be me. I wouldn’t have chosen a death sentence for him, but plenty of people died without doing anything to deserve it.

We’d been joined by some representatives from—well, I’m actually not sure, but some agency ready to help the women. No doubt the officials wanted to keep their witnesses someplace safe until the FBI finished its roundup. Dawn was breaking, but we hadn’t attracted any media attention yet. Any remaining motel guests had either stayed asleep, or if they’d been woken by the gunshot, they didn’t recognize the sound or sensibly decided to stay in their rooms. If we were lucky, the press wouldn’t find out about this until the FBI released the story.

The adrenaline jolt from almost being shot had worn off, leaving me limp and queasy and still worried that we might not find Manny’s mother in good health. Dad, Jen, and I stopped several doors down from the rooms in question, and after a few hints, Arnold got Clarence to stay back as well. Mr. Jaramillo had his arm around Manny, and they stuck close to the people working on getting the rooms open.

I leaned against the railing along the walkway. Then I glanced down to the parking lot below and decided not to trust the railing at any motel as poorly run as this one.

They got the first room open. A translator stepped in. Mr. Jaramillo bobbed outside the door, trying to get a clear view. Then he sagged and stepped back. He didn’t have to tell us he hadn’t seen what he’d hoped. A few minutes later, they got the second room open. Maria wasn’t there either.

It took longer to get to the third room, since the agents had victims to process. Finally, they opened the third door. Mr. Jaramillo closed his eyes and crossed himself.

Manny pulled free and darted past the agent in the doorway. He whooped and a woman’s voice cried back. Mr. Jaramillo jolted and leaped for the room.

Dad handed me a tissue. I blinked at it until I realized I was teary and snuffling. I hadn’t even had to see the reunion.

Jen leaned forward to look past Dad at me. “Are you crying?”

“I’m just so exhausted.” I chuckled and wiped my eyes. But, hey, I wasn’t the only watcher simultaneously grinning and crying.

A few minutes later, a petite, dark-haired woman stepped out with her father on one side and her son on the other. She blinked at the bright morning light and looked around. Manny grabbed her hand and pulled her toward us. He spoke too fast for me to understand what he told his mother, but I don’t think I would’ve been able to speak anyway. I settled for smiling.

Once he’d hugged his daughter about a hundred times, Mr. Jaramillo went down to give his wife the good news. I was willing to bet she wouldn’t even mind being woken that early in the morning.

Dad put one arm around me and one around Jen as we watched Manny and his mother embracing and talking. “You girls did good.”

“Yeah.” I sniffled.

The Jaramillos came back up. While Mrs. Jaramillo clutched her daughter to her chest and wailed in Spanish—prayers of thanks, I think—Mr. Jaramillo pumped my hand. He tried to speak, but couldn’t get words out. Finally, he simply hugged me.

“Tell him we’ll have the lawyer get in touch,” I told Jen.

While she discussed next steps with Mr. Jaramillo, I got Agent Sweet’s attention. “I’m half-asleep already and we’re a couple hours from home. Presumably, our room is inaccessible as a crime scene, even if you’ve removed the body.”

Would we ever get our clothes and toiletries back? Or, more importantly, our laptops?

Oh well, it wasn’t my first concern at the moment. “With your permission, I’ll find a few empty rooms for our group and we’ll get some sleep. Give us, oh, six or eight hours and we might be coherent enough to provide more detailed statements.”

“Your proposal is acceptable.” He grinned. “Look, I know you’re a reporter—”

“Don’t worry. I mean, I’m totally going to milk this story because I need the money, but I’ll wait until you finish rounding up as much of the gang as possible. I would appreciate a call before you release any official statements, though.”

“I can probably manage that.”

“Thanks. You can take the credit, of course. I know you were working on this for a long time, and we disrupted everything.” The officials wouldn’t be able to charge us with interference unless they were willing to acknowledge how much we’d done. I’d let them take all the credit if it meant they ignored the ways we’d skirted or outright broken the law.

Agent Sweet’s gaze shifted to the women we’d released. “Occasionally there’s something to be said for getting the job done ASAP.” He looked back at me, his gaze narrowed. “Not that I’m giving you permission to do the same thing in the future. But I imagine we’ll have enough evidence to grab some of the other people involved. Maybe not ones on the far end, across the border . . .” He sighed. “But what can you do?”

I gripped his shoulder. “The best you can. Thanks for your help.”

He nodded and turned away. No doubt he’d be busy for quite a few more hours. I gathered my gang and we headed off to get some well-deserved rest.


Chapter Twenty-One


Much later—okay, it was five days, but it felt more like three weeks—I sat in my living room with Detective Padilla.

“So Brian Gilford will live?” I asked.

“Well, he got through surgery, and we have him under guard. He’s only been awake for a few minutes at a time, but he’s using those minutes to beg for protection. Actually, it took some time to convince him his police guard wasn’t from that police station. I was afraid we were going to lose him to a heart attack before I could explain.”

“I guess he’ll be happy to testify in return for ongoing protection.”

“We’ll transfer him to witness protection when he leaves the hospital.” Her smile promised a great deal of unpleasantness for someone. “With his testimony and the other evidence we’ve been uncovering, several officers will go to prison and a lot more will lose their jobs. The remaining honest officers will be able to clean up the precinct.”

“Excellent. I assume he claims Ursula Robinson was the mastermind and the one who killed Officer Halligan.”

“Of course, since she’s dead and can’t defend herself. It might be the truth. Gilford claims she met with Halligan that night and killed him, and then she called Gilford to help move the body. Once they had the body on the luggage cart, Robinson left to clean up. It would explain why Gilford didn’t have blood on his clothes, and also why the police blamed Gilford for the murder. If they were getting good bribes from Robinson, they’d want to keep her in place.”

I sighed. “I could almost admire a mature lady who had so many younger men doing her bidding. Too bad she used her powers for evil.”

“Yeah. She must’ve been manipulating Mr. Finch, the old one, for a while to get all this in place. Gilford says she counted on inheriting the motel, and when she didn’t, it pushed her off the deep end. Actually, Gilford seems more afraid of Robinson than the police. We haven’t told him yet she’s dead.”

“Fun.”

Marty came in, carrying two margaritas. “You ladies have earned these.”

The pale-green frozen blend had a swirl of purple on top. “Pretty.” I took a sip. “Tasty too.”

“The purple is prickly pear syrup,” Marty said. “We harvested the fruits from the prickly pear cacti in our yard.”

“Too bad you find so little to occupy your time,” I said.

“Detective?” Marty offered the second glass.

Padilla’s nose twitched like a cheetah scenting prey. She took the glass. “Looks like I’m staying for a couple of hours.”

“You should,” Marty said. “The men are firing up the grill, and Joe brought dessert.”

“I’m convinced.” Padilla sipped her drink. “Your young lawyer friend has been busy.”

“Diamond is ecstatic,” Marty said. “Between her work and the stories Kate has written, the public is solidly behind those poor women. Immigration can’t deport them while their testimony might be needed for the trafficking case. They have temporary housing and healthcare, and Diamond is arranging counseling for them. I expect some of them will want to go back home when they can, but for now, they’re safe and getting help.”

“Help.” The detective shook her head. “Sometimes I feel like the best I can hope for is to stop more damage. It’s good to know there are people and organizations to help the victims afterward.”

I nodded. I’d reviewed the statistics on human trafficking for my articles, and they were shocking. Around the world, an estimated twenty million people were enslaved for labor, and about five million more for the sex trade. That didn’t even include the millions of girls under the age of eighteen in arranged marriages every year, many of them sold to pay the family’s debts.

In the U.S., estimates ranged from fifteen thousand-to-fifty thousand women and children forced into sexual enslavement. Traffickers used varying combinations of physical violence, emotional manipulation, false promises, withholding the person’s documents, and isolation. The problem wouldn’t be solved with our single operation, or at all, until laws around the sex trade were drastically revised and clients were held accountable for their parts.

Still, we’d done some good. The ongoing publicity might do more.

Sometimes you had to accept that doing a little good, helping even a single person, was worthwhile. Otherwise, the problems became overwhelming. When I was at risk of forgetting that, I pictured the reunion between Manny, his mother, and Mr. Jaramillo.

The front door opened. Jen stepped in and held the door as Dad helped Mom inside. I got up to join them.

Mom smiled at me. “Oh, you look wonderful!”

That was a surprise. She usually had a criticism of my hair, my clothes, or both, and since the Alzheimer’s, she was often shocked by how old I looked, since she had largely forgotten the last decade or so.

Mom turned to Dad. “I swear, Sarah doesn’t age a day.”

Ah. So she thought I was her sister, who had died several years earlier. Oh well. I gave her a hug and didn’t correct her.

I still wondered about Nathan’s father. Had he been part of the trafficking ring? Had he been oblivious to the crimes being committed on motel property? Did he even have memory problems, as Nathan claimed, or had Nathan lied about that, as with so much else?

We’d probably never know. Either way, Nathan’s father was beyond the law, and Nathan was no longer our problem. They hadn’t found a will leaving the property to Ursula Robinson, so unless she had heirs that popped up to fight for it, Nathan’s sister would have to take over, at least long enough to sell the place. She probably deserved the money more than he did. She couldn’t deserve it less.

Nathan’s assumption that he could trick Jen and me into helping him get rid of his rival wasn’t his worst crime, but I still resented it. Maybe no one would ever take us seriously as private investigators, even if I eventually got a license.

But maybe being underestimated had advantages.

We migrated to the backyard. It was cool enough in the shade, although we wouldn’t have too many more evenings suitable for barbecue until next fall. All the more reason to take advantage of them while we could.

The teenagers—Jen’s son and daughter and Todd’s boys—were playing a lively game of cornhole. Marty joined Simon and Mackenzie in a conversation having to do with computers, which I couldn’t begin to follow. Dad settled Mom on a lounge chair and Arnold bounded over to entertain her.

Clarence waved to Detective Padilla. “I have some questions about crime!”

Padilla looked at me warily.

I shrugged. “I don’t know and probably don’t want to.”

She held up the margarita. “At least I have this.” She joined Clarence at a picnic table.

Jen’s husband, Gary, stood at the grill, in conversation with Todd. Jen headed that way and Todd crossed to me.

“Hi.” He leaned down for a kiss.

“Hi.” I slid an arm around his waist. He draped his arm around my shoulders. We stood together, watching the cheerful chaos of family and friends.

“Happy?” Todd asked.

“Happy enough. Wondering what life’s going to throw at us next.”

“Knowing this group . . .” His arm tightened a little. “Well, whatever it is, you’ll handle it.”

“We’ll all handle it together.”

“That’s a comforting thought. At least, I think it is.”

Mom laughed at something Arnold said, as Dad watched with an indulgent smile. Clarence waved his hands in the air as he spoke, and Padilla took a big drink of her margarita. Jen caught my eye and made kissy faces at me and Todd. Gary decided that was a hint and gave her a big smack on the lips.

I grinned. “Yeah. At least life will never be dull.”

The End
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“You look like you’re having second thoughts,” I said.

Detective Padilla scanned the group sitting in my living room. Actually, she looked queasy, which could have to do with the amount of sugar in the peanut butter cup cupcake Joe had pressed on her, but was more likely a reaction to Arnold and Clarence “reporting for duty!”

I couldn’t blame her. I’d come to terms with my father’s meddling friends, but it was a process. Joe’s baked bribes helped, but not as much as the margaritas that were the specialty of his wife, Marty. Their treats might not help with my blood sugar levels—annoyingly, something I had to pay more attention to now that I’d hit fifty—but they did make it easier to go with the flow, or in the case of this group, the rushing torrent. Dad and his friends, the “Coffee Shop Irregulars,” embraced the mantra Seize The Day with an enthusiasm I hadn’t seen in thirty years as an international journalist. You might assume reporting on wars and natural disasters would be the dangerous part of my life, but moving back home to Arizona after a bomb tore up my leg hadn’t exactly resulted in a peaceful retirement. Arnold and Clarence gave a new meaning to “natural disaster.”

Still, they’d been loyal friends and had helped me investigate crimes, wanting nothing more than the knowledge that they’d done some good.

Ha, just kidding. They wanted excitement, adventure, and the adrenaline rush of danger. They might be in their seventies and eighties, but they were more likely to play strip poker than bridge and they’d only sit in the park feeding pigeons if it was part of a stakeout. Even then, they’d probably try to train the pigeons as evil minions, or at least questionably moral ones.

Detective Yaquelin Padilla knew more about the trouble we’d gotten into than most people. She’d shown herself willing to overlook our shenanigans, since we got results. But this time, she’d initiated the meeting. She must really be desperate.

People packed the room. Since I lived in the house with my father, I’d claimed one end of the couch before the crowd arrived. My sister, Jen, sat in her favorite easy chair with her notebook and pen at the ready. We were trying to start a private investigation business together, which was, unfortunately, a lot more challenging than merely hanging up our shingle—or in the modern era, putting up our website. We had to get training and licenses. Yuck. Well, not having those things hadn’t stopped us from solving multiple murders and breaking up a trafficking ring. Unfortunately, it meant we usually didn’t get paid.

Dad was moving around the room, filling coffee cups. Joe and Marty Washington, a couple who’d been friends with my parents for decades, sat next to me on the couch. Like the other men present, Joe was part of Dad’s weekly coffee group. Clarence, an eighty-year-old man with glasses perched on his large nose, was the oldest in years but not in maturity. He sat in the other easy chair. Arnold, Clarence’s partner in life, love, and shenanigans, perched on the armrest.

Mackenzie, the youngest person in the room by far at twenty-three, sat cross-legged on the floor. With her blond hair, blue eyes, and beauty, she looked like Hollywood’s idea of a high school cheerleader. In reality, she was a computer genius who occasionally helped us with some light hacking in between her high-paying and legal contract jobs. (I’m assuming the legal part. I’ve never asked.)

Clarence leaned toward the detective with his hands on his knees. “Come on, Chief, lay it on us!”

He usually called me Chief. I pondered briefly and decided I didn’t mind him changing his loyalty to Padilla. It meant I could blame her when things inevitably went wrong. I nodded to her. “Go ahead, Chief.”

She was too tough to whimper, but she did swallow and take a big breath before she began speaking. “I’m actually here on behalf of FBI Agent Sweet. He was impressed by your results at The Midnight Motel.” Padilla frowned, as if she couldn’t quite understand that. Hey, we’d uncovered human trafficking and solved multiple murders in the last year! We were impressive.

“Not, I might add, by your actions, which interfered with his operations.” She glared, but no one looked too concerned. If they wanted us to stop interfering, they should stop letting us get away with it. Granted, our interference at the motel might have contributed to two deaths and almost a third, but we’d solved the murders and a lot of very bad people were now in prison.

“Agent Sweet wants your help.” Padilla waited until the murmur of interest—or in Clarence’s case, the loud whoop of excitement—faded. “This is, in some ways, unofficial. That’s why he asked me to liaise.”

“Does unofficial mean we don’t get paid?” Jen always homed in on the most important issue.

“We’ll arrange it so you can get a reasonable payment, and the two of you can get some credit toward your PI license.” Padilla nodded at Jen and me.

Jen grinned. “We’ll take the job.”

“Maybe we should find out what it is first.” Yeah, we were going to take it no matter what, but I didn’t want to sound too eager. I was flattered but baffled by the FBI wanting our help. They had trained agents of their own. Hiring this group was like deciding to use a grenade to weed your yard.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Padilla said. “You’ll be on a train where a wedding is taking place. The bride and groom come from two organized crime families.”

Arnold sat up straighter. “Star-crossed lovers, like Romeo and Juliet?”

“Not really,” Padilla said. “More likely, the families approved the marriage and might even have arranged it to join the families. Like feudal lords contracting a marriage to form an alliance and expand their reach.”

Arnold sagged back. “Star-crossed is more romantic.”

“You said on a train?” Joe asked. “Organized crime families can’t find someplace fancier than Amtrak for a wedding?”

“It’s a scenic railway,” Padilla explained. “The train goes from Williams to the Grand Canyon. Normally, people buy individual tickets, but the railroad also allows groups to rent an entire train for special events.”

Clarence flashed a look up at Arnold. “That part actually sounds romantic.”

“Also hard to infiltrate,” Padilla said. “The guest list is tightly controlled. They’ll have security checking the train for unexpected passengers and scanning for spy cameras or recording devices. Once the train is moving, no one can sneak on it.”

I was starting to understand. “The FBI wants some undercover agents there. Why us?”

Padilla grimaced. “For one thing, the budget. The higher-ups don’t want to allocate enough people to do the job right. They don’t know for sure that anything is going to happen, except a wedding, so it’s hard to make a case for the staffing.”

“Why does Sweet think otherwise?” I asked.

“You know how suspicious we get.” Padilla had a wry smile. “One reason is that the wedding was planned very quickly. The railway got the request a month ago for the first available date, which is about a month from now. One family is coming down from Las Vegas. They could find plenty of places to get married there. It’s harder to completely secure a hotel, though.”

Jen glanced up from her notebook. “Planning a wedding in two months? Unless you elope, that’s almost impossible.”

Padilla shrugged. “They have money and power, which helps. But yeah, it’s odd. So maybe it’s cover for something else. Another reason for using your gang is that Sweet doesn’t want to risk the wrong people hearing about the plan.”

“Oh, like those corrupt police officers we found on the last job,” Clarence said.

Padilla’s jaw tightened, but she ignored the comment. “And finally, the families’ bodyguards will be looking for anyone who gives off a whiff of law enforcement. We need regular people. People who would never be suspected as undercover agents.”

Arnold crossed his arms. “I think I’m a little offended by that.”

“Everyone knows you could act like an undercover agent,” Clarence said. “You just have to act the opposite for this.”

“It makes sense,” I said. “Arnold, if they look up your history, they’re going to see a retired gynecologist who does community theater. You’ve never been involved in law enforcement.” He’d helped solve some crimes in the last year, but that was less law enforcement and more chaos detonation.

“Okay, I guess I can act innocent,” Arnold said.

Dad snorted. “It’s definitely an act.”

“Does the mob still operate in Las Vegas?” I asked. “And if so, isn’t crossing them extremely dangerous?”

“The Italian mob was run out of town in the eighties,” Padilla said. “Big corporations run the casinos these days. We’re looking at the Russian Mafia, and they mostly deal with things like identity theft and credit card fraud. Not that I’m claiming they wouldn’t commit murder under the right circumstances, but you should be safe enough if everyone follows the plan and doesn’t take any chances.”

“I don’t think any of us is fluent in Russian,” I noted.

“The bride and groom were both born in America,” Padilla said. “Their parents came over fairly young. Budimir Balakin was twelve. His first wife, the mother of his son, died in circumstances one might call suspicious, though he was never charged and I’m not making accusations. He then married an American without Russian roots, though they’re divorced. Valentin Popov immigrated at twenty-four. It’s possible you’ll hear a lot of English on the train, but don’t worry either way. We’re not expecting you to listen in on conversations.”

“Good,” I said, “because I can’t imagine they’ll be having important conversations in front of us in English, and probably not even in Russian.”

“You never know,” Padilla told me. “You seem to have a knack for stumbling on things that others might miss. Use your instincts or follow your gut if you sense something wrong.”

Yeah, that always went well. And stumbling on was a bit harsh. She might have said seeing things others might miss or digging out the truth.

But yeah, we did get lucky sometimes. Or maybe unlucky, given the number of times someone had tried to kill one of us.

“All right.” Padilla glanced at some papers. “The train supplies passenger service attendants on each car. Most of them are men who retired from other jobs. I think Arnold, Clarence, Joe, and Isaac will blend right in. You’ll need to get some training first, but because of the wedding, the passengers won’t expect the full spiel. Mainly, you’ll be available to answer questions, maybe tell a joke or two for authenticity.”

Dad and Joe looked pleased. Clarence and Arnold exchanged a high five.

“What about the rest of us?” Jen asked.

“We’ll use Kate’s journalism experience,” Padilla said. “We’ll get the paper to request access to cover the wedding, which will flatter the families. We think they’ll accept a reporter and photographer, if the paper insists on sending their own. Kate’s involvement in some criminal cases has been publicized, but the editor will play up her background as a celebrated international correspondent to offset that.”

Celebrated might be pushing it. Nobody threw me a party for interviewing warlords or surviving a bombing. But I had a reputation in the industry, even if it didn’t quite extend to name recognition amongst the general public. And in Arizona, I was even a little bit famous as a hometown girl whose name had appeared in tiny print under article headlines. It was nice that I wouldn’t have to pretend to be someone else and risk getting exposed.

“And I’ll be the photographer.” Jen had pretended to be a photographer once before. She didn’t actually take any photos on that case, but she did whack someone with her tripod.

“Actually, I’d like Mackenzie to take that role,” Padilla said. “We might need her tech skills. We’ll try to place some recording devices on the train, but they can’t be turned on until after they sweep for bugs. We’ll also give you a bunch of recording devices the size of coins. To get them onto the train, they will be hidden inside the camera mechanism. They’ll have to be removed from the camera and turned on once you’re on the train. We’ll teach you how to do that. Your group will distribute them throughout the train cars as early as possible. We know their security will be searching passengers for recording devices, but they might overlook any hidden in the camera equipment.”

“The camera itself is a recording device,” Mackenzie noted.

“Yes, but they’ll probably keep a close eye on the photographer and demand to see all the digital photos,” Padilla explained. “We don’t really care about the wedding itself. We need to know if anyone is using the wedding to cover business meetings.”

“Dirty business!” Clarence whooped.

Padilla gave him a quelling look that completely failed to quell.

“But what about me?” Jen pouted. I had to admit I’d gotten used to having her by my side during our investigations. It made it easier to duck behind her when accusations started flying.

“You and Marty can cover the café car,” Padilla said. “Caterers will supply the food, but the railway company is insisting on having their own workers serving drinks from the café car, so we can get you in there. We’ll make that the command station, since everyone has an excuse to go there.”

Jen flashed me a grin. “Hear that? I’m in command.”

“Hey, I’ll be there too,” Marty said, “and I have seniority. Let me serve drinks and I guarantee people will be spilling their guts.” She winced. “Maybe that’s not the phrase I want when it comes to alcohol and a moving vehicle. No gut spills. They’ll be loose-lipped.”

“They’ll be spilling the tea,” Jen said. “That’s metaphorical tea, for those of you who aren’t up-to-date.”

“Look at you with your fancy slang,” Marty retorted.

Jen looked modest. “I have teenagers.”

“Groovy!” Clarence made jazz hands.

Mackenzie focused on the detective. “Actually, my tech skills might be better in the café car, where I’m not under constant surveillance. I’ll be able to make sure the devices are working and handle any repairs. If Jen takes the photo role, she can drop off the spy equipment with me and go back to distracting the guards.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Padilla said.

Jen slumped back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Now you’ve made the café car sound fun.”

Voices rose, and Detective Padilla massaged one temple.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” I told her.

“I can’t either,” she muttered. Then she straightened her shoulders and firmed her mouth. “But we need people who are completely undercover. Who have real IDs and no law enforcement history. Who are friendly and natural with strangers. Who are clever and cool under pressure.”

“Sounds just like us,” Clarence said, and Arnold cackled.

The detective winced. “I must also make it clear that you are not law enforcement, and only Kate and Jen are officially working on behalf of law enforcement. We can’t risk giving you a wire. You’ll be out of cell phone range sometimes, even if you had phones, which you won’t get past the guards. You’ll be on your own.”

If she thought that would subdue this crowd, she was disappointed. They acted like a bunch of ten-year-olds about to go on a field trip to a candy factory. I let the gang chatter for a minute.

“So to summarize . . .” I began at a shout to get everyone’s attention. I’d had plenty of practice with that particular skill lately. I lowered my voice as the babble faded. “We’ll have four men working individual train cars: Dad, Joe, Arnold, and Clarence. Marty and Mackenzie will be in the café car. Jen and I should be able to move around the train in our role as photographer and journalist. Who else will be on the train besides the wedding group?”

“The engine will have an engineer and conductor, or whatever trains need,” Padilla said. “They’ll be actual railroad workers, obviously, and busy with their jobs. This railway has several classes of cars. The cheap class, with bench seats, won’t be used at all. Light snacks will be available in what they call a luxury parlor café lounge car. It has the bartender station where Marty and Mac will be, and fancy chairs locked in place around tiny tables. The bride and groom will each have a luxury parlor with big, padded chairs where they can get ready, along with their half of the wedding party or their family. Those cars have two floors—the upper levels are called the observation decks—so the bride and groom can dress in private. The wedding guests will be in a couple of first-class cars which also have observation decks. When the wedding starts, everyone will move to one car that has bench seats in rows.”

“It all sounds fairly cramped,” Marty said. “I know destination weddings are a thing, but a train?”

Padilla nodded. “That’s one reason we think they must be doing something other than getting married.”

Clarence and Arnold each clasped their hands together and widened their eyes into innocence, like two elderly angels.

I decided not to comment on the likelihood of everyone following orders. “But you won’t have any police or FBI agents on the train at all?” I asked.

Padilla’s face tensed so subtly that it almost didn’t happen. “No.” So if they were planning it, they weren’t going to tell us.

“Oh, come on!” Arnold held his finger and thumb an inch apart. “Not even one itty bitty one?”

“Or better yet, a big muscular one?” Clarence bobbed his eyebrows.

Padilla sighed. Or maybe it was more of a hiss. “Okay, we are actually going to try to insert a couple of people, but we’re making them obvious. Well, not too obvious, but enough that security will probably spot them and kick them off.”

“Ah!” Arnold pointed his index finger upward. “I smell a red herring!”

“Sorry, that was me.” Clarance wriggled in his seat.

Padilla closed her eyes.

“Hey, you asked for this,” I said.

She groaned. “I know. And I expected I’d regret it.”

I smiled brightly. “At least we’re not disappointing you.” I had a lot of questions, like who our targets were, what we were expected to learn, how dangerous this was going to be, and how much we were going to get paid. But those were merely details. “Okay, gang, you heard the woman! We’re going to ride the rails.”

Clarence pumped his arm as if pulling a rope for a whistle. “All aboard!”
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Book 2: How to Fall for a Cowboy

Book 3: Say Yes, Cowboy

Book 4: Cowboy Off-Limits

Book 5: Cowboys, Snowflakes & Spurs


Keep Up with your Favorite Authors and their New Releases

For the latest news from Tule Publishing authors, sign up for our newsletter here or check out our website at TulePublishing.com
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Kris Bock writes romance, mystery, and suspense. Learn more about Kris and her books at the Kris Bock website. Get a free cat café novella, mystery stories, recipes, and more when you sign up for the Kris Bock newsletter.

In Kris’s mystery series, the Accidental Detective, a witty journalist solves mysteries in Arizona and tackles the challenges of turning fifty. This humorous series starts with Something Shady at Sunshine Haven. Her romantic suspense novels include stories of treasure hunting, archaeology, and intrigue. Readers have called these novels “Smart romance with an Indiana Jones feel.”

As for romance, in the Accidental Billionaire Cowboys series, a Texas ranching family wins a fortune in the lottery, which causes as many problems as it solves. Kris’s Furrever Friends Sweet Romance series features the employees and customers at a cat café falling in love with each other and shelter cats. Kris also writes a series with her brother, scriptwriter Douglas J Eboch, who wrote the original screenplay for the movie Sweet Home Alabama. The Felony Melanie series follows the crazy antics of Melanie, Jake, and their friends a decade before the events of the movie. Sign up for the romantic comedy newsletter to get a short story preview.

For More from Kris

Visit her website

Sign up for the romantic comedy newsletter to get a short story preview.

Follow Kris on Facebook and Instagram
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For all the latest news from Tule Publishing, visit our website at TulePublishing.com and sign up for our newsletter here!
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