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1  Sunday Potluck

Logan Reid stuck tiny candles into several little plastic candle holders, then he carefully placed the candles into the soft surface of the birthday cake resting on his dining room table. He had no idea how old Frida was, but it was her birthday, she was a part of the Casa Pacifica family, and he was determined to provide her and the others with a birthday cake. He’d bought the cake at a nearby bakery earlier that afternoon. When he returned home, he decided to decorate the cake with twelve candles, one for each month. He was pretty sure Frida would like that. Maybe. He guessed maybe she’d like it. He hoped, anyway.

The problem was that Logan had no idea what he was doing. When he was growing up, those birthday cakes always seemed to appear magically, thanks to his mother. And in the years that he was married, his wife Caroline took care of this kind of stuff. But Caroline was gone now, with nothing left but the memory of their lives together and her sudden death. Three and a half years ago.

Logan shook his head. “Stop brooding,” he muttered to himself. Life was good, wasn’t it?  He was manager of the Casa Pacifica Apartments, so his rent was low. He and the tenants had formed a peculiar little family. They helped each other out, and they ate pot luck dinners with each other every Sunday evening. He had his grad-student teaching job at the university, and he was about to get his PhD in May. Best of all, his five-year-old son, Charlie, was healthy and seemed happy most of the time. Logan’s life revolved around Charlie.

Suddenly, an image of one of the Casa Pacifica tenants slipped into his consciousness. Zoey Corban.  She was sweet and pretty and fun to be around, and she clearly adored Charlie. Logan trusted her, and because of that, he allowed Charlie to go do things with her when Logan wasn’t present. After Zoey had traded herself for Charlie so he could escape a crazed killer, Logan trusted her completely with his precious son. Not many people would put themselves under a killer’s control so that someone else’s child could go free. Logan hoped that Zoey would come to the pot luck and help them all celebrate Frida’s birthday.

The door to his apartment flew open, and Charlie ran into the room. Zoey was close behind.

“Daddy, we found some!”

Logan looked up and was pleased to see Zoey grinning at him. He returned her smile. Earlier in the afternoon, she’d come by and asked Charlie if he wanted to go on a “bug hunt.” Charlie’s enthusiastic response was to jump up and down and squeal, “Yes! A bug hunt! A bug hunt!” They had been gone almost three hours.

“What did you find?” Logan asked.

“Some dragonflies. We took pictures. Zoey said we could collect the dragonflies, but she thinks it’s better to just let them live their lives. So Zoey took photos. She’s going to share the photos with me. I’m going to make a bug scrapbook.”

“So you went to the river?”

“Yes,” Zoey said. “Charlie, which river did we visit?”

“The Santa Cruz!” Charlie was dancing around in a circle now. “We saw some Pond Damsel dragonflies that are called American Bluets.”

“You’re teaching him the correct names?” Logan smiled again at Zoey.

“Definitely. The word ‘bug’ just won’t cut it.” Zoey laughed. “I’m a biology teacher at the high school, remember?”

Suddenly Charlie noticed the birthday cake. He approached and stared at it. Then he turned to Logan and asked, “Can I have some cake?”

Logan nodded. “Yes, but this is Frida’s birthday cake so we’ll have it for dessert this evening. We’ll sing ‘Happy Birthday,’ and she has to blow out the candles first.” He looked at Zoey. “I hope you’ll come to the potluck this evening.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” She turned toward the door. “I need to go home and make something to bring to the pot luck.”

Charlie ran to her and gave her a big hug. “Thank you for taking me on a bug hunt.”

“Thank you for going with me.” Zoe grinned. She smoothed down his wayward, tousled blond hair. “We’ll do it again sometime.”

Charlie started his spins around the room again, singing “Bug hunt! Bug hunt!”

She waved goodbye, and Logan returned the wave. “Thanks, Zoey.”

She nodded and closed the door behind her.

“Charlie, bath time.”

“Do I have to?”

Logan was always amazed at how Charlie’s happy tone could instantly turn into whining when a bath was mentioned. And it was odd how he seemed to enjoy himself once he got into the bath water. Getting there was the problem.

“Yes, you have to take a bath. I can see dried mud on your legs. And hurry up. Everyone will arrive soon.”

“Okay. Okay.” Charlie sighed and headed toward the bathroom.

“And put those muddy shoes outside the bathroom door. I’ll clean them up later.”

“Zoey said I need some wading boots.”

“Okay. We’ll talk about that later. Focus on the bath.”

Logan waited until he could hear the bathwater running, then he went to the kitchen to check on a pan of lasagna in the oven. He surprised himself. He was actually starting to like cooking. Sometimes. He heard a soft knock on the door.

“Logan, it’s me.”

Logan recognized the voice of Cass Cosay who was staying in the apartment on the second floor just above Logan and Charlie’s ground floor apartment.

“Come on in.”

Cass opened the door and entered. He was carrying a plate of muffins. “I bought some mesquite meal at the San Javier Co-op Farm, and I added it to the muffin recipe. They turned out pretty good. The mesquite gives the muffins a nice, nutty flavor.” Cass Cosay was a tall, muscular man, with a reddish-brown complexion that revealed his Apache Native American heritage. His black hair had grown out some, and he wore it in a knot at the back of his head.

Logan took the plate and placed it on the table. “San Javier? That’s the Tohono O’odham farm. Thanks for making these muffins. I’m glad you’re here because I’ve been wanting to talk to you about how things are going. I haven’t seen much of you lately.”

During the altercation with the would-be killer that held Casa Pacifica residents Nina Perry and Zoey Corban as hostages, Cass had revealed to Logan and Canadian visitor Gwilym Havard that he was an FBI agent. Cass took down the villain, disarmed and arrested him, and freed both Zoey and Nina.

“Everything is going well,” Cass said. “My team and I were able to identify a group of smugglers and drug dealers working out of Fourth Avenue, quite near here. We made several arrests.”

“Smuggling what? Drugs?”

“They were smuggling the chemicals used to make fentanyl pills. The chemicals are imported into Mexico from China. Usually the fentanyl pills are made in Sonora in northern Mexico, then smuggled across the border into the U.S. We’re trying to figure out why they’ve started smuggling the chemicals across the border. We’re thinking that they have been manufacturing the drug here as well as in Mexico. We caught them selling the pills, too, and now we’re looking for where exactly they made the drug. The fact that they were selling the chemicals here also suggests that there might be other gangs who have entered the market and are making the drug here as well.”

“That drug, fentanyl, I mean, scares me to death,” Logan said. “It looks like candy.”

“Yes. Very dangerous. Kids and teens sometimes think they are eating candy. Death comes really fast.”

“I’m glad you arrested a bunch of them. How’s it working out for you to live here?”

“Good. This Iron Horse neighborhood is pretty quiet, but it’s close enough to all the action so I don’t have to go very far to get involved. I like the apartment here, too. It’s comfortable, and you and the other tenants are good people. I’m actually thinking about taking a little break from work for a while since we made these arrests. If it’s okay, I’d like to continue staying here.”

“No problem. Gwilym paid the rent in advance. After what you did, rescuing Nina and Zoey from that nutcase with the gun, you can stay as long as Nina and Gwilym agree. I can’t predict really what will happen with them. Nina loves Vancouver, and she loves Gwilym even more. They might come back to Tucson just for visits but live most of the time in B.C.” Logan looked into the oven again. “Ten more minutes, I’d say.”

“That smells great.”

“I also wanted to ask you. Are you keeping it a secret that you’re an FBI agent? Earlier, you told  Gwilym and me not to mention that to anyone.”

“I used to work undercover most of the time so I definitely didn’t want anyone to know then that I’m FBI. My job changed over time, and now I’m a Special Agent with other duties. I’m not undercover, and don’t plan to be, so my job isn’t really a secret now. However, I don’t usually advertise what I do. In fact, I stay pretty quiet about it. But, sometimes, I do tell people if they seem okay.”

“I think all of us feel safer with you here.”

Suddenly a loud voice came from the bathroom. “Daddy! There’s something in the water!”

Logan headed for the bathroom. He came back in a few minutes, shaking his head. “Another bug. He’s saving it to show to Zoey.”

Cass chuckled. “Ah, the important things in life. Bugs in the bathtub.”

A series of knocks on Logan’s door was followed by the entrance of the other friends, also tenants, in the apartment building. The seven Casa Pacifica apartments were located in what had been a railroad executive’s home, built in 1920s in the Spanish Revival style. Later, the apartments were created from the original home. The apartments were spacious, and all had large windows that looked out on the mesquite trees in the side yard and the tree-lined street in the front.

Li arrived next. His real name was Liang, thanks to his Chinese heritage, but Li was easier. He worked as a chef at a leading Chinese restaurant. Zoey, the biology teacher and bug hunter, came next. Then Frida, the birthday girl, arrived. Frida was a bartender who spent most of her free time organizing labor protests. Last to arrive was Dylan, the accountant. The only tenant still missing was Marc, a photojournalist who was on assignment and not currently in Tucson. Each one placed their dishes on the large dining table.

Logan had his lasagna out of the oven now and on a trivet on the table. “I’ll set the table. My helper who usually sets the table isn’t being very helpful. He’s still in the bath.” Logan went to fetch plates and silverware. But, first, he turned to Zoey. “Could you go see about Charlie?  It’s time to eat, and he’s still playing around in the bathwater. He has a bug to show you.”

Zoey nodded, grinning. “He’s going to be an excellent entomologist.” She headed for the bathroom.

“What the hell is an entomologist?” Frida grinned.

“Someone who studies bugs,” Logan replied.

“Oh, how exciting.” Frida made a face.

Cass found himself taking a long look at Dylan. He was very curious about her. Okay, yeah. She’s a looker, he said to himself. Her long, auburn hair was lovely, and she was very pretty. She was quiet, and didn’t rattle on like some of the others. He liked that about her, too. But mostly, he wondered how someone could go from being a professional tattoo artist to a certified public accountant. He wanted to know more about her.

Zoey managed to get Charlie out of the bath, dried off, dressed, and at the table in record time. When they joined everyone, Zoey said to Logan in a low voice, “Pinacate beetle. That’s what Charlie found. A pinacate beetle.”

Logan chuckled. “Good to know.” He poured wine for everyone, and juice for Charlie.

Li stood and said, “I’m making the toast tonight. To Frida!” He raised his wineglass. “What we all love about Frida is her energy, her optimism, and her persistence. All those corporate types who resist unionization and better working conditions for their employees better watch out and stay on Frida’s good side, or they will be sorry!”

“Hear. Hear. To Frida!” were the words heard around the table.

“Want to say anything, Frida?” Logan asked.

Frida stood and grinned at everyone. “Thank you for this potluck. Thank you for your love and support. You are the best family I’ve ever had.” She turned to Li. “And thank you, Li, for finding my kitty Bonita when she got out the other day. A coyote could have eaten her in one big bite. So thank you so much!”

“Can I play with Bonita again?” Charlie asked.

“Of course. Maybe you could stay with me for a while and play with Bonita when your daddy goes on a date.” Frida looked at Logan and grinned, then noticeably shifted her gaze to Zoey. Logan turned pink, and Zoey looked down at her hands. Those two had a reputation among the Casa Pacifica friends for being in the early stages of a romance, but both seemed too shy to move forward. Frida was doing her best to help them get over themselves and take the next step.

“So let’s eat!” Frida declared.

After stuffing themselves and, at the same time, chatting constantly, Logan began to collect the dishes. Dylan and Zoey helped him to move everything back into the kitchen. Zoey handed small plates to Charlie, and he distributed them to every place at the table.

Logan brought the cake out and lit the candles. “Make a wish, Frida, and blow out your candles.”

Frida pressed her hand against her heart and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she bent forward and blew out all the candles. Everyone cheered and sang “Happy Birthday” to her.

Li laughed. “You can bet Frida’s wish has to do with that new contract she’s negotiating with the grocery store chain.”

Frida grinned. “I’m not saying anything. I want my wish to come true.”

After an hour of amiable conversation, Charlie said goodnight, and, with Logan’s help, he went to bed. When Logan returned, Cass stood and smiled at everyone. “Happy Birthday, Frida. It’s time for me to say goodnight. I just finished a job, and I’m taking a little time off so I’ll see you around.”

After he’d closed the door behind him, Li and Frida both asked Logan at the same time, “What’s his job?”

Logan hesitated. “Cass is in law enforcement. If you want details, you can ask him. The job he just finished had to do with taking down some drug dealers.”

Everyone nodded approvingly.

“I’m next,” Dylan said. She stood and waved to Frida. “Happy Birthday, girlfriend. And many more.”

Frida whispered to Dylan before she could get away. “Are you going to go check out Cass?”

“Yep. And I’m not shy.”

“I know you’re not. I like the idea of another romance developing in Casa Pacifica. Cass is a hottie.” Frida grinned.

“I’m just curious about him. That’s all.” Dylan smiled. “I’m going to fetch a sweater. It’s chilly this evening. Happy Birthday again, Frida.”

Sunset had come already, and the evening sky was dusky. Dylan found Cass sitting out in the side yard. She approached him.

“Okay to sit with you for a little while?” Dylan asked. “This is my favorite time of day.”

He turned toward her and smiled. “Sure. Have a seat.”

They sat in easy silence for a few minutes.

Cass turned toward her and said, “You want to know something, don’t you?”

Dylan chuckled. “Yes, I do. I’d like to get to know you a little better.”

“Good. Same here. I’d like to know you better.” Cass was both curious and pleased.

More silence. Finally Dylan said, “Okay, I’ll start. I’m an animal lover.”

“I am, too.”

“My favorites are horses and dogs.”

He turned toward her, surprised. “Me, too. Dogs I get, but why horses?”

“I grew up on a horse farm in Kentucky. I’ve always lived around horses. They are lovely creatures. So full of heart. So loving.”

Cass nodded. “I grew up on a horse farm like you.”

“You did?” Dylan was genuinely surprised.

“Yes, I grew up near a little town called Whiteriver on the Fort Apache Reservation north of here. My people are Western Apache, White Mountain tribe.”

“So you know all about horses?”

Cass nodded. “I do. I’d rather spend time with a horse than with most people.”

“I can agree with that,” Dylan said. “I have a horse now. I board her at a stable on the far east side of Tucson, and I go out on the weekends for rides. She’s an old girl now so we go easy on the rides. Her name is Betty.”

“Betty?” Cass chuckled.

“I was a kid when she and I bonded. I thought that name was perfect for her back then. When I moved out here, she came with me.”

“That must have been a big deal, bringing a horse with you all the way from Kentucky.”

Dylan shrugged her shoulders. “She’s been a lot of trouble and a big expense. But she’s my best friend, and I want to make sure she has a good life until the end.”

More quiet.

“Okay. So you know all about me. Tell me something about you.” Dylan looked at him.

“Well, I don’t really know all about you. I’d like to know more. But I get what you’re saying. So what would you like to know about me?” Cass smiled.

“When you left the potluck, Frida and Li asked Logan what kind of work you do. He said law enforcement, and we’re supposed to ask you if we want to know more.”

“Sure you want to know?”

Dylan nodded. “I want to know.”

“I’m an FBI Special Agent.”

“Interesting. So how did you get from a kid on a horse farm on the reservation to being an FBI Special Agent.”

Cass shook his head and chuckled. “I don’t usually talk about this, but I guess I’ll tell you since you’re interested. Here goes. Right after I graduated from high school, I joined the U.S. Army. You know? See the world. Have an adventure. I did a tour in Afghanistan.”

“See the world. Have an adventure. And get shot at?”

“Yeah. In my case, it wasn’t shot at. It was just plain old shot. I was wounded pretty badly and sent home. I ended up back on the rez at my parents’ place so I could recuperate fully.”

“Then what happened?”

“You’re good at interrogation, you know?” He grinned.

Dylan chuckled. “Thank you. That’s a compliment coming from a Special Agent.”

Cass chuckled. “Okay. So I got better. I worked at my parents’ place and enrolled in the local community college. When I finished there, I moved to Flagstaff and finished a bachelor’s degree at Northern Arizona University. The GI Bill paid for my education. Then I joined the Shadow Wolves. After a few years there, and getting shot again, this time by smugglers, I joined the FBI.”

“Oh, my god! You were a Shadow Wolf! They are so amazing! I read that they are a special Homeland Security unit, all Native Americans, and they are brilliant trackers. They can find everything and everybody in the desert.”

“We’re pretty good at tracking, but I wouldn’t say we can find everything and everybody.”

“I’m impressed. So you got shot again and decided to move to the FBI where life would be easier?” She laughed and shook her head.

“Something like that.” Cass found Dylan’s questions very amusing.

“Have you been shot while in the FBI?”

“Not yet.” He grinned. “Enough about me. Your turn. Tell me why you moved from Kentucky to Arizona, and why you went from tattoo artist to accountant.”

“I’ll
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