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            THE FIRST VICTIM

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Sean Landers sketched an image of the body in his notebook. The crime scene photographers would accurately catalog the scene, but it always helped him focus his mind by making a drawing for his personal reference.

      He walked around the king-size bed, noting the color of its quilt, a shiny thing, probably satin. Varying shades of green contrasted with a leaf pattern on its different panels. It was too feminine for his taste. The artwork above the headboard depicted a forest scene with deer drinking at the bank of a stream. Sean raised his eyebrows; every house in the state of Idaho seemed to have some version of this painting. He snorted. At least it wasn’t Elvis on velvet. He directed his attention back to the victim, leaned over her and murmured, “Tell me your story.”

      The woman appeared to be in her mid-thirties, well-built and pretty. She lay with her hands, feet, and mouth bound in duct tape. Her unblinking eyes stared at him. His stomach clenched. It happened every time he was called to investigate a murder. When he worked in Los Angeles, he’d practically lived on antacids because of it.

      “Detective?”

      Sean looked up at the man who had spoken. “Yeah?” He recognized the queasy look on the young officer’s face. “What is it?”

      “Sir, the people from the forensic lab just arrived. Do you want me to send them up now?”

      Sean turned his head towards the photographer just in time to catch a flash full in the face.

      “Damn,” he swore. Now he’d be seeing green spots for the next 20 minutes.

      He rubbed his eyes. “Billy, you about finished?”

      “I just need a couple more shots from this angle,” the man replied.

      “Sid?” he called to another man with a video camera documenting the broken items on the dresser.

      “Almost. This is the last part of the room I need to shoot.” Sid continued to record the turned over jewelry box and the costume jewelry scattered over the floor.

      “Good,” Sean nodded to the young officer. “send the lab boys up.”

      As the officer left the bedroom, Sean held up his notebook and scratched his chin with it, listening to the young man’s feet echoing along the hall and down the stairs. He glanced back around the room. Something didn’t feel right.

      He hadn’t worked on a murder since he left California four years ago. This area had its share of crime, but, oddly, murder wasn’t very common. Of course, being a state in which nearly everyone hunted and owned firearms, finding a defenseless victim was not easy. He glanced at the woman on the bed. Someone had found one.

      Sean wrote the date, April 8th, slipped the pencil into his coat pocket and pulled out a pen. The woman lay on her back in what was obviously the master bedroom. She wore a black nightgown, the long kind with skinny straps. It had a matching robe, currently lying in a pile on the other side of the bed. Angela Mercer, a beauty expert with her own business, failed to show up for a weekly standing hair appointment. Her client got worried and called nine-one-one.

      The body had ligature marks around the neck, probably from the cord that lay next to the bed. It looked like the power cable to a laptop computer. He made a note to ask the lab boys about it. Angela’s brown eyes stared blankly at the ceiling. The nightgown was pulled up on one side, exposing her well-shaped leg up to mid-thigh. Sean didn’t think she’d been sexually assaulted, but that was something else to be determined.

      The scene looked like a burglary gone bad, but something bothered him. It had the usual destruction, jewelry boxes overturned, drawers opened with some of their contents dumped on the floor. The wide open closet doors showed clothes piled on the ground, many still hooked on their hangers. Angela appeared to be a clothes horse. The perpetrator, Sean was relatively sure there was only one, must have been looking for a safe or a hidden box used to store money and other valuables. When they finished here, he’d question a friend or relative to find out what, if anything, was missing.

      The entrance of the forensic team interrupted his thoughts. Cliff Bowman strode in, carrying what looked like a large tackle box. Bowman seemed uncomfortable in his white Tyvek suit. It looked like the man had grabbed a size too small from the crime scene trailer. The front zipper of the suit hung open from neck to navel. Bowman’s large belly draped over the top and out through the opening of the unused zipper. Sean smiled to himself. Obviously, Cliff’s latest diet wasn’t working.

      A few moments later, a woman came in. She carried a second tackle box. Her Tyvek suit was zipped up but fit her like a bedsheet. Sean nearly laughed.

      Bowman glanced over his shoulder at the woman, then turned to Sean. “I don’t think you’ve met my new partner. This is Stephanie Webb. She transferred earlier this month from the Boise lab.”

      Stephanie stepped forward and nodded to him. She didn’t offer to shake hands. Her own were encased in blue nitrile gloves. He nodded back and watched her closely as she walked through the room and stood against the wall near the bed.

      Stephanie had a pleasant, pretty face. As for her build, well, he couldn’t tell much with that baggy outfit. Cliff’s voice brought him back to business. “Tim’s here with the laser measure.”

      A uniformed state police officer came in carrying a case and a tripod.

      Sean turned to face the fresh addition. “Hey, Tim, welcome to the party.”

      Tim frowned. “You know how I hate to do these. I mean, they made this equipment to measure and reconstruct auto accidents, not work crime scenes. They keep promising new equipment, but you know how that works. Boise gets first dibs on any new stuff. Can I get a hand with the tripod?”

      Stephanie moved out from her place against the wall. “I’ll help. There’s nothing else we can do at the moment.”

      Tim nodded at her and handed it over.

      The sound of stomping feet drew Sean’s attention back to the stairs. Joseph Mackenzie, his partner, came into the room puffing like a bellows. He stood for a moment, leaning on the doorjamb, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of nicotine gum.

      “Mac, you find anything?”

      Mac chewed for a moment then came further into the room. “I walked the perimeter with the deputies. It looks like the perp gained access to the house by breaking the small window in the back door of the garage.”

      When Mac took another step closer, Sean could smell the cigarette smoke clinging to his clothes. The man was a nicotine addict. Sean wouldn’t be surprised if he pulled up Mac’s shirt sleeve and found a nicotine patch as well. “Do we have any more information?”

      Mac read from his notebook. “Angela Mercer was a divorcee, thirty-four years old and has a son.” He looked up. “That would explain the room down the hall with all the super hero stuff in it. I don’t know where the boy is. I have a deputy heading over to the ex-husband’s house. I hope the boy is there and not out with friends. No kid should come home and find his mother like this.”

      “Is anyone canvasing the neighborhood?” Sean continued to write in his notebook.

      “There are two deputies out there now. We don’t have any more men available to work the scene. There’s a three-car pileup on Highway 95, so we’re spread rather thin today.”

      Sean nodded. That was constantly the problem with the department, not enough personnel. The sheriff’s excuse for it - the budget didn’t allow for the hiring of more officers. Yeah, but there always seemed to be enough money for more equipment for the SWAT team and other high-profile things. He took a deep breath. The sheriff’s poor management skills and his love for the media spotlight had caused problems in previous cases because of a lack of proper equipment and personnel. Sean frowned. He’d have to announce he was running for county sheriff in a month. What would his partner Mac think? As soon as he announced, he’d be confined to a desk, he was sure of it. Sheriff Walter Sparks, referred to as little Bonaparte by the men in the department, behind his back, of course, did not like competition. Thank heavens there would be a budget meeting with the commissioners this afternoon, or that media hog would be here to pose for the cameras and look like he was leading the parade. Sean surveyed the room again. Sid was packing up the video camera. Cliff and Billy, the photographer, were chatting in the corner while Tim and the new girl carefully measured the room. It was a typical crime scene, a bunch of people standing around waiting for their turn to work while watching someone else process their piece of the puzzle.

      He watched the new girl move the stick with the target while Tim measured the distance. She seemed friendly and had a pleasant smile. Tim said something, and she laughed.

      The feeling of Déjà vu flashed through him. His late wife Peggy’s laugh sounded exactly like that. Easy sport. This is the wrong time to walk down that memory lane. He ran his fingers through his hair. Back to work. He looked at his notes, then scanned the room again. When he worked in LA, his partners used to joke about him being psychic. He wasn’t, of course, but he always had a sense about the killer and the crime scene, a sort of first impression. He’d tell his partner about it and, no matter how odd it was, in time, his impressions would prove right. The first thoughts that came to him when he walked into this room were the words “step one”. He didn’t know why, but he’d be willing to bet a month’s salary this was no ordinary burglary. The killer was just getting started.
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      Stephanie slipped out the kitchen door and walked to the backyard gate. The media had shown up, much to everyone’s chagrin, claiming the front sidewalk as their base of operations. A television crew was setting up on the other side of the house, and two print reporters with cameras hanging around their necks stood on the sidewalk chatting with each other. One sheriff’s deputy, like a palace guardsman, watched everyone from the driveway, making sure only authorized personnel set foot on the property.

      Her partner, Cliff, and most of the investigation team were still in the house, either working or talking to each other, not wanting to go outside. Nobody wanted to talk to the press. Unfortunately, her white Tyvek suit and tackle box were a dead giveaway that she was part of the investigation team. She stood by the side of the house, hoping for some sort of distraction so she could make her getaway. The opportunity came when Tim, the ISP officer she’d been helping, stepped out the front door with his equipment and headed to his car. He was immediately set upon like a gazelle at the lion’s watering hole. His repeated “no comment” to every question shouted at him was her cue to move. She pulled off a glove as she walked to the investigator’s crime trailer parked on the street in the other direction.

      She quickly opened the zipper of her suit for some cool air. There were too many people in the victim’s bedroom, and her Tyvek suit felt like her own personal sauna. I’m going to need a shower before I meet my family at the game tonight. She unlocked the trailer and swung the door open. Inside were the tools of the trade. She took great comfort in noting the presence of each item. Shovels, axes, and other digging tools, along with collection containers, extra gloves, Tyvek suits, evidence collection envelopes, and vests marked ISP Crime Lab. They equipped the trailer to handle evidence collection in a wide variety of locations, houses, fields, office buildings, industrial sites, and forests. This was her world now, a place where she fit in. A place where I really matter. She set down her tackle box and slipped the suit off, then stuffed it along with the gloves in a large trash bag for disposal. She closed her eyes and breathed in the cool air.

      “Ah… Stephanie, was it?”

      She turned to see the older detective walking up to her, followed by a young sheriff’s deputy. They’d managed to get out quickly while the press was still harassing Tim.

      “Yes, can I help you, sir?”

      “Call me Mac, everybody else does. Ah… Deputy Clark has found something across the street. Can you grab some gloves and an evidence bag and come with us?”

      She nodded. “Sure, give me a second.” She turned and reached for the glove box sitting in the rack on the side wall of the truck to grab two clean nitrile gloves. The plastic evidence bags were stacked on the rack on the opposite side. Everything was neat and orderly, just the way she liked it. She grabbed a large bag and turned back to the men. “Okay, lead the way.”

      The street was L shaped with the victim’s house on the outside of the elbow. Catty-cornered across the street was an open space between two houses. As she neared it, she could see two lines of compressed soil, the result of years of tire marks, worn into the dirt. It looked like a parking spot for an RV. The house next to it appeared unoccupied. A tall hedge of arborvitaes made a border between the space and the driveway. On the other side, a tall fence blocked the view of the house next door.

      The three of them crossed the street. The young officer led the way until they reached the sidewalk. “I saw it lying on the ground when I canvased the neighborhood. I don’t know if it has anything to do with the murder, but I thought I should report it and get it added to the evidence collection.”

      Stephanie stuck the evidence bag in her pocket so she could put on her gloves. On the ground lay a black stocking cap, the kind that could roll down and hide a face.

      When Mac held up his hand, she stopped in her tracks. So did deputy Clark. The older man carefully walked around the area, looking at the ground. “The dirt is too compacted to leave a decent tire print. There’s no way of knowing the last time someone parked here.” He motioned for them to approach.

      Stephanie kneeled beside the stocking cap. “It looks dry, so it can’t have been here overnight. There’s a chance it belongs to our perpetrator. Do you want a photo before I bag it as evidence?”

      Mac scratched his chin. “Paul, go back to the house and fetch Billy. Let’s have him snap a few shots of the area. It’s probably nothing, but I’d rather have too much information than not enough.”

      Deputy Paul Clark left for the house. Stephanie straightened up. After looking around the area, she turned to the crime house. The same hedge that blocked the view of the house next door also blocked the view of the victim’s house. Only the second story was visible from where she stood. She strolled to the sidewalk and looked at both sides of the street. It seemed like a quiet suburban neighborhood. Most of the houses were split-level homes with well-maintained yards. There was evidence of children present in some homes. Basketball hoops above garage doors looked used. Toys littered lawns and bicycles sat in driveways. Several of the residents stood outside, watching the spectacle in their neighborhood.

      She looked back at the RV parking space and then at the crime house again. She frowned. “Ah… Mac… I think the person who broke into the house and killed the lady parked here.”

      Mac turned and walked back to stand beside her. “You might be right. It’s an easy spot to get in and out of, and it’s partially hidden from view.” He scratched his chin. “It’ll be interesting to see what Sean thinks of it.”

      She frowned and turned to face him. “Your partner? I thought you were the senior detective on the scene.”

      “I’ve been with the department longer, but Sean has more experience with murder cases. He worked homicide in Los Angeles for several years.” Mac reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of nicotine gum.

      She raised her eyebrows. The man smells like a tobacco shop and he’s chewing that kind of gum? “Los Angeles to northern Idaho is quite a change. I got my degree at Long Beach State. I know how crowded and fast-paced life is in the LA area. It must have been an enormous culture shock for his family to move from there to here.”

      Mac raised an eyebrow. “Ah, Sean doesn’t have a family. His wife died of cancer about five years ago, and they didn’t have any kids. I know it’s a much slower life style up here, but I got the feeling he moved so he wouldn’t be surrounded by all the memories of her.” He unwrapped the gum and started chewing.

      She blinked. The handsome detective was a widower? She turned her back on the older man and looked at the crime house again, staring as if she could see through the walls. Sean had caught her attention from the moment Cliff introduced him. Handsome, sandy blonde hair with deep blue eyes. He was the kind of guy she’d love to date but never could attract. Good-looking guys didn’t go for the nerdy girls. She scoffed. The detective probably already had a girlfriend or a list of women who wanted the position. She took a deep breath. She’d come back to the area to be close to her family. If it didn’t work out again, she didn’t need any anchors holding her here. As she stood lost in thought, Paul came out of the house, followed by Billy with his camera. The press tried to follow, but the deputy in the driveway stopped them.

      When they reached the RV space, Mac instructed Billy on the shots he wanted. She got out of the way and watched Billy work. The sound of Sean’s voice drew her attention back to the street. The detective and Cliff walked to the end of the driveway. Sean called to the reporters. “I have a brief statement to issue. This afternoon, the Kootenai County Sheriff’s office responded to a request for a wellness check. An investigation is underway about what we found. There will be an official briefing offered later. We are not answering questions at this time. Thank you.” He turned and strode toward the crime trailer as the reporters grumbled and shouted questions at him.

      The coroner’s van came down the street and stopped in front of the Mercer house. It took the officer in the driveway a moment to get the reporters out of the way so the van could back in. Two men got out of the vehicle and opened the back to remove the gurney. A print reporter took pictures while the television crew recorded the movements on video for the evening news.

      Mac called her name. She turned to him. When he motioned for her to pick up the stocking cap, she quickly placed it in the evidence bag and handed it to him.

      “Thank you, Stephanie. It was nice meeting you. I’m sure we will see more of each other in the future.” Mac smiled.

      Stephanie nodded. “Thank you, Mac. It was nice meeting you as well.” She slipped off a glove and shook his hand before heading back to the trailer. She glanced toward Sean and saw him shaking hands with Cliff before he walked back to the house. Good, she wasn’t ready to talk to him yet, but the thought of seeing him again made her smile.
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      Sean leaned back from the table, lifted his arms and stretched his back. He checked his watch. He and Mac had been working for two hours, logging in evidence from today’s crime scene in the department’s secure room. The tedious work required concentration. Filling out each line on the evidence envelopes accurately could make or break a case. There were strict rules on the handling of each type of evidence. Both prosecutors and defense attorneys would go over all of it. If there was an error, it could mean a guilty person being released back into society to commit more crimes.

      “I’m starving. Do you want to order some takeout?”

      Mac looked up from his paperwork. “I promised Karen I’d be home for dinner tonight, even if I’m late. She’s making spaghetti. It’s her grandmother’s recipe. The sauce is absolutely amazing.” He set down his pen. “You’re welcome to come over. She always makes extra.”

      Sean hastily grabbed an evidence envelope. Mac invited him over for dinner regularly, but he never accepted. Eating with a family reminded him too much of what he had lost.

      “No, thanks, Mac.” Sean shrugged. “I’ll just grab something on the way out. Besides, I don’t have much time this evening. I’m supposed to have a Zoom call at eight about campaigning for sheriff. I’m being introduced to Sam Kestner. He’s going to be my campaign manager.”

      Mac folded his hands. “Sean, I know you don’t like the way little Bonaparte has handled the department, but do you really think running for sheriff is the best thing for you? I mean, you are a gifted detective with amazing intuition. The sheriff is an administrator. You’ll be buried in paperwork and political meetings. You’re going to hate it.”

      “Probably, but there have been too many problems with lack of resources for everyone except SWAT. If this keeps up, something will happen that causes serious problems for the entire department. No one wants to challenge little Bonaparte. Until he has a serious challenger, nothing will change.” Sean took a deep breath.

      “Okay.” Mac nodded. “I agree with you. I’ll help you any way I can.”

      “Thanks, Mac.” He picked up his pen and listed the number and description of the item in the envelope on his evidence log. “Do we have any information from the medical examiner?”

      Mac frowned and shifted in his chair. “The initial findings show she had sex, but there were no signs of force. We should have the complete report in a week or two. They got the duct tape off. Hopefully, it’ll have some fingerprints on it.” He reached out for another bag.

      Sean bit his lip. “I wonder,” he muttered.

      “What did you say?”

      Sean cleared his throat. “I was wondering about the ski mask you found in the empty lot. Do you think it’s related?”

      Mac continued writing. “The new girl at the lab, Stephanie, thought it was. When the officer took me to the spot where he found it, she came out with us. She suggested the murderer may have accidentally dropped it while trying to load his car and make his getaway. A jogger or a person walking their dog might have interrupted or seen him.”

      Sean rubbed his chin. “She may be right.” Mac’s sudden movement caused him to look up. Mac had an odd grin on his face.

      “What?”

      “I was just wondering what you thought of her?”

      Sean shifted in his chair and remembered her laugh. He’d found the sound of it both comforting and upsetting. He closed his eyes. His memories of Peggy still haunted him. Her face, her smile and the echo of her laugh when he told her a funny story. He shook himself. Hearing the same sound from Stephanie made him feel an instant connection to her, one he really would like to explore farther. No way would he tell Mac that. “She seemed nice, very helpful. I really didn’t get to talk to her.”

      Mac leaned back in his chair, smiling. “Tim said she had a great sense of humor.

      “I thought she might. She had a great laugh.”

      Mac raised an eyebrow. “You listened to her laugh?”

      “Now, Mac, don’t get any ideas. I’m not looking for a date. I have a lot of work to do and a campaign coming up.”

      Mac smirked. “Who said anything about dating? I just find it interesting that you noticed her laugh. You normally only notice a woman’s looks then go back to work.”

      “I’m not having this conversation. Let’s get back to the case.” Sean set down his pen and flexed his fingers. “What was your gut reaction to everything?

      Mac shifted in his chair. “It looked like a break-and-entry where the burglar found the owner at home. Given the way the victim was dressed and the medical examiner’s initial information, we know there was a man with her earlier. I think she was having a nap after her, ahh… other guest had left. The intruder likely surprised her. He strangled her and ransacked the place.” Mac reached into his pocket for a piece of nicotine gum and looked over to Sean. “Why? What did you see?”

      Sean bit his lower lip. “I saw exactly what you did. A burglar surprises a home owner, kills her and steals what he can carry away easily without drawing too much attention to himself.” He stopped speaking for a few minutes. The only sound in the room was the hum from the electric clock on the wall. He raised his head and met his partner’s eyes.

      Mac looked down his nose at him and shook his head. “And?”

      “What do you mean… and?”

      Mac laughed. “With you, there is always an ‘and’. I’ve worked with you long enough to know you have a sixth sense about crime scenes. What did you notice about the scene that makes you sound so skeptical?”

      Sean shifted in his chair. “It felt wrong, like we were seeing what they meant us to see. Like the whole thing was planned and staged.”

      Mac raised his eyebrows. “Why would someone murder a woman to send a message?”

      “That’s the question I’ve been asking myself. I think we need to take a much closer look at Angela Mercer.”

      Mac nodded as Sean leaned forward, picking up another evidence bag.
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        * * *

      

      Ray walked through the door of his basement apartment and swore. The bloody furnace was out again. His breath hung in the air like a cloud. “Great, now I can stand in front of the open refrigerator and get warm.” The lights came on when he flipped the switch. Well, at least the power was still working. He pulled out his cell phone to call the building management company. The last time this happened, it took them six hours to even send a repairman, and he had to get a hotel room for the night. That had blown a hole through his budget. Hopefully, they would be faster this time. Now he was more prepared. The apartment had a small fireplace. Being mostly for show, it didn’t put out a lot of heat, but it would help make the temperature bearable. He now had a package of presto logs waiting next to the fireplace for just such an emergency.

      After stoking the fire, he walked over to the refrigerator and opened the door. Yup, definitely warmer. He quickly checked the freezer. The small freezer compartment gave just enough room for one person’s needs. He moved the TV dinners stacked in the box’s front and checked the contents in the back, a rack of blood vials, each carefully labeled, several clear freezer bags containing hair or skin scrapings, and a small stack of plastic storage containers. He set the TV dinners back in place, except for the one he planned to eat, and closed the door.
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        * * *

      

      Stephanie hurried from the parking lot to the bleachers. She was late for the softball game. It would have been nice to just stay home and relax after a long day at work. Her sister had invited her, so she didn’t want to disappoint Susan by not showing up. Even though she had to finish up at the crime scene, to her father, work was not an excuse to miss a sporting event. She sighed. Being born the only klutz in a family of athletes had not made for an easy childhood. She glanced over the field and saw her two older brothers and sister. Dennis stood on the pitcher’s mound, staring down the batter. Douglas shifted on his feet behind first base, ready to tag the runner. Susan was in her usual position as shortstop. She didn’t need to search the stands for her parents. They would be on the center bleacher about halfway up. It was their customary spot as the kids grew up. This way, whoever was playing could always find them in the crowd.

      She made her way along the row and sat down next to her mom. “Hi. Sorry I’m late.”

      “We’re glad you could make it, sweetheart.” Her mom patted her knee with a gloved hand.

      “Yeah, you missed a great game so far. The teams are pretty evenly matched, so your brothers are giving them the switch each time they’re in the outfield.” Her dad grinned as he watched the pitch. Her brothers were identical twins except for one thing: Douglas was left-handed and Dennis was right.

      By the time the game finished, Stephanie felt like a popsicle. Tired as she was, the invitation to join everyone at the local sports bar sounded great.

      She sat at the table and watched the people in the room. Her family didn’t trust her to carry any of the food. She could trip over her own two feet on a smooth linoleum floor. She actually had once and ended up wearing a pitcher of beer.

      Her family wound their way through the crowd and back to the table. The twins each carried a large pizza. Her mom and sister had the drink pitchers, and her father held a plate of hot wings. How many times had she sat in a place like this after a game, part of the family but an outsider to the world of sports?

      “Dig in everybody.” Dennis set down a deep-dish pizza covered with meat and cheese.

      “Great, I love the house special, and you got extra cheese, too.” Her dad grabbed a large piece and slid it onto his plate.

      Everyone attacked the food like a pack of wolves. That may be a cliché, but anyone who had ever seen her brothers eat would draw the same conclusion. Stephanie limited herself to a single slice of pizza and a glass of beer. Her siblings could burn off the calories with their sports, but she didn’t get much exercise staring into a microscope.

      The dinner and conversation were interrupted when a man walked up to the table and put his hand on Dennis’ shoulder. “Great game. I didn’t know you could pitch left-handed.”

      Everyone laughed. Douglas held up his beer glass in his left hand.

      The man grinned. “Brilliant. Maybe we can use your brother on the campaign.”

      “Campaign?” Her father set down his slice of pizza. “What campaign?”

      The man’s eyes widened, and he frowned. “I’m sorry. I thought you told them.”

      Dennis grumbled. “If you’d waited another fifteen minutes, I would have.”

      “Mom, Dad, I’m going to run for county sheriff.”

      Douglas grinned. The twins always knew what the other one was doing, even if the rest of the family was clueless.

      Her dad glanced from one son to the other. Her mom just looked confused. Susan sat there grinning. Obviously, her sister was in the know. Stephanie glanced back at her parents. For once, she wasn’t the only family member in the dark.

      Her father straightened in his chair. “Is the law firm aware of this?”

      Dennis smiled. “This is Tom Oliver from my office. He’s one of the firm’s partners. Given the way things are in law enforcement these days, several people got together and decided they wanted a lawyer in the sheriff’s position.

      Tom Oliver held out his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, sir. We felt they needed a talented lawyer in the sheriff’s office, and we believe your son is the right man for the job.”

      Her dad shook Oliver’s hand. “That’s great. When does the campaign start?”

      Dennis turned to his dad. “I have to get a campaign staff together and rent a space to use for a headquarters. Doug is going to be the campaign treasurer since it looks good to have a treasurer who’s a CPA. Susan will help organize the campaign volunteers. As soon as we get everything in place, I’ll announce. It will probably be next month.”

      Stephanie listened to the conversation, feeling, as usual, on the outside looking in.

      Tom Oliver started rattling off details about the campaign and how to target different voter groups. In the middle of his speech, Dennis turned to her. “Stephanie, you know how to work spreadsheets. Could you do the data sorting that Tom is talking about?”

      It took Stephanie a moment to realize her brother was actually addressing her. “I’m sorry. What sorts do you need?”

      Tom smiled at her. “The county elections office has a list of all registered voters done in spreadsheet format. They also have voter history, so it is possible to find out which voters vote in the primary. Can you help with this?”

      Suddenly Stephanie was in her element. She had a puzzle to be solved. She couldn’t throw a ball or run without tripping, but give her a puzzle and she wouldn’t surface until she’d figured it out. “Well, if the data is in column format with headers, it’s an easy sort. Depending how the voting history is laid out, it’s possible to determine who votes in all primaries or simply a primary in a presidential year. You mentioned election reports where the donors are listed as well as the candidate’s expenses. I could pull the donor names of people who have contributed to a sheriff race in the past. These can be cross matched with voter lists and ….” She looked up to see everyone at the table staring at her and Tom with a grin from ear to ear.

      “Well, Dennis, I think we found your data miner and list manager.”

      “How about it, sis? Are you willing to work on my campaign?” Her brother gave her a smile.

      She grinned back. “Sure, I think you’ll make an excellent sheriff. When do I start?”
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      Sean walked to his desk, rubbing his shirt with a handkerchief. Some politician he was going to make, since he couldn’t even keep a shirt clean between his place and the office. He set the offending coffee cup with its loose lid down on his desk. He’d have to wear his suit jacket buttoned up for the rest of the day to cover the brown spot. At least the weather is still cold. Nothing like sweat stains to add to the overall effect.

      He sat down and turned his computer on. He should have just enough time to check his messages and reports before Mac showed up.

      Sean reached out and took the envelope from his in box. He glanced at the label and nodded. These were from the robbery of a warehouse, a case they’d gotten last month. He turned back to his computer. Voices in the hall warned him, Mac was on the way in.

      Mac set his coffee and briefcase on his desk and looked at Sean. He grinned. “Nice shirt. Is that a new fashion style?”

      “Smart ass. Who were you talking to in the hall?”

      “Officer Clark. I have his notes from yesterday. All of Angela Mercer’s neighbors mentioned that there was a man who came to the Mercer’s house several times a week. He drove a silver car. One lady remembers the car very well and the man who drove it.” He sat down and turned on his computer.

      “Okay, I’ll bite. Why does she remember him so well?”

      “Apparently, he came around a corner too fast one time and nearly ran her over while she was walking her Shih Tzu.”

      Sean laughed. “Yeah, well, that would do it.” He reached for his coffee cup, only to have the lid come loose again. He swore under his breath and tossed the lid in the trash. “Okay, I want to go through Clark’s notes and see if anything else stands out, then interview the Shih Tzu lady.” He rolled his eyes. Ten to one, he’d have dog hair all over his suit five minutes after they got to her house. He had to go home and change shirts. A coffee-stained shirt was one thing, but combined with dog hair, it would be too much.

      “Before we talk to her, I need to swing by my place and pick up a clean shirt.” He looked at his coffee cup and frowned. “I’m going to dump this. It’s cold, anyway. You want to stop at a coffee shop? I’m buying.”

      Mac laughed. “I never say no to free food.”

      An hour later, Mac turned their car into the parking lot of a local coffeehouse. He parked in a space between two patrol cars. “Where does the law enforcement community’s passion for high carb, sugar pastries come from, anyway?”

      “I don’t know, but I want an apple fritter and large latte. Let’s get in
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