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CHAPTER ONE

"Mingle?" To say I was surprised would be an understatement. "We're going to Mingle, Iowa for a mayors' conference? Why am I going?"

Thirteen-year-old future insurance CEO and Who's There, Iowa's youngest mayor, Ava rolled her eyes as if she couldn't believe she had to explain. "Because you can drive!"

I should've known better than to ask. After all, these were the girls who once told me I'd be getting a shipment of tarantulas delivered to my house that I wasn't to open or ask questions about. Volunteering me for things without asking first was normal to my troop. And I still have no idea what happened to those tarantulas.

And yet, I still wasn't clear how I fit into the plan. "Let me get this straight. I'm taking you..."

Ava interrupted. "And Betty, and Lauren, and Inez..."

Now there were four of them going? "I'm taking you four to a mayor conference just because I can drive?"

The mayor nodded. "Yes. My mom can't take me because she's working. And once the adults at City Hall found out Betty was part of it, they all suddenly had excuses why they couldn't go."

I could understand that. Betty was the most terrifying sixth grader in the world.

"What is it exactly?" Why was I arguing? It wasn't like my schedule was busy. All I had were troop meetings and the occasional zoo break-in to hang out with the king vulture.

"It's the Central Iowa Small Mayor Mingle, and it's important. CISMM." Ava stuck her chin out to let me know she meant business. "Oh, and your husband is getting an award."

My eyebrows went up. "Rex is going? And getting an award?"

Ava stared at me as if I should know this. "You know how Who's There is the most murdery town in Iowa?"

Of course I did. I'd been involved in every single one over the last nine years. I gave a short nod.

"Well, Detective Rex Ferguson is getting an award for having a 100% solve rate."

There was no way I was going to argue about that. My husband deserved canonization for putting up with me interfering with his cases. Oh sure, I'd technically solved most of them, but he helped!

"You should have led with that. Give me the details," I sighed. At least there would be another adult with me. "Wait... Why aren't the Kaitlyns going?"

I had four Kaitlyn Ms in my troop. They all looked exactly alike, spoke at the same time, took the same boy to the recent middle school dance, and operated on a sort of hive mind that allowed them to communicate telepathically.

"They're on the same softball team for the first time. The coach thinks they're really valuable since they can communicate without talking. The Kaitlyns are pitcher, catcher, first basegirl, and shortstop. I guess they're really good. They have a tournament." In spite of what sounded like good news, Ava did not look happy that half the troop wasn't going.

My name is Merry Wrath Ferguson, and I was a field operative for the CIA. I'd worked undercover in Russia, Japan, Colombia, and Chechnya before I was "accidentally" outed by the vice president, who had a beef with my senator dad. Unfortunately, I was in a bar made basically of sticks and held together with mud and goat spit in Chechnya when CNN broke the news. And Chechens love CNN. They never miss it. So when my face was splashed across the screen while I was undercover, it was a nightmare to say the least. I barely escaped with my life.

After a very healthy settlement that didn't make me feel any better, I came back to my hometown of Who's There, Iowa to sulk. That's when my best friend, Kelly, talked me into starting a Girl Scout troop. Which was how I ended up subservient to the teen mayor.

I sighed. "When is CISMM?"

"Wednesday through Sunday," Ava said. "The conference begins tomorrow night. You and your husband pick us up after he gets off work." And with that, she walked out my front door to a limousine that was waiting for her but, apparently, was not CISMM worthy.

Rex walked in a few minutes later. "Hey hon! Guess what we're doing tomorrow?"

"I just found out. Who's going to watch the animals?" I pointed to our menagerie of pets, who were now staring at me, not Rex, accusingly.

First and foremost was Philby—an obese cat who looked like Hitler, with basically the same temperament, who I've long suspected was secretly composing a salacious memoir about me titled Mein Catf. Second was Leonard, an adorable but skittish Scottish deerhound who was terrified of the fat feline führer. Last was Martini, Philby's daughter, whose narcoleptic problem made her pass out every ten minutes, usually on top of Leonard.

"Dr. Body said she'd do it," Rex said, referring to Soo Jin, our medical examiner. "Troy's going to help her."

We got out the suitcases, and immediately Philby jumped into mine. She crouched down as low as an over-inflated basketball could and eyed me suspiciously. I would have to pack around her.

"Are you attending the conference, or are you there just for the awards night?" I tried to shoo the cat out, but she closed her eyes and hissed loudly.

"Seven of the cities involved are sending a representative from their police department. From what I understand, I'll be able to go to the workshops too."

"At least you'll have something to do," I groused just a little. "I'm just the driver. I have no idea what I'm doing there."

"You can always sit in on sessions for modern, small-town policing with me." His eyebrows went up as Philby tried to jump from my suitcase into his.

Somehow, she missed and landed on her back between the two. Due to her round shape, she lay there, legs wiggling in the air, like a fattened tick. I turned her over and was rewarded with another hiss as she jumped...or rather fell off the bed and raced out of the room.

"At least you're expected. Ava will probably just have me down as Driver on my name tag. If I even rate a name tag."

Rex pulled me into his arms. "Don't worry. I'll smuggle you in." After a kiss, he pulled back. "You haven't packed anything yet. What are you going to wear?"

After a few minutes, I pulled away. "I've got to run over to Kelly's for a moment. Back in a jiff."
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Kelly and I sat in her living room, folding laundry. Robert was helping Finn, my goddaughter, in the kitchen with her homework.

My best friend set aside a stack of towels and turned to me. "Okay, so what's the emergency?"

"Everything alright, Merry?" Kelly's husband called out from the kitchen.

"Nothing to worry about!" I called back. Lowering my voice, I told Kelly, "It's a fashion emergency. I don't know what to wear to the Mayor Mingle."

I explained the situation. "Rex says it's business casual. I'm not sure what that means. A business jacket with shorts? T-shirt with a cardigan and khakis? Are jeans okay? And what about shoes?"

Kelly held up a hand to stop my stream of questions. "Hold on. I shouldn't have to remind you, but you were a spy who had to dress for many occasions, I'd think. Didn't you ever have to go undercover in business casual?"

I shook my head. "That's different. All I usually needed was tactical gear, an evening gown, and a banana costume."

Kelly's eyebrows went up. "A banana costume?"

I plucked a T-shirt from the pile and folded it as I nodded. "You'd be surprised how often that came in handy."


CHAPTER TWO

"I've never been to Mingle," I said to no one in particular as I drove.

Rex was going over the notes of his acceptance speech. Betty, Lauren, Inez, and Ava were in the back, staring out the windows.

"Wasn't there some sort of scandal there in the 80s?" Rex asked quietly, as if hoping the girls wouldn't hear.

A glance in the rearview window told me they weren't paying attention.

"Yes," I replied just as quietly. "I don't really know much about it. It was before I was born. But I remember Mom and Dad talking about it. I heard something about a political sex scandal, but then I also heard it was the mafia money laundering. I don't know the details. It must have been embarrassing, though, because I had a friend in college who was from there. But I didn't know she was from there until graduation. She'd always said she was from Newton."

"It's only forty-five minutes from Who's There." Rex frowned. "And you've never been?"

"Different county," I explained, as if that was a legitimate reason. I decided to change the subject. "How's the speech coming? Want to practice on me?"

"It's coming along. I'm not speaking for a long time. Just a few minutes. I don't need to practice."

I made eye contact with Ava, who was now fully alert in the rearview mirror. "What are you guys going to do at the conference? Are there any interesting sessions you want to attend?"

"They look pretty boring," the mayor admitted. "But it's okay, since Betty and I are presenting."

That got my attention. Even Rex turned in his seat.

"You two are presenting a workshop?" I asked. "On what?"

Ava shook her head. "Not one workshop. I'm doing two. Betty's helping with those but also doing one herself."

"Seriously?" was all I could manage.

Who was in charge of the programming? Why did they want a thirteen-year-old to present on anything? Didn't they know who they were dealing with? Should I warn them?

"There are twenty-two municipalities attending," Ava went on. "Most of them aren't even doing workshops. The mayors that are presenting are only doing one. That makes me the winner."

The girls high-fived each other in the back seat.

"Do you think I'll get a trophy for that?" Ava wondered.

"I don't think that's a thing." I turned to my husband, who had the program. "Rex, what is Ava presenting?"

Rex pulled up the program on his phone. "Let's see. She's doing The Most Murdery Town In Iowa – How to Successfully Utilize Your Town's Biggest Assets, and Sister Cities: Who's There & Who Dat."

Ava spoke up. "Mayor Robby of Who Dat is flying up to join me. I'm still counting that one as just mine though, so I can win the trophy."

I had so many questions, but the most important one was: "What's Betty's workshop about?"

Rex struggled to hold back a smile. "How to Bend City Council to Your Will."

"We've got swag and stuff." Betty aimed her thumb over her shoulder to the back of the van, where some very mysterious boxes that read Do Not Open – Filled with Poisonous Snakes.

That seemed dangerous. Maybe the less I knew about this the better. "What are you going to?" I asked my husband.

"I'm going to a couple on issues related to small-town policing." Rex paused. "But now I think I'll attend Betty's."

I nodded. It would probably be good for me to be there too. I should've brought my gun.

"I don't know if I'm registered, other than as Mayoral Driver," I joked.

"You're registered," Ava said. "I signed you up to do a session on how to incorporate black bag ops and wet work into everyday city planning, but they turned that one down." She rolled her eyes. "They asked if it was a joke."

Good move on the organizing committee's part. "How am I registered?"

Ava waved her arm around. "Like the others."

"I'm going to do one on animal control," Lauren added. "Ava didn't mention that."

"I'm not presenting, but I'm going to do one on creative accounting." Inez wiggled her eyebrows suggestively, as if to imply she intended use the information to practice the dark arts.

We pulled into the town of Mingle and made our way to the community center on Main Street. The town was about half the size of Who's There but very pleasant to look at. Flowers overflowed from baskets and curbside planters, the buildings appeared to be freshly painted, and a huge welcome sign stood in the city park proclaiming, MINGLE! We've put our past behind us!

Not the most inspirational motto. I parked the van, and everyone got out and filed into the community center. Inside, there were a lot of people milling around two tables that appeared to be labelled by town, alphabetically. Ava said she would handle the check-in for everyone.

Betty was fidgety. She never fidgeted.

"What's up?" I asked.

"Nothing. And don't look at me in that tone of voice," Betty grumbled and walked away.

"She's out of sorts," Inez said before cocking her head to one side. "Is that how you old people say it? Out of sorts?" She waited for me to nod, but when I didn't because I'd taken exception to the idea that I was old, she continued. "It's because Conrad isn't here. They spend a lot of time together. Ava said he couldn't come, and Betty's in"—Inez held up her fingers for air quotes—"a mood."

Lauren nodded. "I don't know why Ava said he couldn't come. But she was not giving in on that."

Was there a problem in the troop because of a boy? I'd always feared that this would happen, but never in a million years would I have believed it would happen to Betty, of all people. The girl did not like boys and rated them at the bottom of her list, below Eternally Happy People, Boy Scouts, and Unicorn Killer.

Until Conrad, that is.

I looked around at the other city officials. All of them were adults, except for a pig who wore a top hat and sash that read MAYOR OF PORKTON. Iowa had had a few animal mayors before, but I wondered if, considering the name of the town, the pig was just a figurehead.

Rex spotted a couple of colleagues and excused himself. Lauren ran over to the pig and began conversing. Inez and I stood together, taking it all in.

"Give me your expert opinion," Inez asked me. "Who are the threats, the weak links, the tough talkers? Who do you think could handle themselves in a fight?"

I turned to her. "Why are you analyzing the situation?"

Inez narrowed her eyes. "You taught us about threat assessment."

Did I? It was possible, I guess. I was always interjecting some of my past into troop meetings.

"Anyway, Ava thinks we should know everyone's strengths and weaknesses to see if they are a concern to us. I've been studying it."

"That's smart" was all I could think to say.

"And looking for intel for blackmail..." the girl added.

"No blackmail." I'd used my stern leader voice, as if she'd listen to me.

Ava returned with a huge envelope. Lauren and Betty spotted her and joined us.

"Here are your name tags." Ava opened the envelope and doled them out. "I made our own lanyards because I knew these would be lame."

She was referring to the gray nylon cord that clipped on to the name tags. From a bag, she produced flat, black lanyards with chalk body outlines all over them. We did as we were told and replaced the gray ones.

Rex came over, took one look at the new lanyards, and shook his head. "Nope. I'm not doing that. I think it would give the wrong impression."

Ava shrugged. "Suit yourself."

I looked at my name tag. It read Mrs. Wrath. As usual, it did not include my married name of Ferguson. The girls had been calling me Mrs. even before I got married because anyone over twenty was old and a Mrs.

"It says I'm the Assistant Deputy of the Secret Police?" I read the name tag upside down. "City governments don't have secret police."

"Ours does," Betty said as she put the lanyard over her head. Her name tag said, Director of the Secret Police.

"She gets to be director?" I complained. "I should be the director."

I looked at the other tags. Inez's said Special Prosecutor, and Lauren's read Assistant Director of Animal Control. Rex's just said Detective.

"We have to check into the hotel," Ava said, ignoring my complaint. "It's next door. Let's go."

To my surprise, there was a large boutique hotel next door. The Mingle Inn had once been the town's elementary school, which they'd turned into a hotel. The girls were rooming together in a quad with four bunk beds, and Rex and I had a room a little too far down the hall than I was entirely comfortable with.

My mood changed when we opened the door.

"Look at this!" I looked around. "I think we're in an old classroom!"

Sure enough, there were well-worn but clean floors, a chalkboard with chalk and eraser, and large windows with huge shades. The ceiling was high, and I could just picture it filled with little desks.

"This is pretty great," Rex admitted as he parked our suitcases in front of a school locker that doubled as a closet.

My phone buzzed with a text from Ava that read, Meet me in the conference lobby. That is an order.

We met up with the others, only to be herded into one large room. A woman in her late thirties or early forties with a severe bun and what appeared to be a permanent scowl etched into her face stepped up to a lectern and glared at us until we stopped talking.

"I'm Loretta Linley, and I'm the mayor of Linley. I know you are curious about my name being the same as the town's name."

People looked around to see who were the curious ones she was referring to.

"It's because my family founded the town. So now you know." She acted as if this was the most important piece of information we would get at the conference.

"I am the conference coordinator this year." She made a face. "There are a few rules you need to know. First, no complaining. If there's anything I can't stand, it's complaining!" she complained. "Second, no gum. Why do people think it's okay to chew gum and annoy everyone?" she complained again.

Was she being ironic?

"Thirdly..." She glared at us over her glasses. "No fundraising. And I'm talking to you, Eleanor Bradley!"

Everyone turned toward a woman who was holding a huge box of assorted candy bars. She squeaked before slowly lowering the box to the floor.

"It's for our school," she called out nervously.

Loretta wasn't having it. "Remember last year when each and every one of you brought something to sell as fundraisers? We received many complaints about that, which was weird since everyone did it."

I'd have to buy some of those candy bars off her later. Conference food, in my experience, was the worst.

"And fourth, and most importantly..." Loretta pushed her glasses up on her nose. "No constant promotion of your towns. Seriously! No one cares if you come from the most interesting town ever—which you most likely don't! No one wants to hear about it!"

My mind drifted to the boxes of so-called "poisonous snakes" in the van that the girls had said was swag and stuff. I had a feeling it would run afoul of Mayor Linley from Linley.

"I suppose now I should introduce our host, Mayor Michael of Mingle." She stormed off as if she didn't like the man.

A short, balding, heavyweight man who appeared to be in his late fifties stepped up to the lectern. He gave us a nervous smile and pulled out a handkerchief to mop the perspiration on his forehead. "Thank you, Mayor Linley. Welcome everyone to the Mayor Mingle in Mingle!" He threw his arms in the air and looked around as if awaiting a standing ovation.

I clapped because no one else did. Gradually, a few others joined in, but that was it. I guessed that Mayor Michael had told that joke before.

"This is the fifty-second conference of this type to be held in Mingle, and we're proud to say it's one of the events over the years that have been scandal free! We are grateful to each and every one of you for being here with us!" He threw up his arms again and looked around.

Did this guy think he should get applause for that?

"Anyway..." His arms dropped to the lectern. "I'm Mayor Michael. For those of you who are new, I go by my first name because my last name is Mayor, and like most city administrators, I don't like redundancy!" He laughed alone.

When he realized no one else found the joke funny, he announced, "Enjoy your visit! Make sure you look around town in your free time. We are the proud home of Herbert Hoover Community College, named for Iowa's only president! And they've added a new major field of study in aviation, named for the late Mags Bennet, a barnstormer and crop duster, who was, unfortunately, murdered at a local camp."

Oh wow! I was there when Mags was murdered, along with my friends Franki, Kate and Valentine. I didn't realize they'd named an aviation program after her.

"So don't be surprised if you hear planes overhead! Mingle has a lot to offer! And remember, we've moved past our past—so no jokes on the scandal from the eighties, please. Thank you!" He threw his arms up again, and this time was rewarded with a smattering of applause.

I looked around, expecting Loretta to chastise him for promoting Mingle. She stood against a far wall, her face a mask of fury. Maybe as the host, Mayor Michael Mayor was allowed to market the town.

Ava turned to Betty, who was sitting next to me. "We should have a school of aviation too."

Betty wrote down, Have more death from above.

Loretta went up to the lectern again. "Well? Get going! You can't sit there all day!"

People got to their feet and began heading for the hallway, where the meeting rooms were located. The girls followed, but I hung back to check out the schedule. Rex stayed with me.

"Fun with Budgets?" I read aloud. "Trash Collection Fees for Dummies?"

Rex nodded. "I was thinking of going to Ava's presentation on working with your town's assets."

"Good idea. I'll go too." I spotted the candy bar lady hesitating at the door. "But first, we need to see a lady about some candy bars."


CHAPTER THREE

Two dozen candy bars were jammed into my bag when Rex and I sat in the back of the packed room. Up front, Betty set up a projector, and Ava, who was now wearing her medieval chain of office, went through some notecards. Finally, Betty gave her a thumbs-up, and Ava slammed her pink glitter gavel to get everyone's attention.

"Oh man," a mayor on my right said. "I should've brought my gavel!"

The mayors around him nodded in commiseration.

"I am Mayor Ava from Who's There, Iowa. And I'm here to talk about the things that make our hometowns special. Before we begin, tell me what your town's assets are." Was I the only one who noticed she'd said it sarcastically?

A woman stood up, and Ava recognized her with the bang of a gavel. "I'm Mayor Carole from Frostburg, and our town has a large quilt festival every year. We're very proud of that!"

People applauded politely. Mayor Michael looked disappointed.

A man stood up. "I'm Mayor Mike—" he cast a smirk at Mayor Michael, who grimaced—"and in New West Town, we are the Lobster Capital of Iowa!"

Lobsters? In a landlocked state like Iowa? The Mississippi didn't even have freshwater lobsters. Oh sure, it was big news when a fisherman announced to the press that he'd caught one there, but it turned out to be a mutated, six-eyed catfish that had grown claws.

"How are you the lobster capital?" someone called out.

"I'm glad you asked!" Mayor Mike grinned. "Joe Bently has a tank at his house, and he has three lobsters! For five dollars, you can see them! He also has a huge, robotic claw that operates on ethanol. Joe will crush anything you want, within reason, of course, for another two dollars! Mostly it's just beer cans people bring. But he once crushed the oil pan of a 1972 Ford station wagon!" He paused. "And as New West Town, we're newer than West Town!"

"You're not newer!" Mayor Monroe of West Town (according to his name tag) shouted. "And you're east of us!"

"We are newer!" Mayor Mike shouted back.

"Just because you filed your articles of incorporation one day after we did!" Mayor Monroe rebutted.

"Still counts!" Mike thrust out his chin, daring Monroe to argue with him. "And we're not technically east of you, according to the latest gerrymandered map!"

Mayor Mike sat down to a bit more applause, and he again smirked at Mayor Michael.

A woman dressed in an ear of corn costume stood up. "I'm Mayor Earlene from Ear, Iowa, and we are the proud home to Mysterious Tom's Weight Loss Camp!"

People seemed to be waiting to find out why she was dressed as an ear of corn, but she didn't comment on that. Maybe she dressed like that all the time.

"What's so mysterious about it?" shouted a man near me.

The woman's face fell. "You know what? I don't really know. But people do lose weight there."

Rex leaned toward me and whispered, "I've heard of that place. Rumor has it they use malaria and tape worm as weight loss tools."

Ava looked around and, seeing no one else rising to the occasion, began her presentation.

"In Who's There, we have a zoo"—she looked at Betty, who projected a photo of Obladi Zoo onto the screen "—a historical society, a taxidermy business—" Betty advanced those pictures— "which is in the old Peterson Mansion, where an ax murder took place a hundred years ago. And we are the murder capital of Iowa, with more than sixty murders taking place in the last eight years alone!"

A man in overalls shouted, "We're home to the most termite infestations in the state! Eighty-five percent of homes and businesses have termites!"

"That's nice," Ava said tersely. "But it's not murder, is it? We even have a Museum of Murder." 

Betty projected a picture of the museum.

"Remind me to never go to Who's There!" someone in the audience guffawed. 

There was a ripple of laughter in the room.

Ava slammed her gavel down. "You should want to go to Who's There because it's awesome!"

Betty stood up, crossed her arms over her chest, narrowed eyes roving the audience.

Ava continued. "We've implemented a national marketing plan targeting true crime podcasts, and as a result, tickets to the Museum of Murder are sold out for the next month."

The crowd was silent. People started writing things down.

"You're actually promoting your biggest weakness as your strength?" Mayor Michael called out. He looked like he was thinking about doing something positive with the town's scandal reputation.

Ava looked confused. "What do you mean our biggest weakness?"

The woman dressed as an ear of corn raised her hand and shouted, "Murder isn't a good thing. In fact, it should drive people away!"

Most of the audience nodded at this.

Betty and Ava appeared to be stunned.

"What do you mean it isn't a good thing?" Betty asked. "It's really interesting."

Ava nodded. "I should've said our most interesting thing. We should put that in the brochures."

"That misses the point," Ear of Corn Woman insisted. "You're framing murder as a positive! What happens when tourists are murdered?"

Betty squared off with the woman. "You just have to avoid Mrs. Wrath." She very unhelpfully pointed at me. "All of the murders seem to happen around her. We're thinking of putting up a billboard." She changed the Power Point slide to one with a billboard featuring me with my sternest leader face that read, Stay Away From Her, And You Probably Won't Die. At the bottom in small print was written, No promises though.

Rex looked away from me so I wouldn't see him smiling.

"Wow! You have your own murder magnet!" someone called out.

People began scribbling in notebooks. The guy in front of me wrote, Get a murder magnet.

While I wasn't happy, I was impressed. The girls had managed to turn the room to convince them that murder was an asset.

"And," Ava added, "we have Detective Rex Ferguson, who's getting an award for a 100% solve rate for those murders. Which means if you get killed in our town, you'll know the killer will face justice. So we have the best of both worlds—crime and punishment."

Almost everyone nodded, except for the guy from the lobster capital. "But that still isn't great. Murder is bad! You shouldn't be promoting something like that as a plus!"

Ava looked at Betty, who gave a short nod before going over to Mayor Mike and whispering in his ear. The man turned pale and nodded. Seemingly satisfied, Betty returned to her post up front.

Ava continued. "We've also had Druid Con and a conspiracy theory camp. In Who's There, the possibilities are endless!"

People applauded wildly. I applauded. It was easy to get caught up in what she said.

I looked over and saw Mayor Mike, who Betty had talked to, looking as though he was about to throw up. Poor guy. He had no idea Betty would be watching him closely for the rest of the conference. He'd made the girl's list, most likely ranking lower than Unicorn Killer.

Leaning against the far wall, Inez was staring at him and typing on an iPad. That seemed bad considering her blackmail comment earlier. My troop had turned into a dangerous political machine.

Huey Long would've been proud.


CHAPTER FOUR

To my surprise, there wasn't much more to Ava's presentation than a Q & A session that included a question from Mayor Earlene on how they might get Mysterious Tom's Weight Loss Camp to incorporate ears of corn into their business and Mayor Monroe on what to do when your rival town lies about being new and west.

That was the only workshop for the day, which was followed by a dinner at a restaurant that was conveniently located on the other side of the community center. Ava informed us that we all needed to sit at separate tables to promote Who's There and get intel.

Rex didn't seem so sure about this last bit. "What's the intel for?"

"We need to know what the other towns are doing so we can steal their ideas and do it better," Ava said after a pause. "And...information that might be useful for other stuff."

I'd be willing to bet that other stuff was code for blackmail, but I decided not to say that out loud.

The restaurant, weirdly named Nothing to See Here, was very cozy. There were linen-topped tables with porcelain dishes and real silver flatware. Gilt sconces with real, flickering candles lined the walls and gave it an intimate atmosphere that seemed a bit out of place for a conference but was certainly appropriate for illicit romantic interludes.

I was pretty sure that the name was yet another attempt to smooth over the town's scandal. If they weren't trying to draw attention to it, they were doing it wrong.

I picked a table that had Mayor Michael, Mayor Mike, Mayor Earlene—who was still dressed as an ear of corn—the bossy Loretta from Linley, and the overalled man from the town riddled with termites—who introduced himself as Mayor Duck. After introductions, I realized I was the only non-mayor at the table. As a result, the rest seemed to ignore me. Most people would hate that, but if I was going to get intel for Ava to use for nefarious purposes, this was the best way to do it.

The dynamics weren't that different then they'd been at the introduction to the conference. Loretta scoffed and complained, Earlene talked a lot about corn, Duck from termite town scratched himself a little more often than I found comfortable, and it quickly became obvious that Mike and Michael did not like each other.

"I think it's time we had the conversation again," Mayor Mike opened with, using finger quotes for "the conversation" as if he was about to give my table mates the sex talk.

Mayor Michael shook his head vehemently. "No! We've been through this. The Mayor Mingle has always been in Mingle, and it's always going to be in Mingle! It's called the Mayor Mingle! Where else should it be?"

Mike slapped his hand on the table. "It doesn't have to be called Mingle. I'm just saying what I say every year—other towns should get the chance to host! Towns with more to offer! Town with more prestige!"

Loretta scoffed. "Like New West Town? Just because you have a few lobsters? Please! Obviously Linley would be the best choice. We have an impressive and storied history. One of our founders survived the Titanic, for crying out loud!"

"Really?" I asked. "That's pretty cool."

Mayor Mike rolled his eyes. "It was the Titanic II, and everyone survived because it didn't sink!"

Just then, a woman pushed the pig mayor, top hat, sash, and all, in a wheelchair over to our table. "Mayor Porky would like to join you." She left before we could reply.

The pig snorted, and Duck handed him a plate of pasta, tucking a napkin into his sash. The pig ate very politely.

"That lobster bull is ridiculous," Mayor Michael said, finding his voice. "I've heard that all three are dead and he just keeps them in a tank of formaldehyde."

Mike was on his feet, violently shoving his chair back. "That's a lie! I'll not have you slander the good name of New West Town and Thelma, Louise, and Kevin!"

Rex was at the next table, which was populated by police officers. They all stood up and gave Mike a look. Mike sat back down, much to Michael's obvious relief. Porky snorted at Duck, who nodded and put a roll on his plate. Porky snorted what I gathered was thank you.

"You're welcome," Duck said as he scratched his back.

"Calm down!" Loretta snapped. "You're making a scene! Which is exactly why we shouldn't let you host a Mayor Mingle."

Mike glowered at everyone and said nothing.

"We could have it in Ear," Earlene suggested hopefully. She held up her phone and played a slide show of what I guessed was her town. Corn stalk statues were everywhere, and more than one building was painted to look like an ear of corn. They took their theme seriously. The only thing not in theme was the sign for Mysterious Tom's Weight Loss Camp, which had a border that looked suspiciously like the segments of a tapeworm.

Duck shook his head. "We can't have it in Woodworm because most of our city buildings have been condemned for the moment. It's going to be a few years before we get things fixed."

Porky didn't offer to have the event in Porktown, which was nice of him.

Everyone turned to me.

I held up my hands. "I'm not the one who'd decide that. And I suggest if you don't want a serious challenge to having it here in Mingle, or anywhere else, you don't mention this to Mayor Ava or Betty."

My phone buzzed, and I saw the text from Betty. 

That's treason!

Yeah! Ava added to the thread. We could totally do it better in Who's There!

I turned off my phone. They must've bugged it again.

"Besides," I added, "I don't think I have a say in this since I'm not a mayor."

The others nodded and went back to eating while they collected their thoughts. I took the opportunity to check out the other tables. Rex and his colleagues seemed to be enjoying themselves. Lauren appeared to be telling her table a story about a giant bird with huge teeth, according to her hand gestures. Inez was listening in a way I believed she was sizing things up.

At her table, Ava was handing out mayoral chains of office that were just a bit less flashy than hers. The other mayors happily put them on and beamed with pride.

Then I turned to Betty's table. She was leaning in, speaking in hushed tones and eyeing the rest of the tables suspiciously. The others were hanging on her every word. Finally, they leaned back, and I heard a woman say, "Tell me more about this Huey Long person."

The sound of a plane buzzed very close to the roof, and everyone looked up.

Mayor Michael nodded proudly. "Our aviation program! Another reason to keep it here. We could fly people in eventually!"

"That's a ridiculous idea!" Loretta laughed. "The farthest town from the conference is an hour away."

"Well..." Michael sniffed defensively. "We could give airplane rides as a perk."

One of the attendees ran unsteadily into the dining room. He was pale and panting hard. "I almost got hit by an airplane! I was just outside, and it landed in the street right next to me!"

"Er..." Michael pulled his handkerchief out and wiped his forehead. "There are a couple of bugs to be worked out. The program is still new."

"The plane sideswiped a bunch of police cars!" the shaky man squeaked. "The pilot just jumped out and ran down Main Street, screaming!"

Rex's whole table got up and ran out the door. Rex stood, slowly pushed his chair in, and followed them out. We didn't arrive in a squad car, so he must be going to help.

"If one of those planes landed in Woodworm, the whole town would probably collapse from the vibration," Duck said before offering Porky some Jell-O.

Earlene brightened. "Planes are shaped like an ear of corn! Maybe we could sponsor one of the school's planes and paint it!"

Michael smiled. "That's a good idea! I'll let them know!"

"Your pilots are crap!" Mike snapped. He still looked wounded from Loretta's slam earlier.

"Mayor Linley..." I set my napkin on the table. "Tell me about your town. I don't think I've been there."

"That's your loss," she snapped. "It's only the best one in this region. Probably even in Iowa. Our schools rank in the top ten every year, and one of our sports teams always goes to state for the championship. We have several state representatives and senators who were born there..."

Mike laughed harshly. "Yeah, and three of them were involved in the scandal here in Mingle!"

Loretta narrowed her eyes. "That was never proven!"

"It was in the Des Moines Register!" Mike retorted. "That's proof as far as I'm concerned."

"What exactly happened?" I asked.

Earlene turned pale. Loretta's lips formed a tight line, but she said nothing. Porky wisely just ate his Jell-O. Michael fainted. Rex, who'd just returned, revived him and led him from the room, casting a questioning glance at me as if wondering what I'd done.

"Five of them guys," Duck said slowly, "did something to an ear of corn."

"What does that mean?" I pressed, wondering if I really wanted to know.

Earlene crossed herself and began praying quietly. "That poor ear of corn." She shook her head sadly.

"No," Mayor Mike said, "it wasn't that. There were prostitutes there that night. A whole busload from Des Moines!"

"That's not what I heard," Earlene said slowly. "I mean, I heard it was a top-secret meeting of OPEC leaders planning to do away with ethanol!"

A distressed gasp went round the table. Ethanol was king in Iowa.

"No." Duck shook his head firmly. "It was strippers, that I heard. Not prostitutes or OPEC."

"Anyway," Loretta interrupted quickly. "We also have had two Miss Iowa finalists. That's nothing to scoff at."

Mike appeared to disagree. "Still, you're not really the capital of anything, are you? We have a legitimate brand."

When you put it that way, I guess Mingle also had a brand as the town who made sure you remembered that you weren't supposed to remember what happened here more than four decades ago.

Rex returned to the room and motioned for me to join him. I excused myself and followed him into the hall where, to my surprise, a stretcher was taking Mayor Michael away.

"Is it serious?" I asked.

He nodded and leaned toward me. "One of the EMTs thinks he may have been poisoned."

Just then, the other policemen came in from checking their damaged squad cars. They noticed the EMTs and began peppering them with questions, but the emergency workers ignored them, took the stretcher outside, loaded it into the ambulance, and drove away. Rex gave me the tiniest head shake, which I understood to mean I wasn't supposed to repeat what I'd just heard.

"What's going on, Ferguson?" A man about our age, wearing a nametag that read Bill Upton, Mingle Police Department joined us. "Is the mayor going to be okay?"

"He fainted at our table," I said quickly so Rex wouldn't have to reveal anything. "The others were talking about the scandal."

Bill sighed, took off his police baseball cap, and rubbed his head. "Poor Michael. He's extremely sensitive to that topic. I've told him to change the slogan and all references to what happened back then and people would forget about it. Even the name of this restaurant begs the question. But Michael's a strange guy, and it's his restaurant." He clapped Rex on the back. "Thanks for looking after him."

The Mingle policeman motioned for the others to follow him back into the dining room.

"Why didn't you want him to know?"

"Because," my husband said grimly. "Michael told me that no matter what, I wasn't to tell Bill about it."

That got my attention. "The EMTs told the mayor they thought he was poisoned, and the first thing he says to you is not to tell his chief of police?"

Rex cast a quick glance toward the dining room door, which was now closed. "I found it worrying too. Because it expands the list of suspects."

"You already have a list of suspects? That's quick!"

He nodded. "If he was poisoned through his food, it means that everyone at your table is a suspect."

Including me?


CHAPTER FIVE

After dinner, the girls said they needed to run through their upcoming presentations for the conference, so Rex and I decided to take a walk through the city park across from the community center to talk about what had just happened.

"Suspects would have to include the restaurant staff," I said. "Mayor Michael owns Nothing to See Here. Someone in the kitchen could've easily poisoned his food."

Rex agreed with a short nod. "I'm not sure what to do with this information, Merry. Keep it to yourself for now, until we know for sure that he was poisoned."

My phone buzzed with a text. We won't tell anyone, Betty wrote.

How did they do that? My phone was off! I replied that this qualified as a pinky swear and shoved my phone into the depths of my bag, arranging all those candy bars on top of it for good measure.

"If it was poison," I reasoned, "won't the hospital tell Upton?"

Rex looked around to make sure no one was listening. "I'm sure they will. They wouldn't share with me because it's not my jurisdiction. In fact, I was surprised the EMT told me and not Bill. I'm not sure how we would find out if he was poisoned. I don't know anyone at this hospital."

"I bet Soo Jin does. Maybe Kelly too."

Rex considered this. "I don't have jurisdiction here. Running an official investigation would be unethical. But I'll call Soo Jin. The hospital is Mingle County General. Let's leave Kelly out of it, for her sake as much as ours." He looked at me meaningfully.

An idea occurred to me. Had the girls bugged my smartwatch? Just in case, I threw it into the bag with the phone. "That should take care of the girls listening in. Unless they're bugging my underwear, they won't know anything." I waited a moment to see if my bra buzzed, but nothing happened.

Rex sat down on a bench, and I joined him. He put his arm around me. "I'm really hoping it's nothing. The EMT was probably overly enthusiastic, or maybe he's a crime buff. I don't want this to shut down the conference."

"Wouldn't they have to send away for tests? Soo Jin sends things to the State Police lab. It would take some time to get the results back."

Rex had a faraway look in his eyes. "I've always known Bill to be a good guy. I can't believe he's involved. But still, the mayor's wishes shouldn't be discounted. I'd like to have Troy discreetly get some information on Bill's department, but I'm worried that might be unethical."

We sat in the park for a few moments taking this information in.

"I think I'm letting our murder investigation past get in the way here. We're probably getting carried away," Rex spoke up at last. "Let's operate on the assumption that Michael just fainted due to the sensitive nature of what was being discussed at your table. Until we find out more, there is no attempted murder. No case here. Okay?"

"Okay," I agreed.

It was a good compromise. We should enjoy the conference. Rex was accepting a prestigious award. Ava and the girls were basking in the limelight of being experts at running a city. I was proud of all those things. My attentions were needed elsewhere. Plus, I had to keep an eye on Betty's presentation.

Rex was probably right. We were getting worked up over nothing. The fact that it seemed like we were constantly involved in murder investigations was getting the better of our imaginations. Of course Mike just fainted. All evidence pointed to him being extremely nervous about the ancient scandal. It made sense he would collapse. And if the EMTs made him think he'd been poisoned, that would just fan the flames.

Besides, we weren't likely to find out it was attempted murder until after the conference was over, and by then, we'd be back home in Who's There. In spite of Michael's nervousness about Bill, it was Bill's case and he could handle it.

The next morning, after continental breakfast in the hotel, we joined the girls in the main conference room for announcements. Loretta and Mike stood at the lectern, waiting for everyone to take their seats.

"We have an announcement," Loretta said brusquely. "Mayor Michael is in the hospital and will not be joining us today."

Mayor Mike stepped forward, shoving Loretta from the lectern. "In honor of my dearest friend and colleague, I will step up and play host for the Mayor Mingle."

My mind reeled back to the comments he'd made last night about New West Town, the lobster capital, hosting next year. This seemed like a power grab.

Loretta shoved him aside and snapped, "That won't be necessary. The Deputy Mayor of Mingle, Birdy Lawson, will take over."

She indicated a slight woman, who seemed jittery and nervous. She gave a small wave but appeared to want to be anywhere but here.

Mayor Mike scowled as he stalked away.

Loretta ignored his behavior. "Alright. Today there are two morning sessions and two afternoon sessions. There will be a break for lunch with a picnic in the park across the street. Dinner will be at the same place as last night at the same time. If you have any questions, consult your program. You don't need to pester me! You're all adults!" She waved her hands dismissively.

We took this opportunity to leave. Out in the hallway, we reviewed the sessions we wanted to attend. Ava's sister city presentation was the first one today. Rex was going to a police workshop, so I followed the girls into the room where Ava and Mayor Robby were waiting for the room to fill in.

I gave Robby a wave, and he grinned back. I liked the kid. As the Mayor of Who Dat, he'd been a friendly and amiable, if somewhat clueless, leader.

Lauren walked up to the front while Inez and I sat in the front row. As people filed in, I realized that a third of them were wearing mayoral chains of office. A few even carried their own gavels. Ava was becoming a mayoral influencer. I hoped it wouldn't go to her head.

I looked around. "Where's Betty?"

Inez shrugged. "She said she had a thing. And she made finger quotes when she said thing, so you know what that means."

"What does that mean?" I really wasn't sure, but it didn't seem good.

The girl regarded me for a moment. "Never mind. She's probably just calling Conrad."

I didn't have a chance to respond because Ava stepped forward and banged her gavel on the lectern.

"As you all know by now," she declared imperiously, "I am Mayor Ava of Who's There." The girl waited until there was a sufficient number of nods, implying that she was important. "I'd like to introduce Mayor Robby from our sister city in Louisiana, Who Dat."

Robby stepped forward and was rewarded with applause.

"Thank y'all for that warm welcome!" He blushed charmingly.

Ava continued. "Sister cities are awesome because if they're in an interesting place like Louisiana, they're fun to visit."

She wasn't wrong. We'd had a very interesting visit when we went there. So interesting that I wasn't likely to take my girls there again in the near future.

People began scribbling on their notepads. The guy in front of me wrote, Get a cool sister city.

A woman in the front row raised her hand. "What else is special about the relationship besides travel?"

Ava looked at her as if she was offended. "It's educational. In Who Dat, we tried food we've never had before, took part in a Mardi Gras parade, met a vampire, toured a swamp, Mrs. Wrath was almost eaten by alligators... Lots of stuff!"

Mayor Robbie motioned to Lauren, who opened an enormous plastic tub with holes poked in the top. "I brought y'all baby gators!" He held out his hand. "Gator me!" 

Lauren handed him a small reptile. 

"Who wants to hold one, courtesy of the Jenkins Oil Company?"

"The Jenkins Oil Company is sponsoring baby alligators?" someone called out.

Robby nodded. "It's kind of a way of making up for all the oil spills and toxic pollution from the refineries."

People rushed to the front of the room and stood in a circle as Lauren whispered to each baby gator before handing them over to Iowans who, I'd be willing to bet, had never seen one.

Inez leaned toward me. "Ava didn't really prepare for this one. She hoped the baby alligators would help wind down the clock."

"Isn't it a bit dangerous?" I wanted to hold one too.

Inez shook her head. "Not really. Lauren told them all to be good and not bite. They'll listen to her."

"Don't you want to hold one?" I asked.

My troop had a thing for baby animals.

"We're keeping them in our room," Inez said. "We held them all night. Even dressed them in costumes."

She held out her phone to show me a photo of two alligators dressed as the couple from American Gothic, Grant Wood's and Iowa's most famous painting. One of the gators wore a dour expression, a wig, and a dress with apron, while the other wore glasses, overalls, and a pitchfork. It was adorable, except for the fact that these things would grow up wanting to eat you. I knew that firsthand because Ava was right... I was almost eaten by alligators in the swamps of Who Dat.

The seats around us were empty as everyone stood in a circle, squealing over their mesmerized gators. Lauren was in the middle, talking about how to hold them and imparting some of her junior zookeeper knowledge.

"Alligators are pretty mellow, but they do eat meat, like nutria, which is a sort of swamp rat, and fish. But their favorite prey are kangaroos. Most people don't know that. Also, these are too young to have grown wings yet, so you're pretty lucky. Any questions?"

Nearly everyone raised their hand. The whole concept of sister cities appeared to have gone out the window.

"How do you get kangaroos?" a woman asked.

"How old will they get if they subsist only on kangaroo?" another guy wondered.

"Do alligators get along with the vampires you mentioned before," a woman who was petting her alligator asked. "Or do they see them as competition?"

One man looked like he had a eureka moment. "How many would a town need to be the gator capital of Iowa?"

Lauren answered the questions, while Ava and Robby looked on approvingly. They had gotten off easy. The gators were a hit with men and women alike. Even Porky, who couldn't hold one, appeared to grunt in approval.

The junior zoologist explained the vampires and gators had a symbiotic relationship, where the vampires killed and drank the blood of their victims then dumped the bodies in the swamp for the gators. "It's the circle of life," she ended with.

Everyone nodded as if that made perfect sense.

"And you would need eight alligators," the girl said, "to be the gator capital of Iowa."

The baby gators appeared to nod as if this was an acceptable answer. If I had to guess, I'd say one would be enough. But maybe Lauren knew something I didn't.

"Can you raise them like pigs and eat them?" Duck held up his gator and looked it in the eyes.

Robby stepped into the circle. "People raise gators back home. The meat tastes like chicken, and the hides are used for all kinds of things." He grinned and nodded to a woman in the doorway.

She stepped back and nodded to someone else, who turned out to be two waiters bearing trays of what I assumed were small cubes of grilled alligator meat, impaled with festive toothpicks with little signs that read Courtesy of Jenkins Oil Company.

You'd think there might be someone who felt uncomfortable holding something they were eating, but this was Iowa, where we named animals, lovingly raised them, showed them at county fairs, and then ate them.

"This is like chicken!" Duck seemed surprised. "And what are those spices?"

"Cajun spices." Robby smiled. "From Who Dat."

It was a weird thing, watching people holding baby gators and eating alligator at the same time. The gators started to come out of their Lauren-induced trance and began looking around. At that moment, someone in a kangaroo costume came into the room. Every pair of reptile eyes fixated on the costumed character. A few licked their lips.

Maybe Lauren knows what she's talking about was my last thought before the room descended into chaos.


CHAPTER SIX

I had to give him credit—the teenage boy in the kangaroo costume was really into it at first. The boy grinned goofily as he hopped around, shouting, "Boiiiing! Boiiiiing!"

If only he hadn't gone up to the ring of people holding the baby gators. I must've missed something Lauren had said because I didn't know young alligators could launch themselves into the air like that. It took only a few seconds before the kid kangaroo was covered in gators, all holding on to parts of his costume as if they'd won the jackpot.

The kangaroo began to scream, although the costume was so big I had doubts that he was actually being bitten inside it. Then he began to spin in place, screaming even louder.

Lauren ran over and began to chastise the baby gators, who seemed to ignore her. Why they didn't realize that they had a foam costume in their mouths, I'd never know, but they'd found what their tiny lizard brains thought was an actual kangaroo and were not letting that prize get away.

I ran over and, with some others, tried to stop the kid from spinning and screaming. It didn't help. We tried to dislodge the gators, which didn't work either. They were on there as if they'd been sewn on.

Lauren's voice was getting louder as she continued to insist that the gators let go.

The kid was spinning so fast, I figured he would pass out any moment now. And yet, he kept twirling. At least he'd stopped screaming.

"Let go of him this instance!" Lauren stamped her foot.

At this point, the kid and gators were a blur, as the reptiles' bodies rose in the air from the g-forces.

Ava began banging her gavel on the table. "I order you to let go!"

They ignored her. Apparently alligators had little respect for elected officials.

At long last, the kid fainted to the floor. The others and I dove in and pulled the animals off. Lauren took them and plopped them into the bin, telling each and every one of them that they were going to be punished later.

Robby apologized to the group, and to his surprise, they erupted in a standing ovation.

"Best workshop we've ever had," Duck said to Mayor Porky, who grunted in agreement.

The boy on the floor came to and scrambled to his feet. In a fury, he tore off the costume, and even though he was just wearing boxer shorts beneath, he ran screaming out of the room.

The crowd roared with delight before sitting down and writing lengthy notes in their notebooks.

A minute later, Birdy Lawson flitted into the room to announce it was break time and that the room needed to be cleared for the next session, which was a last-minute and much requested session on how to wear your newly acquired mayoral chain of office.

I helped the girls move the gator bin back to their hotel room. As we passed the front desk, I wondered if this was a pet friendly hotel. Then I wondered whether or not baby gators exploited by an oil company at a conference qualified as pets. I decided to leave that alone for the time being.

Lauren said she was going to stay behind in the room for what she referred to as "a reckoning." After making her promise not to hurt the gators, I fled back to the conference.

Back at the community center, I spotted Rex, who was talking to a couple of other police officers. He saw me and motioned for me to wait. I leaned against the wall and studied the other attendees.

Mayor Mike and Loretta Linley appeared to be quietly fighting with lots of angry looks, gestures, and whispers I couldn't make out. Earlene, decked out in a corn cob dress with little puffy kernels today, was talking to a couple of people wearing the mayoral chain of office. She'd added little corn cobs to hers. Duck and Porky were deep in conversation about sister cities and alligator snacks.

"Hey!" My husband joined me, planting a kiss on my cheek. "Thanks for waiting. I was hoping I'd find you before the next session started."

"What's up?"

Rex lowered his voice and looked around. "I got a call from the hospital. Mayor Michael has been in and out of consciousness. He's asked to see me. Want to go?"

"Absolutely!" I led him out to the parking lot.

"Hey, did you hear the conference had a streaker?" Rex asked in the car. "Some teenage prankster. I wondered if Betty was behind it."

I shook my head in an attempt to avoid answering the question. "I doubt it. Betty doesn't like boys except for Conrad."

Rex bit his lip. "It really sounds a lot like something she'd do to distract people from a hostile coup."

I turned to look out the window. "There'd be nothing in it for her."

Mingle County General Hospital was on the outskirts of town. On the way, Rex filled me in on his session, which appeared to be a snooze fest. I told him about mine, leaving out the streaker. I didn't want to get the kid in trouble. He'd been through enough.

"I'm kind of glad I wasn't there," Rex admitted. "Although I would've liked to have seen it."

"I'm sure someone filmed it," I consoled him. Then I realized if someone did film it, the whole streaking thing would come to light. Nah. It was better to hope no one had done so than confess to Rex about it.

"I can't believe Robby brought baby alligators." Rex frowned. "Don't you need a permit for that?"

I shook my head. "Not your town, not your jurisdiction, not your problem. And don't tell Bill Upton. I don't want to get Robby in trouble."

"I won't," Rex agreed. "I'm a little worried about him finding out that Mayor Michael asked to see me."

The hospital was smaller than the one in Who's There. The emergency and main entrances were one and the same. An enthusiastic young woman with a nametag that said she was a volunteer directed us to the room, which was one floor up. Along the way, we passed a room where the kangaroo kid sat on a bed in a hospital gown, waving his arms around hysterically, claiming he'd been eaten by giant crocodiles. The doctor and nurse exchanged doubtful glances, and I thought one of them mentioned the words horse tranquilizer.

Rex had missed the whole thing, as he was intent on finding the room number where the mayor was. When we walked in, several nurses and a doctor were buzzing around an unconscious Mayor Michael.

"Could you wait outside, please?" A pleasant nurse smiled apologetically.

We agreed and sat down in the waiting room down the hallway. We were the only people there.

"What do you think that was about?" I wondered.

Rex stared at the door. "I don't think it's good."

The pleasant nurse appeared. "Are you Rex Ferguson?"

We stood up.

"I am," my husband said. "Is Mayor Michael going to be alright?"

The woman didn't say anything for a few moments. "He's been in and out of consciousness since he arrived here. The only words he's spoken were your name. He did write something down that he said is meant for you." She handed Rex a piece of paper with Solve this in a shaky handwriting.

"I'm afraid he's gone into a coma. The doctors don't think he's going to come out of it." She sighed sympathetically. "I'm sorry."

She turned and walked back into the room, closing the door behind her.

"Solve this?" I asked. "Is this because of your perfect solve rate?"

Rex shook his head sadly. "It doesn't sound like he's going to make it. And he seems to have thought this attack was attempted murder. Can you think of another reason?"

"Not really. Maybe he thought Bill did it."

We sat back down and studied the piece of paper. It was just a sheet from a small ordinary notepad. These may have been the last words of a dying man.

"Had you ever met him before?" I asked. "I mean, it seems weird that he wants you and no one else to deal with this."

"I haven't. Maybe you're right and he knows me because of the award. I'm not sure what to do."

We sat in silence for a few moments, processing this information. The big question was, had someone poisoned Mayor Michael? I didn't know anything about the man. Was he delusional? Paranoid? Confused?

It felt like I was thinking of him as murdered already. But that wasn't the case. He was still alive. There had to be some chance he'd pull through. How long would that take? We were only in town for the conference.

"Let's get back." Rex stood up. "The picnic lunch should be starting soon. Let's also keep this to ourselves."

I agreed since it might turn out to be nothing. We hit the park just as the picnic was starting, picked up our box lunches, and joined the girls at a table.

"How's it going?" I said as I pulled a deli sandwich from the box. Oooh! Turkey and cheddar! Yay!

Mayor Robby joined us, and I introduced him to Rex. My husband hadn't been with us on our trip to Who Dat in Louisiana, but he'd heard a lot about the young man from me.

"I think the session on sister cities went well!" Robby said excitedly. "The gators and fried alligator were a hit!"

Ava nodded. "It's always good to educate people about the important things a mayor does."

"Do you think it was a bad idea to serve alligator?" Robby looked worried. "I didn't know that there was going to be an actual kangaroo." He shuddered.

I was going to say that it wasn't an actual kangaroo, but Ava spoke up first.

Ava sighed. "I hope that won't be a black mark on my otherwise perfect reign."

Reign?

Inez shrugged. "No one from Who's There is here to find out about it. I think you're okay."

"Mingle is a nice town." Robby looked around. "And it's not hot and humid like it is back home right now. I like it!"

"You should move up here," Ava said. "I can make you my assistant mayor."

"And we run things like Huey Long ran Louisiana," Betty added.

Robby nodded as if he heard things like this every day. Since he was from Louisiana, maybe he did.

"How did you get the gators up here?" I asked.

"Obadiah drove me. Not in the carriage. In a van. He's taking time off to meet up with some friends in Davenport."

I thought of the huge, menacing man in the spandex suit with a skeleton on it. While we were concerned about him at first, he turned out to be a good guy. He even rescued me from that alligator attack.

Robby continued, "He'll be back tomorrow. We're going up to Minneapolis for a day or two. Lauren's agreed to keep an eye on the gators. The Jenkins Oil Company doesn't want the gators out of Louisiana for too long. They said something about the reptiles being theirs to exploit. Something like that."

"I noticed your chain of office is a big hit here," I told Ava as a group of mayors walked by wearing them.

The girl boss mayor shrugged. "I can't help it if I'm a trendsetter."

"And an influencer," Inez added.

"Goes without saying, really," Ava replied.

Betty was quiet. She sat and ate her lunch in silence and wasn't even surveying the landscape constantly for possible threats like she normally did.

I nudged her with my elbow. "Everything okay?"

"Oh sure. I just need to make a call." She got up and wandered out of hearing distance, pulled out her phone, and tapped the surface.

"Conrad hasn't called her today," Inez leaned in and whispered. "Betty's called him a dozen times already, but there's no response."

Ava agreed. "I had to stop her from stealing your van to go home and see what's up. She might have to resort to plan B."

"What's plan B?" Rex frowned. I silently thanked him for ignoring the part where a sixth grader steals my minivan and drives it home.

"That's when she sends Ron and Ivan to find out what's going on," Inez said. "And if Conrad's with another girl, they are supposed to remove his elbows." She leaned forward and lowered her voice. "And not in the nice way."

I pulled out my cell and texted my brothers-in-law to absolutely not do that or I'd make Roger the Holy Mud Man and his goat Warren move out of my old house and in with them.

Rex shifted in his seat. "That's not a good idea..."

"Why not? If he's okay and just asleep, or sick or something, no problem," Inez said.

Rex got up and walked over to Betty. He sat down on a bench next to her and began talking. The girl stared forward, nodding every few seconds.

"Is he going to arrest her?" Ava asked. "He can't do that. She did nothing wrong."

"Yet," Inez added unhelpfully.

"He's just talking to her," I said quickly. "Probably telling her there's nothing to worry about."

Rex was great with kids. And despite their larcenous ways, he had a huge soft spot for my troop. But could he talk Betty out of doing something stupid or dangerous? I couldn't even do that.

I was about to join them when a squirrel hopped onto the table and stood in front of me, staring me in the face. It then turned to Lauren and chattered loudly.

"This is Count Peanut, and he wants you to pay the penalty for sitting in his seat," Lauren explained.

I laughed. "With what?" I shook a bag of chips. "Potato chips?"

Count Peanut snatched the bag away from me and chattered at Lauren again before absconding with my chips.

"Count Peanut does not appreciate your mocking tone," Lauren warned.

I watched as the squirrel ran over to a group of squirrels, who proceeded to tear the bag apart and eat the chips.

Lauren listened. "Fascinating! The park squirrels apparently are all named after nuts and have a hierarchy with different ranks. There's an earl, two lords, and a viscount."

"I hope the squirrel aristocracy enjoys my lunch." I looked around and spotted a hot dog cart in the center of the park. "I'm going to get more chips."

I walked past other tables of conference goers, all chatting about this or that. More than half of them were now wearing chains of office, including Porky. I got in line behind some women I hadn't met yet.

"Those squirrels are getting bolder with each year," one of them said. "Be glad they liked you and only took part of your cookie."

Another one agreed. "If they really don't like you, they'll take your chips."

"Never mind that," said the woman with the partial cookie. "What's going on with Mayor Michael? It's not like him to miss this conference. He looks forward to it all year."

"I don't know," one of the others mused. "He didn't look too good at dinner. Food poisoning, maybe?"

The other woman shook her head. "No one else got sick. I think it was stress. He's always on about that stupid forty-year-old scandal that no one remembers!"

"It's not a stupid scandal," the third woman corrected. "It's an important part of our cultural history. Those who do not remember the past are doomed to repeat it." She stuck her chin in the air.

"Oh shut up, Valerie," the first one said. "Everyone remembers it because Michael is so dead set on reminding us in the misguided plan to make us think that we don't have one!"

"Well, whatever it is that's wrong with him," Valerie sniffed, "it just isn't like him to miss a minute, let alone a whole day of the conference. He's been worried for years that Mayor Mike is going to steal it. You know how much those two don't like each other. Hey! Maybe Mike poisoned Michael to begin his coup!"

The other one
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