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GORDON HEPLER, MAPLETON, Colorado’s Chief of Police, moseyed toward Jerry Illingsworth, newly elected mayor of the city. This was Jerry’s night, and it was in full swing. The event room at the Community Center was filled with his supporters, all enjoying the food and drink. 

Gordon snagged a shrimp-topped canapé—his wife Angie’s term—from a passing server. She was the chef, so she would know. Gordon called them nibbles. The group around Jerry wandered off, and Gordon moved in to congratulate the new mayor.

“Would it be inappropriate for me to say It’s about time?” Jerry gave a quiet laugh. “Three recounts before Nelson Manning accepted—reluctantly is too kind a word—defeat.”

“It’s over, which is all that matters now. Since Manning couldn’t run for mayor and his seat on the town council, maybe the next two years will be productive in a way that’s good for Mapleton.”

“Chief. Can I see you for a minute?”

Gordon turned at Solomon’s voice. Ed Solomon, his second in command—not that Ed would ever consider himself in those terms—hurried toward him, concern etching his features.

The first thing that crossed Gordon’s mind was there was a body to deal with, like at the last event here. Not now. Not again. That case was over and done. Solved and wrapped up.

“What do you have, Ed?”

Solomon glanced around the room. “Better not to talk here. Let the people enjoy their party.”

Gordon led Solomon to one of the staff offices off the room and closed the door. “You’re not going to tell me we have a homicide, are you?”

“No, nothing like that. Nelson Manning is assembling a group of his followers in the parking lot.”

“How big a group?” Gordon asked.

“Hard to tell. They’re still arriving. It took me a couple of minutes to realize these weren’t party guests, but when the protest signs came out, it was obvious what was going on. Thought you should know.”

Gordon strode to the window, inched back the curtain. “What’s that bus doing there?”

Solomon joined him. “Wasn’t there when I came up. Could be Manning provided transportation for his groupies.”

Gordon gazed at the stars against the clear, dark sky. “Forecast says it’s going to be in the twenties tonight. Might even snow. Wonder how long they’ll last in the cold.”

“You think the bus just has people in it?” Solomon asked.

Gordon raised his brows. “As opposed to?”

“I don’t know. Sound equipment? Seating? Blankets? Weapons? Whatever, I don’t think it’s full of Christmas decorations.”

“I didn’t see any permit applications cross my desk,” Gordon said. “Tell you what. I’ll have Dispatch route officers to the parking lot. They’re to observe, make sure every one of Manning’s people stick to the letter of the law. Every damn law. Make sure whatever they’re saying doesn’t go a single decibel above the limit. That they’re not trespassing. Not disturbing a single pebble.”

Solomon nodded. “Everyone knows the drill, Chief.”

Gordon knew his officers, and he trusted them to carry out the directives. “Counting on it. You’re the lead.”

“Got it, Chief. I’ll go down right now.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I notify Dispatch.”

Solomon left.

Gordon rubbed the back of his neck where a headache threatened. He explained what he wanted to Tessa, his night dispatcher. “Send Benally and Redstone.”

“Not Titch, Chief?”

“I’d like to keep this low key for now. Titch is too much of a cop.”

“On it, Chief,” she said. “I’ll make sure they understand they’re to remain on the perimeter, not interfere unless something happens.”

Nothing happening and Nelson Manning didn’t belong in the same sentence. Gordon grabbed his jacket, went downstairs, and outside to the parking lot. He held back, away from the gathering crowd. Assessing before making his presence known. Keeping under Nelson Manning’s radar. Not giving the man anything he could spin to serve his purpose.

To Gordon, this was about protecting the citizens of Mapleton. His Mapleton.

Chants of Manning for Mayor carried across the parking lot. Something whizzed by Gordon’s head. A clunk against the asphalt. Not gunfire, not a bullet. He gave the ground surrounding him a quick survey. A rock lay near his feet. He bent and picked it up. About four inches long. Rough. Not like the smooth stones that comprised part of the landscaping around the center.

Chanting billowed from the crowd. A rock hit Gordon square in the chest.
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“HEY!” ED SOLOMON’S voice carried over the growing chants of the crowd. “Assaulting a police officer means this gathering ends. Now. Nelson Manning, get over here.”

Gordon joined Solomon.

“You all right, Chief?”

“I’m fine, physically. The rock bounced off my jacket. Barely felt it.”

“Don’t let anyone hear you say that, or they’ll claim no harm, no foul,” Solomon said. “Even though the law says it’s the intent or threat, not the damage.”

By now, the chants grew louder, with no indication of the crowd’s dispersal. Nelson Manning hadn’t come forward. A black Porsche Cayenne peeled out of the lot.

“Damnation,” Solomon said. “I swear that’s Manning’s vehicle.”

Gordon dragged a hand through his hair. “It’s like he set the detonation cord, lit the end, and high-tailed it before he got caught in the explosion.”

“Time to defuse the situation. Be right back.” Solomon jogged away.

Gordon remained where he was. Had the rock been aimed specifically at him? The size of the crowd made it impossible to pinpoint who’d thrown it. He wasn’t in uniform tonight, and he hadn’t inserted himself into the group.

Didn’t matter. Throwing the rock was enough to put an end to what might have been a peaceful demonstration.

Solomon returned in his cruiser and parked at the far edge of the lot. He bounced out, apparently happy to be doing something out of the routine for the usually quiet Mapleton. “Give the word, Chief.”

“Tell everyone that if they leave now and leave in an orderly fashion, they can consider this a warning rather than getting citations. I don’t think we need to round everyone up and question them. I’m willing to overlook a couple of rocks. They haven’t vandalized the building or the property.”

“Yet,” Solomon said.

“Which is what I want to avoid. Get them out of here before crowd mentality takes over.”

“Got it, Chief.”

Gordon called Tessa back, told her to have Redstone and Benally hold back until he knew whether Solomon’s directive was effective.

“Understood. They should be there in two.”

Gordon thanked her, then turned his attention to Solomon, who was standing behind the open door of his cruiser. His officer used the amplification system to relay what Gordon had ordered, encouraging a quick and orderly departure.

“Please, everyone. Make your way to your vehicles and go home. Consider yourselves lucky that everyone’s in a good mood tonight and we’d rather not make arrests. Whoever threw the rocks, you can pick them up at the police station.”

Nice touch, Solomon.

When Solomon finished his announcement, a man wearing a dark blue uniform with Rides Above the Clouds in red embroidery above the shirt pocket stepped out of the bus. He removed his cap and scratched his head.

Gordon, sticking to the edges of the crowd, ambled over to him, introduced himself.

“Police?” The man held his cap in front of him like a shield. “I didn’t sign on for any trouble.”

“What did you sign on for?” Gordon asked.

“I was supposed to drive a load of people from Centennial. Something about a scene for a television show.”

Centennial? So not Mapleton residents. Or voters. Manning had likely paid these people to create his little diversion. Gordon thought he might have Titch pay a visit to Nelson Manning tomorrow. A place where the officer’s imposing figure would be a benefit.

As a line of sign-bearing people shuffled toward the bus, Gordon stopped one, pulled him aside. “Good evening, Sir. Mind telling me what brought you here tonight?”

“Fifty dollars and a coupon for a free meal at Bill’s Pizza.”

“Do you know the person who paid you?” Gordon asked.

“Nope. Not personally, anyway. There were flyers at the community college. Said they were looking for extras for a crowd scene.” He swiveled his head, peering around Gordon. “Guess the camera people aren’t here yet.”

“I’m afraid you were misled about any television production,” Gordon said. “Did you get your money and coupon?”

“Yep. We all got envelopes when we got on the bus.”

“Then it wasn’t a total loss. You can get on the bus, and have a good evening.”

The man hiked a shoulder and joined the line of people boarding the bus.

When the bus pulled away, there were about a dozen people left in the parking lot, all but one of them moving toward their vehicles. Gordon strode toward the lone bystander, coming to an abrupt halt as he recognized Charlotte Strickland, reporter for the Mapleton Weekly, surveying the scene.

Just when he’d thought everything had been handled peacefully and efficiently.

He ran through the possibilities. She was here to report on Jerry’s victory party versus she was here—probably tipped off by Nelson Manning—to report on another instance of what she’d spin as police incompetence.

That hadn’t happened. No altercations. How would she handle Manning hiring people under false pretenses to put on a protest show?

Strickland caught his eye, took two steps toward him, then spun and went to her car.

Too bad the next edition of the Weekly wouldn’t have positive coverage of Jerry’s victory party, but Charlotte Strickland didn’t go in for stories without controversy.

Solomon trotted over. “That was easy. Almost too easy.”

Gordon explained what he’d learned from the bus driver and passenger.

Solomon’s jaw dropped. “A television shoot? They believed it? Why people from Centennial?”

“Probably because Manning couldn’t muster up a big enough crowd of supporters here in Mapleton.”

Solomon guffawed. “No fooling.”

“According to the man I spoke to,” Gordon said, “they were paid up front, so whether they believed it, they got what was promised.”

Solomon lowered his voice. “Did I see your favorite reporter in the group?”

“You did, and she’s gone. Let’s go inside and rejoin the party.”

“What about Redstone and Benally?” Solomon asked.

“Go invite them in. A short stay, and no booze.”

Solomon tapped two fingers to his forehead. “You’re the Chief.”

That he was, and sometimes things went smoothly. He hoped tonight was an omen of good things to come with Mapleton’s budget. Two of Nelson Manning’s supporters were still on the town council, and Gordon doubted Jerry could sway them to allocate more money for the police department. At least not until the election dust settled and everyone on the council got used to the way Jerry would be running things.

Inside, Gordon surveyed the guests. Nothing to indicate anyone was aware of the attempted protest rally. He made his way to the kitchen, where Clay, Angie’s newest hire, was washing champagne flutes.

Angie looked over her shoulder, gave Gordon a smile that still squeezed at his heart.

“How’s everything going out there?” she asked.

“Fine.” Discussing the aborted rally could wait until later, when they were home. He checked the time. Which shouldn’t be too much longer.

Solomon poked his head into the kitchen. The look on his face said it might be much longer before Gordon got home.
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ANGIE GLANCED IN SOLOMON’S direction. Her smile faded. She turned to Gordon. “See you at home. Whenever.” She focused her attention on tightening the drawstrings on a plastic trash bag.

Gordon couldn’t help feeling she was imagining it was his neck. She knew the job, knew what it did to his hours. Being Chief of Police in a small town like Mapleton meant that Gordon had plenty of regular Cop Stuff along with his Chief Stuff to deal with. He motioned Solomon out of the kitchen.

“What’s up, Ed?”

“Thought you’d want to know. Nelson Manning seems to have gone farther off the deep end than usual.”

Gordon suppressed a groan. “Explain.”

“He’s at the station, filing a complaint.”

“Out with it, Ed. I have no patience for your penchant for dragging out a story. What’s he complaining about?”

“Inappropriate behavior on the part of one of our officers.”

Gordon didn’t bother suppressing his groan this time. “You’ve got to be kidding me. What officer, and why?”

“Perez.”

“Rafe? That’s ridiculous.”

“Agreed. According to Rafe, he pulled Manning over a couple of blocks from his house for reckless driving. Said he was driving erratically, suspected intoxication. Since Manning was close to his house, Perez didn’t cite him. Followed to make sure he got home safely. Perez states that Manning used a few unacceptable racial epithets during their encounter, but he didn’t want to antagonize the man further, so he let everything slide. He got another call and left Manning at his house, assuming all was copacetic.”

“Yet, now Nelson Manning’s at the station complaining about conduct unbecoming?”

“Yep,” Solomon said.

“Let me get this straight. Manning’s complaining about not getting a citation? What does he think we should do? Get Perez to issue him one?”

“I doubt that. I have a feeling Manning’s inebriated and has no idea what he’s saying. Trouble is, it’s a new civilian patrol volunteer on the desk, who called for Titch. Manning accused the volunteer of sending an underling to threaten him. He’s demanding to speak to you.”

“Manning’s not in a position to make demands,” Gordon said.

“There’s more.” Solomon grinned. “He said if you don’t—and I quote—get your ass to the station immediately, he’d play his hole card. Charlotte Strickland. We both know how much she’d love to spin the story.”

Gordon huffed an extended breath. “Let Dispatch know I’m on my way.”

When Gordon got to the station, he parked by his private entrance and went into his office to regroup. Figure out how to deal with Nelson Manning. Shooting him wasn’t an option, tempting as it had been at times, this being yet another one.

After several calming breaths, he marched to reception. Good cop was how he’d play it. Anything else would get Manning’s hackles up. Gordon stepped to the reception desk, where the night volunteer—a slight, balding man Gordon didn’t recognize—was reading a paperback, commonplace for quiet times. In Mapleton, there were a lot of those times.

“Where’s Nelson Manning?” Gordon asked.

The volunteer, apparently engrossed in the story, jerked to his feet, his sheepish expression growing pink. He yanked a pair of readers off his face. Gordon made a mental note to check with Jack Darrow, head of the civilian patrol, for more information about this new volunteer.

“Relax,” Gordon said. “It was a simple question.”

“Yes, Sir. He left.”

Gordon curbed his impatience. Manning wasn’t here, so there was no urgency. “You’re new, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes. It’s my first night.” He moved his paperback to behind the computer monitor.

“Nothing wrong with reading when it’s quiet,” Gordon said. “What’s your name?”

“Harry, Sir. Harry Emery.”

“All right, Harry. Have a seat. When did Nelson Manning leave?” It couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes between Solomon reporting the incident and Gordon’s arrival.

Harry sat, looked at his log sheet. “At nineteen twelve.”

“Run me through everything that happened,” Gordon said.

“Yes, Sir.”

Gordon needed to break Harry of his Sir habit. He hoped it would be easier than it had been with Titch. Now, he needed the information, with or without the constant Sirring.

Harry took a deep breath and looked at his log sheet again. “Mr. Manning arrived at eighteen fifty-eight. He approached the counter and said he wanted to file a complaint.”

“What was his demeanor? What about his gait? What initial impressions did you get?”

“Am I supposed to give you my opinions, Sir? Not just the facts?”

“Your opinions are very important. You need to judge whether you should be offering sympathy, calming someone down, calling for medical assistance, or summoning the duty officer.”

“I understand.” Harry took another deep breath. “I could tell he was angry. I thought he might be intoxicated. He seemed to be having trouble walking from the door to the counter, and he held onto it, like he needed it to keep his balance.”

“Good. Go on.”

“He said he wanted to complain about an officer. I asked him which officer, and the reason for the complaint. He told me it didn’t matter, said to get you to take the complaint. It took a while to figure out what he was saying because his speech was slurred. Like I said, he appeared intoxicated. I told him you weren’t available, and then I called Officer Titchener. He arrived, and Mr. Manning yelled at him for taking so long—I checked and it was under three minutes—and that if Manning thought Officer Titchener could intimidate him, it wouldn’t happen. Officer Titchener attempted to appease him, but Mr. Manning demanded—excuse me, Sir, but his exact words were ‘get your ass to the station immediately’—and if you didn’t he’d call Charlotte Strickland of the Mapleton Weekly.”

All of which jibed with what Solomon had reported. “Very good, Harry. You can get back to your book.”

Gordon went to Dispatch, asked Tessa to call Perez to the station when he finished with whatever call he was on, then went into the workroom to talk to Titch.

Titch straightened as Gordon entered. At least he wasn’t jumping to attention anymore. Even so, his military background still shone through. “Evening, Chief. Guess you want to hear about the Nelson Manning incident.”

“Harry Emery filled me in, but I want your take as well.”

“Of course. Emery called me and said there was a citizen who wanted to file a complaint. He’d asked for you. Since you weren’t here, Emery did what he’s supposed to do, and I went to reception, where I found Nelson Manning in an agitated state. I attempted to calm him, but he wouldn’t accept anyone but you.”

“How did he appear?” Gordon wasn’t going to use the word intoxicated. Let Titch come to his own conclusions.

“Like a mad drunk, if you ask me. I heard about the protest attempt at the community center and wondered if he’d enjoyed a few libations.”

“He was never inside, which doesn’t mean he didn’t have his own supply of adult beverages,” Gordon said.

“I told Manning I’d call you, but I told Dispatch to notify Solomon first. I suggested Manning have a seat while he waited, figured it would give him a little sobering up time, and returned to my desk, since my presence seemed to be escalating Manning’s anger.”

“You did right,” Gordon said. “Manning left, so he must have realized he was out of line. I’ll talk to Perez, see what he has to say.”

Titch’s desk phone rang with the tone from Dispatch. He answered, put it on speaker.

Traffic accident at Main and Aspen. Officer Perez responding. Medics dispatched. Vehicle registered to Nelson Manning.
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“WHAT THE—” GORDON HELD back the expletive. Had the department’s dislike of Nelson Manning played a part in this accident? Should Perez have insisted on a field sobriety test? Should Titch have made sure Manning had stuck around, waited for Gordon?

As if he read Gordon’s thoughts, Titch said, “Can’t play the what if game.”

“Can’t help it.” Gordon marched down the hall to Dispatch and asked Tessa for details.

“Medics on scene, they’re transporting Nelson Manning to the ER,” she said. “He was unconscious, car’s a mess, no visible external injuries. Airbag saved his life.”

“Who were the medics?” Gordon asked.

“Dave Gilman and Tom Reynolds.”

“They’re the best,” Titch said.

“They are.” Gordon chided himself for even thinking, even for the fleetest of seconds, that he might have wished for a less favorable outcome.

“Tessa, have them get in touch with me as soon as he’s at the ER. I’ll be in my office.”

“Will do, Chief.”

“What’s Perez’s location?” Gordon asked.

“Should be here in under ten,” Tessa said.

“Titch, with me.” Gordon turned toward the door.

“Time to grab a cup of coffee?” Titch asked.

“Sure.” Everyone knew Gordon’s private stash was decaf. He paused at Laurie’s desk to check his inbox. Glad it was empty, he went into his office, settled behind his desk and sent a text to Angie.

Might be a while. Things got complicated.

Her response was a thumbs up emoji, which was better than the checkmark she normally sent when she thought he was spending too much time doing Cop Stuff.

Titch tapped on the doorjamb, waiting, as always, to be invited in.

“Come on in.” Gordon gestured to the visitor chairs. “Have a seat.”

Seconds later, Solomon whisked in, coffee mug in one hand, a foil-covered container in the other. No knocking from Solomon if the door was open, and no waiting for an invitation. He plopped into the chair next to Titch and set the container on the desk. “Angie gave me—us—leftovers. Said she knew things could run late, and the food at the event wasn’t really dinner. What did I miss?”

“We’re waiting on Perez,” Gordon said. “No point in going over everything twice.”

Solomon peeled back the foil. “We don’t have to wait on him for eats, do we?”

Knowing what would likely turn into a touchy discussion, Gordon had no appetite, but he encouraged Solomon and Titch to help themselves. He went to his credenza and brought out a stack of napkins.

“Mini cheesecakes, mini brownies, and her famous cinnamon rolls, also in miniature,” Solomon said. He put one of each on his napkin. “Angie knows her way around desserts. Can’t wait for her remodel to be done so Daily Bread can open again.”

Perez appeared in the doorway, an apprehensive expression clouding his mocha-colored features. “You wanted to see me, Chief?”

Titch rose, went to fetch a third chair from Laurie’s workspace.

Once everyone was settled, Gordon recapped what had happened after the attempted protest rally had been dispersed. “Everything after that is all second and third-hand knowledge for me, so I’d like to hear it from you. Now, verbally, rather than in your written reports. And no, this doesn’t mean you don’t have to file them. Rafe, you start.”

Perez paused, his cheesecake bite halfway to his mouth, then set it down. “I observed a black Porsche Cayenne driving erratically, so I flashed my lights and ran the plate. The vehicle was registered to Nelson Manning. I followed for two blocks before he finally pulled over. I approached and followed procedure by asking for his license and registration. He responded with name-calling, saying I didn’t know my job. He appeared intoxicated, based on his driving and slurred speech.”

Rafe paused, glanced around the room. “In hindsight, obviously, I was too lenient. I was aware of the party going on for Jerry Illingsworth and didn’t want to further aggravate Mr. Manning. We were close to his house, so I told him I’d excuse him this time if he’d return home. His hostility didn’t diminish, and I followed him to his house, where the garage door opened. I had another call about a possible break-in, so I left.”

“Who was with you?” Gordon asked.

“A ride-along. One of the new civilian patrol volunteers.”

Not the norm, but not unusual. “What time was this?”

Perez consulted his notebook. “I let Dispatch know when I saw the erratic driving. I didn’t note it at the time. I’d say it was close to eighteen thirty, give or take a couple of minutes. I got my next call at eighteen forty-two.”

“According to the volunteer at the desk,” Gordon said, “Manning arrived here at eighteen fifty-eight. Time for him to go inside, maybe have another drink, get worked up enough to get to the station.”

Gordon shifted his attention to Titch. “You’ve already given me the details. Give a quick recap so we’re all on the same page.”

In formal copspeak, Titch recounted what he’d done and observed.

“We all know that hindsight is twenty-twenty,” Gordon said. “What we need to do is look at everything and decide if we strayed from protocol, if there’s something we should do differently in similar situations. Rafe?”

Perez nodded. “I shouldn’t have let my desire to avoid a confrontation override procedure. I should have given Manning a field sobriety test, or at the very least, a breathalyzer test.”

“As if that would have flown,” Solomon muttered.

“I know,” Rafe said. “Which contributed to my decision to let him off after seeing him home.”

“If it had been anyone other than Nelson Manning, would you have acted differently?” Gordon asked.

Perez hesitated, ducked his head. “Maybe. With all the chaos about the election, I didn’t think it would do the city—and you, Chief—any good to give him a reason to complain.”

“Which he did anyway,” Solomon said.

An alert from Dispatch interrupted.

“Chief, I have Tom Reynolds on the line.”

“Put him through.” Gordon hit the speaker button on his phone. “Tom. What can you tell me?”

“No signs of intoxication. Nelson Manning had a stroke.”
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AT TOM REYNOLD’S PRONOUNCEMENT, everyone jerked to attention. “A stroke? How is Manning?” Gordon asked.

“Not my call to make,” Reynolds said. “They were taking him into surgery. I gathered from what the doc said, that he’ll be in rehab for a while afterward.”

“Bet he’s not happy about that,” Solomon said. “Means he won’t be in control, his favorite state.”

“What could have, should have, we done to prevent this?” Gordon asked.

“If you’re going to have a stroke, you’re going to have a stroke,” Reynolds said. “Not letting him drive away might have avoided the traffic accident complications, but it wouldn’t have prevented the stroke.”

“What about insisting on a breathalyzer test?” Perez asked.

“It would have come back negative, so what would you have done?” Gordon asked.

“Let him go,” Perez said.

“End results would have been the same,” Reynolds said. “I wouldn’t beat myself over the head about it. I wasn’t there to see his symptoms, plus strokes and intoxication can be mistaken for each other. Off the record, even if we had suspected an impending stroke, knowing the patient, not sure I could have convinced him to let us treat him.”

Gordon made a mental note to consider adding a refresher module to go over recognizing symptoms of stroke, along with drug overdoses, intoxication, and heart attacks.

“Thanks for the update, Tom,” Gordon said. “Hope the rest of your night is quiet.”

“What’s the fun in that?” Reynolds said.

Gordon disconnected. “Anything else you want to bring up as long as we’re here?” he said to his officers.

The three of them glanced around, then shook their heads.

“We’ll be writing up our reports,” Titch said.

“I’ll be looking for them. For now, what we know about Nelson Manning’s health is off the record.”

“Understood,” Titch said. “HIPAA and all that.”

Gordon gestured to the pastries. “Take what’s left of the goodies to the breakroom, and be safe out there.”

The officers left, and Gordon sent Angie a text saying he was on his way.

Emojis of a broad grin, a glass of wine and three hearts was her reply.

Gordon lost no time in locking up and heading home.

~
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE aromas of coffee and sizzling bacon teased Gordon awake. Since it was Saturday, he dressed casually in black denims and a long-sleeved gray polo, then went downstairs.

As Angie plated bacon, eggs, and hash browns, he sensed something was bothering her. Especially when she wasn’t making enough for two.

He helped himself to coffee—the one cup of regular his doctor allowed—and took it to his seat. After a bite of his breakfast, he said, “What’s wrong?”

“You can tell, huh?”

“I’m a cop. Trained in the powers of observation. You put sugar, not salt, in the hash browns.”

Angie grimaced. “Guess you didn’t think I was trying a new recipe.”

“C’mon, Angie. Let me know what I can do to help.”

She flopped into her chair. “The expansion. The contractor called—which is unusual for him—and said his subs’ schedules are mixed up. There’s a certain order the jobs have to be done, like you can’t put up drywall until the plumbing’s in, so if the plumber gets behind—you get it. Everything stops. Then there are all the inspections. Inspectors seem to run on their own timelines. The contractor hinted that some of them are looking to have their palms greased.”

“How big a delay?” Gordon didn’t add the this time, because there was no point in upsetting her further. He’d tried to point out that schedules often went awry when she’d first started the project, but she’d made it clear this was her decision. Hers and Ozzie’s, her partner in Daily Bread. Ozzie’s solution had been to go back to Georgia to visit with family until everything was done.

“He estimates ten days getting everything back on track. He claims we’re only going to be a week later than the original proposal.”

“You have a performance clause in the contract, though, right?”

“Yes, and he assures me he won’t miss that deadline.” She cleared Gordon’s breakfast plate. “Because he starts losing money every day after that.”

“Money talks.”

She turned. “I’m adding more catering jobs, since people are having holiday parties. That will help my bottom line.”

Gordon loaded his dishes into the dishwasher. “I’ve got to get to the station.”

“On Saturday?”

“Things to follow up on. I’m hoping I’ll be done by lunchtime.” He went upstairs to finish getting ready, came down to say good-bye to Angie. He leaned in and kissed her. “Love you to the moon.”

Instead of her usual “and back” reply, she said, “What happened with Nelson Manning last night? Is that why you’re going in today? All I heard was that he’d tried to initiate a protest rally, you broke it up, and he left.”

They hadn’t had time to talk—at least not about work—after he’d gotten home last night. Angie hadn’t asked then, and he hadn’t wanted to spoil the mood by bringing it up. He explained how Nelson Manning had paid people to show.

Angie huffed. “That’s so like him. Like a kid who didn’t get his way, so he’s having a tantrum.”

“Which got him nowhere,” Gordon said.

“I wondered what was going on when Judy Benally and Wade Redstone joined the party.”

“We handled it quickly and peacefully. Judy and Wade were there in a just in case capacity, and I didn’t think you’d mind feeding two more bodies.”

“Of course not.”

Her phone rang, and she checked the display. “It’s the contractor. Maybe he’s got good news.”

Gordon rushed out before anything hit the fan.

At the station, he entered his office and set a pot of decaf to brew. The civilian patrol officer at the reception desk called him.

“Chief, Charlotte Strickland is here and wants to speak with you.”
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GORDON GROWLED. WHAT did Charlotte Strickland want? Why did she think he’d be in on a Saturday? Had she stopped by hoping he’d be here? Ducking her would do more harm than good, but there were limits to letting her think he’d jump at the snap of her fingers. “Tell her to have a seat. I’ll be out shortly.”

He went to Laurie’s desk and collected the night reports folder. Checked his email. Watched his coffee gurgle into the carafe. Decided making Charlotte wait while he enjoyed a cup was petty. After ensuring there was nothing lying around he didn’t want her to see, he ambled to reception, stopping in the glass-enclosed space separating the private from the public areas to ask the volunteer on duty if Charlotte had given any indication of what she wanted.

“No, she didn’t, and I didn’t press. Normally, I’d have called your admin, but since it’s the weekend, she’s not here.” He paused and chinned toward where Charlotte was sitting, busy with her phone. “Frankly, she’s one scary lady.”

“I’m not going to argue that point. In the future, you can pass the buck and tell her that it’s my rule. I need to know what everyone wants before you’ll interrupt me.”

“Understood, Chief.”

Gordon strolled through the door to the lobby and pasted a smile on his face. “Ms. Strickland. Good morning. What can I do for you?”

She stood. As always, dressed like the big-city reporter she longed to be, in a royal blue pant suit, a pale blue blouse, high-heeled boots, and a leather purse big enough to double as a weekend getaway bag. A long black puffy coat was draped over the chair next to her.

“Can we talk somewhere more private?” she asked.

They were beyond the stage of friendly handshakes, so Gordon didn’t offer one. “Of course.” He toyed with the idea of escorting her to their interview room, with its uncomfortable chairs and lingering aromas of sweat and other bodily fluids that disinfectant sprays couldn’t eliminate. Again, that would be petty. “Of course. Come with me.”

She grabbed her coat, and he led her to his office, opening the door and gesturing her to the visitor chairs. “Make yourself comfortable.”

She lowered herself into the chair, opened her bag, and pulled out a large tablet.

“You don’t mind if I take notes,” she said.

Not a question. Which meant, as expected, she was most likely working on an article for the Weekly. Last night’s protest was Gordon’s guess.

“No recorder this time?” he asked.

She smiled, tapped her phone, and placed it on the desk.

Gordon returned the smile, retrieved his own recorder, turned it on, and set it beside Charlotte’s phone.

“Now that the formalities have been dealt with,” he said, “ask your questions.”

“What are you doing to prevent the spread of construction thefts and vandalism into Mapleton?” She reached into her bag again and extracted a large manila envelope. Handing it to Gordon, she said, “In case you weren’t aware of the potential threat, I’ve composed a list.”

Gordon, a fraction of a second too late, attempted to hide his confusion. He reached for the envelope, opened it, and pulled out a stapled bundle of papers. Meanwhile, Charlotte was busy pecking at her tablet.

“Give me a moment to look these over,” he said.

Whatever Gordon disliked about Charlotte Strickland’s attempts to be an investigative reporter, he couldn’t fault her research. She’d documented—he stopped to count—seven cases of either theft or vandalism of construction sites, including newspaper articles and police reports insofar as they were on public record, complete with links. Not that he could click them open from a printed page.

“I commend your attention to detail,” he said. “What made you decide to follow these events, and what makes you think it’s going to be an issue in Mapleton? All but one of these happened at major construction sites. Apartment or condo complexes, commercial properties. They’re also in cities many times bigger than Mapleton, not to mention a distance away. Westminster, Littleton, Centennial, Parker, Castle Rock. It looks to me you’re fishing for a story.”

She huffed. “Isn’t there a saying about an ounce of prevention?”

“You haven’t answered my question. What makes you think Mapleton is threatened by these crimes?”

“If you need a visual, look at the last page.”

Gordon ignored Charlotte’s dig that he needed visual aids in order to comprehend what she’d laid out. He flipped through the sheets and found the last page to be a map, with areas circled and numbered.

“That’s the sequence of the criminal activity in my report. You’ll notice they’re moving in Mapleton’s direction.”

“What are you asking me to do? Stop all construction—what little there is of it—in Mapleton because properties a considerable distance away were the victims of theft or vandalism?”

Charlotte grabbed the papers and stuffed them into the envelope, then slapped it on the desk. “Your wife is in the midst of a construction project. Aren’t you concerned that she may well be a victim?”

“Concerned? Of course, but I’m putting the odds of this actually happening extremely low. Daily Bread’s expansion doesn’t fit the characteristics of the properties you’ve pointed out. The only commercial property was a hardware store.”

Charlotte’s lips flattened. “My research says construction theft is common. My working hypothesis is these incidents are all being perpetrated by a small group of individuals working together. That they’re all connected, and I’m determined to get to the bottom of it.”

“Are you saying there’s a construction theft gang?”

“I am. Consider this. You’re a contractor. The price of materials is rising. Why not go to a big job, take a little of what you need? Hit once, then move on, far enough away so nobody will connect you to the thefts.”

Gordon had to admit Charlotte’s explanation made sense. That didn’t mean he felt an immediate threat. “One more question.”

She nodded.

“If this gang is looking to offset its own costs by stealing materials, why would they vandalize properties, thereby destroying items that they might find useful?”
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WHEN CHARLOTTE HESITATED at Gordon’s question, he repeated it. “It seems that vandalism and theft don’t go hand in hand. What’s your take?”

After a pause, she said, “You have a valid point. Maybe the vandals don’t run in the same circles as the thieves.”

“Which would indicate either two groups, or perhaps none of these incidents are related.”

Eyes downcast, she gave a tiny nod. “Another valid point.”

Gordon continued to press. “In your research, I noticed you’ve collected information from the various police departments. Did you question any of them personally?”

She raised her head, her nostrils flaring, cheeks pinking. “I don’t see why it was necessary, given that they wouldn’t have told me anything that wasn’t already available to the public. I know how police departments work.”

“You did come to me, though,” he said. “Did you propose this article to the Weekly? I assume you’re here for an article, not to warn me that Mapleton might be invaded by a gang of ruthless construction materials thieves. Are you writing on spec, hoping it’ll be picked up by a more wide-reaching paper?”

The pinking on Charlotte’s cheeks climbed into the red zone. She dumped her phone and tablet into her bag, picked up her coat, and stood. “Thank you for your time, Chief Hepler.”

Gordon stood, stepped toward the door. One hand on the knob, he said, “Thank you for alerting me to this potential issue.”

He escorted her to the lobby and watched her pause at the exit. Half an inch of snow covered the ground. “You be careful out there. That walkway can get slippery.”

Coat slung over one arm, she sidled to the handrail and walked gingerly down the steps. Gordon watched until she entered her car, then returned to his office, wondering why she hadn’t mentioned Nelson Manning.

Seeing her in the parking lot last night, Gordon had assumed she was there at Nelson Manning’s request. Hadn’t he threatened to call her if Gordon hadn’t agreed to meet him at the station? Was she there to report on Jerry’s victory party, not Nelson’s little theatrics?

The Weekly’s editor, Ed Lipsky, had begun reining in Charlotte Strickland’s efforts to come across as an investigative reporter. Was this her way of trying to climb her self-defined ladder in the journalism world? Did it matter?

Not to him. Not now. The next issue of the Weekly wouldn’t come out until Friday.

Gordon helped himself to his coffee and started going over the night reports. As long as he was here, might as well get ahead with his data entry.

He stopped when he came to Perez’s report. Gordon had heard what Rafe had to say last night, but never asked what the call had been—beyond a suspected break-in—that made him cut his interaction with Manning short.

Perez had reported to the Abernathys’ home in the vicinity of Aspen Lake. The homeowners had come back from dinner and discovered their dog, a golden retriever aptly named Goldie, sitting on the front stoop. The door was open, and they wondered how the dog had managed that. They stepped inside, noticing a collection of their belongings sitting by the door, at which point they called 911 and reported the break-in.

Perez and the Abernathys came to the same conclusion. Goldie had scared off the burglar. Perez called it in, and officers were dispatched to locate the suspect, but were unable to find anyone. Unfortunately, the Abernathys didn’t have a doorbell camera. They lavished praise on Goldie, both for chasing away the burglar and for not running away, stating she often escaped from their backyard and wandered the neighborhood before returning home.

Perez went on to report that the dog showed no evidence of having bitten the burglar. No blood or scraps of clothing.

Ms. Abernathy stated that Goldie was gentle and loved playing with people. They were impressed that she had scared the burglar.

According to Perez’s report, he thought it was possible that the burglar was frightened off when Goldie tried to convince the burglar to play.

The items by the door were logged into evidence and brought to the station to check for fingerprints. Gordon figured the odds were slim. It would take a really stupid bad guy not to be wearing gloves. Still, they had to be thorough. And, there were a lot of stupid bad guys.

Perez’s report listed the contents, which included an iPad, a laptop, a digital camera, and two bottles of bourbon, both unopened. 

Gordon entered the data into his spreadsheet, then strode to the workroom to talk to the duty officer. Vicky McDermott sat at the desk, working at the computer. When he reached her side, she pushed the mouse away.

“Morning, Chief. Didn’t expect you in today. Looks like you averted a nasty incident at Jerry Illingsworth’s party.”

“Things worked out well on that front. What can you tell me about the break-in Perez responded to?”

Vicky leaned back, tightened her ponytail. “It was the second-most popular incident at this morning’s briefing, the first being the incident at the new mayor’s party.” She paused, met his gaze. “I did impress on everyone that there were no laws broken at the party incident, so we wouldn’t be pursuing. The break-in, on the other hand, is top priority for all officers and civilian patrol volunteers. The homeowners have posted pictures of Goldie on social media, reporting her— ” Vicky curved her fingers into quotation marks— “a canine heroine.”

“On their personal pages or the Mapleton page?” Gordon asked, already seeing Charlotte Strickland jumping on the story, spinning it to emphasize that the police department had yet to make an arrest. Of course, before the next edition of the Weekly was put to bed, the department might have apprehended the suspect.

“Both,” McDermott said. “The moderator of Mapleton’s page got back to the homeowners and— ” more finger quotes— “suggested modifications in the wording, in the interest of public safety. The poster complied.”

Gordon made a mental note to check the community Facebook page, something Laurie normally did.

“When Solomon gets here for his shift,” McDermott said, “he’s going to handle the printing of the almost-stolen items.”

“Good.” That would keep Solomon happy, and save time—a lot of time—over sending everything to the county lab.

“Anything else you want from me?” McDermott asked.

“You didn’t bring up the traffic accident.”

“I didn’t think it was my place to mention it, since it was the same type of call out as the incident at the mayor’s party. An accident triggered by a health issue.” She lowered her voice, glanced around the room to make sure it was still empty. “Not appropriate to insert my own biases against the victim.”

“Did you hear more about Manning’s condition?” Gordon asked.

McDermott tapped her fingers on the mouse. “No. Hospitals won’t share that information. He’s not in custody, or even a suspect. He paid people to come to Mapleton and start a demonstration, but since it never got underway, there’s nothing I can think of to charge him with.”

Gordon didn’t think a couple of rocks thrown by an unknown person was enough to connect the incident to Manning. “You’re right. I’ll let you get
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