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  Cast of Characters


Market Center Personnel

Heather McNeil: assistant to the director of the Washington, D.C. Commerce & Market Show Center
Janelle Addison: the Commerce & Market Show Center’s director and Heather’s superior
Scott Brandon: former police officer, security officer for the Center
Craig Vincelli: head of security
Jack Miller, Mark Templeton, Sam Boresi: maintenance
Dennis Michaelton: shipping manager

Exhibitors

Tom Pegram: vice president of sales for Birds and Buddies Supply, Inc.
Dan Romano: Elite Grooming Supplies
Norman (Norm) Charlton, owner, (ex-linebacker), Ray Becker, owner (former wide receiver), Sam Vinson, president:  Pet Palace
Aaron Sigorski, Angela Parkinson, Philip Parkinson: Delectable Cuisines Pet Foods
Jean Borden, Playtime Pets
Fred Mitchell: journalist, Pet Products Journal 
Gay Ellen Sandler: owner, Sandler Designs
Dave Wolfe: CMO, ALLiance Pet Works
Ken Lee, Haley Wendelson: witnesses
Connie Corcoran, Jennifer Forman, Stephen Hanson: other exhibitors

Others

Detective Peter Gilmont: homicide detective
Margaux: pet products influencer
Gracie Garrett: pet products blogger







  
  Chapter 1


Tuesday 

Settling disputes in the exhibit hall didn’t appear anywhere in my formal job description as Assistant to the Director of the D.C. Market and Commerce Center, but I spent a lot of time doing it anyway. Janelle Addison, the Director and my boss, claimed she sent me into the breach so often because I was good at finding solutions and soothing ruffled feathers. So here I am: Heather McNeil, commercial events peace broker and diplomat.
On that Tuesday morning, I wasn’t being good at it. I was barely listening to the gripes being voiced. Fortunately, the complaint revolved around the booth next door, leased by the Pet Palace Company. The fact that the unfinished structure was also the cause of my distraction saved me from looking like a complete idiot. 
“Miss McNeil?” Tom Pegram, president of Birds and Buddies Company, according to his badge, shouted to get my attention again over the racket going on around us. Setup day for a trade show meant constantly squealing drills, pounding hammers, squeaks of carts and dollies, and the whine and beeping of forklifts. “We don’t mind that the bottoms of the pillars overlap our space,” he said. “We can work around that. But those overhangs are interfering with where we can put our display cases.”
“I see what you mean,” I murmured. And I did, even if that awareness was overshadowed by the splendor of the parts of the display already completed. I was gaping.
Large, complex, creative, and elaborate booths weren’t unusual at some of the bigger trade show events held here in the Market Center. I’d even seen a couple of other displays that emulated castles. But I wasn’t expecting it at a pet products trade show.
Although the booth was still being put together, the general outline and pieces already in place offered a pretty good idea of the final display. The area comprised eight standard ten-by-ten-foot spaces at the back of the aisle.
Faux brick columns, probably eight feet tall, gaudily decorated with red and gold swirls, stood at the four corners with two more in between on each side. The back wall, which separated the booth from the long rear aisle, was surfaced with faux stone, leaving openings for display screens or banners yet to be installed. Tapestries threaded in red and gold hung between some of the columns, showing representations of throne-shaped pet beds, feeding stations that looked like miniature banquet tables, and carriers fit for a king—or a Cavalier King Charles Spaniel.
The company logo blessed the top of each column, showing a stylized dog, cat, and guinea pig in a group, each wearing a crown. 
The source of Pegram’s complaint was a series of oriel-type windows projecting off between the columns that would likely hold product displays once completed. On this side, those protrusions would hang over into the booths beside them.
The answer should be simple. Remove the protruding windows or invert them into niches for display. Convincing the booth’s owner to make that change might not be so straightforward.
“Miss McNeil?” Pegram’s voice brought my attention back to him again and the problem at hand.
“Heather, please,” I said, turning away from the glories of the Pet Palace with an effort. 
“Heather,” he repeated. “I was hoping we could resolve this now, before their booth is finished.” Behind him, a man pushed a cart loaded with stacked cages into their area and another finished setting up a backdrop with a logo for the Birds and Buddies Company.
I nodded. “Good idea to handle the problem now. Do you know who’s in charge?” I waited for a loud round of drilling to finish before I continued, still at something of a yell. “Is he or she there now?”
Pegram rubbed a spot above his right eyebrow. I wondered if the noise was giving him as much of a headache as I was developing. “That’s a bit of a problem,” he said, the last word rising over the beeping of a forklift backing up. “The owners.”
“They’re not there now?”
“No. I’m told they’re a pair of retired NFL players who—” He broke off, looking up the aisle. “Wait. Good! I think this is them coming now.”
I looked in the direction he indicated and blinked. I expected a couple of people but what I saw was almost a parade.
Marching up the aisle toward us, or more accurately, toward the Pet Palace, the group of men looked like they’d fit better at a big-time sporting event. I counted six, and three of them were among the largest human beings I’ve ever seen. Four of the group were obviously bodyguards. In fact, they were so…bodyguard-ish, it was almost comical. Like wannabe Secret Service agents with their dark suits, sunglasses (in here!), and earphones. I checked their waists. They didn’t appear to be carrying weapons, in keeping with Center policy prohibiting firearms. Given the size of some of their hands, their fists could be just as intimidating.
Enclosed in the box formed by the bodyguards were the two ex-NFL football players, or so I presumed. The Black man was tall enough to tower over even the large bodyguards, maybe six foot six. He was slimmer than the others but still solidly built, with broad shoulders. If I stood next to him, I’d probably be staring at his belt buckle. The White man with him was a few inches shorter and at least sixty pounds heavier, but none of it was fat. From the very wide shoulders down to legs like tree trunks, he was solidly, almost massively, built. Both were good looking in the way of strong, fit, successful men who could afford superior grooming and tailoring.
Everyone around paused to gawk as they passed. Meanwhile, the two men stared at their phones, apparently oblivious to the audience. I supposed they were used to crowds going quiet when they approached. Focusing on their screens might be a calculated move to discourage unwanted approaches.
People flowing up and down the aisle on their own business stepped aside to give them room. Dollies and carts were pulled out of the way. One man almost bumped into me as he dodged, but his attention was glued to the passing celebrities.
The group marched by us and into the Pet Palace booth, where they huddled in a corner for a moment while the bodyguards spread out, each taking a position on a side. A third, suited man arrived from the opposite direction, alone, and joined the two players. The group consulted with one of the workmen putting the display together, and I watched them pointing at various features of the columns and walls.
The man who’d almost knocked into me let out an awestruck breath. “That was Norm Charlton. He still holds the Dallas team record for sacks in a season by a linebacker.”
“Which one was that?” I asked. I wanted to start putting names with faces since I’d likely be dealing with them in the near future. I had no idea what the rest of his statement meant.
“The shorter, White dude,” the star-struck man answered. “The other is Ray Becker. Wide Receiver. He’d’ve set the record for catches his last year if he hadn’t messed up a knee.” Star-struck stared at the booth where the two men now appeared displeased with a banner. “I hope they’ll have an autograph session at some point. I’ll be there. Anyway, I’d better get back to work.”
“Autograph session,” I muttered. “Right.”
“It actually would be a good idea,” Pegram said. “Though it might mean lines in front of our booth. We can hand out our sales sheets to people while they’re waiting.”
“Maybe.”
We both watched as a very young man, maybe still a teenager, in a work jumpsuit approached the booth. One of the bodyguards stepped into his path and said, “Sorry. No one on the premises except staff today.”
“But I’d hoped—”
“No.” The guard’s word and glare held so much menace the young man dropped back and turned quickly away.
I watched and sighed silently. They wouldn’t be turning me away that easily, but I wasn’t looking forward to the confrontation. “I’ll have a talk with them and see what I can do,” I told Pegram.
He wished me luck. I braced myself as I walked the few steps to the next booth.
As expected, the minute I set foot on the Pet Palace carpet, one of the hulking security guards stepped in front of me. “No one is allowed to enter now.” A hint of menace laced through the authoritative tone.
I held up my badge. “Heather McNeil, assistant to the director of the Market Center. I need to talk to the people in charge of this booth right away.”
The guard’s eyes narrowed, but he hesitated.
“I’m Market Center staff and I need to talk to the person in charge.” I put more volume and authority into it this time. A momentary lull in the background noise made the words ring surprisingly loud in the relative quiet. 
All three of the men consulting in the corner turned toward me. The one I’d been told was Norm Charlton said, “Let her by.”
The guard’s lip curled before he nodded curtly and stepped aside. I approached the group of three men and introduced myself again. Norm Charlton—a glance at his badge confirmed the name—identified himself and waved to the other two men. “Ray Becker,” he said, indicating the very tall Black man, “and this is our company president, Sam Vinson.” Vinson, also Black, though his skin was lighter, was shorter than the other two and less bulky. All three men held out their hands to shake.
Vinson’s handshake was quick and business-like; Becker’s felt strong but controlled; Charlton held on tightly and a little too long. His stare lingered a few seconds on my chest, but he wasn’t looking at my badge. “What can we do for you?” Vinson asked.
“Your guards aren’t going to be good for business, if they turn away everyone who tries to enter the booth,” I remarked.
“Those orders are for today.” Charlton sounded aggravated but I wasn’t sure if my comment or the guards themselves had sparked his irritation.
Vinson threw Charlton a glance that seemed to both warn and commiserate at the same time. “It’s for everyone’s safety while the booth is being constructed, and the show is getting underway. They’ll just be keeping watch tomorrow,” he promised.
“Okay. But that’s not why I’m here.” I explained the problem of the overhangs. The three men accompanied me to the side as I showed them how their booth would interfere with the neighbors’ displays, then suggested the fix I’d come up with.
Vinson’s face tightened in obvious annoyance. “Someone’s complaining?” He stared at the people in the Birds ‘n’ Buddies booth.
“They’re doing you a favor by pointing out the problem now.” I doubted it would mollify him, but I try to keep the peace. He turned the hard glare back to me as I continued. “You are over your allotted area, and we take the boundaries seriously. It should be easier to fix now, before everything is finished, and you have to take things apart again.”
“She’s got a point, Sam,” Charlton said.
Vinson sighed, shook his head, and called over one of the men who’d been working on the booth. “Bring the booth plans,” he added.
The man retrieved the layouts from a table at the side and spread them on a tall box near us.
“How hard would it be to turn those shelves around?” Vinson pointed to the protruding windows and looked at the plans, trying to match the place.
“Probably not too hard,” the builder answered. “Let me look at the brackets.” He departed, leaving an uneasy silence behind. We watched him climb a bit of scaffolding and poke around at one of the faux windows in question.
While we waited, Charlton turned to me with a grin that lit his hazel eyes and showed charming dimples. “Have you worked here long?” he asked.
I hadn’t forgotten the way he’d ogled my chest earlier, but he was being helpful, so I could go along with the friendliness now. “Six years,” I answered. “Started as a clerk, doing mostly data entry, then was promoted to assistant to the director.”
“Isn’t that usually more of a clerical job?” Charlton asked. He looked me in the eye, giving the impression of genuine interest.
I wasn’t sure if the display of charm was personal or a general reflex. “Usually, I guess. But the director’s biggest need turned out to be someone to handle all the minor complaints and problems she gets bombarded with, and it seems I’m pretty good at that.”
“Do you ever—?” Charlton’s question was cut off by the return of the builder.
“Not as easy as I hoped,” he reported, “but not as hard as it could be. Good thing you brought it up now, though. Be easier to do it before we put on the caps and hang the rest of the banners.”
“Can you get it done today and still finish the rest?” Ray Becker spoke up for the first time. Despite a distinct Southern drawl, his voice was deep and resonant, adding dramatic weight to the simple request.
The builder scrunched his nose and looked around. “Yeah, I think so. Maybe add half an hour to the work. Let me get one of my guys on it.”
“Thank you,” Charlton said to him, then turned to me. “And thank you, too, for bringing this to our attention.” 
I didn’t expect to be thanked; just the opposite, in fact, so I was startled by it. I was also fairly sure the charm was a reflex directed, most likely, at any reasonably attractive woman in the area. Still, I responded to it with a smile of my own. “You’re welcome. Thank you for making my job a little easier.”
Vinson shook his head and said to Charlton, “We need to get the coverage schedule finalized and plan for Friday’s party.” Becker nodded toward the back corner where a small table held a clutter of papers, pens, and two half-empty water bottles. He stared at Charlton until the latter turned to join them at the table. I had an odd impression that they were deliberately steering Charlton away from me.
I gave the Pet Palace a last look as I headed away. I suspected there would be additional problems, and I’d be back before the show was over.
I had no idea then how bad it was going to get.






  
  Chapter 2


Tuesday 

Tom Pegram was loading a spinner rack with bird toys and accessories as I returned to his booth. No doubt he’d watched my exchange with the honchos at the Pet Palace because he held up a hand and smiled. “Thanks for handling that. Looks like they’re going to fix it?” 
“Yes. They even said they appreciated it being brought to their attention before the construction finished.”
One eyebrow went up as a flash of surprise crossed his face. He looked at me, grinned, and said, “They probably appreciated the messenger as much as the message.”
My hackles rose. “I don’t trade on my looks to do my job.”
He froze for a moment. “I didn’t mean it as an insult or a dig,” he said. “It’s just a fact. To some extent, we all trade on our appearance. Especially those of us here, with public-facing jobs.” He nodded toward the Pet Palace booth. “Check out those guards. Part of the reason they were hired is their size and their menacing looks. Looks are only one facet of who we are, but they matter. Even if we think they shouldn’t. Of course, other things are also facets of who we are: humor, brains, charm, integrity.” His lips quirked in a grin. “You, clearly, also have a significant helping of brains and charm, as well as being pretty. They all contribute to your ability to do what you do.” He barked a short laugh. “And now I will descend from my soapbox and retreat gracefully while I can still get my foot out of my mouth. Forgive me.”
“Forgiven. I hadn’t thought of it that way.” He’d offered an interesting perspective.
Pegram stared at the neighboring booth. “Those security guards worry me, though. They’re so intimidating. It could scare people away from this area.”
“I was told they would only be chasing people away today; tomorrow they’re supposed to back off and keep watch.”
The man snorted. “I guess we’ll see.”
A young man approached with a question for Pegram.
I had a dilemma now. Since Birds and Buddies was a standard two-space linear booth, whoever was directly behind them, facing the next aisle, would likely have the same issue of the windows impinging on their space. I could tell them the problem was being fixed now or just let it go and hope they didn’t complain.
The second option tempted me. The squeaking, squealing, hammering, banging, and, worst of all, the shriek of metal on metal from drilling put me on the highway to headache in short order. Already a bit of throbbing knocked at my skull.
Still… I was here and it would only take a moment to go around and size up the exhibitor on the other side. I could get a view of the Pet Palace from different directions in the process. I walked to the end of the aisle and around to the next one.
No matter which angle I viewed it from, other than directly behind, where it was nothing but a blank wall, the booth was impressive and stunningly gaudy. 
Backing up to Birds and Buddies, bordering the Pet Palace, another two-space linear booth showcased Elite Grooming Supplies. The backdrop was covered by an immense photo of the interior of a grooming shop with an attractive, cheerful young woman clipping the fur of an attractive, cheerful young…Irish Setter? I’m not up on dog breeds. 
On the floor, two grooming tables with suspension slings and harnesses for holding animals in place stood at either end of the booth. Between them a large flat screen was blank right now but would likely show looping demos of the products in use. Pyramids of boxed clippers, combs, shears, and other grooming tools occupied space between them. A long table across the front of the booth held stacks of sales brochures, order forms, and the inevitable contest poster and fishbowl for business card deposits.
I’d timed my arrival perfectly. Two men were struggling with the placement of the third of the three backdrop panels, the end piece nearest the Pet Palace booth. One of the oriel windows stuck out right where they wanted to put it. I started toward them.
“Hi!”
I jumped at the voice directly behind me. Not surprisingly, I hadn’t heard him approach, given the general racket.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” he apologized. I straightened and turned. The voice belonged to a good-looking man in his early thirties. He had lots of curly dark hair and bright amber-brown eyes. “Dan Romano,” he said, holding out a hand.
I identified myself and pointed to the backdrop panel and the faux window overlapping their booth. “I gather this is a problem for you?” I asked.
He looked at my badge. “You’re Center staff? Incredible service. We hadn’t even gotten on the phone to complain yet.” Dan smiled at me. The display of dimples and white teeth had an impact.
I returned the grin and introduced myself, then added, “It’s already handled. They will be changing those windows around shortly, so they don’t overhang your area.”
“Fantastic.” The smile got even brighter then dimmed as he turned to look at the Pet Palace. “Although being next to…this thing might be a pain in itself.” He stared as one of the security guards turned away another probable autograph seeker. “But, hey. Maybe that mon—er, display, will help attract attention to us as well. At the least, it should be entertaining to watch what goes on there.”
“There is some potential for problems with them,” I admitted
“Why? The crowds? That’s not a problem. It’s an opportunity.”
“It’s more about the intimidating security personnel in that booth could scare people away. However, the people in charge have assured me the guards will just be keeping watch after today.”
Dan agreed. “Not good policy to chase people off. The whole point of this is to attract attention.”
“Yeah. The booth does that.”
“And I hope we get some of the overflow traffic.” 
I couldn’t quite drag my eyes away from the spectacular gaudiness of the gold-embossed banners hanging from faux brick walls. The irony of it struck me. “This is such a strange business. People go to so much trouble to build something that will only be here a few days and seen by a limited number of people.”
“But all the right people, hopefully,” Dan agreed. “The people who need our products to resell to the public or to use in their own businesses. The people who buy in large quantities. They spell the difference between success and failure for us.”
“That’s why it’s a closed show. We only let in registered guests who are in the industry.”
“Right. It’s a treat for me to be here,” he admitted. “But I guess it’s kind of business as usual for you.” He put out a thick layer of charm, giving me another high-intensity smile. Dan Romano was a prime example of Tom Pegram’s theory about people using their physical gifts.
I’d seen plenty of it, and I was mostly immune. “Well, we don’t have things like the Pet Palace around at every show,” I admitted. “But I can’t spend any more time gawking at it.”
“Hey,” Dan said as I turned away. “You’re going to be around, right?”
I smiled at him. “I work here. I’ll be around, but I’ll be busy, too.”
“Got it. Would you be up for doing dinner sometime in the next couple of nights?” he asked.
“Sorry, I’m—” I stopped. My reflexive answer had been to say I was already in a relationship, but I wasn’t entirely sure what my status was now. I’d been dating Scott Brandon, who worked security here at the Center, for the last few months. We seemed to fit together so well. Until six weeks ago.
From the first time I met him, I’d wondered why someone who’d been a D.C. cop, and was probably over-qualified even for that, would choose a low-pay, low-status job here. Then I learned the real reason for his presence—and the real reason he’d pursued me. I hadn’t exactly broken it off when he dropped that bombshell, but I’d told him I needed time and space. He’d backed off, even though he claimed he had real feelings for me. I was still trying to process his revelations and figure out how much I dared trust him. The anger and hurt still felt raw.
“I’m afraid I’m too wiped out by the end of a day to be good company during a show,” I told him.
His smile lost none of its glow or confidence. “I understand. Maybe after it ends,” he suggested.
“Maybe.”
My phone buzzed with a text message from Janelle. Something going on in the new products area.
I texted back I’m on it, and said goodbye to Dan Romano, adding, “Let us know if they don’t get those window things fixed soon.”
I headed for the new products area, a section of the show floor set aside for the special display.
The items in this roped-off area were either being introduced here at the show or had been within the past twelve months. These were the things that would be eligible for the “Product of the Year” awards, to be handed out in a gala ceremony on Saturday night.
The area comprised about thirty booths’ worth of space on one end. Tables formed long rows, with each designated for a product category. “Food & Nutrition” and “Health & Hygiene” signs identified some of the areas as I walked through the narrow entrance and toward the high-pitched squawk of a woman complaining. 
The words didn’t carry as well as the tone and I couldn’t make them out until I drew closer.
I arrived in time to hear her cry, “It ruins everything!” with enough dramatic emphasis for a roomful of scream-queens. “You can’t put it there!”






  
  Chapter 3


Tuesday 

The voice belonged to a tall, thin woman in her late forties with unnaturally flaming red hair flowing in a long, curling cascade. She faced another, younger woman, who shook her head and lifted her shoulders repeatedly, making soothing noises that had no effect on the squawker.
I walked up beside them and said, “Hi, I’m Heather McNeil, Market Center personnel. Is there something I can help with?”
Both turned to face me with near-identical expressions of hope and relief. 
Squawker spoke first. “They want to display my new rain gear harness outfit just a couple of spots away from that—” She pointed to an item a few feet down the table. “It’s an insult to put anything of quality so close to that cheap piece of junk. What’s worse, they stole my idea and did a tasteless, tacky version of it.”
The other woman answered, “We have a diagram for placement of the new product displays, and I’m not supposed to deviate from it. We can’t show favoritism to any entry.” Her voice shook, whether from fear or anger, I couldn’t tell. She turned to me. “I’m Mary Savary from the MAPP. I’m sorry for the disturbance.” MAPP was the Manufacturers’ Association for Pet Products, the organization sponsoring both this event and the new products awards.
“Not your fault,” I told her. I asked the other woman, “And you are?”
“Oh, sorry.” She acted as though polite formalities were a foreign language, one she knew but didn’t practice often. “GayEllen Sandler, Sandler Designs. We make high quality clothes and accessories for our canine companions.”
“You have a problem with your product’s placement in the display?” I asked.
“Yes. Yes, I do! It’s terrible. It’s so close to that cheap knock-off.” She pointed to the offending bit of canine attire a yard away on the table.
“Ah. Unfortunate.” I looked from one doggie coat/leash combination to another. The other one was shiny plastic while hers appeared to be made from canvas, but beyond that I couldn’t see much difference. “Don’t you have confidence in the quality of your product?”
“Well, of course I do! I wouldn’t have entered it into the competition if I didn’t.”
I tried to keep my tone gentle. “Then I think you’re looking at it all wrong. Don’t you think it will help the quality of yours stand out, being displayed so close to the “cheaper” version?”
Ms. Sandler chewed her lip. “Not everyone is discerning enough to see it. They might not even look beyond the flashier version to see how much better our workmanship and materials are.”
I gave them each a closer look, and, I have to admit, I still didn’t see the quality difference, not at first, anyway. Not that I was any kind of expert. Heck, I’m not even sure I knew what I was looking at. The “cheap knockoff” was certainly more eye-catching, with its bright colors and patterns showing to good effect on a plastic model of a black dog. Ms. Sandler’s version was simply spread out on the table, making its use and appearance less obvious. I finally noted the leash and harness parts appeared to be made of plastic on the knock-off, while on hers they were leather. 
She smiled when I mentioned noticing the real leather in her product. “Yes, that’s right. That plastic won’t last more than a couple of months in use.”
“I think everyone will be aware of that.”
Mary Savary chimed in again. “The judging panel has some very experienced and knowledgeable people on it. I’m sure they’ll take those differences into account.”
“But will they know that the whole thing was my idea?” GayEllen Sandler’s tone started to rise into squawk territory again. “They stole it from me and did this quick imitation.”
She had a point. Quick, cheap knock-offs of inventive new products were an unfortunate reality.
“That’s why we ask for the product introduction date on the application,” Savary said. “If there’s any question, the judges will ask for verification.” She looked up and down the rows of products. “Also… It’s up to you how you want to display the product, within the limitations specified by the rules.” She lowered her voice and leaned forward as though confiding a secret. “You could amp up your presentation a bit.”
Sandler’s face scrunched into a frown that gradually relaxed as she looked up and down the row of tables where products were shown on or with model animals or on pedestals formed for maximum impact. “Oh, I see. Yes, I suppose I could. How long do I have to work on it?”
“The judges do a preliminary review on Thursday but will do their final selections on Friday.”
“Then I have some time.” She chewed her lip. “I have to win that award. My harness deserves it. I came up with the idea before anyone else. And, if…” She stopped and turned to me, though why she thought I’d even be interested, I have no idea. “I’ve spent a small fortunate on advertising for it.”
“I hope it works,” I said. “If everything is under control, I’d better be going.”
She stared at me. “Wait. I need a large stuffed dog. Where can I get one?”
I had to stop and think about it. “I... A toy store, maybe?”
“Online. Of course.” She pulled out her phone and started tapping. 
My own phone beeped with a text message from my boss. Problem at 1522.
I called “Good Luck,” and left her to it.
On my way. I sent the response to Janelle and headed for the fifteen hundred aisle.






  
  Chapter 4


Tuesday 
Fifteen twenty-two was part of a three-booth linear space for an importer of a variety of pet toys and accessories. Whatever the problem, it wasn’t obvious as I approached. A quick glance showed several workers assembling bins and racks. All seemed relatively quiet and peaceful. I went to one of the men and tapped him on the shoulder when he failed to notice my presence.
“I’m looking for the person in charge,” I said, when he stared up at me.
The man scanned the area and pointed. “Over there. In the jeans and blue shirt.”
The woman in said outfit stood in the next booth, talking amiably with a somewhat older man. She turned and saw us staring, gave a small wave, said something to the person she was speaking with, and returned to the booth. She was older than I’d first realized, probably mid-forties. Her trim figure had a youthful air, but up close a few lines showed on her face and gray streaked her blond hair. Her expression was pleasant and open as we exchanged names and greetings.
“Thanks for responding so fast,” Jean Borden said as she led the way farther into her booth. “There seems to be a problem with the electricity. Those outlets are working fine.” She indicated a couple at the far end from where we stood. “But these two, here and here, aren’t. We need this one for the backdrop light.”
“You’re sure it’s not the backdrop?”
“I tried plugging my phone charger into the same outlet and got no response,” Jean answered.
“Okay. Let me get someone…” The number for maintenance was in my favorite contacts list. Jack Miller, the head of the maintenance department, answered my call and promised to have someone there as soon as possible, but he warned they were really busy.
I relayed the message to Jean, pausing at the sound of raised voices nearby. Jean had already glanced toward the disturbance. 
The booth two spaces down their row on the opposite side appeared to be a manufacturer or distributor of custom and private label pet foods. Delectable Cuisines’ banners promised their pet diets were made entirely from organic ingredients, scientifically proven to benefit a dog’s or cat’s health.
Two men faced each other in front of it. An older, bearded, heavyset White man stood near the front of the booth arguing with a younger, shorter Black man in the aisle. The grizzled man had his hand on the other’s arm and appeared to have stopped him as he was passing by.
Initially I could only hear the loud, angry voice of the older man but couldn’t make out words. The other’s responses were softer and appeared less hostile. 
“Oh, Lord, Aaron is at it again,” Jean said.
“Aaron is the older man with the beard?”
“Yup. Aaron Sigorski.”
“You know him?” I asked.
“Everyone in the industry knows him,” she said. “We see—and hear—him all the time at shows.”
I wanted to know more, but I was also growing concerned about the escalating tension and noise. I debated calling Security. That would mean Scott, most likely, but we were both professionals who could work together despite our fraught personal relationship. This didn’t appear ready to descend into violence yet, so instead, I excused myself to Jean and went over to the two men.
I picked up a few words of the conversation as I approached, mostly from the louder, older man. “Heard you were telling…” and “…can’t say things like that in public…” and “My lawyer will put a stop to it.”
As I drew closer, I heard the Black man say, “You can try whatever you like, but the truth is right there in the reports.”
“Lies. Those reports are total—” Aaron Sigorski spat out several words I tried never to use and discouraged others from saying in public here.
Another, younger man who’d been standing nearby, watching the altercation, moved toward the older man. “Uncle Aaron.” 
Sigorski shook off the hand the young man laid on his arm without even turning to look at him and growled. “Get back to the booth. This is my problem. Let me handle it.”
“Uncle Aaron, you can’t,” his nephew tried again.
Veins stood out in the man’s temples and neck while his face grew redder. “Mind your own business.” He reached out and pushed his nephew back, then took another step toward the darker man.
I moved forward, getting almost between the two men, identified myself as Center Personnel and asked, “What is the problem here?”
The quieter Black man looked at me and shook his head. His badge identified him as Fred Mitchell, senior editor of Pet Products Journal. “Mr. Sigorski has some issues with a report we published, but he doesn’t seem to understand appropriate times and ways to respond.”
“Liars have to be called out whenever and wherever possible,” Sigorski shouted.
“Please lower your voice,” I asked. “Even with all the noise in here, shouting isn’t needed.”
“I’m not a liar,” Mitchell responded. “I report facts, no matter whether anyone likes them or not.”
“Your own facts. Facts you made up.” Sigorski had taken the decibel level down a notch, but it still rang out over the racket from the hammering and drilling. “People like you need to learn a lesson about telling the truth.”
Mitchell gave him a withering look. “I have the research reports to back up what I’ve said. But if lessons in telling the truth are needed, you’re the last person who should be giving them.”
Sigorski’s red face turned even more scarlet. Veins popped out in his neck again. He vibrated with anger and tension, so much so, I feared he’d either have a stroke or fly into a violent attack. “You better watch what you say.  I don’t tolerate stuff like that.”
Mitchell looked ready to reply with his fists if needed. I took a step closer. To him, I said, “Please go back to your booth. There’s nothing to be gained by continuing this.”
He glared at his opponent for a moment, and I could see the effort he exerted to control his response. Then he nodded at me, turned on his heel, and walked away.
I rounded on Sigorski. “This show is for networking and selling goods. We don’t tolerate anything that disrupts that process. And your stopping other exhibitors to harangue, argue, or threaten them does just that. Raising your voice to shout at them does that. We reserve the right to remove anyone who interferes with other exhibitors. It’s in the fine print of your contract. Please try to stick to the business at hand for the duration of the show.”
For a moment I thought he would yell at me in protest. Behind him, the young man who seemed to be his nephew and another tall young woman with long jet-black hair, threaded with purple streaks, moved toward us. The casual tank top she wore with her jeans showed a variety of tattoos on her arms, shoulders, and back. Both wore worried expressions.
They flanked him and each took an arm. “Come on, Uncle,” the young woman said. “Leave it be for now. We’ll talk to him more later. It’s time to check your blood pressure and sugar levels.”
The flush hadn’t faded from Sigorski’s face, but he sucked in a breath and let it out. He muttered something so softly I couldn’t make it out and didn’t try. Louder, he added, “Liars,” then he shook their hands off again, turned, and stomped back into his area.
The young woman followed him immediately. The young man, whose tag read “Philip Parkinson” threw me an apologetic look along with a quick, “Sorry about that,” before he, too, returned to the booth.
Jean waited for me back in her space. “Oh, man. I’ve got him right here for the entire show. I can’t decide if it’s more likely to be catastrophic or entertaining.”
“I hope it’s neither. Or at least nothing that affects your business. Maybe his niece and nephew can keep him in line.” Two men approached us at almost the same time, from opposite directions. I sighed and stepped back. One of them was Mark from Maintenance. He had a toolbox with him. He could handle minor, routine electrical problems, but for anything more, we had an electrical company on call.
Working with Mark was awkward. He’d had a crush on me since he’d started here two years ago. For reasons I couldn’t fathom, he fancied I felt the same and just wouldn’t act on it because we were co-workers. His illusions suffered a painful collision with my reality when Scott Brandon arrived six months ago, and we began dating soon after.
Naturally, the other man approaching was Scott. “Heard there was a disturbance,” he said. “Looks like everything is under control now?”
I nodded at him and went with Mark to show him the problem outlet. Behind me I heard Scott introducing himself to Jean as “Center Security.” She’d probably already figured that out from his uniform, but his good looks and charm had their usual effect. She was replaying the argument for him.
“Are you all right?” Mark asked quietly as we bent toward the dead outlet. “I know you and him… That something’s wrong. Not surprised. I’ve always been suspicious of him. Something off there.”
Kind of odd that Mark should say that, even though it was true. But I felt some of the same about him, too. I knew what was off about Scott, now, but Mark had an odd edge as well, and I couldn’t account for it. I couldn’t complain about him, though. He was always polite with me and did his job well, even if he sometimes made me uncomfortable.
“I’m fine,” I told him. “We’ve had a…disagreement. It’s awkward now, but we’re both professional enough to work with each other.” I straightened up. “Let me know if you have any trouble fixing this.”
Walking away without acknowledging Scott wasn’t an option, though I was tempted. But Jean waved me over to thank me. Scott promised her we’d keep an eye
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