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A Maya Cross Mystery

Chapter 1

The man who called himself Frank Morales was sixty-three years old, had been a janitor at Westridge Academy for eleven years, and was about to be fired for a crime he didn't commit. I could see it in his hands the way they trembled around the paper cup of coffee I'd given him, the way he kept wiping them on his pants, the way he couldn't look me in the eye. Not because he was guilty. Because he was terrified.

"I didn't steal the money," he said. "I've never stolen anything in my life. Not from this school. Not from anywhere." "Your record says otherwise."

Frank's face crumpled. "My record is thirty years old. I was a different person then. I've paid my debt. I've served my time. I've spent eleven years mopping floors and cleaning toilets and being invisible. I'm not a thief." "Then why do they think you are?" "Because I have access. Because I have a key to the business office. Because I work nights, when no one else is there. Because I'm the easy answer." "The easy answer?" "The brown answer." He looked at me. His eyes were tired. "I'm the only Latino on staff. The only one who's ever been to prison. The only one who doesn't have a degree. I'm the perfect scapegoat."

I leaned back in my chair. The rain was tapping against the window. My office smelled like coffee and old paper and the weight of other people's secrets. "Tell me about the money." Frank took a breath. "The school has a tuition assistance fund. Money set aside for kids who can't afford the full price. About two hundred thousand dollars a year. Someone's been stealing from it. For three years. About fifty thousand dollars a year." "How do you know?" "Because I'm the one who cleans the business office. I see the paperwork. I see the checks. I see the discrepancies."

"Did you report them?" "I tried. I went to the principal. He said he'd look into it. A week later, I was accused." "The principal set you up." "Or the PTA president. Or the business manager. Or anyone who wanted to protect the real thief." "The PTA president?" "Her name is Patricia Whitmore. She's been at the school for twenty years. She's the one who hired me, actually. She said she believed in second chances." He laughed bitterly. "Guess she changed her mind." "Did she have access to the tuition assistance fund?"

"She had access to everything. She's the one who approves the scholarship recipients. She's the one who signs the checks. She's the one who decides who gets help and who doesn't." "And you think she's the thief?" Frank looked down at his hands. "I think she's capable of it. I think she's capable of a lot of things." I studied him. Sixty-three years old. A record from thirty years ago. Eleven years of cleaning up after other people's children. He didn't look like a thief. But then again, thieves rarely did. "Frank, I need you to be honest with me. Did you steal the money?"

He looked up. His eyes were clear. "I did not steal that money. I swear on my mother's grave. On my daughter's life. On everything I have left." "I believe you." He blinked. "You do?" "I do. But believing you isn't enough. I need evidence. I need proof. I need to find out who really did this." "How? " "By following the money. That's what I do." Frank stood. He held out his hand. I shook it. His grip was firm, grateful.

"Thank you, Ms Cross. You're the only person who's believed me." "I'm not the only one. I'm just the first."

He left. The rain stopped. The clouds parted. I opened my laptop and started digging into Westridge Academy.

Westridge Academy was a private K-12 school in the West Hills, the kind of place where tuition cost more than most people's rent and the parents drove Range Rovers and talked about "diversity" while living in all-white neighborhoods. The school had been founded in 1985 by a group of wealthy families who wanted an "alternative" to Portland's public schools. Translation: they wanted segregation with a smile.

The PTA president, Patricia Whitmore, was fifty-four years old, married to a neurosurgeon, and had two children who had graduated from Westridge and gone on to Ivy League schools. Her Facebook page was a monument to white suburban motherhood photos of vacations in Cabo, Christmas cards with matching pajamas inspirational quotes about "lifting as you climb." Her financial were another story.

I pulled her property records, tax filings, and business associations. On paper, she was clean. Too clean. The kind of clean that came from good lawyers and better accountants. But beneath the surface, something was wrong. Her husband's medical practice had been audited twice in the last five years. Her son's private school tuition had been paid in cash—not checks, not wire transfers, cash. And her daughter's wedding had cost three hundred thousand dollars, which was about two hundred thousand more than a neurosurgeon's wife could reasonably afford.

Someone was supplementing Patricia Whitmore's lifestyle. Someone with deep pockets and a reason to keep her happy.I called Ray Navarro. "Patricia Whitmore. PTA president at Westridge Academy. I need everything." Ray sighed. "You know, most PIs spend their time on cheating spouses and insurance fraud. You spend your time on shadow organizations and stolen tuition funds." "Cheating spouses are boring. This is interesting." "This is dangerous. You're poking a hornets nest." "The hornets already know my name. Might as well poke."

Ray laughed. It was a tired laugh, but genuine.

"I'll run what I can. But Maya be careful. The Whitmores have connections. Political connections. If you go after her, they'll come after you." "They're already coming after me. I'm just making it easier for them." I hung up and went back to digging.

Chapter 2

The fake scholarship fund was called the "Westridge Opportunity Initiative." According to the school's records, the WOI provided full tuition assistance to "deserving students from underprivileged backgrounds." The application process was confidential. The selection committee was anonymous. The funding came from "private donors who wished to remain anonymous." I requested the list of scholarship recipients. The school denied my request. I filed a public records request. They ignored it. I threatened to go to the press. They hired a lawyer.

The lawyer's name was Jonathan Vale. The same Jonathan Vale from Book Three. The divorce lawyer. The blackmailer. The man who had worked with Daniel Delgado. The man who owed The Ledger $2.4 million. Patricia Whitmore was connected to Jonathan Vale. And Jonathan Vale was connected to The Ledger. I called Jonathan's office. "Ms. Cross," he said, his voice smooth as marble. "I was wondering when you'd call." "You're representing Westridge Academy." "I'm representing the Whitmore family. Patricia is a client. She asked me to handle the school's legal affairs."

"Then you know about the missing tuition funds."

"I know that a janitor with a criminal record has been accused of theft. I know that the evidence against him is substantial. And I know that you're wasting your time." "The janitor is innocent." "The janitor is a convicted felon. He's been to prison. He's stolen before. He'all steal again." "You don't know that." "I know people, Ms. Cross. I know their patterns. Their weaknesses. Their debts. Frank Morales is a thief. He always has been. He always will be. " "You're wrong." "I'm rarely wrong. That's why my clients pay me so much." I hung up. Jonathan Vale was protecting Patricia Whitmore. Which meant Patricia Whitmore was connected to The Ledger. Which meant the missing tuition funds weren't just about greed. They were about something bigger. I went back to Frank.

Frank lived in a small apartment in Southeast Portland, above a laundromat. The apartment was clean, sparse, functional. A bed, a table, a photograph of a young woman on the wall. "My daughter," he said, following my gaze. "She's a teacher. In Los Angeles. She doesn't know about any of this." "You haven't told her?" "I haven't told her because I'm ashamed. Because I thought I'd left this life behind. Because I thought I was finally free."

"You are free. You didn't do anything wrong." "Tell that to the school board. Tell that to the police. Tell that to Patricia Whitmore." I sat on the edge of his bed. The springs groaned. "Frank, I need you to tell me about your past. About the crimes you committed. About why you went to prison." He was silent for a long time. "I was a con man. For fifteen years. I ran scams fake charities, fake investments, fake scholarships. I stole from people who trusted me. People who were desperate. People who just wanted a better life for their children." "How much did you steal?"

"Hundreds of thousands. Maybe millions. I don't remember. I stopped counting." "Why did you stop?"

"Because I met my daughter's mother. Because I fell in love. Because I wanted to be a better person. Because I realized that the money didn't matter. Only the people did." "So you went straight." "I tried. I got a job. I paid my taxes. I stayed out of trouble. But my past caught up with me. Someone I'd scammed recognized me. Called the police. I went to prison for five years." "When did you get out?" "Eleven years ago. The same year I started working at Westridge. Patricia Whitmore was the one who hired me. She said she believed in second chances. She said everyone deserved a shot at redemption."

"And now she's using your past against you." "She's using my past to protect herself. Because she knows I can't fight back. Because she knows no one will believe a former con man over the PTA president."

"Does she know about your past?" "She knows everything. She made me fill out a disclosure form when I was hired. She's been holding it over my head for eleven years." "She's been blackmailing you." Frank nodded. "Not for money. For silence. For loyalty. For keeping my mouth shut about what I saw in the business office." "What did you see?"

"I saw the scholarship files. The applications. The selection process. The kids who got the money weren't underprivileged. They were rich. Their parents were friends of Patricia. Donors. Wealthy families who didn't want to pay full tuition." "The scholarship fund was a
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