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About the Book




There’s no crying in baseball…but there’s plenty of killing. America’s pastime just became Dallas’ deadliest crime. 

Dallas, Texas – 1925
For Penelope van Keesler, there’s nothing quite like the crack of a bat, the roar of a crowd, and the scent of roasted peanuts in the air. So when Clara Unger, owner of the struggling Dallas Mockingbirds, hires the Heist Society to recover her stolen fortune, Penelope jumps at the chance to step up to the plate. Especially with Babe Ruth and the New York Yankees coming to town for a spring training exhibition game.

But when Highwaters Wilson, the team’s veteran catcher and promoter, is found dead in the dugout, bludgeoned by a baseball bat, Penelope’s investigation turns from missing money to murder.

With her trademark charm and a love of America’s pastime, Penelope dives headfirst into the world of minor-league baseball. From shady money men to power-hungry players, every suspect has a motive. The clock is ticking before the Yankees’ train pulls into the station, and the Mockingbirds strikeout, losing their chance at redemption.

Can Penelope recover Clara's stolen fortune and catch a killer? Or will this underdog team leave the bases loaded in the bottom of the ninth inning? 
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1

The National Pastime





March 1925 – Dallas, Texas 

The elevator dinged for the thirteenth floor, and the cage shuddered to a halt. A ripple of unease passed through the passengers as the gate slid open. Some folks blamed bad luck on a number. Personally, I found men in cheap cologne and loud neckties far more dangerous.

The taller of the two fellows, who had been eyeing me since the lobby, stepped aside with a grin polished smoother than his shoes.

“Are you sure you wanna get off here? Could be risky.”

The other fellow added a wolfish smile. “There’s a party at our firm on the fifteenth.”

“Since I work here, I suppose I ought to risk it,” I said, stepping past them with a swish of my butter-cream skirt.

The elevator gate clanged shut behind me, carrying their disappointment skyward.

Jack Bentley lounged beyond the brass-framed doors, fedora tilted back, hands in his pockets, looking entirely too pleased with himself. “Well now,” he said, pushing off the wall as his gaze swept over me, “Neiman Marcus must be wondering where all their spring inventory went.”

I turned once, letting the sunburst pleats flare at my hips. “Too much?”

“Not if you aim to stop traffic on Commerce Street.” His eyes lingered on the coral embroidery at my cuffs, then the peacock-blue hat. “That hat alone deserves its own introduction.”

“The boys in the elevator approved, too,” I said.

Jack’s expression darkened theatrically. “Names, Penelope. Give me names, and I’ll have them drawn and quartered by lunch.”

I rolled my eyes and slipped my arm through his as we started across the floor.

Beyond the frosted glass entrance, the offices of Theodore James Waley hummed with late-morning purpose. Typewriters clattered in brisk, uneven rhythm, telephones rang in clipped bursts, and stenographers hurried between desks, balancing shorthand pads and carbon copies. Sunlight streamed through the tall Santa Fe windows and flashed on polished brass fixtures and navy-trimmed walls.

I paused long enough at my desk to drop my handbag and gloves beside the morning post.

“Why are you late?” Jack asked, lowering his voice as a nosy secretary glanced up from her typewriter with the expression of a disapproving governess.

“Archie had a crisis at home.”

Jack smirked. “Meaning Archie caused a crisis at home.”

“Exactly.”

I stole a quick kiss before we crossed toward the conference room at the rear.

Waley had decorated the executive wing in a style that reflected his old Navy command days—mahogany trim, brass fittings, ship clocks, and framed wartime maps lining the walls. Theodore James Waley liked to pretend he left his life in military intelligence behind when he built his railroad empire.

Those of us in the Heist Society knew better.

Edith rose the moment she saw us approaching, relieved Jack of his hat with one efficient motion, and opened the door.

She gave us both a sharp look. “Waley has been waiting for some time.”

“Nice of you two lovebirds to join us,” Waley said from the head of the round table, his irritation softened only slightly by the amused twitch beneath his mustache.

From his captain’s chair—an oversized leather throne better suited to a warship than a conference room—he commanded the room with the same easy authority that once made men follow him into battle. In his forties now, Waley had only grown more formidable: silver beginning to thread through his dark hair, but none of it dulling his presence.

“My fault,” Jack said as he slid into the chair beside me. “I spent too long primping in the mirror.”

Margo Hutchinson gave a sharp, delighted snort from her corner seat near the windows. “And still chose that suit?” she drawled, lifting her coffee cup to her ruby lips. “That’s a crying shame. Usually, I’m the one keeping everybody waiting.”

Her husband Tobias glanced up from a neat stack of case files, ready to get down to business. He tightened the small, elongated knot of his claret-striped silk tie, ensuring the gold stickpin held it precisely centered against the stark white of his rounded club collar.

“Now that we are all assembled,” he said in his driest possible tone. “Perhaps we may return to the matter of Sandstone Milling and the ongoing leak of proprietary refinery contracts.”

A young stenographer—Edith Manning’s assistant, Doris—slipped silently into the room with a silver tray of fresh coffee, while Edith herself crossed behind Waley to place the morning telegrams beside his elbow. He scanned the top note, grunted once, and waved her on.

Tobias opened the nearest file. “Over the last six weeks, confidential bid figures from Sandstone Milling have appeared in the hands of three competitors before contracts were formally submitted. Since only four executives had access to the pricing ledgers, someone inside the company is almost certainly selling information.”

Jack leaned toward me. “Scandal of the century.”

I bit back a smile and accepted a coffee cup from Doris.

Tobias continued in that same precise, funeral cadence that could make even murder sound like bookkeeping.

I tried to listen. Truly, I did.

But spring sunlight streamed through the tall windows in warm golden bands, and beyond the glass, Dallas gleamed beneath a flawless March sky. The kind of blue-sky afternoon that belonged to ballparks, not boardrooms.

Opening Day was only weeks away.

Somewhere up north, the Yankees were tuning up for another pennant run, Babe Ruth was probably already knocking baseballs into the next county, and here I sat trapped in a conference room hearing about fraudulent milling…something-or-other.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one bored to tears. Waley cast a fleeting glance toward the window before catching me watching him.

His mouth twitched. He was thinking about baseball, too. How could you not on such a perfect day?

A faint rustle outside broke the moment.

Edith’s voice rose in firm protest. “Mrs. Unger, you cannot simply barge into—”

The door flew open.

Clara Unger burst into the room like a one-woman cyclone, dragging an accordion file nearly as large as she was, papers sticking out like feathers from a startled chicken.

“I need help!” she cried. “I’m doomed.”

Edith Manning lingered near the doorway. “I tried to stop her, but she bowled straight past Doris like Ty Cobb stealing second.”

Apparently, we all had baseball on the brain.

Waley waved her off. “Let her through, Edith. Clara Unger has diplomatic immunity in this office.”

“Thank you, T.J.,” Clara said, sweeping into the room in a whirl of pheasant feathers and indignation. She dropped an accordion file onto the conference table with a thud, then deposited her embroidered frog purse beside it like punctuation. “It’s all gone.”

Clara had adored me since I was a girl—largely because she mistook stubbornness for spirit, whereas most adults simply called it misbehavior.

I hurried to her side and guided her into a chair. “What happened?”

The room closed in around her as we gathered near.

Her oversized lacquer-red spectacles trembled on her nose, wide enough to serve as windshield glass on a touring car. She gave one miserable shake of her head, then dropped her face into her hands and began to sob.

Waley immediately crossed to her and lowered himself to one knee beside her, his voice gentler now. “Clara,” he said, taking her hand. “Tell us how we can help.”

“My money…” she choked out. Her hat tipped sideways, pheasant feathers drooping in sympathy. “Someone robbed me blind.”

A hot wave of anger rushed through me at the sight of her—sweet, eccentric Clara, trembling and heartbroken.

“There may be a crime before this is over,” I said grimly. “Because if somebody swindled you, I intend to tear them apart.”


      [image: ]Clara explained her ordeal. Sort of. She rambled on for a while, weaving in stories of her nephew, her late husband, and Mr. Owen Laraby, who may or may not have been a suitor. The overhead lights glinted off her oversized glasses.

“You lost the whole thing?” I asked when Clara took a breath.

“Mr. Madison at the bank said most of my money is gone. I’m afraid I can’t pay you to investigate T.J., but if you get everything back, half of my fortune is yours.” She gyrated her hand as if conducting a symphony.

“No payment. Not for this. We’re taking the case, and we’re starting now.” Waley wrapped a knuckle on the table. “I’m gonna speak with J. Prescott Madison today. We’ll figure this out.”

“I can’t thank you enough. And I mean it, T.J., about finding a way to repay you…”

“Not necessary. I’ll get pleasure out of walloping the guilty party with my bare hands.”

I drummed my fingers, my temper barely contained. “Who do you think did this?”

My jaw clenched. It took a special kind of evil to steal from an old woman.

“I don’t have the faintest idea.” She shrugged. “Everyone who works for me is trustworthy.”

“Nah, there’s a snake somewhere.” Jack continued to flip through the giant accordion file folder. “Somebody in your circle’s playing crooked, and I’d wager he smiles to your face.”

“There must be one name that troubles you,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Now isn’t the time to worry about hurt feelings.”

She trembled. “No. I can’t imagine.”

Waley paced impatiently. “Anything stick out yet?”

Margo’s sparkling blue eyes peered over the rim of her glasses. “This isn’t paperwork. It’s a paper avalanche with delusions of organization.”

“My bookkeeper, whom I can’t pay any longer, turned over all the financial details,” Clara said. “I don’t understand half of it, so I just put everything I could find in there.”

I tilted my head. “How in the world did someone drain you dry?”

“Who has access, Clara?” Judging by the set of Waley’s jaw, whoever had done this was in danger of being found before the police heard his name.

“I just don’t know.” Tears welled in Clara’s eyes. “Oh, I'm not helping, am I?”

Tobias snapped shut one ledger and straightened his tie clip. “This is extraordinary. Stocks liquidated. Bond accounts emptied. Oil shares transferred. The person who orchestrated this has stripped nearly every movable asset.”

Waley stopped pacing and planted both palms on the table. “Nearly?”

Tobias flipped one page back. “One holding remains untouched.”

Jack leaned over his shoulder. “Which one?”

Tobias turned the ledger toward us. “The Dallas Mockingbirds Baseball Club.”

The room paused.

Clara blinked. “Oh, dear. I forgot about the team.”

I almost dropped the papers in my lap. “You own the Mockingbirds?” My heart leaped ahead of my head. “Clara, I had no idea! Why did you never say anything…”

I froze as everyone glared at me. Clara stared back through her enormous red spectacles.

What a dreadful time to sound excited.

“Forgive me.” I curled auburn hair behind my ears. “Baseball got the better of my manners.”

“Don’t give it a second thought. Just because I misplaced a fortune doesn’t mean I’ve misplaced my sense of humor.”

Jack slid a yellowed document to the center of the table. “Tell me about Monty Manford.”

Clara nodded vaguely. “He runs all that Mockingbird stuff. My husband moved him over there when he retired from insurance.”

Jack’s expression sharpened. “After thirty loyal years. Was that a reward or exile?”

Waley looked up. “What are you getting at, Bentley?”

“Motive.” Jack didn’t just tap the page; he traced the line where the wealth simply stopped being drained. “Criminals aren't only greedy, they’re performers. This thief didn't just take the money; they gutted the savings, the bonds, the insurance—the things that sit silently in a vault. But they left the Mockingbirds untouched. Why?”

I sighed. “I’m sure you’re about to tell us.”

Jack leaned in, tracking an invisible subject. “Laziness is the easy answer; the baseball team isn’t exactly profitable. Maybe it’s more trouble than it’s worth. But it’s more. It’s a psychological blind spot. By leaving the team alone, they thought they were leaving a ‘proof of innocence’. It’s a classic over-correction of the guilty mind. They’re hiding in the one place they didn’t dare to touch because they’re terrified of directing police to an inside job.”

Margo lowered her coffee cup. “You think the culprit is someone with the ballclub?”

“I’d wager my press pass on it,” Jack said. “No crook outs his own hideout.”

“Bentley might be on to something.” Tobias gave a small approving nod. “The club’s operating accounts are tied into the same umbrella structure as Mrs. Unger’s other holdings. Anyone handling payroll, vendor contracts, or internal transfers for the team could have reached well beyond baseball.”

Clara shook her head. “I’m a silly old woman.”

“No, you’re not.” Waley continued pacing. His anger bled through his movements. He was angrier than I’d ever seen him. “I want this solved.”

“Let’s get inside this baseball team,” Jack said. “We can smoke out whoever did this.”

“Well, baseball is Greek to me,” Margo said. “Y’all will need to explain it to me slowly, using small words and visual aids.”

As the papers shifted in my lap, a glossy handbill slid free and fluttered onto the table. I caught it before it hit the floor.

Bold black lettering leaped off the page:

NEW YORK YANKEES vs. DALLAS MOCKINGBIRDS. Final Spring Exhibition at the brand-new Gardner Park.

My breath stopped.

Babe Ruth. In Dallas.

I lifted my eyes from the handbill. “Well, that settles it.”

Everyone looked at me.

“I know more about baseball than the rest of you put together,” I said. “If somebody inside that club is bleeding Clara dry, I’m the only one here who can pass as staff.”

I set the handbill on the table.

After all, someone had to save baseball.
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Home Field Advantage





Ginger met me at the door with the enthusiasm of a circus parade. The little red poodle bounded across the tiled entry, rag doll dangling from her mouth. She dropped it at my feet, tail wagging so hard her entire body wobbled. 

“Miss me, sweetheart?” I bent to scratch behind her ears. Her warm tongue licked my wrist, and she yelped a high-pitched whine that made me laugh. “Yes, yes, I know. You're still upset about losing your baseball, aren’t you? Don’t look at me like that. I’ll find you another one.”

She tilted her head, eyes as bright polished marbles. The poor girl exhausted herself for days searching for her ball, nosing under furniture and pawing at closets as if she’d misplaced a diamond.

Risking a tear in my silk stockings, I sat on my knees and tossed the rag doll into the hallway. Ginger dashed back and forth a dozen times, no sign of fatigue. It wasn’t her favorite baseball, but the doll worked in a pinch.

The doorbell rang with three impatient chimes.

My eyes narrowed when I caught the name on the truck outside—Sanger Brothers’ Furniture. I opened the door. “Hello, boys. Are you sure you have the right place?”

Two delivery men stepped inside, doffing caps as though they entered a cathedral. “Mrs. Cunningham’s order, ma’am,” the taller one said, gesturing to the crates on the lawn.

I sighed. Mother, you didn’t.

But of course, she had.

Our Highland Park home—built by my father as a wedding gift for Mother—stood with the quiet confidence of Southern elegance stretched to Texas proportions. Tall white columns framed the front porch, rising to meet a second-story balcony, while wide green lawns rolled out in every direction.

The house wasn’t ostentatious, despite its size. It felt lived in. Loved. The kind of place that held onto its stories. Even after everything we’d nearly lost, it remained ours. Steady, welcoming, and just chaotic enough to suit us.

To Mother, the dark, carved oak sideboards and the somber, tufted high-back chairs weren’t simply furniture; they were a lingering scent of the Edwardian era, stiff, dusty, and dreadfully pre-war. In a world that suddenly became obsessed with clean lines, lacquered surfaces, and bold geometry, our parlor looked like it waited for Queen Victoria to drop by for tea.

So, Mother went on a spree to prove, once again, that the Cunninghams were doing just fine, thank you very much.

Ginger dashed between the men’s legs as if supervising the full operation.

Boston, on the other hand, didn’t so much as lift his head.

Archie’s terrier lay draped across the chaise like a retired general, watching the proceedings with mild disapproval and no intention whatsoever of participating.

I scooped up Ginger and leaned against the fireplace. She tried to wiggle away, eager to play with the delivery fellas. She licked my cheek. I wonder if they brought me a ball.

One piece at a time, the men unloaded an entire showroom into our front hall and parlor. And when I thought the circus ended, another series of unnecessary purchases arrived—a pair of tufted rose-velvet sofas, a marble-topped sideboard, and an ornate gilt mirror so large it could have reflected the Dallas Philharmonic.

I stood near the archway between the parlor and the formal living room, directing traffic as the men shuffled back and forth, muttering under their breath.

“Careful with that mirror,” I said. “Take it through there—into the dining room. Yes, mind the corner.”

One of the men nearly tripped on the entry rug while sneaking a glance at me. “Where do you want the sofa, ma’am?”

I evaluated at the comfortable peach chaise already in place. Next to the perfectly stylish old one. I bit my tongue and filtered my response. No reason to drag delivery men into my family drama.

“Right there will do,” I said. “We may have to move the piano.”

From beyond the archway, Mother’s voice floated in—lilting, theatrical, and entirely certain of itself. “An inch more to the left. No, to the right. Can’t you see the light will hit it wrong when the evening sun comes through?”

She had already claimed two of the delivery crew for her own campaign in the dining room.

I lowered my voice and glanced at the two men still with me. “If you value your freedom, I suggest you make a swift exit before she spots you.”

They exchanged a look—half amused, half alarmed—and hurried, as though speed alone might save them.

Too late.

A moment later, Dorothy Cunningham swept through the dining room archway and into the parlor like a grande dame making her entrance at the Majestic Theater.

“Penelope!”

Her rosy cheeks flushed, and her red hair fell across her forehead. She swatted it back with jeweled fingers sparkling under the new electric chandelier, but her eyes darted toward the foyer where the delivery men still thumped crates. She looked less like a society matron and more like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

“You’re home early, sweetheart.”

“I am,” I said, watching Ginger chase the reflection from the new mirror. “What’s all this?”

“A surprise ruined. I was hoping to have it all arranged before you got home.”

And once it was too late to send everything back.

I placed my hands on my hips and opted for diplomacy. “Are you sure we need to redecorate?”

“Nonsense. The living room looks tired. We needed something fresh—modern, like a Vogue cover.” She pirouetted for effect and plucked a magazine from the side table.

“This is your inspiration for house décor? Mother, this is a fashion magazine introducing the spring line,” I said, examining the February 1925 ‘artistic’ cover of an abstract pink butterfly on a blue background. I wrinkled my nose, unable to make much sense of the sketch. “Or butterflies.”

Mother shook her head. “Darling, that is supposed to depict a woman flying out of a fur coat.”

“If you say so, but what does it have to do with the new furniture?”

“The bold, color-rich visual inspired me. That’s modern and what our living room should evoke.”

I frowned. “Modern furniture like this from Sanger’s costs money. Real money.”

“Oh, hush.” She waved a hand. “Your brother said business is booming again.”

Ah, at least she consulted someone practical.

“Isn’t that right, Archie?” she called over her shoulder.

My older, half-brother leaned against the doorframe, adjusting a cufflink with a self-satisfied smirk. “Indeed. Things are looking up for the company.” His voice sounded as rich and stuffy as a high-priced cigar. “Waley has several lucrative cases. And I’m considering opening my own firm.”

I snorted. “You’ll keep considering until the cows come home.”

“And what is that supposed to mean? I don’t speak cowgirl.”

Ginger barked, as if she shared my skepticism about Archie’s abilities to handle a law practice.

“You’re all talk, Archibaldy. You don’t have the drive to work hard and put in the effort,” I said, picking up the earlier argument right where we left off.

He crossed his arms. “I take offense.”

“You should.”

I’d spent the better part of the morning playing nursemaid to a knucklehead, which was the only reason I’d been late to the office. Archie’s 'essential' business meeting at a speakeasy the night before had required a mid-morning hangover cure, and with Mother sleeping in and Lexi already out with friends, the task of coaxing him back to the land of the living had fallen entirely on me.

I shook my head, mentally filing Mother and Archie problems away for another time. My family’s antics were a distraction I couldn’t afford today; I didn’t come home to referee a hangover or debate the merits of new furniture. I did it for Clara. Her life hung by a thread, and unlike Archie, she actually deserved my help.

I shrugged out of my coat on my way to the kitchen and draped it over a barstool. I veered to the butler’s pantry where we kept the parlor chest, an old cedar piece of my father’s. I brushed my fingertips over the worn spot where his rough hands rubbed off the stain through the years. I knelt to rummage through it, pushing away old tennis rackets and winter scarves until my fingers closed around the familiar baseball glove.

The smell of worked-in, cracked leather gave me a sharp twist of nostalgia. Daddy and I tossed a ball every Sunday after church. He insisted that even a girl should know how to throw properly.

“None of that wrist flicking nonsense,” he’d say. “You use your shoulder, Penelope.”

I’d learned to throw straight and hard before I learned to dance. The other girls at finishing school found it amusing, of course. And too sporty. They whispered behind their parasols, but I didn’t care. I had no shortage of attention when I wanted it and discovered far better company on the ballfield.

Ginger barked again, wagging with her entire back end as I pulled the mitt free. She bounded in circles, convinced I had located her missing baseball.

“No such luck, darling. You must keep track of your favorite toys.”

Mother appeared in the doorway, her brows lifting at the sight of the dusty mitt. “Good heavens, what are you doing with that dirty thing?”

“Preparing for work,” I said.

“Work?” Her eyebrows shot to a question mark. “Did you make the local ball team?”

I sidestepped Mother, hoping to avoid questions about the case. She would lose her mind if she heard about Clara’s predicament.

Archie showed the delivery men out, and Boston trotted in behind him at a leisurely pace, as though he’d personally overseen their removal and found it satisfactory. Archie drifted back to the dining table, his tie loosened and a half-eaten sandwich waiting for him like it had missed him terribly. Despite arriving at the office two hours late, Archie still managed to carve out time to come home for a proper lunch.

“That hairstyle is a mistake,” he said, eyeing Lexi. “Plain and simple.”

“I might try it,” Lexi said, twirling a strand of her long hair around her finger as she flipped through Photoplay. “They’re calling it a soft wave. Less severe than the bob.”

“Less disastrous, you mean,” Archie said. “Why women insist on taking perfectly good hair and declaring war on it—”

“Don’t you dare let a butcher near it,” I said. “We barely survived the Egyptian Henna disaster. Your hair looked like a rusted radiator for a month.”

“Pen, don’t be dramatic,” Lexi said, mouth half full. “It’s just hair. And you dabble with the latest trends more than me.”

I fluffed the blunt ends of my hair. “On Mother’s insistence. I prefer my hair longer.”

“Enough of this girl talk.” Archie huffed. “I feel like I’m trapped in a beauty salon.”

“At least in a salon, a woman can hear herself think without a man telling her what’s good for her,” Lexi countered, taking a pointed nibble of her sandwich. She stared Archie dead in the eye. “Tell him he’s full of beans, Pen. He’s been on a tear all morning about women needing to ‘fall in line’ behind their husbands as if we still live in the dark ages.”

I leaned against the doorway. “Well, Archibaldy, if you keep after the lovely Giselle Fontaine, I imagine she’ll have you marching in formation before the wedding breakfast.”

He scoffed. “Giselle has excellent instincts. She knows when to let a man lead.”

“Lead where?” I asked. “Into trouble? Into debt? Into another two-hour lunch?”

Lexi snorted.

Archie ignored her. “You’re dodging the point.”

“No, I’m improving it,” I said. “We aren’t living in caves anymore. Did you hear? We can vote now.”

Archie waved a hand. “And yet most of you manage to vote exactly as instructed. I bet you can’t name one woman who voted differently from her husband.”

“Margo Hutchinson,” I said without pause. “She and I both voted for Coolidge, despite Tobias making a full presentation on why we shouldn’t.”

“Of course you did,” Archie said. “You two would argue with a weathervane.”

I smiled, wide and bright. “It must burn your backside, that Texas elected a woman governor.”

Mother, who had been rearranging flowers with unnecessary force, turned sharply. “Miriam Ferguson is hardly a proper lady or a shining example.”

“I detest politics,” Lexi said, snapping her magazine shut. “Let’s talk about something important, like this lunch. Elsa outdid herself. We should hire her back full-time. We’ve got the dough now, don’t we?”

The sandwiches—ham, watercress, and imported mustard—looked far more elaborate than Elsa’s usual fare.

Archie dabbed his mouth, trying to act dignified despite the crumbs. “I second the motion. I’m tired of Mother’s and Penelope’s cooking.”

Mother flung her napkin onto the table. “Then it’s settled. Elsa every day.”

“Nothing is settled,” I said. “We can’t go back to the way things were before. Remember last year? We nearly lost the house.”

“Details,” Archie said, waving a dismissive hand. “We’re solvent now. And you’ve been earning your little stipend, haven’t you?”

I bristled, resisting the desire to tell him I earned more than he did. “It’s not a stipend, Archie. It’s a full salary. I do important work for Mr. Waley.”

Lexi giggled. “Doing way too-secret stuff hanging around coppers and detectives.”

My nose wrinkled. “Something like that.”

“Why exactly are you home early, darling?” Mother asked, reaching for her teacup.

“I came to fetch my baseball glove.” I snapped the leather open and shut. “And to check on Ginger.”

Archie eyed the glove suspiciously. “Why on earth would you need such a nasty old thing?”

I hesitated, torn between honesty and the easier route of vague deflection. “Let’s just say it’s related to a new assignment. A friend of the family needs help.”

Mother perked up immediately. “Clara Unger?”

My spine prickled. Either Mother had recently become clairvoyant, or she picked up the local gossip. “Did you hear about her problem?”

“Oh, yes, the poor dear.” Mother’s hand went to her chest. “I heard rumors she lost everything! How dreadful.”

“But what does that have to do with you?” Lexi asked.

“She asked for Waley’s help, and he put a crew together to follow the money.”

Archie leaned back, smug. “I’m sure he’ll give me the full rundown when I return to the office. I am his star attorney, after all.”

“Star attorney?” I rolled my eyes. “Is that what you call going in late and taking two-hour lunches?”

He ignored me, smothering another slice of bread in mustard.

“Anyway,” I continued, “Clara’s only remaining source of income is her minor league baseball team. The Dallas Mockingbirds.”

Lexi squealed. “Baseball! Oh, Pen, you’ll get to meet all those handsome ballplayers! They’re absolute sheiks.”

“Lexi,” Mother hissed.

“What? They are! Did you see that Yankee fellow in the papers—the college boy with the muscles? Lou something? Liz and Mare call him dreamy, and I agree.”

I nodded, thinking of the grainy newsprint photos of the massive young first baseman. “The newspaper boys are calling him ‘Columbia Lou.’ He’s a powerhouse, but he’s still a rookie trying to earn his spot in the lineup. The real headline is that he’s bringing the entire squad with him. The Yankees are coming to Gardner Park to play an exhibition against Clara’s team, and I intend to be standing right on the grass when the Sultan of Swat himself steps off the train.”

Archie scrunched his face. “What is that a type of fly?”

“Babe Ruth,” I said. “You really need to use the sports section of the paper for more than cleaning up after Boston.”

Mother matched Archie’s face and shook her head, earrings jingling. “A man nicknamed Babe hardly sounds respectable.”

“He hits baseballs into the next county,” I said. “Respectable or not, he’s a legend.”

“And what exactly do you plan to do with Clara’s team?” Mother asked.

“Help them turn things around,” I said, slipping my glove onto my hand. The leather creaked softly, fitting like memory. “Find out who’s been stealing from Clara and maybe get the team back in shape in time for opening day.”

Archie chuckled. “You? Running a ballclub? I’d sooner trust Ginger with the books. What’s next? Are you calling the lineup?”

“Don’t tempt me,” I said.

Mother gasped theatrically. “Penelope, you are not seriously considering playing.”

“No, Mother, but…” I trailed off, exasperated. “Why am I explaining myself? I need to meet the others at the ballpark.”

I grabbed my handbag from the sideboard, Ginger dancing at my heels. The poodle barked insistently, still eyeing the glove.

“Oh, fine,” I said, crouching to ruffle her ears. “You’ll get your own baseball soon enough.”

Mother followed me to the door. “Be careful, Penelope. Those ballplayers are all roughneck types.”

“Noted,” I said. “If one gives me trouble, I’ll sic Ginger on him.”

That earned a laugh from Lexi—and even Archie cracked a grin.

I stepped out into the warm afternoon sun, the glove tucked under my arm. If someone was stealing from Clara Unger, they picked the wrong girl to hide it from.

Time to play ball.
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The New Ball Yard





My sensible Oxfords crunched over packed gravel as I passed through the turnstile and into Gardner Park. 

The place still smelled new, like fresh lumber, varnish, and paint. Sunlight gleamed off the steel supports of the grandstand, and the newly laid sod stretched out in neat green seams like a promise no one was quite sure how to keep.

Beyond left field, the Trinity River slid past at its own unhurried pace, carrying the faint scent of mud and water. Not unpleasant—but not clean either. The sort of aroma suggesting things buried were best left alone.

I paused inside the gate, taking it all in.

New ballpark. New season. Same old question: Could the club survive the summer?

But this time, the stakes weren’t a winning record or a spot in the championship. Until we found out who stole Clara’s money, this was her only source of revenue.

Workmen hammered along the first baseline, hoisting signs into place as if building a successful team with nails and optimism.

Last summer’s fire had taken the old park with it. The Mockingbirds finished the season elsewhere—like guests in their own story. Now they had this.

A fresh start.

Or a very public failure waiting to happen.

I edged past the workers, Ginger wriggling in my arms as she tried to inspect a bucket of paint.

Two of the men paused to watch me.

“Hey, boys,” I said. “Do the Mockingbirds have a chance this year?”

The older one barked a laugh. “Fort Worth’s nabbed the pennant five years straight. Make it six.”

“The Fort Worth Panthers are a tough bunch,” I said.

“But not unbeatable.”

The younger one spoke this time, pulling off his cap and dragging a hand through sun-damp hair that refused to stay put. He had the loose, easy confidence of someone who hadn’t yet learned when to be nervous.

“Highwaters is gonna love this park,” he said. “Short porch. Good sightlines. He might send a few clean out of Dallas.”

“I hear he’s thinking about retiring.” I tilted my head. “The papers say he has a slow bat and trouble with the curve.”

The kid grinned. “Not a chance. I’ve seen him hit. Man’s still got thunder in Old Hickory.”

I studied him more closely now. Lean build. Quick blue eyes. The kind of energy that didn’t sit still for long.

“You play?” I asked.

“Every spare moment I get.” He jerked his thumb toward the field. “Better than half the fellas they’ve got on the payroll, too.”

The older man snorted. “This is Ollie. Thinks he’s making the roster.”

“Not thinks,” Ollie said. “Plans.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the kid.

“Name’s Ollie McCaskill,” he added. “You put in a word for me with the boss lady, I’ll make you look like a genius.”

Bold. I liked him already.

“I’ll keep that in mind, Ollie,” I said. “Now, which way to the office?”

He pointed toward the clubhouse. “Through there. And don’t forget the name.” He said it like a man who expected the world to make room for him.

“I won’t.”


      [image: ]The corridor leading to the Mockingbirds’ front office smelled of ambition and dust. A solitary fan whirred overhead, its uneven wobble keeping time with my steps as I made my way to the glass-paned door stenciled D.M.B.C.

The Dallas Mockingbirds Baseball Club.

I pushed inside and paused. The place was different from what I figured—larger and far grander than necessary. Sunlight poured through tall windows overlooking the field, catching the faint seams of fresh sod and the glossy green paint along the left-field wall. From below drifted the crack of bats and the distant rhythm of workers adding final touches.

No margin for mistakes.

Clara Unger stood near the window, her silk blouse blending into the soft peach walls. She brightened at the sight of Ginger and immediately scooped her up.

“I’m so glad you brought her,” she said, kissing the top of Ginger’s head. “I left my poodle baby with Owen today.”

“Ginger has a talent for improving morale,” I said. “If you can spare a baseball, you’ll have her loyalty for life.”

Clara turned, rifling through a drawer with quick, nervous movements. “There must be one here somewhere—ah!”

She produced a scuffed practice ball and tossed it gently to the floor. Ginger pounced as if reunited with a long-lost treasure.

Continuity restored.

Margo lounged on a leather-tufted sofa beside a desk likely imported straight from New York, ledgers stacked on it with military precision. A green-shaded lamp cast a warm glow over Conrad Unger’s framed portrait on the wall—Clara’s late husband, and the original owner of the Mockingbirds.

“You’re late again, Kiddo,” Margo said. “I’ve beaten you twice today. That’s a personal record.”

“I stopped to scout talent on my way in,” I said, slipping off my gloves. “One of the workers outside thinks he belongs on the team.”

“And you?”

“He’s got the confidence, that’s for sure.”

Clara’s fingers stilled on her pearls. “I don’t know the first thing about baseball. Margo isn’t much better. Penelope, I need you to be my proxy in this matter.”

I flicked an eyebrow. The fear in Clara didn’t come only from losing her money. “What has you worried? Someone with the team?”

“The two in the front office are like freight trains.” Her voice cracked. “They know I’m out of my depth and don’t respect my authority.”

Margo lifted a brow. “That’s where you come in, Kiddo. Baseball expert.”

I nodded, though the weight of it settled quickly. If I failed, I wouldn’t just lose Clara’s fortune. I’d be handing a victory to every man who thought a woman in the front office was nothing more than a punchline.

“Let’s begin with who runs the team's financials,” I said. “We need to understand who touches what—and when.”

“He’s waiting right outside.” Margo knocked on the window, signaling for him to enter.

Monty Manford filled the doorway. Tall—well over six feet—with a broad, heavy build suggesting strength gone comfortably to seed. His shoulders stretched his pinstripe suit into submission, and his vest strained enough to hint at a past as a more disciplined man. A neatly trimmed mustache sat beneath a firm mouth, and he combed what remained of his hair carefully over a scalp that had begun its retreat years ago.

“Clara,” he said, voice deep and measured. “I wasn’t aware we had company.”

His eyes moved over us—not surprised. Assessing.

“We’re here at Clara’s invitation,” I said. “We’ll be assisting with the books while she reviews her holdings.”

Clara stepped forward quickly. “Monty, these are dear friends—Penelope van Kessler and Margo Hutchinson.”

Monty didn’t extend a hand. He tucked his arms behind his back and rocked on the soles of expensive Italian shoes. “I’ve managed the Unger affairs for thirty years. I assumed that still counted for something.”

“It does,” I said. “Which makes the current situation all the more concerning.”

A flicker crossed his face. Pressure point found.

“I run a clean operation,” he said, tone tightening. “Every dollar accounted for.”

“Then you won’t object to another set of eyes,” I said. “Fresh perspectives have a way of catching what familiarity overlooks.”

Margo leaned forward, chin resting on her hand. “You sound awfully eager to defend yourself for a man no one’s accused yet.”

Monty’s gaze snapped to her. “Are you suggesting something, madam?”

“I’m suggesting money doesn’t disappear on its own.” Her sweet Memphis lilt softened the accusation.

Clara stepped between us, nervous energy rising. “No one is accusing anyone. We’re simply trying to understand what’s happened.”

Monty’s jaw tightened. “I knew Conrad before half this city was paved. He trusted me. I gave him thirty years of my life. This…” He gestured around the office. “…This was meant to be a quieter chapter.”

“A retirement posting?” I asked.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “The nature of the field is irrelevant. I do my job whether that’s insurance or baseball.”

“Help us do ours,” I said, stepping closer to the desk. “Because someone has been helping themselves to Clara’s accounts and they’ve done it well.”

Silence settled.

Even Ginger paused her chewing.

Monty exhaled slowly through his nose. “I don’t answer to outsiders.”

“No. But you do answer to Clara,” I said.

That landed. He looked at her, and she didn’t back down. For the first time, uncertainty crept in. Then anger rushed in to fill the gap.

“I don’t have to stand here and be questioned like a common thief,” he said. “If there are concerns, Shirley Marie can address them.”

He turned sharply toward the hall and glanced over his shoulder. “Though I doubt she’ll appreciate this… interference either.”

The door shut with a controlled firmness far more deliberate than a slam.

Ginger resumed chewing her prize with renewed enthusiasm.

“Well,” Margo said, tapping her pencil against her knee. “That went about as smoothly as expected.”

I watched the closed door a moment longer. “He’s not used to sharing authority. And he doesn’t like losing control of the narrative.”

“Which makes him either innocent,” Margo said. “Or very interesting.”

Clara pressed her fingers to her temples. “I hate this. Accusing friends. Suspecting people I’ve known for decades of cheating me.”

I patted her hand. “We’ll sort it out.”

A knock sounded at the door, then a voice burst through before permission could be granted. “Clara? The bank called, and—” Shirley Marie Schaffer stepped in, stopping short when she spotted Margo and me. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, what now?”

She arrived in a clash of mustard silk and loud plaid, her blonde curls beginning to surrender to the Dallas heat. Her coral lipstick was precise, but her rouge had turned patchy with sweat, and a gold locket skipped across her collarbone with each dramatic, heavy breath she took. She was nearly buried under two stacks of promotional posters—one corner already bent into a sad dog-ear—looking every bit the harried office manager trying to keep her composure in a room far too small for her personality.

“Shirley Marie,” Clara said, rising. “Put those down before you collapse.”

“You say that as if there’s a choice, Clara. I’ve been on my way to collapsing since the elevator.” She managed a curtsy that threatened to become a full swoon. “Four checks bounced at Fort Worth Trust, players are growling about being paid late, and now Tommy Sparks is packing for Galveston. That makes three.”

“Hold on,” I said. “We lost three players?”

Shirley Marie arched a brow, still catching her breath. “And you are?”

Clara made the introductions quickly. “They’re helping me sort through matters.”

“Good,” Shirley Marie said, though not entirely convinced. “Because we don’t just have puddles on the deck. We’ve got a leak in the hull.”

“Start at the beginning,” Margo said. “Who left?”

“One yesterday and two this morning. Starting outfielder and third baseman are both gone. And Sparks, our best pitcher, is walking.”

Clara pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “Monty said nothing about this.”

“I didn’t tell him yet,” Shirley Marie said, lowering her voice as she leaned in. “He’ll hear it loud and clear, and in colorful words from Tork.” She twisted to Margo. “He’s the manager.”

“How do you get along with Monty?” I asked.

Her eyes sharpened. “What’s this about?”

“Bank irregularities,” Margo said. “We’re trying to understand where the money’s going and why it isn’t staying put.”

Shirley Marie hesitated as she glanced toward the door. “You’ll need the official ledger.” She hitched her skirt just enough to reach a slim holster strapped to her thigh and pulled out a folded packet. “I keep it here. Monty doesn’t know half of what I track—and I prefer it that way.”

Now we are getting somewhere.

“You run the front office?” I asked.

“Promotions, scheduling, press, tickets—everything that keeps this place breathing.” She smoothed the packet on the desk. “These boys need a mother and a drill sergeant. I’ve been both.”

“So, you’ve got a sense of what’s wrong,” Margo said. “Is this incompetence or is someone skimming?”

Shirley Marie’s mouth tightened.

I pushed in gently. “With your hands in every part of the business, you’ve seen more than most.”

Silence.

The crack of a bat outside drew my attention. I glanced toward the window.

Ollie had abandoned his paintbrush and stepped into the batter’s box. He swung—a clean, sharp line drive that nearly took the pitcher’s head off.

Nice swing, kid.

I turned back. “Shirley Marie?”

She exhaled. “I’d look at Highwaters Huntley,” she whispered. “He negotiated a piece of promotion funds, and he controls ticket receipts on game day. That’s more control than most players ought to.”

“You think he’s stealing?” I asked.

“I think he’s taken an interest in the books all of a sudden,” she said. “And he’s been talking about investments up north. On a ballplayer’s salary.”

“How does Monty feel about that arrangement?” Margo asked.

“He thinks Highwaters is the bees' knees and that we’re lucky to have him,” she said. “I think he’s building a nest egg. I’m just not sure with what.”

“How about Monty?” I asked. “Would he take from the club?”

Shirley Marie shook her head. “He’s loyal. And grateful. This job matters to him.”

“Well, he didn’t look especially grateful a moment ago,” Margo said.

Clara stepped closer, touching Shirley Marie’s arm. “No more shielding me from the truth. Give it to me straight.”

Shirley Marie tightened her jaw. “Funds are tight, Clara. The rest of the exhibition tickets go on sale tomorrow. We’re counting on it.” She glanced toward the field. “That Yankees game, it's everything. We beat Fort Worth to it, and we need the payoff.”
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