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STANDING ON THE PORCH of the Romash’s house, Gordon Hepler adjusted his dress uniform jacket. With a glance and a nod to Pastor Brian in his clerical garb waiting beside him, Gordon pressed the doorbell and prepared to face the least favorite part of his job as the Chief of Police. Number one on his anything but that list. Thanks to whatever powers watched over Mapleton, Colorado, he didn’t have to do it often.

Linda Romash greeted them at the door. A smile spread across her face. Brown eyes twinkled behind thick, round glasses. “Chief Hepler. Pastor Brian. What a surprise. Won’t you come in?” Linda, impeccably groomed as always, a faint scent of roses surrounding her, stepped aside. “Can I get you some coffee? Tea?” she asked. “It’s such a beautiful day, isn’t it? Maybe some lemonade?”

“No, thank you,” Pastor Brian said. “Can we sit down?”

“Of course. Where are my manners?” They followed her to the living room, taking seats in the wing chairs across from her floral-print sofa.

Linda’s expression shifted from welcome to curiosity, along with a hint of dread. Who could blame her? When the police chief and your pastor unexpectedly showed up together, the news couldn’t be good.

Without waiting, Gordon leaned forward, his hands folded between his thighs. His stomach twisted into a tight ball of knots. Get it over with. “Linda, there’s no way to sugarcoat this. I’m sorry, but Nate was in an accident earlier this morning. I’m afraid he didn’t make it.”

He watched her face shift. The surprise and welcoming smile dissolved into denial. She stared into space, barely blinking. Grief would follow, which could range from stoicism to total meltdown.

Linda fell into the stoic category. Her spine stiffened. “How?” she whispered.

Gordon wished she’d have thrown something. Screamed. Hit him. But she sat there, hands folded in her lap, eyes blinking as Gordon explained the circumstances of the accident.

“I see,” she said. “Thank you for telling me.”

Pastor Brian crossed to Linda’s side and took her hand. “What can I do for you, Linda? The Women’s Guild will support you any way they can. We’re so very sorry for your loss. Nate was a good man.”

At that, realization seemed to sink in, and Linda broke down. Gordon excused himself and left for the station. Pastor Brian was much better trained—and sadly, more experienced—in these matters.

The drive to the station did little to calm him. He took the back entrance to his office and shrugged out of his jacket.

Nathan Romash, a prized member of Mapleton’s civilian patrol, dead in a senseless traffic accident. Injured in Viet Nam, Romash had weathered the negative public opinion after the war, made a decent life for himself. When he’d retired and moved to Mapleton, he’d taken to volunteering for both the police and fire departments and had proven his worth many times over. Gordon considered him a friend.

The knots in Gordon’s belly had yet to untangle.

Laurie, his admin, tapped on his door jamb before entering. “Don’t shoot the messenger, Chief.”

He stopped halfway to his closet, jacket in hand.

Gordon blinked back tears that threatened to spill, swallowed past the lump in his throat. He turned, scanning her face for an indication of how bad the news would be. Unreadable. No file folders, no envelopes, no message slips. He motioned her further inside his office. “Never. What do you have?”

Laurie stepped forward, took his jacket and hung it in his closet. In all likelihood giving him time to compose himself.

“The civilian patrol will be organizing a memorial for Nate Romash,” she said.

“Understandable. Why would I shoot you for letting me know?”

“They want you to speak—as in deliver the eulogy.”

The ball of knots in Gordon’s belly tightened their grip. A chill rippled down his spine. “Me?”

“You. I thought if I gave you the news now, you’d have time to prepare.”

Laurie knew how even addressing his own officers at briefings triggered attacks of nerves. She’d once suggested he take acting classes, or join Toastmasters, but thoughts of either of those had him breaking out in a cold sweat. “When?”

“Saturday. Three o’clock. Reception hall in the Municipal Building. I put it on your calendar.” With that, she marched out of the office, not giving him time to object, closing the door behind her.

Gordon tugged off his tie and sat behind his desk. Saturday. Today was Wednesday. Plenty of time to prepare. And to stress.

His cell chimed Angie’s ringtone. Glad for the interruption, he took the call. “Hey there.”

“How are you holding up? I know how you feel about death notifications.”

“You heard?” Why was he surprised? If you wanted to know what was happening in Mapleton, you’d hear it at Daily Bread, the café Angie managed.

“Ed Solomon was in for coffee. So sad. I liked Nate Romash. How’s Linda holding up? I should take something over.”

“Might give her a day to process what happened. She was numb. Pastor Brian was going to sit with her awhile longer.”

“What did happen? All Ed said was Nate apparently lost control on a hairpin curve outside of town. He wasn’t on civilian patrol, was he? Not out there.”

“No. According to Linda, Nate was heading to the medical center for a routine followup with his dermatologist. He’s driven that route hundreds of times, but it’s a bad stretch of road and accidents are all too common. A deer jumping into the road, a car trying to pass, an oncoming car veering over the center line—”

“On a cell phone,” Angie interrupted. “The state troopers will investigate, right?”

“They should be done by now,” Gordon said. “I’ll get a copy of their report. Gotta go.”

“Love you,” Angie said.

Gordon couldn’t help the grin from spreading. They’d been married for two months now. Even though they’d been together over a year, things were different now that they’d made it official. Stronger. Deeper. Better. “To the moon and back. See you after work.”

He ended the call and picked up the stack of file folders in his inbox. Chief Stuff.

Paperwork. Budgets. Politics. Before he’d signed the contract to continue as Chief of Police, he and Angie had discussed his options.

“You’ve proven yourself to the mayor and the town council,” she’d said. “Hire a lawyer. Negotiate the contract. You don’t have to sign it as written.”

She’d been right—of course. The department was still limited by the city’s overall budgetary constraints, but Gordon no longer had to get approval for every nickel and dime item the force needed. Not having to justify every petty expense freed up a lot of his time—time he could spend on the streets doing Cop Stuff. And, at Angie’s insistence, he’d held out for a reasonable raise for himself and a sizeable one for Laurie.

Kind of made going through these reports less painful.

He’d signed and initialed everything where Laurie had indicated, read through the few remaining reports she’d flagged as needing more than a cursory review and set aside the one she’d put in a red folder, meaning it was personal, to deal with when his brain, still reeling from the suddenness of Nate’s death, could give it the attention it deserved.

A knock on the door. “Chief?”

Ed Solomon’s voice. Waiting for an invitation? Not his usual tap and barge right in?

“Come,” Gordon said.

Ed paused in the doorway, as if checking to make sure Gordon was up to seeing people.

“I’m fine, Ed. What do you need?”

“Thought you’d want to see this.” Ed dropped a folder on Gordon’s desk. “The preliminary report on Nate’s accident. Might not have been an accident.”
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GORDON REACHED FOR the file folder, opened it, but didn’t remove the printout. “Sit,” he said to Solomon. “Give me the condensed version. In normal English, please, not geek-speak. The only information I have is that Nate lost control of his vehicle on the curve at mile marker one-ten. The stretch where we’ve been trying to get the highway department to put in a guard rail. Given there are at least a dozen accidents annually at that spot, I didn’t ask for details.”

Ed Solomon, Mapleton’s most experienced officer, loved puzzles, but Gordon didn’t see the usual gleam in the man’s eyes as he took a seat. Instead, he sensed Ed, too, was shaken by Nate Romash’s death. More so, if it hadn’t been an accident.

“I don’t grasp the finer points of reading an accident scene,” Solomon said. “Trajectories, skid marks, speed calculations. I trust the experts to know what they’re doing, so when they say there should have been indications Nate hit the brakes before he went over the edge, I believe them. Can’t drive those downhill hairpins without at least a tap here and there. Not unless you’re at a crawl like some old fart vacationing from Florida. Everyone slows on that curve.”

“Agreed,” Gordon said. “I’d think anyone’s first reaction to heading for the edge of the road would be to slam on the brakes, which should leave skid marks. You’re saying they didn’t find any?”

“I’m saying they reported no indications of braking, but I don’t claim to speak trooper-ese.”

“Someone might have tampered with the vehicle.” Gordon remembered another fatality along that stretch of road, killing one of Mapleton’s doctors, another death that had hit Gordon hard not long ago.

Solomon frowned. “They’ll be checking. The other puzzle is the wound the medics found.”

“Wouldn’t injuries be normal in the course of an accident?” Gordon asked.

“Yes, but I talked to one of my buddies who reported to the scene, and he couldn’t explain it. Said it looked like a puncture wound.”

Puzzles. Solomon loved puzzles. “Tell me more,” Gordon said.

“Nate was still wearing his seatbelt, so it’s not like he bounced around and got jabbed by something. His car ran into a couple of trees about ten feet down the incline, and the troopers thought the accident was survivable. We won’t know more until after the autopsy.”

Gordon’s mind raced ahead to the questions he’d have to ask Linda, how to get answers without unduly upsetting her.

As if she’s not unduly upset already.

And why should he be the one to ask? Because his new contract meant Gordon wasn’t saddled with as much Chief Stuff as before didn’t mean he should jump into tasks better suited to his officers. Ed had the best detective chops on the force. He’d be the logical one to follow up with Linda. Work in conjunction with the county investigators. He’d keep Gordon in the loop. They could work as a team. Because if anyone had killed one of Mapleton’s citizens, Gordon was damn sure going to be in the thick of things.

“Let me touch base with Detective Colfax at county. Depending on what the autopsy and the crash team uncovers, I’ll alert him that we’ll want to stand for one of our citizens regardless of where the accident took place.”

Solomon raked his fingers through his hair. “Bet he’ll love that.”

“Come on, Ed. His talk is just—talk. He knows you’ve got the chops, and he appreciates anything that takes part of the burden off his people.” Gordon flashed a quick smile. “And you give as good as you get, as I recall.”

“Or better.” Solomon rose. “I’ve got to get back on patrol. Unless you want me to go talk to Linda first.”

“Let’s wait until we have more information. Don’t need to upset her if the geeks find out there was something in the vehicle to explain the wound, remote chance as it may be. Keep your ears open for murmurings about someone who might want Nate out of the way.”

“Will do.” Solomon left.

Gordon slipped on his readers and studied the preliminary report.

Once he’d finished reading, he set his glasses aside, picked up the phone, and called Tyler Colfax, a homicide detective with the county sheriff’s department.

“Hepler. It’s been a while. Understand congratulations are in order.”

“Thanks.”

“Being married isn’t going to stop your cute blonde from making the best cinnamon rolls in the county, is it?” Colfax asked.

“I’d say the state, and no, she’s still splitting time between Daily Bread and Megan’s and her catering business.”

“You didn’t call to catch up. What trouble do you need me to bail you out of this time?”

Gordon let the jibe pass. Retorts merely escalated Colfax’s twisted need to play the superior big-city cop even though they made a good team once they focused on an investigation. He explained the traffic accident and the suspicious wound.

“When did this happen?” Colfax asked.

“A little before nine this morning. Mile marker one-ten.”

“Ouch. Rush hour, morning sun, and the curve claims another victim. Not inside Mapleton. What do you need?”

“Nate Romash was one of the good guys. If it was a homicide, I want to make sure justice is done. Ed Solomon will be at your disposal.”

Instead of the snark Gordon expected, Colfax agreed. “I’ll move this up my list. Give you a shout when I know more. I’ll make sure the coroner’s office gives you a heads up when they’re going to cut.”

“Appreciate it,” Gordon said.

“Wouldn’t want to alienate you. Might cut off my cinnamon rolls, now that you and Angie are official and you have more influence with her.”

That was the Colfax Gordon knew. He held back a laugh. “As if. Keeping you in cinnamon rolls was not part of our vows.”

With another thank you, Gordon ended the call before Colfax took his teasing further. He checked the roster to see who was duty officer today. Todd Gaubatz. He buzzed the man’s desk. “I’d like a couple of minutes to address the troops at shift change.”

“Of course, Chief. Might I ask if it’s regarding Nathan Romash’s accident?”

“It is. I’ll speak after you’ve covered everything else.”

“You’ve got it, Chief.”

Gordon disconnected and jotted some points he wanted to cover. This wasn’t going to be a formal announcement, so he wouldn’t be reading a statement, but he felt better having something to refer to.

As sweat trickled into his armpits, he considered Laurie’s advice. Acting classes were out of the question. Should he join Toastmasters?

No. This was part of his job, and he would do it. A quick statement to his troops shouldn’t be a challenge. Good practice for Nate’s eulogy. Which he would have to write as well as deliver, dammit. He wouldn’t ask Laurie to bail him out and write one. Maybe he could run his thoughts past Angie.

Eulogies. Great dinner table conversation.
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GORDON’S THOUGHTS BOUNCED between Nate Romash’s crash and departmental paperwork. He ambled to the credenza and started a pot of his coffee. He considered a personal coffeemaker compensation for his doctor’s restriction to one cup of real coffee a day. Good quality decaf was better than the high test sludge in the breakroom, and he admitted he’d become accustomed to his private stash.

He started with the red folder he’d set aside. When he’d first come aboard as chief, Laurie had explained that someone had ordered two cases of red folders instead of the usual manila, and Dix, his predecessor, had designated them to be used for non-emergency personal communication. Gordon had seen no reason to change the system. His rule was if it was addressed to the Chief of Police, Laurie screened it. If it was addressed to him by name without his title, it went into a red folder.

Today, the folder held a single envelope, postmarked Denver, which didn’t mean much. Denver was the main post office for Colorado, and almost every piece of mail passed through there. A printed address label with Gordon’s name, no title. Street address and suite number was for the department. No return address.

Gordon slit the envelope. A single sheet of paper, a computer printout.

Hey, Gordon. Long time no see. Can’t wait to get together. It’ll be fun.

V

Gordon puzzled over the message for a moment. The V was embellished, some kind of fancy font. Did he know anyone whose name started with V? First or last? Only Vicky McDermott, who he dismissed immediately. No one else came to mind.

Waves of grief continued to wash over him, then irritation. Not in the mood for pranks. His name and address at the station were public record, so anyone could have sent it. He returned the note to the envelope and shoved it into a catch-all folder in his desk file. He had things to do.

He sipped his coffee as he worked his way through last night’s incident reports, his way of feeling more like a cop and less like a chief, even though the actual data collection was definitely Chief Stuff. Quantifying the kinds of incidents and crimes meant knowing where and when to concentrate efforts, and if necessary, provide more training to his officers. He opened his spreadsheet and input the data as he read through the reports.

Gordon had considered having the data from the reports fed directly into a summary based on categories, but reading—or at least skimming—the details in the actual reports kept him grounded.

The usual barking dog complaints. Repeat offenders. Next time, these owners would be cited instead of warned.

Suspicious activity, lights on, people inside after hours at the Mountain Moonlight gift shop. False alarm. The owner’s sister was in town, and Deondra was showing off her store.

A couple of routine traffic stops, one drunk and disorderly who’d been sent to the county lockup. Nothing sent up red flags. And nothing, as far as Gordon could tell, related to Nate’s accident.

He finished his data entry and clicked the spreadsheet’s chart button to see how the month was going. No spikes, which was good. An uptick in traffic citations. The accompanying increase in parking meter violations would please the mayor, although Gordon had already requested that a larger portion of the revenues collected be funneled back into the police department’s budget.

He finished his coffee and took his mug to the breakroom to wash. The aroma of scorched coffee greeted him. He had about fifteen minutes before change of shift, so he took advantage of the restroom. When he came out, Todd Gaubatz was rinsing the coffee maker in preparation of brewing a fresh pot.

“Tough news about Nate,” Gaubatz said. “You have more details?”

“Not yet.”

“He was in his seventies. Reflexes slow down, and that’s a tough stretch of road. No issues with his patrol unit, though. No dings, scratches, anything to indicate he was impaired in any way. He always seemed sharp, two steps ahead of me mentally half the time.”

Gordon recalled the time Nate had provided a vital clue to solving a murder when a movie crew was filming in Mapleton. Another wave of sadness flooded through him. “That he was.”

Gaubatz placed the coffee filter in the basket, added the grounds, and flipped the switch. “See you in the briefing room.” He headed into the men’s room, and Gordon went back to his office.

Gordon listened to his voicemail messages—nothing about Nate’s case—then tore his page of notes from the pad. He headed for the door, paused, and went to his closet for his dress uniform jacket.

Laurie stopped him as he passed her desk. “Pierce Asel called. The autopsy is scheduled for eight tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks.” He’d let Solomon know. No need for Gordon to be there as well. That definitely didn’t fall into the realm of Chief Stuff, thank goodness.

In the briefing room, second shift had assembled, and Gordon noticed most of first shift had stuck around as well. News of Nate’s death had everyone curious to know more. Gordon stood against the wall at the back of the room and listened as Gaubatz ran through roll call, made his announcements, and assigned routes and duties to the officers.

“The chief would like a moment to address the troops,” Gaubatz said, nodding in Gordon’s direction and stepping away from the lectern.

Gordon shook off nerves as he strode to the front of the room. He placed his notes on the lectern. Solomon sat in the front row, his expression grim.

Gordon cleared his throat and began. “By now, I’m sure you’ve all heard that mile marker one-ten has claimed another victim. Nathan Romash, a valued member of our civilian patrol, was killed this morning. At the moment, the cause of the accident is unclear. The state patrol is investigating. The vehicle will be examined for signs of tampering. The coroner’s office is working to determine cause of death. The autopsy is scheduled for zero-eight-hundred tomorrow.”

He paused, caught Solomon’s eye. The detective’s chin dip said he’d be there.

“The preliminary investigation on scene indicated there is a chance Nate Romash didn’t die as a result of the crash, and the crash wasn’t an accident. We’re not classifying this as anything other than an accident at this time, but because Nate is one of ours, we’re going to assist the county with their investigation. I want all of your eyes and ears on alert out there. Detective Tyler Colfax has promised to move this to the top of his list. If you see or hear anything that might add information, Ed Solomon is taking point in Mapleton. Relay everything to him, either directly or through Dispatch.” Gordon shifted behind the lectern. “The civilian patrol is planning a memorial service on Saturday afternoon. If you would like to attend, let your duty officer know so schedules can be adjusted accordingly.” He let his gaze scan the room. “Questions?”

Vicky McDermott’s hand went up, and he dipped his head in her direction. “Officer McDermott?”

“What about taking the opposite approach, Chief? Assume it wasn’t an unfortunate accident? Maybe other members of the civilian patrol will have information.”

“What we’re looking for, Officer McDermott, is the truth, and your suggestion has merit. However, I don’t want to cause undue alarm by rounding up the patrol en masse. I’ll be talking to them with regard to the memorial service and can ask questions then. Right now, we’re acting unofficially, because the accident happened outside of Mapleton’s city limits.”

“Understood, Chief,” she said.

When there were no more questions, Gordon went to his office, evaluating his performance as he walked. A little formal, which he’d come to realize was his coping mechanism for speaking in front of a group. Pretend he was an Important Person, which explained his impulse to add his dress uniform jacket. Shaking his head, Gordon hung the jacket up again and made a mental note to check to be sure the rest of his uniform was cleaned and pressed for Saturday.

He noticed a folder on his desk with a sticky note that said Nathan Romash in Laurie’s neat printing. Inside, he found a summary of Nathan Romash’s work with the civilian patrol, and his volunteering for the fire department, as well as a short bio. Not a eulogy by any means, but it gave him a framework. He buzzed Laurie.

“Have I told you how much I appreciate what you do?”

She came back with her usual, “Not often enough,” and he chuckled.

“Seriously, there was no need for you to go to the trouble. I could have dug this out.”

“And now you don’t have to. Which will give you time to get over to the mayor’s office.”

Gordon stifled a groan. “What now?”

“He didn’t say. Only that he’d like to see you as soon as possible.”

With a sigh, Gordon retrieved his jacket.
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GORDON OPTED TO WALK to City Hall, hoping the exercise would ease some of the tension building behind his eyes before it grew into a full-blown headache. He glanced upward where the late afternoon sun, the white clouds tinged with gray, and the bright blue Colorado sky promised a memorable sunset.

Since the mayor hadn’t said anything about the reason for the meeting, Gordon didn’t bother trying to guess. He inhaled the aroma of freshly cut grass from the town square, bright green from recent rains. A glorious April day that reminded him why he loved making Mapleton his home.

Thoughts of Nate Romash lying in the morgue intruded, spoiling the beauty of the afternoon. Gordon quickened his pace.

He arrived at City Hall and strode across the worn wooden floor, the familiar scents of lemon and wax bringing unwanted memories of other meetings with Mayor McKenna, and Mayor Alexander before him. Why politicians couldn’t understand their agendas should be about the city, not themselves, never ceased to amaze—and frustrate—him. He climbed the curved staircase to the second floor, forcing a smile when he paused in front of the frosted-glass paned door with its gilt lettering proclaiming it the Office of the Mayor.

Smile firmly in place, Gordon twisted the knob and entered the anteroom. Magda, Mayor McKenna’s admin, a square-faced woman with a helmet of gray-streaked brown hair, glanced up as he approached. The mayor got points for hiring an admin who was more about doing the job than providing him tastes of eye candy.

He glanced around the room, noticing a coffee brewer and a revolving rack of individual coffee pods. A new addition since he’d been here last.

“The Mayor is expecting me.”

Magda reached for her phone and lifted the handset. “Chief Hepler is here, Sir.” She listened for a few seconds, then said, “You can go in, Chief.”

Gordon thanked her and strode to the door of the mayor’s inner sanctum.

Mayor McKenna, palms on his desk, half-rose. “Chief. Thanks for coming. Have a seat.”

Gordon stepped across the plush area rug and lowered himself into the comfortable leather guest chair. “You wanted to see me?”

McKenna sat. “I heard about Nathan Romash. I know he did a good job as a volunteer for the police department. My condolences.”

All of which could have been covered in a one-minute phone call. Gordon waited.

Mayor McKenna took off his glasses and twirled them by the earpiece. “I saw your last manpower report and request to hire more officers.”

Not a question. Gordon continued to wait as he mentally ran through the numbers.

“I also saw your suggestion to divert more of the parking violation fines to your department.”

And there it was.

Gordon didn’t offer a response. This was the mayor’s meeting. Let him take the lead.

“You know fines from parking violations are a part of our city budget.”

Of course he did. “Yes.”

“Why do you think we should shift more of this revenue to the police department?”

Gordon took a quick breath. He’d gone over all this when he’d made the suggestion, so it was clear in his mind. “The police department also comes out of the city budget, Sir. In order to perform our duties, we need manpower and equipment, both of which cost money. My proposal is to move parking violation duty away from our sworn officers to the civilian patrol. That frees the sworns to cover more critical police tasks. Because the civilian patrol is a volunteer unit, there’s very little cost to the city. They would have more time to keep on top of expired meters and other parking infractions, which could mean even more revenue.

“I’m sure you’re familiar with the basic needs of Mapleton’s police department and what those items cost. We pride ourselves on being a safe city, but there have been increases in violent crimes nationwide, even in the smallest communities. A prepared and well-equipped police force is a vital part of keeping the peace.”

Gordon paused, watching the mayor’s expression. Was he remembering the time Gordon had been shot apprehending a suspect? Heartened when the mayor’s face didn’t reflect total rejection, Gordon continued.

“Thanks to a grant, we were able to procure computers for our vehicles without denting the budget.”

“Which was never in the budget to begin with,” the mayor said, “so that wasn’t a savings.”

Gordon had expected that one. “Agreed. However, it should have been in the budget. The efficiency of our department has jumped many times over, not to mention increasing officer safety. Not having to relay traffic stop information through Dispatch means officers get immediate feedback of driver information and are at less of a risk should a driver be dangerous. All I’m asking is that in exchange for utilizing civilian patrol for all parking violations, the department’s budget is increased by twenty percent.”

Gordon leaned forward. “I’m more than willing to present a prioritized wish list to the town council and earmark the parking funds for those items. A lot of our equipment needs to be replaced, or better yet, upgraded. Mapleton may be a small city, but there’s no reason for our police force to be hampered in doing its job by the lack of manpower or equipment.”

He paused, then decided now wasn’t the time to mention that it would take a lot more than parking fines to buy the kind of equipment the force needed. It was a start.

Gordon knew McKenna didn’t like to admit anything bad could ever happen in Mapleton, and adding more weaponry to the budget would be a hard sell. Gordon didn’t like the idea any more than the mayor did. If the parking fines could be used to help cover the cost of routine line items, that would free up funds for the necessary equipment upgrades.

“Let me get this straight,” the mayor said. “You’re asking me to up your department’s budget by twenty percent across the board in conjunction with shifting parking meter patrol from your officers to your volunteers? Do you have numbers to back this up?”

Gordon had expected the response, but he’d found that the mayor liked to make his own decisions. If Gordon had asked for a more realistic number, the mayor would have cut it no matter what figures Gordon presented. This way, when the mayor thought Gordon’s proposal was out of line and came back with a counteroffer, it might approach what Gordon hoped for in the first place.

“It’s hard to put an exact number on savings,” Gordon said. “We can’t calculate how many parking violations go unticketed because our officers are performing more critical duties. As I see it, it’s more of an increase in revenue than a savings. Officers get the same pay for apprehending lawbreakers as they do for writing parking tickets. We want Mapleton to be a safe place to live, and more officers performing law enforcement duties instead of monitoring parking meters would increase safety. Having the civilian patrol take care of parking violations would increase revenue at the same time.”

Mayor McKenna drummed his fingers on his desk.

Gordon waited.

“One month,” the mayor said. “Show me the numbers. Revise your proposal. Then we’ll talk.”

The mayor put his glasses on and took a file folder from his inbox. Considering himself dismissed, Gordon rose and let himself out, closing the door behind him.

Magda waved him over as he passed her desk. “I saw your proposal. I fully agree that the police department is under-manned and under-funded.” Her lips narrowed. “The mayor has trouble being proactive, but in times like these, as sad and angry as it makes me, we need to prioritize for reality, not his image of Mapleton as Camelot. He is of the mindset that if our officers are well-equipped when it comes to weapons, it means there will be a need to use them. Mapleton will have a reputation as a dangerous place to live or visit simply because we are prepared.”

Gordon’s brows lifted at Magda’s grasp of his problems with the mayor. Why was he surprised? Laurie vetted most of Gordon’s paperwork before it hit his desk. Magda undoubtedly did the same for the mayor.

“What would you suggest?” Gordon asked.

“I can plant a few bees in his bonnet.” Magda adjusted her glasses, a hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “Make sure he sees relevant news articles, updates from other small cities. I don’t mind that he expects me to fetch coffee, because it gives me time to bring things up in casual conversation rather than mayoral business, where my opinions aren’t as appreciated.”

“Sounds like you know how to handle the man.”

“Had three older brothers.” Magda’s hint of a smile widened and spread to her eyes. “Survival tactics are learned early, and they carry over.”

Her intercom buzzed. “Magda. Would you mind getting me some coffee, please? The dark roast.”

She rose. “And there’s my cue. Have a good day, Chief.”

As Gordon strolled to his office, he wondered how many of his decisions had been influenced by Laurie.
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STILL MULLING LAURIE’S involvement—intentional or otherwise—Gordon opted for the rear entrance to his office rather than pass her desk where she might sense he had something other than police work on his mind.

He’d always been open that he valued her opinions. That he expected her to steer him in the right direction. He’d established that policy from day one—after all, she’d been admin to Dix, his mentor and predecessor, the man who’d pushed Gordon into accepting the Chief of Police job.

Even if Laurie had nudged him in directions he might not have taken on his own, Gordon never felt manipulated.

Enough. Whatever the reasons behind his decisions, he took full responsibility and there were none he’d change. After a quick glance through his message slips, he poured himself a cup of coffee, now cold, and headed for the breakroom. His philosophy on being chief was being one of the team, not an isolated bureaucrat. Reheating his coffee gave him a chance to be visible. It had taken a long time, but a hush no longer fell over a room when he walked in.

“Good meeting?” Laurie asked as he left his office for the breakroom.

Gordon shrugged. “Typical. And more data to collect. Will you set up a meet with the head of the civilian patrol, please. Sooner rather than later. It’s not a good time, but I need to go over a change in their routine duties.”

“On it.” Laurie reached for her phone.

“Have I ever told you—”

She grinned. “Not often enough.”

Other than the smell of scorched coffee, the breakroom was empty. Gordon set his coffee in the microwave to reheat and eyed the cinnamon rolls on the counter. He’d pass today. Eating Angie’s cooking on a daily basis—not to mention testing recipes for Daily Bread and the catering business—posed a threat to him fitting into his uniforms.

At his suggestion, Angie had begun making miniature rolls, which had become big sellers at the diner. Less guilt for the buyers, Gordon assumed. Angie gave him the day-olds for the breakroom, although he suspected she baked extra because he’d never seen many left in the display case at the end of a day.

Hot coffee in hand, Gordon meandered to his office. Laurie handed him a message slip when he reached her desk.

“Jack Darrow can meet with you at four. I added it to your calendar, with a reminder twenty minutes before.”

Gordon took the slip which reiterated what Laurie had just said. He thanked her and went into his office to make his notes. He could discuss the memorial service at the same time. Jack Darrow was retired military, organized and efficient. Gordon knew the man would have no trouble adding parking enforcement to the civilian patrol schedule. How the crew would take to becoming “Meter Maids” was another question.

Gordon used the time before Jack was due to organize a spreadsheet for tracking tickets issued, location, type, and the amount of the fine. He also printed out copies of the various parking violations the civilian patrol would be responsible for.

Ten minutes before the hour, Laurie buzzed him that Jack had arrived.

Gordon set aside the notes he’d made. “Send him in.”

He pushed to his feet when the door opened. “Jack. Thank you for coming.”

Jack Darrow stood ramrod straight, adding the illusion that he was much taller than his five-nine. Black denims, a blue long-sleeved polo, and cowboy boots. He removed his Stetson and his freckled scalp peeked through close-cropped silver-white hair. Worry lines creased his tanned face.

“Not a problem, Chief Hepler. I can always make time if you want to see me.”

“Have a seat.” Gordon gestured to the visitor chairs. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Tea? Water?”

Jack lowered himself into a chair. He even sat at attention. He held his hat in his lap, crown down. “I’m fine, Sir.”

“I’ve got two reasons for asking you here,” Gordon began. “First, I’m sorry about Nate Romash.”

Jack frowned. “Rumor says it might not have been an accident.”

“Until we get autopsy results and a final accident investigation report, we don’t know for sure. We’re on top of it.”

“Anything our crew can do, let me know.”

“I most certainly will.” Gordon took a breath. “I’ll be proud to speak at his memorial service. Is there anything I should know in the way of preparation?”

“I’m glad you agreed. Nate respected you, admired the way you handled the job. Said you always had time for him.”

Gordon’s stomach twisted. Turn up the pressure, why don’t you?

“I admired Nate as well,” Gordon said. “How long a speech do you want?”

“Ten minutes ought to do it, fifteen tops. And if you could keep it ... upbeat? Hate when these things get all bogged down in the gloom.”

Ten minutes? Gordon’s normal speaking times rarely hit five. “I’ll do what I can. I’m all for celebrating life.”

Gordon moved on. “I know I can count on you, which brings me to the second reason you’re here.” Gordon went on to explain his discussion with Mayor McKenna.

“The man’s tight-fisted when it comes to his budget,” Jack said. “No secret there. My crew will be happy to free up the sworn officers when they know it’ll be bringing dollars to the department. I’ll call a meeting, explain the situation, how important it is to the budget, and revise the schedule.”

Gordon nodded his approval. “Mayor McKenna wants to do this as a thirty-day trial. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how important it will be to have everything well-documented. And, since our system isn’t automated, there might be instances when a citizen tries to intervene in the ticket-writing process.”

“I understand.”

Gordon wanted to get a sense of how Jack felt about the added responsibility. “Being human, it’s easy to want to cut people slack, and when it comes to moving violations, our officers are free to use their discretion when deciding between a citation or a warning. How do you think your crew will respond if someone—let’s say a mother pushing a baby in a stroller—comes rushing over while they’re writing a ticket and begs them to tear it up?”

Jack seemed to mull it over for a moment. “I know you’re looking to maximize revenue, but I also believe there can be exceptions. If it were me, I’d look at how long the car had been parked after a meter expired, or the time limit in the city lots. I’d suggest no more than a ten-minute grace period, because people should know what time they parked and when they have to be back. And I’d wait to make sure the driver moved the car, whether or not the ticket was issued. No point in letting them get away with overstaying their welcome, so to speak.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Gordon said. “Can we depend on the rest of the patrol to accept these guidelines?”

“When they know it’s a pilot program and they’re making money for the sworns, they’ll accept it. Or they’ll find themselves at the bottom of the list for the duties they prefer.”

Gordon shoved his printouts across the desk. “Understand, this is more than checking expired meters or parking longer than allowed on unmetered streets and the city lots. You’ll find the categories on these sheets, including the fines that accompany each.”

Jack lifted the top page and scanned it, pursing his lips and bobbing his head. “I can see there’s some serious revenue to be made here. Glad we can help.”

“Don’t get me wrong—our officers have been ticketing people as part of their job, but a lot slip through the cracks when they get called out to—” Gordon avoided saying more important jobs—“deal with complaints or other events where public safety is involved. It’s not as though we’re starting from zero revenue from parking, but if we can show a significant enough increase in parking fines along with an increase in sworn officer efficiency, the mayor is more likely to agree to my proposal.”

Although not without making his own cuts, but that’s why Gordon had asked for more funds in the first place.

Jack stood and held his Stetson at his chest. “I’ll call a special meeting tomorrow evening, if that’ll work for you. It would be nice if you could be there to field questions. Can we use the station briefing room?”

“Of course.” A memorial service wasn’t an appropriate place to expand his eyes-and-ears request for information about Nate. A business meeting would be. Gordon rose, offered his hand. “I’ll see you then.”

Gordon saw Jack out. They exchanged another handshake, then Gordon returned to his office to tackle his eulogy for Nate. He looked at the notes Laurie had made. Added some memories of his own. Ten minutes? Sweat filmed his palms. Right about now, swapping places with Solomon didn’t look so bad. He’d rather observe an autopsy than deliver a eulogy.
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LAURIE BUZZED GORDON at quarter-to-five. “You have anything else for me today?”

“It’ll be a struggle, but I’ll manage. Thanks for your good work. See you tomorrow.”

“I’ll be here for fifteen minutes, so shout if something comes up.”

“Actually, there is one thing.” Gordon pulled up the spreadsheet he’d created for tracking parking violation revenue. “I’m going to send you a file. Can you take a quick look, see if I missed anything, or added something that doesn’t belong. If it’ll take more than fifteen minutes, tomorrow will be fine.”

He clicked Send and went back to the eulogy.

Two minutes later, Laurie tapped on his door jamb.

“You found something?” Gordon asked.

“I think what you want is a database, not a spreadsheet. It’ll allow a lot more data manipulation.”

“And you know how to create one? And show me how to use it in a day? I’m looking for a thirty-day data collection period, and I’d like to start it as soon as possible.”

“I’m not that computer savvy,” she said. “I’m sure there are people here who could handle it.”

“I’d hope so. I don’t think our budget would allow hiring someone for an IT position, even a temporary one, at this point. I’ll let the duty officers know to question their shifts.” He thought about tomorrow’s meeting. He’d have to set something up where his officers could help train the civilian patrol—share the knowledge. Maybe one of the civilian patrol officers had experience in creating databases.

Could Gordon juggle budget numbers to allow the hiring of a full-time clerk to do data entry? He mulled that over for a moment. It wasn’t like the Mapleton PD issued thousands of parking tickets in a day. Could he have the people already working the front desk take on the task? Shouldn’t take more than an hour.

He’d deal with these questions tomorrow.

“Until then, did I cover all the bases on my spreadsheet?” he asked.

“Looks fine to me.”

“Then feel free to take off. See you tomorrow.”

Laurie left, and Gordon ambled to the workroom. Vicky McDermott was duty officer for the shift, and he explained the upcoming change in duties. “Let third shift know about it, and have the word passed on to first shift tomorrow.”

She wrote in the notebook she used for daily announcements. “Will do, Chief. Any updates on Nate Romash?”

Gordon shook his head. “Not until the autopsy tomorrow morning, I’d say. If you hear anything about the crash from the troopers, give me a call on my cell.”

“Count on it. It’s hard to believe Nate’s not going to wander through, looking for ways to help.”

The sadness in Vicky’s eyes, the tremble in her voice sent a matching wave of sorrow through Gordon. He cleared his throat. “I hear you.”

Before he and Angie got married, Gordon would have stayed at the office working, but now, he preferred to leave on time and bounce ideas off Angie. She saw things from a totally different perspective, and often, her not thinking like a cop triggered more ideas for him.

And, he admitted, he liked having someone to share things with, someone to be there, to hold him when he didn’t know he needed to be held.

Her embrace as he strode through his—their—door drove that point home. The knots he’d only been half aware of untangled as her arms wrapped around him—along with her personal scent. A fresh, clean Angie aroma. Soap, shampoo, and often a hint of cinnamon after she’d been baking.

“You doing okay?” she asked.

“Better now,” he said, drawing her in for a kiss. “Much better.”

Gordon broke off the kiss and moved inside. A different aroma permeated the air. He sniffed, trying to identify it.
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