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      This book is dedicated to my partner in crime, Jorge Martin, my marvelous editor Leslie Wells, and former FBI agent Kurt McKenzie, whose advice on the operations of the FBI was invaluable.

    

  


  
    
      I am strongly in favor of common sense, common honesty and common decency. This makes me forever ineligible to any public office of trust or profit in the Republic.

      

      H.L. Menken

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The Florida Keys do exist within the State of Florida, but in those Keys, there is no such place as Bonita Key. All locations and characters in the Keys, including and particularly the elected and appointed officials described herein, are fictional and not intended to resemble any individual, dead or alive.

      Some locations in Miami Dade County mentioned in this book are, in fact, real and do exist, but once again, all characters associated with them are fictional and are not intended to resemble any individual dead or alive.

      If you find any such resemblance, it is in your imagination, as it was in mine.
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      Layla Leslie pulled off Overseas Highway opposite Bonita Key Airport in the middle Keys. She climbed out of her red Alfa Romeo Stelvio. Steam rose from the pavement, even though the weather app registered only a humid 85 degrees.

      Layla was thirsty. She had finished the last sip of her water back at mile marker 50. Her destination was Bonita Key Village Hall, and though there was only one linear road down to Key West, it amazed her how difficult it was to find this public building. Her priority now, however, was to find a convenience store to buy some water before her interview with the mayor of Bonita Key. Miami summers she was accustomed to, but the heat in the Keys would wilt a ghost. She lifted her arm to view the perspiration forming around the armpits of her silk blouse. It reminded her of the rungs of Dante’s Inferno.

      “Damn!” she said aloud, worried the blouse might be ruined. She ran the car AC at full blast while she drove a quarter mile farther west down the highway.

      A monotonous thoroughfare, Overseas Highway was born of the Florida East Coast Railway, constructed in 1904. Layla was relatively certain, after driving it, that no improvements had been made since then. Lacking foliage or pedestrian crosswalks, the highway was endless miles of boring, flat asphalt, occasionally interrupted by a shock of aqua water and skies crossing the periodic causeways that connected the skinny islands that composed the Keys. Then, the causeway returned to its unrelenting flat land course disturbed only by occasional roadkill—possum, snakes, armadillos, lizards, or swarms of migrating land crabs—thrilling Layla no end. Otherwise, the road was modulated by one-story nondescript stores, littered sand on the east side, and miles of mangroves on the west.

      She was relieved to finally come upon a dinky gas station next to a check-cashing store. She pulled in and opened the car door, allowing a rush of dense, moist heat to assault her as she stepped onto the gravel. When she stood, her heel caught on an uneven piece of gravel, causing her ankle to twist. “Ow!” She proceeded with more caution to the small building that was a convenience store. She pulled open the heavy glass door, hoping for a cool blast of air conditioning. Instead, she felt a slight murmur of cooler air as it meandered out the door.

      She made a beeline to the refrigerated case, standing in front of it to cool down before she grabbed a bottle of water. She paid for it and a Snickers bar at the counter. While she waited for change, she asked the young cashier—who sported heavily liquid-lined eyelids, teased red hair, half-inch chrome-colored nails, and a nose ring—if she knew where the Bonita Key Village Hall was located.

      The girl stared at Layla as if debating whether to answer her. “Opposite the airport,” she finally said.

      Layla was confused. “I just came from there. I didn’t see any sign.”

      The girl laughed. “Oh, most places in Bonita Key don’t got signs.”

      Layla wasn’t sure how to respond.

      The girl continued with what probably seemed a perfectly plausible explanation. “If you don’t know where it is, lady, they ain’t interested in seein’ ya.”

      Layla arched her brow. “Okaaaaay…but this is a public building for the citizens of the village. It’s a city hall.”

      The girl smirked. “Figure you ain’t from here, since you are waaaaay overdressed for the Keys, and you might not understand that this is Bonita Key.” She said that as if Layla should comprehend what that meant.

      Layla was getting frustrated; she didn’t have time for this. “Okay. Let’s do it this way… Can you just describe the building to me?”

      The girl counted out her change, laid it on the counter, and sniffed. “Oh, Village Hall ain’t no ‘building.’ It’s four trailers in a row.” As an afterthought, she added, “There might be an American flag out front. I can’t remember.”

      “Thanks.” Clearly, there was nothing further to be gained from this conversation. Layla grabbed her change and her purchases and carefully walked back to the car. She slumped into the seat and blasted her A/C, just letting it blow a bit on her raised armpits, before driving back toward the Bonita Key Airport, such as it was.

      Having grown up in Miami and traveled a bit in her life, she wouldn’t describe Bonita Key Airport as any kind of real airport. It was more like a landing strip with several small planes parked off the side of the tarmac. There was a one-story aluminum building and no tower. Far off, on the other side of the tarmac, were metal hangars and shade coverings for wooden picnic tables. Maybe watching planes take off was an exciting activity in this sleepy town.

      She wondered what sort of job she would find in this village attorney position that she was applying for. She really didn’t care much. The only thing that mattered was having a job far away from where she had been. She needed to get away completely, and the headhunter, who’d called her out of the blue to try to interest her in this attorney position, had described the location as “exotic.”

      Layla had often received such headhunter calls but didn’t take most of them. However, now the timing was right. She concluded Bonita Key was just remote enough to allow her escape and still earn a living. However, the headhunter never mentioned that she’d be working in a trailer. This would be a new low. She’d started her career with a view of the downtown Miami skyline from her corner office in a large, prestigious Brickell Avenue law firm. She’d been one of the first women partners who’d met her yearly three thousand billable hour requirement. She’d eventually moved on to what she’d thought would represent a quality-of-life improvement. She began representing local governments in their quaint town halls, to what? Four trailers on a gravel parking lot with a distant view of a salty marsh.

      And why not? If she got this job, she reasoned, working in a trailer would be just one more low in a whole recent slew of them, from which she was trying to recover. She recounted them in her mind.

      First, there was her older brother, Mitch, who had spent months losing money at the Miccosukee gambling casinos, often in combination with the drugs he took. When they kicked him out of the casinos, being an industrious guy, Mitch found Evgeniy Evanovich and his Russian associates in Sunny Isles Beach to front him both the drugs and money on off-site betting. It was a win-win for the Russians. Not so much for Mitch.

      Then, their beloved grandmother, who’d raised Layla and her brother, died after a short illness. Mitch seemed to be serious about his own recovery after that. But one never knew with such things, plus he had racked up a series of debts that put his life in jeopardy if he failed to repay them.

      Layla had stepped in and repaid Mitch’s latest debts from drugs and gambling, leaving her bank accounts low—very low. At least the Russian mobsters allowed him to live, but she swore that this would be the absolute last time she would bail him out of trouble. And this time, she meant it. She loved her older brother dearly; he was a smart man, five years older than her, with a boatload of potential he’d frittered away. All she could do was hope and pray he would get his act together, but she would give him no more money.

      That resolved, she had to move onto disaster number three: a divorce two years in the getting. In that fiasco, she’d wound up being ordered by the court to give alimony to her former, almost (but not quite…or maybe ever) famous sculptor husband, Bernardo St. Lucia. She was still recovering from that. When the judge ordered her to make five years of monthly alimony payments, a stunned Layla had blurted out, “They say you can’t buy love, but you sure the fuck can pay for it.”

      Bernardo had laughed and blurted out, “That was a good one, Layla!”

      “If only you were ever as good,” Layla had returned.

      It was all on the record.

      The judge didn’t think any of it was funny and threatened both parties with contempt. Bernardo’s smile turned to a frown. Layla’s lawyer pulled her out of the courtroom before there was any further mishap. The upshot was that between her brother and her ex-husband, her money was gone. And, as luck would have it, soon thereafter, so was her reputation.

      Up until a year before, she’d had a stellar reputation as a downtown lawyer and then as a municipal attorney. However, these distinctions had been decimated by a loony but computer-savvy citizen group in the city where she worked as their city attorney. They’d blogged her into defamatory hell, knowing exactly how to manipulate the cyberworld to wipe out her previous good press and replace it with their lies. They’d posted scandalous tidbits about her accepting payoffs, dating fictional criminal figures, and committing crimes. There was nothing Layla could do about it either. The law didn’t really allow a public official to sue them for libel or slander. Anyway, suing would only give them more of the attention they sought.

      They’d decimated her reputation. Done with impunity under the guise of the First Amendment, their outrageous postings would remain in cyberspace in perpetuity, leaving Layla with no recourse.

      For them, it was gleeful revenge for what they perceived as her wrongs. Her “wrongs” consisted of helping her client, the city’s elected officials, rewrite a zoning code so developers would be attracted to redevelop their town in order to create a better tax base. The city’s zealots saw this act as destroying, with potential over-development, their “Leave it to Beaver” town, where there hadn’t been any new development since 1955. They didn’t care about the decline of the older buildings on the ocean or their potential collapse from spalling concrete, the humidity, the salt air, and general wear and tear that most residents couldn’t afford to remediate.

      Everything in that city was aging, and without a new tax base, the city officials wouldn’t have enough money for desperately needed infrastructure repairs, like the replacement of the city’s ninety-year-old water pipes that were found to contain high levels of lead. Only the increased property taxes that accompanied the new development would allow the municipality to afford such things.

      Layla’s city council recognized the dilemma and the double-edge political sword of redevelopment—the risk of citizens’ ire for changing the face of their city to create a new tax base to fix infrastructure. They decided in favor of progress and hired Layla to re-write their zoning code to encourage re-development. She did, and the developers came. They bought up and rebuilt properties, and the tax base increased.

      However, as Oscar Wilde aptly said, “No good deed goes unpunished.” The campaign to crucify the author of the progressive zoning code—Layla Leslie—kicked into high gear and without mercy. Layla knew the well-established reality of political life: “If you’re defending, you’re losing.” She knew she’d lost. Her future was tenuous. Between the destruction of her professional reputation and her personal bank account, she had decided she needed to be in a place where nobody knew her name. She needed a fresh start.

      Bonita Key seemed just the answer. Part of the Conch Republic and only nominally part of the State of Florida—but still a place that would recognize her Florida Bar license—Bonita Key Village seemed like the perfect fit. Ten miles long between the ocean and the Florida Bay, Bonita Key had a population of 8,500 full-time residents, two public schools, one church, some commercial offices, a few hotels, and a public campground. That was the description the headhunter had forwarded to her. To make it even more attractive, it was completely unlike Miami. Even the weather was different, more Caribbean than North American. But first she had to land the job.

      She perked up as she spotted an American flag standing two stories high in front of four trailers. There was no city hall sign, exactly as the young woman at the gas station had said. Layla pulled into yet another gravel parking lot. Cars were parked haphazardly all over the lot. Did anyone pave their parking lots in this town?

      She quickly brushed her blonde hair and applied fresh coral lipstick, looking in the rearview mirror. The color brought out her light-blue eyes. Despite her troubles and the melting temperatures, she was still reasonably youthful and attractive at thirty-eight. Her looks were usually an asset in interviews. Such was the way of the world. Tall men were generally given preference, and attractive women generally had an edge. She hated the unfairness, but it was a reality. But who knew the reality of the Keys, which was another world unto itself and the reason she was there. She took a long sip of water before she stepped out of her vehicle, tugged on her suit jacket, and retrieved her briefcase from the passenger seat.

      First, she walked carefully through the gravel. Then, she began walking up a slatted wooden plank leading up to the front door of the trailer. As she started up the plank, she fell forward.

      “Shit!” Her heel was caught between the slats.

      She prevented herself from falling by pulling her left foot out of her shoe and balancing herself with her briefcase in front of her. She slowly turned around and bent down to retrieve the now scratched-up heel that was caught in the cracks.

      She put her foot back in the shoe. She was glad the heel hadn’t broken. Bonita Key was turning out to be one test of her balance after another. Maybe there was a reason every female she saw in town was wearing sandals and flip-flops.

      She straightened up, pulled her suit jacket down again, and reached out to pull open the front door, which she expected to be much heavier than it was. She’d thought they would have reinforced the trailer’s entry. As a front door to a place of government business, it opened with more ease than her own refrigerator. Easy pickings if anyone wanted to break into Village Hall, Layla thought.

      Like the door, the air conditioning was weak. It was making a slight whining sound. This was not what she expected of any office, let alone a government office. There was no reception desk or anyone who was remotely paying attention to anyone who walked in through the front door. No one even looked up as the door banged loudly behind her.

      There were no cubicles in the trailer, only an open bullpen and haphazard configuration of desks, not dissimilar to the parked cars outside the trailer. She cleared her throat, hoping to get someone’s attention. Seated outside an office with a nameplate that read Village Manager, a young, ponytailed assistant, wearing a cotton sundress and sandals, looked up.

      “Can I help you?” she yelled across the other desks.

      Layla answered, “Hi. I’m Layla Leslie to see Mayor Hank Dickinson.”

      No one appeared to be interested. Even the twenty-something with the ponytail remained expressionless.

      Layla tried again. “I’m here for the village attorney position.”

      That seemed to land. “Oh! Yes. Mayor Hank said you’d be coming this morning. From Miami, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “No, no. Call me TiTi. Let me go get him.”

      “TiTi?”

      “Yeah. TiTi Puig. My big Cuban family has nicknames for everyone. I wound up with TiTi. The mayor’s in trailer number three. I’ll get him. Would you like anything?”

      “Maybe some water, TiTi. Thanks.”

      Two minutes later, TiTi showed up with a plastic water bottle and the man Layla assumed was the mayor trailing behind her.

      The mayor was not at all what she expected. Of course, there were no photos of anyone on the village’s website, so she didn’t exactly know what she was expecting, but it was not this man. He was about 5’7”, slim, with big black glasses, a head of thinning silver hair, and hunched-over shoulders. He seemed to be in his seventies. He was wearing well-worn boat shoes, khaki shorts, and a striped polo shirt. He had a broad, warm smile. His narrow face bore deep-etched lines that seemed more from the sun than age. He extended a rough hand to Layla.

      “Layla Leslie, Mayor.” She looked into his gray eyes, intense but not unkind.

      “Call me Hank, Layla,” he said, making a point, as he withdrew his hand from her firm handshake. “This is the Keys; we’re very informal around here. My office is right there.” He pointed to the office next to the Village Manager. He ushered Layla in and shut the door before saying, “Well, I didn’t expect a movie star!”

      Layla blushed.

      The mayor obviously caught her embarrassment. “Aw. I’m sorry. I sometimes just say what I’m thinking. It’s a bad habit.”

      “That’s kind of you, Mr. Mayor,” she said. Hoping to change his focus to her credentials rather than her appearance, she fished out a piece of paper from her briefcase.

      “Perhaps you’d like to see a copy of my resume.” She handed it to him.

      He scanned it for thirty seconds and then passed it back to her. “Nice resume. Very qualified. I see you’ve been a village attorney for the past fifteen years in three different cities in Miami, and you teach zoning as a law professor.”

      She was surprised he’d digested all this so quickly. “Yes, sir. And if you would like to check my references, they are here with telephone numbers.” She pulled another sheet from her briefcase.

      He held up the palm of his hand, making a “you can stop” sign. “Not necessary. Listen. We have some sticky zoning issues coming up, and I need someone who knows what they’re doing. You’re far more qualified than some of our applicants. Hell, we’ve had ’em all—divorce attorneys, personal injury lawyers, even a foreclosure lawyer, all looking to get on the government teat. I never did pass any of ’em on to the rest of my council; the dummies might’ve hired one of them. There was only one other experienced municipal attorney from Islamorada, but I would never hire him. I know for a fact that he’s dirty.”

      Layla’s eyebrow arched. She hated that reflexive feature of her face; her grandma, a poker player, said that was a tell. Anyway, she didn’t intend to touch that last remark, or the one about the other council members being dummies, with a ten-foot pole.

      “Don’t look so surprised, Madame Attorney. This is the Keys. We got all kinds of shenanigans that go on here.”

      “Well, sir, in fairness, that happens everywhere,” she remarked.

      “Yeah, but you ain’t seen nothing like the Keys, I promise you that.”

      That sounded foreboding. On the other hand, if the Keys had so many “shenanigans,” perhaps it was a good time to introduce the topic of her own “slandered” reputation, thereby “controlling the narrative,” as they say.

      “Well, speaking of unexpected things that can happen, I don’t know if you Googled me, but…”

      The mayor quickly cut her off. “Nope! I don’t Google no one, and no one in Bonita Key wants to be Googled. Privacy is respected in this part of the world.”

      He leaned over the desk, as if he were confiding a secret. “Listen, young lady, just keep in mind that no one, and I mean no one, in Bonita Key wants to be found, and nobody needs to know anybody’s past. Period. This is the place you go when you want no one to know your name.”

      That took Layla by surprise; were they all outlaws or something? Was he? She decided she didn’t want to know. After all, wasn’t that why she’d come here? Still, she made a mental note to keep her guard up to not get caught up in something by accident. She had a law license to protect.

      The mayor spoke again. “So lemme ask you a few questions, because I need to know some things from the outset.”

      Layla smiled. “Yes?”

      He began with a serious expression. “So, your name.” He leaned back in his chair and got into a position of picking an invisible electric guitar. He started singing, trying to imitate Eric Clapton, and wailing for a full five minutes all the lyrics starting with: “Lay…la!”

      This was not the first time that this had happened to her. She just didn’t expect it from a mayor while she was interviewing, but this was the Keys, and it was becoming more interesting by the minute.

      When the mayor finally sat up, he inquired, “So, how’d you get your name, Ms. Village Attorney?”

      “Gee, Mr. Mayor,” Layla said, feigning shock. “I’ve never been asked that question before.”

      They both laughed.

      “Honestly, sir, after I was born and my father left, my mother took off and left my brother, who is five years older than me, and me with her mom. We never saw her or my father again, so my grandma named me. She was an old hippie who regaled me with stories about ‘the good ole days’ of her youth.”

      “Well, ya got a good grandma there! My kinda person. I remember them days too.” He put his index finger and thumb together and lifted them to his mouth, puckering his lips, as if smoking a joint. “By the way, we got some damn good ganga down here in the Keys.”

      Okaaaaaay, Layla thought. She wasn’t going there either.

      “TiTi!” the mayor roared out the closed door.

      The girl with the ponytail peeked in. “Yeah?”

      “Bring me a coffee, darlin’. Ms. Layla, would you like anything?”

      “Another water, please?”

      “Comin’ right up!”

      The mayor turned back to look at Layla intently. “You got a husband? Kids?”

      Omigod, Layla thought. These people didn’t have a human resources person to tell them they couldn’t legally ask such questions. If she got the job, she would have to do something about that. For the moment, though, she decided the best course of action was simply to answer.

      “Divorced. No kids.”

      “Well, we’re gonna be your family now. You know about police issues? What about running a utility? We know you’re a zoning expert, but what about environmental and legislative issues?”

      “I do it all, and frankly, I do it solo. I only hire outside counsel for litigation or to lobby Tallahassee.”

      “Well, darlin’… Tallahassee’s not a problem. We got the governor in our back pocket—I mean in our backyard. Leland Crawford’s got a vacation home right here in Bonita Key, and we socialize all the time. He gets things done for us.” Hank winked and continued. “So, in case you didn’t know, our charter says the mayor recommends the village attorney to the council for hiring.”

      She knew that.

      TiTi showed up with their refreshments and left the office, closing the door behind her.

      Again, the mayor leaned forward. “But before I recommend you, Layla, I have to know where your loyalties lie.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Loyalty, Layla. First, I want to know that whatever I say to you, you will keep to yourself. It’s confidential.”

      “Of course. If I become your attorney, attorney-client privilege attaches. But you also need to understand that my actual ‘client’ is the whole council. In other words, I would also be representing four other council members, and they also deserve my confidence.”

      “Okay. Okay. But let’s just suppose that I told you how I feel on some issue, and you find out that another councilperson feels the opposite. What are you gonna do about it?”

      “Nothing. I can’t go breaking the Florida Sunshine laws by telling you what the other guy said before a vote. I’ve got to keep it all confidential. If you want one thing and a council member wants another, well, I must help each of you achieve what you want, independently of the other. And on top of that, I’d counsel all of you on the implications of what you’re doing—relative to the welfare of the village. The village, too, theoretically, is my client.”

      “That is some good goddamn answer, young woman. I like you! But you won’t tell anyone what I said, right?”

      Layla smiled and closed her mouth, turning an imaginary key.

      “Well, young lady, let me tell you something. I appreciate honesty and know-how. I spent thirty-five years as the president of Dickinson Plumbing Company in Atlanta. Supplied some damn big projects in the State of Georgia and retired young enough to bring my wife and my daughters down to this paradise. I’m not only recommending you to my council, but I’m also inviting you to dinner tomorrow night. TiTi’s gonna set up meetings with the rest of the council. She’ll set you up at a hotel for tonight and tomorrow night so we can consider your employment at the next council meeting, day after that. Those dummies will do what I tell them. And you’ll need to move down here immediately.”

      Layla was a little shocked. Again, she didn’t know what she expected, but it wasn’t this. “B-But, Mr. Mayor,” she stammered. “I didn’t bring a change of clothes, and the rest of the council has to agree first. Also, I’ve got things to attend to in Miami before I could move.”

      He reached into his wallet, pulled out two crisp hundred-dollar bills from a stack of bills, and threw them on the desk in front of her. “Buy yourself somethin’ pretty, Miami.” It was as if he were talking to one of his daughters.

      “No, Mr. Mayor! Please! I can buy myself something.” She pushed the bills back toward him and swiftly changed the subject. “But we do need to discuss my salary. Don’t you want to know what I will charge?”

      “Go for it, Miami. I don’t expect you to work for free. Just bear in mind, we have to pay the headhunter for finding you.”

      “I will need one hundred and seventy thousand dollars a year, plus health insurance and retirement benefits.” Layla was firm on this. She had been practicing saying it in the car on the drive down, but it came out a little sharper than she’d intended.

      Mayor Dickinson looked at her hard. He paused for about two minutes, but the wait seemed interminable. Layla was determined to sit it out in silence; she wasn’t going to negotiate against herself. Then, she added, “Plus a car allowance of $500 a month.”

      Another minute passed while he stared at her. Then, the mayor rose from behind his desk and opened his door. Layla was sure he was showing her out. She collected her things, thinking she’d overstepped with that last demand, although it was less than what she’d been paid in Miami. But she’d probably blown it. Long trip for nothing. She followed the mayor out of his office.

      He stopped and said to TiTi, “Make a reservation at Serenity Bay Resort for tonight. Tell Sharpstein to give this young lady a nice suite. Make appointments for the rest of the council to meet with Layla tomorrow. Tell the clerk to put her employment on the agenda for the next council meeting.”

      He turned back to Layla and said, “Okay, Miami, but no car allowance. This town’s as big as a nice bicycle ride. I’ll let the headhunter know.”

      Layla smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Mayor.”

      At that moment, a tubby, short man in a fisherman’s shirt, hairy legs showing below his drip-dry cargo shorts, ambled in. He had a wide face, brown eyes, a bald head, a warm smile, and earbuds in his ears.

      The mayor waved him over. “Junior, say hello to Ms. Leslie.”

      Junior pulled out his earbuds and said, “Huh?”

      “Say hello to Layla Leslie. She’s gonna be our next village attorney. Layla, meet our village manager, Junior Redhook. He’s a great fisherman.”

      Junior Redhook. Was he kidding?

      “Nice to meet you,” Layla said.

      “How-dee-do!” Junior sang out. The “do” was spoken on a higher note than the first two syllables. Maybe Hank wasn’t kidding and fishing was Junior’s biggest asset. He certainly dressed the part, looking like he’d just stepped out of a Bass Pro Shops. He didn’t look or sound like any manager she’d ever known. Those guys wore suits or, at a minimum, dress slacks and a button-down shirt. Furthermore, no one had ever in her entire life greeted her with a “How-dee-do!”

      She shook his chubby, sweating hand and said goodbye to them all.

      Maybe she should have asked for more money.
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      Careful not to get her heel stuck in the planks again, Layla headed back to her car. In all her years of interviewing to represent cities, this qualified as the weirdest interview yet.

      She knew she had to evaluate this carefully. She thought back to Hank’s references to corruption in the Keys as an everyday event. A “dirty” lawyer, the fact that nobody wanted to be Googled, and the “shenanigans.” It almost seemed he was warning her of the inevitability of such things.

      Did she really need this headache after everything she had been through the past couple of years? But…think of the joy of retiring her suits and high heels and working in casual clothes. Not Friday office casual… Beach casual.

      Could she handle this big of a change? Miami certainly wasn’t normal, but this… This was more like paranormal.

      Although what would be wrong with changing it up? Getting away from the rat race. Slowing down.

      Yet…Bonita Key wasn’t slow; it was a screeching halt. After Miami, this might feel like being stuck in a pool of molasses.

      On the plus side for Bonita Key was the money. She needed to start accumulating some savings again. The Keys were less expensive than living in Miami. She might be stepping into a minefield. Still, it was amusing so far. She had already figured out once she left the private practice of law that as a village attorney, what you lost in income was usually made up in entertainment value. This position in the Keys, though, might be the Cinemax of city attorney jobs, the apex of entertainment. Sort of like joining the circus.

      Suddenly, she realized that she had forgotten to ask where her hotel was. Serenity Bay Resort sounded like heaven. She’d put it into her navigation, but first, she needed to buy a couple of outfits and underwear that didn’t come from Bass Pro Shops or some tourist stop. She plugged “nearest shopping” into her phone. Yep, there they all were—fishing and tourist shops—except there was also a Beall’s Department Store. She’d never heard of it, but it was a few miles down the road. Maybe she would get her suit and silk blouse cleaned for the council meeting, if a dry cleaner existed. In that case, she would only need underwear, a casual outfit, a bathing suit, and one more formal outfit for her interviews tomorrow. She plugged the words dry cleaner into her phone. Laundromats galore, but only one dry cleaner way back in Islamorada. Figured. No wonder everyone bought drip-dry here. She’d go back. She mapped out the remainder of her day and set her navigation in the car. Bealls, dry cleaner, and then check into the hotel, maybe a swim.

      Three hours later, she was pulling into a Bahamian-style resort. The only way for a tourist to know that they had arrived at Serenity Bay Resort was a small road sign on Overseas Highway bearing the hotel’s name and a right-turn arrow. She parked and checked into the hotel. On the bright side, the air conditioning was strong; on the downside, they were playing a loop of Jimmy Buffett music that could eventually drive a person nuts. She was shown to a lovely suite on the second floor with a kitchen, living room, and a big bedroom, overlooking the bay side of Overseas Highway. She carried up a shopping bag from Bealls, containing fresh underwear, a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, and a sleeveless shift dress for her interviews the next day. She wouldn’t have chosen any of it in Miami, but when in Rome… She’d overpaid at a tourist trap for flip-flops and a bathing suit cover-up, but there was no other choice.

      Thirty minutes later, in her bathing suit, she was sitting in a lounge chair on the sandy beach, drinking a Tom Collins, listening to non-Jimmy Buffett music in her earbuds. Despite having lived in Miami, she was paper-white. Only tourists sunbathed. Well, here she was…
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, after room service and a restful night’s sleep, she opened the door of her suite, only to get whacked with a blast of heat. The sun was intense even at this early hour. She remembered that her grandmother never let her leave the house without sunscreen. Yet here she was, on what felt like the equator, and she had forgotten her sunscreen. Next time, Grandma!

      She jumped into her car to report to TiTi Puig in Village Trailer number one.

      TiTi informed her that her first appointment was with Councilman Travis. “But he’s working in his pawn/gun shop three miles east. He asked if you could meet him there.”

      “In his gun shop?”

      “Yeah, he had no one to cover for him, so he said he’d really appreciate it.”

      “Well, okay. Just give me the address. Oh, and since I’m going out, do you think I could take a water bottle with me? I can’t believe how much water I drink in this place!”

      “Oh, sure. I’ll get it for you. It’s the heat that makes you feel parched all the time. You’re not alone!” TiTi chirped.

      While she was gone, Layla observed that the bullpen was busy with women at their desks. It looked as if there was actual work to be done. Notwithstanding, it appeared, once again, that the manager of the operation wasn’t in. Maybe he should put out a permanent sign: Gone fishing.

      At that moment, a sensuous brunette, swaying her generous rear end, balancing on extremely high heels, and wearing an equally extreme tight-fitting dress, sauntered in and dropped her purse on the desk in the office next to the manager’s office. The nameplate read Village Clerk. Layla watched as she fixed her red lipstick and then placed her purse in a desk drawer.

      The woman glanced up and saw Layla looking at her. She gave Layla a harsh look, as if her territory had been invaded. She strode out toward Layla, perfectly balanced on her stilettos, giving Layla an obvious once-over.

      “Can I help you?” she asked gruffly just as TiTi returned with some water.

      “Oh!” chirped TiTi. “I see you’ve met Layla Leslie. She’s applying for the job of village attorney. Ms. Leslie, this is our village clerk, Sandra DeGrandy.”

      Layla smiled and extended her hand. “Hello.”

      Sandra stared icily, extending an obligatory hand and withdrawing it within seconds. “Good luck,” she said flatly and returned to her office.

      TiTi obviously felt obliged to explain. “Oh, don’t mind her. She doesn’t like other attractive ladies. She’s a really good clerk, though.”

      Layla shrugged, thinking she had better be. She had a hunch, gauging by everything else, that this place wasn’t too careful about its record-keeping. She knew from experience that could be another challenge for her specifically. Record-keeping was the clerk’s job, but like everything else in a village, since keeping public records was a legal matter, bad record-keeping always boomeranged against the attorney. It wasn’t fair, but in the end, everything in the village was about the law, and if people didn’t do things by the book, it was often the attorney who was blamed—even if the responsible person didn’t work for her. Another warning flag? And she hadn’t even met Gun Guy yet. Maybe someone else besides her would be lucky enough to be village attorney in this place. She’d at least go through the interview process.

      She headed out to meet Councilman Davis. Travis Davis. Who would name a kid with two first names like that? The same kind of people who would name their kid Layla Leslie, she supposed. Five minutes west on Overseas Highway, she pulled into a small strip mall with a sub shop, a check-cashing store, a gun shop, and the inevitable gravel parking lot. Layla smirked, knowing she had outsmarted the gravel this time, wearing nice flats with her sleeveless sheath dress.

      Entering the pawn shop, Layla noticed the OPEN sign on the door with a bell to alert the owner of the customers. There was no one behind the counter, but security cameras were everywhere. Massive rifles and machine guns hung from pegs on the wall. Other guns and jewelry were displayed in glass cases, an unusual combination that made her wonder about the shop’s clientele. Shoot first and apologize with diamonds later.

      A nice-looking, muscular man in his late thirties, with dirty-blond hair and brown eyes, wearing blue jeans, a polo shirt, and sneakers emerged from behind the curtain. He had an exaggerated swagger that perhaps suggested priapic fantasies and a flirtatious manner, more friendly than threatening, that took attention away from the cane he leaned on. They exchanged greetings, and Layla accidentally knocked over his cane, apologizing profusely.

      “Stupid o’ me! I’m sorry!” he said in a heavy Brooklyn accent. “Afghanistan, Navy,” he explained. “Don’t hurt much no more. But when it does, I think of the buddies I lost and feel grateful I get to live to hurt.”

      He quickly lightened the mood. “Well, Ms. Leslie, how-dee-do!”

      Oh no! Not him too!

      “Presume you met that dumb bastard manager?” He winked at her.

      Maybe this councilman wasn’t one of the “dummies” the mayor described them to be.

      “Yeah, I heard that line yesterday. Haven’t been able to forget it since.”

      Travis pointed to a stool in front of the glass cases, indicating for her to take a seat. He pulled up one opposite her, putting his cane on the counter.

      “Question?” Layla asked tentatively.

      “Shoot!”

      “Dangerous expression here! But seriously, why does a gun shop also have jewelry?”

      “People pawn their jewelry for guns all the time. Bonita Key is a place of a million secrets. I don’t ask people their reasons for doing stuff.”

      The recurring theme: Bonita Key, the place of a million secrets. Her own research revealed there were 6,123 full-time residents in this town. It seemed most moved here for the fishing, weather, or reasons they kept secret. A place where no one would know their name. Would she become one of them now?

      The bell jingled. A tall, lanky man dressed in ripped jeans and a black T-shirt, his skin covered in what seemed to be hundreds of tattoos, strolled in, asking for 1,000 rounds of OZK 9mm ammunition. He looked like he was about five minutes away from being a felon.

      Davis went around the counter, reached into a drawer behind him, and put the merchandise on the glass case. The man counted out three one hundred dollar bills, took the merchandise, and disappeared out the front door. The otherwise silent exchange took less than a minute. After Travis deposited the money in the cash drawer, he returned to his stool.

      Is it warm in here, or is it being surrounded by a hundred firearms on the walls that’s generating the heat?

      “So, Ms. Leslie, I’m glad we’re finally getting another attorney.”

      Layla was still processing what had just happened and tried to refocus. “You know, I never really asked. What happened to the last attorney?”

      Davis shrugged. “John Tabor? Not sure. One day, he just didn’t show up for work. He vacated his apartment and left no trace. The sheriff’s looking into that mystery. Certainly nothing to do with the village. Maybe personal problems. Lord knows, though, with that idiot manager, this village needs some competent staff at the top. I heard you’re a real experienced municipal attorney. Good references, too. Your last mayor called us to rave about you. He told me, and I quote: ‘Layla loves and respects the law.’ Pretty high praise. He also said you always made your council members look good. Obviously, important to us!”

      Layla blushed. “I told him to wait to call until I knew you guys were even interested in me. I guess he jumped the gun. No pun intended.”

      Travis smiled as a thin line of sweat formed above his upper lip in the weak air conditioning.

      Layla handed Travis her resume. While he took his time and read the whole thing, she looked around the shop and observed a photo of what must have been Davis’s family, including a pretty wife and three small children.

      He whistled. “Impressive lady!”

      She pointed her chin toward the photo. “Nice family. Questions for me?”

      “Yeah, great family. I really don’t have questions; your resume says it all… But I do have one concern. You met the mayor. He thinks he’s in charge, not that we’re all equal, each of us having one vote. I want to know that you see it the way the rest of us do, too.”

      Layla gave him the same speech she had given Hank.

      Travis Davis seemed satisfied. Suddenly, he seemed to think of a great—in his opinion—idea. “Hey, do you shoot?”

      “Why? Do I need a gun to live here?”

      Travis laughed. “Nah, you’re not going to need one. Not like my old neighborhood in Brooklyn. The problem there was you gotta have a permit. Here, our governor made sure you don’t need a permit or training to have a gun! Awesome, and we got the best shooting range here in town. We hang there sometimes. We could teach you how to shoot. Questions for me?”

      About guns, Brooklyn, or the job? Layla wondered but presumed he meant the job. She asked him for a rundown of the most important issues facing the village as he saw them.

      After mentioning nothing unusual, he said, “Well, then, we’ll see ya tomorrow night at the council meeting. You got my vote!”

      The bell above the door jangled. An energetic woman with gray hair, in sneakers and shorts, appeared. Davis called out, “Hey, Doris, meet Layla Leslie. She’s a real smart cookie and a looker, this one! Layla, this is Councilwoman Doris Putnam.”

      Layla would have to put a stop to these comments at some point. “Hello. I think I’m supposed to meet with you at Village Hall at eleven.”

      “Hi there, young lady!” Her blue-gray eyes sparkled, though her face was deeply tanned and wrinkled, giving away that she was maybe in her mid-seventies. “Let’s just meet here. You okay with that, Travis?”

      Then she took a gun part out of her purse and put it on the glass counter. “Travis, I promised Henry to bring you this piece on my way to Village Hall. He says it’s jammed. Could you check it?”

      Travis took the gun from her. They chatted for a bit about the problem with the gun, while Layla eyed the beautiful pair of diamond hoop earrings. One day she might be able to afford to buy jewelry again.

      “So, let’s chat,” Doris said.

      Layla turned away from the earrings, realizing she was in a bind and deciding this was a good moment to determine if these council members would listen to her advice.

      “I’m sure you’re all aware we can’t have you both together to discuss anything about me. You’ll be voting on my employment, and such a discussion would violate Florida Sunshine laws.”

      Doris’s eyes remained steadily on Layla. She smiled. “Travis, you’re right. She’s smart. We should’ve known better. We’re not used to having sharp staff. We got a manager we water every day!”

      Travis cracked up. “Yep. Dumb as a plant!”

      “How about this? I have to run a quick errand. Doris, could you mind the shop while you interview Layla?”

      “I’ll try not to give away the store,” Doris said amiably.

      He chortled. “Well, give Layla a very good price on those earrings she was eyeing!”

      He was observant. But then Layla caught something else. Yeah, nice try, everyone.

      “Travis, would you mind shutting the security cameras while we have this interview? Wouldn’t want you inadvertently viewing this interview before you vote.”

      His mouth curled into a grin. “Yes, ma’am!” He saluted her. “Good catch.”

      He took his cane, walked behind the curtain, and Layla heard several buttons clicking before the camera lights went off.

      He returned. “Listen, you two. With the cameras off, don’t get robbed while I’m away! Lock the door behind me, Doris. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.” He turned the OPEN sign around to say CLOSED before he left.

      The interview with Doris was short. Knowledgeable and articulate, Doris was a normal, well-intentioned, and successful real estate broker. Why had the mayor made those disparaging remarks about his fellow council members? Maybe he didn’t like the competition. Probably just internal politics she hadn’t yet figured out, but she would.

      Layla returned to Village Hall, such as it was, for a noon lunch appointment with Dr. Trattler. She found TiTi chatting with a tall gentleman standing at her desk, whom she introduced as Dr. Trattler.

      When he turned, Layla’s heart jumped. Trattler was a tall drink of water in this heat. Clean-shaven, intense blue eyes, carved features, with a thick head of silky dark hair that fell into his serious eyes. He plowed it back with his fingers. Like the mayor and manager, he was in the Bonita Key uniform of shorts, polo shirt, and boat shoes.

      She guessed the vice mayor was in his early fifties. He cocked his head slightly, observing Layla as they shook hands. Bonita Key had suddenly and inadvertently gotten a little more interesting. Layla checked herself. She was a professional person, here for a professional position. And anyway, maybe he was married. Why was she even going to such a place in her head? Hadn’t her personal life been enough of a mess? Then, Trattler smiled, a deliciously beautiful smile. She hoped she hadn’t shown any reaction.

      “Would you like to leave your car here so we can talk and ride in my car to lunch?” he offered.

      “Sure.”

      He extended his arm, offering to let Layla leave first, and called out, “I’ll be back, TiTi!” He never took his eyes off the view of Layla from the rear.

      Layla knew as soon as the front door closed, the gossip would begin among the ladies in the trailer. And so it did.
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      Dr. Trattler and Layla exchanged small talk in his Porsche until he pulled into an unassuming restaurant. Inside was decorated with wooden booths, a couple of fish tanks, and fishnet draped across the walls. They took a back booth for privacy. Patty, the waitress, greeted Trattler by name and told them about the specials. They placed their orders.

      “I’m not sure whether you prefer to be addressed as Dr. or Vice Mayor Trattler…”

      “Burt.”

      Layla admired his sense of elegant superiority, which contrasted with Travis Davis’s Brooklyn swagger. His mouth seemed permanently fixed in an ironic smile, as if he knew something you didn’t. Or maybe it was just the whole surgeon thing going on.

      “Okay, Burt.” She went to retrieve a copy of her resume.

      Burt stopped her. “I’m aware of your qualifications.”

      He explained TiTi had duplicated and scanned her resume to all of them. “The question is not whether you’re qualified, or exactly what we need in this town, but whether you’re willing to relocate. Do you have to move your family?”

      “Yes, I’m happy to relocate. I just need time to settle my affairs in Miami. It’s just my cat and me.”

      Burt was suppressing a smile. “Oh? It’s my dog, Harry, and me. But let me be candid… Living here requires some adjustment.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Twelve years.”

      “And before that?”

      “I was born and raised outside Detroit. My practice was at the University of Michigan Hospital. I raised my young daughters after my wife died of ovarian cancer. Once my youngest was married, I decided it was my time. I wanted out of the cold, maybe Key West, and I retired from my cardiothoracic practice. So, twelve years ago, I flew into Miami and drove down to explore the Keys. I found my dream home on the water right here in Bonita Key. I love fishing. I bought a boat and started soaking up some sun and warming my chilled bones. My daughters and their husbands love to visit me here. But my oldest is having a baby soon, so I’ll fly up there for that. I also have a younger son from a second marriage.”

      He took a breath. “I can’t believe I just told you all of that.”

      “I enjoyed learning about you. It’s a long trip to Detroit from here, though. Do you have to drive to Miami to get a flight home?”

      “Well, first, Bonita Key is my home now. Second, the girls moved. One’s in Dallas, the other in Chicago. I fly my plane up to Miami and catch a nonstop to Chicago or Dallas. Easy peasy.”

      Layla swallowed. “You fly your own plane? You’re a pilot too?”

      “Oh, most of us fly planes here. I mean, if you can afford it. It’s part of the attraction of living in Bonita Key. It has an airport, as I’m sure you know by now. I was in the Air Force. It paid for my medical school training. How about your life?”

      Patty dropped off their orders. Layla bit into an amazingly fresh-tasting fish sandwich before she answered.

      “Well, my life isn’t nearly as exciting as yours. I grew up in Miami and moved back after I graduated from law school at the University of Florida. I began practicing law at twenty-three and got married. I started in private practice before becoming a government lawyer. Kids weren’t in the cards for my husband and me. We got divorced two years ago. Now, I need a change in my life. Bonita Key seemed like it would be a good one.”

      “Why would you want to be a government lawyer? Couldn’t you make a lot more money in the private sector?”

      “I made money in the private sector. I had to give most of it away to my ex-husband. Being a government lawyer allows me to practice law and give something back to the community now. Makes me feel a lot better this way.”

      “So tell me… Why did you leave your last city?”

      “A group of very active bloggers blamed me for the overdevelopment of their town.”

      “Was it your fault?”

      “I was just a lawyer doing what my client, the Commission, wanted. But everyone always blames the lawyers.” She stopped with that and smiled sweetly, heeding the mayor’s advice to her: Nobody needs to know anybody’s past. She decided that was all she needed to say on the subject. It was time to let the past be past.

      In fact, sitting in front of this handsome, personable councilman, her future had started looking promising. Stop it! she admonished herself and turned back to the reason she was there.

      “So, Burt, what are your major concerns for the village?”

      “Well, overdevelopment is a problem here, too.”

      Layla swallowed hard, feeling panic rising. Where was he going with this?

      But Trattler continued in a neutral, even tone. “Are you familiar with our Limited Growth Ordinance in the Keys?”

      “No. What is it?”

      “It’s a unique system that applies only in the Keys. In a nutshell, being a barrier island and given we have hurricane season every year, we need to worry about evacuation time with only one road in and out. They delved into the particulars in the Limited Growth Ordinance, which controlled building permits on a yearly allowance.”

      “Who determines who gets the few building permits that are awarded each year?”

      “Excellent question. It’s a competitive process based on a point system with allocations approved by the state and county. Sometimes it takes years to get an allocation and a permit.”

      “Wow! That ensures very little new development. Since one of the village’s primary sources of money is real property taxes, how’s your tax base? I mean, I don’t see many businesses, and there is limited new residential construction.”

      “Limiting growth is exactly the point. No worries. We have tons of money. We have very expensive homes and a thriving tourist industry. Unless you know about them, you don’t see many of the businesses we have, such as the asphalt business. When you live down here, you’ll see multiple truckloads of asphalt being shipped up north.”

      When you live here. That’s a good sign, she thought. “Well, that would explain the village’s healthy budget. I looked at the budget document. Of course, the budget is for the manager to worry about anyway, not me. I’m just the lawyer. I just wanted to make sure you could afford me.”

      “Oh, I’m quite sure we can. But you’re quite right. The budget is not your business. Although our manager’s a bit of an idiot, that’s in his bailiwick, and we get by.”

      She leaned over the table. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      He leaned over too, focusing his intense blue-eyed gaze on her. “Go right ahead.”

      “I feel a little uncomfortable even asking this, but I must work closely and rely on the manager. Not one council member has said a nice thing about him, including you. Why do you keep him as the manager, then?”

      “Oh, he’s an okay fellow. His father is very well-respected and well-known. He owns the Bonita Key Capital Bank, so Junior got the position as a favor to his father. Junior has always wanted to be the village manager, and since things have run smoothly on their own for years, we all felt the favor would pay off in other ways. It has. We’ve gotten all kinds of state funding, and we get great loans from the bank whenever we need them, so it all works out. If his inexperience causes us to lose a bit of money here and there, we can afford it.”

      This could be a problem, based on Layla’s lengthy experience.

      “Yes, but who exactly actually manages the village? I’ve been in that situation before, where there isn’t an experienced manager. Then, it all seems to fall on me. And let me assure you, as a manager, well… Let’s say as a manager, I’m a great village attorney. I don’t want to be in that situation ever again. I mean, of course, if the council wants me as the village attorney and I accept the position.” She smiled sweetly.

      Trattler laughed. “It’s all good, Layla. The job gets done. We have very fine department directors. They keep the village running smoothly. Your only focus should be keeping us out of legal trouble. Of course, I can’t speak for the whole council, but I’m sure it’s safe to say that none of us wants you to act as the manager. You’ll have a full plate as the lawyer and don’t need to get involved in management. In fact, you’ll be gone very quickly if you leave your lane.”

      Trattler wasn’t smiling when he said this, and Layla wasn’t sure what to make of that remark, but it was perfectly okay with her. She wanted to just do her job and stay out of controversy. She reiterated this.

      Burt smiled once again.

      They continued to make small talk as Patty cleared the plates, asking if anyone wanted coffee.

      Layla looked at her watch and said, “No, thank you. I’m meeting the last council member at 2:00.”

      “Ford?”

      “Yes. But it seems you already knew that.”

      “Yeah, I think we were copied on your schedule. Layla, don’t listen to a word that man says! He’s always got a gripe. I’ve no idea why he even ran for this office. All he ever does is complain about us; he’s crazy as a loon.”

      “Crazy?”

      “He’s always making accusations about everyone. Everyone’s ‘on the take.’ The sheriff is crooked. He’s a ‘no’ vote on everything. The man’s looney tunes.”

      “So, what does he vote yes on?”

      “Not much, so don’t be surprised if he votes no on you too.”

      Layla winced. That wasn’t a cheerful sign.

      He didn’t offer her any advice except to say, “Good luck with Ford, Madame Attorney.”

      He dropped her off at trailer number one. Layla prepared herself for a contrarian and thought about how to win his confidence.

      Councilman Dennis Ford was waiting in the conference room. After TiTi directed Layla there, made the introductions, and brought two coffees, Ford started the interview.

      He was a very large man in his forties, with muscular arms and forearms, thick black curly hair, a mustache, and intense brown eyes. He was different from the others. To start with, he wasn’t wearing the Bonita Key uniform. He was in painting clothes, as he was in the remodeling business. From his questions, he was clearly not as well-versed in government as the others. Still, he was smart enough, and in their general conversation, he appeared to be a genuinely nice man.

      As he turned to the subject of the city, however, his tone turned angry. Suddenly, their time together became less cordial and more of a gripe session. He had a nervous habit of fingering his mustache when he wasn’t sure of something. His eyes darted about as they spoke, like he was always waiting for something bad to happen. He did seem paranoid. Then he leaned over the conference table and spoke in a hushed voice.

      “These guys are crooks, Layla. You better be careful. Don’t get involved. I’m saying this for your own protection.”

      “I really appreciate the warning, Mr. Ford. Is there anything specific I should be aware of?”

      “That’s the thing; I couldn’t tell you for sure. Far as I’m concerned, this place has many secrets, and you probably don’t want to know any of them.” His eyes darted around again as he leaned in farther. “Personally, I think there’s a lot of money changing hands. And where the hell are the manager and the building official all the time? No one on the staff gives me any information. The sheriff refuses to investigate anything, with the mayor being his father and all…”

      His voice trailed off, and silence took over the room.

      Layla knew he wanted some response from her, so she said, “Well, I appreciate your alerting me to this. I’ll keep my eyes open if I get this job.”

      He perked up a little and looked directly into her eyes. “You’re okay, Layla. I get the feeling I can trust you.”

      “That’s good. I want all my council members to feel they can speak openly to me; I also give you my word that whatever you say to me will be kept confidential. I feel better knowing I can rely on your telling me if you see anything I should know about. The old ‘see something, say something!’”

      “You got it, Layla Leslie.” He looked at her hard as he said this. “Just be careful. God knows what happened to the last attorney.”

      Layla sat up. “What do mean? What do you think happened to him? I mean, I heard he just didn’t show up for work one day.”

      Ford leaned in, lowering his voice. His eyes darted around again. “That’s because they disappeared him.”

      Layla took a deep breath, leaning back in her seat. “They disappeared him.” Paranoid, like the good doctor said.

      Layla responded in a placating tone, “I really thank you for your telling me and trusting me. I will be very careful, if I get hired.”

      “Well, you got my vote. I hope you get the position.”

      They rose from their chairs simultaneously. He opened the conference room door to leave, saying, “See you at the meeting.”

      Layla fell back into her seat. Whew. It wasn’t as if she’d never heard one politician accuse another of being dirty, but this guy seemed off. On the other hand, he’d been elected, and the voters trusted him to represent them, so she wasn’t going to make a judgment yet. The other reason to like him was that he said he would support her. She now had secured the necessary support on the council to get an offer. The real question was, did she want that offer?

      They were all weird, but it wasn’t so different from every other city she’d represented. It wasn’t like Miami didn’t have its share of wacko politicians. But then there was the manager. Apart from “howdy do,” she had yet to even have a conversation with him. Working with him would be a factor to consider. His door was closed. Layla asked TiTi if it would be possible to chat with Junior. TiTi said he was “out.” Again. Layla was beginning to wonder if this man was ever in, even when he was in. She asked if it might be possible to schedule some time with him the following day.

      “Of course. It’s council meeting day. He’s here the whole day. Come in anytime.”

      “Okay, will do. Well, I’m heading out. See you tomorrow.”

      TiTi smiled and was fishing when she replied, “Hope everything went well with all your meetings.”

      “I guess we’ll find out tomorrow night!”

      “Hope you get the job,” TiTi declared with unexpected sincerity.

      “Thanks for everything!”

      As Layla headed out the door, the mayor stepped onto the entrance plank.

      “Hey, Miami, glad I caught you! We will see you tonight at 6:30, my house. I’ll text you the address. Casual. Not Miami casual—Keys casual.”

      She guessed he meant shorts and a T-shirt.

      “Looking forward to it, Mr. Mayor.” Layla started down the plank.

      “I told you, young lady. It’s Hank!” he called after her.

      She waved her hand without turning back, jumped into her Stelvio, and headed back to Serenity Bay for a little R & R.
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



