
  
    [image: Engaged In Danger]
  


  
    
      ENGAGED IN DANGER

      JAMIE QUINN MYSTERIES BOOK 4

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        BARBARA VENKATARAMAN

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2021 Barbara Venkataraman

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2021 by Next Chapter

      Published 2021 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by CoverMint

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to the memory of

        Jessie Sandler

      

      

      

      
        
        Your bright spirit lives on

        in all of us

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "What do you mean you're going to Australia for three months? If this is a joke, Kip, I don't think it's funny." I pointed my chopsticks at my boyfriend for emphasis.

      When I'm upset I get loud, which could explain why everyone in the restaurant was looking at us. For them, it was dinner and a show, but, for me, it was like being in a sit-com with a live studio audience--minus the laugh track. We had been enjoying a romantic dinner at Heart Rock Sushi (the one in Fort Lauderdale) and drinking enough sake to feel warm and fuzzy when Kip dropped this bombshell on me.

      "I thought you'd be happy for me, Jamie." Kip looked puzzled. His warm brown eyes held my gaze and I couldn't turn away. "I have this incredible opportunity to work with an environmental scientist and save a species from extinction, all expenses paid. And I need a change of scenery--you know better than anyone that being Director of Broward County Parks hasn't been my dream job."

      I smiled. "Oh, right, just because you had to deal with three hundred disgruntled employees, a smart-ass vandal, and a psychopath, it's not your dream job? Anyway, that was six months ago, it's been quiet since then."

      "That's the problem," he said, wedging a piece of tuna roll in his mouth. The wasabi made his eyes water but he didn't seem to notice. "It's too quiet. It's dull, monotonous and predictable. In a word, bo-ring! I can't stand doing budgets and employee reviews--I want to be outside, doing something real. Know what I mean?"

      I'd suddenly lost my appetite. I knew I was being selfish, but I had my reasons. What if Kip loved Australia so much he never came back? Or what if he came back hating his job more than ever? It was a no-win situation, but I could see I'd lost this battle before it began. I resigned myself to the inevitable.

      "The County's okay with you leaving for three months?" I asked, forcing a smile.

      "Hell, yeah," Kip said with a grin. "They're so glad I didn't sue them after all I went through that they would've given me anything. They even offered me paid leave but I turned it down. It didn't feel right."

      I shook my head in amazement. "That's a nice chunk of change you're walking away from, buddy, and I'd say you earned it--like combat pay. Look, I know Florida is flat and overdeveloped and could never be mistaken for the great outdoors, but we have endangered species, too. In fact, I was just reading about some creeps who were turtle-poaching. Why don't you stay here and save the turtles? They need you, Kip! I don't think the turtles can survive without you."

      He laughed and reached across the table to take my hand, "I'm sorry, Jamie, I can't pass this up, but I promise that the three months will fly by. We'll talk and Skype every day and you can come visit me. Wouldn't that be fantastic?"

      I refused to look at him, afraid I'd cry. I picked up a chopstick and poked listlessly at the stir-fry congealing on my plate.

      "Babe?"

      I had to stop fighting this and do the right thing. I'd lost Kip once before, when we were dating in high school and he'd gone off to college. We did wind up back together, eventually, but it had taken fifteen years. This time, I'd just have to have faith. Then there was the other problem…

      "I can't visit you, Kip," I said. "I'm going to Nicaragua next month to see my dad--finally--and since I'm the one sponsoring him I can't go to Australia and risk missing the immigration interview."

      No matter how tightly I squeezed my eyes shut, tears were starting to leak out. One was hanging off my nose and I didn't even care. Kip came around the table and sat down next to me. After gently wiping my tears, he put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. I leaned into his chest, my wet face staining his shirt.

      "It'll be fine, Jamie, and who knows? Maybe your dad's situation will straighten out early and you can come over. That might happen, right?"

      I couldn't resist that teasing half-smile, those laugh lines on his tan face. I squeezed his hand.

      "Sure it could," I said, sitting up straight, trying to shake it off. "Now, tell me what you'll be doing out there. What poor creature needs your help so desperately? And I'm not talking about me this time." I mustered a genuine smile and then polished off the last of the sake. It was stone cold, but still burned all the way down.

      Kip's eyes lit up and he became more animated than I'd seen him in a long time. Pulling his phone from his pocket, he showed me photos of a strange-looking animal with gray fur and a short stubby tail. It looked like a combination Koala, housecat, and pig. I had to admit it was very cute. It reminded me of a stuffed animal I'd won at a carnival years ago that I still kept on my bed because my cat liked to snuggle with it. Okay, I'll admit it, I liked to snuggle with it.

      'What do you think this little critter is?" Kip asked, playing teacher.

      "No clue."

      "Meet the endangered Northern Hairy-Nosed Wombat," he said. "There are only a hundred and sixty-three of them left."

      "Let me guess," I said. "There's also a Southern Hairy-Nosed Wombat?"

      "Yup, and there's a third one called the Common Wombat. The Northern is the largest and can weigh up to eighty pounds. I'll be tracking them and exploring locations to start a new population. It has to be somewhere safe because they breed slowly and are preyed on by dingoes and Tasmanian devils."

      "Now if I only knew what a dingo and a Tasmanian devil looked like, I'd have the big picture," I joked.

      Kip spent the next twenty minutes describing the project and the Epping Forest in Queensland where he'd be spending most of his time. I tried to look excited for Kip's sake, but all I could think about was how he'd be gone so long, making friends and having adventures, all without me. Right in the middle of my pity party I thought of something that made me laugh. Other girls might worry about losing their guy to another woman, but not me. I'd already lost mine--to a Hairy-Nosed Wombat. Excuse me, a Northern Hairy-Nosed wombat.
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      Allow me to introduce myself. I'm Jamie Quinn and I practice family law in my hometown of Hollywood, Florida. As you may have guessed, I don't like change much. Happily, I live in a town that feels the same way. Back in 1925, the city's founders had high hopes for Hollywood and in a burst of pride and optimism named the streets for presidents, admirals, and generals. Although the streets retain their illustrious names today, the founders would be disappointed to see how the rest of it turned out. Modern-day Hollywood is still a small city of just thirty square miles with only one major employer, Hollywood Memorial Hospital, where my mom worked as a nurse for twenty-five years. Point of fact, the hospital employs more people than the city's next ten employers combined. I imagine if the hospital ever closed its doors, the City of Hollywood wouldn't be far behind.

      As one of the few people not employed by the hospital, I have to take work where I can find it which can be as far south as Miami, as far north as Palm Beach, or as far west (shudder!) as Weston. Like any good eastsider, I hate driving west of I-95 if I can help it, not because it's the boondocks, but because it's the burbs. Honestly, when I hear those smug Westonians boasting about how 'west is best', it irks me. Sure, they have big houses with modern floor plans, but who has all the beaches? That would be us. Besides, our weird little houses have a lot of 'character' (not to mention tiny bathrooms and closets). Although I pretend that unlimited sun and surf make up for all the driving I do, I can't complain. My work keeps me busy and while I’ll never be rich, I won't go hungry and neither will anyone else, not on my account at least. That's because the 'Law Office of Jamie Quinn, P.A.' is a one-woman operation, which is how I like it. I have flexibility and freedom and the best part is that I don't have to babysit (a/k/a supervise) anybody. Of course, when the work piles up, which happens fairly often, I have no one to blame but myself. Being the boss and sole employee can be awkward at times, like when I order myself to get to work and then tell myself to go to hell, but what can I say? I'm the worst employee ever. We who are self-employed say we hate working for other people, but the truth is we just hate working, period.

      Although I've been practicing law for a dozen years or so (practice makes perfect), I'm sure you've never heard of me as I'm not the type of lawyer who makes the news. I don't even advertise, all of my business comes from referrals. I handle domestic matters for middle-class people with an occasional freebie thrown in because I'm a sucker for a sad story. I've never turned down a high-profile case, mainly because I've never been offered one, but that's okay. Those cases can drag on for years, nurtured by high-priced lawyers with a scorched-earth mentality and a copy of "Bleak House" in their briefcases. When the money runs out, the lawyers hit the road. I don't blame them for wanting to be paid, I blame them for fueling the fire in the first place. As for me, I don't have the manpower (or the willpower) to tackle a complex case. Plowing through acres of paperwork, deposing hostile witnesses, anticipating an opponent's every move, it's like a game of chess with people as pawns. I love chess, but I hate conflict and I'll do anything to avoid it. Yes, I know, I'm in the wrong profession. Too late to change.

      Monday morning found me at my desk, unable to focus on work with all the chatter in my brain. Had it been only three days since my world had fallen apart? I told myself I'd never return to Heart Rock Sushi, never eat Japanese food or drink sake again (although I may have to rethink that last part). I couldn't stop asking how had this happened? How had a bunch of walking teddy bears ruined my life, leaving me only ten days to spend with Kip? It was like 'the butterfly effect'--a butterfly flapping its wings alters the weather on the other side of the world--only this was 'the wombat effect'. Don't laugh, it's a real thing, and one day someone will make a movie about it, especially when they see how adorable those damn wombats are.

      Obsessing wasn't helping, so I opened my calendar to see what excitement awaited me.

      That couldn't be right.

      I had a consultation at 9:30 and it was already 9:25. The problem was that I schedule my own appointments and I knew I hadn't scheduled this one. For starters, I wouldn't have written 'Nan G.', I'd have written out the full name, along with a phone number and the reason she was coming in. Wow, I missed Lisa! She had been a great receptionist even if she did burst into tears at odd moments. Ever since she'd gone back to school, our shared office had fallen apart; it had been one temp after another and none of them could follow instructions. There was a reason I screened potential clients--I hated wasting time, specifically my time. Unfortunately, it was too late to do anything about it this time and I had bigger problems: my boyfriend was going to Australia. It's funny how a crisis changes your perspective. Just then, the intercom buzzed and the receptionist (who may or may not have been the guilty party) announced my appointment.

      I straightened the files on my desk, fluffed my hair, and stood up to greet the woman walking through my door. She was tallish, medium build, maybe late fifties, dressed casually in a lavender ensemble. Anyone else that fair-skinned would've looked washed-out, but not her; the lavender perfectly highlighted her stunning silver hair which looked natural. Having hair like that would almost make it worth going gray. She took my outstretched hand in a brief handshake, gave me a timid smile and waited until I invited her to take a seat.

      "Hello, Nan," I said. "I'm Jamie Quinn. What can I do for you today?"

      She fiddled nervously with the clasp of the designer purse perched on her lap and then peered inside as if searching for something, maybe the right words to say and the nerve to say them. She finally looked up, took a deep breath and blurted out:

      "Someone is trying to kill my husband, but I don't care anymore. I just want a divorce."
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      How did the crazies always find me? I wondered. Was someone passing my card out in the psych ward? This lady had seemed so normal, too. I glanced at her hand; she had nicely manicured nails but no wedding ring. Perhaps her husband was imaginary. Even if he was, it was all the same to me. I offer a free fifteen minute consultation to everyone and she still had thirteen minutes left.

      Keeping my voice neutral, I said, "Why don't you tell me what's going on, Nan?"

      She locked her eyes on mine as if holding them prisoner and then jumped right into her story--if you can call it a story. Look, I don't mind if someone starts in the middle--sometimes that's the best way--but words were pouring out of her so fast, they were trampling each other like shoppers on Black Friday. I caught only every third word or so, but my ears perked up for the juicy ones, like 'underage girlfriend', 'Russian assassins', and 'goddamn liar'.

      This wasn't working, but, luckily, it wasn't my first time in this situation. With a reassuring smile, I held up my hand to say 'hang on' and dialed the receptionist.

      "Could you please bring me a coffee?" I gestured to Nan and she nodded. "Make that two coffees, thanks." Personally, I didn't think Nan needed any more caffeine, but it wasn't my call.

      I leaned forward in my chair. "How about if I ask you some questions, Nan? Then we'll see whether I can help you."

      She relaxed, softening her ramrod posture and loosening her grip on the edge of my desk. "Okay," she said, "I'm ready."

      "How long have you been married?" I asked.

      "Thirty-five years."

      "Kids?"

      "One daughter."

      "Over eighteen?" I added.

      "Yes." Nan smiled.

      "Are you and your husband living together?"

      "Separated since last year."

      "Do you work?" I asked.

      "Just volunteer work for charities," she answered.

      I nodded. They must have money.

      "Do you own real property?"

      "Yes."

      "Can you give me an idea of what you own?"

      "I'm sorry, I can't."

      I stopped taking notes and looked up. "May I ask why not?"

      Nan G. pushed her silver hair back from her forehead in frustration.

      "Because I don't know."

      "Alright," I said. "Is there a marital home?"

      "Yes, that's where I live. He moved into a penthouse on the beach."

      "And do the two of you own the penthouse?"

      "I believe so." She sighed. "I'm sorry I'm not much help. My husband keeps me in the dark about everything--our finances, what we own, what's going on. I'm so sick of it!" Tears started rolling down her cheek.

      I handed her the box of tissues on my desk. My clients go through them quickly, which is why I buy them by the case.

      "How do you support yourself?" I asked as gently as I could.

      "My husband pays the bills and I have a credit card I can use for whatever I need."

      "Doesn't sound like a bad deal," I joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      Nan shook her head. "It's not the money. The problem is he's doing business with some very sketchy people. He thinks he's so slick, but he's in over his head. Not that I care. And the girlfriends, they get younger and younger. Now he's dating some bimbo who's our daughter's age. It's disgusting and it's humiliating…"

      I patted her hand which was resting on my desk. "Believe me, nobody will think less of you because of his bad behavior. But I understand how upsetting this is."

      I gave her a moment to regain her composure before giving her the tough news.

      "Nan, I have to tell you that in cases like yours, there's a lot of work to do. The attorney has to be a combination detective and treasure hunter to track down all the assets. It takes mountains of paperwork and tons of time. A forensic accountant usually has to be brought in to analyze everything. The process is called 'discovery' and it can get very expensive."

      She nodded. "I know what discovery is. My husband is a lawyer."

      I started to have a bad feeling about this case. What wasn't she telling me?

      She pointed to The Florida Bar Journal on my desk. I always read it cover to cover although it rarely had articles that applied to me. Considering that I had to pay my bar dues in order to receive it, it was the most expensive magazine subscription I ever bought. That's why I made myself read it; I'm a woman of principles.

      When I handed her the magazine, she opened it and pointed to a picture of a man shaking hands with the governor.

      I recognized him immediately. Of course I did--he was in every society page, on every charity's donor roll; he had just opened a night club and a restaurant and drove a different sports car every week. For some reason, he felt the need to have bodyguards with him at all times. He was only the most famous/infamous attorney in town and his name was Marvin Glasser. I was confused, but Nan soon set me straight.

      "That's my husband," she said.
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      "Now I know why you didn't give us your name when you made the appointment," I said giving Nan G. an appraising look. Turned out she wasn't crazy.

      "Nobody will take my case," she said. "I can't even get in the door. You're the twenty-seventh lawyer I called. No offense."

      That made me laugh. "None taken. Frankly, I don't understand why you called me at all. You need a high-powered law firm to represent you. Have you looked in Palm Beach and Miami?"

      She hung her head. "Everyone gives me the same answer: Sorry we can't help you, but we have a conflict of interest." She clasped her hands together like a supplicant and looked up. "What about you, Jamie? Do you have a conflict of interest?"

      I sipped my coffee, thinking about how to answer her question. "No, I don't, and I really wish I could help you, but I'm a one-person operation. I just don't have the resources to handle a case like yours."

      Nan sensed an opening and she went for it. "That's okay, I have the resources. Like I said, money is not an issue. If you need to hire staff to help you, I'll pay for it. If you need to hire experts, I can afford it. I like you and I trust you, Jamie. Please take my case, you're my last hope."

      I shook my head, I felt bad for her. "I couldn't do a good job for you, Nan. You need an aggressive lawyer, someone who is the opposite of me."

      I was used to seeing distraught women sitting in my office, but I'd never seen one look quite so defeated. Then it occurred to me--I always say that being a good lawyer means knowing who to call, but it's true. And I knew who to call this time, my friend Grace, a corporate lawyer at a fancy law firm on Las Olas Boulevard. Although her group didn't handle domestic cases, Grace had tons of connections and her connections had connections. Incredibly smart, Grace always knew what to do, at least when it came to work. Her personal life was another matter. I didn't even have to call her as we were planning to meet for lunch.

      "I can't make any promises," I began, "But I have a friend, another attorney, who might be able to steer you in the right direction. If you give me permission, I could discuss your situation with her."

      Clearly, this was more than Nan had dared to hope for. Like a prisoner granted a reprieve, she squeaked out a thank-you and darted over to my side of the desk to give me a hug before returning to her seat.

      Holding back a smile, I said, "Okay now, I'm going to need more information, like why did you say someone's trying to kill your husband? Why doesn't he want a divorce and what's all this about 'Russian assassins'?"

      To tell you the truth, I was just dying to know, but it could've turned out to be useful information.

      "I'm not a professional, although I did study psychology before I met Marvin, but if I had to guess, I'd say he is paranoid. He begs me not to divorce him. He's convinced that if his financial dealings come to light, he'll be killed by Russian assassins using radioactive Polonium-210--just like that Russian spy in London a few years back, do you remember? Marvin loves intrigue; he thinks he's living in a spy novel. When I said I was going ahead with the divorce, he told me I'd regret it."

      "Wow!" I said. "I guess that explains the bodyguards."

      Nan nodded and glanced at her watch. "I don't want to keep you any longer. What do I owe you?' She whipped out her checkbook.

      She was already filling it out when I said, "Nothing, I give a free consultation."

      "Nonsense," She replied and pressed the folded check into my hand.

      She stood up. "I can't thank you enough, you've been so wonderful."

      I walked her to the door. "Please don't get your hopes up, Nan. I'll see what I can find out and I'll let you know."

      "That's more than anyone else has done for me."

      As I went to shake her hand, she hugged me again. She smelled like Chanel No. 5. She was almost out the door when I unfolded the check.

      "Whoa, this is too much," I said. "This is double my hourly rate."

      "Then you're clearly not charging enough. Don't sell yourself short, Jamie." Nan gave me a wink and she was gone.

      I looked at the check again. I knew one thing for sure--lunch would be on me.
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      "If I knew you were buying, I'd have picked some place expensive," Grace complained in between messy bites of her barbecued chicken sandwich. I have no idea how she kept it from dripping on her beautiful silk suit.

      "No, you wouldn't have," I said, rolling my eyes. "You love this place. Even if you won the Power Ball, this is where you'd come to celebrate."

      "Yeah, you're right." She laughed. "Tom Jenkins has the best barbecue in town."

      "I'll take your word for it," I said, tucking into my vegetarian platter. "Remember when this place used to be 'The Straw Hat'? Smokiest bar ever." I finished my ear of corn and washed it down with iced tea. "In that corner over there, they had a tiny stage for live country music."

      "Yeah, well, it's just as smoky now," Grace commented.

      "But it smells better," I said. "Even to a vegetarian. Good thing they have a chimney."

      Having finished her sandwich, Grace was wet-wiping her mouth, her hands, the table, and every surface she could find. I thought she'd start working on the kid at the next table soon.

      "So, Jamie, where's all the news you promised me?" She prompted.

      My good mood evaporated. As long as I didn't think about Kip, I was able to compartmentalize. I could keep that room shut and locked with a heavy bureau blocking the door, in case anything tried to escape.

      I sighed. "Ask me about Kip."

      Grace raised her perfect eyebrows. "Um…okay, now I'm afraid to ask. How's Kip?"

      "Moving to Australia."

      Grace slapped the table with her hand. "What the hell, Jamie? Did you two break up?"

      "No, Gracie, we didn't break up. He's taking a temporary job there for three months."

      "Three months?" Grace shook her head in disbelief. "That's all? Then why are you being such a drama queen, which is my job, by the way. Don't start horning in on my territory, woman."

      "But--" I sputtered.

      "But, what?"

      Grace leaned forward, so aggravated with me that she was willing to risk getting melted butter on her jacket; there would be no saving her suit then. I think I was more worried about it than she was.

      "Listen, Jamie, three months is nothing and Kip is crazy about you, so just relax. You'll be busy, too. You're going to Nicaragua to see your Dad, you've got your work--and now you can take that Zumba class you're always talking about."

      I almost snorted iced tea through my nose. "Zumba class? Yeah, that's gonna happen. I can barely walk without tripping over my own feet."

      Grace giggled. "You don't have to tell me, sister, I've seen you on the dance floor. I think you're even less coordinated now than you were in law school."

      "Not possible," I said with a grin. I don't know how she did it, but Grace always made me feel better. She had this voice of reason which was hard to resist. And she was also a kook, which helped. I hadn't forgotten to tell her about Nan Glasser, but first things first.

      "What's going on with you?" I asked digging into my slice of sweet potato pie. You haven't lived until you've tried sweet potato pie.

      Grace's expression was hard to read. "Not much, this and that, you know, the usual." She started gathering up the garbage and straightening the table to avoid making eye contact, which made me suspicious.

      "Hmmm, interesting," I said, laying down my fork and folding my hands.

      "What's interesting?"

      "You're hiding something, Gracie Lou Anderson. Don't try to deny it, you'll just embarrass yourself."

      "That's not my middle name, you dork." She laughed.

      "It is now. Until I find out what you're hiding--and I will find out."

      "Whatever, Jamie."

      I pushed my plate away, leaned in and planted my elbows on the table. "You'll never guess who walked into my office today," I said, lowering my voice. "Mrs. Marvin Glasser!"

      Grace gave me a sideways look. "Was she lost?"

      "Funny! No, she wasn't lost, she wants a divorce."

      "And you took the case?" Grace looked like she was seriously considering having me committed.

      "Of course I didn't. But she had a good story to tell; too bad the first twenty-six lawyers she approached turned her away, they might've enjoyed hearing it."

      Grace gave a low whistle under her breath. "Wow! Marvin Glasser must have dirt on every one of them."

      I shook my head. "Or he's done business with them. Glasser's got his hand in everything from car dealerships to restaurants to actual lawyering. I've never understood where he gets his money though. Even during the recession a few years back when other attorneys were closing their practices, his was booming. It's interesting. Anyway, these folks have mega-bucks and she needs a lawyer. Do you have any suggestions?"

      "Challenge accepted!" Grace squealed. "I'll look around--and Jamie, there will be a nice referral fee for this one."

      "I imagine so," I said.

      "You know what that means, right?" Grace was grinning.

      "What's it mean?" I asked.

      "You're treating me to dinner for the next year!"
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      Driving back to my office, I wondered what was up with Grace. If it had anything to do with her parents or her brothers, she would've told me, so I assumed it was her love life. For such a smart person, Grace had terrible taste in men. I had truly despised her last boyfriend and hadn't kept my opinion to myself. I knew that if Kip were anything like Christopher Dietrich, a party boy with no ambition who mooched off his girlfriend, I would've wanted Grace to intervene. Unfortunately, she didn't see it that way. As far as I knew, she had dumped Christopher for the last time about six months ago. She had even gone on a date recently with a labor lawyer she met at a networking event. I guessed Grace would tell me what was going on, eventually. At least I hoped so.

      I was halfway to Hollywood, just passing the Fort Lauderdale airport when my phone rang. I couldn't see who was calling, so I took a chance and picked up. A woman's voice asked me to please hold for Nick Dimitropoulos.

      Why on earth would he be calling me?

      "Quinn, is that you?"

      "Of course it's me. Who else is it going to be? Hey, if you're looking for a campaign contribution, Nick, sorry, but I'm all tapped out." I laughed.

      I wasn't surprised when he didn't laugh at my joke; he never laughed at my jokes. In fact, I'd never seen him laugh at anything. Nick Dimitropuolos, state attorney, son of a state senator, and current candidate for county commissioner was my 'frenemy', which is a big step up from arch-enemy, where he'd started. We first met when he'd tried to pin a murder on my autistic cousin. Our second encounter was when he'd tried to pin a murder on my client. When I helped him find the real murderers, Nick took the credit and the glory, which meant he owed me, and that was much better than me owing him.

      "Of course I'm not soliciting a campaign contribution, that would be unethical. Time for a refresher course, Quinn?"

      "You slay me, Nick. I've been a lawyer since you were deciding who to ask to the high school prom, so I know a few things."

      "I know a few things, too, especially since I'm serving on the Grievance Committee of the Florida Bar."

      "Resume-polishing is great for your career, Nick, but I hear it's who you know that matters."

      He always brought out my snarky side and resistance was futile. It made perfect sense for Nick to be on the Grievance Committee because he saw everything in black and white. He prosecuted criminals for his day job and now he was prosecuting wayward attorneys for fun.

      "Who you know is a big part of it, Quinn," Nick agreed. "And I'm wondering who you know--because I've had an inquiry about you."

      My reaction was instant panic. The primitive lizard part of my brain went into fight-or-flight mode sending a rush of adrenaline coursing through my body. With my heart racing and my hands shaking, I had to pull off the road and park at a strip mall on the west side of U.S. 1. It's like when you see a cop with their lights flashing and you know you've done nothing wrong, but it gives you a jolt anyway. Only this was worse, this was my career and my reputation. Like most attorneys, I'd received a few Bar complaints over the years, but mine were from the disgruntled spouses of people I'd represented, never from my clients or from other attorneys, and the Florida Bar had quickly dispensed with them.

      "Nick," I said, once I could breathe again. "What do you mean? Did someone file a grievance against me?"

      I pictured him sitting at his desk with his chiseled jaw and perfectly trimmed nails, wearing his wing-tip shoes and Armani suit, looking like an ad in the fashion section of the Sunday New York Times--while I was a sweaty, jittery mess.

      "No, Quinn, nobody filed a grievance against you, although it sounds like you have a guilty conscience."

      "Look, Nick, I don't appreciate--"

      "Relax, Jamie, I was kidding. Hard to tell, I know. I'm calling because someone was asking whether you'd ever had any grievances against you. I told them 'no'."

      He paused, but I didn't say anything.

      "You there, Quinn?"

      "I'm here, just trying to catch my breath. I was walking up the stairs when you called."

      Nick laughed heartily and, to my knowledge, for the first time ever. "You're a terrible liar, Quinn, you know that? Aren't you curious about who's trying to dig up dirt on you?"

      Now that my pulse had slowed and the blood was flowing freely through my brain, I was indeed curious. Why me? I was as apolitical and innocuous as a person can be. I never made waves, never campaigned for or against anyone, had never even signed a petition. In fact, the most political thing about me was that I was acquainted with Nick Dimitropuolos, often referred to as "Slick Nick" by his enemies.

      "Of course I'm curious," I said. "How long do you plan to drag this out for your own entertainment, Nick?"

      I heard him chuckle. "While I am enjoying this, I called to warn you. There may not be any grievances against you now, but that could change. Someone powerful is gunning for you, Jamie, and you need to proceed with caution."

      "I still have no idea who we're talking about."

      Nick let out an exasperated huff. "Does the name Marvin Glasser ring any bells?"
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