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For all the people who gave me 500,000 reasons for writing this book. Whoever you are; you know who you are.


Clawback: Proceeds from an investment that is found to be fraudulent are confiscated and then redistributed to all investors on a proportional basis.


Prologue

After years of running Sedona’s Sugarloaf Café, Bob Larson was enjoying the fruits of his labors and one of the most enjoyable benefits of retirement—the opportunity to sit at the kitchen counter, linger over a second cup of coffee, and watch the morning news. Short-order cooks in diners never see the news at that time of day. They’re always too busy dealing with the morning rush.

His attention had drifted momentarily to an Anna’s hummingbird delicately sipping nectar from the blooming paloverde just outside the living room window, but the words “Ocotillo Fund Management” penetrated his consciousness and drew his attention back to the screen. Realizing he’d missed the first part of the story, he grabbed the remote and ran the footage back to the beginning of the segment, so the sweet-faced, blond-haired news anchor could take another crack at it.

“Yesterday, employees at Phoenix-based Ocotillo Fund Management were sent home early with the doors chained shut behind them and the company out of business. Late yesterday afternoon, the Securities and Exchange Commission announced that they are launching a full investigation into allegations that monies invested with the company have gone missing. An unnamed source who is also a former employee of the firm said that the move came as a complete surprise to all concerned. This morning, we’ve left several messages for the company’s founder and CEO, Jason McKinzie. So far those messages have gone unanswered.”

Bob could barely believe what he was hearing. Ocotillo Fund Management? That Ocotillo Fund Management—the very company Bob and his wife, Edie, had chosen to manage their retirement funds? How could it be? With his heart hammering in his chest and both hands shaking, Bob set down his coffee mug and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. He scrolled through his contacts list until he found Dan Frazier’s number—numbers, actually—work, home in Sedona, home in Paradise Valley, and cell. He tried the cell as well as both home numbers. Those calls all went to voice mail. The last one—to the work number—didn’t go through at all. Instead there was a tuneless three-toned signal followed by the standard notification.

“The number you have reached is not in service at this time. If you feel you have reached this message in error, please check the number and try again.”

Bob Larson did not try again. He ended the call and slipped the phone into the pocket of his worn khaki shirt. That was only to be expected. If the office’s doors were in lockdown, most likely the phones would have been turned off as well. So it was frustrating but hardly a surprise that there was no answer—no answer on the phones and no answers to his questions and no answers to his fears, either. All the while he’d been trying to call, a clutch of dread had grabbed his gut and twisted it, turning that last half-drunk cup of morning coffee into pure acid.

Abandoning both the TV remote and his coffee cup on the kitchen counter, Bob staggered over to one of the pair of easy chairs he and Edie had bought new when it came time to furnish their newly rented two-bedroom unit at Sedona Shadows. He was grateful Edie wasn’t there with him and hadn’t seen the news. She had gone off an hour earlier for her morning water aerobics session. She was still down at the pool, doing whatever it was the ladies did for an hour or more every morning. He could imagine her chatting away with her pals, blissfully unaware of the financial calamity that had just befallen them, but Bob was fully aware. He understood it completely.

Their nest egg was gone. Wiped out. The safety net he and Edie had carefully put aside for a rainy day had evaporated. Much as Bob wanted to unknow the extent of what had just happened, he couldn’t. He also knew it was his fault. Not his alone, of course—damn Dan Frazier anyway. That was the thing that was causing that white-hot knot of anger to form in Bob’s gut. He and Dan were friends—at least that’s what he had thought—friends first and clients later.

They’d known each other since their early twenties. When Dan’s dream of becoming a CPA had come to grief, he’d gone to work in his father’s property and casualty insurance agency right there in town, where Bob and Edie Larson had been among his first customers. They’d stuck with him through the years as Dan’s insurance business grew and prospered. Over time he had added an alphabet soup of official designations after his name, enough incomprehensible letters to choke a horse—Chartered this and Certified that.

Somewhere along the way, Dan had hit the big time, partnering with Jason McKinzie, a young hotshot financial wizard specializing in wealth management who had taken central Arizona by storm. Eventually Jason had invited Dan to join Ocotillo Fund Management, and where Dan Frazier went, Bob and Edie inevitably followed.

Once on board the OFM juggernaut, Dan had continued to maintain his Sedona office, running the insurance part of the business with underlings, while he spent most of his time operating out of the corporate office in Phoenix—the very one where the doors had been locked and the phones were no longer in service.

Dan had been a regular at the Sugarloaf, back when Edie’s mother had still owned it. He and Dan had worked several community service projects over the years, and when Dan was able to go to a Barrett-Jackson auction and acquire a fully restored 1966 Mustang convertible, he had come to Bob looking for advice on the care and feeding of it.

Through the years, Bob and Edie had faithfully salted money away for retirement, stashing it in Ocotillo-managed accounts that Dan had recommended. When Bob reached age seventy-and-a-half and had to start taking annual distributions, they’d still been running the restaurant and hadn’t needed the money, so they had plugged those funds back into non-tax-deferred accounts with Ocotillo as well. When they had finally decided to sell the diner, Dan had used his connections to help locate the business broker who had effected the transaction. Since their unit in Sedona Shadows was essentially a rental, they’d had to pay a deposit, but they hadn’t needed either a down payment or a mortgage. That’s when they decided to put the proceeds from the sale of the restaurant into an Ocotillo account as well.

“Are you sure about this?” the always practical Edie had asked. “Isn’t it a lot like putting all our eggs in one basket?”

“Dan’s a good friend,” Bob had replied. “He wouldn’t steer us wrong, would he?”

That was the problem. Obviously Dan Frazier had done exactly that—steered them wrong. Bob remembered every detail about their discussion that day, shortly after the sale of the restaurant—every single word. Dan had told him everything would be fine—that their money would be perfectly safe. Only it wasn’t, and now all their retirement eggs were shattered, lost beyond repair.

The news reporter had mentioned that the SEC was now involved, and Bob had no idea what that meant or what would happen next. Bankruptcy, maybe? Lawyers? All of that was above his pay grade, but Bob did understand that if lawyers got their grubby paws on the process, whatever happened next was bound to be expensive. If he and Edie were lucky—very lucky—they’d maybe get pennies back on the dollar from an amount that, with the sale of the diner as well as the accompanying living quarters, had risen to a total of over a million bucks.

When they sold the Sugarloaf, they had splurged on a new Buick for Edie—her toes-up Buick, as she called it—and on some new furniture for their unit at Sedona Shadows, but the rest of the money had been handed over to none other than Ocotillo Fund Management!

When Dan had first urged them to move their IRAs and defined benefit accounts to Ocotillo, he had brought them a shiny, full-color prospectus delineating the various funds and their expected returns. There had been all the CYA stuff about “historical returns are no guarantee of future results,” and Bob had wondered about that.

“How can Jason McKinzie make these returns happen?” Edie had asked, after reading through one of them. “How is it possible for him to beat everyone else’s earnings by two to four points?”

“By being smarter than the average bear,” Dan had replied with an engaging grin. “He’s bright enough to spot market corrections coming in advance. That way he unloads underachieving properties before things go south, giving him cash to reinvest while prices are still low. That’s what you have to do in this business—be ahead of the curve.”

In the end, though, having voiced her opinion, Edie had left the final decision up to Bob. “I’m the one who knows everything there is to know about flour and yeast,” she told him. “You’re the one with the head for business.”

Armed with Edie’s somewhat grudging agreement, Bob had gone along with his old friend Dan, and signed on the dotted line. Ocotillo had three separate funds for him to choose from, and Bob had opted for the most conservative of the three. Two points above the market was one thing. Four points or six? That sounded like too much of a good thing, so he had settled on the lowest one.

But now even that fund had been wiped out. Ocotillo was out of business. The office was locked, the phones were off. As for Jason McKinzie? Bob realized that McKinzie was most likely in the wind, but what about Dan Frazier—Bob’s good friend, his old pal? What was he doing right about now? Did he have the good grace to at least feel guilty about what had happened? Was he ashamed of himself for not warning people in advance?

That was the thing Bob could hardly stomach. Dan must have known this was coming. The “unnamed source” the newscaster referred to, the one who said all this came as a “complete surprise,” was maybe low enough on the totem pole that he’d had no idea about what was happening, but Dan was another story. Supposedly Dan had been part of upper management in the firm—at least that was how he’d had presented himself as far as Bob and Edie were concerned. If the venture was about to implode, he must have had some inkling in advance that something was wrong.

And yet, a few weeks earlier, when Bob and Edie had run into Dan and Millie Frazier at the annual Kiwanis Mother’s Day Pancake Feed at the high school, Dan had been his jolly old self, glad-handing everyone who came within reach and giving the ladies, Edie included, discreet pecks on the cheek. It irked Bob now to realize that, the entire time, Dan must have been putting on a show and pretending that everything was A-OK. He hadn’t said a word to Bob that day that had hinted that anything was amiss—nothing to warn his loyal clientele of the oncoming train wreck.

Dan had been a businessman in town for decades, so it stood to reason that he was well known in the community, but today Bob couldn’t help wondering how many other folks attending that pancake breakfast had been duped out of their life savings in the same way he and Edie had. How many poor rubes had that low-down snake in the grass greeted that morning with his firm handshake and misleading smile? Remembering that breakfast, Bob blinked back to the memory of introducing him to Betsy Peterson, one of Sedona Shadows’ most recent arrivals and the grandmother of his grandson’s wife, Athena.

Betsy was still in the process of selling her properties in Minnesota, and Bob had intended to introduce her to Dan with the recommendation that she might consider putting her funds under Dan’s management. At the time, Betsy had responded with a firm “Thanks, but no thanks.” Bob had been a little put off by that, but now he was supremely grateful that she had. At least Bob had dodged that bullet.

Glancing at his watch, Bob realized that Edie and Betsy would soon be finishing up with water aerobics and might return to their unit any minute. To everyone’s surprise, after arriving at Sedona Shadows, eightysomething Betsy had taken to Edie Larson and to water aerobics like nobody’s business. The two women were fast friends now, relishing their daily sessions in the pool along with a shared interest in a set of mutual great-grandkids. And once the aerobics session was over, they often returned to Bob and Edie’s apartment for what Betsy and Edie both referred to as “forenoon coffee.”

Right that moment, Bob wasn’t ready to face either one of them. It was going to be hard enough to tell Edie about the situation. Doing so in front of a third party was utterly unthinkable. Besides, what Bob really wanted to do was track down Dan Frazier and punch the guy in the nose—or, at the very least, give the jerk a piece of his mind.

Standing up, Bob grabbed his keys off the table by the door, and headed for the vintage ’72 Bronco that—due to his skill as a mechanic—still ran like a top. Bob’s aging Bronco and Dan Frazier’s recently purchased Mustang were only six years apart in terms of model years, but no one would mistake Bob’s workhorse vehicle for a showpiece. The Mustang was a low-mileage, highly polished, spoiled brat of a car, best used in fair-weather conditions only. The Bronco, on the other hand, dented but dependable, was a one-owner, four-wheel-drive beast that had gotten Bob out of more than one tricky off-road situation. If the odometer—the one thing that didn’t work—had still been functioning, Bob estimated it would have turned over for the fourth time well before this.

Not wanting to encounter the women on their way into the building, Bob double-timed it down the hall in the opposite direction and let himself outside through a side entrance near his assigned covered parking spot. As he drove the few miles and many roundabouts on his way to Dan’s place on the far side of town, Bob realized this was probably a fool’s errand. Jason McKinzie had most likely run for the hills well in advance of the collapse, and Dan Frazier might have pulled a similar stunt. Still, going to Dan’s place gave Bob a good excuse for not facing Edie right then and there and having to give her the bad news.

Dan Frazier’s Sedona residence on Elberta Drive was modest in terms of Sedona’s current real estate market, which tended toward the McMansion end of the housing spectrum. The house dated from an earlier time in his career, from when Dan had just started working for his father’s insurance agency, and from an earlier era in terms of housing design. The in-town location meant it was long on convenience and had reasonably good views. Still, this one was little more than humble pie when compared to the spectacular hillside residence Millie and Dan occupied in Paradise Valley. That one came complete with a four-car garage. The one in Sedona was two cars only.

Once Bob turned off onto Elberta Drive, he stopped two houses short of the recently installed rolling gate at the bottom of Dan’s driveway. For a time—a period of several minutes—Bob simply sat there with the car windows open and the engine running, trying to consider what the hell he was going to say to this man who had once been his friend: How could you do this to us? How dare you do this? What the hell kind of friend are you? None of those seemed adequate to the situation at hand.

At last, having had time to cool his temper and resolving to remain civil, Bob finally put the Bronco in gear and moved forward. Arriving at the end of the driveway, he was surprised to see Dan’s rolling gate standing wide open. It was one of those that required the use of a remote. Installed after the purchase of that prized Mustang, Bob never remembered seeing it left open before—day or night.

As Bob crested the driveway and jammed the Bronco into park, one of the two garage doors began to rise. Once it was open, Bob saw that two cars were parked inside—Dan’s Mustang and Millie’s Volvo XV60. He more than half expected that one or the other of the vehicles, unaware of Bob’s presence, would slam into gear and come speeding out of the garage. Realizing that any resulting collision was bound to be harder on either of Dan’s upscale vehicles than it would be on the aging Bronco, Bob braced for a crash.

Except nothing happened. Neither of the two vehicles moved. The backup lights didn’t come on, and there was no sign of life inside the garage. After waiting for the better part of a minute for someone to emerge, Bob finally gave up, shut off the engine, and exited his own vehicle. Only when he entered the garage did he hear the low rumble of the Mustang’s idling V-8 engine, but no driver was visible behind the wheel.

“Hey, Dan,” Bob called. “Are you in there?”

For a time there was no answer, then, over the hum of the engine, he heard a faint call. “Help me. Please.”

The call for help seemed to be coming from the car, so Bob sprinted forward. Only when he was even with the Mustang’s driver’s side door did Bob realize there was a lone occupant inside the vehicle. Dan, seated behind the wheel, was slumped over onto the passenger seat in an unnatural position that left none of his head showing over the seat back. Both of Dan’s eyes had vivid bruises around them, standing in sharp contrast to the pasty gray coloring of face. His lips were cut and swollen. Someone had clearly beaten the crap out of the man. Then Bob’s eyes were drawn to the bright scarlet stain spreading up and down a once spotless white shirt. Dan held one hand tightly against the wound, as if trying to stem the flow, but it wasn’t working.

Bob had served as a corpsman in Vietnam. He knew his way around bloody wounds, and he knew way too much blood when he saw it. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed 911. “We need help!” he barked into the phone when an emergency operator answered. “Man down and seriously wounded. Can’t tell if he’s been gunshot or if it’s a knife wound.”

“Knife,” Dan managed weakly through clenched teeth. “They both had knives.”

“Make that a knife wound,” Bob corrected. “And there were two of them.”

With his phone still on speaker, Bob spat out Dan’s address. Then, with the call still active, he slipped the device into his shirt pocket, freeing both hands so he could reach inside, hoping to help apply pressure on the wound even though he already suspected that the damage was too severe. The wound was bleeding profusely. The stain was spreading at such an alarming rate that Bob doubted it was survivable.

“Do you know who did this?” he asked. “Where are they? What happened?”

“Tried to go for help,” Dan mumbled weakly, batting away Bob’s suddenly bloodied hand. “Go check on Millie,” he urged. “Please!”

“Millie?” Bob asked. “Where is she?”

“House. She’s in the house.”

“Help is coming,” Bob assured Dan as he backed away. “I’ll go check on her.”

After first switching off the Mustang’s engine, Bob raced into the house through a door that opened from the garage directly into the laundry room. There were bloodied footprints staggering from side to side and leading from the kitchen into the garage, and there were bloodied smears across the faces of both the washer and dryer as well as on the opposite wall. Most likely Dan had come this way, in a desperate attempt either to escape the carnage or to summon help. Bob registered the stains on the floor and reflexively tried to dodge them, but he was too focused on moving fast to avoid them entirely.

Once through the laundry room, he came to an abrupt halt and stood aghast and unmoving in the kitchen doorway. Millie Frazier lay facedown in the center of the room in a rapidly expanding pool of blood.

Horror-struck, Bob didn’t know what to do first. Should he check for a pulse that most likely wasn’t there or simply retreat the way he had come? Then, in the sudden silence, a tiny voice spoke to him from his pocket. “Sir, are you still there? Emergency units are on the way.”

“There are two victims,” he said. “The one in the garage, a male, is a stabbing victim, and the one in the house is a woman. She’s been stabbed, too. The man’s still alive. I think this one’s already dead.”

That was the moment when Millie Frazier shuddered. Until then, Bob had been sure she was dead. Darting across the room to where she lay, he slipped in pooled blood and fell forward. When he came to rest, he was lying facedown on the injured woman’s back. Appalled that he might have exacerbated her wounds, he heaved himself off her and scooted to a spot where his face was near hers, close enough so she could see him.

“Can you hear me?” he asked.

Her eyes blinked open, but they were dazed and out of focus.

“It’s me, Millie. Bob Larson. I’ve called 911. Help is on the way. They’ll be here soon. Who did this to you?”

For a moment her eyes seemed to register recognition. “Bob?” she mumbled. “Where’s Dan?”

“Out in the garage,” Bob answered. “He’s still alive.”

“He’s a good man,” she whispered. “Tell him I love him. Be sure to tell him that.”

The focus faded from her eyes. Her impossibly shallow breathing became even more so.

“Stay with me,” Bob pleaded, taking her hand and willing her to live. “You’ve got to hang in here. Help will be here soon.”

He could see, though, that it was already too late. After a moment, eyes that had blinked open at the sound of his voice stared emptily into space. Bob checked again for a pulse. This time there wasn’t any. Scrambling to his feet, he slipped and fell to his knees. He had to grab hold of the countertop to pull himself back upright. Once on his feet, he dashed out of the room the same way he had entered.

In the garage, he leaned into the car and then stepped away once more. The wail of oncoming sirens cut through the silence, but Bob knew the EMTs would be too late twice over. Millie Frazier was gone, and so was her husband. The tiny voice of the emergency operator was still speaking to him from his pocket, demanding an update. Reaching for the phone, he simply ended the call, paying no attention to the bloody prints his fingers left on the face of his phone.

With sickening clarity, Bob Larson understood that once the cops arrived, they would find three bloodied people at the residence. Only one of them would be alive—the guy who had called it in—and he was the one who would most likely turn into the prime suspect.
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As the sun came up over the Mogollon Rim to the east, Haley Jackson lay in bed, still tossing and turning. The day before, her Sedona-based insurance agency where she was the office manager had been shut down by agents from the Securities and Exchange Commission. Her boss, Dan Frazier, had given her no advance warning that the raid was coming. In the hours since, she’d tried reaching out to him over and over—to no avail. He wasn’t taking her calls, and as far as she knew, he hadn’t tried calling her, either. Without hearing from Dan or having some kind of direction from him, she had no idea what she was supposed to do next. What was she was supposed to tell her employees, to say nothing of the firm’s anxious clients?

Try as she might, Haley still couldn’t make sense of what had happened. Late in the afternoon, a group of men in suits had walked into the Frazier Insurance Agency and paused in front of the receptionist’s desk. Although Haley didn’t recognize the new arrivals, at first nothing seemed amiss. She assumed they were new in town and in the market for some kind of insurance coverage. As they continued to speak to Carmen Rios, the receptionist, however, Haley noticed the young woman growing more and more agitated. Finally, sensing something out of the ordinary, Haley left her own desk toward the back of the room and walked up to Carmen’s.

“I’m the office manager here,” she said, focusing on the man who seemed to be in charge. “Is there something I can do for you gentlemen?”

“They claim they’re from the SEC,” Carmen whispered, sounding worried. “They say we have to close the office immediately.”

“The SEC?” Haley asked. “You want us to close the office? What’s this all about?”

The man standing directly in front of Carmen turned to Haley and extracted an ID wallet from his pocket. When he held it up for Haley’s examination, she saw that it belonged to one Donald Ferris, a senior agent with the Securities and Exchange Commission.

“All right,” she said. “I see that you’re with the SEC, but I have no idea what that means or why you feel it’s necessary to shut down my office. What’s going on?”

“My understanding is that Daniel Frazier Jr. is the owner of this establishment. Correct?” the guy asked.

Haley nodded. “Yes, but he isn’t in right now. If you’d like to leave a card . . .”

Ignoring her objection, Agent Ferris continued. “Mr. Frazier is also a duly registered representative of a firm called Ocotillo Fund Management, right?”

“That’s true,” Haley began, “but . . .”

“Ocotillo Fund Management initiated bankruptcy proceedings earlier this afternoon. We’ve been directed to shut down this office and take custody of any and all applicable files. Since some of your insurance customers are also investment clients, we’ll be taking them all.”

“You’re taking our files?” Haley echoed. “As for Ocotillo Fund Management filing bankruptcy? This is the first I’ve heard anything about it. Besides, you can’t just walk in here like you own the place. Do you have a warrant?”

“Funny you should ask,” Agent Ferris said, producing a document from an inside pocket of his suit jacket and handing it over. “You and your employees are to clear the premises at once. You may take personal items—purses, cell phones, tablets, and such, but all company files and equipment are to remain here. If anyone attempts to remove files via something like a thumb drive or other device, they will be found and confiscated as you exit.”

When he said the words “thumb drive,” Haley remembered briefly that Millie Frazier, Dan’s wife, had stopped by the office on Friday morning. She had seemed exasperated and more than a little put out. “I had two appointments down in Paradise Valley later today, but Dan insisted that I cancel both of them and drive all the way up here to put this in the safe-deposit box,” she had grumbled, holding up a postage stamp–sized object.

“What is it?” Haley had asked.

“A kind of thumb drive,” Millie said. “I forget the real name—micro something or other. A memory card, maybe. Dan says he has an adapter here that’ll make it work in his dinosaur desktop. As for why he needed this little item to be in the bank this morning rather than later today or maybe even tomorrow morning? I have no idea. Anyway, you know how Dan is. Once he gets an idea in his head, it’s ‘my way or the highway.’ So that’s my next stop—the bank.”

“I didn’t know thumb drives could be that small,” Haley said, “but it must be important.”

“Something to do with work, I expect,” Millie allowed. “Something he doesn’t want falling into the wrong hands. How are things here?”

“Fine,” Haley had told her.

“Glad to hear it,” Millie had said, then she was gone.

Standing there facing down Agent Donald Ferris, Millie Frazier and her tiny memory card were the least of Haley’s worries.

“Before you or your people touch a thing,” she said, reaching for her cell, “I need to check with Mr. Frazier.”

“Sorry,” Agent Ferris insisted. “This warrant says otherwise. Now if you and your people will gather all your belongings and clear out, we’ll be able to get started.”

“This is outrageous. You can’t just shut us down.”

“Yes, we can.”

“For how long?”

“For as long as it takes—maybe indefinitely. We’ll be sorting through the material tonight and deciding what’s to stay and what’s to go. We’ll send a truck here tomorrow to pick up what’s going. In the meantime, I’ve called a locksmith.”

“You’re changing the locks?”

“Yes, ma’am. Once you leave here, no one’s allowed back inside until we give the go-ahead. Presumably, you’re in charge, so I’ll need your contact information.”

With the phone pressed to one ear, Haley listened as her call to Dan’s cell phone again went unanswered. “Call me,” she said when the voice mail recording came on.

“It’s time,” Agent Ferris said. “We need to get started.”

It had taken only a couple of minutes for the eight office employees—Haley included—to gather up their goods and be herded into the parking lot, with all purses having been thoroughly inspected on the way out. Naturally everybody was upset, and a couple of the girls were crying. What was going on? Did they still have jobs? What were they going to do?

Haley had done her best to be reassuring to the others, but that was a tough act to maintain, especially when a locksmith showed up in a van and proceeded to change the locks on the doors, both front and back, rendering Haley’s prized master key useless.

While the locksmith worked, Haley had continued to try to reach Dan. There was still no answer at any of Dan’s numbers, but she finally left brief messages on all three. “Please call me. Agents from the SEC came by and shut down the office. I need to know what’s going on. Call me when you can. I’m worried.” As a last resort, she tried Millie’s cell phone, too. There was no answer there, either, and Haley left yet another message.

Gradually the other women drifted away to their cars. Haley stayed on, watching through the windows as a crew of workers dismantled the office. Computer terminals and keyboards were removed from desks and left in a heap near the front door. She was horrified to see the files from her superefficient wall-mounted and color-coded filing system be summarily tossed into a collection of empty Bankers Boxes and carted over to the door in no particular order. Had Agent Ferris allowed Haley to participate, she could have pointed out that files with blue tabs indicated investment clients only. Green and blue meant the customers had both investment and insurance accounts, while files with solo green tabs indicated insurance customers only.

Watching the haphazard way things were stuffed into boxes and stacked in random piles left Haley sick at heart. Once the files were returned, it would take days to sort them and put things back to rights. If ever.

What if the files never did come back? What if the demise of Ocotillo Fund Management spelled the end for the Frazier Insurance Agency as well? What if, rather than being a temporary measure, the office ended up being shut down for good? What would happen to her and to the other women who had worked there? During a mostly sleepless night, while fruitlessly checking her phone for incoming texts from Dan or Millie, Haley had wrestled with that question both for herself and for the others. What would become of them?

As far as Haley was concerned, the Frazier Insurance Agency was the only place she had ever worked. Like little Carmen Rios at the reception desk, Haley had gone to work for Dan Frazier straight out of high school. Almost two decades later, she was the office manager and the beneficiary of a business continuation plan that would allow her to buy the business outright in the event of either Dan’s retirement or death. But what if the business was wiped out completely? Where would she go then? With her experience and with professional designations to back it up, she supposed some other insurance company would hire her, but working for someone else wasn’t something to look forward to.

Haley’s childhood had been chaotic at best. She had seldom ended a school year in the same school or even the same district where the year had started. The best thing her druggie mother ever did for her was to leave. As an awkward seventh-grader, Haley had been dumped into the care and keeping of her grandmother, Carol Hotchkiss. Not only was she an outsider in her new surroundings, she was also terribly behind as far as academics were concerned. Nonetheless, under her grandmother’s tutelage Haley had come into her own.

Carol had spent her adult life working as a secretary for a local attorney, and she had deemed that what had been good for her would be good for Haley as well. Carol had insisted that Haley learn to type, teaching her at home on an aged Toshiba laptop. She had also taught Haley the intricacies of shorthand—something that was no longer offered in high school.

Once out of high school, those basic but increasingly rare secretarial skills had been enough to get her an entry-level job with Dan Frazier. Eighteen years later, nearly forty, Haley was married to her job. At Dan’s insistence, Haley had earned her CLU, CPCU, and ChFC designations, and those had been sufficient for Dan to promote her to office manager. For years her duties had also included many of the functions more in line with those of a personal assistant. Once Dan had joined forces with Ocotillo Fund Management, however, Haley’s PA duties had been passed along to corporate hires down in Phoenix.

Jason McKinzie had insisted that, as an executive with the firm, Dan have a full-time PA in Phoenix rather than a part-time one ninety miles away. The latest of these was Jessica Denton, someone Haley regarded as little more than a BBB—blond, bombshell bimbo—words Haley never uttered aloud. Jessie, as she liked to be called, may have been long on looks, but she seemed to be short on everything else, including shorthand and typing skills. Her occasional telephone conversations with Haley reeked of condescension.

It hadn’t taken long for Haley to resent this latest unwelcome addition, but thank goodness, Jessie was Phoenix-centric. She seldom ventured far from the city, and when Dan was back home in Sedona, it was easy for Haley to ignore Jessica’s existence entirely and fall back into the comfortable old ways of doing things—and running occasional errands when needed. Regarding Dan’s Sedona-based clientele? At this point Haley knew his local customers far better than he did.

But was that enough? Haley wondered. If Frazier Insurance had come to the end of the road, would her intimate knowledge of the business and her years of faithful service make it possible for her transition to a comparable job somewhere else?

Although Haley was wide awake and had been for hours, she started when her alarm went off. Scrambling out of bed, she realized that, by now, the failure of Ocotillo Fund Management was probably not only public knowledge but a hot topic of conversation all over town. Even though the office would be closed, Haley’s sense of responsibility prodded her to dress for work. After all, someone needed to be there to provide a company presence not only for concerned customers but also for whoever the SEC was sending to retrieve the Bankers Boxes packed with files.

Dressed and with her makeup on, Haley headed for the kitchen, where she turned on the coffeepot and prepared to make the oatmeal that Gram insisted on having for breakfast summer and winter. While waiting for the water to boil, Haley switched on the television set in the living room, coming into the news broadcast just as someone mentioned Ocotillo Fund Management. By the time the segment was over, Haley was frozen in her grandmother’s recliner and on the verge of hyperventilating. The broadcast moved on to a commercial break, but Haley stared unseeing at the figures on the screen with a storm of questions flashing through her mind. How had this happened? And would her office be able to weather the storm.

By the time Haley staggered back into the kitchen, the water in the saucepan had mostly boiled away. As she started over on the oatmeal, she recalled one bit from the broadcast that had hit her especially hard—the quote from an unnamed source, reportedly a former OFM employee, who claimed that the bankruptcy proceedings had come as a complete surprise to everyone.

That couldn’t be true, Haley realized. Dan must have known. Had to have known. She had worked with the man long enough that she understood his moods, both good and bad. It seemed to her that he’d been in a dark place recently—for the past several months, anyway. Now with the bankruptcy issue out in the open, she thought she understood why. He must have realized that there was trouble brewing with the SEC. Still, it hurt more than Haley could fathom that this man she had trusted so completely—someone who had been the only thing close to a father figure in her life—hadn’t confided in her or given her so much as a single word of warning that disaster was looming. It was one thing for him to do that to relative strangers, but how could he do that to her?

The oatmeal was almost ready to serve when she heard the click, click, click of her grandmother’s walker coming down the hall. Haley reached for the remote to silence the TV set.

“Morning,” Gram said, easing herself onto her chair and placing her walker off to the side. “Don’t bother turning it off,” she added. “I was watching the news in my room before I came out. Have you heard from Dan?”

Haley shook her head. “Not a word.”

“Asshole,” Gram muttered as Haley placed a cup of coffee and a bowl of steaming oatmeal in front of her. “You’d think he’d at least have the decency to call you back.”

“You’d think,” Haley agreed, taking her own seat.

Despite whatever pitfalls the coming day might hold, Haley couldn’t help smiling at her grandmother’s plainspoken opinion, but then, Carol Hotchkiss had never been one to hold back. Two years ago, Haley’s mother had dropped by for an unexpected and unwelcome visit, making her first appearance after an almost thirty-year absence.

“You don’t give a rat’s ass about either one of us,” Grandma C. had told her errant daughter. “You may think you can show up after all these years and hope to hang around long enough for me to die so you can pick my bones. Well, my dear, you’ve got another think coming. Haley and I are doing just fine without you, thank you very much, so get the hell out of here and don’t let the door hit you on the ass on your way out.”

Haley’s mother had left and hadn’t come back. A few months later Gram had suffered a stroke. She had made what her doctors said was a remarkable recovery for someone in her mideighties, but ongoing mobility issues made the walker a must. Without Haley there to look after her, Carol would have had to go into some kind of assisted care situation. Had Haley been married with kids, it might have been a different story, but as things stood, she didn’t begrudge the fact that their caregiving roles—that of guardian and ward—were now totally reversed. It was a debt Haley was happy to repay. After all, Gram had been Haley’s safe harbor once, and now Haley was hers.

“Looks like you’re dressed for work,” Gram observed a few moments later. “I thought you told me that the office would be closed today. Are you still going in?”

Haley nodded. “Someone needs to be there.”

“Dan’s the one who should be putting in an appearance, not you,” Grandma C. groused. “After all, he’s the one who went overboard for Jason McKinzie in the first place. Where do you suppose Dan is? And where’s Jason McKinzie, for that matter? According to what they said on the news there’s a possibility that he’s fled the country. For all we know, somebody may have slapped Dan’s ass in jail. From the sound of it, deservedly so.”

The thought of Dan’s being in jail somewhere had occurred to Haley as well. That would explain why Dan hadn’t called her back, but Millie hadn’t returned her calls, either. Why not?

Haley’s phone rang just then. Hoping it was Dan, she answered on the first ring, but the caller turned out to be Carmen Rios.

“Have you heard anything?” Carmen asked anxiously. “Are we supposed to come to work today or not?”

“I haven’t heard otherwise,” Haley said, “so I’m assuming the office is still closed.”

“Do you want me to call and change the message on the answering machine?” Carmen asked.

“Good thinking,” Haley said. “Say that the office is temporarily closed and that messages left on the machine will be returned as soon as possible. Can you monitor the messages from off-site?”

“Sure, why?”

“I’m afraid that the voice mail box will be overwhelmed. If you could keep track of messages—writing them down if not necessarily replying to them—I’d really appreciate it. That way we’ll be able to get back to them eventually. If people keep getting messages that the mailbox is full, it’ll be that much worse.”

“Sure thing,” Carmen said. “I’ll be glad to. I saw what they said on TV,” she added. “It sounds bad.”

“Yes, it does,” Haley agreed. “We just have to keep the faith. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

Leaving half her oatmeal uneaten, Haley stood up and began clearing the table. “The fact that people have lost their money isn’t your fault, you know,” Gram said, “so don’t hold yourself responsible.”

“But I am responsible for some of them,” Haley countered. “Over the years I’ve sent plenty of Frazier Insurance customers over to the investment side.”

“It’s still not your fault,” Gram insisted. “You’re not the one who ran the company into the ground. Somebody else did that.”

With tears springing to her eyes, Haley hurried across the room to give her grandmother a quick hug.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “You’re the best.”

Realizing that television crews might be present at the office, once Haley finished loading the dishwasher, she went back into the bedroom and changed into something dressier. It was while she was taking another crack at her makeup when Haley thought again about her conversation with Millie Frazier on Friday morning, the one about the memory card that was probably, even now, hidden away in Dan and Millie’s safe-deposit box.

Haley remembered the part about it containing something from work that Dan didn’t want to fall into the wrong hands. When Agent Ferris had shown up at the office, issuing orders and laying down the law about the search, he had mentioned thumb drives specifically, but presumably the ones in question had been thumb drives on the premises rather than somewhere else. And whose hands exactly constituted the “wrong” ones? Maybe Agent Ferris himself was on the wrong side of that equation.

Finished retouching her makeup, Haley reached for her purse and key ring. And there it was—the third key to Dan and Millie’s safe-deposit box. Dan and Millie had given her the key when they had named her to be the executrix of their wills. They had entrusted her with the key along with the expectation that she would faithfully carry out their wishes. For right now and until she heard otherwise, that memory card was safe with her as well.
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It was hot in the backseat of the patrol car—unbearably, ungodly hot. At first the car had been parked in the shade, and the windows were cracked open, but it was June in the high desert. With the car now in full sunlight, Bob felt like he was imprisoned in an oven.

He hadn’t argued with the two cops who had arrived on the scene first and in separate patrol cars when they cuffed him and locked him inside. After all, they were young guys, still wet behind the ears. Bob suspected that when it came to dealing with homicide scenes, both of them were newbies.

As a consequence, they tried to do everything by the book. They knew from the 911 call—a call Bob himself had placed—that they were being summoned to a double homicide. And he, of course, was the very first person they laid eyes on at the scene, someone with blood on his clothing and on his hands. They took one look at him and ordered Bob to get on the ground, which was no easy accomplishment for a guy in his seventies who had spent all his working life standing on his feet, hour after hour, while running a commercial kitchen.

At that point, Bob had known that handcuffs would come next, and they did. After that, though, he figured they’d at least talk to him and give him a chance to tell them what had happened. He expected them to ask a question or two, and listen to his side of the story. Nope, not them. Instead, they hauled him to his feet like a bag of potatoes and then half dragged, half carried him to one of their two patrol cars.

When it came to television, Edie tended to watch 48 Hours and Dateline. Bob preferred Cops. He loved watching how patient officers talked their way around guys with no driver’s licenses who claimed that the stolen car they were driving belonged to a good friend of theirs and that the drug paraphernalia in the glove box or under the driver’s seat wasn’t theirs, either, and they had no idea how it got there.

Bob had watched all those programs, so he thought he knew what to expect. He was anticipating a period of casual de-escalating chitchat on their part: Do you have any weapons on you, sir? Anything in your pockets that might hurt me? Any drugs in your possession? What seems to have happened here today?

But these young whippersnappers weren’t experienced enough to do de-escalation. They patted Bob down, relieving him of his Swiss army knife, his wallet, and his bloodied cell phone in the process. Bob thought all of this was an overreaction on their part, but again he tried giving them a break. With his hands still behind his back, they ducked his head to clear the door, chucked him into the backseat of the patrol car, and slammed the door shut behind him. Then they started toward the garage.

“Wait,” Bob called after them through the bars welded to the frame. “Don’t you want to know what happened?”

“I think we have a pretty good idea of what happened,” one of them said, and away they went.

Time slowed to a crawl. The fire truck and ambulance came and went. More patrol cars, some marked and some not, arrived on the scene, and so did the medical examiner’s van. Bob’s hands were still cuffed behind him, and periodically they fell asleep, stabbing him with needles and pins. There was no way to sit comfortably. Sweat poured off his face. Flies and wasps, attracted no doubt by the scent of the blood on his clothing, found the partially opened window and flew in for a visit. As for the coffee Bob had consumed much earlier? That proceeded to run its course. He needed to pee in the worst way. For guys of a certain age with enlarged prostates, when you gotta go, you gotta go.

After what seemed an eternity, one of the younger uniforms reappeared and climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Hey,” Bob said. “Can you let me out for a minute? I need to take a leak.”

“Sorry,” the cop replied. “That’ll have to wait until we get back to the department.”

They entered the police department complex through the sally port. By then it was too late in the “take a leak” department, making Bob Larson’s humiliation complete. He was led into what he assumed to be the booking room with a very visible dribble of urine running down the inside of his pant leg.

The cop removed the cuffs. “You want to use the restroom now, before we take the photos?”

“You’re a complete jackass,” Bob growled at him. “And no, I no longer need a restroom. As you can see, that ship has sailed. You said you wanted photos? Go ahead. Let’s get this the hell over with.”

They took photos of him in his bloodied clothing. Once they finished with that, he was directed into a room to strip off his outer clothing—shirt, belt, pants, shoes, socks, and watch. To Bob’s dismay, everything—including the urine-soaked pants—were handed over to a very young woman, an evidence clerk, whose name badge said CARLOTTA SIMS. She stowed each item in clear evidence bags which she carefully labeled and sealed. In the meantime, Bob was handed an orange jail jumpsuit and a pair of plastic sandals. He could tell by simply looking at the sandals that they were far too large for his feet.

Minutes later, when Bob shuffled out of the restroom dressed in his orange jail togs and clumsy sandals, he was relieved to see that the pushy young cop was gone. The evidence clerk then used a digital camera to photograph his arms, neck, and face. Probably looking for signs of a struggle or scratches, Bob surmised. Of course there weren’t any of those. Surely, sooner or later, someone would finally figure out that he wasn’t responsible.

Once the photos were taken, Carlotta ushered Bob down the hall and directed him into what was clearly an interview room—a Formica table attached to the wall; three plastic chairs; a mirror that was obviously a two-way; a video camera mounted to the ceiling; an immense wall-mounted clock, like the ones that used to be in school classrooms, complete with a sweeping second hand.

“Can I get you anything?” Carlotta asked.

“A telephone so I can let my wife know where I am.”

“Sorry,” she said, “no can do.”

Bob had slurped water from the faucet into his mouth by hand while he’d been in the restroom changing. But after baking in the car for so long, he was still dehydrated. He was also hungry. “A bottle of water, maybe?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said.

When she closed the door, the automatic lock clicked shut behind her. She returned in less than a minute—according to the ticking clock—bringing bottled water.

When the door closed for the second time, he glanced at the clock again—1:05. That’s when he realized that lunchtime at Sedona Shadows was almost over, and he had failed in his mission—Wanda Farmer’s birthday cake was still in the bakery at Safeway.

“Edie’s going to kill me,” he muttered aloud to himself.

Someone listening in on that derisive comment might have assumed that Bob was talking either about his losing his retirement funds or else ending up in a jail interview room. All he was really talking about right then was the damned birthday cake, because Bob knew Edie would be fit to be tied.
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“Crap,” Alberto Joaquín muttered to Jeffrey Hawkins, his partner in crime. “Coming away without that damned SD card means we blew it big-time. What the hell do we do now?”

Alberto may have gotten the gig in the first place, and he was the one at the wheel of their parked pickup truck, but as far as Jeffrey Hawkins was concerned, Alberto was definitely not the brains of the outfit. They had stripped off their bloodied latex gloves and paper surgical gowns before leaving the crime scene. Jeffrey was the one with enough presence of mind to have pitched his knife in through the back window of the crappy old Bronco that had shown up unexpectedly in the middle of everything. With a little luck, maybe the cops would think the guy in the Bronco was the one responsible.

Everything else, including Alberto’s knife, had been shoved into the black trash bag Jeffrey had been smart enough to bring along for that very reason. After leaving the crime scene, they’d used one of the shovels from the back of the landscaping truck to bury the bag two feet deep in the soft sand of a wash just off General Crook Trail south of Camp Verde.

As far as Jeffrey could see they had managed to avoid bringing any blood evidence back into the truck with them, although he worried there might be a few invisible blood smears on the floorboard. If they were there, however, they were also invisible to the naked eye.

The job had been simple enough. Alberto’s job as a landscaper had made it easy enough to collect the victim, detain him, and try to convince him to hand over a microSD card that evidently contained something Dan wasn’t supposed to have. Except it had taken far more convincing than either Alberto or Jeffrey had anticipated. When beating the crap out of the old guy hadn’t done the job, Jeffrey had suggested they track down the wife and use her as a bargaining chip. That hadn’t worked very well, either.

“Mrs. Frazier was a nice lady,” Alberto said. “I felt sorry for her.”

Jeffrey had noticed at the time that Alberto had a weak spot for the woman. Jeffrey was the one who had held the knife to her throat, thinking that a tiny pinprick of blood would be enough to bring the husband to his senses. What he hadn’t expected was that a furious Dan Frazier would somehow lurch to his feet and launch himself into the melee. By the time it was over, Frazier and the woman were both down for the count. By then, Jeffrey didn’t give a damn about the SD card. His only thought was to get the hell out of there.

“Frazier was a hell of a lot tougher than he looked,” Alberto said. “Who ever would have thought an old guy like that would have balls enough to tackle both of us at once? Now two people are dead, and we’ve got nothing to show for it.”

“Maybe not,” Jeffrey said.

Alberto gave his partner a quizzical look. “What do you mean maybe not? We were supposed to bring back that damned card, and we don’t have it.”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t get one,” Jeffrey countered. “It won’t be the SD card, but it will be an SD card. It’s simple. We go to a drugstore, buy ourselves a brand-new one, and take it to the meet. We give the guy the card, he gives us our money, and we go on our merry way. By the time he figures out he’s got the wrong one, we’ll be long gone and so will his money. After all, since he’s the one who ordered the hit, he won’t be able to send the cops after us.”

Alberto had to chuckle at that. “I guess not,” he said.

“And if he tries anything at the meet,” Jeffrey continued, “what say we shoot the bastard right then and there? Two to one, buddy. You lose.”

Years earlier, when Alberto Joaquín and Jeffrey Hawkins had been assigned to the same cell in the Mohave Correctional Facility, a private prison near Kingman, numerous bets had been placed about which one would outlive the other. At the time, both of them had been new to the place. Hawkins with his blue eyes and dirty-blond hair was rumored to be a white supremacist, and Joaquín was thought to have connections to one of the Hispanic gangs. Much to everyone’s surprise, the two men had hit it off and sorted themselves into a two-man gang all their own. They were tough enough and mean enough to hold out against all comers, and in the long run, no one had dared cross them. Now that they were both out and back on the streets, the same held true.

“So where do we get one?” Alberto asked.

“The camera department of a drugstore,” Jeffrey said, nodding his head back in the direction of the town they’d already passed. “Camp Verde must have at least one of those.”

“What if there are security cameras inside?” Alberto asked.

“So what?” Jeffrey asked. “We show up at the meet empty-handed, we get nothing. With the drive in hand, we’re cool. Up against a chance of walking away with another ten K apiece or walking away with nothing, I say risking being picked up by a security camera at a drugstore in some out-of-the-way burg in central Arizona is well worth it.”

Alberto thought about it for a moment before nodding. “You’re right,” he agreed. Then he glanced at his watch. The payoff meet was scheduled for three o’clock in a deserted gravel pit a few miles off the 303 north of Sun City.

“We’d best be doing it, then,” he added. “If we’re going to pull this off, we can’t afford to be late.”

Half an hour later, Jeffrey emerged from the drugstore with his purchase in a plastic bag. Once they finally extricated the drive itself from its plastic packaging, Alberto was amazed. “That tiny little thing?” he asked. “What the hell could be on something like this that would be worth dying for?”

“Beats me,” Jeffrey said. “You’re right. It doesn’t look like much from here, but we’re not the ones calling the shots and paying the fare. Now, what say we stop off and have a burger before we get back on the freeway? It was a long night, and I’m starving. Besides, we need to keep up our strength. I’m thinking we have another long drive ahead of us later tonight.”
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Ali Reynolds held the phone away from her ear as the woman droned on. “As I already told Ms. Fletcher yesterday, her sister’s children cannot and will not be admitted to schools in our district.”

During Ali’s years in the television news business, first as a reporter and later as an anchor, she had dealt with plenty of recalcitrant mid-level bureaucrats. Now in her fifties and long retired from her television newscast days, she currently performed administrative and PR duties as well as occasional investigative work for her husband’s cyber security company, High Noon Enterprises. Most of the time, unfailing courtesy and a bit of humor could break through bureaucratically enforced barriers. On this occasion, however, those remedies didn’t seem to be working.

It didn’t help Ali’s frame of mind that Adele Harris, the woman drawing lines in the sand, was speaking to Ali in an archly superior manner that suggested her listener was something less than all there. “We are unable to enroll any children whose parents don’t present properly certified birth certificates. A notarized photocopy of a page from a family Bible simply doesn’t cut it as far as district policy is concerned. No exceptions.”

Ali sat back in her ratty, definitely nonergonomic desk chair, closed her eyes, and did her best to keep from grinding her teeth. An old-fashioned electric clock hung on the far wall of her grim little office. As the hour hand landed on eleven, she realized she had spent twenty minutes waiting on hold to speak to this faceless school district official located several hundred miles away most likely in an equally grim office in far-off Albuquerque, New Mexico. Once Ms. Harris came back on the phone, Ali had wasted another twenty minutes while attempting to explain, in great detail, why the three Johnson children—ages seven, five, and three—had no officially issued birth certificates. None of the children from The Family, the polygamous cult from which the Johnson brood had been liberated some three months earlier, had been given officially sanctioned birth certificates. Records of live births in The Encampment had been kept in family Bibles and nowhere else.

Despite plenty of evidence to the contrary, Ali continued to hold herself almost wholly responsible for the fact that Christine Johnson and her now fatherless brood had been cast out into the cold, cruel world and into a twenty-first century that they were ill-prepared to face.

In the aftermath of the bloody massacre that had put an end to The Family’s lucrative human trafficking business, Ali, along with numerous others, had devoted countless hours trying to aid the survivors. The bloody shootout on a cold March night on the outskirts of Colorado City had displaced approximately thirty separate polygamous families. The death toll left behind at least a hundred women bereft of husbands along with two hundred or more fatherless children. All of the survivors had been deprived of home and hearth. They had lost everything familiar. With almost no preparation, they were thrust out into a strange new world which, from the survivors’ points of view, might just as well have been another planet.

Ali had done her best to explain all of that to Ms. Harris, but her detailed recitation of the facts had left the school official unmoved and unfazed. “As I said before, our district policy requires that we must have proper documentation for all our—”

Ali hit end on her phone, cutting the woman off in mid–bureaucratic doublespeak. Then, after scrolling through her recent calls list, she pressed one of those. The phone rang twice before being answered by a pleasant-voiced receptionist.

“Governor Dunham’s office.”

“Ali Reynolds here. Could I speak with the governor, please?”

“She’s on another line right now, Ms. Reynolds. I don’t know how long she’ll be.”
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