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      All was as it should be… until the body floated by.

      A sigh escaped from Fen Maguire as he put his 4B sketching pencil away and mumbled, “At least this one isn’t my responsibility.”

      The lifeless form eased to a stop in a tangle of flotsam, anchored by a fallen hackberry in the muddy water of the Brazos River. A third of the tree’s roots clung to rusty earth, thirty yards from Fen’s interrupted workplace.

      Instead of punching 911, he called the non-emergency number to the Newman County Sheriff’s Department and waited for a familiar voice to answer.

      “Sheriff’s department. How can I help ya’?”

      The mental image of a woman with big hair and an encyclopedic knowledge of everything going on in the county flashed in front of him.

      “Brenda, it’s Fen. Grab a pen.”

      “Sheriff Maguire? Is that really you?”

      Fen sighed. “Yeah, it's me. If you want to keep your job, you’d best not let Sheriff Newman hear you call me sheriff. The last election took care of that title in front of my name."

      “Ain’t much chance of Miss Lori sticking her head in here on a Sunday morning, or any other morning, for that matter.”

      His gaze shifted back to the river; the body moved, turning face-up. Fen knew if he didn’t get Brenda on task, she might talk for twenty minutes. “I’m on my property, about a mile down from the bridge. There’s a body in the river, hung up on a fallen tree. Call Billy Ray. Tell him to get his team together and put in at the boat ramp by the bridge. There’s a clear spot on the bank where I’m standing. The ambulance crew can help them get the body out of here.”

      “Do you want everyone to come to your place?”

      “You know I don’t want them here, but it seems I don't have a choice. I’ll call Sam and have him open the front gate. He’ll direct everyone to where I am.”

      “Any chance the victim’s still alive?”

      “No sign of life, and I don’t swim in the Brazos. Call the justice of the peace on duty and tell him to come and make it official.”

      “Expect a crowd. You know how everyone loves to run lights and sirens.”

      The last comment didn’t earn a response, so Fen pushed the red icon on his phone and shoved it back in his pocket. He spun around at the sound of a voice speaking over his shoulder, and instantly regretted the sudden movement as a bolt of pain shot from his right knee.

      From the ground, Fen looked up, shook his head, and spoke through clenched teeth. “It’s a good thing I don’t carry a gun anymore.”

      Sam smiled and squatted beside him. “It’s like the old days when we used to play cowboys and Indians. I’m getting you back for all those times you pretended to win and I let you.”

      Fen moved his bum leg, making sure it still worked. “How long have you been listening?”

      “Long enough. I spotted the floating body downstream from the bridge and followed it to here while you were setting up your easel.”  Sam pointed. “It’s bad karma that the body got hung up on that hackberry instead of floating downstream. It could have been someone else’s problem.”

      “It’s still not my problem, or yours. If anyone asks either of us, you were making your morning rounds, checking on cattle, and I found the body. That's all they need to know. There’s no use in both of us having to write a report.” Fen looked around. “Where’s your horse?”

      Sam stuck two fingers in his mouth and blew a piercing whistle. A saddled roan mare came running from behind a thicket of brush. Sam turned his attention back to Fen. “I’ll open the gate for your visitors. Do you need your cane?”

      “And an ice pack, if you have one in your saddlebag.”

      Sam went to Fen’s four-wheeler and brought back a walking cane. “You need to get that knee fixed.”

      It was another statement that didn’t earn a response.

      Sam reached under Fen’s arms and helped him to his feet. It took three steps for Sam to reach his horse and effortlessly pull himself into the saddle. The sound of hooves pounding earth gave way to a distant siren. The ranch foreman would make the first officers wait long enough to aggravate them. A small payback.

      Fen hobbled to his four-wheeler and took the load off his leg by sitting in the passenger’s seat. It wasn’t long before a black-and-white Texas highway patrol SUV pulled alongside and the tall, lean figure of Sergeant Tom Stevens slid out, leaving his door open. He settled a buff Stetson on graying hair and spoke a single word greeting. “Sheriff.”

      “Not anymore,” said Fen. “I’m glad you’re the first on scene.”

      “Where’s the body?”

      Fen pointed. “Follow your nose. You can’t miss him.”

      Sgt. Stevens moved to the river, pulled out his phone and took photos of the body and the bank leading down to the water’s edge. He raised his voice enough to cover the distance to where Fen waited. “Did you get pictures of him before he got tangled?”

      “Sort of. I took a short video. I also got still shots after the hackberry grabbed him. He was face-down until a little while ago.”

      “What about photos of the bank?”

      “Yeah. No footprints prior to mine and yours.”

      A pickup truck from the sheriff’s department dropped into the river valley, several hundred yards away. Emergency lights flashed and blinked, but the deputy had at least turned off the siren.

      The highway patrolman climbed the incline, turned when he made it to Fen’s side and looked at the river. “What do you think?”

      “I’d start looking around the boat launch by the bridge.” Fen dipped his head toward the body. “By the looks of him, he’s been on the bottom for a while. It takes time for the gasses to form that brought him to the surface. I think he’d have hung up on something along the bank if he’d gone in farther upstream.”

      “Are you going to tell Sheriff Newman your theory?”

      Fen held up his palms. “Leave me out of this. You know Lori and her father would like nothing more than to see me face-down in the river instead of whoever your victim is.”

      Tom placed a hand on Fen’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You honored Sally’s wishes. I would have done the same thing.”

      A lump formed in Fen’s throat, making it hard to swallow. Tom removed his hand and announced, “I need to make a few phone calls and get a state trooper to the boat ramp before Lori...” His voice trailed off. “You know what I mean.”

      “Do me a favor,” said Fen. “Put out a call over your radio that you need the justice of the peace to respond. I don’t want it known that I already told Brenda to call him.”

      Tom issued a quick nod. The door to his SUV closed with a thunk. Muffled, unintelligible words came from the highway patrolman’s radio.

      A pimply-faced young man exited the county patrol pickup. He was the last deputy Fen hired before his late wife’s sister took the oath of office as the new sheriff.

      Instead of speaking, Fen pointed to a spot on the river. The deputy nodded he understood, walked down the sloping river bank, put his hand over his nose and mouth, and returned to where Fen stood. “What should I do?”

      “Remember your training. Take things one step at a time and do what your supervisor tells you.”

      “How do you secure a crime scene when it’s in the middle of a river?”

      Fen lifted his shoulders and let them drop. The answer to the deputy’s question arrived as his radio came to life with the voice of Sheriff Lori Newman yapping like a Chihuahua. She demanded to know if any of her officers were on the scene yet.

      The deputy swallowed, gave his call sign, and told her he and a state trooper were there.

      “Tape off the crime scene.”

      “10-4. But, how? It’s in deep water.”

      Silence.

      Fen let out a groan. “Tell her to disregard your last transmission. You’ll handle it.” What Fen didn’t see was that the deputy had already depressed the transmission button on his radio.

      “Who said that?” demanded Lori.

      The deputy responded in a meek voice. “That’s Sheriff Maguire.”

      The next radio broadcast came from Sgt. Tom Stevens. He began by stating his badge number, followed by, “I’ll take over securing the area until a supervisor from the sheriff’s office arrives.”

      “My ETA is twenty minutes. Make sure no one contaminates my crime scene.”

      Fen rolled his eyes, then directed his attention to the distant rise where two more vehicles from the sheriff’s department came with lights flashing. One still had his siren activated. Tom gave instruction to the first deputy to string yellow tape along the wooded river bank for about a hundred yards upstream and downstream.

      A sheriff’s department lieutenant, new to the department since Fen left, approached and looked down on him. “What’s your name?”

      “Fen Maguire.”

      “Your full name,” he demanded.

      Instead of answering, Fen pulled out his wallet and handed his driver’s license to the lieutenant.

      After a thorough examination, the lawman raised his gaze to meet Fen’s. “So, you’re James Fenimore Maguire.”

      Fen nodded.

      With a smirk and a nod, the man said, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

      License in hand, the lieutenant turned and strode to his vehicle.

      Fen sighed. His gut told him he and the new sheriff’s right-hand man may not see eye-to-eye.
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      More emergency vehicles arrived, including volunteer firemen, an ambulance, and three additional deputies. A Toyota Camry also came down the slope into the river valley. It pulled into a field away from the official vehicles. Fen watched the woman exit the car and come toward him.

      It had been nine months since he’d last seen her. Still grieving his wife’s death at the time, and only days away from his tenure as sheriff ending, he’d not paid much attention to Lou Cooper’s looks. He guessed her to be in her early forties. She wore a navy jacket over a light-colored blouse, gray slacks and shoes that could pass for casual. She also had pretty eyes. A little too intense, but pretty all the same.

      She scanned the crowd and honed in on the four-wheeler. “Mr. Maguire, it’s been a while.”

      He nodded an affirmative answer. “You still look like a big-city reporter.”

      “That’s because I am, at heart. Since this is your land, do you mind if I take notes?”

      “It’s fine with me, but this is an active crime scene. Sheriff Newman will be in charge as soon as she arrives.”

      Fen motioned for the reporter to come closer. She leaned in and he caught a whiff of her perfume. “Don’t get too close to any of the first responders and don’t ask questions for a while. Some of these deputies are new and don’t know to keep their mouths shut. You should get most of what you need by listening.”

      She whispered back, “Why don’t you tell me?”

      He grinned through the pain of his knee. “I know better. If I say anything, it will appear in print.”

      About twenty-five minutes after Lori’s last transmission, her voice came over the multitude of radios. She directed the transmission to her lieutenant. “Where is everyone?”

      The lieutenant responded, “Didn’t the ranch worker tell you where to go?”

      “No one’s at the gate, only a map. I’m following the directions.”

      Fen closed his eyes and wondered what Sam had done.

      It didn’t take long before Lori’s sharp voice came over the radio again. “Lieutenant Creech, I’m stuck. Come get me.”

      “Where are you?”

      “How should I know?”

      Fen looked at the hapless lieutenant. “Tell her to describe the terrain.”

      Lori spoke of what sounded like a seldom used path that led to a bog. Fen knew right where she had gone, and it wasn’t anywhere near the river. “Tell her to stay in the car. It’ll take a tractor to pull her out.”

      The lieutenant relayed the message.

      “I don’t have time to wait on a tractor. Come get me now!”

      Fen looked up at the lieutenant. “I’ll need to show you how to get there. It’s a rough, narrow trail. The four-wheeler is better suited for where we need to go.”

      The lieutenant shook his head. “From what Sheriff Newman’s told me about you, I can’t trust you to tell me anything.”

      Fen shrugged. “Suit yourself. Good luck finding her.”

      The lieutenant stroked his thick, black mustache. “How ’bout I arrest you for obstructing an investigation?”

      Sergeant Stevens took the number of steps necessary to invade the lieutenant’s personal space and issued an icy stare. “Back off before your mouth overloads your badge.” Without looking away, Tom spoke to Fen. “Where’s Sheriff Lori?”

      “Blackman’s Slough. Not over fifty yards from where you killed that feral hog last winter.”

      Tom gave the next command. “Your truck, Lieutenant. You’ll need a new paint job after today.”

      Fen watched the two men drive away, then tested his leg and took a few tentative steps while leaning on his hickory cane. Not too bad, but he dreaded the swelling that was sure to follow. He watched from a distance as the men milled about, not knowing what to do until the rescue boat arrived. It was a disorganized mess, but they pulled the lifeless body out of the water and brought it to shore. Most everyone stepped up to view the victim, and because of the condition of the body, backed away with haste.

      Judge Stone arrived, put on blue gloves, and motioned for Fen to join him. “Do you know him?”

      “Hard to tell. Something about him is familiar.”

      The justice of the peace asked the paramedics to roll the body over. A gloved hand lifted a soggy shirt as Fen and the judge examined the victim’s back. Nothing but a few abrasions. Next, the judge lifted a thatch of mud-stained hair from around the left temple. He continued to pull back the hair at the base of the skull. “Uh-oh. This is a homicide.”

      Fen closed the distance and stared at a small hole, no larger than the diameter of the pencil he’d been sketching with. “That’s not just a homicide; it’s an execution.”

      “No exit wound,” said Judge Stone.

      Fen looked at the ambulance attendant. “Could you get a towel and clean off the mud from the back of his belt?”

      With a few swipes, the belt revealed a hand-tooled name—Clete. Fen blurted out, “Cletus Brumbaugh. I thought he looked familiar.”

      The announcement brought renewed interest in the body, and people formed a tight circle around him. “Turn him over,” came a voice from someone. “Yep. It’s Clete, all right.”

      Fen took out his cell phone, called Tom, and gave him an update.

      It wasn’t long before Lieutenant Creech’s truck barreled across the river valley. After sliding to a stop, a shrill voice overpowered all the others. “Everyone get back.”

      Like Moses parting the Red Sea, Lori Newman’s command caused the first responders to make a path. She took a cursory glance at the body and then fixed her gaze on Fen.

      He gave her a quick head-to-foot look. From the knees down, she was nothing but drying mud. She had another brown smudge that went all the way across her forehead and into a lock of sandy-brown hair. Other than a tear on the hip revealing pink panties, her designer dress looked unscathed.

      Lori’s forehead wrinkled. “Who made this map?” She waved a piece of paper in Fen’s face.

      He shrugged. “Sam, I guess.”

      “Then that ex-con’s going back to jail where he belongs.”

      Fen jerked the paper from Lori’s hand and gave it a quick glance before she could take it back. Through gritted teeth, she said, “I’m glad you did that. Now you’re going to jail, too.”

      Fen set his feet shoulder length apart. “Look again, Lori. There’s nothing wrong with that map other than you had it upside down.”

      Snickers and more than a few laughs came from those assembled.

      Tom had taken his time joining them. “Sheriff Newman, I need to talk to you.”

      “What is it?” she snapped.

      “You need to go to the boat ramp by the bridge. A state trooper has the area taped off. She believes there’s evidence suggesting the boat ramp may be the original crime scene. I told her to call Danni Worth to do the crime scene investigation.”

      “That wasn’t your place.”

      Tom gave her a fatherly smile and scanned her mud caked legs. “You’ve been busy, and I only did what you would have done.”

      Fen wondered if Lori would have remembered to call Danni, or was she so pig-headed that she’d mess up another crime scene? Either way, it wasn’t his problem.

      While Lori occupied herself by telling her officers what to do, Tom motioned for Fen to step away from the crowd. They moved to the shade of a massive pecan tree, where the sergeant faced the ambulance. “Danni’s coming here after she’s finished at the boat ramp.”

      Fen nodded. “There won’t be anything to look at but tire tracks and footprints from the first responders.”

      The corner of Tom’s mouth quirked upward. “My guess is, Danni will ask you for a glass of iced tea and a long conversation.”

      A groan was Fen’s only response.

      Tom chuckled. “Look. Lori’s sending her officers farther downstream. There goes Danni’s search area.”

      Fen shrugged and tried to look disinterested. He would have limited the searchers to one man, Sam. The half-Choctaw Indian knew the difference between trash and something usable in court.

      Fen’s thoughts then went to Danni Worth. He hadn’t seen her since the last homicide he investigated. That was a few months after Sally died and his world stopped spinning. Danni had been too willing to help him grieve.

      The ambulance loaded Clete and took off at a slow pace. Fen turned to Tom. “Would you mind asking Lori’s lapdog lieutenant for my driver’s license? I’m not sure he has any intention of giving it back to me.”

      Tom nodded. “Things sure ran better when you were sheriff. I hope you’re planning on running again.”

      Fen pointed to the September sun. “I might consider it when that freezes over.” He scratched two days’ growth of whiskers on his chin. “You’re close to retirement. Why don’t you throw your hat in the ring?”

      Tom didn’t reply, which told Fen the highway patrol sergeant had already considered it, but the election wouldn’t be for three more years.

      While Fen contemplated how he could help Tom get elected, Lori strode toward them. “Mr. Maguire, you’ll need to come to the sheriff’s office and make a formal statement today.”

      “I’ll be there tomorrow morning.”

      Lori shook her head with vigor. “You’re coming with me today.”

      “Can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “My attorney doesn’t work on Sundays, and I’m not answering questions without him.”

      While Lori’s face reddened, Fen shifted his gaze to her ruined sandals. “I hope you put on bug spray before you came. The chiggers in this Johnson grass are thick this year.”

      Lori looked down at her bare legs and stomped both feet. Tom took pity on her. “Come with me, Lori. There’s nothing else to do here and we should both be at the boat ramp. I’ll fill you in on what Fen told me and show you the photos I took.”

      Lori agreed and took off at a quick pace. Tom hung back and spoke in a soft voice. “Good luck with Danni when she comes calling.”

      Fen extended a hand and received a firm handshake. “Good luck with Lori. Try to keep her from messing up this case. Few people liked Clete, but he didn’t deserve to die the way he did.”

      Tom nodded in agreement. “Go sit in your farm buggy while I get your driver’s license.”

      Fen’s thoughts went to his late wife and then to Danni Worth. He hoped Danni would change her mind about coming to see him.
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      By the time Fen cranked the four-wheeler and pointed it toward home, his breakfast had long since left him. Instead of parking in the fourth opening of his garage, he pulled around back and brought the machine to a stop, pointing it toward the pool. He went to the back door, pushed it open, and lifted a foot to take a step inside when a voice boomed from some distance away. “Don’t you dare come in with muddy boots!”

      He backtracked, hooked the heels of his boots in a boot-jack, and left them outside. Bending over, he put a two-inch cuff on the legs of his jeans to make sure any hitchhiking mud didn’t fall on the shining hardwood floor. Thelma Blackwood was particular about housework and cooking. In fact, she had definite opinions about most things.

      Once in the kitchen, Fen found Thelma pulling a trove of items from the refrigerator. “I worked like a mule all morning getting this oversized house clean. You’re getting a sandwich, chips, and potato salad for lunch.”

      “You know I’m not particular.”

      “It’s a good thing. If you were, you’d be looking for another gal to take care of you. You’re lucky I’ve stayed as long as I have.”

      Fen made a mental check mark in his mind. That was the third threat to leave she’d made so far today. Only six or seven more to go before the sun went down. “Did Sam tell you about the body in the river?”

      Thelma tented her hands on ample hips. “You know better than to ask me a question like that. That husband of mine barely talks to you, let alone to me.” She brought out both mayonnaise and mustard. “That doesn’t mean I didn’t turn on the scanner in your office and find out on my own. I almost busted a gut when I heard Lori Newman call for help after she got stuck. I love it when karma visits a prissy prima donna like her.”

      Fen gave Thelma a hard stare.

      “Don’t be giving me the stink eye for speaking my mind. That woman and her daddy deserve worse than gettin’ stuck for the way they treated you after Miss Sally died. If you ask me, the angel of death took the wrong sister, and he should have grabbed Nathaniel Newman, too. Could have gotten a two-for-one deal.”

      A shiver went through Fen. Then came the contraction in his gut. He spoke as he walked. “I’ll be in my office. No lunch today.”

      Thick curtains muted the sunlight as it tried to break into the office. He liked it dark when he needed to talk to Sally. After closing the door and locking it, he took an urn from a shelf and placed it on a short table in front of his favorite leather chair. He settled in and looked at the brass receptacle holding his wife’s ashes. “Sorry I didn’t spend more time with you this morning. I wanted to catch the early light for the painting I had in mind to start. That location won’t be the same after seeing the body of Clete Brumbaugh. I’ll need to find somewhere else.” He looked across the room. “Hold on a minute, I’m parched.”

      Fen went to the mini-fridge, pulled out a bottle of water, and returned to his chair. “The good thing about our talks these days is, you’re never in a hurry.” He unscrewed the top and drained half of it. “I packed water, but with all the excitement, I didn’t think to stay hydrated.”

      With head leaned back, Fen prepared to tell Sally all about the morning and wait for a response that came only in his imagination. The phone vibrated in the pocket of his shirt. He thought it might be Sam saying either Lori or her lieutenant were booking him on some trumped-up charge. He looked at the screen. It wasn’t Sam but Monica Frye, one of Sally’s best friends and counselor at the high school.

      “It’s Monica,” he said to the urn. “Should I talk to her?”

      Despite his desire not to push the green button on his phone, the nudge to his soul won out. “Hello, Monica.”

      She bypassed the normal pleasantries. “There are a dozen rumors going around about someone getting killed on your property. I had to call and make sure you’re all right.”

      Normally, Fen wouldn’t disclose information on a homicide, but this was Monica and he no longer carried a badge. Not only had she been a trusted friend and confidant to Sally for years, she was an information gatherer—not a gossip, but one who had a knack for listening. The students were lucky to have such a compassionate counselor.

      The words tumbled from his lips. “Someone killed Clete Brumbaugh and dumped him in the river. That’s where I found him this morning. There’s nothing to show he died on our property. The sheriff is concentrating on the boat ramp as the original crime scene.”

      “I’m relieved.” Monica paused. “You’re still using our instead of my property.”

      “Can’t help it.”

      Monica responded in a way he wasn’t expecting. “There’s a new girl in school this year, a senior from Houston. She’s in Trudy’s art class. She says the girl has genuine talent, but has had a rough life and a rotten home environment.”

      When Fen didn’t respond, Monica softened her voice and said, “I think you could make a difference in her life, give her hope. I’m sure Trudy would love to have you speak to her students like you used to. And I miss seeing you here in the halls of the school. You’re a natural with those art students.”

      His throat became so dry he could barely respond. Searching for a reason not to, the best he could come up with was, “Not yet. Maybe in a few months. Maybe after Christmas.”

      “I understand.” She paused. “You have a lot to give, Fen. It’s not just the students who would miss out if you don’t share what you have.”

      “I’ll give it some thought,” Fen croaked out.

      With the unexpected call disconnected, Fen got back to his one-sided talk with Sally. “Sorry, honey. I know it’s not what you’d do, but going back to that school and passing your classroom would be too much right now.”

      After a few minutes of silence, he put the urn back in its place. As always, he brought his index finger to his lips, touched it to the urn, and stared at Sally’s photos flanking both sides. He wondered again how long the hollow feeling would haunt him.

      After easing the door open, he padded his way to the kitchen. Thelma sat at the table in the breakfast nook with hands clasped in prayer and a mound of tissues in front of her. He cleared his throat and opened the refrigerator door, giving her time to compose herself and throw away the tissues.

      “Sheriff, get your head out of that refrigerator. I’ll have a sandwich ready for you in two shakes. I made some stuffed celery to tide you over and there’s a fresh pitcher of tea.”

      He didn’t correct her for using his former title because it would do no good. “I’m all right now. Dealing with death affects me differently than it used to.”

      “I guess you and I will keep on talking to Miss Sally for some time to come.”

      “I can’t think of any reason not to if it helps me get by.”

      Thelma allowed a smile to part her lips. “My momma said I was born with my tongue split right down the middle so I could talk to two people at the same time. That wasn’t true, but I don’t see any reason I can’t talk to the living and those that have passed on. Been doing it all my life.”

      He spoke over his shoulder. “You need to prepare a little extra for dinner tonight.”

      “Who are you expecting?”

      “Danni Worth, if she finishes processing the crime scenes before the day's too far gone.”

      Fen looked at Thelma’s reflection in the window. She had a knife in her hand and waved it like an orchestra conductor does a baton. “That woman was trailing you even before Miss Sally had her heart transplant. Mark my words; nothing good is going to come of her parking her feet under your table.”

      “I’m curious about what she found today.”

      “Why? You're not the sheriff.”

      “Then why don’t you call me Fen?”

      “Turn around and I’ll tell you.”

      Fen did as instructed.

      “I call you Sheriff because that’s who you are and will always be to me. You and Miss Sally believed in me even though I did all I could to mess up my life.”

      Fen smiled. “She twisted my arm.”

      “Horsefeathers. It might have been her idea to take me in after you finished this big house, but you’re the type of man that can’t help but do what’s right.”

      Fen turned around and stared out the window where he and Sally used to watch the sunrise. “How’s that sandwich coming?”

      Thelma launched into a monologue about all the bologna sandwiches she made in the county jail’s kitchen. Fen tuned her out as she rambled on and shifted his thoughts to wondering what Danni Worth might be finding.
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      The western sky had turned a dozen shades of orange and pink when Danni pulled into the circular driveway. Fen peeked out his office window as his guest unzipped, then tugged and shrugged her way out of white bio-hazard coveralls. She wadded them into a ball and pitched them onto the floorboard of the crime scene van. From the passenger’s side of the front seat, she dragged out a black gym bag.

      Fen pulled the front door open before Danni rang the doorbell. Her hand immediately went over her face. “Don’t look at me until I do something with myself. If I remember right, there’s a guest bathroom down the hallway to the right.”

      “It hasn’t moved since the last time you were here.”

      “That’s been a long time. I hope you don’t mind if I take a quick shower. Believe me, you don’t want me in the same room until I make myself presentable.”

      “Take your time. Thelma put out fresh towels today. There’s a hair dryer in the closet.”

      Danni issued a crooked smile and scurried away. Fen hadn’t seen her since Lori took over as sheriff, but she hadn’t changed. Her short strawberry-blond hairdo made her face look pudgy. He remembered the high school basketball game when a wild elbow from an opposing player broke her nose. The doctor had done a remarkable job of straightening it. Still, he couldn’t help but remember the way she looked in the yearbook with two black eyes. Otherwise, she had the figure of a well-endowed athlete with broad shoulders and an abundance of curves. Sam described her as good breeding stock.

      The rattle of pots in the kitchen caught Fen’s attention as he strode down the hall to check on Thelma’s progress with dinner. She was bent over, checking something in the oven when he arrived. “Danni’s taking a shower. She shouldn’t be long.”

      Thelma let out a snort that communicated disbelief and disgust at the same time. She closed the oven door and righted herself. “Supper will hold for half an hour without drying out. After that, she’ll take her chances.”

      “It shouldn’t take her long to rinse off.”

      Thelma wagged her head. “Shows what you don’t know about women. Danni ain’t like Miss Sally. But then, nobody I ever met had skin like hers and such pretty blond hair. More than that, she enjoyed life so much she didn’t waste time primping.”

      “You won’t get an argument from me on any of that, but why do you think it will take Danni over thirty minutes?”

      “Like most gals, she’s got a wide streak of vanity running through her. Besides that, she wants to set her hook in you and reel you in. It will take her at least half an hour to get her bait ready after she dries off.”

      Fen used his hand to shoo
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