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      Former sheriff Fen Maguire noticed the hopeful tone of his words as he asked, “Are you calling to tell me there’s a murder to solve?”

      Candy’s chuckle came from the speaker on Fen’s phone. “You must be bored after a long winter.” Her voice switched from mirth to something more fitting for a legal secretary calling on behalf of her attorney husband. “Chuck needs you to come to the office this morning. Can you make it?”

      “Only if you answer one question. Will I need to pack for one week or longer?”

      Candy showed her agile mind with her response. “One week but bring laundry detergent.”

      She cut off the call before he could comment, leaving him with a beehive’s worth of questions buzzing in his mind.

      Instead of speculating, he looked at his late wife’s picture and spoke as if she could answer him. “Looks like I’m going somewhere soon. I appreciate her not telling me where or when until I get to their office, and you can guess why. Thelma would drown me with questions I either wouldn’t or couldn’t answer.”

      Fen took a deep breath. “Do you mind if I cut our morning talk and prayer time a little short this morning? It’s been a long winter, the wettest early spring on record, and I’ve come down with a severe case of cabin fever. I feel like the walls are closing in on me.” He paused. “Thanks, honey. You were always patient with me.” He paused and kissed the glass covering her face before making a slight correction. “I need to change that last statement. You were patient most of the time. I still regret giving you an iron for your birthday.”

      The smell of sage hit him as soon as he opened the door to his home office. The aroma of fresh-baked biscuits joined the smell of sausage when he entered the kitchen.

      Thelma, his cook and housekeeper, sensed his presence and turned from the stove. “You’re too early. Why’d you cut short your time with Miss Sally?”

      “Candy called.”

      Thelma let out a huff. “Here we go again. Where are you going this time?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Who got killed?” Thelma held up a hand. “Don’t waste your breath. You either don’t know or you ain’t talking this morning.”

      “Candy wouldn’t tell me much. I asked her if I should pack for one week, or longer. She told me one week, but bring laundry detergent.”

      Thelma huffed. “I’ll never understand how you can solve crimes with your mouth clamped shut like a rusty vice.”

      Fen spoke as he arranged placemats, napkins, and silverware on the four-person table with a view of the Brazos River bottom behind his home. “I’ll know more after I meet with them. They want to see me as soon as I can get there.”

      “You’ll know everything there is to know and still keep most of it to yourself,” said Thelma as she took a baking pan filled with homemade biscuits from the oven.

      He filled his mug and returned to the table. Thelma had a reputation to maintain as being the best-informed woman in Newman County and parts of the surrounding Central Texas counties. Her sources weren’t always reliable, as she emphasized quantity over quality of gossip, but the accuracy was surprisingly good. The second part of her reputation involved her making sure others stayed informed.

      Mechanical chirps from Fen’s cell phone caused Thelma to spin and face him. Fen looked at the caller ID and said, “It’s Bailey.”

      “Lord, have mercy. What kind of trouble is that girl in now?”

      Fen knew it would aggravate Thelma if he didn’t turn on the phone’s speaker, but he put the phone to his ear anyway.

      “Good morning. How’s college?”

      Her words came out fast and strong. “I’m wasting my time taking stupid required classes I’ll never use.”

      “I mostly agree, but it’s the price you have to pay if you want a college degree. Take a deep breath, let it out, then tell me what’s really bothering you.”

      Frustration colored her next words. “I just did. Most of my professors are clueless about earning a living in the real world. They teach a bunch of garbage I’ll never use and make us read books I either don’t understand or disagree with. I think they cooked their brains by taking too many drugs when they were in college or reading goofy theories on how things should be.”

      “What about your art classes?”

      “One of them isn’t too bad. The other is a complete waste of time and money. The instructor is a grad student with pink hair. He’s never sold a painting in his life.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Fen realized that was the wrong question to ask when she sprayed out her next answer with extra force. “Of course I’m sure. He’s totally into pottery and never mentions painting unless it’s something abstract that goes on clay fired in a kiln.”

      The sound of eggs hitting hot grease brought his attention away for a second or two before refocusing. “What are you going to do?”

      “What can I do? I’m paid up for the entire semester. It would be a huge waste of money if I quit in the middle of the term.”

      “Are you painting?”

      “Some, but not like I did when I had a dorm room to myself. Having the studio above the garage spoiled me.”

      Bailey’s problem needed more thought than he had bandwidth to give it. Thelma was lifting fried eggs from a cast-iron skillet, and she didn’t appreciate a hot meal growing cold. An inspiration floated by and Fen grabbed it.

      “Isn’t spring break coming up soon?”

      “At the end of the week. My last class is Friday at ten o’clock, so I’ll be home Friday afternoon.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up, but I received a phone call this morning from Candy. She wouldn’t give me details, but you know what calls out of the blue from her and Chuck mean.”

      “They don’t call unless there’s a murder for us to solve.”

      “I’ll call you and let you know what they tell me. You may need to change your plans for spring break.”

      “What plans? Cory has to work.”

      Thelma plopped a plate in front of him. “Don’t let it get cold.”

      Bailey whispered. “You’re eating breakfast early. I thought I had my call timed better. Do you have the speaker on?”

      “Nope.”

      “Let me talk to Thelma. She’ll grill you with questions if I don’t tell her why I called.”

      “I could tell her.”

      “There’s a big difference between could and will. You have an aggravating habit of keeping things to yourself. Give her your phone and let me save you from her wrath. Besides, she’ll sulk if you don’t eat your eggs before they get cold.”

      Instead of responding, Fen held out his phone. “It’s Bailey. She wants to talk to you.”

      Thelma took the phone. “Bailey. What’s going on that’s so important you had to call this time of mornin’?”

      Fen dug into his breakfast with his thoughts alternating between a possible murder investigation and how to respond to Bailey’s desire to leave college. With any luck, the slow winter months were coming to an abrupt end.

      A mental checklist of things to pack appeared in Fen’s mind, and he began checking items off. The list was short because he didn’t know if he’d go to the sunny beaches of South Padre Island, north to the Panhandle, east to the border of Louisiana, or all the way west to El Paso. Wherever it was, he’d take sketch pads and everything he needed to paint a landscape.

      He was buttering a biscuit when Thelma’s voice changed. “Pink hair? On a man? What kind of college are you going to? It was bad enough when Millie Shiflet tried to dye her hair red and it came out orange as a pumpkin. Did that teacher do it on purpose?”

      Fen kept his head down and swallowed a laugh along with a bite of sausage. Thelma didn’t go to town often and colleges might as well be colonies on Mars. Her happy place was on his four-thousand-acre farm and ranch, cooking and cleaning for him and Sam, her husband, who was also Fen’s ranch manager. When she ran out of work, she worried about Bailey.

      The conversation continued as he ferried dishes to the counter by the sink. This was Thelma’s cue to end the conversation.

      “I gotta’ go. Fen’s ready to go to town and I don’t want him to leave his phone behind. I never would know where he was.” A few seconds passed. “I’ll tell him that very thing. Bye, and be careful at that crazy college.”

      Fen received his phone as Thelma said, “Bailey told me to tell you she expects a call the minute you get out of Chuck’s office.”

      He lifted his chin. “You can’t fool me. I’ll call her, then she’ll call you. That’s your plan, isn’t it?”

      “It wouldn’t be if you and Bailey used words more freely. Both of you only tell me what you think I need to know. She may not be blood kin to you, but that gal sure takes after your ways.”

      A buff Stetson was the last thing Fen grabbed as he went into the garage and started his one-ton diesel truck.
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      The metal gate swung shut automatically as Fen turned right onto a gravel road that led him past his former father-in-law’s ranch. Their property lines touched, and they extracted liquid wealth from the same rich, underground oil field. Otherwise, they might as well live in separate countries. He wondered for the thousandth time if there was anything else he could say or do to repair their relationship. The only answer that came to him was to let time try to heal them both, especially Sally’s father.

      Passing over the Brazos River helped clear his mind of past regrets. Sally’s memorial service took place over three years ago, and he’d found things to help him move on: continuing to paint landscapes, his ranch, helping Bailey overcome a lousy childhood and adolescence, and solving murders. There was one more, but he’d best not think of Audrey until he knew what his next assignment might be.

      The city of Springdale, the county seat of Newman County, appeared fully awake and prospering as cars lined up five and six deep at stop lights. Fen remembered a time when he could count the number of traffic lights on one hand. He regarded this as a sign the years were slipping by at an accelerated pace. Not unusual for someone approaching his late forties.

      He drove the usual route to Chuck’s law office and pulled around back to a parking lot. Candy must have heard his diesel engine cut off, as she had his favorite mug of coffee waiting for him. Not one to waste time, she said, “Thanks for speeding up your morning routine. I see you had eggs and biscuits this morning.”

      Fen looked down at his shirt. “I like to keep part of my meals for a snack later on.”

      She pulled a moistened wipe from her desk drawer and scrubbed a tiny area of his shirt. “Thelma must not have gotten a good look at you before you left. There. Good as new. Chuck likes to wear his food, too. Let’s get to his office.”

      The walk down a long hallway gave Fen time to once again think about the enigma who was Candy Forsythe. She was a blondish woman, attractive but not flashy, brilliant but not pretentious. She rarely turned her head but saw and heard everything. He assumed she was five years either side of his age, but couldn’t be certain as Candy never seemed to age. Finally, she was a chameleon who could morph into different roles when required, as evidenced by her participation in the community theater.

      Most of the time she was remarkably unremarkable, and Fen thought she’d make the perfect CIA agent. Perhaps she had been at one time, but now she played the part of her husband’s secretary. Even though she sat in Chuck’s shadow, there was little doubt who ran the office and had the political contacts.

      As usual, Chuck sat in a high-backed leather chair, boots on his desk, with a phone to his ear. Fen took his mug of coffee to one end of the couch and settled in while Candy moved to Chuck’s desk, closed a file folder, and placed it on the nearest towering stack.

      She returned to sit on the other end of the couch as Chuck ended his phone call.

      Chuck joined them and settled into a chair near Fen. “I didn’t expect you for another ten minutes. You must need something to do.”

      “I wouldn’t mind it.”

      Candy handed Fen a file folder she’d carried from her desk. “A situation has come up on Lake Palestine. The victim is Dale White, thirty-three, originally from Northern California. A fisherman found him floating in water on the north side of the lake two days ago. His wife reported him missing five days prior to the discovery.”

      Chuck took his turn. “He was one of those tech guys who got filthy rich, retired three years ago, and has been traveling the world. He and his wife wound up in Florida last November, where Mr. White bought a high-rise condo in Miami. They played in the sand and fished until April.”

      Candy took over. “Mr. White purchased a Class A motorhome. Their intention was to take several years exploring the USA during the warm months and return to Florida for the winter.”

      Chuck added, “The motorhome cost upward of a million dollars. That’s what I call exploring in style, but he could afford it with plenty left over.”

      Fen tilted his head. “What’s the catch? Other than the guy’s wealth, this sounds like something the locals could handle.”

      The couple traded a knowing glance before Chuck said, “The catch is, too many agencies are involved. Four counties have a portion of their border on Lake Palestine. They discovered the body in the water at the intersection of two county lines, Smith and Henderson.”

      Fen rubbed his chin. “Are they sure it’s a homicide? If he drowns in a lake, the state game warden should lead the investigation.”

      “The small hole in the back of Mr. White’s head led the game warden to conclude the guy didn’t drown.”

      Candy added, “Do you remember what the weather was like ten days ago?”

      “Rain, rain, and more rain,” said Fen.

      “It was worse around Tyler,” said Candy. “The Neches River and a series of creeks feed into the lake.”

      “Ah,” said Fen. “With that amount of flooding, someone could have dumped the body near any of those streams and it would have found its way into the lake.” He looked at Candy. “Floods have a bad habit of destroying evidence.”

      Fen stared into his mug of black liquid. “You’re holding something back.”

      A look of mischief spread across Chuck’s face. “And what do you think that could be?”

      The mug rested on the table as Fen cast his gaze into Chuck’s eyes. “The real reason you need me to look into a murder that local sheriff’s departments and game wardens should handle.”

      “It’s complicated,” said Candy.

      Chuck added, “The lead detectives from two of the counties both believe they know who killed Mr. White, and of course, they don’t agree on the same suspect.”

      “So?” said Fen. “The game warden can act as referee.”

      “It’s not that simple,” said Candy. “The game warden investigating the case announced his intention to run for sheriff of Smith County. He’s the odds-on favorite to win.”

      Chuck added, “He requested that someone else take over the investigation.”

      “How, and why did my name come up?”

      Candy leaned back. “You underestimate your reputation. Besides, with ten years’ experience as a state trooper and ten years as a sheriff, you’re the most qualified.”

      Chuck gave a more cynical response. “My guess is, the future sheriff of Smith County didn’t want to run for office with an accusation of favoritism hounding him.”

      “Why favoritism?”

      “Because the lead detective for Smith County also wants to be sheriff. The current sheriff is retiring. In most counties he would be the logical choice as he’s familiar with the department. But there are those who don’t believe the detective is the best choice this time.”

      There were times Fen would like to tell whoever initiates these assignments they should butt out and let the locals figure it out. A murder was one thing; a murder wrapped in politics was another. But he said, “Why is there always politics involved?” He took a breath. “Tyler is the county seat of Smith County, and that’s the county where the Neches River flows into Lake Palestine.”

      Candy nodded in agreement. “The other northernmost county is Henderson, and it has more of Lake Palestine’s shoreline than any other county. Kickapoo Creek flows into the lake from the northwest and the Neches River flows from the northeast. The game warden believes the original crime scene is somewhere upstream from either the river or the creek.”

      Fen looked from Candy to Chuck. “Let me summarize. We don’t know the original crime scene, the flood is bound to have destroyed physical evidence, there’s a squabble over jurisdiction, and important people want to protect a future sheriff from bad press. Couldn’t you find a harder case for me to investigate?”

      Chuck displayed a top row of nice teeth. “If it was easy, you wouldn’t like it.”

      Candy stood. “I have a file folder on my desk for you. All the police reports are in it. When can you leave?”

      “Today. I’ll find a place to stay, and Bailey will join me on Friday. She’s not enjoying the college experience as much as she hoped. I have my fingers crossed that spring break will do her good.”

      Chuck asked, “Isn’t she good enough already to make a living painting portraits?”

      “She has the skill, but not the reputation. It would also help if she looked older than sixteen. Successful people are her sales target because that’s where the money is. They want to leave something special for family to remember them by. They take one look at Bailey and assume she’s too young to be good enough for what she wants to charge. It doesn’t help that patience isn’t her greatest asset.”

      Candy asked, “How’s her relationship with that deputy sheriff progressing?”

      Fen lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “You may need to ask Thelma about that.”

      “You can do better than that,” said Candy. “Does she still call him every day when she comes home to your ranch?”

      Fen considered the question before answering. “She only came home twice this semester. Now that you mention it, she had little to say about Cory. I spoke with her this morning and she sounded like she was mad at him for always working, but she didn’t seem very mad.”

      “Ah,” said Candy in a way that told him more than the two-letter word.

      Fen stood and took a step toward the door. “I don’t know what ‘Ah’ means, but a blubbering teen on my hands while I’m trying to solve a murder is something I can live without. If she and Cory break up while we’re gone, I’m calling you to come dry her tears.”

      “No deal,” said Candy. “Chuck and I are happy being childless.”

      Chuck gave his head a firm nod. “Working on divorces is all the drama I can stand. My New Year’s resolution was to refuse any more. So far, I’ve turned down four.”

      Fen shook Chuck’s hand. “Turning down work tells me you have plenty of business.”

      “Not so much that we’d refuse an invitation to one of Thelma’s famous steak dinners after you get home from solving this case.”

      Candy let out a groan. “Don’t pay attention to him, Fen. It’s our turn to have you over. I’ll expect you the first Saturday after you get back.”

      The heels of his boots made a clomping sound as he made his way to Candy’s desk, where he retrieved the file and received her obligatory hug. She wasn’t normally a hugger, but she made an exception for him.

      Bright sunshine streamed through a window. He donned his hat and sunglasses before opening the door. The clicking of the handle behind him set his brain in motion. There was much to do before he pointed his truck to the northeast and made his way to Lake Palestine.

      Imaginary lists appeared in his mind as he left the parking lot and turned onto Main Street. He started with art supplies to take. As many were already under the camper shell covering the truck’s bed, that list proved surprisingly short.

      A second mental checklist of clothes to take came to him as he drove north. A traffic light changed from red to green as he approached. He began with socks and added sleep shorts to his list. Before he could get further, a flash of light and a honking horn came from his left. He jerked his head, but not in time to take evasive action. The grill of a bobtail delivery truck struck his driver’s door with an explosion of breaking glass and bending metal.

      Searing pain shot down his left arm and replaced all thoughts of lists. White spots floated like a thousand fireflies in front of him.
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      The first two words Fen remembered hearing after the collision were, “Don’t move.” The same insistent voice followed with, “You were in an accident. Do you know what day it is?”

      The voice sounded like it came from a long way off. Instead of answering, Fen tried to move his right hand to his throbbing left arm. The woman pushed it back down. “No, you don’t, Sheriff Maguire.”

      A bolt of pain brought his gaze toward his left arm that was encased in what looked like an inflatable pillow. The sensations of movement and noise came alive as he spoke through the pain. “Am I in an ambulance?”

      “Welcome back to reality,” said the woman whose face looked familiar, though he couldn’t put a name with it.

      “I need to go home and pack.”

      A sudden jolt took away thoughts of everything but his arm. He groaned in pain.

      “Hang on, Sheriff. We’re almost at the hospital.”

      A sharp turn and another jolt brought a new level of pain. All Fen could do was grit his teeth. He then realized the wailing siren had mercifully ceased its mournful cry.

      The back doors of the ambulance parted, and he watched his boots leave the ambulance with the rest of him following. Familiar faces came into view. He matched names with a few, but not all.

      Complete sentences made little sense. Phrases floated around him. Cut the shirt and pants off, X-rays, CT scan, sutures, and something for the pain. Some words seemed directed to him while most were between the scrubs-clad workers hovering around him.

      An indeterminate amount of time passed before the brain fog lifted enough for him to recognize Dr. Freestone, the tall, thin-as-a-stalk-of-straw general practitioner.

      Fen ran his tongue around what felt like filmy teeth and asked, “What’s the damage this time?”

      Dr. Freestone looked down at him. “You should live to a ripe old age unless you don’t.”

      “Thanks, Doc, but could you try again and use words I can understand?”

      “Glad to. You were in an accident. A delivery truck hit you broadside. The crash knocked you silly.”

      “My head hurts.”

      “It should. You have a concussion, and I put eight stitches in your scalp.”

      “Why does my arm hurt so bad?”

      “You separated your shoulder and fractured the radius and ulna. I popped the shoulder back in place while you were napping. The good news is the breaks to those two bones in your lower arm are clean. An orthopedist looked at the X-rays and you don’t require surgery. You have a pretty white cast for people to sign.”

      Fen tried to move and let out a loud moan.

      “That’s your body telling you not to make any sudden moves.”

      “When can I go home? I need to pack and drive to Lake Palestine.”

      “No way. Upstairs in a room is where you’ll stay for at least two days. You took a nasty blow to your head that’s had you in and out of consciousness for the last six hours. There’s a possibility you could still develop a bleeder in the brain. I’m tempted to send you to either Houston or Austin to be near a brain surgeon.”

      “I’m not riding in another ambulance today.”

      “It would be in an air ambulance if I sent you.”

      “Save the life flight for someone who really needs it. I’ll be a good boy, do what you say, and not rush getting out of here.”

      Dr. Freestone chuckled. “You’re such a lousy liar. I’ve patched you up enough times to know you hate hospitals and like to heal on the go.” He paused. “I’ve already spoken to Thelma and Bailey about your injuries and what you should and shouldn’t do.”

      He let out a mournful groan and asked, “Bailey’s here? What time is it?”

      “About seven thirty in the evening.”

      “I’ve been asleep all day?”

      “I wouldn’t call it sleep. More like resting and talking gibberish. We woke you often enough to check your eyes to make sure your pupils stayed equally dilated and reacted appropriately to light.”

      Fen took a deep breath and released it through his mouth. “You weren’t joking when you said the crash knocked me silly.”

      Dr. Freestone leaned in and whispered, “By the way, if Audrey is someone you don’t want Thelma to know about, you’d better come up with a good cover story.”

      “Did you tell her I talked about Audrey?”

      “Of course not, but I can’t vouch for everyone who works here. You babbled mostly about Sally, but Audrey’s name came up enough times for me to notice. Thelma’s bound to have heard from one of her spies by now.”

      Fen thought about shaking the doctor’s hand, but realized his right hand had an IV in the back of it and the left had a cast covering most of it. Instead, he said a simple, “Thanks for telling me. I’ll come up with something that will satisfy her curiosity.”

      “Make it believable enough so she allows you to rest in peace. She’ll sleep in your room’s recliner tonight. Bailey will relieve her in the morning. I was going to put you in the ICU, but it’s full.”

      “Bailey?” said Fen. “Her spring break doesn’t start until Friday afternoon. She should be in Georgetown.”

      The doctor shrugged and walked to the door. “I’m not sure you can convince her to leave.”

      Fen closed his eyes as the door whispered shut. He wouldn’t lie to either woman, but he needn’t spew out words like a slot machine with a row of three cherries showing.

      A man with tattoos on both arms soon arrived. “Hello, Sheriff Maguire. I’m here to take you upstairs to your room.”

      Fen asked, “Do you realize I’m no longer the sheriff of Newman County?”

      “I do, and everyone knows why. You losing your wife and Mr. Newman blaming you for it put you in a tailspin.” He continued without slowing down, “Did you have anything to eat today?”

      “I missed lunch and supper.”

      “The nurses have protein drinks at their station they can give you.”

      “No cheeseburgers?”

      The scrubs-clad man grinned. “A decent cheeseburger wouldn’t last five minutes at any of the nurse’s stations. Those are the snack-happiest people I’ve ever seen.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Fen. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Then you’ve come to the right place, and that’s a fact.”

      Fen waited to say anything else until the man had the bed pushed into his room and the bed’s electric cord plugged in. “Your face looks familiar. What’s your name?”

      “Roderick Smith, but everyone calls me Hot Rod.”

      Revelation came in a flash. “You were in jail when my wife died.”

      The man seemed pleased that Fen remembered. “Your men arrested me two months before she passed. I stole a car in Bryan and was on my way to Waco when they pulled me over for having only one working headlight. The judge went easy on me because the car was a pile of junk.”

      “Why’d you steal it?”

      “It was shiny red and looked like it would turn a woman’s head. Turns out it smoked more than my uncle Sid. I should have known when the owner left the keys in it. I still think they wanted someone to take it.”

      “Now I remember,” said Fen. “I talked to the judge about you and recommended probation.”

      The man grinned. “And that’s just what he did. I haven’t been in trouble since. I even found myself a woman who keeps a tight rein on me. Church is twice on Sunday and Wednesday night for good measure.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” said Fen, and he meant it.

      “Time to go,” said Hot Rod. “Thelma’s been wearing a hole in the waiting room floor all day. I’m getting out of here while the gettin’s good.”

      Two nurses came in, took vitals, and asked if he wanted a protein drink. They also encouraged him to press the call button if he needed anything and showed him how to operate the television. Their last act was to make sure he had a tall plastic glass of ice water.

      Fen heard the squeak of shoes on highly polished floors moments before his door swung open. Thelma breezed in without knocking, and Bailey followed in her shadow.

      As usual, Thelma was the first to speak. “I’ve heard fourteen versions of what happened this morning. Three of them said you were minutes away from being with the Lord and Miss Sally. It wasn’t until Doc Freestone came out and shot straight with me that I slowed down on praying.”

      Each took a side of the bed. Bailey looked for a hand to hold but found only a cast. He followed her eyes. “Rest your hands on the cast if you want to. I want you to be the first to sign it.”

      Thelma handed her a pen. She signed it while tears dripped on his sheet. After producing a tissue, she looked at the wound on his head. “That’s a crummy haircut they gave you. You’ll need a knit cap to cover the stitches.”

      “Will a baseball cap do?”

      Bailey took the one she was wearing, loosened it, and gingerly placed it on his head. “Let me take a picture of it and you decide.”

      Fen examined three photos on Bailey’s cell phone. “It’s high enough that a cap should work fine.”

      “You won’t need it for quite a while,” said Thelma with conviction.

      He knew Thelma better than anyone, except for her husband, Sam. The tone of her last words meant she intended to keep him under her protective wings until he was out of the proverbial woods from the head injury, and possibly the arm as well. Removing stitches would take a week and the cast would be on for who knows how long. He mentally changed his deadline to arrive at Lake Palestine until Friday so Bailey could drive him, but he’d put his foot down to anything longer.

      The door opened and Lou slipped in. Her index finger went to her lips as she said, “Shh.” She walked to the bed and whispered, “This is my third attempt at trying to get to see you. The last nurse told me she’d call the cops if I came back.”

      Thelma challenged the woman. “There’s a good reason for them not wanting a reporter asking questions. Fen needs rest, not a bunch of questions.”

      Lou ignored her and spoke to Fen. “Candy called and told me to find out how badly you’re hurt.”

      Fen tried to gather his strength. “The doctor said a minimum of two more days here. It could be longer. They don’t seem too concerned about the arm, but the bump on the head has Doc worried.”

      “That’s what I need to know. There’s a big story breaking in Dallas tomorrow that I want to cover. Candy will let me know when it’s safe for you to travel.”

      Lou slipped from the room after giving Bailey a hug.

      “Don’t you be looking that way,” admonished Thelma while looking down at him. “I know Lawyer Chuck and Miss Candy want you to go somewhere and do other people’s jobs. When they release you from this hospital, the only place you’re going is home.”

      Instead of responding, Fen took a breath and yawned. He then fluttered his eyelids. “Pain medicine is kicking in.” He closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep.

      Thelma hovered over him for two long minutes before whispering, “My overnight bag is in the truck. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      Bailey whispered back, “I’ll stay here and watch him.”

      Fen waited until Thelma’s rubber-soled shoes squeaked out the door. Bailey greeted him with a knowing smile as he opened his eyes.

      “You can stop pretending. She’s gone.”

      “You’re missing classes. You could have waited until Friday to come home,” said Fen.

      “Would you have done that if I was in a serious accident?”

      “Point taken.”

      “Thelma called, then your lawyer buddy Chuck called and told me what happened. He said you were in and out of it today and no one could see you.”

      “How fast did you drive to get here?”

      “Not too much over a hundred until after I talked to Chuck. He told me there was no sense in getting in a hurry and to meet him at the towing company’s lot. He helped me load everything that was in your truck into mine.”

      “Everything?”

      “He kept a file folder and said he’d bring it to you tomorrow morning.”

      “Good. We’ll need to study it after you relieve Thelma.”

      Fen didn’t want to ask the next question, but he had to know the answer. “How much damage was there to my truck?”

      “It bent the frame. It’s a total loss. The fire department had to cut off the driver’s door to get you out.”

      Bailey rested her hands on his cast again. “After seeing the damage to the truck and all the blood, I don’t know how you survived. Why aren’t you in worse shape?”

      “I still have one or two of my nine lives left. Besides, we have an assignment.”

      Bailey looked skeptical. “Don’t you mean we had an assignment? There’s no way Thelma’s going to let you leave the house for weeks.”

      “I’ll be good enough to travel by Friday.”

      A ray of hope entered Bailey’s voice. “Do you think we can shake her so we can work the case?”

      “It won’t be easy and my mind’s like a bowl of oatmeal right now.”

      “You need brain food.”

      “Food sounds good.”

      Bailey unzipped her jacket and dug out something shiny from a large interior pocket. The object was a triangle of aluminum foil. She opened it and announced, “Two slices of meat lover’s pizza. You’d better eat fast.”

      “Bailey’s brain food,” said Fen with a thin smile. “I’ll be thinking much better by morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight peeked through a gap in the hospital room’s curtains. The first person Fen saw was Thelma, hovering over him like she had after every nurse visit during the night. Her questions this morning were the same ones she asked throughout the night. “How are you feeling? Can I get you some water or ice chips?”

      “Water, please. I could also use some mouthwash.”

      “It’s no wonder your mouth tastes like the inside of an old shoe. I smelled the pizza Bailey brought last night. You fell asleep before I could get your toothbrush to you.”

      “Busted again.”

      “I intend to keep the promise I made to Miss Sally to take care of you. Lord only knows how many guardian angels you’ve worn out.”

      Fen didn’t want to start his day by listening to Thelma rattle on about the many times she’d nursed him back to health before he had his knee replaced. His gaze shifted to the nightstand. “Thanks for bringing Sally’s picture. Could you grab the control and raise the head of this bed?”

      The bed creaked and popped as the angle changed. “That’s perfect. The cafeteria downstairs should be open by now. Get some breakfast while I have my morning time with Sally.”

      Thelma gave him a stare. “If it were any other reason, I’d suspect you of doing something foolish, like checking yourself out and heading to who knows where to solve some crime that’s none of your business.”

      With his head tilted to one side, he gave what he hoped would be a look of innocence. It must have worked, because Thelma grabbed her purse and took a step toward the door. “In case you don’t know, you no longer have a truck, and Bailey won’t be here for another hour. It should be safe for me to leave you alone for about half an hour, even though I doubt they have much worth eating.”

      She stopped at the door. “If by some miracle they bring your breakfast, leave it until I get back. You have tubes sticking out of one arm and the one in a cast is useless.”

      The twenty minutes of being alone flew by as he spoke in a muted voice to Sally’s photo. He was still talking when Thelma returned early.

      What Thelma didn’t know was that while talking with his late wife, Fen had come up with a strategy to start the investigation. It wasn’t a brilliant plan. In fact, it wasn’t even a good one, but it might get his brain working again.

      His breakfast tray arrived, and as expected, Dr. Freestone had ordered a soft diet. Fen didn’t complain when Thelma made him eat every tasteless bite. Compliance with her demands was the first part of his plan. He’d be the perfect patient, at least for the next two days.

      Bailey arrived right on time. Thelma handed her a written
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