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        Two murders, mirror image victims… one trail to the killer.

      

      

      
        
        Two bodies surface in the Guadalupe River—mirror-image victims that can't be coincidence.

      

        

      
        When the local sheriff arrests the obvious suspect, former lawman turned PI Fen Maguire recognizes the hallmarks of a frame job.

      

        

      
        With media pressure mounting and tourist season approaching, he races to uncover the deadly connection before the killer strikes again.
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      Four loud knocks sounded on the door to the upscale condo overlooking the Guadalupe River. The coffee cup with the day’s first sip of hot eye-opener was on its way to Fen’s lips when the unexpected racket caused him to flinch. In the time it took to blink, he’d scalded his chin, spilled coffee on the glass-topped table, and splattered the T-shirt he’d slept in. A fair amount of coffee had also traveled down to his sleep shorts, causing him to spring up and bellow a made-up word expressing extreme displeasure.

      He jerked the leading edge of the paper towels hanging from under a kitchen cabinet and the entire roll came down. It hit the counter, tumbled off the edge, and continued unrolling, leaving a wake of white on the kitchen floor.

      By the time he arrived at the front door, four more knocks had sounded, even more insistent than their predecessors. Mumbles of displeasure flowed as Fen twisted the doorknob and tried to jerk open the barrier. It held fast. Not only had he failed to release the dead bolt, but a brass safety chain also stared back at him as if to mock and add an extra insult to his bleary-eyed attempt to complete simple tasks.

      Fen’s thoughts ran through a short list of who might be disturbing his early-morning ritual and why. The first suspect who crossed his mind was Bailey. “What kind of trouble has she gotten herself into?” he asked, though no one was there to answer. At eighteen years, and unrepentant about much of her checkered past, she seemed the most likely candidate.

      The only other possibility that came to his caffeine-deprived mind was someone playing an early-morning prank. This didn’t seem likely given the quality of the condo complex and the average age of the residents being five years past retirement.

      It didn’t matter to him who was at the door. They’d get an earful about giving a man adequate time to answer. The metallic sounds of unlocking, unfastening, and turning a handle preceded the door flying open. Before him stood a young man wearing an oversized uniform of a City of Kerrville police patrolman with all the accoutrements. Everything hung on him as if he was a metal coat hanger.

      “What do you want?” snapped Fen.

      The man’s Adam’s apple traveled up and back down. “Sheriff Maguire?”

      “Not anymore.” He let out a sigh that mixed curiosity with a hint of regret for snapping at such a pitifully skinny young man. “Out of curiosity, who wants to know and why?”

      “Uh… Chief Strange sent me to get you.”

      “I don’t know anyone by that name.” Fen tried to close the door, but the young man was quicker than expected and had his boot between the door and the frame.

      Undeterred, the officer elaborated on the identity of the person responsible for spoiling a perfectly good June morning.

      “Ben Strange is the new chief of police. The city hired him two weeks ago.”

      “This isn’t a social call, is it?”

      The deputy shook his head and pointed to the river. “A body washed up on the bank of the Guadalupe about a quarter of a mile past the bridge on Sidney Baker Street.”

      “Isn’t that Highway 16?”

      The officer nodded again. “It’s the main road that goes north to Fredericksburg.” He took a breath. “Chief Strange told me if I came back without you, I’d be using a mop with a six-inch handle to clean the holding cells.”

      The ringing of Fen’s cell phone saved him from telling the cop that short-handled mopping sounded like a personal problem. If he’d had his morning cup of coffee and talked to a photo of his late wife, he might be in the mood to talk. It was a morning ritual he kept, and even the report of a potential homicide didn’t rise to the level of giving him the desire to break his routine.

      With a step back, he waved the officer in and took long strides down a short hall toward the bedroom to answer the call in private.

      The ringing stopped when he punched the green button. “Chuck, what are you up to? Lawyers don’t make phone calls this early.”

      “They do when a well-connected person disappears and the police find a body fitting her description a few days later.”

      Fen groaned. “That explains the cop in the living room with instructions to take me to Chief Strange… dead or alive.”

      This brought a laugh from Chuck, followed by, “You impressed some important people with how you and your team solved the last two murders. Ben Strange is young, but those same people want to see him succeed.”

      Fen thought back to the two murders Chuck alluded to. The first involved a small-time drug dealer in Newman County. Fen noticed his body floating down the Brazos River and soon found himself embroiled in a murder case that an incompetent sheriff couldn’t handle. The second investigation started as an extortion scheme against local truckers in East Texas. Things changed when a man was murdered while playing paintball.

      Fen turned his attention back to his friend and chuckled. “My team? That’s a stretch. I have a hard-headed newspaper reporter and a young artist whose mouth engages before her brain.”

      “You’ll need both of them again. Lou is packing as we speak. As usual, she’ll do research, keeping you informed of what she discovers, and filing stories with the press.”

      Levity was missing from Chuck’s voice now. It was time to pay attention. “What about Bailey?” asked Fen.

      “There’s a good chance Bailey will be a big help to you. We don’t have a positive ID yet, but a woman named Jewell Key went missing three nights ago.”

      “There’s a student in the art class I’m teaching at the local university named Candice Key. In fact, I met Candice and her mother on Friday when the students checked in. Both are hard to forget. Jewell impressed me as being an expensive woman who’s used to having her way. She let me know right off how many contests Candice has won and that one of her works is on display at the Amon Carter Museum of Western Art in Fort Worth.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like Jewell. What she said may or may not be one-hundred percent true. The story on Jewell is that she’s married and divorced enough rich men to buy what she wants.”

      “How many?” asked Fen as he pulled off his stained undershirt and pitched it on the floor of the closet.

      “Five. Two are successful entrepreneurs and another owns four sections of land with oil and cattle between Kerrville and Mexico. Next, there’s a politician whose name you’d recognize. Finally, there’s one who inherited ten acres of land.”

      “Ten acres isn’t much to brag about.”

      “It is when some of Houston’s tallest buildings are on them.”

      Fen whispered the real estate mantra, “Location, location, location.” He paused long enough to take a breath. “Who can we expect trouble from?”

      Chuck didn’t immediately answer, then Fen heard him swallow. Unlike himself, Chuck was probably enjoying a nice cup of hot coffee at his desk. After an audible “Ah,” he said, “A better question might be, which one won’t demand quick results.”

      The officer hollered from the other side of the closed bedroom door. “Are you ’bout ready? Chief Strange wanted me to get you down to the river as quick as possible.”

      Chuck spoke next. “It sounds like you need to go. Good luck and be careful with this case. If it’s Jewell, she’s rubbed shoulders with most of the upper crust of the state.” He took a breath. “Come to think of it, she’s rubbed more than shoulders.”

      Fen pushed the red icon as Chuck roared with laughter at his own joke.

      Three minutes later, he opened the passenger’s door to the waiting patrol car. It had been months since he’d worked a homicide and he needed to shift gears mentally. The scream of the siren on the way to the crime scene helped him refocus.
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      It didn’t take long to arrive in a parking lot overlooking the river, near the city center of Kerrville, Texas. A platoon of vehicles from multiple agencies and city departments, many with staccato lights activated, announced the summer day had started on a tragic note. The thin officer, Brent Craven, led the way past a gauntlet of uniforms, down two long flights of concrete steps, and past first responders standing around with hands in pockets.

      Fen stopped at the bottom of the steps and took in the scene. To his right stood a short concrete dam that slowed the flow of the river enough to form a wide lake upstream. Water spilled over it at a good clip into a canyon with a steep bank on one side and a gentle slope on the other. He noticed a walking path traversing the far bank with what looked like a discarded section of a blue tarp under a stubby oak tree.

      To the left, at the base of the near bank, officers had strung yellow police tape from the branch of a scrawny bush clinging to the riverbank to a more substantial tree in a dry portion of the river bed. Two grim-faced city officers guarded the barrier as if someone might steal it. They reminded him of bouncers standing at the door of a nightclub. The two raised the tape at the same time to allow Fen to enter alone.

      He continued along a flat stone ledge until he came to a semi-circle of three men. The uniform with silver-colored stars on the collar, a badge, and pistol on the hip gave away the identity of the chief of police. He wasn’t a tall man, but stood erect, giving him the appearance of authority. Brown eyes locked on Fen. Chief Strange closed the distance, lifted his right hand, and offered a handshake.

      “Ben Strange,” said the newly-minted leader of Kerrville’s police department. “I hope you don’t mind taking a look and giving me your thoughts.” He cut his eyes to the two men looking at a body. She lay face down in a pool of calm water. Chief Strange lowered his voice to a whisper. “The fire chief will have his team remove the body after the justice of the peace determines the need for an autopsy.”

      Fen lowered his voice to match Ben’s. “Who’s the man dabbing his head with a handkerchief?”

      “Mayor Fred Bean. He’s a little high-strung.”

      “Is he your boss?”

      “No… and yes. The city council hires and fires, but he has plenty of influence with them.”

      Fen compared his work history of ten years as a highway patrolman and another ten as sheriff of Newman County, a central Texas county rich in agriculture and oil, with the Brazos River running through it. In Texas sheriffs are elected, so he never had to answer to a committee, a fact that he was grateful for.

      He turned to face the dam, away from the two men, so the sound of the river would drown out his voice as he asked Chief Strange, “What have you done so far?”

      “Secured the crime scene and sent officers to each side of the bank from here to the dam looking for evidence.”

      Fen gave a nod. “That’s good. Make sure they check out that guy on the opposite bank sleeping under the tarp.”

      “Are you sure there’s someone under it?”

      “Look at the shape. It’s someone sleeping or a huge blue sausage. The storm last night didn’t last but it came down hard. It’s possible the victim went over the dam and someone upstream noticed something.”

      “I’ll expand the search area. Anything else?”

      “I’d look farther downstream, too. Do you have a positive ID on the victim?”

      “Not yet, but if it’s Jewell Key, I’ll need to schedule a press conference.”

      He gave Ben a hard look. “I’m here to give you a hand from behind the scenes. The emphasis is on me staying out of sight and out of the press. I can find out more by being an artist and teacher than I can by flashing a private investigator’s badge.”

      Their conversation came to an abrupt end as the mayor and fire chief approached. After handshakes and introductions, Mayor Bean took the lead. “I’m sorry we’re meeting under such circumstances, but it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Maguire. Your reputation as an artist goes without saying, and we’re all delighted that you're here to help the university with its summer program for gifted high school students. It’s good to see you still have a hand in law enforcement.”

      Fen hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans. “After twenty years of wearing a badge, I hope I learned a thing or two. Chief Strange asked me to take a quick peek at things. You know, out of an abundance of caution. I’m happy to report he has all the bases covered, just in case this turns out to be something more than an accidental drowning. I understand the Guadalupe has quite the reputation for flash floods.”

      The mayor was quick to respond. “It’s not nearly as bad in town now as it was in the old days. The two low-water dams made a world of difference, but things can still get dicey past the second dam.” He pointed to water spilling over the barrier.

      The fire chief, a grizzled man in his late fifties, took his turn. “Swift-flowing water can make identifying a body difficult. We try to leave bodies wherever the river takes them until we get the go-ahead. Of course, that’s not always possible with rising water.”

      Fen asked, “Has anyone moved the body?”

      “EMTs checked for a pulse, but that’s all.”

      A shout sounded from upstream, close to the dam. Heads turned to see a police officer waving her arms. The chief’s radio came alive with word that she’d found a purse.

      The chief keyed his microphone. “Unless it’s going to float away, don’t touch it. Take preliminary photos with your phone and walk out in the same footprints you made going in.”

      Fen didn’t say it, but the purse likely held the victim’s identity. The chances of a body and a purse in the same general vicinity without the purse belonging to the dead woman were almost zero.

      It wasn’t long before a man and woman dressed in white coveralls eased into the area the officer had vacated. They snapped photos of the rocky ground as they went, placed a yellow plastic marker beside the purse, and took photographs from various angles.

      The chief’s radio crackled to life again. “Do you want us to bring you the purse?”

      “Bring it, and get photos of the body before the JP gets here.”

      It wasn’t long before the two-person team approached. The quartet of Fen, Chief Strange, the fire chief, and the mayor looked on as the female forensics officer opened the water-logged clutch purse. She extracted a driver’s license and announced, “Rose Cunningham. The address is San Antonio.”

      The mayor let out what sounded like a huge breath of relief, followed by a whisper. “At least it isn’t Jewell.”

      Fen spoke without thinking. “It’s still a suspicious death.”

      Chief Strange nodded in agreement and added, “Jewell is still missing, and now we have the potential of two crimes.”

      The chief and Fen took out their phones and snapped photos of the driver’s license. The woman replaced the license into the wallet and slipped the purse into a plastic evidence bag held by her partner. She went to the edge of the rock ledge and began snapping photos of the body.

      A sense of partial relief seemed to settle over the grim scene. The woman at the river’s edge wasn’t the missing woman of notoriety. Good news for the mayor and chief of police… at least for the moment.

      The chief’s radio came to life again with an officer giving his call sign and that of the chief. Ben cast his gaze to the opposite bank. The blue tarp was now in a crumpled pile beside someone sitting upright with his back against the trunk of a stubby oak. “What do you have?” asked the chief.

      “It’s Ray-Ray. I can’t get anything out of him.”

      “Take him in for questioning.”

      “He probably won’t be able to say anything until this afternoon. There’re two empty wine bottles beside him.”

      “Book him for public intoxication. Maybe we’ll get lucky and when he sobers up, he might recall seeing something last night.”

      Fen pulled the chief aside and whispered, “I didn’t see any cash in the wallet. Since you have your forensic crew here, you might have them check for evidence of an assault or robbery.”

      “Good idea,” said the chief. “I’ll have all Ray-Ray’s clothes bagged and tagged when he gets to jail.”

      “Is Ray-Ray a regular customer of yours?”

      The chief nodded. “Mr. Raymond Ray, local drunk and drug addict. He’s also a street musician who can play and sing anything you want to hear. He’s one of those guys who plays and sounds stone-cold-sober until he puts his guitar in its case. Then the grape juice hits him and he acts a fool.”

      “Any violence?”

      “Only when he’s high and someone hassles him.”

      The chief’s radio sounded again with a second message from the officer with Ray-Ray. “Chief, I found credit cards and over a hundred dollars on Ray-Ray.”

      “Do you have an evidence bag?”

      “Uh… no.”

      “You’d better be wearing gloves.”

      “Uh…”

      “Stay there and don’t compromise the evidence any more than you already have. Sergeant Ramirez is on his way.”

      Fen and the police chief shifted their gaze to the concrete steps leading from the parking lot to the river bank. Chief Strange said, “There’s Judge Brown.”

      “The JP?”

      “He’s a cautious man of few words.”

      The justice of the peace bypassed Fen and the chief after acknowledging their presence with a nod. He clambered down the ledge overlooking the body and broke his silence by asking, “Are you finished taking photos of the body in situ?”

      The woman wearing white coveralls gave a positive answer.

      After pulling up the dead woman’s blouse and examining her back and neck, he tugged the blouse down and turned the body over. Fen stood where he had a good look at her face. She was an attractive woman with long black hair that the JP eased away from her face and throat. Fen thought it remarkable that the woman in the river looked so much like Candice’s mother.

      The JP stood aside as the woman with the camera snapped additional photos. “Get close-ups of her throat.”

      The camera clicked several times.

      Judge Brown turned to the men on the ledge above him. “She’ll need to go to San Antonio for an autopsy. I’m ruling this a suspicious death.”

      That did not surprise Fen. The purple bruising on her neck suggested strangulation.

      With his job done, the JP received a hand up from the fire chief. Once on the ledge, the judge asked, “Any idea who this woman is?”

      Chief Strange gave him the tentative identification and said he’d text him the photo he took of her driver’s license. Judge Brown thanked him, then had a quick word with the mayor and the two left together, discussing who would pay for breakfast.

      The fire chief took over recovering the body. Fen and Chief Strange moved away as a crew of firefighters came with a basket gurney and began the grim task of loading and carrying out the woman believed to be Rose Cunningham.

      Fen kept his voice low. “Did you take a good look at the victim?”

      The chief nodded. “A very attractive woman. Such a shame.”

      “That’s not all,” said Fen. “Part of being an artist is studying physical details, especially faces. I met Jewell Friday at the university, then took my time looking at her photo in the local paper when she went missing.” He pointed to the woman being covered. “She could be Jewell’s twin sister.”

      The chief’s head snapped to look at the body. “Are you sure?”

      “There were cuts on her face from bouncing across the rocks, but take those away and she’s a dead ringer for Mrs. Key.”

      Puffed-out cheeks showed the chief understood the gravity of Fen’s words. “What are the chances of a missing big-wig having a doppelgänger?”

      “Not good, but it’s possible.”

      “Do you think Jewell’s still alive?”

      Fen lifted his shoulders and let them drop. “Every day that passes lowers the chances.”
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      The steam in Fen’s shower was thick as a London fog. He never enjoyed dealing with death and used the extra-hot water to sweat out the images that seemed to have seeped into his skin. His discomfort with death increased exponentially after Sally died. It always puzzled him that he’d chosen a career as a state trooper, in which responding to grisly traffic accidents was as common as allergies in the spring. Being a sheriff was more of an administrative job, until it came to homicides and serious assaults. The voters in his rural Central Texas county looked to him to be the man in charge of those investigations, even though a detective should have been. He’d pass off as much of the investigations as he could, but the buck stopped at his badge, which meant he had to know every detail of the crimes and take an active role in solving them.

      Here he was without a badge other than that of a private investigator, still being called upon by his attorney and some influential people who want to keep justice flowing in Texas. He knew he could say no and paint landscapes to his heart’s content, but something inside him loved the hunt and capture of the most dangerous beast on the planet: his fellow man… or woman.

      Once the opened pores had discharged enough sweat and sin, he turned the handle on the shower to cold water. He hated and, at the same time, loved the sensation that pricks of bone-chilling water brought. Was it a form of self-flagellation? Perhaps, but the temporary discomfort made him feel alive. It was much better than the sleep-walking through life he’d practiced after Sally died.

      Clean and somehow purified, he dried with a fluffy, oversized, white towel. He shaved and combed his thick, brown hair, ignoring the strands of gray illegally parked over his ears. Today would be a day spent with high school students, their sketch pads and artists’ pencils in hand. Paintbrushes would come after they had a scene anchored firmly in their minds.

      The absence of acrylics and oils in today’s agenda meant it was relatively safe to wear his new jeans and the Hawaiian shirt his housekeeper, Thelma, had given him for Christmas. It was a bright, gaudy, fashion statement of summer, and he loved it, especially when he was knocking around his four-thousand-acre ranch. His cattle didn’t recognize him the first time he wore it but soon grew used to sailboats, palm trees, and hula dancers.

      He reheated a cup of abandoned coffee in the microwave and restarted his day by telling Sally, his late wife, what had happened at the river and what his plans were for the day. “Good morning, honey. Sorry I didn’t speak to you sooner, but you already know what happened.” He paused and looked up. “At least someone up there knows. I’m still not clear on how that omniscience stuff works for people after we pass on. Do you know everything, or is it just the Big Guy?”

      He took a sip of coffee. This time, he didn’t burn his chin or scald any other parts. He chuckled. “I suppose you and your buddies up there got a good laugh from watching me this morning.”

      The only noise was the sound of birds and traffic.

      “It’s the first day of instruction and I’m taking the students down to the river to do sketches. I think this morning we’ll go across the road running in front of Schreiner University. That’s Highway 27. This afternoon I’ll take them farther upstream to Louise Hays Park and Tranquility Island. They can have their choice of painting a serene lake or the rugged landscape of the river below the lake. I think it will be interesting to see which one the students choose. I’m betting Bailey will choose the rough country and fast-moving water. That seems to fit her personality better.”

      Another swig of coffee went down and brought a sense of warm normalcy to him. “I’ll need to call Chuck and Candy in a few minutes, and also talk to Lou Cooper. She won’t like it when she learns it wasn’t Jewell in the river this morning, but only because the victim isn’t a celebrity. There’s still a murder to solve and, unless Jewell surfaced in the last forty-five minutes, she’s still missing.” He tilted his head and slanted his eyes toward the ceiling. “You don’t know where she is, do you?”

      Silence.

      “I thought that’s what you’d say.” His coffee was getting cold. “I told Bailey to get to know Jewell’s daughter, Candice. She wasn’t excited about the assignment. I don’t think Bailey has much in common with any of the girls here, other than they’re all talented artists. Who knows, she may make a lifelong friend during the next two weeks.”

      Fen closed out the session by kissing the tip of his index finger, placing it over the lips of his former wife’s photo, and moving the picture back to the nightstand by his bed.

      His phone rang before he could call Chuck. Instead of his attorney’s name showing up, it was a call from Candy, Chuck’s wife. “I hope I didn’t interfere with your time with Sally.”

      “I just put her picture back on the nightstand.”

      “Good. I told Chuck the next time he called you before 7:00 a.m. he’d be on the couch for a week. And now it turns out the victim wasn’t Jewell after all.”

      Fen moved toward the kitchen and another cup of coffee. “Has she surfaced?”

      “Not yet. The last anyone saw or heard from her, she was staying at the Y.O. Ranch Hotel and Conference Center in Kerrville. She’s booked until the classes you’re teaching end in two weeks.”

      “Oh,” said Fen, not trying to hide his mixed feelings.

      Candy must have heard the hesitation in his voice. “You don’t sound thrilled that it wasn’t Jewell in the river.”

      “It’s not that. If she shows up hale and hearty, I have a feeling she’ll come in like a big military helicopter and hover over her daughter, and me.”

      “The report I have from Lou says that’s her pattern.”

      “Lou’s already doing background reports?”

      “She worked on them all day yesterday, but still has a lot of ground to cover.”

      Fen poured another cup of coffee. He placed it in the microwave and pressed the button for an express cooking time of one minute. “I was going to call Lou and give her the latest.”

      “Tell me first.”

      “Don’t you already know that it wasn’t Jewell in the river?”

      “So far, that’s all we know.”

      “I’ll text you the photo I took of the probable homicide victim.”

      “Probable?”

      “She could have fallen into the river and drowned, then gone over the spillway. I think it’s unlikely because of the bruising on her neck.” The microwave announced the coffee was hot. “Either way, she looks a lot like Jewell. The J.P. ordered an autopsy and she should be on I-10 going to San Antonio about now.”

      “Be sure to send the photos to Lou also. She’ll start background research on the victim after she gets checked into her hotel.”

      “Where’s she staying?”

      “At the Y.O. If Jewell shows up, she’ll be able to monitor her part-time.”

      Fen took the steaming coffee from the microwave. Not wanting a repeat of the morning, he placed it on the counter without spilling a drop.

      “Before you go,” said Candy. “How’s Bailey?”

      “She wasn’t happy about having to share a room with another student but brightened when I told her to keep her eyes and ears open for anything concerning Jewell’s disappearance. She’ll be itching to get involved in a homicide if I’m asked to pursue this death.”

      “That’s between you, Lou, Bailey, and the local authorities. The person of interest to Chuck and me is Jewell. She knows a lot of things about important people. Things that could cause a lot of damage.”

      Fen spoke as he carefully moved his coffee to the living room, making sure he didn’t slosh the contents. “The locals already have a suspect in custody. Who knows, they may have the case solved by sundown.”

      Even as Fen said the words, they sounded like the tinkle of cheap foreign coins. Something about the two women looking so much alike told him this case fit into a different category. Finding a dead look-alike to a missing person didn’t bode well for a quick solution. No. The cases of the woman in the Guadalupe and the missing woman of wealth and influence made him pause before he spoke in a serious, guarded tone.

      “Candy, there’s something you and Chuck should know about the woman in the river. She’s a dead ringer for Jewell. The chief of police used the word ‘doppelgänger.’ You know I study faces and I would have sworn the woman in the water was Jewell if the cops hadn’t found a purse with the woman’s driver’s license in it.”

      A three-second pause followed. Candy cleared her throat. “That puts a different light on the situation, doesn’t it.”

      It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact.

      Fen watched the steam rise from his mug. “The more I think about it, the less I like what I’m thinking.”

      “I’ll let Chuck know.” Another momentary pause. “How will you proceed?”

      “There’s not much we can do until Jewell surfaces.” He let out a soft groan. “That was a poor choice of words, considering where the woman was this morning. I’ll have Lou do a thorough analysis of today’s victim and see if there’s any link between her and Jewell. Bailey will try to befriend Jewell’s daughter, Candice. I’ll also try to press Candice for information, but she impressed me as a tough nut to crack.”

      “Just like her mother,” said Candy as she took in a deep breath. “Keep us posted if anything changes.”

      “Will do,” said Fen. “Tell Chuck to keep his boots off the desk.”

      “Ha! I’d have to break both his legs for that to happen.”

      Fen traded the now-silent phone for his cup of coffee sitting on a glass-topped coffee table with metal legs. He took a sip and again swapped out coffee for his cell phone and told it to call Lou.

      She answered with highway noise in the background.

      “Let me catch you up on what’s going on,” said Fen. For the next fifteen minutes, he relayed all he’d seen and his suspicions. The call ended with Lou saying, “If this is a case of mistaken identity, it won’t make much of a story. Are you letting that overactive creative streak get away from you?”

      “You could be right,” said Fen.

      “Is there any chance it could be Jewell with a fake ID? After all you said the home address on it is San Antonio. That’s where she lives.”

      “I thought of that, too. The chief of police may be new to the job, but he’s enough on the ball to be cautious until they have a positive ID.”

      “Hmm,” said Lou, which could mean many things. “What’s that retired cop’s gut telling you?”

      “To wait and not make a fool of myself. What’s your sixth sense as a crime reporter saying to you?”

      “To write three stories and have them ready to publish. The first will tell of a woman from San Antonio whom they found dead in the Guadalupe River under suspicious circumstances. The second will be a follow-up on Jewell’s mysterious disappearance.”

      A horn blared, and Lou screamed.

      “What happened?” asked Fen as he gripped the phone and listened intently.

      “Stupid white-tailed deer!” shouted Lou. “You’ll live a lot longer if you stay off the road.”

      The crisis soon passed and Fen smiled. “Close call?”

      “She must be half cat the way she jumped. I know I scared her out of one of her nine lives.”

      “Where were we when you were so rudely interrupted?”

      Lou remained silent for a few seconds before she said, “I was on the verge of telling you my idea for writing a third story and having it ready to go. It would be about a woman who looked enough like Jewell to pass as her. An unknown assailant mistook the woman for Jewell, killed her, and left her body in the Guadalupe.”

      “That sounds like a story that will sell.”

      “It sounds like a fairy tale to me, but I’ll write it just in case.”
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      Despite the morning’s flurry of activity, Fen arrived at the classroom in the art department only twelve minutes late for his 9:00 a.m. class with the gifted high school students. A woman he’d met on the preceding Friday stood guarding the door with arms crossed and gray hair pulled back in a tight bun.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Dillworth,” he said while showing her a broad smile.

      She didn’t move. A scowl remained on her face and she didn’t return the greeting. “If you plan on being habitually late for classes, I’ll need to alter my schedule.”

      Taken aback he asked, “What schedule is that? I thought the students were my responsibility from 9:00 a.m. until evening.”

      She tapped a wristwatch. “Punctuality, Mr. Maguire, is a hallmark of moral character.”

      Fen thought she must be kidding so he quipped, “I heard it’s a sign of obsessive-compulsive behavior.”

      “Hardly.” Her nostrils flared. “What are you going to do about the students’ behavior this weekend?”

      He shrugged. “What did they do?”

      She huffed out a burst of air. “I sent you an email.”

      “I rarely check email on weekends. It interrupts my painting. I prefer phone calls or texts. Much quicker.”

      “That’s not acceptable.”

      He shrugged in a way that communicated she might have to accept his answer even if she considered it unacceptable. He then said, “Why don’t you tell me what the students did?”

      “Very well. There’s evidence that some of the boys smoked cigarettes and I have my suspicions that a girl has whatever they call those things that they suck on and blow a cloud of white out of their lungs.”

      He scratched his chin. “Do you mean she was vaping?”

      She nodded. “That’s not all. The bathing suits the girls brought are totally unacceptable and one student dresses like a vampire.”

      Fen had heard enough. “Mrs. Dillworth, my contract calls for me to teach, not babysit. Some of my students have already graduated from high school. There’s not one who hasn’t earned dual credit. These are some of the most gifted and creative students in the state. It doesn’t surprise me one bit that they’re stretching the boundaries, trying to find themselves.”

      Her face reminded him of a granite bust, cold and hard. “I should have expected this from an artist. No sense of propriety. Very well. The students are yours to supervise as you see fit when they’re outside the dorm. You’re not to interfere with me or my methods once they enter my area of responsibility.”

      She stepped aside and walked away with the stiffness of a drill sergeant.

      Shrugging off the unpleasant encounter, Fen entered a room full of chattering students. He expected Bailey to be sitting on the back row, and she didn’t disappoint him. Learning about the normal things taught in school, or anything else, had seldom taken place within the walls of a classroom for her. This didn’t mean she lacked reading or math skills. High intuition and a mastery of basics gave her a leg up on most people. Also, she’d completed one semester of college while helping him solve a murder in East Texas earlier this year.

      The other students, however, chose the seats close to the front. They seemed eager to either learn from or impress the teacher whose paintings were turning heads and commanding impressive returns. He hoped they were there to learn. One lesson he intended to teach them was it took a long time to build a reputation. Most shouldn’t expect it to be more than a part-time income for years. The expression starving artist held more truth than most people realized.

      “Good morning,” he began as bright eyes looked on expectantly. “My name is Fen Maguire, and I’ll be guiding you for the next two weeks on your journey to become better artists. We need to get some things straight between us before we begin this journey. In case you didn’t notice, this is the campus of a private university, not a high school. I’m going to treat you as if you were a college student. If you sleep late and miss classes, it’s your loss. I don’t take roll. If you don’t want my advice, so be it. Sleep in and enjoy an expensive vacation.”

      He paused. “Like I said, I’m treating you like an adult. That means you’re on your own getting along with everyone.”

      A scratchy boy’s voice came from the crowd. “Are you talking about Mrs. Dillworth?”

      “I’m talking about all students, staff, people in town—everyone.” He grinned at the young man. “You must be the one she busted with cigarettes.”

      Another young man confirmed Fen’s suspicions by punching the cigarette smoker in the arm and saying, “You were here two days and Mrs. Dillworth busted you.”

      Fen raised his voice and continued, “After today, you’ll have only one assignment: Produce the best landscape painting you're capable of. A team of judges will determine the top three entries.”

      A hand went up. “Will you be a judge?”

      Fen gave his head a firm shake. “I’m happy to say that I won’t be, at least not directly. The judges may, or may not, ask me questions about each of you.”

      “Like what?” asked a strikingly attractive brunette in the first row. It was Candice, the daughter of the missing woman.

      “Like if anyone tried to bribe me or influence me in any way.”

      Bailey let out a giggle from the back of the room while the girl with the designer bag at her feet pursed pouting lips.

      Fen issued a toothy smile. “You’ll find everything you need for today’s assignment on the table at the front of the room. This morning we’re going to cross the highway and spread out along the bank of the Guadalupe. Walk as far as you want in either direction but use your time wisely. The only things you’ll need to bring today are a sketch pad, pencils, and your cell phone. You’ll be sketching the river from at least three different angles. Be sure you take plenty of photos. At noon we’ll come back for lunch.”

      Some students typed notes into their phones as Fen continued, “At one o’clock, a van will take us to Louise Hays Park. For any who don’t know, it’s near the center of town. You choose which side of the lake you want to sketch. You’ll have another three hours to make three more sketches, each from a different viewpoint. By nine o’clock tomorrow morning, you must decide which sketch you want to turn into a completed work of art.”

      A hand went up from a boy in the second row who was trying to grow hair on his chin and not succeeding very well. “Do you have any tips for choosing the best place or angle?”

      “I do, but I’d like to hear from the class how some of you would do it.”

      Bailey’s hand went up, but Fen ignored her. She’d been under his tutelage for the past nine months and even lived in an apartment over his garage that had its own small art studio. Enough time to know the answers to his questions. This unusual relationship came about when the body of her murdered uncle washed up on Fen’s property along the Brazos River. She helped him solve that murder and another a few months ago. Also, she and Fen had a successful spring selling their works of art at fairs and festivals, mainly in East Texas.

      A hand eased upward from a plain-faced girl in the third row. “I always consider how light will influence my paintings. I’m a huge fan of Thomas Kinkade.”

      “Good answer. Anyone else care to say what they’ll consider?”

      Two more hands shot up. “Commercially speaking, spring scenes are the most popular. I’ll probably introduce spring wildflowers, even if none are in bloom.”

      A girl wearing all black said, “Enough with the sunshine and unicorns. Life is hard and so is nature. Mine will show a storm rolling in or something dead.”

      Candice, the attractive girl in the front row, spoke without raising her hand. “I didn’t come here to waste time when we could sketch and paint. Now that we’ve heard from the novices, what is your advice, Mr. Maguire?”

      He sat on the edge of the desk and scanned the room. “Each of you gave excellent answers. I can tell that some of you have already developed a particular style or motif, but think about this: you’ll have six sketches to choose from.” He pointed at each student who’d responded as he said, “You can make some joyful with flowers, or play with the effects of light, even to the point of excess, or make something dark and brooding. The question you’ll need to answer is which one of the six sketches will you choose and why? Find the why behind your choice and you’ll produce something good.”

      He had their attention so he teased them with a dramatic pause. “Try this and see if it works. Lay all six sketches in front of you tonight. Look at them for as long as it takes before one of them stands out to you. Painting is an alchemy of skill and passion. If you don’t rush through selecting the best scene for you, one of the six will stand out. Sometimes I can almost hear my sketches calling out to me. Think perspective and story. Great paintings tell a story.”

      Candice rolled her eyes. “I didn’t think an ex-cop would be a mystic.”

      He smiled. “People can surprise you.” He stood and said, “The sketch pads and pencils are on the table. Be careful crossing the highway. I’d hate to lose any of you on the first day.”

      As the students walked by to pick up their supplies, he followed Candice out the door. “Can you wait a minute, Candice?”

      She stopped and turned around. Perfectly plucked eyebrows raised. He guided her down the hallway far enough so the other students couldn’t hear. “I saw a report this morning that your mother is missing. Are you all right to do today’s assignment?”

      She answered with a snort and a coquettish smile. “Mom’s not missing. She doesn’t want to be found. All part of the game.”

      “What game is that?”

      She grinned. “You’re the ex-cop turned private detective. Figure it out.”

      Fen smiled but didn’t respond otherwise. Candice turned and joined the other students filing out of the classroom. Bailey was the last to leave. She walked slowly, well behind the other students. He spoke in a hushed tone as she joined him. “Make sure you get to know Candice. We may have a murder to solve.”

      “It may be more than one if Candice doesn’t stay away from me.”

      “The police found a woman who looks a lot like Candice’s mom in the river this morning. Don’t make an enemy out of Candice until we know more.”

      “I hope you realize you’re asking me to play nice with a rattlesnake.”

      “More than that. Make friends with her.”

      “How do I do that when I can’t stand her?”

      “It’s called acting. Think of it as a painting in motion.”

      “I’m not that good of an artist or an actor. She’s sneaky-smart. She’ll see right through me.”

      Fen wondered how to play this unexpected hand. If Candice knew him, that meant she, and likely her mother, had done an internet search on him. It was also likely that Candice already knew Bailey’s background. He hoped an impromptu plan wouldn’t backfire. “Tell her you already have a high school diploma and that I pulled strings to get you to take part in the program because I didn’t trust you to stay at my home with only the housekeeper looking after you. Then tell her she needn’t worry about you being in the competition, because I’m not letting you. That was the deal we made. You’d sell caricatures and my paintings on the weekends here in Kerrville.”

      She looked at him with a tilted head. “That’s so close to the truth that I can’t tell the difference.”

      “Exactly. Never lie when you don’t have to, and if you do, stretch the truth as little as possible.” He looked at the students pulling ahead of them and pointed. “Catch up to them. Sometime this morning, move near Candice and tell her what we talked about. Don’t press her too hard about her mother or where she might be. She’ll tell you everything once she realizes you’re not a threat. In fact, expect her to recruit you to help her win the competition.”

      “She’s good and might not need any help.”

      “Everyone here is good. You included.”

      Her smile widened. “Yeah, but I’m the only one who gets personal instruction from the great Fen Maguire whenever I ask.”

      “You rarely ask.”

      She flipped her hair. “That’s because I’m already very good. You said so yourself.”

      He had to admit she’d won this round, but it was only one of many. He tried to get in the last word by saying, “Keep your eyes and ears open. Lou will be in town within the hour to follow up and keep me informed.”

      “Do I tell Candice about Lou?”

      “You and Lou are my secret agents. As things stand now, Candice is only interested in winning the competition. Let’s not show any more of our hand than we have to. You need to make it clear to her you’re not a threat to win the competition.”

      “But, I could be.”

      He shook his head. “I’m taking your name off the list of competitors. Besides, do you want to be well off financially or get your name and picture in the local paper?”

      “Both.”

      “You can’t have both this time around.”

      “I’ll take the money.”

      “Good choice. Fame is fleeting and doesn’t pay the bills.”

      “Speaking of… my SUV is making a grinding noise when I step on the brakes.”

      “It sounds like you need new pads and maybe the rotors turned or replaced. You’re looking at five to six hundred bucks. It’s a good thing we worked those fairs and festivals this spring.”

      She tilted her head back and rolled her eyes. “Forget the fame. I’m working weekends.”

      “This place has quite a reputation for artists and sculptors. People flock here in the summer to enjoy the river, the food, and the craft fairs. I’ve already planned to set up our booth for a couple of weeks after the competition.”

      “Why not this weekend?”

      “I need to go home this coming weekend. Bills to pay and decisions to make about selling cattle and the crops.”

      Bailey’s bottom lip stuck out as a sign of displeasure. “I thought that’s why you have Sam as your foreman.”

      Fen watched as the students moved closer to the highway. “Sam can run the farm twice as good as I can, but he doesn’t like to make the big decisions and he won’t sign anything except charges at the farm and ranch supply. Don’t worry, we’ll have a financially satisfying summer and it will start by staying here two weeks after these classes are over. From here, we’ll move on to Waco, then hit a lot of other places after that.”

      She rubbed her hands together as a sign of pleasure. “Always thinking ahead, aren’t you?”

      “Until something trips me up.”

      “Like what?”

      “Something unexpected.”

      “Like a murder?”

      “That would do it.”
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      Candice approached as soon as Fen finished his lunch. “This morning you said you’d treat us like we were in college. Did you mean it?”

      He suspected she was up to something but didn’t know what. “Within reason. This is a private church-owned university, so keep that in mind before you tell me what you want.”

      She pulled a lock of long, dark hair over her left ear. “I’m not wild about crowding into a van with all these people. Can we take our own cars to the park this afternoon?”

      “Not everyone has their own transportation.”

      “So? Not everyone who goes to college has a car.”

      He shrugged. “That seems like a reasonable request.”

      “Listen up, people. There are advantages and disadvantages to working on-site or in a studio. After today you get to choose. For those who brought your own vehicles, you’re not required to ride in the university van to the park. Like I told you earlier, I’m trusting you to make adult decisions. Just like this morning, I’ll be around the park this afternoon to check on each of you and give you advice if you want it. After today, the van will be available to shuttle you downtown and bring you back here for lunch and supper.”

      “Can we ride with someone if we don’t have a vehicle or ours needs new brakes?” asked Bailey.

      Laughs came from several in the group. “That’s up to you, Ms. Madison. I congratulate you on not wanting to be a menace on the roadways.”

      More laughter as he said, “Let’s get to the park and complete your next three sketches.”

      He noticed Bailey approach Candice and talk low enough that he couldn’t hear their conversation above the noise of chairs scraping, feet shuffling, and students talking about carpooling. Candice shook her head, but Bailey persisted. Candice cast her gaze toward him and narrowed her eyelids, apparently suspicious of what Bailey was saying. Then the two left together.

      Fen concluded that Bailey was setting a trap of sorts, but Candice was a wary prey. His protégé would need to be clever as a mature fox to trick the child of such a manipulative mother. It was clear both beauties were two rabbits from the same warren.

      Fen called Lou on his way to the park. “Are you checked in?”

      “I’m here, slaving over a hot laptop. Anything new?”

      “Not much. Candice believes her mother is playing a game to get publicity.”

      Lou took a few seconds to answer. “That makes sense in a twisted sort of way. Jewell adheres to the philosophy that any type of publicity is better than none. I think I’ll come over and have a talk with Candice.”

      “Not yet,” said Fen. “Bailey’s working on her now. Wait until later this afternoon. We’ll be at Louise Hays Park until five. Do you know where it is?”

      “I picked up a city map in the lobby. Anything else?”

      “Sorry, I’ve been playing art instructor and not murder investigator since I returned from the river this morning.”

      “You’re slipping. A super-sleuth like you should be able to multitask. Call if Bailey comes up with anything juicy. I need more meat on the bones of each of these stories.”

      “Speaking of meat, there’s a wonderful Mexican food restaurant in town. How about fajitas for supper?”

      “Yum and double yum.” She paused. “We’re not pretending we don’t know each other like the last case we worked?”

      “If Jewell makes a dramatic appearance and the locals don’t botch this morning’s investigation, there won’t be any sleuthing to do.”

      “I thought you were leaning toward it being a complicated case of mistaken identity.”

      “Leaning, yes. Bent over with confidence? No. Besides, Chuck made it clear the people pulling strings were interested because they thought today’s victim was Jewell.”

      “I’ll be at the park around four thirty. Until then, I’ll try to make something out of almost nothing with these stories.”

      Fen’s phone went silent.

      He arrived at the park and it couldn’t have been a more perfect day. Cotton-ball clouds inched across an azure sky. The temperature never hit mid-eighties and the wind only had ambition enough to emit an occasional puff of breeze. The lake was a mirror with only the occasional ripple caused by children throwing rocks. The sound of water flowing over the low-water dam gave the birds an accompaniment to their songs. In the distance, below the dam, he noticed the yellow police tape at the site he visited after dawn and reconsidered his thought about it being a perfect day.

      A few anglers dotted the bank of the lake while couples spread blankets under the trees. Several students piled out of the van and joined those who’d brought their own vehicles. He approached the gathering and lifted his arms like a bird taking flight. “Think perspective and story. Let your sketches talk to you. Remember what I told you this morning about those things? If you nail them, your painting will make patrons stop and stare. Choose the spots for your three sketches carefully. Your work should evoke feelings.” He flapped his arms. “Away with you. Go create something people can’t wait to buy.”

      Like a crowd exiting a movie, the students soon spread out with sketch pads in hand. Some paired with a fellow student but most went their own way. Creating works of art is a solitary endeavor, and these students fit the profile of introverts.

      As Fen worked his way from one student to the next, he noticed a muscular man approach a bored-looking student named Patrice Brown. She dressed in all black and insisted everyone call her P.B. The man handed her a flier and walked to the next person. It seemed a little strange that a man who looked like his photo belonged on the cover of a fitness magazine was making rounds in a public park. He wore a sleeveless black undershirt, spandex shorts, and black low-quarter shoes. Quadriceps rippled from a hundred yards away.

      The man then approached a shy student by the name of Holly. She was almost as pretty as Candice but hid her beauty behind a pair of glasses. The lenses reminded Fen of portholes on a small ship. It surprised him that the conversation between those two lasted longer than the man’s previous encounters. It was time to guard the flock.

      Conversation punctuated by laughter broke off as Fen approached. Holly took a step away from the man and one toward her instructor. “Mr. Maguire, come meet Mr. Shanks. He’s a fitness instructor who offers early morning yoga classes here in the park.”

      “Weather permitting,” said the man as he issued a toothy grin and extended a hand for Fen to shake. The grip was firm, measured to match Fen’s even though there was no doubt he could have snapped bones if he’d chosen to do so.

      “It’s Roy Shanks. I’m opening a new gym in town that will include yoga, Pilates, and super-high intensity workouts. The daybreak yoga classes are free to anyone who wants a great way to start their day.”

      Fen returned Roy’s friendly smile and patted his stomach. “Heaven knows I need to do something about this bulge and love handles, but a leg injury restricts my exercise. A recumbent bicycle is about the extent of my ability until I quit being such a wimp and get my knee replaced.”

      “Come to sunrise yoga classes. I can teach you some stretches that will strengthen your core. Get that core strong and recovery from surgery will be much easier.” Roy then presented him with a flier.

      Holly looked at Fen with pleading blue eyes. “I told Mr. Shanks I’d have to have your permission to leave campus that early.” She rolled her eyes. “Mrs. Dillworth’s orders.” She moved on without hesitation. “I’ve already decided I’m going to paint the lake and not the river in front of the college. I have a car and can bring others. Please, Mr. Maguire?”

      “What about breakfast?”

      “Mom’s always on me about watching my weight. A protein shake is all I’m supposed to have for breakfast. I’ll need to stop by the grocery and pick up almond milk, but otherwise, I don’t need anything else.”

      Fen rubbed his chin. “This sounds like something you need to talk to your parents about.”

      “It’s just Mom and she’ll be all for it.”

      “Still, you’ll need to ask her, and it would be best if at least one other student was here with you.”

      Roy’s smile widened. “Holly is my second commitment, and I’m just getting started.”

      Fen raised his hands in surrender. “I’m not your daddy, and I told you I’d treat you like an adult. Have fun. Who knows, I might show up if I can drag my lazy self out of bed in time.”

      He wasn’t serious about yoga, but the advice to strengthen his core was something he needed to do.

      The day progressed with Fen ambling through the park, checking the progress of students’ sketches, and soaking in the day's beauty. At four o’clock, he noticed Bailey and Candice walking into the park from the parking lot. Where had they gone and what had they been up to? Only one way to find out.

      He intercepted them and asked, “Have you completed the sketches?”

      He’d caught Bailey as she was sucking what looked like a strawberry milkshake through a straw. She nodded while Candice said, “Bailey suggested we go to the other side of the lake to get a different perspective. I’m glad she did. Things look so different from there. There are no buildings in the background, only the lake and the park. We didn’t see anyone else sketching from that side. That should give me a leg up on the competition.”

      “Did that perspective speak to you?”

      Candice sputtered out a dismissive sound. “Mom and I are ahead of you, Mr. Maguire. We don’t waste time allowing locations to speak to me. I’ll be painting to please the judges, not myself. We did extensive research on each of them including you, but that was before I knew you wouldn’t be judging. We know those three dinosaurs prefer oils over acrylics and aren’t fans of impressionist or abstract works. Statistically, they’re more likely to give first place to a feel-good painting that portrays peace, family, and dogs. A Fourth of July scene with plenty of flags and bunting should please them.”

      He nodded like he agreed with her, even though he believed each artist should master the basics and then develop his or her own style if they wanted to stand out.

      A voice came from over his shoulder. “Candice, darling, it’s never wise to give away your secrets.”

      Fen spun too fast. His torso twisted, but his right shoe caught in the dry grass. An audible snap came from the knee he should have had replaced years ago. Down he went.

      Bailey was at his side when he opened his eyes. “I heard it pop. How bad is it this time?”

      “Bad enough, but not nearly as bad as last time.”

      He looked up at a woman with an hourglass figure showing off dancer’s legs in white shorts. She wore a summer blouse of pastels, a floppy hat, and sunglasses. When she leaned over, silky-black hair cascaded over each shoulder. “Oh, dear. It’s that knee again. You really must be more careful, Mr. Maguire.”

      He smiled through the pain. “You must be Jewell. I’ve been expecting you. Please excuse me if I don’t get up.”
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      There he was once again, looking up with pain shooting from his trick knee. Needing to find a tree to lean against before he could attempt to get up, Fen turned his head, hoping he wouldn’t have to crawl very far. Behind him stood a pecan tree not more than a few yards away. By locking his knee, he could use his arms and his good left leg to scoot backward with a three-point crab-walk until he had a backstop.

      He made it halfway before another concerned face looked down at him. He smiled up and said, “Hello, Holly. This is a trick I’m practicing to entertain the class.” He grimaced as another pain shot up his leg. “You don’t seem impressed.”

      “Are you all right?” Her eyes seemed bigger than they should have, probably because of the glasses.

      Jewell’s words didn’t match her tone when she gushed, “Holly, dear, you’re here. I wasn’t sure you’d be up for this competition after another second-place finish last month.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Key. I like to think I’m gaining ground on Candice.”

      “Children and their fairy tales,” said Jewell. “You’re always so amusing.”

      Holly offered a smile of complete innocence. “I’m so glad to see you alive. We were all afraid it was you they found in the river this morning.”

      For the first time, Jewell took a step back. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Fen took over. “They found a woman matching your description in the river shortly after dawn.”

      “Well,” snapped Jewell, “it’s obvious it wasn’t me, and I highly doubt she looks like me.”

      Fen thought a little goading might be in order. “The chief of police used the word ‘doppelgänger’ to describe her resemblance to you. The authorities suspect foul play. There’ll be a lot of people relieved to know you’re alive and well.”

      Jewell looked down on him with a haughty smile. “As you can see, I’m very much alive. There’s nothing like a weekend in Las Vegas to rejuvenate a person.”

      Fen nodded that he understood even though he didn’t agree. His one and only visit to Vegas left him unimpressed with the neon city rising from the desert. Needing more information from Jewell he asked, “How long does it take to get from San Antonio to Vegas in a private jet?”

      “It usually takes me half a bottle of champagne.” She arched her eyebrows. “But it really depends on my travel companion. Sometimes I lose all track of time. Do you know what I mean?”

      “I used to.”

      “That’s right. You’re now like me, free from the shackles of marriage.” She squatted beside him and ran her finger along his shirt sleeve. “I understand you’ve taken yourself off the market. Please tell me it isn’t so. There are so few interesting bachelors these days.”

      It was time to get his back against the tree so he only had to defend a frontal attack from this cougar. Everyone followed his backward movement as Holly asked, “Don’t you need an ambulance?”

      “Ice, anti-inflammatory pain pills, a knee brace, and a couple of days’ rest are all I need. That’s all the doctors ever do, except tell me I need a new knee.”

      Candice spoke next. “Mother and I read that a woman shot you when you were a highway patrolman. I think that’s very romantic.”

      “Nonsense,” said Jewell. “A six-carat diamond engagement ring is romantic. Of course, there are plenty of other things that could substitute for diamonds.”

      Fen made it to the tree with his right leg sticking straight out. He turned to Bailey. “Would you mind going to my truck and getting my leg brace? If I keep this thing straight, I should be able to hobble to the parking lot. My crutches are in the back.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      While Fen was speaking to Bailey, Jewell pulled Candice aside. Over the years, Fen had learned a skill that served him well. He could concentrate on two people talking at the same time. Even though Jewell spoke in soft tones, he picked up the conversation between mother and child.

      “Darling,” whispered Jewell, “how good of an artist is this Bailey girl?”

      “Very good, but she’s not in the competition. She’s Mr. Maguire’s protégé.”

      “How interesting.”

      “She’s
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