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			The New Braunfels Police Department was housed in a brick building adjacent to the city hall. Police Chief Douglas McAllen ushered us into his office. There was no smile, no handshake, no greeting. “Sit,” he instructed as he squeezed himself into the desk chair. “Miss Lockhart.”

			“That’s me, and this is my partner, Ralph Dixon.”

			“So I hear. How do you know Milton Sweetwater?”

			“I’m not sure if I do, but if it’s the guy I think it is, I encountered him a few weeks ago in Austin. I was on a stakeout at a downtown bar. The owner, Jelly Bluesteen, suspected that Sweetwater was stealing from the till. It didn’t take me long to notice he was sliding money up his sleeve. I called Jelly over and informed him about what was happening. Sweetwater realized he’d been caught. He grabbed as much cash from the register as he could, bolted out, and, for some reason, decided to swipe my jacket on the way. My license was in the pocket.”

			McAllen listened and then turned to Dixon. He eyed him up and down and turned back to me. “So, you haven’t seen this guy since?”

			“No. I certainly didn’t expect him to knock on my door and return my license.”

			“We need to make sure it was him. All that he had on him was the key to his hotel room at the Faust. We found his driver’s license, a few bucks, and your PI license on the dresser in his room. Think you can identify him?”

			“Yes, I believe so. I’m certain he hasn’t changed much since the last time I saw him.”

			“I’m sure he has. I must warn you, he doesn’t look good.”

			“Most dead people don’t.”

			

			“Come on. Let’s take care of this.”

			Dixon and I followed McAllen down the hall, out the door, to the next building, and into the morgue. The ME wheeled the body out of cold storage and pulled back the sheet.

			I expected a gruesome scene, but got much more. Whoever bludgeoned Sweetwater wanted to make sure he was good and dead. The left side of his skull was caved in so deeply that much of the brain mass was gone. Moss clung to what little hair was still on his head. His chalky white skin and blue lips left me feeling cold.

			“That’s him,” I said. 

			“So, you haven’t seen this guy since that night in Austin when you chased him?”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“Where were you late Saturday night, Miss Lockhart?”

			I looked over at Dixon. He shrugged.

			“I’ll tell you where I wasn’t,” I said. “I wasn’t anywhere near the Faust Hotel or New Braunfels, nor have I been since I was twelve.”

			“You didn’t answer my question, Miss Lockhart.”

			“At home in bed.”

			“What’s this all about, McAllen?” Dixon asked. “She identified the body. What else do you want?”

			A slow smile spread across McAllen’s face. “Miss Lockhart is here because she’s a suspect in the murder of Sweetwater.”

			“What?” I said. “That’s absurd. I told you I didn’t know the guy.”

			“You’re lying, Miss Lockhart. We have reason to believe you were with Mr. Sweetwater at the Faust Hotel and that you were likely the last person to see him alive.”

			“Sydney has been with me the entire time—the entire time,” Dixon stressed.

			“I don’t have much faith in her alibi or in you vouching for her. She’d need assistance getting a dead body off the fourth floor of the hotel and disposing of it.”

			“Are you arresting us?” Dixon said. 

			“Just questioning Miss Lockhart for now.” He turned to me. “I’ll check out your story about Sweetwater. Right now, I need to take your fingerprints.”

			

			Dixon and I stood on the steps of the police station. The sun blazed bright and angry. Dixon grabbed my hand, and we made for the shade tree across the street. 

			“What the hell was that all about?”

			Dixon lit a cigarette. “No need to worry. But we need to learn more about this Milton Sweetwater fellow.”

			“Maybe Jelly can tell us something.”

			“Maybe, but I say we start at the Faust.”

			“McAllen doesn’t believe me.”

			“He’s a cop. It’s his job. No need to worry.”

			“I believe we should both be concerned since he suggested that you could be my accomplice.”

			“But he didn’t ask for my fingerprints.” Dixon chuckled. 

			“I noticed.”
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			Chapter One

			My name is Sydney Lockhart. I generally don’t drink this early in the day, but one stiff drink was necessary to prepare for what I’m about to do. I’m a private investigator, which is unusual for a woman in the early 1950s. I tried my hand at teaching and news reporting—both admirable professions. Teaching didn’t suit me, but my academic guidance counselor, a man, pushed me in that direction, claiming it was my calling. He likely said that to all the female students. I enjoyed being a reporter and probably would have continued if it hadn’t been for a few murders I’d stumbled upon and an attractive police detective who wouldn’t leave me alone. However, my upcoming task had nothing to do with murder; at least, I hope it didn’t.

			I’m about to turn thirty, and as I sit here in our eighth-floor office in the Scarborough building, sipping my martini and gazing out over the Hill Country west of Austin, Texas, I’m reflecting on everything that’s happened in my life over the past year. My partner and future husband, Ralph Dixon, the aforementioned police detective, a levelheaded guy, and I went private a few months ago to open the Dixon, Lockhart, Ludlow Detective Agency. Ludlow is Billy Ludlow, a young man who takes on cases of cheating husbands and missing persons, while Dixon and I handle the more precarious ones. We have an efficient secretary named Phoebe Sullivan, whom I often find in the closet with Billy—it’s their business, not mine.

			I glanced over at our office door, where the words “Dixon, Lockhart, and Ludlow Detective Agency” were etched into the glass panel. Even reading it backward left me feeling giddy. I enjoy being a PI. I don’t have to deal with hormonal teenagers or fussy, demanding newspaper editors. I get to spend most of my days with Dixon. I get to carry a gun and occasionally mingle with scumbags, and I don’t have to give up my stilettos to do it. What’s not to like?

			We have a crew of folks who occasionally pitch in; some annoying, some welcomed, and some uninvited. My cousin, Ruth Echland (annoying), is a wealthy, bubble-headed blonde socialite from Dallas. Her illegitimate half-sister, Marcella Wheatly (welcomed), is a whip-smart lawyer who is always there to bail me out of jail. And believe it or not, a twelve-year-old girl, also welcomed, who runs her father’s live theater here in Austin. The Next to Nothing Theatre is located on the seedy side of West Sixth Street. She pretty much runs the neighborhood as well. Defining Lydia LaBeau (invited) would take more time than you have, so I’ll just say that Little Lydia is often the smartest person in the room.  

			A few weeks ago, our office caught fire. The cause was initially believed to be faulty wiring. Later, we discovered it was arson. Someone had splashed gasoline around the office and had the audacity, or perhaps foolishness, to throw the can out the window. It seemed as if they wanted us to know the fire was intentional. Our agency had recently investigated and solved a high-profile case involving the murder of a future gubernatorial candidate. However, the guilty party was still in jail, and, as far as we knew, everyone associated with him was glad to have him out of their hair. Consequently, we were left wondering who had started the fire and why.

			At the time, we had nothing urgent on the agenda, so Dixon and I put our trust in the Austin Police Department to catch the pyromaniac while we headed to New Orleans. Our plan was to elope, but while we were at the courthouse completing the marriage license, a murder occurred in our room at the Pontchartrain Hotel. Dixon was arrested, leaving me to prove his innocence. After his release from jail, Dixon ended up in the hospital with a gunshot wound to his arm. That incident tested both our personal and professional relationship, putting our marriage on hold. It was on our way home that we discovered the fire had been intentionally set.

			Fortunately, the fire was contained in the outer office. Interestingly, the building’s lackadaisical elevator operator, Alton Jorgenson, was up in the eighth-floor stairwell, taking a few swigs from the bottle in his brown paper bag when he caught a whiff of smoke. How the arsonist managed to escape the building without Jorgenson noticing remains a mystery. It wouldn’t surprise me if the two were in cahoots, but in reality, that’s unlikely. If the building burned down, Jorgenson would find himself out of a job. And who else would hire a surly, misogynistic drunk? My take on it is that he had more than a few swigs from the bottle, fell asleep, and the arsonist simply stepped over him on the way downstairs. 

			The sun’s rays caught the diamond on my engagement ring, pulling me out of my thoughts. Until I met Ralph Dixon at the Arlington Hotel in Hot Springs, Arkansas, marriage hadn’t been on my agenda. Unlike most women in the 1950s who sought a husband, family, and home, I pursued a career. With role models like Eleanor Roosevelt, Amelia Earhart, and Rosie the Riveter, it’s easy to understand why. However, Dixon isn’t your average guy. He rarely tells me what to do, and when he does, he knows I scarcely listen. He stays calm when I have a meltdown, and only when I’m about to lose it does he take me by the shoulders, look me in the eyes, and smile. At that moment, I melt. It’s manipulation at its finest.

			“Knock, knock. Ready to go?” Dixon walked in wearing his snazzy gray pinstriped suit. “Hey, you look way too serious, hon.” I love it when he calls me hon.

			“And you look overly dressed for a garden party.”

			He tossed aside his jacket, loosened his tie, and rolled up his shirt sleeves, revealing his muscular forearms, the sight of which always made my stomach flutter. “How’s this?” he asked.

			“Much better. You’re not wearing the sling. Are you certain it’s not too soon to take it off?”

			“I can move more easily without it. The dressing is all I need until the stitches are taken out.”

			“If you say so. I don’t want you back in the hospital.”

			

			“I’m fine. You worry too much. What’s bothering you?”

			“I’m not sure how to handle this party situation. I’ve been praying for a rainstorm to come in and cancel the whole thing.”

			He took the martini from my hand and finished it. “I was thinking about that too. I propose we lie.” 

			“That’s a given. We can’t let them find out that Ruth accidentally mentioned the surprise party to me.”

			“It’s not about the surprise, but rather about the fact that we aren’t married yet.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Sure, how would they know?”

			“Dad would know. He and I are always on the same page. Lydia would know because she knows everything.”  

			“True, but neither would call us out.”

			“Caroline would notice that we aren’t wearing wedding rings.”

			“We lie again. Tell them the rings are being sized, or better yet, out being engraved. After all, we agreed to make a quick trip to the county courthouse as soon as we returned from New Orleans. We could manage that next week. No one would be the wiser.”

			“What would you engrave on your ring?”

			“Hmm, let me think. How about, ‘Pucker up, hon’?”

			“I like it.”

			“And you?”

			“He’s too hot to handle.”

			Dixon had me out of my chair and in a lip-lock before I could say, “Mix me another martini.”
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			Chapter Two

			My prayers for rain went unanswered, resulting in the Lockhart family—well, most of us—and friends gathering under the pecan tree in the Grangers’ backyard in the tony Tarrytown neighborhood. The endless pale blue sky couldn’t summon even a single little cloud. The leaves seemed as if they hadn’t stirred all summer. Oddly enough, the humidity appeared to bypass this part of Texas. My absence of my melodramatic mother added to the scenario, making it the perfect day for a celebration. I used to be skeptical about superstitions, but since becoming a private investigator, I’ve developed quite the opposite view. Was it bad luck to break a mirror, walk under a ladder, let a black cat cross your path, have an owl fly over your house, or hold the reception before the wedding? I would soon find out.

			Caroline and Lester Granger, our friends and Dixon’s landlords, had assumed that we’d return from New Orleans as a married couple, which is why they threw a surprise wedding reception. Had I known the news would keep my mother away, I would have shown up sober and on time. Spending more than ten minutes with my mother felt like serving 100 years in purgatory. And thank the Lord, she refused to come, claiming that getting married at a courthouse was like having a pagan wedding, even though she and my dad had a civil wedding before redoing it in a Catholic Church.

			Caroline had arranged a long rectangular table, covering it with a white linen tablecloth. In the center, two vases of freshly cut roses from her garden were displayed. She had even printed little place cards and placed them around the table. My dad, George James Lockhart, was to sit at the head, while Lester Granger would occupy the other end. Running down the left side were Marcella, Ruth, Dixon, me, Lydia LaBeau, and Caroline. Across the table, lined up elbow to elbow like a string of mismatched characters from a Groucho Marx movie, were Serge LaBeau, Lydia’s father; Scott Lockhart, my brother; Jeremiah Sutton, Scott’s “friend;” Phoebe; Billy; and finally, Frances Echland, Ruth’s mother. Next to Aunt Frances was an empty chair reserved for my mother. 

			Caroline had also prepared the culinary feast. Dish after delicious dish filled the table like a string of box cars, each carrying gastronomic delights. Caroline had roasted a chicken and whipped up a macaroni salad, made deviled eggs, baked marshmallow yams, and tossed a Caesar salad. She skillfully decorated two platters with pickle spears, olives, celery stuffed with pimento cheese, and carrot sticks that looked more like a work of art than something you’d eat. A three-tier wedding cake loomed in the middle of the table. Standing on top was a miniature bride and groom with stricken looks on their faces.

			“It’s a lovely arrangement, Caroline, and a beautiful day.” I hugged her. “I particularly like the banner draped across the door of the cottage.” Smiling at the words, WELCOME HOME, MR. AND MRS. DIXON, I imagined the word LIARS added to the greeting. Choosing not to take my husband’s last name when we married eased the guilt I felt over our charade. I was born Sydney Lockhart, and it suited me. Dixon agreed. 

			“I hope you and Dixon will live in the cottage, at least for a while. It’s just Lester and me in this big old place. I miss the sound of the kids playing in the backyard.” Caroline winked.

			Kids! I didn’t want to go there. I also didn’t want Caroline to break down into tears. “I’m sure we will. Dixon and I love the cottage, and even though the agency is starting to pay for itself, it will be a long while before we can afford our own home.”

			I wasn’t accustomed to this sweet, motherly attention. I liked it. Caroline was older than Mom but much more nurturing. I guess that comes from having eight children and a good dose of sanity. She and Lester smoothly slipped into our lives as if they had been patiently waiting for us to surface. They’ve become close friends, pet-sitters, confidants, and have even assisted in a few cases. Today, however, Caroline was not her usual cheery self. With downcast eyes, she said, “I’ll see to the champagne. Get everyone seated, and we can start.”  

			“Wait, what’s up? Something’s bothering you,” I said.

			

			“Oh, Sydney, I’m so sorry I alienated your mother. I certainly didn’t mean to do that.”

			“It’s not your fault she’s not here.”

			“I should have asked her to help with organizing your wedding celebration. It was thoughtless of me not to do so. What was I thinking?”

			“Listen, if Mary Lou Lockhart wanted to be here, trust me, she’d be here. My mother’s strange. You haven’t met her, but you will. The next time she gets a wild hair to interfere in my life, she will.”

			“But I can’t picture her at home while we’re having fun at this party.”

			“She’s likely sunbathing on the beach in Galveston, enjoying a Mai Tai.”

			After the customary congratulatory toasts, we got down to the business of eating.

			Lydia leaned in and whispered, “Where’s your wedding ring?” 

			“Being engraved.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			“I’ll explain later.” I stuffed a deviled egg into her mouth, causing her to cough and gag. She spit into her napkin. “Yuk. How can anyone eat these?” She had the grace to whisper. “I don’t ever want to see another deviled egg. Caroline had me help her make these. It was hard not to gag.”

			“What were you expecting? Hot dogs and corn chips? It’s a wedding celebration.”

			She noticed my emphasis on the word wedding. I glanced across the table to see my dad frowning and shaking his head at me.

			“You don’t look like a happy bride,” Lydia said. “You look like Desdemona.”

			“I’m fine. I’m just not used to all this motherly attention. You’re not trying to stage another Shakespeare play, are you?” Lydia had her Next to Nothing Theater notepad open to a new page. Until recently, the theater had been the only home she’d ever known. Now, she divided her time between the theater, my apartment, Dixon’s cottage, and the Grangers’ house. Her forte was playwriting, skillfully combining characters, both famous and fictional, from different genres such as Sherlock Holmes at the Alamo or Madam Butterfly Seeks Revenge, along with directing them.

			I studied her sweet, heart-shaped face. Aside from a few blonde ringlets, her hair was concealed beneath a magenta turban that matched the swirling silk scarves she had picked up in New Orleans when she showed up uninvited at the Pontchartrain Hotel.

			“I’m toying with the idea of A Streetcar Named Disaster,” Lydia said. 

			“Your friends at Pat O’Brien’s, being the inspiration?”

			“I’ve learned to look for inspiration in colorful places.” 

			Serge gulped his beer. “Girl’s gonna send me to an early grave. I didn’t even know she took off to New Orleans.” 

			Lydia rolled her eyes and continued scribbling.

			The windows in Dixon’s cottage were wide open, and I heard his phone ring. Dixon glanced at me; he must have heard it, too. He excused himself. I could see him standing by the window, receiver to his ear, and I read his lips. “Hello.” He listened. He frowned. “What?” He shook his head, rubbing the back of his neck. Whoever was on the line was giving him an earful. He turned, and our eyes met. He smiled, and that’s when I knew the news was not good. Dixon had two types of smiles: his usual enduring grin that says he can handle anything and his annoyed, you’ve-got-to-be-kidding smile, which now graced his lovely face. I turned my attention back to Lydia. 

			“I also considered having Portia elope with Nick Charles,” she said.

			“Shakespeare’s lottery woman from The Merchant of Venice?”

			“That’s the one.”

			“And The Thin Man?”

			“Yep.”

			“I didn’t know you were into Dashiell Hammett.”

			“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

			“Sometimes you scare me, Lydia. I can understand why you chose Portia, considering her marital issues, but Nick Charles? I don’t see it.”

			“I’m inspired by your recent exploits. Portia being you and Nick being Dixon?” 

			“You can do better.”

			“Portia reminds me of you—strong, determined, and stubborn. And Nick reminds me of Dixon, although Dixon is much more handsome than William Powell. I saw the movie. I know it’s a stretch, but I’m just throwing out ideas.”

			“What would you name the play?”

			“I’m still working on that. Maybe The Merchant of the Lower Ninth Ward.”

			I glanced back at Dixon; he had taken off his tie, and his lips were pursed. I tossed my napkin on the table, told Lydia to hold that thought, and said I’d be right back. 

			“Really, Bremmer. Can’t this wait?” Dixon motioned for me to come in. “Give us an hour. We’ll be there.” He ended the call.

			Clyde Bremmer is Dixon’s buddy, a detective with the Austin Police Department. A few months ago, he worked with us on the Driskill case. I was not his favorite person. “Was he calling about the arson? Have they found out who did it?” 

			“They are still investigating. You’d better sit down.”

			“I’ll stand.”

			“Have you ever heard of a town called New Braunfels?” Dickson’s new to Texas, having just moved here from Arkansas.

			“A small German town located between here and San Antonio. It’s known for its beer and sausage.”

			“We’re wanted.”

			“Wanted, as in . . . ?”

			

			“I’ll let you figure it out.”

			“I can make a guess, but after a few martinis and a few glasses of champagne, my brain isn’t really equipped for solving puzzles.”

			“Bremmer received a call from the New Braunfels Police Department.”

			“About what?”

			“There’s been a murder.”

			“So, why call the APD? And why did Bremmer reach out to you?”

			“A guy’s body was pulled from the Guadalupe River. It got snagged on some brush along the riverbank. At first, it seemed like an accident. The man, possibly drunk, fell into the river and got battered against the rocks as he was swept downstream. The medical examiner’s report indicated he was dead before he entered the water. The severe blows to the head likely caused his death.”

			“Okay?”

			“He was staying at the Faust Hotel. When the police searched his room, they found a grisly scene. Blood on the bed and floor—and you won’t believe this.”

			I looked out the window and saw that Serge and my brother Scott were having a heated discussion. Jeremiah and Marcella were laughing so hard that Marcella got up and ran inside the house. I’ve been in that situation too; I hope she made it to the bathroom. Lester was struggling to coax my cat, Mealworm, down from her perch in the magnolia tree. Meanwhile, Dad and Lydia seemed to be hitting it off.

			“Oh, I’m sure I’ll believe it. Just spit it out.”

			“Your detective license was discovered on the murdered man’s dresser in the hotel.”

			“You’re right. That is weird because my license is in my wallet. What’s the guy’s name?”

			“Milton Sweetwater. Know him?”

			“No, but hold on. I think I might know who he is. Jelly Bluesteen can verify that.” 

			Jelly owns the Blue Mist, a blues club just down the street from our office. I’m one of his favorite people. “Remember the guy I chased out of Jelly’s bar right before we landed the Driskill case? He was the bartender who stole money from the register. He also stole my jacket on the way out.”

			“The jacket with your new PI license. How could I forget? That’s the night you met Lydia.”

			“I’m sure she’s not involved.”

			Dixon laughed. “You hope. Anyway, Bremmer wants to talk to you.”

			“What can I tell him? The man made me a couple of drinks the night I was at the bar. He realized I was onto him, and he fled. I chased him and lost him near Waterloo Park. I got a new license the next day. Bremmer would be better off talking to Jelly.”

			“It’s not his case.”

			“Well, they can’t pin this murder on me. You’re my alibi.”

			“I’m sure you know that spouses, or soon-to-be spouses, don’t make great alibis.”

			“You’re right. When does he expect us at the police station?”

			“He said right away.”

			“Of course he did. He’s probably bored.”

			“I bought us a little time.” Dixon looked out the window. “Right now, I’m going to try to stop Lydia from feeding deviled eggs to your poodle.” 
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			Chapter Three

			Detective Bremmer was kicking a vending machine when we walked in. “These damn new-fangled coffee machines aren’t worth the nickel I just lost. Nice to see you again, Miss Lockhart. It’s been way too long, not that I’ve been counting the days.” 

			“Good to see you, Detective,” I said. He eyed me suspiciously. He hadn’t quite figured me out—a female detective. Sometimes, I saw admiration in his eyes, but more often than not, it was resentment.

			“Teaching her the ropes, Ralph? How’s the little gal catching on?”

			My hackles rose. Dixon squeezed my hand. 

			Bremmer looked at me as if I were some teenager who’d gotten into trouble again. I offered up nothing.

			He shrugged. “Across the street. Tip Top Diner. Not the best coffee on the planet, but much better than the black syrupy crap this machine spits out.” 

			Dixon and I slid into the booth across from Bremmer. He looked down at our hands. “I thought you guys got married.”

			“We’re working on it,” Dixon said.

			“Whatever you say,” Bremmer said. “Here’s the lowdown, although the New Braunfels police don’t know much yet. Sweetwater checked into the Faust a few days ago. He was staying in room 402. His room key was found in his pocket. He was last seen alive at the hotel bar on Saturday night. The ME said it looked like the body had been in the water for at least six hours. Was he a friend of yours, Miss Lockhart? Ever have any dealings with him?”

			“No. Possibly.”

			He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket. “This is the name of the New Braunfels police chief. He wants you to drive down and see him bright and early in the morning. He said he has some questions. Hope you can clear your calendar. I heard your business is booming.”

			“No complaints,” Dixon said. We stood to leave.

			“What about the fire in our office, Detective?” I said.

			“Like I told your partner on the phone, we’re still investigating.”

			“In other words, you know nothing,” I said.

			“We know it was arson due to the smell of gasoline in the outer room. It wasn’t the wiring. The fire alarm went off at 5:30 that morning. You’re lucky the fire department arrived quickly, otherwise, the entire building could have been destroyed.”

			“I don’t feel lucky.”

			Dixon watched this interchange with a coy smile. 

			“I told your boyfriend here that in the business you’re in, you can expect to make enemies. This is real life, Miss Lockhart. Not some radio drama. I suggest you consider who you’ve pissed off and make a list of names.” Bremmer rose from the table and handed me the check. “Thanks for the coffee. Send my wedding invitation to the police station,” he called over his shoulder. 

			I shook my head. As we walked out the door, I asked, “Why are so many people curious about our marital status?”

			“Are you kidding? Call it human nature.”

			“I don’t get it.”

			“After cracking that gubernatorial murder case, we’ve become the talk of the town. You’re beautiful. I’m strikingly handsome. Like Perry Mason and Della Street, everyone is wondering when those two will hook up.”

			“You listen to Perry Mason?”

			“Phoebe does. She tells me all about it.”

			 • • •

			By the time we got back from the police station, the party was in full swing— the last champagne bottle was empty, the phonograph blared Bob Wills, and my dad and Marcella were swing dancing to “Ida Red Likes to Boogie.” Aunt Frances and Caroline were in the kitchen sipping something thick and foaming from a flute glass. Lydia and Jeremiah acted out a scene from The Merchant of the Lower-Ninth Ward. Phoebe sat on Billy’s lap, running her fingers through his Frank Sinatra hair. Monroe, my poodle, was curled up under the mulberry bush, sawing logs. Everything looked peaceful. I cherished the moment because, for the life of Sydney Jean Lockhart, peace is a rare commodity as I was about to find out, again. 

			“Oh, Sydney, I’m worried Mealworm has wandered off,” Caroline said.

			“Don’t worry, she does that sometimes. She probably slinked back to the apartment through the cat door and is shredding the drapes in the living room.”

			“Should I go over to your apartment and check?”

			“Don’t be silly. Enjoy your cocktail with Aunt Frances.”

			“Oh, Sydney. Where have you been? I need to talk to you. I’m worried.” Scott looked back at the play rehearsal in progress. “That kid is weird.”

			“Lydia is Lydia, just flow with it.”

			“That’s not what I’m worried about. I think Jeremiah is cheating on me.”

			I did not need my drama queen brother and his overactive imagination right now, so I had to nip this in the bud. “Jeremiah is devoted to you.”

			“He was so devoted to me, but now he has lost interest. He traded in his white house robe—the one with the little pink roses—for boxers and an old T-shirt. Sometimes, I call home while I’m at work, and he’s not there. When I ask how he spent his day, he just says, ‘Oh, doing this and that.’ He mopes around a lot, and it’s been more than two weeks since he brought me flowers.” 

			I had to admit that didn’t sound like Jeremiah. “He seems to be enjoying his role-playing with Lydia.”

			“That’s precisely what I’m saying. He’d prefer to spend time with the miniature nightmare instead of me.”

			“Do you want me to talk to him?”

			“No! I want you to investigate his activities.”

			“He’s family. I will not do that. Just try having a heart-to-heart talk with him.”

			“Seriously, Syd. How long have you been part of this family? You know that never works.”

			

			Scott lumbered off. I sort of felt sorry for him, but not much. I turned to find Ruth standing inches behind me. 

			“Oh, Sydney.” She looked around as if a predator were about to pounce.

			“What are you looking for?”

			“What a relief. It looks like she’s gone.”

			“Who?”

			“That devil cat of yours. She’s been stalking me all day.”

			“She’s a cat. That’s what they do.”

			“But she spat at me.”

			“Don’t worry. I think she went home.”

			“To that cat-place in the sky?”

			“No. To the apartment.”

			“Oh, Sydney. I think your dad has had too much to drink,” Lester said. “I hope he isn’t planning to drive back to Galveston today.”

			“Don’t worry, Lester. Dad can spend the night in the cottage. Dixon and I will stay in my apartment.” 

			“Good idea. In the morning, I’ll take him to the golf course with me.” 

			“Oh, Sydney. Oh, Sydney. Oh, Sydney,” I mumbled, then headed over to grab a champagne flute until I remembered all the bubbly was gone. 

			“Were you just talking to yourself?” Dixon asked. 

			“Please take me home.”

			We rose early. While I showered, Dixon made the coffee. “Hey, hon,” he called. “The only things in your icebox are a bottle of spoiled milk, a jar of olives, and a bottle of gin. The bread is stale.”

			I walked into the kitchen, towel-drying my hair. “No problem. I’ll toast it and slather it with peanut butter. Not the best breakfast, but it will have to do.”

			“The poodle and cat have been fed. My turn for the shower.” 

			• • •

			Before stopping at the New Braunfels Police Department, we cruised by the Faust Hotel. The four-story masonry on Seguin Street sat a couple of blocks from a small park in the town center. The aroma of strudel from Naegelin’s Bakery across the street wafted in as we drove by. 

			“Nice town,” Dixon said. “Ever been here?” 

			“Years ago. Mom and Dad brought Scott and me here once when we were kids. We spent the day at Landa Park, which is on the Comal River. It merges with the Guadalupe River just outside of town. If we follow this street, it should lead us right into the park.” 

			We found a parking spot near an ice cream stand. The early morning crispness signaled the arrival of fall, but that had begun to fade, and the day promised to be warm and humid. I grabbed my sun hat. Dixon tossed his fedora and jacket in the back seat. We strolled through the crowd of people gathered on the riverbank. Inner tubes and canoes crowded the water. Families picnicked on blankets spread out on the grass, and a family baseball game was underway. The rainstorm that passed through the day before had stirred the river into a fury, causing it to overflow its banks and fling debris along the shoreline. 

			“It’s a good thing the storm stopped when it did. Otherwise, Sweetwater’s body would not be in the morgue right now. It would be floating downstream toward the Gulf,” I said.

			“Look at this.” Dixon pointed to a wooden plaque displaying a map and details about the river. “The Comal is the shortest river in Texas, measuring only two and a half miles in length and located entirely within the town of New Braunfels. It’s fed by the largest natural springs in the Southwest.” 

			“This part of the state features a unique underground topography: limestone caves, caverns, sinkholes, and deep water channels,” I said. “It sits atop the enormous Edwards Aquifer, causing hundreds of pristine, crystal-clear springs to bubble up to the surface. The water is pure enough to drink.” 

			“I’m amazed by your vast knowledge.”

			“I took a geology class in college. I considered it as a major but changed my mind when, on the first day of class, the professor announced that girls—he used the word ‘girls’—had no place in the field of geology, and although he couldn’t prevent us from taking the class, he wasn’t going to make it easy for us.” The next day, another female student, Elene, and I were the only girls left in class. I had no intention of dropping out, and neither did she. We devised a plan to be the most annoying students in class. We aced every assignment and test, but we both received a C as our final grade.” 

			“I’m sure complaining to the department didn’t help at all.”

			“We didn’t even try. However, the following year, he got his just desserts when he was caught in a scandal. He had gotten a football cheerleader pregnant and was forced to resign a year before earning tenure.”

			“And you went on to become a cracker-jack detective engaged to a decent, honorable, handsome guy. So, what’s our next move, Miss Lockhart?”

			“We’ll ask to see the body.”

			“Think you can recognize this Milton Sweetwater guy?”

			“Certainly, if he’s who I think he is, but why would he hold onto my PI license?”

			“Maybe as a souvenir.” 

			“Or perhaps he held onto it, knowing he’d eventually need to hire an investigator.”

			“Or maybe he had a crush on you. How many men get chased through an alley in downtown Austin at midnight by a gorgeous dame?”

			“I attract the oddest men, you excluded.”

			On the walk back to the car, we skirted the park where the swimming pool was located. Several guys were assembling what appeared to be a stage. “Looks like some big event is in the works,” I said. One man with a bullhorn shouted directions and then threw down his clipboard. “He doesn’t look too happy.”

			

			• • •

			The New Braunfels Police Department was housed in a brick building adjacent to the city hall. Police Chief Douglas McAllen ushered us into his office. There was no smile, no handshake, no greeting. “Sit,” he instructed as he squeezed himself into the desk chair. “Miss Lockhart.”

			“That’s me, and this is my partner, Ralph Dixon.”

			“So I hear. How do you know Milton Sweetwater?”

			“I’m not sure if I do, but if it’s the guy I think it is, I encountered him a few weeks ago in Austin. I was on a stakeout at a downtown bar. The owner, Jelly Bluesteen, suspected that Sweetwater was stealing from the till. It didn’t take me long to notice he was sliding money up his sleeve. I called Jelly over and informed him about what was happening. Sweetwater realized he’d been caught. He grabbed as much cash from the register as he could, bolted out, and, for some reason, decided to swipe my jacket on the way. My license was in the pocket.”

			McAllen listened and then turned to Dixon. He eyed him up and down and turned back to me. “So, you haven’t seen this guy since?”

			“No. I certainly didn’t expect him to knock on my door and return my license.”

			“We need to make sure it was him. All that he had on him was the key to his hotel room at the Faust. We found his driver’s license, a few bucks, and your PI license on the dresser in his room. Think you can identify him?”

			“Yes, I believe so. I’m certain he hasn’t changed much since the last time I saw him.”

			“I’m sure he has. I must warn you, he doesn’t look good.”

			“Most dead people don’t.”

			“Come on. Let’s take care of this.”

			Dixon and I followed McAllen down the hall, out the door, to the next building, and into the morgue. The ME wheeled the body out of cold storage and pulled back the sheet.

			I expected a gruesome scene, but got much more. Whoever bludgeoned Sweetwater wanted to make sure he was good and dead. The left side of his skull was caved in so deeply that much of the brain mass was gone. Moss clung to what little hair was still on his head. His chalky white skin and blue lips left me feeling cold.

			“That’s him,” I said. 

			“So, you haven’t seen this guy since that night in Austin when you chased him?”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“Where were you late Saturday night, Miss Lockhart?”

			I looked over at Dixon. He shrugged.

			“I’ll tell you where I wasn’t,” I said. “I wasn’t anywhere near the Faust Hotel or New Braunfels, nor have I been since I was twelve.”

			“You didn’t answer my question, Miss Lockhart.”

			“At home in bed.”

			“What’s this all about, McAllen?” Dixon asked. “She identified the body. What else do you want?”

			A slow smile spread across McAllen’s face. “Miss Lockhart is here because she’s a suspect in the murder of Sweetwater.”

			“What?” I said. “That’s absurd. I told you I didn’t know the guy.”

			“You’re lying, Miss Lockhart. We have reason to believe you were with Mr. Sweetwater at the Faust Hotel and that you were likely the last person to see him alive.”

			“Sydney has been with me the entire time—the entire time,” Dixon stressed.

			“I don’t have much faith in her alibi or in you vouching for her. She’d need assistance getting a dead body off the fourth floor of the hotel and disposing of it.”

			“Are you arresting us?” Dixon said. 

			“Just questioning Miss Lockhart for now.” He turned to me. “I’ll check out your story about Sweetwater. Right now, I need to take your fingerprints.”

				 

			Dixon and I stood on the steps of the police station. The sun blazed bright and angry. Dixon grabbed my hand, and we made for the shade tree across the street. 

			“What the hell was that all about?”

			

			Dixon lit a cigarette. “No need to worry. But we need to learn more about this Milton Sweetwater fellow.”

			“Maybe Jelly can tell us something.”

			“Maybe, but I say we start at the Faust.”

			“McAllen doesn’t believe me.”

			“He’s a cop. It’s his job. No need to worry.”

			“I believe we should both be concerned since he suggested that you could be my accomplice.”

			“But he didn’t ask for my fingerprints.” Dixon chuckled. 

			“I noticed.”

			 

		


		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Chapter Four

			The heavy oak doors of the Spanish Colonial Revival structure beckoned us inside. The lobby floor, along with what I could see of the staircase, was covered in beige and blood-red geometric Spanish tile. Dark wooden beams ran along the ceiling and down the walls, adding an elegant touch to the space. Several floor-to-ceiling columns extended through the middle of the lobby into the dining room. Ceiling fans turned lazily, stirring the damp, humid air. No one was behind the front desk, where a National cash register sat in the center, and a sign-in book rested next to it. Dixon tapped the bell on the counter, and a desk clerk emerged. His name tag read Mr. Alexander. “Checking in, sir?”

			Dixon got straight to the point. “I’m Ralph Dixon, and this is Sydney Lockhart. We’re private detectives. We’re here to find out about Mr. Sweetwater.” 

			The desk clerk stared at me like I had just risen from the dead. “But you’re not Sydney Lockhart.” 

			“I was the last time I looked.” 

			“Excuse me,” he said and hurried to the back office.

			“What was that all about?” I said.

			A few minutes later, a slim, bald man came out. “Are you the two detectives?”

			“We are,” Dixon said.

			“I’m Nigel Hubbard, the hotel manager. Let’s talk in my office.”

			We followed Hubbard into a small room equipped with a roll-top desk and a few filing cabinets. A picture of the hotel was hung
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