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      Fen looked at his phone as if it had a communicable disease. He sighed and whispered, “I’ve looked forward to the cruise for six months. They won’t spoil it by talking me into working another case until I return. And that’s final.”

      A contradictory voice in his brain spoke back to him. Then why did you tell Chuck you'd come to his office this morning to discuss it? Frustrated with himself and the possibility of his cruise to Alaska being hijacked, Fen left his in-home artist studio and went in search of breakfast.

      He entered the kitchen and passed Thelma, his housekeeper and cook of many years. Her searching gaze didn’t surprise him, nor did her question. “Who’s callin’ you so early on a Saturday morning?”

      “Candy called to say Chuck wants to see me.”

      “That lawyer ain’t nothing but trouble. Call him back and tell him you’re busy. That man thinks he can snap his fingers and you’ll come-a-runnin’.”

      She snatched a quick breath and continued, “You runnin’ to town this morning is almost as foolish as you and Bailey getting on a big boat and going to look at icebergs. Who in their right mind would fly halfway across the world to get on a ship with people you don’t know? If you want to see Alaska, turn on YouTube and watch all the documentaries you want. There’s no telling what kinds of germs strangers will bring with them.”

      Thelma hadn’t finished. She raised her voice to a more combative tone and waved a spatula at him. “It’s bad enough you’re going, but you’re taking Bailey with you. She’s young, so I can understand her wanting a break from college to see what the world offers. That gray sneaking into your hair tells me you should see trouble coming and avoid it. There’s no telling how many widows and divorced women will try to latch on to you. You’d best be on guard. Those she-devils would love to get their hooks into you.”

      She paused and came back at him with a full-throated complaint. “Don’t you be rollin’ your eyes. What I’m telling you is the gospel truth. You got what women want more than anything: a good heart, decent looks for a man your age, only one artificial knee, a home that’s paid for, plenty of land, and lots of money. Any one of those is enough to attract a hive of honeybees. Put them all together, and it’s a wonder your phone doesn’t ring off the wall.”

      Fen countered, “People don’t hang phones on the wall anymore, and you know I’m not over Sally yet.”

      Thelma screeched. “Yet? That tells me you’re warming to the idea.”

      It was time for Fen to make a tactical retreat. Thelma was the county’s foremost collector of gossip, and perhaps the most opinionated person he’d ever met. She had the uncanny ability to uncover secrets. It was only a matter of time before she confronted him with the name of the raven-haired attorney who’d ambushed his heart. If Thelma caught wind that Audrey was coming on the cruise, there’d be an explosion in his home that would rival an atomic bomb.

      Fen spoke as he filled his mug with coffee. “What’s for breakfast?”

      He hadn’t fooled Thelma. “What kind of silly question is that? It’s Saturday. You always want pancakes and sausage. That’s because Saturday was the only day Sally would treat herself to something besides smoothies. I tried my best to put meat on her bones, but she insisted on staying the same weight as when she graduated high school.” Her voice cracked. “God rest her soul; what I’d give to have her sitting next to you again.”

      Silence settled over the kitchen. Fen cast his gaze out the window on this cloudy June morning and thought of the days that he and his late wife believed would never end. It was an illusion, a cruel mirage. The defect in her heart was beyond the ability of modern medicine to repair. The only remedy was a new heart, which her body rejected. She refused to consider a second transplant, saying it wasn’t fair to others who were waiting for their first chance to receive a new lease on life.

      Fen cleared his throat and broke the silence by saying, “Did Sam say if it’s going to rain today?”

      Thelma dabbed her eyes with the corner of her gingham apron. “Heavy rain this morning, but clearing this afternoon.”

      The words had no sooner passed her lips than thunder rolled across Fen’s four-thousand acres that sat on the banks of the Brazos River. Sam, the farm and ranch manager, was right again. Fen watched as the sky opened and shed its heavy load on the thirsty crops, cattle, and thick woods.

      He spoke to Thelma without turning. “Who needs to watch the weather on television when your husband never misses a forecast?”

      Thelma delivered a stack of three pancakes and two sausage patties. “You can watch it rain later. Put butter and syrup on ’em before they get cold.” She then asked, “Are you going to paint when you get back from seeing Lawyer Chuck?”

      “That’s the plan. I’m putting the finishing touches on a commission of Enchanted Rock.”

      Thelma shook her head. “I don’t understand people who pay thousands of dollars for a painting of a giant rock.”

      Fen shrugged. “I guess it’s because so many people visit and climb on it every year. The pink granite dome emits groaning sounds because of temperature changes, but most people don’t know that. They think the rock speaks things to people. The guy who commissioned me to paint it credits the rock with convincing his wife to marry him. She says the rock told her he was the one.”

      “Horsefeathers,” said Thelma. “It’s more likely they were smoking funny cigarettes when someone behind her talked about the price of rock salt.”

      “That’s a possibility I hadn’t thought of.”

      “When are you supposed to be at Lawyer Chuck’s this morning?”

      “I want to get it over with so I can finish the painting today. I’ll leave after breakfast.”

      “Then you’d best eat up, put your boots on, and get to town. Pick up a loaf of sourdough bread from the farmers’ market while you’re out, and don’t get distracted and forget like you did last Saturday.”

      “The market may get rained out.”

      Thelma looked out the window and scowled. “You’re probably right. Liza Diggs insists on wearing silly flip-flops with knee-length socks and hates to get her feet wet. Never mind about the bread. I have everything here to make loaves of whole wheat or white.”

      Fen did as instructed and was soon on his way to Springdale, the county seat of Newman County. The windshield wipers of his one-ton dually truck hummed a steady note as he crossed over the rising river, the color of chocolate milk. He rehearsed a couple of different scenarios of what he would tell Chuck. The first version was a flat-out insistence that under no circumstances would he miss the opportunity to see Alaska. It didn’t matter what Chuck said. He wasn’t interested until after he and Bailey returned.

      He drove a few miles, adding and deleting some of the bullet points of his speech. By the time he pulled into the parking lot behind Chuck’s law office, curiosity had gnawed on him enough that he decided to listen for a few minutes before reiterating to Chuck and his wife, Candy, that he had an art class to teach on the ship and sights to see. He didn’t want another murder to solve.

      Candy met him at the door with his favorite mug filled with the best coffee in town. “Was it raining at your ranch?”

      “It’s a real frog-strangler.”

      Candy’s eyes sparkled. “Is Bailey excited about going on the cruise?” She hooked her arm in his and led them down the long hallway to the oversized office.

      Chuck’s workspace looked as it always did. Mounds of file folders covered the top of his desk. Every pile tested the laws of physics by remaining upright. The small blotter in front of the attorney was the only clear real estate.

      Fen returned Chuck’s wave and seated himself well away from the leaning towers. The coffee tasted exceptionally good as he and Candy waited for his friend and lawyer to complete his call. Chuck held his office phone to his ear and said, “You can sue if you want to, but under Texas law, cattle ranchers have the upper hand. I agree it’s a shame Mable totaled her car when she hit LeRoy Jenkins’s cow, but all that’s required is three strands of barbed wire. He has four strands, and the photos I saw show that he maintains them adequately. LeRoy claims Stubby Ford’s new bull is to blame. He’s a frisky thing who knows how to bend wire and break fence posts.”

      Fen chuckled under his breath. He had his share of amorous bulls and willing cows who found ingenious ways to get over, around, and through fences.

      Chuck kept talking. “Stubby spent way too much on that bull, and LeRoy is hanging on to his land by his fingernails. Because it’s unclear who’s to blame, or even if anyone is, you’re in a no-win situation. Stubby and LeRoy are pointing at each other. The court would first have to rule who’s at fault, or if neither is. Even if we won the case, which I highly doubt, all you’d get is a judgment. My advice is for you to take the settlement from the insurance company, find Mabel a good used car in the color she likes, and move on with life. Besides, she never cared for that baby-blue Accord.”

      Chuck listened to the reply and said, “Look at it this way: By the time you paid me, you’d be well on your way to buying Mabel a new car. Take the insurance money and save yourself a truckload of grief.”

      The call ended, and Fen asked, “Do you think Mabel will get a new car?”

      “Richard is too cheap for new. He’ll get her the same make, model, and year she had, but with fewer miles and in white. She likes white cars. Says they stay cooler in the summer.”

      Fen looked at his attorney. “I’m not working on a case until I return from Alaska.”

      Candy said, “That’s what I told Chuck.”

      Undeterred, Chuck added, “You don’t fly out until Friday morning. All we’re asking is that you familiarize yourself with the case before you leave.”

      Candy added, “The sheriffs of two counties each believe they know who committed the murder. They both have evidence, but it’s too weak to get a conviction. I’ve compiled reports from both counties, where they found the body, autopsy findings, and the detectives’ interviews. The murder happened in February, so there’s no rush.”

      “Let me make sure I’m not missing something,” said Fen. “The murder happened in February, and it’s now mid-June.”

      “Correct,” said Candy.

      “So why are you even talking to me about this now? Why not wait until I get home from the cruise if there’s no rush?”

      Chuck shifted his gaze to Fen’s coffee cup and asked, “How’s the coffee this morning?”

      “Perfect as usual and why aren’t you answering my question?”

      “All we’re asking is that you review the file Candy compiled.”

      Candy’s cell phone rang, and she left the room to answer it.

      Fen stared at Chuck. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Chuck issued a cheesy grin. “Bon voyage?”

      “What else?”

      “Give our best to Bailey and Audrey.”

      Fen squinted. “There’s something else. What is it?”

      “Pick up the files on your way out, have a wonderful time teaching your class, and enjoy whale watching.”

      Fen waited until he was in his truck to make a call to Lou Cooper, a reporter for the local newspaper. He asked her to meet him at a local coffee shop. Chuck hadn’t been completely forthcoming with him. Another set of eyes on the files from an award-winning reporter might save him time and grief when he returned from the cruise. Then again, it could all be a waste of time. The two sheriffs might have the case solved by the time he returned.
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      Fen grimaced as he took the first sip of what the coffee shop claimed was their special blend of home-roasted beans. The joke around town was to ask whose home burned to the ground with bags of beans in it. It really wasn’t a bad cup of coffee unless you compared it to Candy’s. He pushed the paper cup away and sipped water while he waited for Lou to arrive.

      She made a not-so-grand appearance within a few minutes of his arrival. Lou didn’t do Saturday mornings well. She arrived wearing the bottoms of a jogging suit and an AC/DC T-shirt. He guessed both dated to her college days two decades ago. No makeup and her hair stuffed under a baseball cap completed the look.

      She went straight to the barista and ordered a cup of black coffee with a double shot of espresso. Fen guessed she’d stayed up late either reading or writing.

      Lou brought the concoction to the table and plopped down in a chair. She held up a hand to stop him from saying anything. After taking several small ice cubes from Fen’s water glass and stirring them into her steaming coffee, she took two long drinks and let out a sigh.

      Fen asked, “Rough night?”

      “Rough morning,” said Lou. “You interrupted the best dream I’ve had in years. It started when a book I wrote hit number one and I won the lottery on the same day. Your call came as they were presenting me with a check the size of my front door.”

      She took another long pull from the paper cup. Fen knew from experience that she needed caffeine to work its magic before he discussed a case, so he kept things light.

      “Bailey’s excited about going to Alaska as my assistant.”

      What Fen thought was a throwaway sentence turned out to receive a frosty reception from Lou.

      “She’s one of the best portrait painters I’ve ever seen. I don’t know why she didn’t get top billing as teacher, or at least share it with you.”

      Fen shrugged. “It may have to do with name recognition, and I specialize in painting landscapes. The Alaskan coast lends itself to wide vistas, glaciers, and snow-tipped mountains. Painting portraits would work better on a transatlantic or transpacific cruise when there wouldn’t be anything to see but water.”

      Lou accepted the answers and moved on. “I see you brought file folders. They look like the ones Candy uses. Please tell me there’s a juicy murder case. I’m desperate to write something besides kids’ baseball scores, June weddings, and cattle posing a nuisance to drivers.”

      He checked to make sure there wasn’t anyone sitting close enough to eavesdrop. “I called you from my truck after my visit with Chuck and Candy. There’s a case, but I don’t think it will amount to anything. I scanned these files. They’re confidential and implicate two suspects. One lives in Bell County and the other in Coryell County. Deputies fished a body out of the Leon River back in February.” Fen clarified his last statement. “The highway sign at the bridge crossing the water says it’s the Leon River, but most people say it’s part of Lake Belton. Either way, someone injected a registered nurse named Tracy Voss with a lethal dose of drugs.”

      “Are they sure it wasn’t an accidental drowning or suicide?”

      Fen shook his head. “No water in the lungs. That rules out accidental drowning. As for suicide, the pathologist ruled that out when he looked at the results of the tox screen.”

      Lou read the report. “Someone wanted her double-dead. That’s enough to kill her twice.”

      He nodded and said, “They believe the murder took place elsewhere and the killer dumped the body in the river. I don’t know if it’s a hunch or my paranoia, but I don’t have a good feeling about this case.”

      “Do you think Chuck and Candy are hiding something from you?”

      Fen rubbed his cheeks with both hands. “I’ve never known Chuck to lie, and that goes double for Candy. However, neither is always completely forthcoming with all they know.” He took a breath. “Maybe some of Thelma’s paranoia rubbed off on me this morning.”

      “That’s possible. There’s plenty to go around, and she doesn’t mind sharing it with whoever will listen to her.”

      They both took a drink of coffee. Lou spoke before he set his cup on the table. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Make yourself a copy of everything in the file. I’ll come to town tomorrow to get it from you.”

      “What am I looking for?”

      “I don’t want to influence you, so follow your instincts.”

      Lou said, “My instincts are already telling me that Chuck and Candy aren’t telling you everything.”

      “You’re probably right, but what makes you say that?”

      “Chuck’s an attorney. That makes him an expert in deception by omission. As for Candy, she’s worse. It wouldn’t surprise me if she used to carry some sort of government identification card with three letters on it. FBI or CIA come to mind.”

      Fen didn’t want to go down a rabbit hole by guessing what Candy used to do, so he said nothing and waited for Lou to move on. It didn’t take long.

      “What about Bailey? Do you want her to know what’s in these files?”

      “Don’t mention it to her yet. I don’t want to get her hopes up. She’s a whiz at getting information out of people, but I’m not convinced this case is anything but a simple homicide with two suspects, one from Coryell County and the other from Bell County.”

      Lou moved the files to her side of the table. “I’ll give you an honest assessment of what I think of the case. I may even make a phone call or two, but the next time Chuck calls you, I want something with more meat on the bone. Bring me a humdinger of a murder that will capture readers’ attention, not one that’s almost solved. Based on what you told me, this one doesn’t deserve two paragraphs on page eighteen.”

      Fen looked into his coffee cup before raising his head to meet Lou’s stare. “Don’t blame me if you can’t spice up a story. Besides, they’re not making diabolical killers like they used to. We take what we get, and we don’t throw a fit.”

      Lou stood, raked the files off the table, and let them fall into a cloth grocery bag she had brought with her. “Not funny, not clever, and a rhyme doesn’t work in a crime story.”

      Fen lifted a finger. “Sure, it does. Rhyme and crime rhyme every time.”

      Lou rolled her eyes and left without another word.

      Fen spent his time driving home, trying to think up words that rhymed with cruise. He gave up after bruise, booze, and snooze. Thoughts shifted to Bailey. Should he tell her about the murder case or let it ride for another day or two? On one hand, he had very few details to give her, and the case seemed almost solved. On the other hand, Thelma already knew that Chuck and Candy had called, and he’d responded with a quick trip into town. That didn’t happen unless there was a case to work.

      He pulled his truck into the first stall of the garage and climbed out. Bailey flew out the door that connected the garage to his home. “Thelma told me you received a phone call from Chuck and you high-tailed it to town. She also said you met Lou at a coffee shop after your meeting with Chuck. How are we going to solve a murder in less than a week?”

      It was no good pretending there wasn’t a case, but he might get by with a partial answer. “The case is ninety percent solved. There probably won’t be a case to solve by the time we return from Alaska. In the meantime, I’m finishing my landscape, and you owe Jeremy a portrait of him with his college diploma.”

      Fen gave her a quick head to toe inspection. Her blond hair was a bird’s nest of uncombed chaos. She wore a man’s football jersey. Whether there were shorts underneath was anyone’s guess. He looked at her feet and asked, “Why did you paint each toenail a different color?”

      “Artistic license to be different, and don’t change the subject. Chuck and Candy wouldn’t have called you on a Saturday if there wasn’t a murder to solve. You went to town to speak with them. Next, you took your life in your hands by telling Lou to meet you for coffee before 11:00 a.m. on her day off. Why did you give her an assignment before telling me we have a case?”

      Fen didn’t appreciate the tone of her voice, but instead of telling her what he thought of her interrogation, he lowered the volume of his words. “Is something going on between you and Jeremy that I need to know about?”

      “If there were, I wouldn’t tell you.” Her chin wobbled a bit before she brought it under control.

      “In that case, I’m going to my studio to paint. If you want a full explanation of my trip to town, I’ll give it to you after you get dressed and do something with your hair. If anything else is on your mind, we can discuss that, too.”

      She turned, threw open the door, and scampered up the stairway leading to her over-the-garage apartment and small art studio. He waited to go inside until he heard the door to her hideaway slam shut.

      Thelma met him in the hallway. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “What did you say to Bailey that made her slam her door?”

      “She thinks we have a case to work on and I chose Lou to investigate it instead of her. Any idea where she got that idea?”

      Thelma squared her shoulders. “Don’t blame me. You’re the one who’s making her into a clone of you. All that talk about collecting clues, processing evidence, and drawing conclusions from facts has her thinking she’s a cross between Sherlock Holmes and Nancy Drew.” Thelma tilted her head to one side. “Did she reach the wrong conclusion?”

      “She didn’t collect enough facts before she reached premature conclusions and tried to bite my head off.”

      Thelma sometimes made a clicking sound with her mouth that reminded him of someone saying, “Tsk, tsk, tsk.” She followed this with, “Whenever you take a detour after I ask you a question, I know you’re beatin’ around the bush. Did Bailey reach the right conclusion or not?”

      “She was more right than wrong, but not completely.”

      Hands raised in frustration as Thelma huffed and turned around. “There you go again with the double-talk. I get straighter answers from a coiled snake.”

      Fen retreated to his studio and took half an hour doing nothing but staring at his painting of Enchanted Rock. He learned long ago the importance of focusing attention solely on his work. The faster he could get into a state of flow, the better the final work would be. It sounded New Age, but the brushes became extensions of his fingers, and the paints almost told him how they wanted to be mixed and where to go. It wasn’t unusual for him to carry on conversations with the ingredients needed to produce paintings people wanted to purchase and enjoy.

      The knock on his door sounded, and his artist’s muse fled. Bailey slipped in. “It’s one in the afternoon. Thelma wanted me to let you know your lunch is in the oven, staying warm.”

      He kept facing his painting. “Come here and tell me what you think. What’s missing?”

      Bailey wore blue jean shorts, a paint-dappled T-shirt, and old Crocs also adorned with smears and dots of paint. A thick ponytail protruded from the back of a baseball cap. She studied the painting and said, “The landscape looks great, but the parking lot in the distance is funky.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “For one thing, there are no cars or trucks on it.”

      “I haven’t finished that part.”

      Bailey shook her head. “Don’t show it.”

      Fen stared at his work. “But that’s the way it looks. Why wouldn’t I include it?”

      Bailey asked, “How old is Enchanted Rock?”

      Fen didn’t immediately respond, but eventually said, “I see what you mean. That giant mound of granite predates humankind. Anything modern detracts from the theme of timelessness.”

      Bailey shrugged. “All I know is that it would look better without cars and a parking lot.”

      Fen sensed this was a teachable moment for both of them. “Do you realize you’ve tapped into the voice of the painting?”

      “That’s a new one to me. What do you mean?”

      “It means you’re thinking like a romantic and a mystic. It also means my customer and his wife are going to love the finished product because it won’t show any trace of man.”

      “Huh?”

      “They married because the wife believes the rock spoke to her that my customer was to be her husband. It stands to reason that she believes the rock has known this for millions of years. There’s the romance and mysticism.”

      Bailey kept looking at the painting. “Do you believe that?”

      “I believe in love, that rocks don’t normally make groaning sounds, and that things exist I can’t explain.” He grinned. “I also believe my customer’s wife is sure the rock spoke to her, and he’ll pay a lot of money to remind her of it.”

      Bailey looked out the window. “Perhaps I should go to Enchanted Rock and ask about my future with Jeremy.”

      Fen swallowed hard. “I didn’t know you were thinking about it.”

      “The thought comes and goes.” She shifted her gaze to him. “It’s because I’m such a romantic magician.”

      “Mystic, not a magician.”

      “Whatever.”

      Fen changed the subject. “Do you want to go to town with me Monday morning to meet with Lou?”

      “Tell me about the case so I can decide. I don’t want to waste half a day on something that’s a nothing-burger.”

      “Excellent decision. Let’s go to my office.”
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      Fen had low expectations as he and Bailey entered the coffee shop at nine forty-five on Monday morning. Unlike Saturday morning, Lou was waiting for them, sipping a cup of coffee with crumbs from a half-eaten Danish decorating a paper plate in front of her. She nodded a greeting to Fen, but looked at Bailey and smiled, “You two remind me of Beauty and the Beast.”

      Fen shot back with, “That’s Mr. Beast to you.” He looked at Bailey. “Coffee and something fattening?”

      “I'm already buzzed, and no thanks to a fat pill. I need to squeeze into my bathing suit on the cruise.”

      Lou shook her head. “Oh, to be your age again and have my old figure back. It's amazing how things get rearranged after 40.”

      Fen glanced at the service bar. “I took a long walk before breakfast and didn't go back for seconds on Thelma’s biscuits. They say you gain a pound a day when on a cruise ship. I might as well get a jump on it and get what Lou’s eating.”

      Lou picked up her pastry. “It’s not fair that I can look at this and gain two pounds and men can eat as much as they want and wear the same size pants for forty years.”

      “No more chit-chat,” said Fen. “I gave Bailey a copy of the file last night. Don’t talk about it until after I stimulate the economy.”

      It wasn’t long before Fen returned to the table. He settled into his chair while Bailey flipped pages. The coffee tasted better than it had Saturday morning, and the cream cheese Danish melted in his mouth.

      Fen started with Bailey by asking, “What stands out to you?”

      She kept her head down. “The victim’s occupation. This Voss woman was a registered nurse. I could understand her getting depressed and taking her own life, but somebody shot her full of drugs. That’s what I call overkill.”

      Lou jumped in. “That was the first thing I noticed, too. I’ll send both of you an email with my notes from the limited research I did this weekend, but here are the bullet points. Tracy Voss lived in Fort Gates. It’s officially listed as an unincorporated town and connects to Gatesville, a city with a population between fifteen and sixteen thousand. It’s the county seat of Coryell County.”

      Fen interrupted. “That population number is deceptive. Almost nine thousand of those counted in the last census are inmates, most of them are female prisoners. That’s where we sent our convicted women when I was sheriff.”

      Bailey asked, “Do all the women felons in the state go there to serve their time?”

      “They used to, but there are other places they might go to now.”

      Lou continued her report. “Nurse Voss drove about thirty-five miles to get to work in Temple. She worked at a surprisingly massive hospital for a city of that size. It serves a huge chunk of Central Texas.”

      Fen asked, “Why is the sheriff of Coryell County convinced he knows the person who killed Tracy Voss?”

      Lou spoke next. “That suspect’s name is Ron Crestman. He’s also a registered nurse and lives in Gatesville. I called the sheriff to ask why he believed Mr. Crestman killed Tracy Voss, but I ran into a brick wall. You’ll probably have more luck than me, seeing how you’re still a member of the good-old-boys club with fellow sheriffs.”

      “I’ll call him, even though I don’t know him.”

      Bailey opened a second file. “That brings us to Patrick Voss, our second suspect.”

      “Right,” said Lou. “He’s Tracy’s ex-husband and a real jerk.”

      Fen interrupted. “Wait a minute. Patrick Voss rings a bell. Keep talking, and I’ll try to remember where I’ve heard that name.”

      Lou took over again. “Patrick Voss is a Certified Financial Planner who accused me of being a telephone solicitor and hung up. I had a little more luck in finding out a few things about him from an online search. He and Tracy were married for thirteen months before she gave him the old heave-ho, and I don’t blame her.”

      She took a breath and continued, “I didn’t bother calling the sheriff of Bell County. Arrogant ex-husbands who get dumped are always good suspects.”

      Fen snapped his fingers. “I know where I heard Patrick’s name. He’s scheduled to be in our art class on the cruise ship.”

      “Not anymore,” said Lou. “I called the editor of Temple’s newspaper. Detectives told Patrick he shouldn’t leave the county, let alone leave the country. The ship’s last stop is in Canada. Alaska and Canada aren’t anywhere near Bell County, Texas.”

      Fen rubbed his chin. “I hoped this meeting would put to rest the gnawing feeling in my stomach. Patrick Voss has me thinking otherwise.” He turned his head. “Bailey, you take Patrick and see what you can uncover in the next two days.”

      He shifted his gaze. “Lou, go deeper on the victim and Ron Crestman.”

      Lou asked, “And what are you going to investigate?”

      “I’ll call both sheriffs. You’re right about me being able to play the good-old-boy card.”

      Bailey asked, “Are we meeting here on Wednesday?”

      Fen thought for a moment. “Thelma will know we’re meeting whether it’s here or at the ranch. We’ll be more comfortable at home.”

      Lou chimed in, “What time do you want me at your place on Wednesday?”

      “Eleven-thirty. I’ll tell Thelma you’re staying for lunch.”

      Bailey covered a smirk, then lowered her hand. “If we eat on the back patio, it will drive her bonkers. She can’t eavesdrop out there.”

      Lou gave her head a firm nod. “Back patio it is.”

      “Yeah!” said Bailey with too much elation in her voice.

      Fen admonished her with, “Play nice, Bailey, or I’ll ask Thelma to go on the cruise to chaperone you and Jeremy.”

      “Me? You’re the one she’d helicopter over, especially if she finds out about Audrey.”

      “Lord help me if she does. Let’s all play nice, but not too nice. That would tip her off for sure.”

      On the way home, Fen thought about the tightrope he often walked with the women in his life. Each presented unique challenges.

      Fen glanced to his right. Bailey stared out the passenger-side window, content to travel without talking.

      His thoughts went back to Lou. She possessed research skills second to none and the determination of a bloodhound given a sweat-dampened T-shirt to lock in a scent. On the deficit side of the ledger was her lack of tact, especially when questioning men. She defaulted to distrust until proven otherwise.

      Bailey broke her silence. “Have you heard from Audrey?”

      “Not since last week. Why do you ask?”

      A conspiratorial smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I was wondering if my roommate on the cruise was getting excited about the voyage.”

      “This isn't Audrey's first cruise. However, it is her first trip to Alaska. As far as I know, she's looking forward to sharing a room with you.”

      “I think she’s more excited about taking long walks with you on the promenade and you two having candlelight dinners in one of the ship’s fancy restaurants.”

      Fen shook his head. “They don’t allow candles on cruise ships.”

      “Really? How do they expect you to have a romantic supper?”

      “Battery powered tea lights.”

      Bailey shifted in her seat. “How did you get to be such an expert on cruising?’

      “YouTube videos. You should brush up on the ship, the rules related to what you can and can’t bring on board, and all that the ship offers. They’ll also tell you what to pack and what to leave behind.” Fen thought for a few seconds. “On second thought, focus on the ports of call. Thelma has packing lists for both of us already made out.”

      “If it’s anything like the list she makes when I start a new semester at college, we’ll be way over the weight limit for our luggage at the airport.”

      Fen rubbed his chin. “When she hears the word Alaska, she thinks of icebergs, blizzards, long underwear, parkas, and snow boots. We’ll be there in late June. I’ll tell her everything must fit in one large suitcase each and a carry-on. She’ll insist on one more suitcase, so I’ll tell her we want all our cold weather gear in one suitcase. You do the same, and we’ll leave our second suitcases in my truck.”

      “I can get by with one carry-on and a backpack. Even one suitcase is too much.”

      “It won’t be worth the fight,” said Fen. “We’ll stop somewhere on the way, repack, and leave one suitcase each in the truck. If you take your largest suitcase and it doesn’t have much in it, that’s good; plenty of room for souvenirs.” He raised a finger. “Make sure you have quick access to rain gear. I ordered you a pair of lightweight rain pants and a matching hooded rain jacket. It should arrive today.”

      “That can go in my backpack.” Bailey knitted her eyebrows together. “I see what you mean. Thelma will throw a hissy-fit if we don’t take everything she thinks we may need.”

      “We have an hour and a half drive to get to Austin’s airport and a nine o’clock flight. That means we’ll leave very early on Friday. We can have the truck already loaded before she sees us off with coffee and cinnamon rolls.”

      They shared smiles, and Fen asked, “Is that sneaky enough for you?”

      “Not bad for a man who doesn’t like to sneak.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Now that we’ve established that you can practice deception, are we going to pick Audrey up on the way to the airport?”

      “She’ll meet us there. As far as anyone in her hometown knows, she’s taking some time off to go to an unknown destination.”

      “Ah-ha! Two sneaky people on a romantic cruise.”

      Fen needed to turn the conversation in another direction. “Since you brought it up, is that what this cruise will be for you and Jeremy, a chance to further your relationship?”

      Bailey’s demeanor changed from lighthearted to something more pensive and somber. “I’m not sure what to expect.”

      “Is he having second thoughts?”

      “I hope not, and it’s nothing we’ve talked about.”

      “But?”

      Bailey let out a long huff. “I can’t explain it, but he’s changed since he graduated and started the internship with that big wealth management firm in San Antonio.”

      “I see,” said Fen.

      “What do you see?” asked Bailey.

      “Some of the same things you do. He has a new career that you’re not part of. You want to finish your degree. He’s moved on from fraternity parties and making the dean’s list. Both of you are wondering what the future holds.”

      Bailey raised a palm. “That’s enough. You don’t need to recite the entire list of things going against us.” She sniffed. “I had my head in the sand, and this blindsided me.” She double-sniffed and blinked back a tear. “I’m wondering if we’re making a mistake by going on the cruise together.”

      He knew Bailey was looking for advice, but his well of sagacity and the gas gauge on his truck had something in common. Both pointed toward empty. He gave her what sounded to him like a total cop-out. “Maybe it’s time you and Jeremy talked about this.”

      She looked at him. “Is that the best you can do?”

      He bristled at her sharp response and at his own ineptitude. The need to sidestep the issue caused him to say, “Let's forget about Jeremy for the next couple of days. Instead, focus on the case and discover what we can before we leave.”
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      Fen pulled his truck into the garage and turned off the clattering diesel engine. Bailey wasted no time getting out the door of his truck and heading for her apartment. He went to his studio to put the finishing touches on his painting of Enchanted Rock. He'd no sooner put paint on his palette when his phone rang. A smile parted his lips.

      “Hello, Audrey. Believe it or not, I was on the verge of calling you. Should I even ask if you know about the murder Chuck wants me to work on?”

      “I spoke with Candy after your meeting on Saturday. She sent me a copy of the file she gave you. That's why I'm calling. What have you done so far?”

      “Lou did some preliminary background checks on the two primary suspects. She didn’t get very far with Patrick Voss, the ex-husband. You know what she thinks of ex-husbands.”

      “Yeah. They’re a subspecies of pond scum.”

      “That’s why I asked Bailey to find out more about him.”

      “What about Ron Crestman, the registered nurse?”

      “I asked Lou to dive deeper into his background. She’ll also do a thorough check of the victim, Tracy Voss.”

      “Will you contact both sheriffs?”

      “That’s on my list of things to do this afternoon.” He paused and asked, “Did you know Patrick Voss was scheduled to be one of my art students on the cruise?”

      Audrey hesitated. “That’s very interesting, and quite a coincidence. In fact, it’s even more of a coincidence than you think. You’re not the only person who’s conducting an onboard class. Besides your art class, the hospital in Temple where Tracy Voss worked, and Ron still works, is sponsoring a continuing education class for RNs.”

      “You’re pulling my leg,” said Fen.

      “No, but it gives me some ideas of what we might do four years from now.”

      Fen didn’t miss the overt flirtation, but was too taken aback to come up with a witty reply. He collected his thoughts and said, “That’s a double coincidence. Perhaps this case isn’t as simple as I thought.”

      “That’s a possibility,” said Audrey. She’d already switched back to business mode with no trace of romance in her voice.

      The abruptness of her transition allowed Fen’s mind to race with thoughts of the case. “I’m thinking.”

      “You’re very good at that. What are you thinking?”

      “I told Chuck I didn’t want to do anything but enjoy my cruise. Now that I’ve had a chance to think, it could be good having the two suspects on the ship with us. Between me, you, and Bailey, we should be able to befriend them and pick their brains for information that would help us discover if one or both of them killed Tracy Voss.”

      “Both suspects working together? That’s an angle I hadn’t thought of.”

      “Theories and possibilities are cheap. Proving them is much more problematic. There’s also the fact that Voss has been ordered not to travel outside the county.”

      Audrey put emphasis on her next words. “You’re resourceful. I bet you could convince the authorities to let him travel. I like the idea of having them on the ship so you and your crew can work your magic.”

      “I hope you’re including yourself in the team.”

      “I prefer to stay in the background. Why don’t you consider taking Lou? You never know when you’ll need a first-class researcher.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement, counselor. Lou, Bailey, and I are meeting again on Wednesday afternoon to compare notes. I’ll call Candy today and see what she thinks of my idea to get the suspects onboard the ship. If it’s a go, I’ll call both sheriffs to see if I can get them to go along with it, and I’ll include Lou on the trip.”

      “Tell Candy if you need help with a last-minute flight or accommodations for Lou.”

      Fen asked, “Are we still meeting you at the airport?”

      “I’ll be there bright and early Friday morning. Tell Bailey I’m looking forward to sharing a cabin with her.”

      “I’m glad you mentioned Bailey,” said Fen. “She may be a little distracted.”

      “Anything serious?”

      “Man troubles,” said Fen. “Jeremy is interning with a big investment outfit in San Antonio. He’s trying out his fancy degree in finance to see if it fits
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