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			Dedication

			
		
    I offer my heartfelt gratitude to my wonderful wife Charlotte, my family, and my friends (including friends on social media) for their constant support as I pursued my crazy dream of writing a mystery novel. Which now has turned into four mystery novels! It has been a joy bringing Ed, Tracey, Frosty, Hoss Blocker, and my other imaginary friends into your lives.
About the cover:
The sheet of music on the cover is a swing jazz song I wrote while living in eastern Washington. I had an idea for an upbeat tune in the style of "This Could Be the Start of Something Big," by the genius Steve Allen. I finished the song and, since it had no lyrics, it could have any title I felt like. Inspiration for the title came from a delightful source.

Charlotte and I are bird lovers, and we keep a hummingbird feeder in our backyard every summer. These little feathered marvels normally depart for their winter locations in early September, but one year we had a female Rufous Hummingbird hanging around our feeder into mid-October. She disappeared the day I finished writing the song, and I titled it "On Her Way" in her honor.
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“Hey, Ed. This is Keys. You got a minute?”

Edwin Ramsey was at home with his wife, Tracey Reilly, when his phone rang. The call was from Dave “Keys” McCarthy, a local jazz musician with whom Ed had performed a number of times.

Ed was born and raised in central Texas, and his early goal was to become a full-time performing jazz musician. However, it wasn’t long before he realized the practical difficulties of pursuing this highly competitive career path. After graduating from the prestigious Berklee College of Music in Boston, he jumped at an opportunity to become a faculty member in the music department at Peterson College, a small private institution outside of Austin. He found he had a natural knack for teaching, and that he greatly enjoyed working with young music students, especially those interested in jazz. But he still loved to perform in front of audiences every chance he could. In some instances, he even included one or two of his senior students in gigs at small venues around the Austin area, giving them valuable practical experience.

“Sure, Keys. What’s up?”

“I just got a call from Ron Grafton. He wants me to put together a backup band for Lindsey Cole. It’s kind of a rush job because Ron’s trying to fill an open slot next Saturday at Garnet due to another band cancelling on him. Are you available?”

Tracey walked into the room just at that moment with two steaming mugs of coffee, and she heard Ed sigh heavily. They hadn’t been married long, but she knew that sound usually meant bad news.

Ed hesitated to think before responding. Lindsey Cole was a talented and attractive local female vocalist. She had performed at Garnet before with McCarthy, but Ed had never been part of her backup band.

“So, how did Ron decide to book Lindsey for this last-minute gig? Wouldn’t it have been easier to get some local cats who play together all the time?”

“I think Ron’s partial to female vocalists, especially gorgeous blondes. He told me he feels Lindsey has real star potential and wants to give her as many opportunities to perform as possible.”

“Hmph. ‘Star potential,’” muttered Ed. “Who’s a star in jazz these days anyway? If you randomly ask a hundred people—no, a thousand people—who their favorite jazz artist is, nine hundred and eighty would have no idea, and the other twenty would name dead people.”

He heard Keys laugh, and then finally said, “Yeah, I’m free next Saturday. What are the details?”

“That’s great, Ed. Thanks.”

McCarthy told Ed the time of the gig and identified the other band members. Ed was relieved to find that he knew all the other musicians and had performed with each of them at least once.

When he ended the call, Tracey asked, “What’s the matter?”

“Oh, nothing really,” he said a little sullenly. “That was Keys McCarthy asking if I can do a gig with him next Saturday at Garnet. The owner called him to ask if he could quickly put together a group to fill in for a cancellation.”

“But you love playing at Garnet, don’t you?”

“Ordinarily, yes. But for this I’ll be part of a backup band for a vocalist, Lindsey Cole.”

“Is this woman a bad singer or something?”

“No, she’s quite good actually, but I’ve never worked with her and I don’t know what she’s like.”

Tracey was still puzzled. “But you work with all kinds of people with no problems. What’s bugging you about this gig?”

“There’s an old joke: How many female vocalists does it take to change a light bulb? The answer is just one: She holds the bulb and the world revolves around her.”

Tracey crossed her arms in consternation. “Ed Ramsey! What a sexist thing to say!”

Ed grinned. “You know I’m not sexist. Hell, the same can be said for many male vocalists. The truth is most of them are fine, but a few are prima donnas who want to change the key of every song at the last minute, or have no sense of timing. It can make for a very frustrating evening.”

Tracey relaxed a bit. “Okay, I get that. But would the guy who booked the job ask you if he didn’t think things would go well?”

“No, probably not,” Ed admitted. “And I’ve known Keys for a long time and he’s always done right by me.”

“So, he’s the piano player?”

“Nope. Bass player.”

“And he’s called ‘Keys’ because...?” A confused Tracey asked.

“His last name’s McCarthy, and his boyhood friends nicknamed him ‘My Car Keys.’ The name stuck and got shortened to just ‘Keys.’ Too bad he doesn’t play keyboards.”

He continued, “It’ll probably be fine. Like you said, I’m used to playing with lots of different people.” He smirked and added, “And it doesn’t hurt that Lindsey’s a total babe.”

Tracey gave him a mock scowl. “Since I now know that, Edwin, I think I’ll have to attend this gig and keep an eye on you.”

♬♬♬
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On Saturday evening, Ed and the other band members arrived for the gig an hour early so they could look over the selection of songs Lindsey had chosen. Ed was relieved to see that she’d elected to sing mostly standards, songs from “The Great American Songbook,” in musicians’ parlance. Several were in non-standard keys to match her vocal range, but that presented no real challenge to the seasoned performers in the backup band. And she had clearly-written sheet music for the less well-known tunes. Ed also was happy that, in addition to him and McCarthy on bass, the other group members were Ben Parks on piano, and drummer Ahmad Raheem, both of whom he knew well. Having a keyboardist in the group made Ed’s job on guitar particularly easy. In fact, they probably didn’t even need him, but Ed knew Keys liked having a guitar in the band.

Lindsey walked up to Ed as he was setting up his guitar and amplifier. She flashed a devastatingly lovely smile and stuck out her right hand.

“Ed Ramsey! I’m delighted you’re part of the band tonight. We’ve never performed together, but I’ve seen you here and in a few other venues around town. I love the way you play!”

Ed’s heart softened immediately. “Why, thank you, Lindsey. That’s very kind of you. I’ve heard you perform as well, and you’ve got a wonderful voice. Tonight should be great fun.”

Lindsey had shoulder-length blonde hair and icy blue eyes. Her teeth were dazzlingly white but not perfectly straight, which somehow gave her an endearing quality. She wore a tight one-piece outfit of shiny black material that showed off a nice figure. Ed couldn’t suppress a smirk as the young woman greeted the other band members, thinking that maybe Tracey was right to keep an eye on him tonight.

Tracey arrived fifteen minutes before the music was scheduled to start, although jazz musicians are notorious for starting late (something Ed found very annoying). The group had set up and done a sound check, and Ed sat at a table for four he’d reserved for her. The other two seats were for Dan Blocker and his wife Nancy, longtime friends of Ed who were celebrating a wedding anniversary. Dan naturally had been given the nickname of “Hoss” in high school, in recognition of the character of that name on the old Bonanza television series played by actor Dan Blocker. Dan and Nancy were having an early dinner at their favorite barbeque restaurant before coming to Garnet for drinks and music.

Ed ordered a red wine for Tracey, and he sipped from a bottle of non-alcoholic beer; he never drank alcohol during a gig. Tracey was correct when she reminded Ed that he loved playing at Garnet. The restaurant was elegant and had an excellent menu. However, the real appeal for him was the way the interior was set up. It was arranged like the upscale jazz venues portrayed in old movies from the ‘40s, with a low but generous stage fronted by a handsome parquet dance floor. All the tables were in rows set back from the stage, with some surrounding the sides of the dance floor. The walls were papered deep carmine, in keeping with the restaurant’s name.

“So, are you feeling any better about this gig?” Tracey asked.

“Uh-huh. Lindsey seems pretty nice, and she’s picked a very appropriate selection of tunes. We shouldn’t have any problems.”

“And you’re comfortable with the other musicians?”

“Oh, sure. I’ve played with all these guys before at one time or another. And Ben Parks is great.”

“Ben Parks. That’s a familiar name. Have you played with him before?”

“Not in several years. He and Keys have played regularly for a long time as the ‘Ben Parks Project.’ They’ll grab a drummer and sometimes a horn player. You might have seen Ben’s name in advertisements.”

Even though Tracey had known Ed for nearly two years, she still was amazed at how jazz musicians could just meet up right before a performance and play without any rehearsals. Tracey is an assistant professor in the biology department at Peterson College and, being a professional scientist, she was used to meticulous preparation.

Tracey saw Dan and Nancy Blocker enter the restaurant and waved them over to the table. Ed and Tracey greeted their friends with warm hugs.

“Happy anniversary! I’m so glad you could join us tonight,” Tracey said.

Everyone found their seats, and Dan said with a sly grin at his wife, “Yup, celebrating 15 years of happy marriage.”

At this, Nancy smacked him playfully on the shoulder. “You’re incorrigible.” Turning to Ed and Tracey, she said, “This is our twenty-second anniversary. Dan loves that joke.”

While Dan and Nancy were Ed’s friends from high school, Tracey had known them for only a couple of years. Dan is the local sheriff, and she met him the first time when she and Ed had just started dating. Unfortunately, her introduction to Sheriff Blocker was quite official because he was investigating the grisly murder of Ed’s department chair, which happened while she and Ed were in the room next door.

Ed noticed that Dan ordered a martini with a lemon twist.

“No olive tonight, Hoss?”

“Nope. I still like olives, but highfalutin places like this sometimes put three olives the size of quail eggs in the glass and they take up valuable drink room.”

The group chatted for a few minutes, but then Ed saw Lindsey making her way to the stage. He leaned over and gave Tracey a kiss on the cheek, smiled, and said, “Showtime!”

The group opened with the upbeat tune, “All of Me,” and Lindsey quickly had the audience in the palm of her hand. Tracey watched admiringly as Ed played seemingly effortlessly, the spotlights glistening on his beautiful custom-made guitar. She couldn’t help but shiver a little as she remembered how he once had to use that guitar to fend off a murderous attacker.

The group finished to a round of enthusiastic applause, and Ed allowed himself a little relieved smile. He was always happy when the first song of the night went well. He also noticed Ron Grafton, the new owner of Garnet, grinning widely and applauding from the back of the room. Grafton bought the restaurant when the previous owner retired after opening Garnet more than twenty years earlier. He was rather small in stature, a characteristic that didn’t keep him from earning a reputation as a ladies’ man. He moved to Austin from Philadelphia, but he always affected Texas-style dress; tonight he sported a fitted shirt and a western string tie. And, as usual, he didn’t have a hair out of place. The local musicians were relieved when Grafton elected to keep Garnet as a live jazz venue. Based on Grafton’s exuberant clapping, Ed guessed that Keys was right when he said Ron was partial to attractive female singers.

The group finished the first of their two sets with the hauntingly beautiful “Over the Rainbow.” Ed thought it was a little unusual to end a set with a ballad, but Lindsey’s performance was marvelous, and he noted a few people in the crowd dabbing at their eyes.

At the conclusion of the song, Grafton ran to the front of the stage and shouted to the audience while clapping, “Lindsey Cole, ladies and gentlemen! Please stick around because she’ll be back after a short break.” He then said to the group of musicians on the stage, “You were great!” Then, looking at the vocalist, he said, “Lindsey, you knocked it out of the park on that set! We need to think about recording a CD with these guys backing you up.”

Ed involuntarily rolled his eyes at this remark, and then he set his guitar on a stand and walked next to Lindsey as she stepped off the stage. “Ron was right, Lindsey. You absolutely killed that tune. I’m talkin’ goosebumps.”

The megawatt smile returned to her face. “Thank you, Ed! That’s so sweet!”

Ed rejoined Tracey and the Blockers at their table, noticing that Lindsey headed to the back of the restaurant where Grafton was waiting for her, beaming as before.

Tracey had a big smile on her face. “Wow, Lindsey’s really good! No one can match Judy Garland’s version of that song, but she did a wonderful job. And she’s local?”

“Yeah, she’s from somewhere in Texas, but I can’t remember where. San Antonio maybe? She really does have great pipes.”

“Great everything,” Tracey added with a smirk. “I can see why guys go gaga over her. Don’t forget that I’m keeping my eye on you tonight, Ramsey.”

Ed laughed along with the others. “No worries, my love.” Then he leaned over and whispered in her ear, “I’m only attracted to dark-haired, blue-eyed Irish girls with perfect tushes.” The Blockers knew not to ask Tracey what he said.

The group chatted for a while longer over their drinks, and then Ed saw Lindsey walking back to the stage. This time she was accompanied by Keys McCarthy, who had his arm around her shoulders. They were both laughing at something Keys had said. It appears Grafton’s not the only one here who’s partial to beautiful blonde singers, thought Ed.

The band opened the second set with Lindsey providing a smoky version of “Bésame Mucho.” Ed glanced over and saw Keys staring at the young singer like a lovesick puppy. He had to stifle a laugh as he wondered if Keys was going to drool onto his bass while she sang. Ed had to refocus his attention because he was given a nice amount of time for a guitar solo. He capitalized on the Latin flavor of the song and embellished his solo with some Spanish guitar lines. Lindsey looked on admiringly and even murmured “Yeah” into her microphone when Ed played a particularly tasty lick.

Before the band brought the final set to a close, Lindsey introduced the members of her backup band, including “the great Ed Ramsey on guitar.” Then Keys shouted to the audience, “The amazing and beautiful Lindsey Cole, ladies and gentlemen!” Ed happened to be looking at the back of the restaurant at that point and was surprised to see Ron Grafton with a scowl on this face.

Introductions completed, the group performed a spirited version of the jazz classic, “All the Things You Are.” The musicians were delighted when the crowd responded with a standing ovation. The applause continued as the group waved their thanks and stepped off the stage. However, Lindsey grabbed Keys by the elbow and whispered something in his ear. The two performers returned to the stage to the delight of the crowd.

Ed and the other musicians weren’t sure if they should return to the stage, but Keys caught their eyes and shook his head. It appeared that this was going to be an unusual duo of singer and bass.

Ed sat down with Tracey and the Blockers and wondered what Lindsey had in mind.

“So, the great Ed Ramsey has decided to join us again,” Tracey muttered to him with one eyebrow raised, causing Nancy to snicker. Ed just smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

Meanwhile, Lindsey started snapping her fingers slowly into the microphone, and Keys started playing a lazy swing bass line. You could have heard a pin drop when Lindsey started singing “Autumn Leaves.” Her sultry voice with the lean bass accompaniment was wonderful, and they were treated to another standing ovation when they finished.

“That was very cool,” Ed said to the three people at the table. “I wonder if she and Keys rehearsed that tune. You don’t often hear a singer backed up by only a bass.”

“They seem to have a real chemistry. And I don’t just mean music,” added Nancy with a knowing smile.

“And it looks like Ron Grafton noticed it, too,” Ed said, looking once again at the rear of the restaurant. Grafton and Keys appeared to be having some rather heated words.

Tracey had a real draft beer waiting for Ed, and he raised his glass to his friends. “Happy anniversary again, you two! Here’s wishing you many more.” The group touched their glasses together at the toast.

“Ed, I’ll confess that I was a little worried about listening to jazz tonight. You know my tastes run more to Willie Nelson. But you guys were really good, and I enjoyed it.”

“Me too,” chimed in Nancy. “I’ve never heard you play before, Ed. This was a treat.”

Ed was genuinely touched. “Thank you! That means a lot to me. Maybe we can do this again sometime.” Then with a wink, “I’ll make sure the band will do ‘Crazy’ for you, Hoss. That’s my favorite Willie Nelson tune.”

The Blockers said their goodbyes, and Tracey waited while Ed packed up his gear. As he was putting his guitar in its case, Keys came back to the stage to get his bass. He wore a deep frown and didn’t say anything to Ed.

“You okay, Keys? I thought the gig went great. I was a little worried about working with Lindsey, but she’s a real pro. The crowd sure loved her.”

“Yeah, I’m okay. It’s just that Grafton can be a real douche bag sometimes.”

Ed decided not to pursue this. “Hey, thanks again for the gig. I hope we can do it again sometime.”

McCarthy just nodded as he zipped a heavy cloth cover over his bass.

Tracey helped Ed carry his gear to the parking lot. As they loaded their car, Ben Parks caught up with them and said, “Hey, Ed. What’s the matter with Keys? I thought it was a great gig, but he sure didn’t look happy.”

“I really don’t know. Apparently, he had some sort of argument with Grafton. I can only guess there might be some competition for Lindsey’s attentions.”

♬♬♬
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Ed’s cell phone rang the following Wednesday while he and Tracey were cleaning up dinner dishes. He saw Dan Blocker’s caller ID.

“Hey, Hoss. What’s cookin’?”

“Hi, Ed. I’ve got some bad news for you, and I wanted you to hear it from me.”

Bad news from a sheriff could be bad indeed. The blood drained from Ed’s face as a hundred bad scenarios played in his mind, foremost among them whether something had happened to his young son Rob, the product of Ed’s first marriage. He swallowed hard and waited for Dan to explain.

“My deputy and I just returned from Garnet. Ron Grafton was found shot to death behind the restaurant.”

Tracey could tell that Ed was hearing something unpleasant from Dan, and she stopped drying dishes to listen. It was her turn for her imagination to run through possible unpleasant developments.

While this certainly was a shock, Ed breathed a sigh of relief that his son was safe.

The sheriff continued, “Grafton apparently got a phone call and went out the back door to meet someone. Staff in the kitchen heard several shots and ran out to investigate. They found him quite obviously dead from multiple chest wounds. Most of ‘em right in his pump.”

Ed found his voice and whispered to Tracey, “Ron Grafton was just murdered behind the restaurant.” She gasped and put the drying towel over her mouth in surprise.

“Multiple chest wounds? Was this a mob hit or something, Dan?”

“At this point, we don’t have any information. No one saw it happen. The back of the restaurant is in an alley that abuts the rear of another building. There are no windows that look out that way. For good reason, because it’s just for deliveries and trash pickup. There were spent casings found at the scene, but with no fingerprints. Whoever did this was very tidy. And it doesn’t appear that robbery was the motive because he still had money in wallet and was wearing a very expensive wristwatch.”

“Obviously, I’m no crime expert, but it sounds like a professional killing. And with multiple shots to the heart, someone really wanted Grafton dead.”

“Uh-huh. Close range shots. We found powder burns on his shirt. Maybe the killer wanted to send a message. How well did you know Grafton?”

“Not all that well. I’ve played at Garnet a few times since he took over the restaurant, and I’ve chatted with him a little. He seemed like a reasonable guy. And I can’t always say that about club owners.”

“Can you come down to my office tomorrow sometime? I’d like to ask you a few things about Grafton.”

“Sure, Dan. I’ve got a couple of classes to teach in the morning, but I should be able to free up some time by one o’clock or so. Would that work?”

“Thanks, Ed. That would be fine. In the meantime, think back to your interactions with Grafton. Something might occur to you that’ll help us.”

“My God, Ed,” Tracey gasped when Ed hung up. “Someone killed the guy who owns Garnet?”

“Yeah, and Dan made it sound like a professional hit. Or maybe the murderer was simply someone who really hated Grafton. Dan’s trying to learn what he can about him, and he wants me to come to his office tomorrow.”

Tracey and Ed just stared aimlessly for a moment as this news sank in. Then Ed said, “I need to call Keys right away. He doesn’t need to find out about this from the TV news or the internet.”

Meanwhile, Tracey gloomily finished drying up the last of the dishes as Ed finished his call to McCarthy.

“How’d that go?”

“About as well as could be expected, I guess. Naturally, he was as stunned as I was. I don’t think there was a lot of love lost between Keys and Grafton, but it still hit him hard. He was glad I called. He’s going to call Ben Parks now.” Ed shook his head sadly. “I didn’t know Grafton very well, but I never had any issues dealing with him. I know this probably sounds callous, but both Keys and I are wondering what will happen to Garnet now. Will it still be a jazz venue? Will it even stay open?”

Tracey had gone to their liquor cabinet and pulled out the bottle of Irish whiskey. “Honey, this feels like a night we both should get snockered. And I stand by that remark. As long as I can remain standing, that is.”

Ed gave her a tired smile and fetched two glasses.
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Ed locked his office after his last class of the day and made his way from the Peterson College campus to the sheriff’s office. As he drove, he found himself harkening back to the three murder cases in which he, Tracey, and his son Rob previously had found themselves involved. In all three situations they had ended up providing valuable assistance to the law officers in solving the cases. Consequently, they had whimsically dubbed themselves “The Ramsey Detective Agency.” However, Ed found nothing humorous about his pending visit with Sheriff Blocker.

The sheriff was waiting in his sparsely furnished office when Ed arrived and called for a deputy to join them. Ed recognized the man from his previous experiences in that office as Deputy Paul Ortiz. Ed sat in a chair across from the sheriff, while the deputy took a seat off to the side of the room. Dan explained that this was an informal talk rather than an official interview, and that they would not use any recording equipment. However, Ortiz would take notes of any relevant information Ed provided.

“Before I start, is there anything new that you can tell me, Dan?”

“Not even anything new that I can’t tell you.”

“You said that someone called Grafton before he was shot. Did his cell phone have a record of the caller?”

“The call came in to Grafton’s office phone in the restaurant. I’ve got a guy trying to trace it, but I’m not
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