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This volume marks the fourth year Sisters in Crime North Dallas has produced an anthology. The volumes are taking up some noticeable space on my bookshelf.

These books, however, are more than just place-fillers. They represent the voices of our chapter members, their time, and their efforts. These authors have crafted some damn good tales. Thanks to everyone who submitted a story for consideration.

Books just don't happen. They are built piece by piece. I appreciate the work of many people who helped to bring this anthology into existence.

Our judges, Valerie Wigglesworth and Lori Roberts Herbst, volunteered their time to carefully evaluate the submitted stories. They worked hard. I appreciate their conscientiousness and commitment to crime fiction in North Texas.

A special shout-out to Brian Condike. Brian agreed this year to take on the coordinator role for our anthology. It helped immensely to have one point of contact for all things. Like many volunteer endeavors, the time required proved more than advertised. Brian made every deadline.

Thank you to the SINC ND board. Karen Harrington has gotten the word out through social media. Lori Tchen jumped in to manage our website and promoted our publication. Tiffany Seitz, our secretary, has ensured we remained informed about the progress. With her help, we continued to move forward and not slip back. Mary Lou Condike, chapter treasurer, has kept our bills paid. Barbara Spencer, our immediate past president, has shepherded each of the prior anthologies to publication. She brought her vast experience to help make this anthology a success. Everyone has more tasks than time. Thanks to the SINC ND leadership team for giving their most precious resource.

Chloe Chapman created our cover. Her eye-catching design strikes an evocative mood for mystery. I like the rainy Dallas vibe.

Again, this year, thanks to Michael Bracken for editing the stories. He read and reread the included stories, helping each author polish their work. We have all been the beneficiaries of his efforts.

Award-winning author and president of the Short Mystery Fiction Society, Joseph S. Walker, wrote the foreword for this year’s anthology. We’re leading with an ace.

Thanks finally to all the readers. The word ‘anthology’ traces its roots to a Greek term for flower collecting. Open the anthology. Poke your nose into this bouquet. I know you’ll catch a whiff of something new and delightful.

I’m proud to feature this volume on my bookshelf.

Mark Thielman

President, Sisters in Crime, North Dallas Chapter
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FOREWORD: IN PRAISE OF TROUBLE

by Joseph S. Walker
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Psst. Hey, you.

Yeah, you. The good-looking, perceptive, thoughtful one perusing this book, thinking about whether to buy.

You want a solid reason to read this book?

They don’t want you to.

They (and I really don’t have to tell you who they are, do I?) want you scrolling Facebook, or Instagram, or whatever Twitter is calling itself these days. Specifically, they’d like you to be doomscrolling, working yourself into a lather over the sorry state of the world, scanning page after page and post after post in a desperate quest for some positive piece of news that might give you just enough peace of mind to catch a few hours of sleep—before you wake up and immediately reach for your phone. They want you to keep shrinking that attention span until you have trouble following the plot of a beer commercial. They want you to regard the people around you with fear, distrust, and, if you can possibly manage it, hatred. They want you to feel anxious and dissatisfied while living in the richest and most advanced society the world has ever known. They want you to keep feeding the machine all those scraps of history and personality that used to be called selfhood but are now called data.

They want you to look at the world through a screen that fits in your pocket and wonder why it seems so small.

People with short attention spans don’t spend a lot of time wondering why their schools aren’t better, why their healthcare sucks, why their side hustles and gig jobs never quite add up to making a living. People who can be convinced to hate the neighbors because of where they were born or how they vote or how they define their genders will never stop to consider who, exactly, benefits from that hatred. People who feel a constant itch of dissatisfaction will spend endless amounts of money trying to find that one thing that will finally make them happy. People like that don’t make trouble.

Readers and writers, though?

They make trouble.

Some of the writers you’ll encounter in these pages have published dozens of stories; some are making their debut. What they all have in common is courage. In this brave new digital world, it takes courage to write at all, let alone to write with the kind of skill and imagination you’re about to see. These are stories about the desperate, the deceived and the deceivers, killers and crooks and cops. They are stories that demand, and reward, your attention and your empathy, qualities that are becoming all too rare. They’re stories that ask tough questions instead of providing pat answers. As a bonus, they’re entertaining as hell.

A challenge: the next time you automatically reach for your phone, pick up this book instead. Read a story and see if you don’t feel better when it’s over than you would have if you’d spent that time scrolling.

These writers, and these stories, are troublemakers.

Turn the page and make a little trouble with them.

Joseph S. Walker (https://jswalkerauthor.com/) is the President of the Short Mystery Fiction Society. He has been nominated for the Edgar, Derringer, and Shamus Awards, and is a two-time winner of the Al Blanchard Award. His fiction has appeared in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, The Saturday Evening Post, Mystery Tribune, and a number of other magazines and anthologies. In 2023 his story “Crime Scene,” from the initial volume of Metroplex Mysteries, became the first to be selected for both The Best American Mystery and Suspense and The Mysterious Bookshop Presents the Best Mystery Stories of the Year (marking his third consecutive appearance in this volume). He lives in Indiana. 
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GOLDENROD

by M.E. Proctor
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Harry McLean wasn’t fond of the corporate world. He’d gone along with the chain of command in the Marines because when your life is on the line you need to be able to trust the dudes who give the orders—even if you learn pretty fast that there can be flies in that ointment. Then, twenty years as a cop, fifteen of them as a detective, had confirmed that incompetence could hide snugly indeed behind the neatest org chart. Harry was a lot happier with DG Investigative, where the only person above him was the agency owner, Diana Galindo. And after five years of working cheek by jowl with her, he considered her a friend. The feeling was mutual.

When Diana asked him to handle the Wrangell Energy job, Harry’s first instinct was to decline. He pictured himself stumbling over his own feet on the carpet in the corridors of power.

“It’s not my vibe, Di. Board rooms and bespoke three-piece suits. I’ll stick out like a tractor at the Monaco Grand Prix.”

She added a sloppy slug to her whiskey neat. “I want you to stick out. This case needs a cop attitude, somebody that’ll walk into an office and make the glass panes rattle. I spent an hour in a cushy hotel conference room and four company drones filled my ears with words like discretion, confidentiality, white-glove handling. It’s an art theft, plain and simple, and they never said the word. We misplaced three paintings, is how they put it. With all the security they have in place, there’s no doubt it’s an inside job and they’re pussyfooting. You can deliver the hard facts. You’re good at that.”

Harry had the file open on the desk. Wrangell Energy, one of the biggest corporations on the planet, had hired DG Investigative to recover paintings that had gone missing during an office move. The contract was juicy, with a generous retainer, and bonuses if the art was located fast. A clause in the contract confirmed Diana’s feeling that the client was reticent, or at least conflicted. “We’ve had that kind of client before. Wanting a resolution but uncomfortable with the truth.” He pointed at a paragraph in the text. “It says here that we don’t have to hand over the goods. All they want is to know where the paintings are. It’s clear they want an option to negotiate an arrangement, and they don’t want the police to stick their nose in it.” He closed the file. “It’s none of our business, Di, however they want to handle it. We do our part of the job and send an invoice.”

Diana was staring at the bottom of her glass. “I’m surprised they came to us. These people are used to working with the big guns.”

Harry lit a cigarette in blatant disregard of Diana’s office rules. “Hiring us instead of a big firm makes total sense. Wrangell doesn’t want the embarrassment. Can you imagine the headlines? The most security-obsessed company in the world loses three paintings during a move. Talk about egg on your face. They came to us because they want to keep it quiet, no leaks. There’s just you, me, and Marylou. We can zip it, babe. The big outfits can’t.”

A stack of confidentiality agreements bearing the Wrangell logo sat on Diana’s desk. Harry could have written the instructions on a Post-it note: Keep your mouth shut, or else.

“You said the Wrangell executives did their homework,” he said. “They knew our high-profile cases. I can’t picture these people setting us up for a frame job. If they’re unhappy, they’ll order us to shelve the investigation and threaten a lawsuit if we don’t. There must be enough legalese in the documents you signed to screw us every which way.”

“That’s what scares me,” she said.

Harry crushed the cigarette in his coffee cup. “Okay, I’ll go to Dallas. I’ve arrested a couple of CEOs in my time. With the handcuffs on they’re like everybody else.”

Diana looked horrified. “I said shake the picture windows, not smash them!”

He laughed. “I’ll be polite. And I’ll take Marylou with me. She can be the good cop if I get irritated.”

* * *
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They made a good team, Harry McLean and Marylou Terrell. He could play gruff, she could play sweet, and sometimes they switched roles. They were both nimble improvisers. Like talented dancing partners, they sensed the other’s next move and fell in step.

Expenses not being a problem, for once, Harry went for a dark-gray Brooks Brothers suit, and Marylou chose a Ralph Lauren pinstripe skirt and jacket number, with sensible heels. Harry joked that if all bankers were that cute, he’d be up to his neck in all sorts of high-interest loans.

She gave him a long appreciative once-over in return. “Not bad. You almost don’t look like a flatfoot.”

The flight up from Houston was a quick hour and a bit with the wind at their back. They rented a car at DFW airport. The meeting at Wrangell Energy’s Irving Headquarters was at nine thirty. The early start would give them an entire day on site.

“Prepare to be stunned,” Marylou said as they exited the airport to hop on 114 East. “The Wrangell building is amazing. I’ve been there many times.”

“How come?”

“I used to work for an ad agency that had the contract for their annual report. I was so stressed out I needed a week in the Caribbean afterward to recover.”

“You got cross-eyed from proofreading all the numbers?”

“That was the least of it. These executive types are massive nitpickers. We want this picture, no, that one, VP so-and-so needs to review, he has changes, now everybody has to review again. I doubt the agency made a penny on the job. No way we could invoice the hours.”

It was a short hop to Las Colinas. Harry took the exit and glanced at the map on his phone. A couple more turns.

The guard at the security gate had their names on a tablet. He went into his glass shelter to make a call before directing them to the underground garage. The weaving drive through the sprawling property was pleasant—gentle green hills, a blue pond, picturesque mesquite trees and irises in flower. Marylou was right, the building was gorgeous, three stories, limestone and tall windows, two wings enclosing a central plaza, and an elegant slate roof.

“I might change my mind about a corporate career,” Harry said. “I could get used to looking out at that view.”

“Your office at DG is bigger than what regular employees get,” Marylou said. “Mind you, most of them are manager of this, and vice-president of that, so it’s quite spiffy. And the third floor is Valhalla, where the gods roam. I was never up there, I just heard about it. Palatial, they said.”

Harry winked. “We’ll have to find a way to sneak up.”

She shook her head. “Ha, good luck!”

The garage elevator led to the ground floor and the reception where a burly guy in a dark suit stood behind a massive desk.

“Ms. Terrell, Mr. McLean.” He handed them laminated badges on lanyards. “Please wear these at all times. Mr. Ballard will be here momentarily.”

They waited less than a minute. Harry took the measure of the client contact in an eyeblink. Fifties, medium height, lean, sober yet expensive suit, conservative haircut, as polished as his shoes.

“Adrian Ballard. Global Security. Nice to meet you.”

They shook hands. Firm shake, calibrated. Ballard led them up a wide curving wooden staircase. Sleek and modern. Harry thought he wouldn’t mind staying in a hotel like this, the spa would be tops. What struck him was the silence. Then he understood why. The building was utterly empty. He should have guessed, the parking garage had been suspiciously bare. They passed a couple of rooms completely devoid of furniture. Ballard’s corner office was stripped down to the minimum, a desk and a couple of chairs, a computer and printer, and a single metal filing cabinet.

“When you told Ms. Galindo the paintings went missing during a move, I didn’t realize you were talking about the big move,” Harry said. “I thought you were clearing out of this location at the end of the year.”

Ballard nodded. “We try to do these shuffles discreetly, for security reasons. Only a few maintenance people are left. We will hand over the keys at the end of the week, and I’ll go down to Houston.” He let his eyes slide to the windows. “I will miss the atmosphere. This place makes you feel special.”

“It’s beautiful,” Marylou said. “I came here for work, eight years ago. It’s weird to see it without the people and the art on the walls.”

Ballard took a leather-bound volume from a drawer. “The art collection, yes. We’re very proud of it. This is the complete catalog.” He slid the book toward Marylou. “Open it.”

Every picture came with the title of the piece, the name of the artist, and acquisition details—date, place, price—colored stickers in the bottom right corner and an alphanumeric reference number.

“The new corporate headquarters is very different from this campus,” Ballard said. “We don’t have as many walls and hallways. We can’t keep everything.” He shook his head, let a hint of sadness permeate. “Pieces have been sold at auction; others have been donated to museums and academic institutions.” He anticipated Harrys’ question. “The collection has been halved, roughly. That’s what the color stickers are for. Green for keeps, blue for auctions, red for donations. I have a printout with the details, but this is more pleasant to look at.”

Harry didn’t know anything about modern art. He liked some of the paintings. They were colorful.

“Management made the selection?” he said.

“The curator presented a plan. It was accepted with minor adjustments. Our executives have favorites.”

“Is the curator a company employee?” Marylou said.

“An independent advisor. For the past ten years we’ve worked with Claire Menand; she’s associated with the Modern, in Fort Worth. Very experienced.”

“Which ones are the missing pieces?” Harry said.

Ballard produced an envelope. “Pictures. With the information on each painting.”

Harry scanned the details. Three different artists, different styles. The total value came to slightly over a million dollars. Peanuts for a company like Wrangell Energy.

“Are these insurance values?” He handed the pictures to Marylou.

“Yes. At auction they could bring in more. Or less. The art market is unpredictable.”

Harry smiled. “Not really the way you like to do business.”

Ballard returned the smile. “We don’t trade that stuff, or gamble with it, but it’s nice when an item gains in value. It confirms we made the right buying decision. The auctions were successful. We didn’t offload everything at the same time. Disposing of the items took more than a year.”

“How did the move roll out? The procedure...”

Ballard was in his element. He explained that the move happened over a long weekend. Employees were given boxes and stickers for work files and personal items they didn’t want to carry themselves. Computers and other electronics were stickered with assigned office numbers in the new location.

“There was no need to move the furniture, except for a few top executive desks; everything is set up in Houston. We took the desks, chairs, and cabinets out this past week. It’s in storage and will be sold or scrapped.”

Employees left the campus at lunch on Friday and were expected at the new office on Tuesday, electronics connected, with only their boxes to unpack.

“The art was wrapped and boxed first,” Ballard said. “We didn’t want it to be damaged when movers hauled crates and equipment. I watched them do it. I didn’t stay overnight because everything was going smoothly. Claire Menand was here and kept track of the boxes. She made sure the numbers matched, and she supervised the delivery in Houston.” He handed a list to Harry. “The first numbers on the list correspond to the numbers in the photo album, the second indicate where the pieces will be displayed in Houston. They were not all going to the executive floors.”

“The moving trucks and vans were in the underground garage?” Marylou said.

“That would have created a jam in the elevators. They parked in the plaza in front.”

“Camera footage?” Harry said.

“You can have it. We checked. We didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

Harry rattled off demands that were met with remarkable speed. Moving company, names of the movers—everybody had to show an ID upon entrance and receive a badge, it was all in the computer—vehicle license plates, and names of the employees and other contractors on the premises during the move. Same at the receiving end in Houston, with times of arrival.

“Can you show me on the floor plan where the missing paintings were displayed?” Harry said.

“The book will tell,” Ballard said. “The reference numbers correspond to placement in the building. Number one for the ground floor, A for the right wing, etc.”

Two paintings were on the second floor, and one on the third floor. None of them were in private offices.

“Were the canvases gathered in order?” Marylou said. “I mean, all the ground floor together, then up, and so forth?”

“From what I saw, they started with the hallways and lined the boxes, then wrapped what was in the offices, and put that out for collection. They loaded the vans starting with the items on the ground floor to clear the way.”

It was a puzzle. Harry loved a good puzzle. “Would you mind giving us a tour of the building?” He saw the spark in Marylou’s eyes. She would have an opportunity to visit Valhalla.

* * *
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Harry needed a cigarette, so they went for a walk. Without Ballard.

“The home of the gods was disappointing,” he said.

“Big empty spaces with furniture marks on the carpet,” Marylou said. “The professional kitchen, though, that was something. How do you think the thieves did it? Random pluck?”

They took a gravel path around a pond. Irving buildings poked over the trees. It was very quiet, the noises of traffic dimmed by distance and vegetation, a chunk of manicured nature between freeways and skyscrapers.

“I doubt it. The way they packed the paintings, you’d have a high probability that numbers close to each other would be side by side in the truck. If a vehicle stopped on the way to Houston and thieves grabbed the first three boxes they saw, that would be three reference numbers in some kind of proximity. Somebody chose the canvases and must have placed them together in the van. There are no security cameras in the hallways so we can’t tell if one of the movers played around with the boxes.”

Marylou found a bench with a pleasant view of the building. “Ballard said that half the collection was sold or donated. That must have left plenty of empty spots on the walls.”

There they were, the first steps in the little tango they did so well. Harry caught the tempo. “The hallowed few on the top floor would not have wanted to see their quarters look like the family had to sell its treasures to pay the bills. Paintings must have been shuffled around.”

Marylou reached the conclusion at the same time he did. “The three missing paintings were next to each other the day of the move. The theft was not spur of the moment. It was planned way ahead.”

Harry crushed his cigarette in the gravel of the path and pocketed the stub. In a place of Zen perfection, it wouldn’t do to be a litter bug.

“And planned by somebody who knew how the move would roll out.”

* * *
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Top executives might be too absorbed by business crises to notice if an apple still life was moved from the left side of the hallway to the right, but their highly qualified assistants were selected for their unwavering attention to detail.

There were six of them, two for each top executive inhabiting Valhalla. Harry and Marylou commandeered an empty conference room and got on the phone. Adrian Ballard’s name helped with the introductions. The women were among the few who had been told about the theft. In their position, they had to know everything. You can’t keep a secret that you know nothing about.

“It would have been horrible to leave these spots empty,” one of the women said.

“Do you know who took care of it?” Marylou said.

“Building services. I remember that they took the Rauschenberg late one day, and the next morning, there was a goldenrod field in its place. Very different, but nice.”

The yellow painting was one of the missing pieces.

All three stolen canvases had made their way to the executive floor over a six-month period.

“I didn’t mind the change,” another assistant said. “It makes you appreciate the art more. It’s like everything, you know, even masterpieces, after a while you don’t notice them.”

Harry and Marylou went back to Ballard’s office and asked for building services work orders. Ballard brought them up on the computer. There was something to be said for compulsive record keeping.

“What does it mean?” Ballard said. “Why does it matter that the paintings were not in their original spots?”

“A theory we’re putting to the test,” Harry said. “We’ll need printouts of these documents. Who entered the work orders?”

Two names. One of the employees had retired, the other had relocated to Houston with the company. Marylou gathered the pictures and the various records. It made an impressive pile.

“Will you be available later, sir?” she said. “We might need to reach you.”

He gave them his personal cell phone number. Harry could tell the man was impressed. It gave him a warm ego boost. Hey, working stiffs could be good at their job too.

* * *
[image: ]


Bill Forrester, retired Building Services Supervisor, lived in the Campbell Green neighborhood, a quiet leafy area of mostly single-story ranch houses with unfenced and neat front yards. It was solidly middle class, with plenty of room for bicycle-riding kids and dog walkers.

When Harry parked the rental car along the curb, Forrester was mowing his lawn, safety conscious with big plastic glasses and noise-canceling headphones.

Marylou waved at him. The mower slowed to a purr.

“Help you?” the man yelled.

He was early sixties, thick around the middle, white hair, smiling. Harry took his time locking the car. Marylou was in the lead on this one.

Soon she was signaling him to come forward.

“Private detectives,” Forrester said. “That’s a first. Come on in.”

The house was as neat inside as the yard suggested. “My wife’s grocery shopping.” He pulled out a chair for Marylou at the kitchen table. “I retired three weeks ago. Don’t tell me Wrangell can’t do without me.” He laughed.

Marylou pulled out the copies of the service orders. “This is confidential,” she said. “We’re tracking missing company items.”

Forrester’s blue eyes didn’t blink. His pleasant expression didn’t change. If this man was a thief, he must be a great actor.

“You know how many times I’ve heard confidential and proprietary in my career? Everything got a stamp in that company.” He pointed at the work orders. “That’s what they misplaced?” He pulled a pair of reading glasses from a shirt pocket and scanned the documents. “Moving frames. Yeah, we did quite a bit of that after the art auctions. Window dressing for visitors, to make it look business-as-usual. Silly, frankly, everybody knew we were leaving Las Colinas. That’s why I retired, by the way. Didn’t feel like packing and selling the house, not at my age, with only a couple of years to go. What’s your question, sweetie?”

Marylou smiled. “We wondered who gave the instructions for these service orders.”

“Anybody can enter a work order. You got a busted light bulb, you’ve lost your desk keys, a bird smashed into your window, whatever. You get on the computer, pull up the form, type in the request, and bingo, my people take care of it.” Forrester stabbed the document with a knobby finger. “It’s pretty rare I put one in myself, actually.”

Harry shot a look at Marylou. It was the order for the goldenrod field painting.

“Everything that has to do with the art is in the curator’s hands. Claire Menand. Nobody touches the pictures and the sculptures without her blessing. I don’t remember this particular work order, but she must have asked me to get the piece moved.”

“Why wouldn’t she fill in the form herself?” Marylou said.

“You need a company laptop, kid, and a password and all that techy stuff. Claire is not an employee. She doesn’t have access to the network.”

Of course, the art curator would keep an eagle eye on the collection.

“It would be the same for all these orders, then.” Marylou gave the stack to Forrester.

He barely glanced at them. “Sure. If there’s an artifact involved, it’s hers.”

“What is she like, Claire Menand?” Marylou said.

Forrester flashed Harry a toothy grin. “Sexy headmistress, long legs, high heels, and tight skirts, you know the type.”

Next stop, the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth. Harry looked forward to it. There were so few opportunities to play the tourist in this job.

* * *
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Harry bought tickets. Marylou wanted to confront Claire Menand right away, but she was overruled.

“Relax,” Harry said. “I’ve been at this game a bit longer than you. A good detective is a sponge. We absorb facts and trivia. You never know when a detail might come handy later on.”

“In an art museum?”

“We’re working an art theft, babe. It is supremely relevant. Let’s stroll.”

They stood out, being dressed for business, among the tourists. Harry remembered the beginning of Dressed to Kill, with Angie Dickinson. Seductive and clandestine. He didn’t say anything, Marylou was too young; she wouldn’t get the reference.

An hour later, Marylou was so tense she vibrated, and Harry gave in. They went to the main desk and asked for Claire Menand.

Harry improvised. “We’re from the Menil Collection, in Houston. An acquisition opportunity fell into our lap and Ms. Menand’s expertise would be most appreciated.” He forced a bit on the twang.

“Do you have an appointment, sir?”

“Sure do.” He could feel Marylou cringe by his side. Okay, tone the good ole boy drawl down. Fort Worth might be Cowtown, but this wasn’t the rodeo.

“I don’t see you in the computer.”

Harry ignored the comment. It wasn’t his problem. “Is Ms. Menand in the office?”

She was. Harry extracted directions—third floor left—and made haste to the elevators while the receptionist called to announce them. He doubted Claire Menand would run but you never knew.

She was in the hallway outside her office when they emerged from the elevator. Maybe it was to be welcoming, but looking at her face, Harry doubted it. Bill Forrester’s snap description had been spot on. She reminded Harry of a hip college teacher or star ballerina, tall and lean with hair pulled tight in a chignon, and standing very straight, a rebar stuck in her spine.

“You’re from the Menil?” she said.

Harry swooped and swooned. “Every time, I’m bowled over by this place. Tadao Ando is a genius. Working in the building he designed must be a joy of every moment. I envy you, Ms. Menand. And Puryear’s Ladder for Booker T. Washington is such a statement piece, in theme and woodworking.” He went around Claire and led her back to her office, as effective as a clever shepherd dog. “I wish we could arrange a loan, but the logistics—”

Marylou stayed by the door. This was Harry’s show.

“I wish I’d known you were coming...somebody must have messed up the dates...” Claire trotted behind her desk. Harry’s high-speed babbling confused her.

He ignored the visitor’s chair and sat on the corner of the desk. It was a deliberate invasion of her personal space, and she pushed her chair back to create distance.

“Where are the Wrangell paintings, Ms. Menand?”

He might as well have slapped her. She turned pale, then flushed from the neck up. She had given the game away, but she tried anyway.

“In Houston, obviously,” she said.

“Not all of them. Three are missing.” Harry pulled his phone out. “Fort Worth PD will want to have a chat with you, Ms. Menand. They will be very interested to hear how you managed to load the vans in a way that made the snatch possible.”

She was pale again. “That’s impossible,” she muttered. “Wrangell’s name can’t...”

Harry chuckled. “I’m sure you were counting on that. Tough luck. They’re pissed off big time.” He turned to Marylou. “What’s the name of the Robbery guy at Fort Worth PD again?”

“Bourgeois,” she said, without missing a beat.

“Ah, yeah, big Cajun dude. Maybe you can explain your little plot to him in French, Mademoiselle Menand?”

Harry slid off the desk and walked around it. He was tall and made himself look wider, both hands in his pants pockets, elbows out, giving her a peek at the leather shoulder holster and the Colt in it. Claire Menand recoiled.

“Let me explain,” she mumbled. “Please.”

The story tumbled out. From the careful gathering of the canvases to the placement in the truck, and the stop on I-45 midway to Houston for a cup of coffee.

“Marshall was waiting,” she said. “It took a minute.”

Marshall Frederiksen, retired Vice President Investor Relations. Art aficionado. And a lot more. They were close. She didn’t have to explain, her silences and evasions told it all.

Harry offered her a way out. “It was Frederiksen’s idea?”

To her credit, she didn’t throw her lover under the bus. The suggestion actually stiffened her spine. “I bought the pieces for him, because he loved them so much. They made him happy. When he retired...”

“Don’t tell me he has a terminal illness,” Harry snapped, cruel on purpose.

“What if he did?”

She had pluck, he admired that. “Did you hope the missing paintings would be overlooked?”

She shrugged. “They’re not masterpieces. Lots of things can go wrong during a move.”

The two amateur thieves might be smart, but they were also incredibly naïve. Harry had spent only a few hours with one Wrangell executive, and he knew these people did not let anything slide. Ever. On principle.

“Art should be with those who are emotionally connected to it, not bean counters who acquire it because it’s good for the corporate image or increases tax deductions.” Her thin mouth was pinched in contempt.

“Yeah, that Louvre winged victory would look really good in my backyard,” Harry said.

* * *
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Claire Menand rode in the back of the rental car, with the child locks engaged. The precaution was superfluous. She was fuming; she wasn’t thinking of escaping. Marshall Frederiksen’s house in Rivercrest was white and elegant, with a tasteful Italian feel that smelled of old money.

Harry parked and escorted her to the porch, Marylou bringing up the rear. The maid must have been out because Frederiksen opened the front door himself. One glance at pale Claire and stern Harry told him all he needed to know.

“Cops dress better these days,” he said.

“My taste improved when I went private,” Harry said.

Frederiksen stepped away from the door to let them in.

The paintings looked more impressive on the white walls of the sitting room than in Adrian Ballard’s book. The light was flattering, the
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