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        Three families. Two murders. One blind PI.

        Has he finally met his match?

      

      

      
        
        When blind PI Smiley offers to help out his former homicide partner solve an eighty-year-old cold case, what he finds is a generations-long feud between three families. Before they can solve the case, the families are rocked by another murder. Smiley has to move fast to find a killer and solve the cold case before his friend is put out to pasture.
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      Calls at 4:30 a.m. never brought good news. Former homicide detective Steve Smiley thought about ignoring it. If it had been almost anyone else, a recorded message would be their punishment. But this was Leo, and at this hour it wasn’t a social call. The conversation lasted only long enough to make an appointment for a pre-dawn breakfast.

      April Fool’s Day and Houston’s sky played a joke on the entire city. Steve heard rain splatter against the car’s roof, windshield, and on the window by his head. No wonder the Uber driver was surly. He cursed the rain in some colorful, but unimaginative prose, and didn’t volunteer to act as guide to the door of the Denny’s on the frontage road of I45. As a result, Steve reached into the left pocket of his pants for a wad of five-dollar bills instead of in the right pocket, which held the twenties. After thinking about paying the man to help him inside, Steve thought better of it, and was soon glad he didn’t slip the man an extra twenty. Not only did the driver not volunteer to help his blind passenger, he parked far enough away from the curb to ensure both shoes suffered flood damage.

      Steve tapped and sloshed his way to the shelter of the building. An exiting customer flung the door open as he felt for the handle.

      “Hey, buddy. Watch where you’re going.”

      Steve stumbled back but didn’t go down. “I’d love to watch where I’m going. Want to loan me your eyes?” He regretted the words the second they left his mouth. Self-pity had almost cost him his sanity, and it had no place in his life now. After all, he’d shown he could still solve murders, even if Houston P.D. had put him out to pasture.

      “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t see the cane. Do you need help?”

      “No, thanks. I hope you have a raincoat or an umbrella.”

      “Rain slicker and a hard hat.” An awkward three second pause followed. “I’m sorry I almost knocked you down.”

      “No harm.” Steve extended his hand and received a grip from one of the thickest, strongest hands he’d ever shaken.

      The next voice was almost as familiar as his own. It belonged to his former partner in Homicide, Leo Vega. “Any trouble, Steve?”

      Steve knew by the tone of Leo’s voice he was an inch away from giving the man a truckload of grief. Two truckloads if Leo thought the man had anything smart to say. He also knew Leo’s blazer was unbuttoned and gapped open so the man could see Leo’s gun and the badge on his belt. The testy reaction confirmed Steve’s suspicion of something gnawing at Leo.

      “No problems. This gentleman and I were discussing the weather, and speaking of, let’s get inside and let this hard-working man get to his first appointment.”

      “Not my first,” said the man. “I’ve been up most of the night trying to keep the lights on for people.” A phone rang and the deep baritone voice answered with, “You’d better tell me it’s still working.” Driving rain muffled the reply. “Don’t touch a thing. I’m on my way.”

      Leo placed Steve’s hand on his arm and led him to a booth. The smell of coffee and bacon mixed with the sweet smell of syrup wafted through the restaurant. Dishes rattled and clanked as muted conversations joined to give the restaurant the sound of fifty voices pushed through a car muffler.

      The waitress arrived with a coffee pot and two cups, filling them both to the brim. “There you go, gents. I’ll be back in a few to take your order.”

      Leo moved Steve’s cup. “Your coffee’s at ten o’clock.”

      “Thanks. The next time you call wanting to meet, make it on a day Noah’s relatives aren’t building another ark.”

      “The weather fits what’s going on.”

      Steve took his first sip of morning coffee, followed it by three more, and settled his mug on the table. “I have all day. Start at the beginning.”

      “You might have all day, but I don’t. They’re transferring me.”

      “Congratulations or condolences?”

      Leo let out a harsh laugh. “Condolences.”

      Steve picked up his cup, brought the mug near his mouth, but spoke before he took another drink. “You’re not making sense. Perhaps you’re the one that needs coffee.”

      “I’m fully caffeinated. My day started at 3:30.”

      “Am I smelling departmental politics?”

      “You guessed it. I’m being transferred to Cold Cases.”

      Something between a groan and a growl came from Steve. “Who did you make mad?”

      “No one that I know of. We have a new wonder-boy lieutenant with a row of fancy diplomas on the wall of his office. Let’s just say he has his own ideas of what a homicide detective should be, and it’s not anyone pushing fifty.” Leo heaved a sigh. “All I wanted to do was finish my time working in Homicide, get my kids out on their own, and find a beach somewhere.”

      Steve scratched his chin. “Are you sure you didn’t make someone mad?”

      “Nothing serious, but Wonder-Boy didn’t like it when I helped you with that last case you solved.”

      “All you did was help Heather and me solve a murder. Why would he have a beef about that?”

      “I did some of the work on departmental time. Also, the request for help didn’t come from a law enforcement agency. It didn’t fit into any of the boxes in his spreadsheet.”

      Steve shook his head. “Ahh. He couldn’t take credit for work you did.”

      “He said he values team players more than anything, and my working on a case without his knowledge or approval set a bad example for the younger detectives.”

      Steve leaned back in the booth. “It’s people like him that make me glad I work outside all the red tape. I’m sorry you’re being transferred, but I don’t know what I can do about it.”

      Their server arrived to take orders, which delayed Leo’s response. Steve asked her to refill his coffee and ordered the Grand Slam, his usual. Leo surprised him by selecting from the heart healthy options and explained as soon as the server walked away. “If you ever remarry, don’t allow your wife to go with you for an annual physical. You’ll be eating oatmeal, nuts, and twigs for breakfast seven days a week.”

      “When does the transfer take place?”

      “Today, and I’m the April Fool’s joke. Lieutenant Chase waited until Captain Price was out for a knee replacement. There’s no telling how long he’s been looking to make changes.”

      “Are you the only one?”

      “Two others, all of us on the backside of our careers. Hank Jenkins is going with me to Cold Cases while Frank Harley gets to fly a desk at some new diversion program.”

      “That’s a lot of experience to lose. I can’t believe the higher-ups are allowing it.”

      “I was the only squeaky wheel. Hank and Frank are tired of getting calls in the middle of the night to go look at dead people. They both want to coast into retirement.” Leo blew out a full breath. “If I could afford it, I’d turn in my badge today.”

      Steve gave his head a shake. “You know better than to base a decision like that on emotion. I’ll admit that Cold Cases doesn’t have the best reputation, but it might be a nice change of pace.” He took in a deep breath and raised the tone and tempo of his words. “At least you’ll still be working homicides. Who knows, they might give you a case that you can sink your teeth into and you’ll find you like the challenge of solving old cases.”

      “Don’t talk about sinking teeth into anything when all I’m getting for breakfast is oatmeal, yogurt, and blueberries.”

      Steve leaned forward. “I’ve always wanted to tackle a cold case, something that made a big splash years ago but left everyone stumped.”

      “Do you want to take my place at work today?”

      “I wish I could.” Steve snapped his fingers. “I have a wild idea. When you get your first case, let’s work it together.”

      Leo hesitated. “I don’t know. I already got chewed out and transferred for working with you. If word gets out—”

      “I won’t tell anyone. Will you?”

      Leo laughed. “If I remember right, we never did put everything in the reports we turned in. I see no reason to start now.” He paused. “Are you sure you want to help solve a cold case? What about Heather?”

      Steve waved off the question. “Heather’s up to her eyes working on a high-speed rail deal. We work on murder cases when clients bring them to us. We never said anything about cold cases.”

      “You also realize there’s no money in this for you.”

      “You’re forgetting how rich us pensioners are.”

      Leo didn’t have a ready comeback to the joke, but he did have something else to say. “They expect us to solve cold cases from our desks. In at eight, out at five. Any travel is on my own dime.”

      Steve lowered his voice. “You’re borrowing trouble. Scan and email everything in the file. We’ll put our heads together on how to proceed. If we solve the first case, I’ll buy you a proper breakfast. How does that sound?”

      Leo tapped his fingers on the table. “Right now, I’d do almost anything for a stack of pancakes. Let’s try it.”
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      Heather checked her watch as she came through the door of her condo. Fourteen hours had passed since she’d left it that morning. She called for Max, her lovable, chubby, Maine Coon cat. No reply. “He must be with Steve,” she murmured, as she deposited her briefcase on the bar separating the kitchen from the living room. She scoured the refrigerator for any leftovers not growing mold. No luck. Time to go next door and see if Steve’s refrigerator yielded better results.

      Instead of going out the door, she stepped into the dining room, knelt down, and pushed open the kitty door they had cut between the two condos. It helped that the floor plans of their condos were mirror images. “Is Max with you?”

      “On my lap,” came the reply. “You woke him up.”

      “I’m coming over.”

      “There’s salad and lasagna if you’re hungry.”

      Heather’s eyes shot heavenward as she placed her hands together to offer a quick, “Thank you, Lord.”

      In no time, she’d discarded the pinstriped business suit and slipped into leggings and a hooded sweatshirt. House shoes completed the ensemble. She made the twelve-step trek from her front door to Steve’s and entered without knocking.

      Steve hadn’t risen from his recliner in the living room. “Top shelf of the fridge. Eat all you want. Max and I stuffed ourselves.”

      She looked down at the ball of black fur covering Steve’s lap. “Did you let him eat off your plate again?”

      His reply held more bark than bite. “I’ll have you know I only let him lick the plate after he finished his half can of cat food. He and I have the same opinion of this diet you have him on.”

      “You shouldn’t have given him anything.” She closed her eyes and waited a few seconds. “Sorry. I had a lousy day.”

      “You’re not the only one. Did you notice I wasn’t here when you left this morning?”

      She sat on the couch, which placed her within an arm’s length of Steve. “I was in such a rush to get to work, and it was raining so hard, I wasn’t paying attention. Where did you go?”

      “Leo called me. He needed to talk.”

      Heather’s stomach picked that moment to remind her she’d eaten nothing but half a bagel that morning. The gurgling growl caused Steve to chuckle. “You’d better feed that dinosaur living in your belly. Start with the salad and I’ll heat the lasagna for you.”

      Heather brought her bowl of salad and a bottle of Italian dressing to the bar. She wasted no time before digging in while Steve retrieved a microwaveable plate and scooped a generous portion of lasagna on it. She spoke between bites. “Be sure to put the cover on that when you heat it. There’s nothing worse than having sauce and cheese splattered all over the inside of your microwave.”

      Steve shook his head, but didn’t reply to her motherly instructions. Instead, he said, “Leo called at four-thirty this morning. We met at the Denny’s past the airport.”

      She looked up in time to see Steve pull a handkerchief from his back pocket and catch a sneeze. “You’re not sick, are you?”

      “Head cold from getting soaked. The driver dropped me off in what must have been a small stream. I’ll be fine by tomorrow morning.”

      “What’s up with Leo?” She took an oversize bite of salad.

      “The big cat is away, and a rat took his place.”

      “Huh?”

      Steve spent the next few minutes explaining the politics of police bureaucracies and how Leo fell victim to a power grab by an ambitious mid-level supervisor intent on making a name for himself.

      Heather rose and went to the microwave that had beeped a full minute ago. She retrieved the steaming plate of food and set it on the bar to cool. “Sounds to me like the new lieutenant is cunning. It’s going to look like he did two of them a favor. That leaves Leo playing the part of a malcontent.”

      Steve nodded. “I had to talk him out of turning in his badge. He sees the transfer as a one-way ticket to nowhere. I can’t blame him. For the time being, I convinced him to try it.”

      “How did you do that?”

      “I bribed him. Said I’d help him with his first case.”

      Heather’s surprise at Steve’s statement was matched by the surprise of blazing hot lasagne on her tongue. Not knowing whether to spit it out, or try to chew and swallow, she chose the former. One advantage of working with a blind man was that she didn’t need to follow all the social graces.

      “You didn’t allow it to cool, did you?”

      She spoke after she suppressed the burn with a drink of cold water. “Next time, don’t heat it so long. And what’s this about you working on a case without me?”

      “I had to pull Leo off a ledge. He has six kids, with one starting college next fall. His last child surprised both of them so it’ll be a while before they’re all grown. There’s no way he can lose the retirement he’s earned. I knew the bullet train was your top priority, so I decided to help with the first case.”

      Heather sat down and spread the lasagna around her plate to let it cool. “I wish you’d talked to me about this before you agreed to help him.”

      “You’re welcome to join us, but this project your father roped you into is already taking up every bit of your time and energy.”

      Heather mangled the lasagna a little more. “You’re probably right. It’s not like anyone’s life is on the line like our last case.”

      “It’ll surprise me if anything comes of the case. All Leo’s going to do is scan and email me the material in the original case file. My computer will transcribe most of the information, but there may be some things Leo will need to read to me over the phone.”

      Heather dug into her supper and didn’t lift her head until she’d downed half of it. “Want to hear about my crummy day?”

      “Sure. Let’s get all the bad news out of the way.”

      “The Texas Supreme Court ruled today that the consortium my company is a part of can’t use eminent domain to force property owners to grant us a right of way for the bullet train.”

      “I thought you already purchased the rights of way.”

      “There are still some strong holdouts. If we can’t talk them into selling at a reasonable price, or find a workable way around, the whole deal may be off.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Heather shook her head. “I’ve scheduled more video conferences for tomorrow morning with engineers and investors. We’ll try to come up with alternative plans. The problem now is that everyone knows we’re close to getting all the land. The court’s ruling tells the holdouts they have us over a barrel.”

      Steve scratched his chin. “I’m surprised the federal government hasn’t already stepped in and built a high-speed rail between all the major cities in Texas.”

      “They’ve talked about it, and the feds have the power to invoke eminent domain. I think it’s only a matter of time before it happens. We were trying to get there first.”

      “Perhaps the holdouts need to look at it as something that’s inevitable. They can receive a fair price now from a private corporation or get what the government thinks is market value later.”

      Heather snapped her fingers. “You may have missed your calling. Want to go to Mattherson County and negotiate the sale of land for a bullet train?”

      Steve held up both hands as stop signs. “Haggling over prices is something I always left for Maggie to do. She knew how to bargain with people. It helped that we were poor, and it was a necessity.”

      “I wish I could have known her.”

      Steve’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Yeah. Me, too.”

      Heather looked down as Max walked toward her. His back arched and his stomach convulsed. She slid off her chair, but not in time. Max deposited a healthy portion of partially digested lasagna and black fur on the carpet. She picked him up and moved him to the kitchen’s tile floor, where any further mess would be easy to clean up.

      While petting him, she said, “If you don’t stay on your diet, you’re going to a kitty fat farm. How would you like that?”

      Max responded by hiking his back leg and giving his undercarriage a wash.

      Steve handed her a full roll of paper towels. She looked up from the ample pile. “I thought you said you only let him lick your plate.”

      “There might have been a little of my supper left on it.”

      “A little? I don’t think so.”

      Heather scraped up all she could and went for the dish-washing liquid to work on the stain. “Hopefully this is the last April Fool’s joke for the evening.”

      “That reminds me. Jack called. He said you missed your date with him tonight.”

      Heather groaned. “Next year I’m staying in bed on the first day of April.”
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      It surprised Heather when Steve said he’d accompany her to work. Most days, he and Max stayed home, doing whatever suited them. Steve would have coffee, spend a half hour on a treadmill, catch up on news, keep in touch with old friends, or surf the Internet. Now and then, he’d dictate or revise something in a story he was writing. In the afternoon, Steve and Max were likely to take naps. Steve, because the murder of his late wife still haunted him and long periods of sleep didn’t come easily. Max, because he was a cat.

      A further surprise came when Steve stood outside Heather’s front door, waiting for her to walk out.

      “Have you been out here long?”

      “I heard a crash. Were you trying to balance your phone, coffee, a bagel, and your briefcase again?”

      “At least I didn’t drop the coffee or the bagel. I don’t have time to clean up a mess.”

      “Hand me your briefcase. I can find the car on my own.”

      The ride to the office went without conversation. Steve had wireless ear buds inserted while Heather focused on her mental list of things to do. When they arrived precisely at 8:00 a.m., the receptionists’ phones were abuzz with incoming calls. Once inside the outer office, Steve was on his own. He could navigate the maze of offices as well as she could. He took the time to speak to the cadre of receptionists and to accept their offer of a Danish and coffee.

      Heather left him to be doted on and went straight to her office, where her administrative assistant waited for her. “Your father is on line one. He’s been calling for the last thirty minutes.”

      “I know. He called my cell phone three times while I was driving. Any other fires I need to know about?”

      “They can wait. I’ll be at my desk when you’re ready for a full rundown.”

      The red light on her phone blinked as if daring her to ignore it. She picked up the receiver and pressed the offending button. “Good morning, Father. How’s the weather in Boston?”

      “Never mind the weather. Why don’t you get to work at a decent time? The day is half over.”

      Heather’s eyes rolled back. “I’m fine, Father. Thank you for asking. As for the time, I arrive at my desk at eight o’clock sharp, just like you’ve done for the past forty-three years.”

      Her father grumbled something about her needing to arrange her schedule to fit his. She thought about asking him to petition God to change the shape of the world and the circling of the planets around the sun, but he interrupted her thoughts. “What’s wrong with that state you're living in? Why did those idiots rule against eminent domain?”

      She counted to three before the words forced their way out. “You surprise me. I thought you’d been around long enough to know there are always risks in taking bold moves.”

      “Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Daughter. What are you going to do about this mess you’ve gotten us into?”

      “If memory serves me, you came to me with the offer to invest. How is this suddenly my problem?”

      “You agreed to be point man… er, woman. The boots on the ground.”

      “And my team secured over ninety-five percent of the rights of way. It was your attorneys who promised a positive result from the courts on eminent domain. Perhaps you should have talked to some politicians and attorneys in Texas instead of listening to your team of Ivy Leaguers.”

      “We wouldn’t have this trouble if this was taking place in a normal state.”

      Instead of arguing, she changed the course of the conversation. “Let’s look on the bright side. We’re close to pulling this off. I’m having a video call with the investors later this morning and I plan on painting this as a minor setback. I’ve had the geologists and engineers go over the route for workable alternatives if we can’t get the holdouts to sell. The biggest deal-breaker is in Mattherson County. Unless the geologists can find another way, the line has to go through there or we’re back to square one.”

      Her father let out a deep breath, a sign the storm would soon be over. His tone changed. “You may be right about my lawyers. They didn’t consider the obsession your locals have for individual property rights. This will take a personal touch. You’ll have to go to Mattherson County and appeal to the owner’s sense of acting for the common good.”

      “That’s not much leverage.”

      “Then find more. You’re the private investigator. Investigate.”

      Steve came through the door, giving her an excuse to end the conversation. “Need to go. Someone I have to talk to just walked in. Give my love to Mother. I’ll keep you posted.” She hung up and puffed out her cheeks.

      Steve deposited his computer on his desk before he approached hers. “Dear old dad?”

      “You guessed it. He took a big gamble on the train project and he expects me to make it work.”

      “Wasn’t it you who said you wish your father trusted you to make good in business? This is your chance to show him what you’re made of.”

      Heather looked at Steve as he stood unruffled by all that swirled around him. After a delayed response, she said, “You’re right, and this calls for quick action. I’d like to hire you, Mr. Smiley. I need to find out what makes the land owners in Mattherson County tick. Something is keeping them from selling the land for the right of way, and we need to find out what it is.”

      “I’m committed to helping Leo, but I’ll be free after that.”

      “How long will that take?”

      Steve lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “He’ll send me the first case as soon as he can. I’m expecting it today.”

      “Good. You should have it solved in a day or two. We can go to Mattherson County later in the week. In the meantime, I need to call Jack, grovel, and play a round of golf with him tomorrow. I may have to fit two dates into one day.”

      Steve shook his head. “You two certainly have a unique relationship.”

      Phone calls, meetings, a long video conference, and a steady stream of messages delivered from Heather’s administrative assistant took up the rest of her morning. All the while, Steve sat at his desk with white ear buds inserted, waiting for Leo’s call. The only sound he made was when he asked Heather what she wanted for lunch. She waved him off, but he ordered her a salad all the same.

      Leo’s call came as Steve took the first bite of a sandwich that smelled like heaven in a bun. Heather absentmindedly stabbed an assortment of vegetables as she reviewed a multi-page spreadsheet and listened to Steve speak to his former partner. Once the three-minute conversation ended, she looked up. “Does it sound like an interesting case?”

      “When they said cold case, they weren’t kidding. It’s a murder from 1942.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “I’m not, but I think the lieutenant over Cold Cases is. Leo said it’s how they initiate new members into the team. They pick an ancient case that nobody’s been able to crack and give it to the new guy to solve. After the detective gives up, they put the case back in a cardboard box and move on to cases with a better chance of success.”

      Heather got back to work, and Steve finished his lunch. It wasn’t long before he grumbled under his breath. After he issued a loud huff, she went to his desk and asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “You tell me. My computer can’t put words to the documents Leo sent.”

      Heather looked down, took the mouse from him, and scrolled through the screens. “No wonder. These are handwritten notes in cursive, or copies of faded typed pages.”

      “Probably copies from carbon paper,” said Steve. “I’ll need to find someone to read them to me.” He paused. “That could be dicey. These are still confidential police reports. I don’t want Leo to get busted on his first day.”

      “You could hire an attorney to help you.”

      Steve shook his head. “This needs to be done on the down-low. Who do I know that has the time and is completely trustworthy?”

      “I could do it.”

      “You don’t have the time. You haven’t even called Jack.”

      “Oh, snap. I’d better take care of that right now before I forget again.”

      Steve’s cell phone came to life by announcing an incoming call from Bella Brumley. “Bella, what a surprise.”

      “I’ve been trying to call Heather. Do you know where she is?”

      Heather slapped her forehead. “Bella. I’m so sorry. We’re leaving the office now.”

      “No problem. Did you remember I’m staying with you?”

      Heather crossed her fingers. “Of course. I told Max his favorite television personality was coming to see him.”

      Steve chimed in. “We should be there in less than thirty minutes.”

      “No rush. Can’t wait to see you.”

      The call ended, and Steve reached down and grabbed his cane. “Anything you need to tell me?”

      “Bella wanted to surprise you. She’s in a big fishing tournament this weekend at Lake Conroe. She and her film crew flew in from Florida today.”

      “So, you not only forgot to tell me, you forgot about her coming.”

      “Guilty on all counts, Your Honor. Let’s get out of here.”

      Steve spoke again as soon as the elevator doors closed behind them. “At least I’ll have someone I trust to dictate everything that’s in the report Leo sent.”

      “I thought you wanted me to do that.”

      “You’ll be too busy groveling with Jack. Call him on the way to the airport.”
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      Bella sat on her suitcase at the far end of passenger pickup, looking more beautiful than the last time Heather saw her. Long platinum-blond hair woven into a rope ponytail hung over her shoulder. She looked like a Nordic princess in stretch jeans, a football jersey and white canvas shoes. Heather wheeled against the curb and wondered how she’d ever forgive herself for forgetting the young woman who meant the world to Steve, and to her. She promised herself the next time her father called with a can’t-miss business opportunity she’d decline.

      Steve had his door open before Heather could put the Mercedes SUV in park. Bella’s squeal bounced off the concrete and glass, causing heads to turn.

      “Uncle Steve!”

      It was an honorary title they’d settled on after Steve solved the murder of the man who’d kidnapped Bella when she was a child and raised her as his own. He was a big-game hunter who produced and starred in syndicated television shows. The world watched Bella grow from a gangly child to a world-class media personality. After his murder, she traded in her rifles and shotguns for fishing poles and now roamed the world with her film crew, catching and releasing finned creatures of every description.

      Steve and Heather had also found Bella’s birth parents and reunited the family two Christmases ago.

      Bella enfolded Steve in her arms and kissed his cheek. She pulled away, but only a foot or so, took his hand and placed it squarely on her face. He used his sensitive touch to give him a visual picture.

      “Have you grown another inch or two?”

      She laughed like a schoolgirl. “Still at six-foot even. You must be shrinking.”

      “I wouldn’t doubt it. I think my height is going to my belly.”

      “You look great. I bet you still have to use your cane to keep the women away from you.”

      Heather retrieved Bella’s suitcase and rolled it to the back of the SUV while Steve and the closest thing to a daughter he’d ever have reunited. She stopped by the two who still stood on the curb holding hands. “I’m so sorry, Bella. I spoiled your surprise.”

      A hug and a few kind words told Heather she needn’t worry about leaving Bella standing at the airport.

      “Let’s get out of this loading zone before we all get arrested.”

      Once inside the car, Steve asked, “Have you eaten?”

      “I had a big breakfast at the hotel in Miami and bought some snacks at the airport. I’m good until supper.” She paused. “Kate and I had supper together last night.”

      Heather wondered how Steve would react. Kate was the only woman he had shown any interest in since his beloved Maggie was killed. For now at least, Steve and Kate’s relationship had cooled. Instead of pursuing an awkward discussion, he issued a huge grin and asked, “How does pizza sound?”

      “Like old times. It’s still my favorite meal.” She poked her head between the two front seats. “Are you working on another murder case?”

      “Funny you should mention that. If you’re free this afternoon or tonight, I need to deputize you so you can help me. It’s a cold case from 1942. My former partner, Leo, asked me to help him with it.”

      “Cool. We can talk and eat pizza and solve a murder. Just like we did when I lived with Heather.”

      Heather scoffed. “You stayed at Steve’s most of the time. I grew tired of the same thing to eat every day.”

      “Are you helping with the cold case, too?”

      Steve answered Bella’s question. “Heather’s tied up with a big deal that involves a bullet train between Houston and Dallas. No time for ancient crimes.”

      “It’s a shame you two can’t work together on the cold case. It sounds like Heather needs a break.”

      “I’ll do something fun after I get the last few contracts for rights of way.”

      With everyone buckled in, they departed for the brief trip north to their condos.

      Heather had to honk her horn to keep a woman talking on her cell phone from drifting further into her lane.

      Bella spoke from the back seat. “I see the drivers around here didn’t improve. It’s not as bad in St. Thomas with Mom and Dad. They live on island time, which means nobody gets in a hurry.”

      “How are your parents?” asked Steve. “I sure enjoyed the Christmas I spent at their hotel.”

      “Yeah.” Bella said wistfully. “That was a great holiday. They really wanted you to come back last year. But they’re doing fine. Business is good. They worry about me because I travel so much, but they understand that’s how I make my living.”

      “I listen to your fishing show and try to imagine what it’s like in each location.”

      “One paradise after another. I’m working on an idea of having a handsome blind man come fishing with me. How does that sound?”

      “I think it might be a hit if you find a young blind guy who looks really cool in sunglasses.”

      “I may have one, but he’s not blind.”

      Heather jerked her head around. “Let me see your left hand.”

      Bella shot her long arm forward.

      “No ring yet, Steve.”

      “That’s a relief. I was feeling really old for a minute.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Bella. “I’m not ready for that kind of commitment. Besides, I’ll want you to run a full background check on him before I make any sort of commitment.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      Heather wondered if Bella was joking. She doubted Steve was.
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        * * *

      

      Steve waited until Bella finished reading every scrap of information in the case file before he commented. “Are you sure that’s all?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “It shouldn’t surprise me.” Steve shifted in the dining room chair. “In June 1942, World War II was in full swing. From what my grandfather told me, most of the able-bodied men had resigned from the police force and joined the fight. There weren’t many detectives left. A patrol sergeant on the downhill side of his career investigated this murder.”

      Bella pushed her chair away from the table. “I need something to drink. Do you want another cup of coffee?”

      “Not yet. Thanks anyway.”

      The refrigerator door opened. “Don’t you have any soda?”

      “Sorry. I would have stocked up if I’d known you were coming. It’s almost six. Let’s order pizza and whatever soda you want.”

      “Do you still order from the same place?”

      “Heather keeps coupons stuck to the side of the refrigerator with magnets.”

      Bella’s laugh reminded Steve of tinkling bells at Christmas.

      “That’s what I like so much about Heather. She’s worth a gazillion dollars, but is never wasteful.”

      “I don’t know about the gazillion, but this deal she’s working has more zeros than I can count. It’s the most ambitious thing she’s ever been involved in. She’s worried.”

      “She’ll get it done. I’m going to call in the pizza order. I’ll get salad and breadsticks, too.”

      Steve didn’t have time to respond before Bella was speaking instructions to her phone. After placing the order, she returned to the table. “Where do you start when solving an old murder case like this?”

      “I’ll start with the victim. His name was Rodney Wells. He was a second lieutenant in the army, an entry level rank for officers, so he’d not been in the service long. There was no separate air force back then, even though he was training to be a pilot. Since this is Leo’s case, I’ll call him tonight and we’ll discuss things he needs to check on.”

      “Like what?”

      “I noticed there weren’t many newspaper articles about the murder. Someone shot him at the train station. There was only a brief obituary. Where is he buried? What about family? Where did he go to school? There’s a chance he attended college since he was an officer. That’s something else that will need to be checked. The reports you read said he wasn’t married, and it didn’t mention a fiancé. There might be a love angle to the killing if he had a steady girlfriend. Did he owe anyone money? There’s always a reason for someone to kill. Find the reason and you’re on your way to finding the killer. But before you look for the killer, you find out as much as you can about the victim. That usually points you to the reason.”

      “But how will you find the reason when the guy’s been dead so long?”

      “There’s a good chance I won’t, but the graves of murdered people have a habit of making noises.”

      “That’s spooky.”

      “Yeah. So is the thought of you getting serious about a young man. Tell me about him.”

      “He’s back in St. Thomas. A little older than me, but not much.”

      “How much?”

      “Seven years.”

      “What does he do?”

      “He flies. Actually, he’s the co-pilot on a plane that shuttles passengers to the surrounding islands.”

      “I may have to fly to St. Thomas and check him out.”

      “Really? That would be awesome.”

      “I said may. I never know when a new murder will pop up.”
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      Heather saw light coming through the clear plastic of the kitty door between her condo and Steve’s, an odd sight since he never turned on his lights unless he had company. She bent down, pushed open the flap, and hollered. “Is Bella with you?”

      A gravelly voice answered, “What?”

      Heather repeated the question.

      “She’s gone.”

      “Gone? When?”

      “Come over. I’m not going to play twenty questions through a pet portal.”

      She released the flap and went to the door wearing a robe and house shoes. She grabbed the key to Steve’s front door, which turned out to be unnecessary. Once inside, she found him leaned back in his recliner with his laptop on the table beside him. He didn’t have on his sunglasses, which meant he’d been sleeping. “I thought you knew better than to leave your front door unlocked all night.”

      “I didn’t. Bella left at 5:00. You didn’t hear her get up and pack?”

      “I was on a conference call to investors in Japan until nearly two, and dead to the world until ten minutes ago.”

      “She said for me to tell you thanks for the bed, and she’ll catch up with you the next time.”

      Heather let out a huff.

      Steve put on his sunglasses. “Don’t blame her. You knew she was coming and didn’t leave room in your schedule.”

      Even though she knew he was right and she should blame herself, that’s not what came out of her mouth. “You could have at least hollered at me so I could tell her goodbye.”

      Steve grabbed the wooden handle on the side of his chair and jerked it upward, causing his feet to fall to the floor. He went to the kitchen. “You’re not the only one who had a lousy night’s sleep. I’m making coffee.”

      Heather grabbed his arm. “No, you’re not. You take too long. We both need a good jolt to wake us up.”

      Steve settled on a bar stool and the next few minutes passed in silence as the extra-strong coffee filled the carafe. Neither spoke until they’d each downed half a cup. Heather led off. “Why did Bella leave so early?”

      “She had to scout the lake with her crew. She needs to find where the fish hide and what bait to use. From what she said, that’s just the beginning for a tournament. Then the camera guy and sound guys have to make notes on sunlight, backgrounds, angles, road noises, and a bunch of other things. It’s a combination of art and science.”

      Heather raised the cup to her lips and mumbled. “I need to be kicked for not spending time with her.”

      “You could go to the weigh-in on Sunday afternoon and see her there.”

      “Can’t. Another video conference with the company that’s building the train engines and passenger cars. The cost estimates keep going up.”

      Steve shook his head but said nothing else.

      Heather moved on. “You said you had a short night. Were you and Bella reminiscing?”

      “She called it a night at nine. I got my days and nights mixed up and stayed on my computer until she came over this morning. She ate cold, left-over pizza for breakfast.”

      A shiver ran down Heather's back. “Yuk. How can she do that?”

      “The same way you and I did in college.”

      “Point taken, but it turns my stomach now.” She took another sip of coffee. “Back to the brief night. Why didn’t you go to bed at a decent hour?”

      “Besides being wound up by her visit, I wanted to start on Leo’s cold case. It turns out there’s a slight overlap between what you’re working on and the cold case. On a hot summer night in 1942, Rodney Wells was gunned down as he got off the train in Houston. He grew up in Mattherson County.”

      “That is a coincidence. What else did you find out about him?”

      “He’d just finished OCS and was visiting Houston before he went to pilot training school.”

      “Wait. What’s OCS?”

      “Officer Candidate School. He was a brand-new second lieutenant with a single yellow bar on his collar.”

      “Why was he in Houston?”

      “That’s a mystery at this point. He graduated from Mattherson High School in 1940. He used the time before the war to get in a few semesters at a junior college and worked at a small airfield in Mattherson. The army couldn’t wait to get him in a uniform. From what I’ve learned so far, Rodney was quite the all-American, small-town boy.”

      “Did you get all this from the obituary from Mattherson’s newspaper?”

      “Some of it, but the obit from Houston’s newspaper was more complete.”

      “That’s odd.”

      Steve nodded. “It has me scratching my head as to why the Mattherson paper didn’t play up the murder as much as Houston did. Only a small article with no picture. The Chronicle listed all the usual stuff and gave a list of surviving family members. I showed the article to Bella this morning. She said they had a photo of Lieutenant Wells in uniform.”

      “How did she describe him?”

      “A hunk. Then she said he looked like a leading man in a black and white movie. Tall, dark, handsome and a glint of adventure in his eyes.”

      “I’d look for a woman. I can imagine a curvy blond falling hard for someone like that.”

      “The local paper listed no wife or fiancé in the obituary, or the write-up. Neither did the Chronicle or Post.”

      Heather went to fill her coffee mug and took Steve’s with her. She poured as she spoke. “Tell me about the crime. Did anything stand out?”

      “This is all from the handwritten notes from the cop in charge of the case. Rodney Wells’s trip originated in Mattherson.”

      Heather interrupted. “That makes sense. There used to be a thirty-mile spur line that connected Mattherson to the main line.”

      “The official report said witnesses gave conflicting reports about who shot him. Some said a man, some said a woman. There were reports of German accents and one woman claimed she heard someone speaking Japanese. It was pouring rain, which didn’t help things. The only reports that weren’t disputed were that he fell down dead on the platform after getting off the train and that a .32 slug pierced his heart.” Steve snapped his fingers. “One more thing. No one heard a shot, but two people remembered hearing a noise, covered by a loud cough.”

      Heather delivered the coffee. “Sounds like someone used something to silence the shot and covered the muffled crack with the cough.”

      “That’s what I thought. We have to remember how noisy and crowded train stations were back then. Add the rain, the whoops of joy when people saw a relative or lover, and you have a recipe for chaos.”

      Heather looked at her watch. “I need to get going if I’m going to make it to the office on time.”

      Steve picked up his mug. “I thought you were the boss.”

      “That means I have to set a good example.” She went to the sink and rinsed her cup. “What are you doing today?”

      “I’ll feed Max, take a long nap to make up for last night, and call Leo. He should know at least as much as I do about the case by the time I wake up.”

      Heather dried the cup and put it back in the cabinet. “Let me know if you want to go to Mattherson to poke around. I’ll be going Saturday to talk to the property owner that’s giving us such a hard time.”

      “This is Leo’s case. I’m supposed to write a short story.”

      Heather was almost to the front door but stopped and turned on a heel. “Who told you to write a short story?”

      “Kate.”

      “You talked to her?”

      “She sent a message through Bella when they had dinner the day before yesterday.” Steve lowered his voice. “Heather.”

      “Yes?”

      “No matchmaking. I know you and Bella have been keeping in touch with Kate, and keeping her informed of the trouble I’ve had in finding a writing coach I can work with. My relationship with Kate will involve long distance help with my writing and nothing more.”

      Heather cleared her throat, walked into the cool spring morning, and grinned.
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      It was five-thirty in the afternoon when Steve arrived at the dive where Leo said to meet him. It smelled of old grease and spilled beer. The Uber driver received the fare, a generous tip, and left after giving Steve a pat on the back as he held the door open for him.

      “Steve. You made it.” The voice belonged to Leo, but it came with a slur. “Come on, buddy. Let me introduce you to the other cold cuts.” He placed Steve’s arm on his, walked him across a concrete floor, and delivered him to a table.

      Leo gave first names only as Steve nodded greetings and occupied his hands with folding his cane.

      “That’s pretty slick how that cane folds,” said a man named Sam.

      Steve gave his head a slight nod. “It’s like that credit card they advertise on television. I don’t leave home without it.”

      Laughter came from four men.

      Sam said, “We all remember you from when you were in Homicide. You were something else. The best of the best, but you didn’t take the promotions offered after detective.”

      “I didn’t want to become a professional paper shuffler. I take it this is a welcome party for Leo.”

      Another voice said, “Yep. He’s now a part of the unloved and unwanted.”

      “That’s why we call ourselves cold cuts. We work cold cases and they cut us out of the herd.”

      Steve nodded. “Clever.”

      “I poured a beer for you,” said Leo. “It’s at two o’clock high.”

      That earned a few chuckles from the group.

      Steve found the mug and took a sip. Other smells overrode the beer to the point it tasted stale and dirty, but this party was for Leo. He’d pretend to enjoy it, even though he had no intention of leaving the glass empty.

      What followed was an hour of office gossip, crude jokes, voices that increased in volume, and multiple pitchers of beer. Finally, Sam said, “That’s all for me, boys. I’ll leave it to the rest of you to help Leo with his case.”

      That comment brought about rough laughter from everyone, including Leo.

      “What’s the joke?” asked Steve.

      A slurred voice said, “If you ever worked a cold case, you’d know. They don’t call ’em cold for nothing. We don’t get them until Homicide gives up. That means they chased down every lead. If a new lead or fresh evidence shows up, and the case is within ten years old, we’re supposed to back off and let Homicide handle it. The brass wants their closure rate to be as high as possible. The department cuts us a lot of slack with closure rate.”

      Another voice said, “Yeah. A lot of slack.”

      Steve played along. “Give me an idea of how you’d go about solving a real old case; one sixty or seventy years old.”

      All laughed except Leo. “Like the one Leo is working on?”

      Another voice said, “Perfect example. A soldier in the big war gets off a train down at the station. Someone pops him. Every witness has a different story. A motorcycle cop makes some notes, and that’s it. End of a life. End of story.”

      Steve nodded. “I see what you mean. Any witnesses would likely be dead.”

      Leo took his turn. “They gave everyone here this case when they came to the department’s version of purgatory. No one ever got past first base.”

      “It’s good training for Leo,” said the man sitting directly across from Steve. “All we do is push papers around our desk, make a few phone calls, scribble a few notes and leave the office after putting in eight hours.”

      Leo explained. “No overtime allowed.”

      “Sounds like a cushy job,” said Steve.

      The most slurred of the voices said, “It’s a soul-stealing waste of time. I’d like to see the name of a certain homicide lieutenant on the label of a cold case file some day.” Murmurs of agreement followed from most at the table.

      The term soul-stealing stuck in Steve’s mind. He hated to see Leo trapped in a dead-end job, not to mention these once-motivated men soaking in self-pity and beer. Something needed to be done, but what? Steve leaned forward. “What would happen if you started solving cases?”

      The one that sounded the most sober of the group spoke up. “Now and then we do. If it’s a homicide, we get chewed out for not sending it on to what our lieutenant calls the real detectives.”

      “Why would he say that?”

      “You’d have to know him to understand.”

      “He knows him,” said Leo. “Jim Bounds.”

      “Ah. That explains it.” Some men stuck in Steve’s mind like chewing gum to the bottom of his shoe on a hot day. Bounds had large biceps and white teeth that he’d gladly use to either impress or intimidate. When Steve knew him, he was on the fast track to promotion. He wondered what Bounds did to derail his career.

      The answer to the unspoken question came from the least inebriated of the group. “Bounds gave a female suspect a very thorough pat-down search at the scene of a wife-on-husband homicide. It turns out the woman he groped wasn’t the wife, but the wife’s attorney who called it in. If there’d been video, they would have canned him. As it was, they gave him an unpaid vacation, transferred him to Cold Cases and told him if they heard a peep out of him, he’d be gone. He took it to heart. In at eight and out the door at five. He likes it when we work on missing persons cases and not homicides. Keeps his door and the blinds on his office closed all day.”

      The mood had soured with talk of Jim Bounds. Chairs slid back and, en mass, the men left after wishing Steve and Leo a good night. In their wake, they left a cloud of despair.

      “Now do you understand?” asked Leo.

      “Yeah. You got a bum deal. So, what are you going to do about it?”

      “There’s nothing I can do.”

      Steve swiveled to face his long-time friend. “Bull. There’s always something you can do. I know what you can do tonight.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Put down that nasty-tasting beer and act like the man I know you to be.”

      Leo slammed what sounded like his fist down on the table.

      The next voice came from across the room. “Next time you do that, you’re out of here.”

      Steve stood. “Come on. I’ll call and get us a ride.”

      “Go ahead. I’m staying here.”

      It was time to change tactics, but dealing with a drunk, depressed cop wasn’t the easiest thing to do. Steve played his ace in the hole. “If you don’t leave with me, I’m calling Cariana. I’ll tell her where you are and what you’re doing.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Steve chuckled. “Now that I have your attention, let’s go somewhere that doesn’t smell like the morning after a fraternity party and get something to eat.”

      The two men stood in the parking lot, waiting for the Uber driver. Steve turned to Leo. “I’ve been working on the case.”

      “What case?”

      “The Rodney Wells murder case. Haven’t you even looked at it?”

      “Of course I did, and it didn’t take long. Do you know how many people have handled that file? They all agree this is one where the killer got away.”

      “All the more reason for us to solve it.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Improbable, but not impossible. I’ll bet you we find something tonight that no one else has discovered.”

      “What are you up to?”

      “Trying to put a little hope back in you. Let’s go to the original crime scene before we eat. Walking around will do you good.”

      “The train station?”

      “Yeah. There’s something I need your help with.”

      Leo let out a genuine laugh. “Is this déjà vu or that nasty beer that has me thinking we’re really investigating a murder again? Let me get the file out of my car. I brought it with me, just in case.”

      The Uber driver took them to the train station. Leo flashed his badge and told the attendant he and Steve needed to go to the platform. When they arrived, Steve said, “Bella told me there was a diagram of where the body fell. Do you remember looking at it?”

      “I have the file with me. There’s a hand-drawn diagram and black and white photos. Wait. Did you say Bella Brumley described the diagram to you?”

      “Yeah, but don’t put that in your notes.” He took a breath. “Look around. The tracks and the landing should still be the same as what they were in 1942. Get me close to where Rodney Wells fell to the ground.”

      “Nothing looks the same, but I’m guessing the opening in the center of the terminal is in the same place as it was. Let’s go to the left.”

      Leo led him as Steve’s cane swept an arc in front of him. “It should be right about here.”

      “Good,” said Steve. “Now say Rodney Wells.”

      Leo did and Steve said, “I see red. I was hoping I wouldn’t, at least not here.”

      Long ago, Steve realized he got the impression of the color red when he came to the scene of a murder and heard the victim’s name. Bright red marked the place where the murder occurred. A clinical psychologist confirmed this ability and supplied the fancy name of associative chromesthesia to it.

      Steve started walking parallel to the tracks. Leo caught up with him. “What are you doing?”

      “Making sure that’s where Wells died.” He took another twenty steps and stopped. “Say his name again.”

      Leo did, and Steve shook his head. “Nothing here. Take me back to the spot.”

      After backtracking, Leo told Steve they’d arrived.

      “Now walk me to the edge of the tracks slowly. Speak his name as we go.”

      “It’s a good thing I’m still a little loopy. People are staring.”

      “Let them stare. We’re almost finished. Say his name and walk slowly.”

      Step followed step, with Steve taking his time and Leo speaking the name of the dead man until the tip of Steve’s cane dropped off the concrete.

      “I think I understand what happened. Rodney Wells rode the spur line from Mattherson to where it joined the main line from Dallas to Houston. He stepped off the train and someone put a pistol to his back, fired the shot, and the assailant disappeared into the crowd. Rodney took a few steps forward, fell, and died.”

      “That sounds about right,” said Leo. “That still doesn’t tell us who shot him.”

      “No, but let’s keep thinking about it. Was the shooter waiting here, or had he been on the train with Lt. Wells all the way from Mattherson?”

      “He could have gotten on the train anywhere along the line.”

      “True,” said Steve, “but he must have known Rodney, or at least had a good description of him.”

      Leo cleared his throat. “I have to admit this took away the beer-buzz, but I can’t put the fact that you saw red in a report. I need hard evidence or we’re at a dead end.”

      “You have a place to start.”

      “Are you serious? Do you think there’s still records of the passengers on a train during World War II? Even if I find names, they’re all dead.”

      Steve shook his head. “You’re not getting it. The job of a homicide detective is to find out who killed someone. It doesn’t matter if the assailant is alive or dead. It’s about following the leads until there are none, and then searching for more.”

      “I thought it was about seeing justice done.”

      “Keep it simple. You’re a detective. Start doing what you’re paid to do. Take the thread of information you have and pull it until it either breaks or the whole thing unravels and you find the killer.”

      Steve added one more thing. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a chicken-fried steak with lots of gravy.”

      “I’m all in on supper, but you haven’t sold me on pursuing this case with much enthusiasm. I’ll give it a few days. If nothing new turns up, I’ll be looking for something else to do with my life.”

      “Make it a couple of weeks, and you can’t count the weekend.”

      Leo laughed. “I feel like I’m buying a used car.”

      Steve pulled out his phone and told it to call Heather. She answered on the third ring. “What are you doing in Houston?”

      “I’m with Leo. We’re going to dinner. I left Max plenty of food, so don’t let him con you into giving him more.”

      “Thanks for taking care of him. I’m still at the office.”

      Steve rubbed his palm against his cheek. “How did you know I was in Houston?”

      “Bella put an app on our phones that lets the three of us track each other. She didn’t tell you?”

      “That little scamp. I wonder what else she did to it.”

      “She changed my ring tone to reggae music.” Heather paused. “Was there something you needed?”

      “I’m coming with you to Mattherson if the offer is still open.”

      “I’m leaving Saturday morning. Is that good with you?”

      “I’ll be packed and ready to go.”
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      Heather yawned and glanced to her right. When would she learn that her body and mind needed more than four hours of sleep? Steve had his suitcase packed and waiting by his front door on this cool Saturday morning. He even had a travel mug of coffee waiting for her. She’d remained silent until the caffeine brought her brain and tongue to life. “Tell me about your boys’ night out with Leo.”

      “We went to the train station and discovered a trail of blood leading from a train to the spot where Rodney Wells died.”

      This matter-of-fact declaration caused Heather’s head and her Mercedes SUV to jerk to the right. She pulled back into her lane at the sound of a blaring horn.

      Steve cleared his throat. “It’s best to drive in one lane at a time.”

      “It’s too early for sarcasm.”

      “You should have known better than to stay out so late with Jack.”

      She lowered her voice. “I wish I’d been with Jack instead of on another teleconference.”

      She needed to change the conversation before she said something she’d regret. Steve had thrown her a curve ball with talk of a murder that didn’t include her. “Did you and Leo make any progress on the murder case?”

      “I saw red on the platform leading to the tracks.”

      “You could still tell after all this time?”

      “Yeah. Kind of spooky, huh? I guess as long as I know the victim’s name, I can tell the spot. We determined someone shot Rodney Wells on the train or when he stepped off.”

      “Wells? The Wells Mansion is the name of the B&B we’re staying at tonight. The hotels looked sketchy and had critical reviews, so I booked us rooms in what looks like an antebellum mansion.”

      Steve responded with a grunt, followed by silence.

      Heather used the time to give thought to how the week had passed. It was all a blur of getting up before dawn, fielding phone calls, emails, texts, and video conferences with long-winded, demanding investors. Chief among the time-stealers was her father. A massive wave of guilt and regret washed over her as she thought about how the frenetic activity had pushed Jack so far into the background that she wouldn’t blame him if he traded her in on a Labrador retriever.

      The miles passed and Heather’s mind vacillated between thinking about how she would pull off the land deals and hating herself for agreeing to spearhead the project. She came back to the present when Steve turned to face her, and asked, “What time can we check in?”

      “Three o’clock.”

      “We should be there well before noon. What are we going to do all afternoon?”

      “Lunch, and I have a meeting at 1:30.” It then dawned on Heather that she’d not taken Steve into consideration when she made the appointment.

      Steve spoke into his phone before she could formulate a plan. “Search library hours for Mattherson, Texas.”

      The voice came back and informed them the public library would be open from 9:00 a.m. until 6:00 p.m. weekdays and 9:00 a.m. until 4 p.m. on Saturday, and 1 p.m until 4 p.m. on Sunday. That answered the question of what he would do this afternoon.

      One thing about Steve that she admired was his ability to let things roll off of him. She sometimes wished he’d blow up at her, but the stoic streak in him prevailed. Also, he cared deeply for certain people and Heather counted herself lucky to be near the top of that list. He showed this by asking, “Who is your appointment with?”

      “A woman named Belinda Mattherson and her husband, Johnny. They’re the holdouts. From the little research I’ve done, she’s the sixth or seventh generation of the man that founded Mattherson. They named the town and county after him.”

      “And her husband?”

      “He’s an attorney.”

      Steve shook his head. “No wonder the price of land keeps going up.”

      “True, but there’s something he doesn’t know. My geologists and engineers gave me a supplemental report. There’s a tract of property next to the Mattherson land that could work as an alternative route. It’s owned by a couple named Craig and Mindi Palmer. The Palmer name is also big in Mattherson county.”

      “Old money?”

      “Old by Texas standards, about five generations. I’ve set up an interview with them tomorrow afternoon
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