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        Murder On The Colorado

        Book 6

      

      

      
        
        One body in the river.

        A flood of suspects on shore.

      

      

      
        
        PI Fen Maguire's location scouting turns deadly when a corpse surfaces in the Colorado River. With the wrong man jailed and threatening a lawsuit, Fen goes undercover as an art teacher to find the real killer.

      

        

      
        In a town where everyone has secrets and old grudges run deep, Fen must navigate treacherous currents of deceit to expose the truth before an innocent man pays the price.
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      It’s not every day you see a kayak dragging a lifeless body toward shore.

      Fen looked up from his sketch pad and took in the bizarre scene. A small flotilla of kayaks in a variety of colors approached a clearing on the banks of the Colorado River. Excited voices skipped across the ambling body of water that seemed too sleepy to bother with the grim goings-on.

      Fen stuffed his artist’s pencil into the pocket of his shirt as he focused on the only green kayak. Most of the boats reached shore before the one with a rope tied around the face-down figure. That kayak, like the river, took its time.

      Quick steps brought him down from a concrete observation platform that overlooked the muddy ribbon of water with towering trees and thick foliage on both banks. Willing hands lifted and pulled the body onto the shore as Fen scurried down the riverbank.

      He reached semi-level ground and took a better look at the kayaks. There were eight, and they each held a large, clear, plastic bag partially filled with trash. Everyone in the group wore matching shirts emblazoned with Keep The Colorado Trash Free.

      “Leave him there and don’t turn him over,” said the man piloting the green kayak. His voice had the tone of authority, like someone who was used to giving orders and expected them to be carried out.

      The man slipped out of his life vest. Sweat stained both the front and back of his T-shirt. Salt and pepper hair poked out from under a baseball cap emblazoned with a logo Fen didn’t recognize. He looked at a woman and barked out like a drill sergeant, “Bonnie, did you call the police?”

      “Not yet. My phone is in my dry bag. It was way behind me. You know how nervous I get when I’m on the water. I didn’t want to reach for it for fear of tipping⁠—"

      The man cut her off. “Who has a blasted phone?” Under his breath, he added, “Of all days to leave it in my truck.”

      Fen spoke in a voice that carried. “I’ll make the call.”

      The man shot him an accusatory look. “Who the heck are you?”

      “Someone who knows how to talk to 911 dispatchers.”

      “That doesn’t tell me a single thing. Give me your phone and I’ll call.”

      Fen shrugged, closed the distance, and held out his phone. “Be my guest.”

      The man punched in three numbers and turned his back. Fen heard only one side of the conversation as the man pressed the phone hard against his ear. “I just pulled a dead man out of the river… No, I don’t know his name… My name is Riley Eastham…What kind of stupid question is that? The Colorado River… The park with baseball fields and rodeo grounds… That’s right, there's a raised concrete platform at the top of the bank and a parking lot for cars. Get someone out here quick.”

      He hung up the phone and was in the process of sticking it in his pocket when Fen extended his hand. The phone came back to its rightful owner. It rang within seconds of him reclaiming it.

      “This is Fen Maguire.”

      “Bastrop County 911. I’m verifying a call we received a few moments ago came from this number. Did you make it?”

      “It came from my phone, but I wasn’t the one who called.”

      “The caller said something about a body in the river?”

      “That’s correct. He reported a body he brought to shore at the park on the outskirts of Smithville. It’s where the bridge crosses over Highway 71.” Fen took a breath. “By the way, I’m the former sheriff of Newman County. I can confirm this is a suspicious death, and this location is not the original crime scene. You’ll need to contact the sheriff’s department, City of Smithville P.D., and the state game warden. I’m sure state troopers will want to look, too.”

      “Thanks, Sheriff. Help’s on the way.”

      The call ended, but Riley Eastham’s blustering continued. “You should have told me you were a former sheriff.” His face clouded with a question. “Why did you tell the dispatcher to send cops from four different departments? Isn’t one enough?”

      “The body was in the river, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Any crime occurring on a state river falls under the jurisdiction of the Department of Public Safety. That means game wardens and state troopers. If this turns out to be a homicide, the jurisdictional lines may get blurred. Let’s say the original crime scene is in the city of Smithville. The city police will need to investigate. If, however, the original crime scene is outside the city limits, the sheriff’s department will be investigating.”

      “That’s inefficient.”

      “Perhaps, but it works unless the various departments don’t get along.”

      A wailing siren approached but was still some distance off. The booming voice of Riley Eastham sounded like a bullhorn as he turned to his team. “Don’t just stand there. Get the trash off your kayaks and into larger bags. I have things to do today.”

      Fen spoke in his best cop voice. “Don’t touch anything. What you collected today is evidence until you’re told otherwise. First responders will soon be here and will need to take statements from you. The best thing you can do is get away from this area.” He pointed toward the bank. “Go to the platform and wait.”

      Riley spun and stared. Fen pulled the corners of his mouth up into a smile. “Just a suggestion, Mr. Eastham.”

      Half-closed eyes showed displeasure, but Riley saved a little face by bellowing out. “You heard him. Go to the platform and wait.”

      “Can I get my phone?” asked Bonnie.

      “No,” snapped Riley. “You missed your chance to get it out of your dry bag when you were on the river.”

      Everyone made it to the platform before a City of Smithville police car arrived, and mercifully turned off the blaring siren. Fen determined that the officer in this city of four thousand souls didn’t run with lights and sirens often. Given the opportunity, he made the most of it. The man in uniform bounded out of the car and asked, “Is Sheriff Maguire here?”

      Fen raised his hand. “Former sheriff,” but followed it with, “Your name tag reads West. What’s your first name?”

      “John.”

      “Well, John West, you’ll want to talk to Mr. Eastham. He brought the body to shore and knows much more about this than I do.”

      The officer gave a nod of recognition to the man who appeared to be the leader of the group wearing identical shirts. “Good morning, Mr. Eastham. If you and Sheriff Maguire would come with me, I’d appreciate it.”

      Riley led the way down the riverbank. He stopped about ten feet from the body and spoke in a soft, almost reverent voice. “He was in the water about three hundred yards east of the Highway 230 bridge.”

      Fen asked, “Were you the one who spotted the body?”

      “Yeah. I was leading the others, going from one riverbank to the other, pointing out pockets of trash that needed to be picked up.”

      It was then that Fen noticed the bag in Riley’s boat had significantly less trash than the others. “Which bank was he near?”

      “The north bank, away from town. There must be something under the water that makes it swirl. Trash gathers there. Only today, it wasn’t all plastic bottles, beer cans, and everything else you can imagine.”

      Too late, Fen realized he’d overstepped his authority by asking questions. He looked at the young officer and gave an almost imperceptible nod. The officer took over. “Mr. Eastham, you can return to the platform. I’d like to speak to Sheriff Maguire alone.”

      A grumbling Riley Eastham trudged up the riverbank. Fen and the young officer turned toward the river. In a hushed tone, John led off with a question. “What do you recommend I do first?”

      Fen ran a hand down his face. “How long have you been out of the training academy?”

      “Five weeks.”

      “Do you have crime scene tape?”

      “A fresh roll. I’ve never had to use it before.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.” He lifted his head. “Those sirens tell me help is on the way. Do these two things: Tell everyone from the trash pickup team that they’re not free to leave. I seriously doubt you’ll be the one to take their statements, but each one will need to give a statement before they can be released. Next, get the tape up as quickly as possible. That will save you from getting chewed out for forgetting the first things they taught you to do with a crime scene.”

      The young officer swallowed. “Anything else?”

      “Your supervisor will probably tell you to move to the street that leads to the parking lot. Expect a long, boring day of allowing emergency vehicles through, but no civilians. If you don’t have a few bottles of water, there’s some in my truck I’ll give you.”

      A groan came from the young officer. “They told me to do that in training. I was in a hurry this morning and forgot.”

      “You’ll remember the next time.”

      The sound of tires coming to a sudden stop sounded from over the steep embankment. Fen didn’t envy the long, hot day the officer would have. The late June sun was rising over the trees and a sweltering riverbank wasn’t his idea of a place to spend the rest of the morning, let alone the afternoon.

      Oh well, at least this wasn’t his case. He estimated his stay by the river might last another hour. Two at the most. Then, he’d enjoy a leisurely lunch in an air-conditioned restaurant. He’d follow that with a nice, long drive in the country. Perhaps the manager of The Katy House Bed and Breakfast would allow him to check in early and he’d get in a nap. It was worth a phone call.
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      Fen noticed one of the trash pickers, a man with a full head of gray hair, pull his phone out to take a phone call. The man walked down from the raised platform and approached the group of lawmen gathered near the body. “I need to talk to whoever’s in charge.”

      “What do you need, Dr. Fox?” asked a city policeman with captain bars on his collar.

      “Doobie Rusk’s mule kicked him in the mouth. He’s been to the emergency room. They referred him to me to see if I can save his front teeth. He’s on his way to my office.”

      A voice came from over Fen’s shoulder. “Let him go. He came to spy on me for his momma, not to pick up trash.”

      Riley Eastham peered down from the platform, his hands gripping the rail.

      The police captain shifted his gaze from Riley to the man Fen assumed to be a dentist. “You can leave, Clayton, but I’ll need a statement from you today. Call me when you’re free and I’ll send an officer to interview you.”

      Fen’s questioning gaze was enough to prompt the captain to speak. “Clayton’s the town’s only dentist.”

      “Riley Eastham doesn’t seem to be a fan.”

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      The desire to ask more questions almost set Fen’s tongue in motion. Almost, but not quite. He let the unspoken questions remain that way as he felt the first bead of sweat run down his side. Word must have spread that a former sheriff was involved. Volunteer firefighters and a curious constable with a belly that hung well over his belt joined the crowd that outnumbered the trash pickers. This led Fen to believe that major crimes were rare in Smithville, Texas. The beauty and barber shops would be abuzz with a combination of truths, half-truths, and embellishments by the time he found a restaurant with a decent hamburger.

      The relatively cool morning had morphed into a humid, seemingly airless afternoon. The game warden was the last to arrive and made his belated appearance in a flat-bottom metal boat powered by an outboard motor. By this time, Fen had spoken with officers and supervisors from every other department he’d mentioned to Riley Eastham.

      The game warden exited the front of his boat and tied the bow line to a tree. Fen immediately recognized him. Ben Crump nodded greetings to others wearing uniforms of various descriptions, then focused on Fen. The two shook hands. Ben had a Central Texas drawl thick as molasses on a frosty day. “Howdy, Fen.”

      Fen nodded back. “It’s been a while. How’s Martha and the kids?”

      “The youngest is finally out of A&M and Martha’s taking a belly-dancing class at the community college. I’m not sure if she lost her mind or is going through some sort of crisis. She bought the entire costume, including a metal belt with all kinds of things that jingle-jangle.”

      A hearty laugh spurted out of Fen’s mouth. “You landed a keeper when you talked her into marrying you.”

      “That’s a fact.”

      With the preliminaries out of the way, a few seconds of silence followed before Ben asked, “What’s the story about the body?”

      “A man named Riley Eastham found the body upstream on the north side of the river.”

      Ben huffed in a way that communicated he knew Riley. Fen gave him the approximate location of where Riley found the body.

      “I know the spot. It always collects trash. Passed it on the way here. Had to put in at the boat ramp under the 230 bridge. Has anyone identified the victim?”

      “The justice of the peace had EMS turn him over. Everyone looked, but no one recognized him. It could be because he’s been on the bottom for a long time. No wallet or other I.D. on him. They bagged the body and hauled it off about an hour ago.”

      “What was he wearing?”

      “Jeans, boots, a black T-shirt.”

      Ben looked toward the river. “That narrows it down to half the population in the county. Well, it’s better than finding a body stripped down to their birthday suit.”

      Fen gave his old friend another ray of hope. “I took some pictures of Riley dragging the body behind his kayak. I’ll send them to you. You can add them to the photos taken by a city patrolman.”

      Ben nodded his thanks. “It’s going to take a lot more than photographs to solve this one. I’m expecting some sort of multi-jurisdictional task force.” He sighed. “I’m too near retirement to endure any more of those.”

      Fen extended his hand. “Good luck. I can honestly say I’m glad it’s you and not me.”

      At that moment, a horse fly dined on Fen’s neck. He slapped it, resulting in a large stain on the palm of his hand. Ben chuckled. “Serves you right for not volunteering to help me. Don’t you want to go upstream and look at where they found the body?”

      “Thanks for the invitation, but the only thing I want is a large glass of iced tea and a half-pound burger with fries.”

      “Try Pockets Grille in town. Great burgers.”

      “I saw it coming into town. I hope their air conditioner is up and running.”

      “Are you staying long?”

      “Only one night, but I’m coming back in September. The local artists’ guild wants me to teach a class on painting landscapes.”

      “Plan to have supper with me and Martha when you come back.” He paused. “Are you still flying solo?”

      Fen nodded as a stab of emotional pain hit him. “No change on that and I’m not looking.”

      Ben offered a hand to shake and placed his left hand on Fen’s shoulder. “I don’t blame you. Martha’s all the woman I could ever hope for. I’m so used up, no one else would want me.”

      Fen added what he could to lighten the mood. “It’s not every man that can come home to a jingling, jangling belly dancer.”

      Ben’s smile parted his lips. “I need to get upstream. It’s going to be a long, hot day.”

      Fen didn’t ask permission to leave as he’d already spoken with everyone he needed to. He collected his easel, sketch pad and pencils, and brought his truck to life. On the way out of the park, he passed the youthful officer he’d met hours ago. The young man raised a bottle of water as a salute. Fen turned onto Highway 71, lowered the temp of the air conditioner and pointed the vents his direction. He passed the airport and crossed the bridge spanning the Colorado, one of the longest rivers in Texas. Once past the bridge, it was only a few blocks before he turned left and swung into the parking lot of Pockets Grille. The diminutive size of Smithville made everything only minutes away.

      A wave of cool air hit him the moment he opened the restaurant’s door. The menu on a wall displayed a variety of items, including hamburgers with snappy names based on the toppings. Fen played it safe and ordered a standard burger with fries. He took a seat and sipped a glass of half-sweet, half-unsweetened iced tea.

      His eyes swept across the walls and shelves. Most of the decor dealt with movie memorabilia. Items from the movie Hope Floats took center stage. He remembered the movie because it was one of Sally’s favorites. Curious how a small Texas town became the location for a major movie, he did a search for Smithville on his phone and discovered the small town had been the location of many other films. The posters and other forms of advertising bore witness to the town’s favor with producers and directors.

      While he nibbled on the last of his fries, Fen’s phone came to life. The screen read The Katy House. He answered with the standard hello.

      “Mr. Maguire?”

      “Yes.”

      “Eloise from The Katy House. I wanted to let you know that the Texas Special room is ready whenever you want to check in.”

      The idea of a shower, followed by a nap during the heat of the day, suited Fen down to the soles of his boots. He’d delay looking for other locations to paint landscapes until things cooled off.

      “That’s good news. I’m at Pockets finishing lunch.”

      “You’re almost within rock-throwing distance. Come whenever you’re ready.”

      The woman wasn’t kidding when she said the bed-and-breakfast was nearby. He parked in front of the brick two-story home with a large front porch, complete with a row of four white rocking chairs and an inviting two-person porch swing. A smaller porch came off one of the upstairs bedrooms and faced the quiet street.

      As he stepped onto the porch, the front door swung open. “Hello, Mr. Maguire. I’m Lanie. Welcome to The Katy House.”

      Fen removed his hat and stepped across the threshold into a foyer that could have come out of an historical homes magazine. He set his overnight bag on the floor and allowed his gaze to sweep appreciatively up the staircase, then through the double doorway leading to a living room. After explaining how to use his four-digit front door code, the teenage girl led him through the living room into a nicely appointed dining room, with a table that spanned the length of the room. The owner had managed to keep the warmth of the home’s early twentieth century charm, while bringing in modern conveniences. They made the loop back to the foyer where she led him up the staircase to his room. Squeaking wooden stairs led to three bedrooms. Lanie turned right, then opened a door at the end of the hall. “I hope you’ll enjoy your stay in our Texas Special room. It’s a guest favorite because of its private balcony.”

      Fen nodded his approval and said, “Very nice.” as she gave him a short tour of the room, its en suite bathroom and amenities. He gave a tired sigh as he closed the door behind Lanie. The spacious room held everything he expected and a few things he didn’t. A small refrigerator came stocked with bottles of water and soft drinks. The king bed felt like a cloud and twin wingback chairs sat in front of a massive window, perfect for reading. He swung open the original double doors to the balcony and stepped out. Four wicker chairs and a table would be perfect for enjoying an early morning cup of coffee.

      The bathroom boasted vintage fixtures, including an art déco sink and a clawfoot tub. A white shower curtain hung on an oval stainless-steel frame hanging from the ceiling. Fen didn’t soak in a tub often, but it was nice to have the option. It occurred to him that he should go downstairs and introduce himself to the proprietor. He took three steps and turned around. The lure of a cool shower and a nap overrode his desire for social interaction. Besides, he’d more than exhausted his daily supply of words with the first responders.

      The shower washed away sweat and most of the thoughts of the scene he’d witnessed. It wasn’t long before the combination of cool air and clean clothes pulled him onto the bed. He set the alarm function on his phone to allow a two-hour nap. That’s the last thing he remembered until the annoying sound of lively AI-generated musical notes roused him from a deep slumber.

      He stumbled to the bathroom and splashed cool water on his face. Like it or not, he had to find at least two more locations suitable for students to paint landscapes.

      As he dried his face on a fluffy white towel, questions rose to the surface. Was the man in the river a victim of a tragic accident, or was he the victim of a crime? If so, where was the original crime scene? Fen hung the towel on the rack. Either way, the investigation didn’t involve him.
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      Fen stepped into the dining room, his gaze sweeping appreciatively around the room. One sideboard held a table-top ice maker with bottles of water and glass mason jars for anyone with a thirst to slake. A second side table held a one-cup-at-a-time coffee maker with a collection of white porcelain mugs. Pods of coffee and bags of tea stood at the ready, along with the usual sweeteners and packets of creamers. He made a cup of coffee, hoping the caffeine would wipe away the rest of the sleep-induced cobwebs. Since Thelma, his cook-housekeeper and self-appointed guardian, wasn’t here to scold him, he picked up a couple of pieces of chocolate from the candy jar and sat down at the dining room table that could easily seat ten. Maybe twelve if everyone got friendly.

      What interested him most was the note the owner had left for him.

      
        
        You’re the only guest staying the night. A friendly warning: the word is out about who you are and how you helped at the river. If you’re looking for a place to eat tonight, try The Front Room Wine Bar. Don’t let the name fool you; the menu is limited, but the food is very good. It’s two blocks east at 2nd and Main.

        Come hungry for breakfast in the morning at 9:00 a.m.

      

      

      With the summer solstice only a handful of days past, daylight would stay for many hours to come. This meant he had plenty of time to scout for locations to paint. With a small cooler of water already in his truck, he turned left on 2nd Street and located The Front Room Wine Bar. He hoped the unpretentious building held a hidden gem for a place to eat later that evening.

      He turned left on Main and drove one block past commercial businesses then turned right on Highway 230, the main road that bisected Smithville.

      His impression of the town was that it had stopped growing somewhere between 1930 and 1955. It was refreshing in a nostalgic sort of way to see a town with character that came from years gone by, even if it was like driving his new truck in a time capsule. What tales could this town tell?

      Fen’s memory flashed to this morning’s scene at the river. The town was adding another story that included his name if Eloise’s note was anything to go by.

      In a burg the size of Smithville, it didn’t take long to reach the edge of town. Three miles past the city limit sign, he crossed over Shipp Lake. It was a long, narrow body of water that offered interesting views of both banks. The railroad right-of-way provided an excellent view of the narrow lake. This was site number two for the artists.

      He hoped the students had enough sense to realize they couldn’t place their easels on the tracks as freight trains frequented Smithville at all hours of the day and night.

      Fen turned his truck around and headed northwest toward Buescher State Park. He’d been there years before with Sally. Early in their marriage they’d gone tent camping, only to have a violent thunderstorm come up in the wee hours. Drenched by the time they ran to the truck, they’d spent the remaining hours trying to sleep in the cramped front seat. What he’d give to spend one more day and night roughing it with her.

      A sigh escaped and he put words to his thoughts. “I know you told me to move on, but I can’t yet.” That last word surprised him. It was something he’d never said before.

      Fen looked up toward the heavens. “I’ll make a deal with you, Sally. I won’t get all blubbery when I go to the place we spent the night if you forget that I said yet.”

      The state park lay two and a half miles north of Smithville. He stopped at the front gate to obtain a day pass and a map. The latter revealed points of interest, including a thirty-acre lake. There were campsites with or without, electricity and water hookups, as well as screened-in shelters and a smattering of cabins. Hiking trails through the thousand-acre park were also clearly marked, as was the twelve-mile driving/biking road.

      His first stop was at the lake where he parked and walked. He saw in his mind’s eye at least five aspiring artists spread out along the bank, sketching and painting. He returned to his truck and followed the asphalt road through dense woods that boasted hilly terrain, thick woods, and towering loblolly pines. Most of the terrain seemed too dense to offer a distant view, but there were a few spots that could work.

      The road looped back to more campsites. He slowed and came to a stop at the one where he and Sally had pitched their tiny tent and spent a gloriously miserable night. Back then tents might withstand a short rain shower, but not a full-blown storm.

      He expected the campsite to be vacant, but it wasn’t. Two bicycles stood in front of a tent that reminded him of the one he threw away as soon as they returned home. Lawn chairs held a brown-haired man and a blond woman who couldn’t have been over twenty years of age. They sat with their backs to the road, seemingly looking into their future.

      The lump in Fen’s throat felt like a golf ball. He closed his eyes, mainly to keep them from leaking. It didn’t work.

      Without thinking about what he was doing, he put the truck in gear and allowed it to ease forward. It had been a long time since he missed his wife this much. A therapist had told him time would heal his grief. “Not yet,” he said to himself.

      “There it is again. Another, ‘not yet.’”

      He drove back into Smithville as if on autopilot. The shadows had grown long. He glanced at the truck’s clock. Ten minutes after eight. He wasn’t particularly hungry, but he had a promise to keep. Before she died, Sally extracted several commitments from him, one being that he’d eat regular meals.

      He brought the one-ton truck to rest in front of The Katy House then walked the two blocks to the restaurant. Patrons filled every seat at the bar, but there were several open tables. He put his back to a wall and placed his straw cowboy hat on an open chair. A male server sporting a beard and a man-bun delivered a menu and took his order for a glass of iced tea.

      Laughter erupted from the bar then subsided like waves rolling to shore and slipping back out to sea. Fen scanned the crowd for potential trouble. The old habits of wearing a badge for twenty years were slow to die. Everyone here seemed to know each other. Heads turned to look at him. Shoulders shrugged as whispers behind cupped hands floated over the bar. A normal reaction to a stranger invading one of the local watering holes.

      The delivery of his iced tea preceded him ordering a small pizza and a dinner salad. It seemed like a safe bet in this place where people at the bar outnumbered those sitting at tables by three to one.

      Drinking tea gave him something to do besides checking his phone for messages that didn’t exist. It also allowed him to look into the mirror behind the bar. One by one, he examined the faces and clothes of the stool sitters. Western-cut jeans and T-shirts were the uniform of the day for most of the men. The women wore a mixed bag of T-shirts, jeans, and off-the-rack dresses. The exception was a woman with raven hair flowing down her back. It surprised him when his eyes met hers in the mirror. He realized she was studying him with equal intensity.

      She left her stool and took steps toward him. Her progress halted when her phone rang and she answered. He missed her name but caught enough words to determine her occupation.

      She dropped the phone into her purse, and continued her short walk to his table. He stood.

      “Hello, Sheriff Maguire. I’m Audrey West.”

      Fen held out a hand to an empty seat. “Please, counselor, join me.”

      She tilted her head in a way that said he’d surprised her by guessing she was an attorney. She recovered and flashed a bright smile while green eyes sparkled. He guessed her age at early-to-mid-forties, within a year or two of his but without the wear and tear.

      Audrey wagged a finger. “You eavesdropped on my phone call. That’s not fair. What else do you know about me?”

      “You only confirmed what I suspected. The unwrinkled silk blouse told me you changed after work. Your jeans are designer and have a crease in them so sharp it could only mean you order extra starch from the dry cleaners. The boots are custom made. In a town this size I narrowed down your occupation to banker or attorney.”

      He took a breath and continued. “You’re right about me not playing fair. I’ve trained myself to listen to conversations. Bankers rarely discuss issues involving police jurisdiction. How’d I do?”

      “As I expected.” She then extended a delicate hand for him to shake. “Among other things, I’m the City Attorney for this booming metropolis. Part-time only. I understand you had a busy morning.”

      “I’d describe it as hot, sweaty, and, in all ways, unpleasant. It reminded me too much of the jobs I used to have.”

      “It’s not every man who works ten years as a highway patrolman and another ten as a sheriff.” She leaned forward. “How’s the leg?”

      It was Fen’s turn to tilt his head in surprise. “You’re well informed. You must have spoken with Ben Crump.”

      “Among others.”

      She didn’t volunteer any other sources, so he moved on and answered her question about his leg. “If I wasn’t such a stubborn fool, I’d have had the knee replaced many years ago. Nobody’s asking me to play on their soccer team, but the physical therapy made a new man out of me.”

      Fen took a drink at the same time Audrey raised her glass and sipped. He couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “What’s funny?”

      “You’re sitting close enough for me to smell wine, but that’s not what’s in your glass. The bartender must know to put water in it unless you specify wine. You came here to listen, not socialize.”

      The slightest of nods told him he’d discovered something else about her.

      “You’re partially correct. This bar is how I keep my finger on the pulse of Smithville. It’s a gold mine of gossip.”

      “Only partially correct?”

      “I came here to meet you and see what you thought about the homicide.”

      “Homicide? Are you sure?”

      “The justice of the peace missed the stab wounds to the chest. He should have retired years ago. Left his glasses at home, so he didn’t bother lifting the shirt. Ben Crump double-checked with the pathologist in Austin.” Audrey ran a finger around the rim of her glass. “I’m interested in hearing what you think.”

      Fen didn’t hesitate. “Until someone finds the original crime scene, this case will be a jurisdictional mess. The only real clue is the clothes the man was wearing. They might get lucky with DNA to identify him, but we can’t assume at this point that an original sample exists.”

      “You’re not very encouraging, but keep going.”

      “I got a good look at the underside of his hands. He’d been in the water too long to expect anything from fingerprints.”

      Fen summed up his thoughts. “Someone will eventually rise to the top and supervise the investigation, but don’t be surprised if there’s a turf fight.”

      Audrey puffed out her cheeks and released a breath. “There’s so many things to get through before the investigation can begin in earnest. This will take a long time and cost the city, county, and state a lot of money.”

      Fen’s salad arrived before his pizza. He looked into Audrey’s green eyes and stammered, “Have you eaten?”

      “Not yet.”

      The server asked, “Should I bring another salad?”

      The words leaped from Fen’s mouth without him thinking. “Bring it. How big is the pizza?”

      “Big enough for two, as long as you’re not starving.”

      “Bring two plates.”

      Audrey didn’t object.
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      Fen kept to his daily ritual of speaking to the photograph of his late wife, telling her details of yesterday’s events. He began with the body in the river and ended with his dinner with Audrey. He kissed her photo and set it on the nightstand, ready to start his day. The morning was relatively cool for June and a walk sounded good. It wasn’t his normal practice to pack tennis shoes on an overnight trip, but something told him to bring them this time. After retrieving them from his truck, he went to a rocking chair on the porch to put them on. An ambling stroll through the heart of the small city took him mostly north, past businesses, and into residential neighborhoods. It occurred to him that the vast majority of the houses, like the businesses, looked like they belonged in a black-and-white movie. Homes varied in size, from stately multi-story antebellum architecture, with wrap-around porches to modest two and three-bedroom dwellings. Many could stand a team of skilled craftsmen.

      He pressed on until he spied the home that had captured Sally’s heart. The Hope Floats house boasted the most impressive upper and lower semi-circle porches Fen had ever seen. In his mind’s eye, he saw actors Sandra Bullock and Harry Connick, Jr., living happily ever after in this stately home.

      Wanting to see more, he followed a gravel trail around the side of the house. A gate stood open, so he walked on, hoping he wasn’t trespassing. From the street, he hadn’t realized that the home sat on a high bank of the Colorado River. Its backyard was lush with freshly mowed grass. His attention turned to the lot next to it. The grass there was thigh-high, making the lot look like an abandoned stepchild.

      Backtracking, he climbed the seldom-used road up and out of the riverbed and back into the neighborhood. It may have been a silly thing to do, but like so many visitors to Smithville, he used his phone to take pictures of the home. He’d show it to Sally that evening when he returned home to Newman County.

      Cool air brought relief when Fen stepped back into The Katy House. His taste buds stood at attention when he entered the dining room. The long walk had done its job to fully activate his appetite.

      The swinging door to the kitchen eased open and a woman appeared. She wore an apron and a broad smile. “There you are. I’m so sorry I didn’t get to meet you yesterday. I try not to pry, but I absolutely love to get to know our guests.”

      “No problem,” said Fen. “Your daughter did an excellent job of making me feel at home.” Fen sniffed the air. “Are you responsible for those heavenly smells coming from the kitchen?”

      “I wish I could take all the credit, but my husband is a professional chef. They’re his recipes. Have a seat and I’ll bring your juice. There’s a carafe of fresh coffee.”

      Eloise proceeded to deliver a meal that lived up to all the five-star reviews he’d read. The quality and quantity were truly overwhelming. She asked, “Can I get you anything else?”

      Fen smiled and said, “I’d be an awfully ungrateful man if I asked for anything else. This is wonderful.”

      “Take your time. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.”

      Fen put a portion of the omelet that could easily feed two on his plate, added bacon and a biscuit, then smothered the biscuit with gravy.

      As Fen laid his fork and knife across his plate, Eloise came out of the kitchen. Pleasantly stuffed, he said, “That had to be the best breakfast ever. The reviews on your website seemed too good to be true, but you surpassed them.” He lowered his voice as if sharing a secret. “If anyone tells my cook I said that, I’ll deny it.”

      The host gave him an exaggerated wink. “What’s said at this table stays at the Katy House.”

      Fen topped off his cup of coffee as his hostess took a seat at the table. “Normally we have a full house of summer travelers. This is one of those strange nights where three people canceled for various reasons. We’re fully booked tonight and reservations continue to flow in.”

      Fen made a snap decision. “What’s the chances of me renting the room I’m in for the third week of September?”

      “All week?”

      He nodded. “I’m an artist. The Lost Pines Artisan’s Guild is sponsoring a class I’ll be teaching on painting landscapes.”

      The woman consulted the calendar on her phone and smiled. “You’re in luck. The Texas Room is booked that week, but I have one room open. It’s the Katy Tower, which is in a separate building overlooking the backyard.”

      “I’ll take it as long as it comes with a repeat of this breakfast.”

      She made notes on her phone. “That’s another week completely booked.” The woman breathed a sigh. “People said we were fools for trying to keep this B&B open. My husband told me if we provided the best experience possible, it would be an excellent investment. He was right.”

      She glanced down at her coffee cup, then back at him. “I see you’re wearing a wedding band. Will your wife be joining you in September?”

      The kick to Fen’s gut wasn’t as hard as he expected. “I wish, but Sally died a few years ago. The ring simplifies my life.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She spoke in a whisper. “Open mouth, insert foot.”

      “No need to apologize.”

      He needed to change the subject, so he spoke the first thing that came to his mind. “I took a long walk around town this morning.”

      She corrected him. “Not too long of a walk. The town isn’t big enough for that. Did you go to the Hope Floats house and take pictures?”

      He nodded an affirmative answer and smiled. “I guess that proves I’m an outsider.”

      “Everyone who visits has to have a photo. That movie isn’t the only one filmed in Smithville, but it made the biggest splash.”

      Fen resettled in his chair. “I hope I wasn’t trespassing, but I followed a gravel trail around the side of the house.”

      “You weren’t trespassing. The gate is supposed to stay open because the riverfront lot next to the home is city property. There’s been talk of making it into a park, but the city won’t do it.”

      “Why not?”

      “The reason I’ve heard is that they don’t want to spend money on property in the floodplain. They have a point because the river gets out and covers it every few years.” She took a breath. “Still, it wouldn’t hurt to mow it. As it is, nobody uses it.”

      The conversation took a turn when she said, “Tell me if this is none of my business, but were you the out-of-towner who helped the police yesterday?”

      Fen gave a single nod. “All I did was give advice on securing the area when a group of people pulled a body out of the river.”

      “That’s not the story going around. People are saying you used to be a Texas Ranger, and you took charge until the police arrived.”

      Fen groaned. “It’s amazing how fast stories veer from the truth. I used to be a state trooper and was the sheriff of Newman County. Now, I’m an artist, trying to mind my own business.”

      “I should have known there was more to the story than what’s going around. Did they identify the victim?”

      “Not as of last night. I ran into the city attorney at the restaurant you recommended.”

      The distance between her eyebrows narrowed. “I didn’t recommend a restaurant.”

      Fen tilted his head. “What about the note left on this table? I have it in my room.”

      She chuckled. “That sounds like something Audrey would do. She’s a sly one.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She knows to come in through the kitchen door during the day. My guess is she wanted to get another firsthand account of what happened, so she left a note for you to find. Was it signed?”

      Fen thought hard. “Now that you mention it, no.”

      “Did the note recommend The Front Room, two blocks from here?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “She goes there to pick up gossip.”

      Fen spoke before he thought, mainly because Audrey had outwitted him. “Is that all she picks up at the bar?”

      This earned a boisterous laugh. “You can relax on that account. Audrey never married, but she adopted a son. He’s the only man in her life.”

      Fen realized his lips had pursed together tight. Was he angry? No, but he was perplexed. He rose from the table and brought his emotions under control. “You have a lovely home, a breakfast that can’t be beat, and I’m looking forward to coming back in September.”

      “I’m so glad you gave us a chance to serve you. Are you in a hurry to leave town?”

      Fen’s thoughts shot back to his home. “I have a young artist protegé named Bailey living over my garage who will have my scalp if I don’t get home by early afternoon. We sell our paintings all over the state at various fairs and exhibits. This week’s is in San Antonio. We’ll load everything tonight and be on the road before dawn tomorrow.”

      It took him mere moments to pack his bag then say his goodbyes. One thing was for sure: he’d not mention a word of the alluring city attorney to either Bailey or Thelma. Those two would be impossible to live with if they so much as smelled the scent of another woman. What happened in Smithville, which was only a pleasant dinner, stayed in Smithville.

      Overall, it had been a good trip and he looked forward to returning to paint various locations outside Smithville with his students. Passing the state park, he noticed there were some killer views, true vistas giving panoramic views of the distant verdant fields. Perhaps some of the students would want to paint them.

      He wagged his head. “I may need to take the phrase killer views out of my vocabulary. Smithville probably hasn’t logged a homicide in ten years. I show up, and here comes a body down the river.”

      His thoughts returned to yesterday morning. He glanced at the time on his truck’s computer screen. It was twenty-four hours ago that trash pickers pulled the victim out of the river. “I wonder if Ben Crump found any additional evidence.”

      Fen’s hand went up as a stop sign. “Don’t go there. This isn’t your case. I’m going home, pack this truck, and leave tomorrow morning to sell paintings with Bailey. End of Story.”

      The miles ticked by as he took in the rolling hills dotted with cattle, trees of various varieties, and small streams. The few towns he passed through were mostly of the size that had volunteer fire departments. At the one-hour point in his journey, another thought slipped into his mind. Audrey.

      It occurred to Fen that he’d not told Sally everything about the time he’d spent talking to the city attorney. He quickly dismissed the omission as a pastoral scene to his right captured his attention.

      The sun glinted off the windshield of a new tractor in the middle of a half-plowed field. He pulled over to the side of the road. Next to the fence sat the father of the new, massive tractor, standing proud and strong in the distance. The older tractor was still in service but looked worn and tired compared to the new metal beast. Fen climbed out of his truck and snapped photos of the two mechanical workhorses from various angles. He imagined a painting that showed two generations of the machines. “Generations would be a good name.”

      Satisfied he had a solid idea for his next painting, Fen climbed back into his truck and continued his journey home. He was looking forward to a good weekend selling his works with Bailey.
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      As the diesel truck ate up the miles, he continued to mull over the possibilities of the painting. He pulled into the driveway of his home overlooking the four-thousand-acre ranch.  Bailey came out to meet him. With hands on hips, she wasn’t smiling. “What took you so long?”

      Before he could grab his overnight bag, the nineteen-year-old turned on a heel and retreated into the house, slamming the door behind her. Fen followed her, wondering what had put her in such a foul mood. The front door flew open as he reached for the handle. In front of him stood Thelma, his housekeeper and cook, with hands tented on hips. “What took you so long?”

      He wondered if a strain of sour dispositions and arms akimbo had hit his home. “That’s the second time I’ve been asked that question since I arrived. What’s with you and Bailey? I took some back roads from Smithville and stopped to take photos of a field that will be my next painting.”

      A downward gaze of contrition followed. “I’m sorry, Mr. Fen, but that child stomped on my last frazzled nerve this morning. Combine that with my hot flashes and I’m not fit to be around.”

      She extended her hand and took his travel bag. “I hope you’re not hungry. Bailey was ready to hit the trail two hours ago. She got an email from the folks in San Antonio saying y'all need to set up tonight. All you need to do is repack your bag with clean clothes. I’ve already laid them out on your bed.”

      Fen flipped his now empty hand to show the news didn’t bother him. “We’ll only be gone three nights. “

      “Don’t want you looking like a hobo in a rail yard.”

      “And I appreciate it.”

      As usual, Thelma seemed to climb down from the emotional precipice enough that he could ask a question and not receive a snippy response. “What’s wrong with Bailey?”

      Thelma didn’t have to think. “Man troubles.”

      “Ah. That will do it. What’s the latest crisis?”

      “She got stood up for a date. That handsome deputy from Georgetown had to work overtime again.”

      Fen puffed out his cheeks and released a full breath of air. “Long distance romances rarely last. If it's meant to be, they’ll work it out. The drive to San Antonio will do her good.”

      Thelma turned and spoke over her shoulder. “The mail and local newspaper are on the table where I always put them.”

      Nothing of interest awaited him in terms of mail so he picked up the latest bi-weekly edition of Springdale’s newspaper and headed into the kitchen.

      He’d only made it past the center fold when Thelma returned holding the shirt he’d worn the previous night. Her eyelids were narrow slits of accusation. “Smell the collar on this.” She tossed the shirt at him.

      He spoke before he sniffed it. “What am I supposed to smell?” He then took in a whiff through his nose. “It’s perfume.”

      Thelma’s eyebrows raised. “It sure is.”

      Fen held up a hand to blunt the accusation. “Smithville’s city attorney gave me a hug last night.”

      Bailey picked that moment to walk into the kitchen. Fen realized she’d heard what sounded like a confession when she said, “You picked up a woman at a bar last night?”

      “No!”

      Thelma took the shirt from Fen’s hand and gave it to Bailey. “Smell this and tell me what you think.”

      Bailey did so and said, “Whoever she is, she uses expensive bait to catch her prey.” Her earlier impatience with him forgotten, she sat in a chair and said, “Tell us about her.”

      “Do you want the whole story, or are you two happier when you jump to conclusions?”

      The two women looked at each other. Bailey spoke for both of them. “The whole story, and don’t leave out any of the juicy details.”

      “It all started yesterday morning when I was scouting places to paint. I was at a park, standing on a platform overlooking the Colorado River when a group of kayaks came down the river. One of them had a rope tied around a dead man and was pulling him to shore.”

      Fen wanted to allow the words to settle before he proceeded, but Bailey’s response was immediate. “No way!”

      Thelma corrected her. “Mr. Fen don’t lie when it comes to bodies in rivers.” She pulled out a chair. The two stared at him expectantly.

      It was at least ten minutes before Fen completed his narrative. Bailey seemed to bristle with excitement. “Did you volunteer us to help with the investigation?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Why not? You and me could have the case solved in less than a week.”

      “It’s simple,” said Fen. “We haven’t been asked to help. If you don’t remember, that’s what they pay people with badges and guns to do.”

      Thelma chimed in. “You attract dead people like nobody I’ve ever met. Every time you leave Newman County you’re trippin’ over another body. Leave this one alone. I’ve got a bad feelin’ about it.”

      Fen huffed. “Didn’t you two hear me? Bailey and I have a full schedule of painting and shows lined up this summer through most of the fall. By the time we get to Smithville to teach the class in September, the killer will be in jail awaiting trial.”

      His optimism fell on deaf ears, but at least Thelma changed the conversation. “I want to know more about this attorney that set a trap for you and left her scent on the collar of your shirt. Describe her.”

      Fen shrugged. “If you two want to know more about her, drive to Smithville and knock on her door. I’m driving to San Antonio.”

      Thelma cut her gaze to Bailey. “I guess that’s all we’re gonna’ get out of him.” She stood and said, “You’d better have a sandwich before you leave. It’s a long drive.”

      “I’m good,” Fen said as he rose.

      Her eyelids narrowed. “Why aren’t you hungry?”

      “I stuffed myself with a late breakfast. They serve it at nine o’clock.”

      “That’s way too late,” said Thelma. “Was it any good?”

      The word “delicious” slipped out before he could stop it.

      Thelma let out a loud harrumph. Fen tried to cover his tracks. “Of course, it wasn’t as good as what you serve.”

      Bailey shook her head. “You’ve done it now. Thelma and I looked up the Katy House online. They had photos of the rooms and the spread they put on for breakfast. How was the maple-infused bacon?”

      Fen turned and walked out of the kitchen. “I’m packing and leaving before a cast iron skillet finds its way to the top of my head.”

      “That might be a good idea,” said Thelma.

      Fen shut the back door of his truck and saw Sam, his ranch manager and Thelma’s husband, riding up on his lineback dun horse that stood fourteen hands high. He slipped out of the saddle with practiced efficiency, landing without making a sound. Fen expected nothing less from the full-blood Choctaw Indian and said, “Glad you showed up. I have a special assignment for you.”

      As usual, Sam showed no emotion. “I thought you might. Thelma called and told me about the body you found in the Colorado. She said someone dragged it in behind a kayak.”

      “I was there when they brought him to shore. There’s a game warden that could use help in locating the original crime scene.”

      Sam shot back, “I don’t work with cops.”

      “Then don’t let anyone see you searching the riverbanks. He knows you’re coming, and I told him you work alone.”

      Sam looked toward the sky. “There’s a full moon tonight with clear skies.” His gaze shifted back to Fen. “I can only cover about five miles.”

      “That’s enough to search both banks. Go from bridge to bridge. You’ll see them on your phone. There’s thick brush that can conceal your truck by the Loop 230 public boat access.”

      Sam had all the information he needed. He grabbed the saddle horn, jumped, and pulled himself into the saddle. His feet found the stirrups as if they were radar-guided. “I’ll call you tomorrow morning and let you know if I found anything.”

      The clip-clops of Sam’s horse were fading when Bailey peeked from around the back of the truck. “You’re a sneaky man.”

      Fen shrugged. “The game warden is an old friend who’s near retirement. He deserves a helping hand and a quick solution to the murder.”

      Bailey stuck out her bottom lip. “That may be, but it blows our chance to work on an interesting murder.”

      “In case you forgot, we’re artists and there’s a show to work that starts tomorrow afternoon.”

      Bailey gave him a hard stare. “The only things left to pack are the brushes, paints, and advertising materials.”

      “I guess we should get to it then.”

      With goodbyes said and a cooler of drinks and snacks in the backseat, Fen pointed the loaded diesel toward the gate. After driving almost an hour in silence, he turned to Bailey. “There’s something I want to show you. It’s not far.”

      “What is it?”

      “My next painting.” He pulled out his phone and handed it to her. “Look at the pictures I took this morning and tell me what you think.”

      She manipulated his phone and pushed her eyebrows together. “Tractors? Why do you want to paint tractors?”

      “They’re telling a story.”

      “They are?”

      “Sure. The old generation is giving way to the next one. It’s younger, stronger, and bolder. Notice how big the plowed field is, and how tired the older tractor looks.”

      “I see what you’re saying, but the proportions are wrong. The tractors will be tiny.”

      “I’ll move them to the foreground, so the story will make sense. Artistic license.”

      Bailey wrinkled her nose. “That works for you, but I’m a realist. I’d rather paint a close-up of the old and forget about the one that looks too new and shiny.

      Fen shook his head. “Do that and you lose the broadness of time and the multiplicity of things the work could speak to people.”

      Bailey enlarged the photo which cropped the sides, top, and bottom. She announced, “That’s better. I still say only one thing at a time.”

      It didn’t surprise him that they didn’t come to an agreement. It was a game they played. He’d stake out a position and she’d challenge him on it. Sometimes the subject dealt with painting, sometimes it was what to eat, and more often than not, it was if she was going to pursue a degree in art. The one topic they agreed to never discuss was politics. For that, he was thankful.

      He pulled off the road and pointed when they came to a stop. “See what I mean about the scope? Imagine putting that shiny, new tractor in the foreground with the old one off to the side.”

      Bailey looked into the field. “It would work better if you offset the new tractor from the middle and had the old one only half on the canvas. That would symbolize its replacement and eventual passing away.”

      Fen nodded. “You’re right.”

      She jerked her head and stared at him. “What did you say?”

      “I said you’re right. It would show the passing of the baton from one generation to the next.”

      Bailey grinned. “I’m not completely right. You nailed it by representing time with the field. I can see the plowed furrows disappearing over a hill.” She looked at what she’d described. “Life keeps going no matter what.”

      Fen said, “Even when a boyfriend disappoints you?”

      “I feel a lecture coming on.”

      “Not today. There are some things you need to discover on your own.”
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      It was a normal, mid-September day as Fen sat in his studio considering the trip back to Smithville. Twenty-five participants had registered for the five-day class that was light on instruction and heavy on painting. His plan was to give a two-hour lecture on Monday morning, then show enlarged photos of the various sites he’d selected. The participants could choose whether they wanted to paint a long, narrow river scene of the Colorado, two lake scenes, or a panorama of mostly open fields with a thick pine forest in the distance. Once they decided, they’d travel to the location of their choice and spend the rest of the day completing sketches and taking photos. His job was to check on each student’s progress and give them pointers on getting started.

      On Tuesday, the students would meet together briefly at a studio in town with completed sketches which he would critique. The rest of the day, and the week, would involve him bouncing between the various locations, offering encouragement. Saturday, they’d display their work at a public art show. Those who desired could set up booths at the park by the railroad museum and try to entice buyers to purchase whatever works they brought.

      His phone came to life, jolting him out of his mental trip to the small town on the Colorado River. Fen groaned when he saw the name of his friend and personal attorney, Chuck Forsythe. The lawyer and his wife Candy were two of his best friends and had been for years. They saw him through Sally’s illness and death. Fen credited the couple with keeping him from going off the rails.

      The reason for his groan was that a phone call from Chuck wasn’t always social. It could also mean they wanted him to drop everything and investigate a murder. He answered with unease in his voice. “Good morning, Chuck.”

      “Long time, no see. Can you stop by the office today?”

      A wave of suspicion crashed over Fen. “Business or pleasure?”

      “Both. Candy has fresh scones waiting for you.”

      “This has to be serious. Do you remember that I’m booked next week? That means I’m packing for painting and nothing else. I can’t get out of it, so don’t ask.”

      Chuck answered with a laugh. “I didn’t forget, and you’ll leave for Smithville and stay the week doing your art thing.”

      “As long as you understand that, I’ll be by this morning.”

      “Candy has your coffee mug relatively clean and ready to fill.”

      That bit of information put a quick end to the call. Candy’s homemade scones were a treat he couldn’t resist. Fen looked at his phone before slipping it into his pocket. “Chuck’s up to something.”

      The knock on the door prompted him to put aside thoughts of what Chuck and Candy wanted. “Come in,” he shouted.

      Bailey spoke as she approached. “Are you planning out the trip to Smithville?”

      “Yep.”

      “Who were you talking to?”

      “Chuck.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are we going to see him? Is it another murder? Where’s this one?”

      “You’re rounding third base and I haven’t stepped into the batter’s box.” He sucked in a breath. “Whatever he wants to talk about, we’re not available until after we return from Smithville. I’ve committed to a week of teaching. You and Ren will paint all week and sell as much as you can on Saturday.”

      “It’s such a bummer she and I don’t get to stay at the bed and breakfast.”

      “Don’t blame me. Only one room was available.”

      Pouting and frustration flavored Bailey’s next words. “Cory and I broke up for all of two days. How was I to know we’d get back together so soon?”

      She looked at the sketch Fen had completed of the two tractors. “It’s good, but I still don’t think it tells much of a story.”

      “You may be right. That’s why I’m taking it with me to work on.”

      Fen put his pencil away and asked, “How many works are you taking?”

      “Six that I’m happy with and four more to get rid of. Six portraits, two wildlife pencil drawings, and two landscapes. Ren and I will take turns drawing caricatures to make sure there’s cash flow if sales are slow. She’ll also try to get commissions to do murals
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