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  CHAPTER 1


  Loretta doesn’t bake as often since she started taking art classes at Ellen Forester’s workshop, so I’m happy when I hear her call out as she walks into my kitchen, holding a familiar pan.


  “Oh, that smells good,” I say.


  She sets it on the counter. “I’m sorry to barge in. It’s cold out there and I didn’t feel like standing out on the porch.”


  I’m still not used to Loretta’s new looks. Several months back, she showed up with a stylish new haircut and a blond tint instead of her curly gray hair that I was used to. And she has started wearing slacks. She used to wear only dresses and expressed a low opinion of women who wore slacks. If she takes to wearing blue jeans, I’m going to think she has decided to become a teenager.


  “Loretta, when did we ever have to stand on ceremony?”


  “I don’t want to be pushy.”


  “You can be pushy anytime you want, if you’re bringing cinnamon rolls. Sit down; have a cup of coffee. When are you leaving town?” She and half the people I know are on their way out of town for Thanksgiving.


  “Tomorrow. I told you that.” She sits down and I hand her a mug of coffee with a big dollop of cream, the way she likes it.


  “I know you did, but it’s been a busy weekend and I lose track.” I take a cinnamon roll out of the pan, put it on a plate for myself, and sit down. She won’t eat one. She’d pick at it until it wasn’t salvageable. The kitchen is the warmest place in the house, but it’s still drafty. It takes cold winds like we’ve been having the last couple of days to remind me of the chinks in the house’s armor.


  “What’s kept you so busy?” Loretta asks.


  “We’ve had some dogs go missing.”


  “Dogs?” Loretta’s face screws up in distaste. “Probably just ran off.”


  “You may not like dogs, but people get attached to them.”


  “I know it. Ellen brings that yappy little dog down to the art gallery every day. Not that he’s as bad as some of them.”


  I have a soft spot for Ellen’s dog, Frazier, since he saved my life a while back, going for the gun hand of somebody who had ill intentions toward me. And contrary to Loretta’s prejudice, Frazier rarely yaps.


  “I thought the same thing at first, that the dogs had run away. But it’s happened three times now and I think someone is stealing them.”


  “Who would steal a dog?”


  “I’m not sure, but I suspect it doesn’t spell good news for the dogs.”


  “Anyway,” she says. “Speaking of going missing. Have you heard that Lewis Wilkins is missing?”


  “Lewis Wilkins?”


  “Doctor Wilkins, I should say. He and his wife are lake people.”


  Her tone is dismissive. In the last few years we’ve had a flock of outsiders from cities like Houston and San Antonio build homes on the far side of the lake. The real estate is cheaper here and the lake is a popular recreation site. Most of the lake people visit only occasionally, over holidays or on summer vacation, and they don’t blend in with the local community.


  The one thing people appreciate is that they have brought prosperity to town. The grocery store, the general store, the marinas, and the couple of cafés have thrived.


  “How did you hear about it?” I ask.


  “He’s a friend of Dooley Phillips, and Wilkins’s wife, Margaret, comes to sewing circle sometimes with Dooley’s wife, Connie. Not that Margaret does needlework. She sits and watches. She doesn’t say much, but she’s nice enough. Anyway, Connie said Margaret called their house this morning to ask if Dooley knew where Dr. Wilkins was. She said he didn’t come home last night.”


  “Dooley didn’t know?”


  “He said he didn’t.” She arches an eyebrow.


  “You don’t believe him?”


  “Men are always sticking up for each other. He’s probably fooling around.”


  “Now, Loretta, you don’t know that. Is that what Dooley’s wife said?”


  “Well, no, but where would he be?”


  “A lot of places. He could have had a wreck, or been felled with a heart attack or a stroke.”


  “She told Dooley that she had called the hospital and they didn’t have him.”


  “Well, all I know is she hasn’t called me.”
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  But that situation changes as soon as I get into work. There’s a message on the phone from Margaret Wilkins. In a shaky voice she says, “I live out at the lake and I’m calling because my husband didn’t come home last night. I don’t quite know what to do.”


  I return her call and tell her I’ll be right out to talk to her. It’s up to me because I’m short-handed. My new deputy, Connor Loving, is off for two weeks of training, and Maria Trevino has five days off. She has been talking about her sister Lupe’s wedding plans for three months.


  I’m walking to the squad car, ready to head for the lake, when my phone pings with a text message from Ellen Forester, asking if I’m free for lunch. I type back that I’ve been called out to look into a problem and I’ll see her later. She texts me right back. “Oh. Too bad. I have something important to talk to you about. Never mind.”


  I tamp down annoyance. Ellen is sometimes coy. Why not come out and say what’s on her mind? Still, I like Ellen a lot. We have fun together. It took a while to break down the wall of defensiveness and suspicion she had erected because of her abusive ex-husband, and occasionally she still closes up on me.


  The wind has let up, but there’s still a bone-chilling nip in the air, and I slip into the car before I send a quick reply that I’ll see her later.


  The homes on the west side of the lake are isolated because there is no direct road between there and town. I have to drive ten minutes south on the highway toward Cotton Hill before I reach the county road that leads to the west side. It takes another ten minutes to reach the private road where the homes are located.


  The houses line the west side of the road, on big lots. Most are modest vacation places, but some of them are grander. At the near end, they back up onto fenced pastureland, but halfway down the pastures end abruptly, giving way to back country—acres and acres of thick brush, post oak trees, and poison ivy. Although a lot of the foliage is gone by this time of year, it’s still a thicket and looks even more intimidating with the brown leaves of the trees hanging against a gray sky.


  Before the dam that created the lake was built, it was all bottom swampland, and it’s still alive with critters, mostly snakes, opossums, raccoons, and mosquitoes. People report seeing the occasional bobcat as well. Legend has it that a panther attacked a child here back in the 1930s and dragged it away into the swamp, and the child was never seen again. I have my doubts.


  Margaret Wilkins told me that her house is two doors down from a carved wooden bear. The bear is life-sized, easy to spot. As I pull up in front of the Wilkins house, I realize that I recognize it. A few years ago, it was owned by a couple who kept a lot of guns, and the man accidentally shot his wife. This was before I had taken the job as chief, but the story was on the news and in the Houston Post. The husband was exonerated, but shortly thereafter, he killed himself. The house went on the market at a lowball price, but it still took a long time to sell.


  The house looks like a hunting lodge, giving it a grander appearance than some of its neighbors. The bottom half is made of local stone, and the top part is wood siding, painted an awful pea-soup green. It’s got a screened-in porch all the way across the front, and it is furnished with massive wooden chairs facing the lake.


  I park on the gravel driveway in front and get out of my squad car. I used to take my truck everywhere, but Maria claims it’s unprofessional. It’s also because of her that I usually wear at least a uniform shirt, even if I forego uniform khakis in favor of Levi’s. It’s always easier to give in to Maria’s notions than to argue with her. Today, with the chill in the air, I’m wearing a zip-up jacket.


  Before I mount the steps, the screen door opens and a woman steps out to meet me. In her late forties, she’s tall and scrawny, dressed in jeans and a heavy gray sweater. Her limp brown hair is pulled back by a clasp at her neck. Her face has the stunned look of someone who has had bad news, and I wonder if she has heard something since she called me.


  “Mrs. Wilkins?”


  “Are you the chief of police?”


  “Yes, I’m Samuel Craddock.”


  She frowns. “Oh. You’re . . . different from what I thought you would be.” She most likely expected a younger man.


  “Have you heard from your husband yet?”


  She shivers. “No. Can we talk inside? I can’t seem to get warm.”


  Inside, she’s got a fire in the fireplace, which makes the room warm and stuffy.


  She walks into the kitchen, which is separated from the living room by a long, wide counter, and asks me if I’d like a cup of coffee. I decline, but she pours a cup for herself, and I see that her hand is shaking. Holding the cup in both hands to warm them, she leads me into the living room.


  The room is crowded with furniture that should make it feel cozy, but there’s no charm to it. There’s an oversized sofa and two big, rustic chairs that match those on the porch—thick, rough-hewn pine that has been sanded and varnished, and decorated with square, hard-looking cushions. Everything is grouped around a massive, chunky wood coffee table in front of the fireplace.


  I’m always interested in the art people display. Above the fireplace there’s a woven wall hanging in muted colors. Another wall contains a few small, amateurish watercolors of the lake.


  On the wall farthest from the fireplace there are two large, full-length oil portraits of Margaret Wilkins and her husband dressed in evening clothes. I walk over to look more closely. In the portrait Margaret is pretty in her full-length blue gown, her figure more filled out, her cheeks rosy. She’s wearing expensive-looking jewelry, gold and diamonds. But despite the elegance of the picture, there’s something wistful in her expression. Her husband looks at ease in his tuxedo, with a wide grin and friendly eyes. He’s got a solid build, bushy eyebrows, and a thick shock of dark hair.


  “That’s your husband?” I nod toward the portrait.


  “Yes, that’s Lewis.” She comes and stands next to me.


  “When was it painted?”


  She shrugs. “Seven or eight years ago.”


  “Do you have a recent photo of him?”


  She goes over to a table shoved up under the windows and picks up a small photograph, a picture of her and her husband. In the photo, she’s looking at him and he is looking straight at the camera, one eyebrow cocked, his expression challenging. This photo shows a remarkable change from the painting. Wilkins’s formerly healthy, glowing face is sagging, his hair thinner and graying at the temples.


  “Do you mind if I take this with me to make copies?”


  “Of course. Whatever you need to do.”


  She moves to the sofa and sinks down onto it as if her strength is gone. I take a chair across from her, the large expanse of the coffee table between us.


  “When did you last see your husband?”


  “He left yesterday morning before I was up. He poked his head in and said he had errands to run. I was half asleep, so I didn’t ask where he was going.” Her voice is very quiet. I imagine she wishes she had gotten up to see him off. “But then he called yesterday afternoon and said he was going fishing and then would probably go out afterward to have a meal with a friend, and that he’d be back late.”


  “Have you contacted the friend he was going out with?”


  She stares at me. Her eyes have turned bleak. “I don’t know who it was.”


  “I understand he’s friends with Dooley Phillips.”


  She frowns. “How do you know that?”


  I smile. “Jarrett Creek is a small town. Not too many secrets around here. I heard it from a friend of Dooley’s wife, Connie.”


  She nods. “I called Dooley, but he said he didn’t have any idea where Lewis could be.”


  “But your husband did say he was having dinner with a friend. Any idea who it could be?”


  She sighs. “My husband doesn’t like for me to pry.” I wait for more of an explanation, but that seems to be it.


  “Has he ever done this before—disappear overnight?”


  “He’s been gone overnight, but it’s not like him not to let me know if he doesn’t plan to come back.” She gnaws on her thumb.


  “You’re from San Antonio?”


  “A suburb. Monte Vista.”


  “What brought you here to Jarrett Creek?”


  She waves her hand vaguely. I notice she isn’t wearing a diamond engagement ring, just a plain gold band. “Oh, you know. We wanted a vacation house.”


  “How long have you had this place?”


  She draws a sharp breath, “Is this necessary? I don’t know what it has to do with finding Lewis.”


  “Bear with me. I’m trying to get a general picture of your husband’s normal routine.”


  “Okay. Sorry, I’m jumpy.” She expels a breath. “We’ve owned this place three years in January.”


  “How often do you come here?”


  “When we first bought it we didn’t come that often. A weekend every couple of months, but in the past year we’ve been here a lot more. Lewis seems to like it.” Her eyes dart around the room. There’s a vague distaste in her expression.


  “You’re here for the holidays?”


  “Yes. We arrived a couple of days ago. Our kids are coming tomorrow.”


  “You said your husband was going fishing. Does he have a boat?”


  “No. I thought he fished from the bank.”


  “He ever catch anything?”


  She grimaces. “He knows that if he brought fish home I wouldn’t be happy to clean it, and he certainly wouldn’t do it himself.” She runs a hand back and forth over her forehead. “No. Oh, wait. I remember something he said. He said he did ‘catch and release.’ Whatever that is.”


  I would laugh if it weren’t clear that Lewis Wilkins was lying to his wife. Game fish get caught and released, usually in the ocean. Or fish that are scarce, like if a river is overfished. Jarrett Creek Lake is stocked with bass, catfish, and perch. And crappie, if you want to count them, which I don’t because they’re full of bones. These fish are not scarce, and I can’t imagine anybody catching and releasing them. The question is, where was Lewis Wilkins going when he said he was going fishing? Loretta may be right. “Fishing” may be an excuse for something else.


  Margaret jumps up and strides to the window, peeking out the side of the curtain. “Where could he be?”


  “Do you have any idea at all? Even if it seems far-fetched, you should tell me.”


  She shakes her head. “I thought maybe he had had an accident, but I called the hospitals in Bobtail and Bryan, and neither of them had him.”


  It’s possible he took a back route and went off the road and no one has discovered him. “What kind of car does he drive?”


  She tells me it’s an older-model white Chevy Suburban.


  I get up. “I’ll call it in to the highway patrol. You know, it’s likely he and his friends went fishing and maybe drank a little too much, and he’s sleeping it off.”


  “I suppose.” Her expression is skeptical.


  “I’ll stop by the marina and talk to Dooley. Maybe he has some ideas. Meanwhile, if you hear from your husband, let me know.” I give her my card with my cell number.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 2


  I’m getting into my car when a large SUV swings into the driveway next door. I walk over and wait while a short woman with at least twenty years and thirty pounds on Margaret Wilkins climbs out of the vehicle as if she’s climbing off a ledge.


  She glances at the squad car and looks me up and down with frank interest. “You the police?”


  “Chief of police. Samuel Craddock.”


  She sticks out a tiny, but firm, hand. “I’m Gloria Hastings. Call me Glo. I’m glad to see a healthy man. You can help me carry these groceries in, if you don’t mind.”


  I tell her I’ll be glad to. Her house is the same size as the Wilkinses’, and like theirs the interior is furnished with mismatched discards, but there the similarity ends. The sofa and chairs are comfortable-looking, upholstered in cheerful colors and saggy in spots. Lived-in. There’s a piano up against one wall, with sheet music on the stand.


  She sees me eyeing the room. “I know, it’s not a palace, and Lord knows some of these cushions should be re-stuffed, but until my grandkids are out of the jumping-on-the-furniture stage, it’ll have to do.” That’s when I notice that kids’ paraphernalia is heaped in every corner and on bookshelves—games, balls and bats, books, gizmos that I suspect must be computer game–related, stuffed animals, and the like. Their artwork is plastered all over the walls.


  “How many grandkids you have?”


  Her brown eyes sparkle at the question. “Six. I have three kids and each of them has a pair of young ’uns.” She points to some photos on the piano. “Cutest little dickens you ever saw.” There are several pictures of her with the kids. The way they grin at her, you know she’s special to them. She turns her attention back to me, looking with shrewd appraisal. “Now what can I do for you? I can’t imagine that you stopped out here just to help me with my groceries.”


  “Do you know Margaret Wilkins next door?”


  She frowns and cocks her head. “I do and I don’t. I know her to speak to, but we’ve never been in one another’s homes.”


  “You know her husband?”


  She lifts an eyebrow. “Compared to him, she’s downright chatty. She’ll exchange the time of day with you, but . . .” She shakes her head.


  “You’ve never had any particular problem with them, though?”


  “Oh, goodness no. I don’t mean to imply that. I mean they aren’t involved with their neighbors. Some people are reserved like that. What’s all this about?”


  “Mrs. Wilkins is worried because her husband didn’t come home last night.”


  “Oh, my goodness.”


  “Do you remember the last time you saw him?”


  She looks at the ceiling, hands clasped in front of her. “I couldn’t tell you. My husband might remember.”


  “Is your husband around?”


  “Heck no. He leaves the house at the crack of dawn most days and fishes all day long. Thank goodness. At home he drives me crazy following me around.” She moves over to the kitchen and starts taking groceries out of the bags.


  “Does he have a boat?”


  “If you can call it that. More like a tin can. But he loves to go on the lake in it. He either goes by himself, or he and Arlen Moseley from a few houses down go out. When Arlen’s wife died last year, Frank felt sorry for him and asked him to go fishing. Now they go out all the time. I never saw such a pair.” She sets the empty sack on the floor and starts on the next one.


  “Dr. Wilkins told his wife he was going fishing yesterday afternoon, and he hasn’t come back.”


  She stops and stares at me. She’s holding a jar of dill pickles, which she sets down gently and then leans against the counter. “I don’t know what to say. I didn’t even know he fished. He doesn’t seem like the type. If he did, though, it’s possible Frank saw him out there . . . but it’s a big lake.”


  “Your husband never went fishing with him?”


  She snorts. “Doctor Wilkins? Not likely. He’s too important for the likes of my husband.”


  I give her my card and cell number and ask her to have her husband call when he gets in.


  “I’ll sure do it. You want to come out and have supper with us later?”


  I tell her I appreciate the offer, but that I can’t. “I’ll take a rain check,” I say.


  “You better come before my grandkids get here tomorrow, because you’re not going to want to be here when those little heathens are on the loose.” She laughs and I can’t help smiling.
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  I head toward the other side of the lake, making the drive through Cotton Hill, back on the highway, and then off the frontage road that leads down to the park and the marinas.


  Dooley Phillips owns the biggest of the three marinas, which has a little café and grocery store on the premises. The bored-looking teenaged boy at the cash register says Dooley is helping some people get a boat engine repaired and he should be back before long. It’s past my lunchtime so I order a roast-beef sandwich with coleslaw. I’m finishing up the sandwich when Dooley clomps into the store, wiping his hands on a rag.


  I only know him to speak to, but I’ve seen him around for years. He’s a big fellow, well over six feet with a bristle of reddish-blond hair and a nut-brown face from being out in the sun all the time. His overalls are grease-stained from the engine work he’s been doing. I introduce myself.


  “Why sure, I know who you are,” he says. “I won’t shake hands, because mine are full of grease.” He excuses himself to go get cleaned up, and when he comes back he has on a clean shirt. He goes over to the refrigerator, hauls out a soft drink, and downs half of it in one swallow.


  “You probably don’t remember,” he says, “but we met at a barbecue benefit for the rodeo a few years ago.” He gets a concerned look I’m familiar with. “That’s when your wife was still alive. She was a lovely person. What has it been, a year now?”


  “Longer than that, but I appreciate you asking.”


  “What brings you over here? You going to buy a boat?”


  “Not me. I like the water to bathe in, not ride on top of. I wonder if I might ask you a couple of questions.”


  “Questions?” He frowns.


  “I understand you’re friends with Lewis Wilkins?”


  “I sure am. Is this about him going missing?”


  “It is. Margaret Wilkins said she called you and you didn’t know where he was, but I wanted to check.”


  Understanding dawns. “You mean in case I know something I didn’t want to tell Margaret?”


  “That, or if you’ve had any thoughts on it since she called you.”


  “No, on both counts. It doesn’t sound like Lewis to go off like that, but I don’t know where he could be. It’s troubling.”


  “How do you know him?”


  “Hold on. Before I start that story, I could use a beer. You want one?”


  “No, thank you. I’m on duty.”


  “Right.” He chuckles. “I didn’t think of that.”


  He pulls a longneck Lone Star out of the drinks case. “Let’s go sit outside. It’s a little chilly, but the sun has come out and we ought to be fine.”


  We sit at a picnic table. “You asked how I know Lewis. Me and him go way back. We met in college, at UT Tyler. Lewis was the smart one. He went to medical school. I got a degree in wine, women, and song.”


  “Did Lewis meet Margaret at UT Tyler?”


  If I hadn’t been watching, I would have missed the flinch at the mention of her name. “Naw, they were hometown sweethearts from Seguin.”


  “Do you know if Lewis has other friends in the area?”


  “We’ve played cards with a couple of fellows a time or two, but I wouldn’t call them ‘friends.’ He and Margaret don’t spend that much time here, so he hasn’t settled in.”


  “When was the last time you saw him?”


  “They got in town a few days ago, and me and him went out for barbecue Saturday.”


  “You know if he’s ever run around on his wife?”


  He throws back more of the beer and wipes his hand across his mouth. “If he has a woman on the side, he never told me.” He meets my eyes. “Tell you the truth, when Margaret called to say he was missing, I guess I didn’t take it seriously; but, now I think about it, I wonder where he is.”


  “His wife said he told her he was going fishing. You know where he fishes?”


  He shakes his head slowly. “I don’t recall him ever going fishing.” He trains his gaze a couple hundred feet away, where two small boats are tied up. A young guy has an engine taken apart out on the dock and seems to be hoping if he looks at it long enough it will fix itself.


  “So he doesn’t have a boat?”


  He looks startled. “What made you ask that?”


  I’m surprised at his response. “I wondered if maybe he went out in a boat and got stuck somewhere. Maybe had engine trouble.”


  “Yeah, as a matter of fact, he does have a boat,” he says. Interesting that his wife didn’t know.


  “Can I take a look at it?”


  “If he took it out, it won’t be there.”


  I stand up. “Let’s go find out.” I don’t know why he’s stalling. Or maybe he’s just lazy and not really taking his friend’s disappearance seriously.


  “Let me go look up the slip number.”


  The boathouse is nothing fancy—a roof on stilts designed to keep the sun and rain from battering down on boats and their contents. This time of year the sun is weaker so it’s cold in the shade under the roof. When we get to the slip, he points. “I guess he did take it out.”


  I stare at the place where apparently the boat is supposed to be. Something doesn’t look right, but I don’t know enough about boats to figure out what it is.


  “If Wilkins took the boat out and hasn’t come back, where would he likely be?”


  Dooley and I look out toward the lake. He sticks his hands into his back pockets. “It’s possible he decided to go up into one of the sloughs. Like you said, maybe he got stuck or had engine trouble.”


  “Wouldn’t he have his cell phone on him?”


  “Seems like he would,” he says. “But you know how it is. Coverage can be spotty.”


  “Or he might have gotten hurt and couldn’t get to his phone.”


  “I suppose.” He sighs and frowns out at the water. It looks cold and uninviting. “Tell you what. I’ll take my motorboat out and do a reconnaissance of the lake. Go up into some of the outlying channels and make sure he’s not in some kind of trouble. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.” He chuckles. “He’ll be put out with me if he sneaked away for some peace and quiet and I roust him out.”


  “I’d like to cover that base, though.”


  “That’s right. I’ll get on it.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 3


  Back at the station, there’s nothing going on, so I look up Lewis and Margaret Wilkins on the Internet. It turns out there is plenty of information about them online. Although Dooley said Wilkins didn’t have friends around here, it appears that he and his wife are in the social set in San Antonio. There are lots of photos of them at charity events and conferences. Newspaper articles tout Wilkins as a prominent orthopedic surgeon who is generous with donations.


  Margaret looks like she is in her element, vivacious, with sparkling eyes and a radiant smile. She wears her hair fluffed out in a style that suits her, and her clothes look expensive. Something has changed her to the downtrodden, anxious woman I saw today. Lewis looks less comfortable, or maybe aloof. There’s only one photo of him that looks as if he’s engaged with the people around him. In it, he has his arm around a woman who is not his wife, and is leering at her, but it’s a joke shot. If Lewis Wilkins is a ladies’ man, it isn’t apparent in these photos.


  As a physician, it’s always possible that Wilkins had to go home for an emergency call, although I don’t know why he wouldn’t tell his wife.


  I look up his physician ratings on Yelp, and the reports are mixed. Apparently he doesn’t have a very good bedside manner, but his patients think he is competent. Then I notice something odd. The Yelp reviews stopped over a year ago. That intrigues me, and I decide to probe a little further.


  His office phone rings several times and then goes to voicemail: “I’m sorry, Dr. Wilkins is out of the office this week. Do not leave a message. If you have an urgent question, please contact Dr. Stephen Elgin. . . .” I jot down the number and dial it.


  “Is Dr. Elgin in?”


  “What is this in regard to?” His receptionist sounds unsure of herself, suspicious even.


  “I’m looking for a doctor by the name of Lewis Wilkins. Dr. Elgin’s number was on his message machine to call in case I needed to reach him.”


  Silence greets me. “Uh, I don’t know exactly what to tell you. This is an answering service.”


  “Can I leave a message?”


  “It’s, um . . . Dr. Elgin died over a year ago. His partners only keep this number active in case one of his old patients calls.”


  She gives me the number of the office where Dr. Elgin’s former partners practice, Drs. Evelyn Todd and Pradesh Singh.


  I hang up and sit back. That’s an interesting development. Why would Wilkins have the number on his answering machine directing patients to a physician who died a year ago? Is this simply an error, and out of carelessness the message wasn’t updated? The Yelp reviews for Lewis Wilkins stopped over a year ago. So what happened in the last year? Has Lewis Wilkins not been in his office in all that time?


  I dial the number for Drs. Todd and Singh. The office is closed until 2 p.m. I don’t leave a message.


  Suddenly I realize something that I should have thought of before. If Wilkins took his boat out, where is his car? Did he park it at the marina? I consider calling Dooley Phillips but decide to run out there myself and look around.


  Before I can get out the door, I get a call from Lois Jenkins telling me that her father has wandered away again and she needs someone to go find him. Lois is in a wheelchair but still manages to care for her father, who has dementia. She has neighbors who look out for the two of them, but he’s an adept escape artist.


  I could call Bill Odum to handle it, but he has been working a lot of extra hours and I’d like to avoid disturbing him on his day off.


  Jenks Jenkins is usually not that hard to find. It takes me only twenty minutes, but it makes me nervous when I find him walking on the dam road along the east side of the lake. I can imagine him thinking it might be a good idea to go for a swim, and that would be the end of him in this weather.


  “I wasn’t doing anything wrong,” he says, when I tell him he needs to come with me. He’s shrunk in the last several months. He used to be a towering man, well over six feet tall and hefty, but as his mind has slipped, his body seems to have hunkered down into itself. At least he’s clean and his clothes are cared for. Lois manages to have someone come in every morning to get his day going. But he’s only wearing shorts.


  “No, you’re not doing anything wrong. I thought you might be tired and want a ride home,” I say. “It’s chilly out here.”


  He tilts his head back and looks at the sky as if something might be written there that would answer a question for him. “I believe you’re right. It is chilly.” He climbs into the car.


  When I deliver him home, Lois is effusive with her gratitude. She has battled MS for a number of years, and last year she had to give in to the wheelchair. The only time it seems to bother her is when her daddy goes off. She looks like she could cry. “I’m so sorry to bother you. I usually manage to keep an eye on him. I hate to think of putting him on a leash like a dog, but sometimes I think it might be the only solution.”


  I don’t know what to tell her. She has no money to put him in a facility. The two of them live on Social Security, and that goes only so far. “Lois, don’t ever hesitate to call on us down at the station,” I say. “Somebody will always help you. It’s no bother at all.”


  I drive over to the marina and cruise the parking lots that border the lake, but I don’t see Lewis Wilkins’s Suburban.


  It’s after two o’clock when I get back to the office, so I put in another call to Dr. Elgin’s former partners. The receptionist tells me that they are busy with patients, but that one of them will get back to me soon. It’s only ten minutes before Dr. Evelyn Todd calls. She has a brisk, bossy voice, but when I tell her what I want, she softens.


  “Yes, Dr. Elgin was the nicest man. We miss him. He used to cover for Lewis Wilkins.”


  “Do you and your partner continue to cover for Dr. Wilkins?”


  “Well, no,” she replies stiffly.


  “Do you know who does?”


  “I don’t think he needs coverage anymore.”


  “Why not?”


  She hesitates. “After the lawsuit, his patient load fell off, and the last I heard he was going to close his practice.”


  “Lawsuit? What lawsuit?”


  Her silence lasts a beat too long, “I guess I spoke out of turn.”


  “What kind of lawsuit was it?”


  “I don’t know much. But Dr. Elgin stood by Dr. Wilkins because he thought the verdict was too harsh.”


  “Dr. Todd, I’m asking these questions because of a police matter. Anything you can tell me would be helpful.”


  “I honestly don’t know the details. All I heard is that Dr. Elgin said anybody could have made the mistake Dr. Wilkins made. But a jury awarded a large sum in damages, and apparently after that he lost most of his patients.”


  “Did he lose his license?”


  “I can’t tell you anything more than what I’ve already said. I’m sorry, I need to get back to my patients. Call the Medical Licensing Board. They’ll have the details.”


  There was no reason for Margaret Wilkins to tell me about her husband’s lawsuit and that he was no longer practicing, but it’s curious that she kept it to herself when asking me to find him.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 4


  In the late afternoon, I call Ellen to find out what she wants to do tonight. She and I have been seeing each other for the past year. Our relationship is still more friendly than romantic. When I met her she was coming out of an abusive marriage. She had divorced her husband and moved to Jarrett Creek to open an art gallery and art workshop.


  “I don’t know. Maybe you don’t want to do anything.” She’s got a snippy side that comes out when things don’t go her way.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You sounded awfully busy when I asked if you could go to lunch.”


  “I was, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to see you tonight.”


  This week she has been moodier than I’ve seen her in a while. Her feelings are hurt because neither of her kids is coming to her house for Thanksgiving dinner. Instead, they are spending the holiday with their dad “so he won’t be lonesome.” Although they say they have forgiven her for walking out on the marriage, they gravitate more to him than to her. She excuses them, saying that since he kept their house and still lives there, they want to go back home for the holiday. But it bothers her.


  The kids are both grown, and you’d think they are old enough to understand that she left because she couldn’t put up with being bullied any longer. Having had a few run-ins with her husband, Seth, I know he has a quick temper. He holds a grudge because of the divorce.


  I suggested a mini-vacation for the two of us to get her mind off her disappointment—going to Houston to see some art, going to the coast, or maybe driving over to New Orleans—but I couldn’t persuade her. It’s just as well, since we’re so short-handed at work, and now this business with Lewis Wilkins has come up.


  When she doesn’t reply, I say, “We’ve got a missing person.”


  “Who is it?”


  “Why don’t I pick you up and we’ll go for something to eat and I’ll tell you about it.”


  “Let’s stay in. I want to watch Blue Bloods.”


  “Good. I’ll run by Ranchero and pick up some food. We can figure out what we’re going to do for Thanksgiving.”


  She protests that she doesn’t mind cooking tonight, but I stand firm. Ellen’s a good cook, but she’s a vegetarian, and I don’t really feel like I’ve eaten anything if I don’t get some meat.


  Before I leave headquarters, I put in a call to Dooley to find out if he’s back from his reconnaissance of the lake. There’s no answer at the marina, so I leave a message for him to call me as soon as he gets in. Then I call Margaret Wilkins. I figure if she had heard from her husband, she would have phoned me, but you never know. She answers after the first ring.


  “Any news?” she says.


  “No, I’ve been working on it. The highway patrol hasn’t reported finding a vehicle like his. Have you tried him at your home in San Antonio?”


  “He’s not there.” Her voice raises no possibility that she’s wrong.


  “I’ll come back out in the morning and we’ll talk again,” I say. “Meanwhile, you have my number.” I didn’t tell her that Dooley is exploring the lake for signs of Lewis. She doesn’t need to spend the evening imagining her husband drowned or dead from a snake bite.


  After I pick up some enchiladas—cheese for Ellen and beef for me—some guacamole and chips, and a couple of pieces of flan, I stop by my house to change clothes. I’ve just finished buttoning my shirt when I hear my neighbor, Loretta, calling out.


  “I’m glad you’re here,” she says. “I need to talk to you. Do you have a minute?”


  “I always have time for you.” I hold the door open for her.


  I try to be extra nice to Loretta these days because she has been standoffish since I started spending time with Ellen. Or maybe I’m reading something into it. Ellen thinks that since Loretta started taking art classes, she has plunged into her “creative life” and doesn’t have as much time for gossiping with me.


  She refuses my offer of something to drink, and we sit down in the living room, since it’s too nippy to sit on the porch. “I wanted to ask you if you’ve found out anything about Dr. Wilkins,” she says.


  “Not yet. I’m working on it. It’s strange. Have you heard anything more?” It’s valuable to have a conduit to town gossip, and I couldn’t do any better than Loretta. She loves to be in the know, but she’s a kind person and doesn’t gossip just to be mean.


  “No, I wondered if I should get some ladies or the preacher to go out there and check in on her or offer to keep her company. Since I’m leaving in the morning, I want to take care of it now.”


  “I wouldn’t jump into anything. She’s got a next-door neighbor who said she’d look out for her.”


  “What next door neighbor?”


  I describe Glo Hastings. “You’d like her. She’s friendly.”


  “You know we don’t get a chance to meet those lake people.” She cocks her head. “Where do you suppose Lewis Wilkins is?”


  “Loretta, you know by now that I don’t do a lot of supposing until I gather information. He could have taken a notion to go off by himself for some reason, or he could be stuck somewhere in his SUV.” I throw up my hands. “Abducted by little green men in a spaceship.”


  She flicks a hand in my direction. “Don’t be silly. You have to take it seriously. You ought to at least talk to Dooley, since he and Lewis are friends. Suppose he’s hurt somewhere?”


  “I did talk to Dooley and he said he doesn’t know where Wilkins is. I have the highway patrol looking for his car, and Dooley was going out to explore some of the little coves off the main lake.”


  She looks at me sharply. “Did Margaret say where she thought he was? Did they have an argument?”


  “No, but that doesn’t rule it out.”


  She keeps her eyes on me, and I can almost hear the wheels turning.


  “Maybe he was kidnapped,” I say, laughing.


  Her eyes narrow. “Who would kidnap him?”


  “He’s a doctor. They’re well-off.”


  “Well-off, huh? That’s not the way I heard it. Connie said they’ve had some money problems. Dr. Wilkins had a lawsuit against him.”


  Why do I even bother searching for information on the Internet when I can just ask Loretta?


  “Do you know if they’re friendly with anyone else in town?”


  “She never mentioned if she is. Dooley is the only one I know of.”


  “Has Margaret Wilkins ever said anything that made you wonder if she and her husband get along all right?”


  Loretta considers her answer. She has her hands folded into her sleeves, the way she does when it’s cold.


  “Are you cold? I can turn up the heat.”


  “No, I’ll be going soon.” But she sits there.


  “All right, spit it out. Do they get along?”


  “Samuel, it’s not that I know anything for sure. But you know how you sometimes get a feeling that things aren’t quite right between two people?”


  I nod.


  “I don’t know how to say it, but I think Margaret Wilkins doesn’t like her husband very much. Matter of fact, when she mentions him, I sometimes think she has something against him.”


  “You think maybe he’s having an affair and she knows it?”


  “Maybe. If he was involved with anybody around here, I’d have heard about it, I think. So maybe in San Antonio. It’s under two hours to get there. If he’s catting around, he could drive there and back in no time.”


  Later I tell the story to Ellen over enchiladas, trying to make it funny, but she isn’t so easily drawn out of her funk. In fact, she seems irritated that Loretta gossiped about his possible philandering. “I think everyone should keep their gossip to themselves until they know exactly what’s going on.” It’s an uncharacteristically curt remark. I’m almost relieved when her program comes on. We watch it in wary silence, and I’m home and in bed by ten o’clock.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 5


  The night turned bitter cold, unusual for this time of year. By midday it could be in the seventies again, but I take extra time to make sure my cows have plenty of feed and that none are suffering from the cold.


  It’s nine o’clock by the time I get into work, and I feel guilty, thinking I should have called Margaret Wilkins earlier. I also wonder why I haven’t heard from Dooley Phillips. I put in a call to him before I call Margaret, and reach him at the marina.


  “Dooley, I thought you were going to call after you looked for Lewis.”


  “You know, Chief, I have to apologize. I should have called to tell you. I meant to go out, but something came up and I didn’t get to it. I’ll be on my way as soon as it warms up a little bit.”


  I’m surprised. It never occurred to me that he wouldn’t go to the trouble of searching for his friend. “Why don’t I go out with you? I’m going to talk to Margaret again, and then I’ll stop by and we can get right on it.” That way, he can’t weasel out of it again.


  “I suppose that will be all right.” Once again, I hear that reluctance in his voice.


  I call Margaret and tell her I’ll be over in a while. But before I can get out the door, the phone rings.


  “This is Chief Craddock.”


  “Oh, hello. My name is John Hershel. I hate to bother you. I don’t want to be a nuisance. But I just had something happen that disturbed me, and I thought I ought to report it.” He speaks slowly and politely, and I picture a careful man.


  “Mr. Hershel, are you a resident of Jarrett Creek? I don’t recognize your name.”


  “Of course you don’t. My apologies. I have a vacation home on the far side of the lake. My wife and I come here every chance we get. We love the peace and quiet. My wife loves to watch the birds, and I do a little drawing in my spare time.”


  “What can I do for you?”


  “Well, sir. I caught somebody trying to make off with my dog.”


  I’ve been lounging back in my chair, enjoying his easy way of talking, but at those words I bolt up. “You caught them?”


  “I don’t mean I laid hands on them. I mean I caught them in the act and sent them on their way.”


  “Mr. Hershel, I’m going to come and talk to you.”


  “Please don’t bother. The dog is fine. I just thought it was worth a call.”


  “It’s no bother. Now if you’ll tell me how to find your place, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


  “All right, if you think it’s important.”


  I put the “Back in an Hour” sign with my phone number on the door and head right out.


  This is the fourth dognapping, or attempted dognapping, this month. The first three were successful. One man lost a valuable hound, and the other two beloved pets. It makes me uneasy. I’ve heard that medical labs will pay for dogs, and it turns my stomach to think that somebody would take a pet and turn them over for a few extra bucks. If that’s what happened, I want it stopped.


  The Hershel home is past the Wilkins place, almost at the end of the road. It’s one of the few two-story places with a nice porch and some big trees in front. The homes end where the land curves around into the water. It’s nice that the builder had sense enough to keep the wooded cove. A couple of small rowboats are tied up on a dock at the end. With the trees and the inlet, Hershel’s wife must have plenty of bird life to keep her occupied.


  John Hershel is a thin, balding man of fifty, with a solemn expression and a courtly manner. The dog in question, a big-chested beast that looks like a cross between a shepherd and maybe a Rottweiler, sticks close to him.


  “He’s friendly,” Hershel says. He looks down at the dog. “Maybe too friendly for his own good.”


  “What’s his name?”


  “Satch. Named after the greatest trumpet player of all time.”


  Satch allows himself to be scratched behind the ears.


  Hershell invites me in and offers me coffee, which I appreciate at this time of the morning. We sit at a big family-style table in the kitchen, and the dog parks itself on the floor next to the table.


  “I really thank you for calling me about this,” I tell him. “I have reason to be concerned.”


  “Is that right?” He looks alarmed.


  “We’ve had some dogs stolen, and you’re the first eyewitness.”


  “Oh, my goodness. Satch really could have been stolen.”


  “Tell me what happened.”


  He crosses his arms on the table and leans onto them. “My wife and I were going into town to buy groceries. After we’d driven a couple blocks, I remembered that I’d left the coffee pot on. I told her to let me off and I’d walk back and she could go to the store by herself. I walked back along the shoreline. It was cold, so I didn’t dawdle.” He clears his throat. “I had just walked in when I heard a commotion out back. We usually leave Satch outside when we’re gone. He was howling and squealing. I was afraid some kind of animal had gotten into his pen.”
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