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  To Karen Wright,

  for all the good times and those to come.


  CHAPTER 1


  It has been a quiet week; so quiet that Wendy Gleason and I were able to sneak off to drive the bluebonnet trail yesterday. It’s the peak of bluebonnet season, and the views across the fields were spectacular. Wendy kept wanting to stop to take pictures. I asked what she was going to do with so many photos. “You must have taken a hundred.”


  “When I’m a dotty old lady in a rocking chair, I’ll take them out and remember how much fun we’ve had today.”


  We’re at that stage in getting to know each other where everything looks a little brighter when the other one is around. We took a picnic and had lunch in somebody’s field. We laughed a lot. I hadn’t been that relaxed in weeks.


  I should have known the lull wouldn’t last. Today the weather blew up blustery and chilly, a weak winter storm making one last effort before spring sets in for good. I got caught in a rainstorm an hour ago, and before I had time to go home to change clothes, I got a call from Robert Caisson’s wife. She said the Caisson brothers were in the backyard in a standoff with guns, and she was afraid they were going to kill each other.


  When I arrived the two were still outside, sopping wet from the rain, both holding outsize pistols and shouting at each other. In their forties, they’re big men, at least 6’2” and 230 pounds. I demanded to know what they were upset about, but they ignored me. Robert’s wife, Darla, said it was too stupid for her to bother telling me.


  It’s starting to get dark and cold, which I hope will put an end to their nonsense. I’m standing on the back porch in wet clothes and wet shoes, getting madder by the minute. I’m scared if I get out there and try to talk to them, one of them will shoot me. Meanwhile, I have to listen to them holler at each other like third graders. The conversation so far has gone like this:


  “Daddy always favored you and you think you should have anything you want.”


  “Bull. You’re Mamma’s little pet. No wonder you’re so full of yourself.”


  “I’m going to shoot you and be glad to spend time in jail just so I don’t have to listen to any more of that.”


  “You couldn’t hit the side of a barn. You’re mad because I was always a better shot than you.”


  “Fellas,” I holler, “you sound like a bad TV western. You’re acting like children. Come on inside and let’s sit down and talk.”


  Neither of them so much as glances my way. If it weren’t for me being the chief of police and charged with keeping the peace, I’d go home and let them keep this up all night. But I’m afraid eventually one of them is going to make good on his threat.


  I go back inside. “Darla, where is T.J.’s wife?”


  “She has the kids over in Bobtail. She took all of them to a movie.”


  “How many kids are there?”


  “Each of us has a pair of them. The older ones are just a few months apart, and the younger ones are a year apart. They’re good kids.” She isn’t looking at me while she talks. She’s watching the door to the backyard, hoping as am I that the two men will come inside. “I swear to God, I hope they kill each other,” she says.


  I would protest that she doesn’t mean that, but she might. Darla is a scary-looking chunk of a woman who wears cowboy outfits and motorcycle boots, and has dishwater blond hair down to her waist. She and her husband belong to a motorcycle club, and they tear around the countryside on weekends. Oddly enough, although all the motorcycle people look savage, I’ve never heard of them giving the law any trouble.


  I asked about T.J.’s wife because, of the four of them, she’s the most mild-mannered. I was hoping to call on her to help smooth things out. With that option gone, I step back outside. “If you boys don’t cut this out,” I holler, “I’m going to take you both in and you can spend the weekend in a jail cell.” I might as well have been yelling to an empty yard. “Lay the guns down!” I put all the authority I can muster into my order.


  T.J. finally looks my way and says, “Chief, get out of here. We have to settle this between us. He’ll come to his senses eventually.”


  “Like hell I will!” And just like that Robert’s gun goes off.


  T.J. yells and spins and drops to his knees.


  Robert flings his gun down and leaps backward. “I didn’t mean to shoot. The gun went off by itself.”


  Darla comes screaming out of the house and stomps to Robert’s side and says, “You damn fool. You don’t have the sense of a goose.”


  “Are you sorry he didn’t shoot me?”


  “I swear, you two . . .” She storms back into the house with Robert right behind her.


  Neither of them has paid the slightest attention to T.J., who is moaning on the ground. I go over and see that he’s bleeding pretty heavily. “One of you call 911,” I yell. “He needs an ambulance.”


  “He can call the ambulance himself,” Robert calls back.


  “I’ll call them,” Darla says.


  I put pressure on the wound, which is high on the right side of his chest and not life-threatening, until the paramedics arrive. I gladly hand over responsibility for the injured man to them. Then I go inside and tell Robert to get his jacket, I’m taking him to jail.


  “What do you mean taking me to jail? I told you I didn’t mean to shoot.”


  “Mean to or not, you did. Now are you coming quietly or do I have to call for backup?”


  “Robert, you better go with the Chief because if I have to look at you for one more minute, I’m going to kill you.”


  CHAPTER 2


  Loretta Singletary usually drops in unannounced, but this morning she called and asked if she could come over before I leave for headquarters. Seemed a little formal to me, but I told her to come at eight o’clock. I intend to take my time going in today to give Robert Caisson plenty of opportunity to consider his situation.


  I don’t linger seeing to my cows in the dewy morning. It was chilly last night from the passing storm, but at seven o’clock, it’s already warming up, and a few scattered clouds tell me it’s going to be hot and humid today.


  Loretta knocks on the screen door promptly at eight, which is no surprise. She prides herself on being punctual. She looks different, although it’s hard for me to pinpoint exactly what she’s done to herself, except that she looks more dressed up.


  “New blouse?” I venture, as she steps inside. I’m living dangerously. If the blouse she’s wearing isn’t new, she’ll be disgusted with me for not remembering it. This time I’m in luck.


  “Do you like it? I bought it last week.”


  “It’s nice. Whoa, Dusty!”


  My six-month-old pup, Dusty, has come skidding in from the kitchen to greet her. He never loses hope that she’ll be happy to see him. As usual, she shies away, glaring at him.


  “Go on, Dusty. Go lie down.” He backs up a step or two, his tail wagging. “I’m going to have a cup of coffee. What can I get you?” I ask Loretta.


  Her smile fades. “Nothing. I’m here on a particular errand.”


  “Where do you want to sit for this formal pow wow? Living room? Kitchen? We could sit on the front porch. The weather’s pleasant.”


  “I think the living room would be fine.” Uh-oh. This really is a formal pow wow.


  I get my cup of coffee and fetch Dusty’s bed from the kitchen. I toss it down near the fireplace and tell him to lie down on it. I’m trying to teach him manners, when I happen to remember to. Loretta’s aversion to him always reminds me.


  We sit in armchairs in front of the fireplace, even though there’s no fire. I scoot my chair to see Loretta better. “What’s all this about?”


  She takes a deep breath. “I’ve been asked to have a talk with you about the rodeo.”


  Of all the things she could have brought up, this is the last one I would have guessed. It’s only April, and the annual goat rodeo is two months off, the middle of June, right after school is out. “What’s the problem?”


  “Don’t rush me.” She fiddles with the sleeves of her blouse while I wait. “You know we got a new preacher at the beginning of the year. Arlen Becker.”


  “I do know that, although I haven’t met him.” It seems like the Baptist Church turns over its ministers every year or two when one faction or another gets riled up and votes to oust him. The one Reverend Becker replaced only lasted nine months. I don’t know whether Becker will be any more successful. He has already made a few people uncomfortable because he’s a stickler for Baptist doctrine.


  “He’s . . . he’s learning his way, that’s what I think. Anyway, he has brought up a situation that we in the Ladies’ Circle decided we need to address.”


  With me? Surely he didn’t sic them on me to insist I start going to church. Not that I would let him bully me, but he wouldn’t be the first to try to get me to be “a good example.” And what does this have to do with the rodeo? I wait for her to enlighten me.


  “You know everyone likes Father Sanchez, even if he is a Catholic. And we support the goat rodeo. We know it’s popular with the kids and the parents, and uh . . .” She grinds to a halt.


  I’m completely baffled. “Loretta, just tell me what the problem is.”


  “All right I will. Reverend Becker thinks we shouldn’t let the Catholic Church run the rodeo without participation from the Baptist Church.”


  I would laugh if Loretta didn’t look so anxious. “Why in the world would Becker care?”


  “Reverend Becker doesn’t like having the Catholic priest in charge of an event that members of his congregation participate in. He says he doesn’t think the Catholics should get all the glory.”


  Now I have to swallow hard to keep from laughing. There is little glory involved in being in charge of the annual Jarrett Creek Goat Rodeo. It’s a lot of hard work. Raymond Sanchez is the latest in a line of priests who seem to be dedicated to doing it though. I say, let him.


  “Loretta, I cannot comprehend why anyone wouldn’t be thrilled to let somebody else do the hard work of organizing and running the rodeo. Is Reverend Becker afraid that Father Sanchez is going to lure members of his church away?”


  “Maybe.”


  “That makes no sense. That little Catholic Church has fifty members at most, and as far as I can tell, it has rarely varied from that number. Father Sanchez is not a proselytizer. Even if he was, he’s not likely to lure any members away from the Protestant churches.”


  “Maybe,” she says again. I don’t remember when I’ve seen her look so uneasy.


  “What does this have to do with me?”


  “We all know that you give them money to run the rodeo. We want you to use your influence as a backer to get him to let the Baptist Church have equal billing.”


  We stare at each other, and I blink first. “I have to get another cup of coffee. You sure you don’t want one?”


  “I guess I will.” She sounds discouraged, which makes me feel bad. I wish they hadn’t put her up to this chore. They’re using her because everybody knows we’re good friends.


  Dusty follows me into the kitchen, where there’s always the possibility of a treat. I pour myself a cup and then pour Loretta a half-cup and add another half-cup of hot water and a good slug of cream. Loretta likes her coffee pale. Meanwhile, I’m trying to figure out how to wriggle out of this proposal without making Loretta lose face with her church circle.


  When I’m settled again, I say, “Loretta, you know I more or less live by the adage to let sleeping dogs lie.” I shouldn’t have said “dog.” Dusty leaps up, startling Loretta. She grabs the arms of the chair as if she thinks he might knock it over.


  “You mean you won’t help me?”


  “I didn’t say that. I’ll have to think about it. But consider this: If the Baptist Church gets equal billing, all the other churches are going to want it too. Imagine what a mess that will be with every church wanting a little piece of the action. One organizing the concessions, another the three-legged race, another the goat-roping. You know how it is when there are too many people involved.”


  She nods, light dawning in her eyes. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll bet when I put it that way to the preacher, he’ll change his mind.”


  I wouldn’t count on it, but for now the crisis is averted.


  She jumps up. “I’d better get going.”


  “Doing something special?”


  “What makes you ask that?” Her tone is sharp.


  I meant it as an innocent question, and I wonder what I’ve stumbled into. “Nothing in particular. Just passing the time of day.”


  Her cheeks are pink. “I’m meeting a friend, that’s all.”


  “Have a good one,” I say. I’m relieved when she’s out the door. Dusty has come to my side to watch her go down the steps. I close the door and say, “Dusty, sometimes it’s best not to ask questions.”


  I call the hospital in Bobtail, and the nurse tells me that T.J. Caisson will be released later today. I tell her not to let him go until I’ve questioned him. Robert Caisson refused to say what the argument was that led to the shooting. I need to go to the hospital to find out if I can get anything out of T.J.


  On the way to the hospital, I go by headquarters to leave Dusty there, knowing that Maria Trevino, my chief deputy, will be in at nine o’clock and will watch him. I also want to tell Robert that his brother is going to give a statement, even though I don’t know if he actually will.


  “He’s okay?” Robert asks. His hound-dog eyes are red-rimmed, but whether that’s from being hungover or because he lost sleep after shooting his brother is anybody’s guess.


  “The nurse I talked to said he’ll live.”


  “I’m not surprised. That son of a bitch is too stubborn to kill.”


  “You want any coffee?” I ask. I’ve heard enough from Robert.


  “I don’t suppose I could get something to eat too.”


  “I’ll give you coffee, but you’ll have to wait until Maria gets here at nine o’clock to get breakfast. If she’s in a good mood and you behave yourself, she might be persuaded to go over to the café and get you a bite.”


  “Well, goddammit,” he says. I’m not sure what that refers to, but I don’t have enough patience to ask. I bring him the coffee and tell him I’ll be back after I talk to his brother. “You have anything you want to say to him?” I was thinking there might be an apology lurking.


  “Tell him he can go to hell for all I care.”
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  T.J. and Robert look so much alike you’d think they were twins, but T.J. is the older one. In their forties, they grew up on a big ranch to the northwest of town. They never got along, and since their parents died, their animosity has only gotten worse. T.J. inherited the home place, and Robert inherited money equal to the value of the house and lives in town. Each seems to think the other one got the better deal in the will.


  “T.J., I’m glad to see you’re going to recover,” I say. “The nurse tells me they’re going to release you this afternoon.”


  He scratches at the edges of the big bandage on his shoulder. “I told ’em they had to. I can’t be off work long.”


  Tomorrow is Sunday, so I doubt he’d be going in anyway. “What kind of work do you do?”


  “Robert and I run our daddy’s garage. We’ve always got a string of vehicles waiting to be taken care of. Can’t keep folks waiting or they’ll go somewhere else.”


  “You can’t do a lot of car repair with that shoulder.”


  “I don’t know a thing about fixing cars. That’s Robert’s part of it. I do the office part. I can do it with one hand.” He grimaces. “I hope you haven’t told my brother I’m still alive. He might come over here and try to finish me off.”


  “He knows you’re going to be okay. But I put him in jail, and he’s not going anywhere until I sort this out.”


  “In jail? What for?” He glares at me.


  “For assault with a deadly weapon.”


  “I’m not going to press charges against my little brother.” He’s growing more outraged by the second. Like a lot of kinfolks, they can squabble like crazy among themselves, but let someone from outside threaten them, and they’re suddenly united.


  “You don’t have to. He broke the law by shooting you, and that’s my business.”


  “Well, goddammit.” They really could be twins.


  T.J. claims he doesn’t remember any more than Robert does why they were arguing. I suspect he does remember, but he isn’t talking. The argument didn’t create the crime anyway; alcohol and handy guns did.


  “Listen, I’m mad at the son of a bitch, and his wife can go butt a stump as far as I’m concerned, but there’s no need to hold him in jail. We’ll get over it.”


  On the drive back to Jarrett Creek, I argue with myself about whether to charge Robert. We can’t have people shooting each other, but I can’t see him as a threat to anybody but his own brother.


  When I walk into headquarters, Maria is playing tug of war with Dusty. He breaks it off to dance around me and welcome me back. He’s getting to be a rangy dog, not big, but all legs. I called him Dusty because he was dust-colored when he was a pup, but he’s starting to get spots and look like a border collie, which is what the vet said he mostly is.


  “Did you give the prisoner anything to eat?” I ask.


  “I did not. He was rude, and I told him he could go hungry.”


  “Won’t hurt him,” I say.


  I tell Maria what I decided to do with Robert, and I’m relieved when she concurs. Maria has only been a police officer for a little more than a year, and her rookie spirit of strict adherence to the law hasn’t worn off yet. She often has opinions contrary to decisions I make, and she’s happy to share those opinions with me.


  The prisoner is lying on his back, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He sits up when he hears my boots on the floor.


  “Robert, I’m letting you go with a fine, but I’m keeping your weapon, I say.


  “You know, she wouldn’t get me any breakfast,” he says, nodding toward the front in case I don’t know who “she” is. “I’ve got low blood sugar, and I could faint and hit my head and you’d have a lawsuit.”


  “Did you hear what I said?”


  “Well, let me out then.”


  “I don’t think you fully comprehend what I mean when I say you owe a fine. It means you have to pay it before I’ll let you out.”


  “Call my wife. She’ll get the money.”


  “You want to know how much it is?”


  He comes close to the bars and clutches them, eyes narrowed. “How much?”


  “Five hundred.”


  “Five hundred!” He slams his hand on the bars. “That’s robbery.”


  “Would you prefer that I charge you with attempted murder?”


  He blusters around for a while, but finally tells me to call his wife. Darla comes down with the cash so fast that I figure they must keep money on hand. She slaps the money down and says, “I’m taking this money out of his hide. Both of them ought to have to pay for disturbing the peace.”


  “That would be a start. One of them is going to end up dead if they can’t figure out a way to settle their differences besides gunning for each other.”


  “Whatever. You going to let him out?”


  After they leave, Maria asks what the fight was about. I tell her that neither of them would say.


  She rolls her eyes. “We haven’t seen the end of this.”


  “You’re probably right.” I loll back in my chair sipping coffee and consider an early lunch.


  CHAPTER 3


  “I told you that you were going to get into trouble if you broke up with Ellen and started dating Wendy.” Jenny Sandstone, my next-door neighbor and friend, is using her stern voice. Jenny is a prosecuting attorney with the District Attorney’s office in Bobtail, and I can imagine the dread that her voice strikes into the heart of anyone she thinks worthy of prosecution. In this case, it’s me.


  “You think that’s what’s going on? Seems crazy to me that anyone would care who I date.” Until last fall, I was going out with Ellen Forester, who moved to town a few years ago and opened an art gallery and workshop. She has made a lot of friends in town, and apparently some women saw it as a betrayal when Ellen and I broke off and I took up with Wendy Gleason, who lives in College Station. They seem to be of the opinion that I am a cheater and a womanizer.


  “People like Ellen,” Jenny says. “They had the two of you all set up. What has Loretta said about it?”


  “Not much. She and Ellen are good friends, and I expect Ellen told her it wasn’t a big blowup or anything. Ellen and I get along fine.”


  “Humph.” She raises an eyebrow.


  Jenny and I don’t have our Wednesday wine evenings as often as we used to, since she’s been dating Will Devereaux, but we try to get together once a month. We haven’t known each other that long, but we’ve been through experiences that bonded us. In particular, she saved my art collection from being destroyed when someone set fire to my house. For my part, I pulled her out of a destructive situation of a different kind after her mother died. We are comfortable friends who can read each other whatever riot act needs to be read.


  This warm spring evening, we are sitting out on her back deck sharing a bottle of pinot noir and munching on snacks that Will made last night, knowing we were planning to get together. I bite into a spicy cheese puff. I appreciate his efforts because Jenny’s idea of cooking is slicing cheddar cheese and slapping it onto crackers.


  “I’m surprised you disapprove of me dating Wendy, seeing that I met her at your house,” I say. Last Thanksgiving, Ellen went out of town unexpectedly, and I was feeling sorry for myself when Jenny invited me over. I met Wendy that day. Nobody was more surprised than I was when we fell for each other.


  The conversation tonight started innocently enough. I haven’t seen Loretta Singletary in a few days. She usually brings baked goods around most days, and this morning was the fourth day she hadn’t shown up. I wondered if I had offended her, which is why I asked Jenny if she had seen her. That’s when I got the earful about dating Wendy.


  Jenny laughs. “I’m giving you trouble, that’s all,” she says, smirking at my discomfort. “I don’t think that’s why Loretta hasn’t brought you any goodies. Why don’t you call and ask her?”


  “I would have phoned her this morning, but I had to go help Melvin Pritchart haul his car out of a ditch. He and his son went out celebrating his son’s twenty-first birthday last night.”


  “Men,” Jenny sighs. “Everybody survive?”


  “They’re fine. Embarrassed.”


  “Back to Loretta, you could ask your neighbors if she has stopped baking for them.”


  “It’s not that big a deal.” That’s not true. I actually wondered whether she’s mad that I declined to get involved with the goat rodeo situation. She didn’t seem mad when she left my house, but maybe the Baptist ladies persuaded her that I had not done the right thing. “Has she brought anything to you?”


  “No, Samuel, she hasn’t. She never does because I asked her not to. I leave for work early, and once she left a plate on the porch and Bess’s dog next door got into it and ate all four cinnamon rolls. Bess described to me the results of that dog’s greedy feast in detail.” She shudders.


  I laugh, although it isn’t funny. I’ve had to deal with a greedy dog a time or two now that Dusty is old enough to get into things.


  “I guess if she doesn’t show up in the morning, I’d better go over and ask her what’s going on.”


  “That seems like a reasonable idea. She’s probably been busy with something else. And speaking of busy.” Jenny sighs and sits forward, running her hands through her flame-red hair. “I’ve got an early court hearing in the morning, so I can’t sit here all night.”


  As soon as I get up, Dusty leaps to his feet and cocks his head. He’s always ready to go somewhere. “Let’s get on home, boy.”


  Before we go into the house, we take a nice walk. Spring is in the air, and at 9:30, it’s still warm. We stroll by Loretta’s house, and I see that it’s dark. Seems early for her to have gone to bed. Maybe she went away and didn’t tell me, although that’s odd. She usually keeps me informed of her plans.


  CHAPTER 4


  It’s eleven o’clock Thursday morning, and things are quiet. “I want to ask you something,” I say to Maria. “Have you talked to Loretta? Do you know if she’s out of town?”


  Maria chuckles. “She could be, but I don’t know for sure.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Not that you’d notice, but Loretta has been a little cocky in the last few weeks. I think she’s got a boyfriend.”


  I lunge forward in my chair. “She what?”


  “Don’t get excited. Why are you surprised? I’ve known that Loretta is on the lookout for a man ever since I met her. I’m glad for her if she has found somebody.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned.”


  “You’ve been around Robert Caisson too much. You sound just like him.” Maria doesn’t approve of salty language.


  I tell Maria I’m going over to Town Café. “Loretta hasn’t brought any baked goods around the last few days, and I didn’t get any breakfast.” She’s laughing when I leave.


  The few people in Town Café are there for late breakfast, and I don’t know any of them. Later, at lunchtime, it will be full of regulars. It’s a typical small-town café with chrome and Formica tables and vinyl-padded chairs. The walls are decorated with pictures of past football teams and members of the high school booster club. The place has changed hands a number of times, but it hasn’t changed the way it looks. It also hasn’t updated the menu, although the food quality has improved under the current owner.


  I order a plate of enchiladas and use the solitude to ponder Maria’s observation that Loretta has been acting a little cocky. We get to know people so well that we don’t always look at them, and I remember now how shocked I was several months ago when Loretta showed up with a new hairstyle. She had changed her hair from gray to a kind of blondish color and stopped wearing it in tight curls. But how was it different? Straighter? I try to picture her hair but can’t. I just know she looked younger, softer.


  Another change, even more startling, is that she wears slacks occasionally. She has always maintained that women ought to stick to wearing dresses. I thought she made the change because she was taking painting classes from Ellen and wanted to be able to get dirty without worrying about her clothes, but now I wonder whether it’s a sign of a basic change in attitude. There’s no reason she shouldn’t be looking for somebody to date. She’s in my age range, and some people might say we’re too old to find romance. It’s not true. I’m a good example of it not being too late to have a good time with a partner. But for some reason, it bothers me that Loretta is dating. I guess because it means I don’t get my bakery goods. That’s plain selfish.


  Lurleen brings me my enchiladas. She has worked here for years, and she knows me. Usually she’s so busy she sets the plate down and speeds off, but it isn’t busy right now.


  “Everything okay?” she says. “You look like you’ve got things on your mind.”


  “The usual. But mostly right now I’m hungry.”


  “Eat up.”


  She’s walking away when Ellen Forester steps into the café. I’m surprised to see her here. She’s usually busy with art classes all day. She looks around the room, and when she spies me she hurries over.


  “Don’t get up,” she says. She waves at my food. “And don’t let your food get cold. Go ahead and eat. You mind if I sit down? I need to ask you a question.”


  “Of course I don’t mind.”


  For a short time through the winter, relations were strained between Ellen and me. She and I had been seeing each other for a year or more, but then I met Wendy Gleason, and things took a different turn. Like Jenny said, women around here haven’t forgiven me for what they perceive as me throwing Ellen over for Wendy, but they don’t know the truth of it. In fact, Ellen had been keeping important matters from me that had a bearing on our relationship. We might have gotten over it if I hadn’t met Wendy, but I did. Ellen told me she was glad I had met someone else. I believe her.


  Lurleen comes over, and Ellen orders iced tea and a cheese enchilada. She’s a vegetarian, and I like meat three times a day. That was another little glitch that I think we are both glad not to have to navigate anymore.


  “I’m surprised to see you,” I say. “No classes?”


  “I have to be back in 30 minutes. I stopped over at headquarters to talk to you, and Maria said I could find you here.”


  “What’s up?”


  She clasps her hands on top of the table and grimaces. “I don’t want to be nosy and silly, but I’m worried.”


  I’ve got a mouthful of enchilada, so I nod to her to keep going.


  “Have you talked to Loretta recently?”


  I swallow and wipe my mouth. “Maria and I were discussing that a few minutes ago. Loretta hasn’t been around with baked goods the last few days. You know how she is, trying to fatten everybody up with those rolls and coffee cake.”


  She nods. “Samuel, have you ever known Loretta not to show up when she’s supposed to?”


  “The opposite. She’s never late, and she always keeps her word.”


  “Exactly. Well, we had planned to go shopping over in Bobtail yesterday afternoon, and she was supposed to pick me up. She never showed up. I tried calling her, and she didn’t answer. So I did something I probably shouldn’t have done. I drove over there and went into her house to check on her.”


  “How did you get in? Was the house unlocked?”


  “I know where she keeps a key. Anyway, she wasn’t there, and it looked like she had left in a hurry. She left dishes on the table and a pan unwashed in the sink.”


  “That’s odd, but there’s probably a good explanation.” Is there? I hadn’t worried when Loretta made herself scarce the last few days, but Ellen’s concern puts a different spin on it. I’ve known Loretta a long time, and I’ve never known her to be late—or to not show up at all.


  “Probably, but it’s not like her.”


  “Did you check upstairs to make sure she wasn’t sick in bed?”


  “Yes, and I called the hospital in Bobtail in case she had an emergency, but they didn’t have a record of her coming in.”


  “Did you call her cell phone number?”


  “Yes, but it went to voicemail. You know she hardly ever uses it. Most of the time she doesn’t even take it with her.”


  I’ve lost my appetite and shove my plate away. “Did you call any of her friends?” Although it isn’t like her, it’s possible that a problem came up at the church, and she ran off to take care of it, forgetting that she had an appointment with Ellen.


  “No. It wasn’t that important. I figured she forgot, and that I’d talk to her today. I left a note asking her to call when she got home. But I haven’t heard from her this morning. Maybe I’m being silly, but I’m uneasy.”


  I lay money on the table for the bill and get up. “I’m going to go talk to her neighbors.”


  “Good. I wish you would,” Ellen says. “It’s not like her to be so careless.”


  I start to walk away, but then I pause. “Maria said she thought Loretta might be interested in finding a . . . a . . .” The words stick in my throat.


  Ellen smirks. “You mean finding a man to date? You know, it isn’t out of the question. Loretta has a lot to offer. A man could do a lot worse.”


  “Has she met somebody?”


  “If she has, she didn’t tell me.”


  I go back to headquarters and tell Maria where I’m going, and she insists on coming along. She and Loretta are the most unlikely pals ever, an elderly white woman and a young Hispanic cop, but they hit it off as soon as Maria started working for Jarrett Creek Police Department. Loretta admires that Maria has the spunk to be a cop, and Maria admires that Loretta doesn’t mince words.


  We take a squad car over to Loretta’s neighborhood, with Dusty tucked in the back. When I knock on Loretta’s door, there’s no answer. “Look at that,” Maria says, pointing to the front yard.


  “What?”


  “Look how droopy those plants are. She waters almost every day, and it looks like it’s been a few days since she tended to it.”


  “Maybe she went out of town.”


  “If she was going away, she’d ask somebody to water.”


  We go around into the backyard and see nothing amiss. I peer into the garage, and that’s our first break. “Car’s gone,” I say, turning to Maria.


  “Maybe something happened to somebody in her family, and she left in a hurry to be with them.” She frowns. “Still seems funny that she wouldn’t tell anybody.”


  “Let’s see if her neighbors know anything.”


  We leave Dusty tied up in the shade on Loretta’s porch while we go next door.


  We don’t bother her neighbor to the west, Irwin McIntire. He’s deaf as a post and wouldn’t likely hear when Loretta comes and goes. Her neighbor on the other side, Sharon Page, answers the door, drying her hands on a kitchen towel. She’s in her sixties, tall and big-boned, with bright eyes and a warm smile. “Well hello, what brings you all here? Has Ken gone and killed James? He has threatened to do it so often that I expect it any day now.” We laugh. Her husband, Ken, sold his real estate business a while back, but couldn’t stand retirement. He went back to work for James Crowley, the man who bought it. I’ve heard they don’t see eye to eye on the way the business should be run.


  She invites us in and gives us a cup of coffee in the living room, which has a cheery, lived-in feel to it with a sofa and chairs that seem to me to have just the right amount of wear and tear to make them easy to sit in. I ask Sharon when she last saw Loretta.


  She taps a finger to her lips and looks out the big front window. “I see her pretty much every day one way or another. She works in the yard most days, but come to think of it, I haven’t seen her out there in the last couple of days.”


  “Did she mention that she might be going out of town?”


  A light dawns. “Yes, she did. I completely forgot. I guess it was, what’s today, Thursday? Last weekend she told me she had something to do this week. She seemed excited.”


  “Did she say what it was? Was she going on a trip?”


  “Let me think.” She shakes her head. “No, I don’t believe she said anything specific. Why are you asking?”


  “I don’t want to alarm you because there might be a perfectly good explanation, but nobody has heard from her in a few days.”


  “Like I said, she told me she had something to do, but whether it was going out of town or. . .” She bites her bottom lip. “Now I don’t want to be foolish, but I remember when she told me, something struck me funny. Or different anyway. I’m trying to think what it was. Oh, I know. I told Ken that she seemed like a young girl. Her eyes were all sparkly. I told him I wondered if she had met a love interest.”


  “Ever seen any men come to visit her?”


  She flushes. “Goodness, no. Loretta wouldn’t like to have a man come to her house unless she knew him really well. You know what I mean.”


  I do know what she means, because Loretta is even skittish for me to come into her house alone, and we’ve known each other for years. She was very kind to my wife Jeanne when Jeanne was in her last days, and I feel like we got to know each other better than most.


  I thank Sharon for the information and ask her to call if she sees Loretta.


  When we get back to the car, we both pause and look back toward Loretta’s house. “What do you think?” I ask. I have a feeling Maria feels the same way I do—that Sharon’s information was helpful, but we’re still worried.


  “It’s not like her.”


  “Ellen Forester told me where Loretta keeps a spare key,” I say. “I think we should go inside and look around. We have probable cause.”


  Maria nods. “You do that, and I’ll water her yard. Wherever she’s gone, she’s going to be unhappy if she comes back and her flowers are dead.”


  I retrieve the key from under a flowerpot on the screened porch. When I go inside Loretta’s house, I feel like the place disapproves of me being there without her. It’s deadly quiet and smells a little musty, the way houses get when they are shut up for a few days. I go into the kitchen and take a long look at the unwashed dishes in the sink. There’s not much—a couple of small plates, a coffee cup, and a spatula. On the stove, there’s a skillet that looks like it hasn’t been washed either. It is absolutely not like her to leave the dishes undone. Why would she leave in such a hurry?


  In the back of my mind is a possibility no one likes to contemplate, but when we get to a certain age, it is one of the health issues we have to consider. Is it possible that Loretta’s mind is slipping and she simply forgot a few things? I can’t believe that she would forget so much all at once. Forgetting the date with Ellen to go shopping in Bobtail, forgetting to tell anyone where she was going, and leaving the dishes undone. I could see one of those things happening, but not all of them at the same time. I’ve seen absolutely no sign that Loretta is slipping mentally. Something made her hustle out of here, leaving her work unfinished.


  On the countertop, there’s a loose-leaf, page-a-day calendar, not the tear-off kind. The day showing is Monday, three days ago. Either she forgot to turn it to Tuesday or she went away Monday. Monday has a note that says, 10:30—Ladies Circle Meeting. I flip back a day and see that Sunday 4:30 is circled, but with no note about what was going on then. On Tuesday, 2:30 p.m. is circled, again with no indication of what she was doing. I flip back a few more pages and see lots of notes with times circled, all saying what is happening. Those two are the only ones that have no hint as to what she was going to do at that time.


  Loretta keeps her phone numbers on a hanging pad next to her wall phone. The numbers for both of her sons are at the top of the list. Her younger son lives out in North Carolina, and Loretta wouldn’t have driven all the way out to see him—or at least I don’t think she would have. But the older son, Scott, and his family live out in the hill country, and she could make that drive easily. I hesitate before I dial Scott’s number. If she isn’t there, it’s going to alarm his family for me to ask whether they know where she is. Maybe I should wait a little longer. But for what? I dial the number, and the voicemail kicks in with the voice of Loretta’s daughter-in-law. I’ve met the daughter-in-law, Marcie, a friendly, well-kept woman. Loretta likes her “fine,” although I think Loretta mostly likes that she gave her grandchildren.


  I leave a noncommittal message asking her to call me about “a quick question.” Ellen said she went through the house to make sure Loretta hadn’t left any signs of where she might have gone, but I go through it again. Her bedroom is tidied, the bed made and all the clothes put away, but the closet door is ajar. I approach it and ease it open, hoping I won’t find anything unexpected. Everything looks in place, but I notice that there are a few empty hangers. One hanger is on the floor, as if she took the clothes off in a hurry and didn’t notice that it had fallen. Then I look up at the top shelf. She keeps small suitcases on the shelf, and there is a gap between two of them. Wherever she is, she packed a bag.


  In the bathroom, I find more evidence that she left on her own. There are gaps in the neat row of items on the counter. Plus, there’s no toothbrush in the holder, and no toothpaste sitting out or in the medicine cabinet.


  I don’t know why she didn’t tell anybody she was going away, but it’s obvious that she left under her own steam. I feel a weight lift off my shoulders, and I laugh to myself thinking how outraged Loretta will be if she happens to come home now and find me snooping in her house.


  CHAPTER 5


  I may be satisfied, but Maria isn’t. When we get back to headquarters, she says she’s going to make a few calls to see whether any of Loretta’s church friends know where she is.


  After the second call, she hangs up and says, “Why do some women have to be so coy?” With her dark eyes and jet-black hair, Maria is a pretty girl, except when she scowls, which she’s doing now. With her heavy brows together in one line and her mouth turned down in a pout, she looks like a statue of a Mayan warrior.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I called Jolene Ramsey—you know Loretta thinks she hung the moon because she’s the Baptist Ladies’ Circle treasurer—and she hinted around that she might know what Loretta has been up to.”


  “If she thinks Loretta has been ‘up to something,’ that’s a good thing.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean if Jolene knows Loretta is keeping a secret, then her going off without telling anyone is more understandable.”


  She shakes her head. “Leaving the dishes undone is not understandable. That is not Loretta, and you know it.”


  “Maybe. Her neighbor said she was excited about whatever she was going to do, so maybe she really did forget. But unless she told somebody where she was going, I don’t know what we can do to find her.”


  “At least you can go talk to Jolene. She’s more likely to tell you than she is me.”


  She’s right. Some older women don’t like the idea of a female police officer or a female doing any job that is traditionally male, and Jolene Ramsey is one of them. One reason that Maria is friendly with Loretta is that when she first came to town, having been assigned to us by the state on their minority outreach program, a few citizens resisted her joining the department. They claimed that they didn’t like the state of Texas, or any other government entity, telling the town what to do, but I knew it was the gender issue. That was even more of an issue than her being Hispanic. Loretta would have none of it. Generally, she tends to stick to tradition, but she firmly believes that women should be able to do any job they want to. She defended Maria fiercely, and gradually the hubbub died down.
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