
        
            
                
            
        

    THE

ICE HOUSE
Murder
A Smiley and McBlythe Mystery
Bruce Hammack




The Ice House Murder
 
Text copyright © 2019 Bruce Hammack
 
All rights reserved.
 
Published by Jubilee Publishing, LLC
 
ISBN-978-0-9884408-6-9
 
Cover design: Streetlight Graphics
 
Editors:
 
Teresa Lynn, Tranquility Press
 
Kit Duncan
 
This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely coincidental.
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.
 




Other books by Bruce Hammack

The Smiley and McBlythe Mystery Series

Exercise Is Murder

The Long Fall





CHAPTER 1

“If this lawyer is as shady as you say he is, why are we talking to him?”
Steve pushed his chair away from his desk and scooped up his white cane. “Let’s hear what he has to say. If we don’t like it, we can tell him to take a hike.”
Steve’s partner in their private investigator firm, Heather McBlythe, swiveled in her chair and looked at the heaps of files threatening to avalanche from the shelf behind her desk. She used her index and middle fingers to pull a stray lock of auburn hair from her face. “I do need a break from all this.” Her hand waved over mounds of papers and blueprints, as if that would make them disappear. “Three weeks of fourteen-hour days of research has me cross-eyed.” She looked at Steve. “And you’ve been home listening to audio books and sleeping through programs on the weather channel.”
Steve walked toward the conference table with confidence gained through repetition. Heather took a good look at him to make sure he hadn’t mismatched his clothes. She mused that the geriatric barber he used never seemed to cut his brown hair short enough. Steve contended the one-man shop, with its seasoned patrons occupying seats for hours at a time, provided him with more news than television and radio combined.
“I must admit it’s been a little slow around the house with only Max to talk to. A nice little murder to solve, that’s what we need,” said Steve.
The intercom buzzed, indicating their prospective client had arrived.
Megan, their long, lanky receptionist with tomato-red hair swung the door open for their guest. Heather gave Judson Witherspoon a quick once-over. An exceptionally broad forehead and a retreating hairline made his head look too big for his neck. Combed straight back and held in place with a shiny gel, his plastered-down hair only accentuated his oversized head. A salt and pepper beard hid the lower half of his face. Expressionless slate-colored eyes roamed behind half-closed lids. He neither smiled nor frowned. The double-breasted suit looked custom-made and covered what appeared to be mushy contours of a forty-five-year-old man.
Heather lifted her chin and wished decorum didn’t require her to shake his hand. He waited until the hand came his way and gave it an uninspired shake. She fought an internal voice that told her to wipe it on her skirt.
“Judson Witherspoon,” he said in a tone that indicated he thought she should know the name. “Thank you for seeing me.” He cast his gaze upon Steve and said, “And thank you, Mr. Smiley. It’s good to see you again.”
Steve acknowledged the introduction with a weak nod as Heather and Mr. Witherspoon settled at the conference table.
“Did you have a good trip coming up from Houston?” asked Steve.
“The last twenty-five miles of traffic from the airport to The Woodlands wasn’t bad. It’s the usual bumper-to-bumper heading into Houston at this hour of the morning.”
Heather wasn’t in the mood for chit-chat. “What can we do for you, Mr. Witherspoon?”
He reached into a leather briefcase and handed her a file. “My client has been arrested for murder in this county. I need the services of private investigators to find the true killer.”
Steve leaned back in his chair. “Before we go any further, I think we need to put some cards on the table. Before I lost my sight, you and I had a couple of encounters in court. Do you remember?”
“I do indeed. Your testimony was consistently unshakable. You never overstated the facts, and you were as interested in the innocent going free as you were the guilty serving time. That’s why I’m asking you and Ms. McBlythe to take this case. You did well in choosing a partner who is a Princeton graduate, an attorney and a former detective in Boston. I believe you two have the perfect skill sets to make quick work of this case.” He leaned forward. “You may find this hard to believe, but this is one time my client is innocent.”
“And who is this innocent client?” asked Heather.
“Mr. Reuben Moscovitch, a cashier at a small bakery in Conroe.”
“The Ice House Murder?” asked Steve.
Witherspoon flipped the fingers of his left hand like a fly had landed on them. “You know how the press likes to sensationalize.”
“I’ve not kept up with local news,” said Heather. “You’ll have to explain.”
He handed Heather a file folder. She scanned a copy of a police report while Witherspoon gave an oral recitation of the document. “On the morning of Saturday, July twenty-first, Mr. Peter Grayson was found dead in his locked ice and water vending business. This building is adjacent to a convenience store, not far from Lake Conroe. He’d been shot in the back with a bolt from a crossbow.”
“A bolt?” asked Heather. “That’s a rather unorthodox way to kill a man. Murder by crossbow doesn’t happen every day.” She made a note on her legal pad.
Steve asked, “What else can you tell us concerning the murder?”
“It wasn’t a robbery. Several hundred dollars in coins and bills remained untouched. Also, Mr. Grayson’s wallet, containing over four hundred dollars, wasn’t taken.”
Steve said, “The police must have convincing evidence against your client if they’ve already arrested him.”
“It has to be circumstantial. I know Mr. Moscovitch didn’t commit this crime.”
“How are you so sure?” asked Heather.
Witherspoon leaned back in his chair, a little too comfortable. “Mr. Smiley will be able to answer that question for you.”
“I’m asking you, counselor. How do you know?” asked Heather.
Steve reached a hand to Heather, but she’d leaned back in her chair to match Witherspoon’s posture. “Heather, Mr. Witherspoon represents a prosperous Russian family. They conduct a variety of enterprises in the United States. Some border on being legitimate.”
Heather formed her hands into something that looked like a church, the steeple of index fingers touching her lips. “That explains why a noted Houston attorney is representing a doughnut shop cashier.”
Steve turned his head in the direction of Mr. Witherspoon. “Does Mr. Moscovitch have anything to do with illegal activities involving women or girls?”
“None whatsoever.”
“Drugs?”
“No.”
“That leaves gambling.”
“Mr. Moscovitch is in the country continuing his formal education.”
“I understand,” said Steve. “Mr. Moscovitch is one of the family’s special employees. He couldn’t have committed the crime because he was somewhere else collecting on an overdue debt. That’s why you’re so confident he’s not the killer.”
A smile pulled up the cheeks of the attorney. “You’re a smart man, Mr. Smiley. You and Ms. McBlythe both know I’m skilled enough to not divulge too much. After you accept the case, I’ll be protected by attorney-client privilege.”
Steve leaned forward. “I strongly suspect that if we take this case, you don’t want us to find out where Mr. Moscovitch was at the time of the murder.”
“Like I said, you’re a smart man, Mr. Smiley.” He waved a hand as if to dismiss the issue altogether. “You won’t be able to place him anywhere other than at his apartment, but discovering his whereabouts at the time of the murder is not within the parameters of what you’ll be hired to do. If you accept the job, you’ll restrict yourselves to finding the killer of Peter Grayson. If that proves too difficult, finding enough evidence against another person or persons to produce sufficient grounds for the police to drop charges will suffice. We’d much prefer the former to avoid any additional publicity. A quick and permanent shifting of blame away from Mr. Moscovitch will be your assignment if you can’t discover who committed this crime.”
The mood of the room had changed from benign business to something with long shadows. Heather clenched her hands together under the table as the attorney’s gaze locked on her.
Steve’s next words came slow and tentative. “If, and I emphasize the word ‘if’, we agree to take the case, it will be understood that our only goal will be to discover the identity of the killer. We will follow the evidence, no matter where it leads. If it points to Mr. Moscovitch, so be it. Also, we will not be a party to destroying the reputations and lives of persons not responsible for Peter Grayson’s death. Any evidence we uncover of a sensitive nature concerning anyone other than the killer will be held in confidence, even from you.”
A pause heightened the tension in the room. Mr. Witherspoon’s gaze passed from Steve to Heather, back again, and finally rested on Heather. Was he looking for a way to avoid an impasse? He finally shrugged. “I’ll withdraw the second part from my expectations and leave the proposition at finding the killer. If the need arises, I can obtain other private detectives who aren’t so morally constrained.”
His voice hardened. “Reuben Moscovitch will not go to trial. That is a promise I can make with complete confidence.”
Heather’s mind raced through a series of possible scenarios. Evidence could be manufactured. Reuben Moscovitch might be killed in jail. That didn’t seem likely, but witnesses could disappear or be bribed.
Steve’s voice broke into her thoughts. “How much time do we have?”
The attorney rose. “That’s what I like about you, Mr. Smiley. You get right to the heart of the matter.”
“How long?” asked Heather with a firm voice.
“I’ll give you a week to find the killer. After that, I’ll take whatever steps I feel are necessary to find enough evidence to exonerate Mr. Moscovitch. If that proves fruitless, I’ll be forced to consider other measures.”
“Two weeks,” said Steve.
Mr. Witherspoon’s head tilted to one side as he considered Steve’s counter-proposal. “Ten days, Mr. Smiley, for old time’s sake.”
Heather
rose and met the man’s gaze. “Before you go, you’ll need to know our rate so you can decide if you desire our services.” She kept talking at a quick clip. “You’ll be charged ten thousand dollars a day for our services. That’s ten thousand for each of us per day.”
The attorney’s head dipped to one side, like a puppy looking at something he couldn’t figure out. “Twenty thousand dollars a day? That seems excessive.”
“I assure you I’ll be losing money if we take this case. The stack of files and blueprints on my desk are related to this firm acquiring a series of assisted-living facilities worth exponentially more than the paltry amount I’ll glean from you. That project will need to go on the back burner. As they say, time is money.”
“I’m well aware of your family’s reputation for accumulating wealth and philanthropy.”
“If you wish our services, Mr. Witherspoon, those are the terms. If not, we understand. I’m sure there are others who could do a good job for you,” said Steve.
“Let’s not quibble,” said Witherspoon. “Solve the case quickly, and the people I represent will be satisfied. However, let me issue a word of caution. They expect results.”
Steve rubbed his hands together. “And results they will get.” He lowered his voice. “Unless Mr. Moscovitch is guilty or you’ve lied to us.” Steve rose. “I believe I can speak for both of us, Mr. Witherspoon. We accept the case.”
“Yes,” said Heather. “I like a challenge and a deadline to get the juices flowing.” She gazed at Mr. Witherspoon. “And to clarify the terms: Ten days to find Peter Grayson’s killer, at twenty thousand dollars a day.” Heather paused. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to our office manager. She’ll have you sign a standard agreement. You’ll need to wire the entire two hundred thousand to our account before we start. Should we solve the case before the end of ten days, you’ll receive a refund in the form of a cashier’s check for full or partial days.”
“And if you fail to find the killer?”
Heather spoke in a flat voice, meeting his steely gaze with one of her own. “You’re an attorney. So am I. When was the last time you guaranteed a client you’d win a case?”
“I hardly think the comparison of hiring private investigators and conducting legal proceedings is equivalent, Ms. McBlythe.”
“You came to us, Mr. Witherspoon,” said Steve. “The terms of the agreement are yours to accept or reject. We’ll lose no sleep if you go somewhere else.”
The chin of the Houston lawyer rose. “I’ll expect daily updates.”
“That will not happen,” said Heather. She softened her tone. “This is not directed to you alone, Mr. Witherspoon. It’s our policy to never give progress reports to clients on the cases we choose to take. You’ll find that clause on page two of the contract.”
Judson Witherspoon held his hands up in a sign of surrender. “If you two are half as tenacious in finding the killer as you are in contract negotiations, I should be receiving a substantial refund.”
“I’ll take you to our office manager,” said Heather.
She returned to find Steve holding an index finger perpendicular to his lips, the signal not to speak. He motioned as if he held a pen in his right hand and used his left palm as make-believe paper. Having lost his sight only two years prior, Steve could post written notes to Heather if the occasion required. Heather retrieved her legal pad and a pen. Ink met paper and read, “Check for bug.”
Heather pulled the chair Judson Witherspoon had been sitting on out of the way. She kneeled and craned her neck. Sure enough, a round transmitter had been affixed to the underside of the conference room table. She considered removing it but stopped.
She needed to speak in code so she said, “You asked me earlier if I fed Max this morning. Yes, I did.”
He scrawled on the pad. “Leave it.”




CHAPTER 2

Heather and Steve made small talk concerning different ways to approach the case until Judson Witherspoon had enough time to sign the contract and slither away from the office. “Let’s get a cup of coffee,” said Steve.
The break room became a confessional booth of sorts, away from the prying ears of Mr. Witherspoon, or, more likely, a confederate. Heather retrieved two mugs of stimulant. “I thought I’d pushed that slimy lawyer too far. It was like I couldn’t get him to go somewhere else, no matter what I tried.”
“You did push too hard. I almost choked when he agreed to pay two hundred grand up front for ten days work with no guarantee of success and no daily reports.”
“That’s not counting expenses. We can bill those later.” Heather took a sip of coffee. “I know you’re asking the same thing I am. Why did he choose us? He could have gone somewhere else and received better rates and people who’d do exactly what he wanted. We’ve only handled a few cases so far. You have a great reputation from your years in homicide, but I’m from Boston and have only been in the area for months, not years.”
Steve pulled a thumbnail across his chin. “A blind former detective and an attorney who spends most of her time acquiring properties wouldn’t be my first choice either.” He slipped his fingers through the mug’s handle but didn’t lift it. “Perhaps he heard how hot you are and wanted to check you out.”
Heather almost choked on coffee. “There are too many comedians out of work for you to be making jokes like that.”
“Seriously,” said Steve. “You’re thirty years old, you have long auburn hair, green eyes, you work out daily, and you turn heads everywhere we go. You may not pay attention to it, but there’s nothing wrong with my hearing and believe me, you get men’s attention.”
Heather shook her head. What was Steve up to? He reminded her of a chess player who’d strategize moves far in advance. She put her wonderings aside. “Let’s get back to the case. How do you want to proceed?”
“I think we need to approach this with a totally clean slate. Let’s start by verifying what Witherspoon said.”
“Other than a standard background check of Reuben Moscovitch, the crime, family and friends, where do you suggest we start?”
“Let’s go to the county jail. We don’t need to tell them we’re acting as private detectives. Flash your attorney credentials. All we have is Witherspoon’s word that Moscovitch is an enforcer for that Russian crime syndicate.” He tapped his fingertips together. “Come to think of it, we reached that conclusion on our own. We don’t know who or what Reuben Moscovitch really is.”
“Do you want to talk openly about our going to the jail when we return to the office?”
Steve sipped his coffee and lowered his mug. “If I were Witherspoon, I’d expect us to start with Moscovitch. Let me know what you find on the internet. What Witherspoon hears needs to sound legit.”
“Can you think of anything else we need to discuss before we return to the office?”
“Let’s start a dummy file and a real file on this case. He’ll be suspicious if we don’t discuss a course of action. We’ll need to get creative and fabricate things to keep him satisfied. Make good notes. That involves details, and details can be easily forgotten.”
Steve took a sip of coffee. “One more thing. If you want to tell me something in confidence, send it in an email. My computer converts those into voice messages. I’ll keep my ear buds in whenever I’m in the office.”
Heather stood and took a half-empty mug of coffee to the sink. “Let’s get started. I’m curious to see how many lies Witherspoon has already told us.”
◆◆◆
 
Reuben Moscovitch wore an ill-fitting orange jumpsuit. A jailer showed him into the visiting room of the Montgomery County Jail and left, within sight but out of earshot. He was clean-shaven, wore white socks and tawny-colored plastic slides. His hair looked wet from a recent shower and he smelled of jail soap, neither a pleasant nor an unpleasant fragrance. No one moved to shake hands.
“Mr….” Heather spoke only a single word before Moscovitch interrupted.
“I know who you are.” A Slavic accent flavored his words. “I was told you’d come to see me today. I understand you’ve been hired to take care of this unfortunate misunderstanding.” He tilted his head and gave her a pleasant smile. “I was also told what an accomplished woman you are. The only thing omitted was your beauty.”
Heather had heard enough about her looks for one day. The calendar on her phone quantified the number of dates she’d had in the last two months: less than one.
“What else did Mr. Witherspoon tell you?” asked Steve.
Keen eyes shifted from Heather to Steve. “He told me nothing. He’s not representing me. That would draw too much attention.” He turned to Heather. “My information is that Ms. McBlythe has been retained as my legal counsel.”
Heather came to life. “Mr. Smiley and I are here as private investigators. I’m not your legal counsel.”
“It appears you’ve fallen into one of Mr. Witherspoon’s little schemes. You had to have presented identification as an attorney to get in to see me. The authorities will assume you’re representing me.”
Heather chewed the inside of her lip as Steve asked, “What else were you told?”
“You are Mr. Steve Smiley, a former Houston Homicide detective. You are a man of exceptional character and skills. You lost your sight, and your wife, when you were both attacked
two years ago by drug-addled street thugs. You have my condolences. I was also told if anyone can find the party responsible for killing Mr. Grayson, it’s you.”
He cast his gaze upon Heather. “I also learned a little about you, Ms. McBlythe. You’re a Princeton graduate, an attorney, as well as a former detective for the Boston Police Department. Most impressive.”
Heather nodded an acknowledgment of her pedigree. “You omitted I come from generations of wealth and now mix my time being a private detective with turning wealth into greater wealth.”
The laugh came forth in a rich baritone. “We have so much in common. We are the same age and have obtained advanced degrees. The main exception seems to be my family’s wealth doesn’t stretch back as far as yours.”
Reuben smiled. “Now that I’ve met Ms. McBlythe, and have heard a sample of her skilled tongue, I am doubly convinced my fate rests in confident hands.”
His words sounded smooth…too smooth. His demeanor appeared calm, measured and completely self-confident. The vocabulary wasn’t what you’d expect from an arm-breaking, kneecap-busting debt-enforcer. A slight inflection on the first syllable of his words gave away the origins of a Russian accent. Otherwise, the man spoke better conversational Americanized-English than did the majority of native-born high school graduates. He even possessed a disarmingly kind smile, which he shared freely.
“I’m a little confused,” said Heather. “Mr. Witherspoon led us to believe you are something of an enforcer for gambling debts. Is that incorrect?”
He shrugged and held out open palms. “My family is involved in many enterprises. It’s important to my father that I learn all facets of our businesses.” He looked away and spoke as if he was discussing an ice cream franchise. “What you refer to was in the early days of my apprenticeship. Like most things Mr. Witherspoon says, there is some truth mixed with intentional misleading. I’m afraid he was over-indoctrinated in an American law school. Is it not the intention of your adversarial system of law to flavor the truth in such a way as to lead people to imperfect conclusions? Both sides do this and the truth is to somehow rise from the mist of dueling misrepresentations. The Russian way is much more direct and efficient.”
“Yet, you are fully availing yourself of the benefits of this wicked system. Don’t you see the irony? Your family will use every legal and illegal trick in the book to gain your release.”
Steve gave a huff of exasperation. “Heather, Mr. Moscovitch, I didn’t come here to listen to a debate on legal theory. Let’s stay on track. Did you kill Peter Grayson?”
“No. And I appreciate your Russian way of putting questions to me.”
“Mr. Witherspoon told us the police only had circumstantial evidence against you. Is that true?”
“Here is yet another example of Mr. Witherspoon flavoring the truth. The police have the crossbow and bolt that killed Peter Grayson. My fingerprints are on the bow and possibly on the bolt. It was mine. I threw it away. Whoever retrieved it must be the killer, or possibly they sold it or gave it to the killer.”
“When did you throw it away?”
“Three weeks ago.”
“Why?”
“I no longer needed it.”
“Why not?”
“As I said, my apprenticeship ended a long time ago. To speak candidly, I enjoyed shooting it at targets. These days my interests lie in other areas. I no longer wanted the crossbow and threw it away.”
For several seconds the only sound came from the distant whirl of an air conditioner fan. Heather’s mind raced. The man in front of her was not a run-of-the-mill enforcer. Before her sat the son of a man who lived halfway around the world and controlled a vast empire of illicit businesses. Tentacles reached across a broad ocean and into Texas. Reuben Moscovitch’s father trained him to know family business from the ground up and to have the experiences that can only be learned by doing the dirty jobs that marked their trade. She didn’t doubt that Reuben, the articulate, handsome man with a kind smile, had maimed and killed. She also didn’t doubt he’d graduated to a white-collar position in the family business.
“Describe the crossbow,” said Steve.
“Small.” He held his hands three feet apart. “It can be held in a single hand but is built to be shot from the shoulder. It’s made for close-range only.”
“Did you keep it at your home?”
“No. That was another part of my apprenticeship. I had to learn how to live on a strict budget and keep, as you say, under the radar. The crossbow and other items related to work were kept in a locked storage facility away from my modest apartment. The storage shed was rented by an acquaintance of mine, but I was the only one with a key.”
“Do you still have the storage locker?”
“No.”
“We’ll need the name of the storage facility.”
“U-Rent Storage in Conroe. It’s a standard storage rental place. I assure you nothing of mine remains there. I cleaned and swept it myself.”
Heather took over. “It’s possible one of the tenants saw you unloading your items and throw away the crossbow.”
“Possible, but I saw no one.”
Steve spoke next. “That doesn’t mean you weren’t seen. It could even have been someone passing by. Where did you throw it away?”
“In a receptacle by the office of the storage complex.”
“Did you put anything else in the dumpster?”
“It wasn’t a dumpster. It was a donation receptacle, and the only other things I put in it were clothes. They were parts of various disguises.”
“Tell us about your cover job,” said Steve.
Another smile appeared on his face and crept into his voice. “Glazed Goodness Bakery. The owners are Ralph and Marie Stein. They’re kind, hard-working, and taught me how to bake some wonderful deserts. I will miss the Steins.”
“Do any customers stand out to you?”
He chuckled. “Other than the police who came with alarming frequency?”
Heather wondered if lame jokes lampooning cops and pastries were popular in Russia.
“You never had a bad encounter with a customer?” asked Steve.
“None to speak of. The Steins handled what few complaints we had. A bakery does not lend itself to arguments, except between lazy staff that would rather be on their cell phones. Those people never lasted long and I avoided conflict.”
Heather joined the conversation. “Had you ever met Peter Grayson?”
His head nodded. “He came in frequently, early in the morning. He drove a big truck that pulled a fishing boat.”
“Anyone else named Grayson?”
His eyebrows narrowed in concentration. “Yes. One lady works nearby at the local cable company. Her name is Sissy Grayson. She’s a regular customer and the widow of Peter Grayson. A nice lady with a great smile.”
“And how did you know Peter Grayson was her husband? Did they come in together?”
“She mentioned one day in conversation she was a fishing widow. I believe that’s the term she used. Said her husband was gone a lot fishing. I told her I waited on a gentleman in the early mornings who was a fisherman. Anyway, that guy was her husband, Peter.”
“What did Ms. Grayson say about her husband?” asked Heather.
“I don’t think I know what you mean.”
“Did she seem angry that he was gone so much? Resentful?”
“No. More like stating facts. Not much emotion.”
“Did you know any customers named Keyton?” asked Steve.
The hesitation wasn’t much, but Heather caught it and she was sure Steve did too. “No, not that I can recall. Why would these Keytons be of interest?”
“That’s the widow’s maiden name. Did you ever go to the ice vending business where Mr. Grayson was murdered?” asked Steve.
“I’m sure I drove by it at one time or another, but I don’t remember seeing it and I never purchased ice or water there. Is that your next stop?”
Steve nodded. “Unless you have something else, that’s all the questions I have for you. Heather? Can you think of anything else?”
“Not now, but we’ll probably need to see you again.”
“Before you go,” said Moscovitch, “there’s one thing I’d like to ask of you Ms. McBlythe. Could you please have a copy of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina sent to me? The jail’s library is pathetic.”
While Heather was turning the request over in her mind, Steve said, “Do you want it in English or Russian?”
“Russian, please. So much is lost in translation.”
All three stood. “We’ll ask to see if it’s possible,” said Heather. “Most jails require books to come from a distributor. Even if it’s allowed, it may take several days.”
“I’m not going anywhere. Bond was denied because I’m in the country on a work visa and it was determined I’m a flight risk.”
Heather whispered to Steve after Moscovitch left the room. “Why are we ordering a book for a Russian hit-man?”
“We don’t know for sure he’s a hit man. Besides, he’s testing us.”
“What kind of test? Did we pass?”
“Not sure to both questions. I think he’s setting a trap.”
“Are we the bait or the bear?”
“Again, I’m not sure.”
After getting clearance from the ranking officer at the jail, Heather manipulated her phone to an online book retailer. It didn’t take long to place the order.
“Next day delivery; you’ve got to love it.”




CHAPTER 3

Heather didn’t bother knocking on Steve’s door before she slipped the key in the lock and stepped in. She knew he had long since learned to recognize her approaching footsteps on the sidewalk outside his townhome. She kicked off her shoes and headed for the refrigerator. “Do you want a glass of wine?”
“None for me. Did you have a productive day?”
Her hand had already reached for the bottle. “Let me pour a glass and I’ll be right there.”
She nestled on the couch beside his chair and took a sip from a long-stemmed glass. “Did you and Max do anything today?”
“If sleep is counted as productive, Max had a banner day. I managed to keep myself occupied. What did you discover at the courthouse?”
“You go first. My brain is fried from looking at property records.” She looked around. “Where’s Max?”
On que, Max, Heather’s pampered Maine Coon cat, leapt on the couch and nuzzled Heather’s arm, encouraging her to scratch under his chin. She obliged and spoke baby-talk to the closest thing she had to a child.
Steve shifted in his recliner. “After I went to the gym this morning, I spent the day reaching out to cops I know who live in the area. I started with the guys I used to work with and had them make contacts for me. It amazes me how it only takes a few phone calls before somebody knows something about almost anyone you can name. I’m beginning to get a handle on what kind of guy Peter Grayson was. I also asked about his father-in-law, William Keyton.”
Heather nursed another sip of wine and set her glass on the coffee table. “What did you learn concerning William Keyton?”
Steve gave his head a slight tilt. “He’s an interesting man. He began with nothing and clawed his way to a comfortable life before he was twenty-two years old. He went by Bill back then. He married money, the East Texas version of a local debutante. That’s when he dropped Bill for William. From a legal perspective, he’s clean. At least he is now. A long-retired deputy sheriff told me he had quite a reputation. As a young man, he was quick with his fists and wasn’t above scraping his knuckles to get what he wanted. Once he married, he didn’t dirty his hands, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t opposed to using some not-so-friendly persuasion to get what he wanted. He had a hireling called ‘Blinky’ who acted as his convincer. Blinky’s true name is Marvin Hall.”
“This is sounding way too familiar,” said Heather. “Is William Keyton an older, home-grown version of Reuben Moscovitch?”
“That’s a good summation, counselor.”
“Did Mr. Keyton or this Blinky character ever kill anyone?”
“Not that any of the people I talked to knew of. That may or may not mean anything. You know as well as I do the stats on unsolved murders.”
Heather considered what Steve had relayed to her. William Keyton had the temperament of a man who didn’t object to doing harm to others to get what he wanted. What could he be capable of? What if Peter Grayson had mistreated his youngest daughter?
As if Steve had read her mind, he said, “We need to question Sissy Grayson, but not until after the funeral.”
Max had tired of being stroked and went to the kitchen to crunch dry food.
“Did you check for reports of domestic violence?” asked Heather.
“No one I talked to remembered anything like that.”
“Which again, may not mean anything.” Heather typed a note into her phone, adding it to an expanding list of things to do. She put her phone beside her glass. “What kind of man was Peter Grayson?”
“I called around until I found one of his fishing buddies who didn’t mind talking. After twenty minutes of discussing trot lines, stink bait and the advantages and disadvantages of Garcia and Daiwa fishing reels, he finally got around to Peter. Our victim grew up in a trailer park near a lake in Arkansas. He was a good-looking young man with a gift for gab and a passion for fishing. William Keyton took his youngest daughter with him to choose a pontoon boat. Peter happened to be their smooth-talking salesman. Sissy took one look at Peter Grayson and was hooked.”
“Nice pun.”
“Thanks. Despite Daddy’s warning that she was getting in over her head, Sissy charted a course for Peter. He knew a keeper when he saw one and reeled her in.”
“Ugh, stop already. I’m getting seasick,” said Heather.
“What’s wrong? I’m not floatin’ your boat?”
“Stop!” She regretted the giggle that escaped. Steve didn’t need much encouragement when the puns took over.
He continued his tale.
“Peter turned out to be a whale of a fisherman, but his desire to sell boats ebbed away. Before their financial ship went all the way to the bottom, Daddy Keyton received an SOS from Sissy. He sent rescue ships in the form of ice and water businesses. They were already set up and hauling in a hearty catch. This left Peter with the time and means he’d always wanted to cast off and sail the lakes of the nation in search of a career as a professional angler. Sissy remained on shore. Alas, Peter’s dream of becoming a professional fisherman would require the best boat and truck available. That’s not to mention time, travel and the thousand other things that accompany a true obsession. Peter couldn’t be stopped. He’d set his course like a modern-day Captain Ahab in pursuit of the elusive large-mouth bass.”
Heather groaned as she stood. “It may take another glass of wine to get that story out of my ears.”
“I thought it sounded ship-shape,” said Steve.
Heather ignored the final quip. “Are you saying Peter spent all their money on fishing?”
“Pretty much. A cabin near Lake Conroe became more of a home to Peter than their brick three-and-two ranch in town. Sissy’s job covers the bills and taking care of their son. Peter serviced the machines and emptied the money into his pockets.”
“I can see where a wife would want to gut-and-gill a husband for that. I can also see Daddy Keyton taking a spear gun to him.”
“Touché,” said Steve. “What did your research turn up?”
“Nothing fishy.”
Steve chuckled. “Once you get started it’s hard to stop, isn’t it?”
Heather moved on. “William Keyton owns a lot of commercial property. He gave his eldest daughter, Dagmar, a string of storage buildings.” Heather lifted her glass of wine. “You already know about the ice and water businesses that belong to Sissy.”
“How many of those are there?”
“Thirteen.”
“What’s left for William Keyton?”
“Commercial real estate all over the county that’s paid for and leased.”
Max jumped onto the arm of Steve’s chair. Steve responded by stroking him. “Let’s take a trip to the scene of the crime tomorrow.”
“Do you promise a truce with the nautical jokes?”
“Aye, Matey. I’ll even leave me two best eye patches on shore.”
 




CHAPTER 4

It was approaching noon when Steve and Heather made it to the convenience store and the small building that sat by itself on the westernmost section of the parking lot. Neon signage blinked ICE–BLOCK & CRUSHED. FILTERED WATER. Yellow police tape drooped between concrete-filled metal poles protecting the building from cars.
“That’s odd,” said Heather. “It’s been several days since the murder and the police tape is still up.” She parked as close to the building as she could. “There’s also a homemade sign that reads, ‘ICE AND WATER INSIDE STORE.’”
“Can we walk around the building?” asked Steve.
“Sure, it’s not that big. It looks like it was made in a factory and hauled on site. It’s as big as a decent size travel trailer.”
They exited the car into hot humid air. “Ugh,” groaned Heather. “Remind me again why we live in a place where the heat and humidity compete to see which can be the highest.”
Steve ignored her comment, closed his door and reached for Heather’s shoulder.
Heather walked forward and stopped. She placed Steve’s right hand on the side of the building and said, “I’ll walk with you all the way around so you can get an idea of the dimensions.” They traversed thirty feet, made a right hand turn at the back corner, traveled the width of a semi-truck and turned right again. Near the front corner Heather stopped. “What you’re feeling is the frame of the door that gives access to inside. It’s a high step-up, at least three feet off the ground. The door looks heavy, well insulated, and of standard size. It has a serious lock on it.”
“I’m guessing that’s how you get inside to service the ice-machines and gather the money,” said Steve. “This means whoever shot Peter Grayson shot at an upward angle. We’ll need to get the forensic report to see how steep the angle was. Unless the person squatted, that should give us an idea of the height of the killer.”
Heather took a step back. “The fans and compressors are located on the roof. The ice is made inside and the vending is on the front.” She took a couple of steps forward and Steve continued around the corner. “Here’s where the vending takes place. It takes quarters, bills and plastic. You have to bring your own jug if you want water. It dispenses one gallon, three gallons or five gallons at a time. Block ice comes down a shoot. So does bagged crushed ice.”
Steve’s hand found something else. “What’s this?”
“A change machine that dispenses quarters. It takes one, five and ten dollar bills.”
A voice came from a man making quick steps across the parking lot. “You’ll have to come inside to get ice or water.”
The fast-approaching man appeared to be less than thirty years of age. He wore jeans, tennis shoes, and a red polo-shirt with Elvis’ Wag-A-Sack embroidered above the left pocket.
“That’s all right, we’re not here for ice or water,” said Heather.
Steve interrupted before she could tell the man their true mission. “I could use a bottle of cold water. Are you the owner?”
“Sure am. Elvis Cooper.” His response carried an East-Texas drawl as thick as the air.
Heather placed Steve’s hand on her shoulder and they walked to the front door. Once inside Steve said, “Whew, it feels better in here, Elvis. I was melting.”
“It’s only gonna’ get hotter. August ain’t even here yet.”
“After Heather and I get a bottle of water, could we buy some time and answers from you?”
His face contorted into a question. “What kind of answers are you lookin’ for?”
“We’re private investigators and we’re looking into the death of Peter Grayson in that ice and water vending building on your parking lot.”
“The cops already arrested a guy, didn’t they?”
“They did, but we’ve been hired to make sure an innocent man doesn’t get convicted of something he didn’t do.” Steve issued a grin. “How does a hundred dollars for your time sound?”
“For that money, I’ll throw in the bottles of water.”
Heather took stock of Elvis as he stepped to a glass-fronted door in a line of identical doors displaying soft drinks and beer. He looked to be less than one hundred forty pounds and stood in the neighborhood of five-feet-four-inches tall. His body moved quick and sure. She doubted he sat much in a day, content to be on the move.
“Let’s go to the office,” he said as he sped past them.
The office, a cramped oversized broom closet, held a desk, a single chair and a file cabinet. What appeared to be invoices bulged from a three-tiered set of stacking file trays. A closed ledger occupied the top tray. On the desk, along with a variety of pamphlets and sundry other items, Heather noticed a second ledger. On the corner of the desk sat a pre-printed pad of invoices from a company called East-Tex Wholesale Supply.
A framed picture occupied a place of prominence on the desk. It showed a smiling blond woman and two kids. Heather made a quick scan of the photos on the wall. They told a story of two young children. The boy, missing a couple of front teeth,
wore the uniform of a baseball team. A group photo of the team holding a trophy hung beside it. The next photo showed a younger girl with a sweet smile wearing a pink stocking cap over her bald head. The hospital bed she sat on swallowed her small frame and gifts covered its surface. On the mobile table in front of her stood a cake crowned with four candles and the name Emily piped in icing. No other photos of her hung on the wall.
Instead of sitting in his chair, Elvis leaned against the edge of the desk. “Ask away. You’re paying for the time.”
Steve began. “What did you think of Peter Grayson?”
The pause lasted much too long. Elvis finally said, “I was searching for something good I could say.”
“Didn’t you lease the spot on your parking lot to him?” asked Heather.
“I took over this business from my dad two years ago. Dad’s in a memory care facility now. His mind was slippin’ when William Keyton and his daughter came along and sweet-talked him into doing something foolish. They told him that a water and ice vending business in the parking lot would bring people into the store in droves. Mr. Keyton had charts, graphs and projections. They talked Dad into giving them the space for free and a hookup to our water at no charge. They even talked Dad into paying a portion of the electricity that thing uses.” His right fist constricted into a ball. “The contract is still in effect, and every time I pay the bills I get so mad I have to stand in the cooler for a few minutes.”
Elvis looked to the picture on the wall of a man with gray hair standing in front of the store. “When I heard that old man Keyton had given the business to Sissy and Peter, I filed a lawsuit. It didn’t take long before I ran out of money and had to drop it.”
Steve asked, “Was it Sissy who accompanied William Keyton when they made the deal with your dad?”
Elvis shook his head. “It was the older one, Dagmar.”
Heather shook her head. “Let me get this straight; you had to pay William Keyton for their business to be on your property?”
“I still do, except I’ve been paying Peter Grayson. That’s why I pulled the yellow police tape from the trash and restrung it. I’m sure Grayson’s widow or some other family member will come along and make me take it down.”
“How lucrative is that business?” asked Heather.
“It’s hard to tell because it’s all cash, but I think it’s a gold mine. From March to late fall, there’s people waiting in line to fill ice chests and get water. Even in the cold months fishermen need ice. Sometimes they take up so much of the parking lot my customers have a hard time finding a spot to park. Instead of bringing in business, it costs me.”
“Did you ever offer to buy it from Mr. Grayson?” asked Steve.
Elvis’ countenance hardened. “I asked once, before I filed the lawsuit. He laughed at me.”
“That must have made you angry.”
“I’m not sending flowers to the funeral.”
“I noticed you have some video equipment. Did the cameras capture anything the night of the murder?” asked Heather.
“The police checked. I don’t have cameras covering that part of the lot. To be honest, I don’t care if it’s robbed or burns to the ground.”
“Who was working the night of the murder?” asked Steve.
“I was. The night clerk called in sick.”
“Anyone else?”
“No. But you’re welcome to check the footage from the video cameras.” Elvis waved a hand toward a computer screen behind him. “You’ll see my tired face behind the counter all night.”
Heather looked at a screen that was divided into four shots of the business from as many vantage points. “I’d like to make copies of the recordings. Would that be all right with you?”
His head dipped to one side as his lips pushed to the other side. “I don’t know.”
“What if I give you another hundred dollar bill?”
“You read my mind.”
“You said you were working the night of the murder. All night?” asked Steve.
“Except when I went to the bathroom.” He stood. “Is that all? I need to do some stockin’.”
“One more question,” said Heather. “Are you interested in purchasing the ice and water business if it comes up for sale?”
“I would be if I could afford it.”
Heather pulled two
bills from her purse and asked for a receipt. “While you’re doing that, I’ll make a copy of your videos.”
“Knock yourself out.”
Elvis opened a receipt book while Heather sat in front of the computer. She accepted the receipt and extended a hand. “Thank you, Elvis. You’ve been most helpful.”
“Come back anytime. I could get used to being paid ten dollars a minute.”
The interior of the Lexus SUV was hot enough to bake a soufflé. Heather pointed the car away from the lake and said, “There’s a back door past the restrooms. Elvis could have gone out and looped around through the woods when he saw Peter Grayson come to empty the money.”
Steve nodded. “What else?”
“He lost a daughter to cancer not long ago. I noticed the necklace his wife was wearing in a picture taken at the hospital. It was a limited release that came out the Christmas before last. You already heard that his father is in a memory care facility. There were two ledgers on his desk and a tablet of pre-printed blank invoices from a place called East-Tex Wholesale Supply. I’m betting it’s a phony company and Elvis is cooking the books.”
“Did he look like a drug user?” asked Steve.
“He looked like a man working eighteen hours a day to pay off hospital and nursing home bills.” She gave a detailed account of what she’d seen in the office and the general condition of the store.
Steve issued his standard “Hmm”. After a pause, he asked, “Isn’t there a catfish place on the way to the office? I’m starving.”
Heather glanced to her right, and the corners of her mouth pulled up. When Steve wanted to process things, he changed the subject. Elvis Cooper had given them two motives for killing Peter Grayson: hate and debt. He also had the opportunity.
“The billboard says the restaurant is five miles ahead.”
“Max will smell fish on us as soon as we get home. We’ll need to get enough for him, too,” said Steve.
“And you have the nerve to accuse me of spoiling my cat?”
“It’s self-defense. The last time we ate fish and didn’t bring him any he kept me awake all night. There are times I think putting the cat door between our two townhouses wasn’t such a good idea.”
“You wanted it.”
Steve shrugged. “He kinda’ grew on me.”
The car’s air conditioner finally overcame the heat and automatically turned down the fan. “What’s on the agenda for the rest of the day?” asked Heather.
“You’ll need to go shopping if you’re going to attend the funeral in the morning.”
“Let me guess, I’m not going as Heather McBlythe. Who will I be this time? Or, should I say, what will I be?”
Steve chuckled. “Let’s go for a Marilyn Monroe look to set a little snare. I’ll find a name for you by tomorrow.”
“I don’t have the equipment to be a Marilyn Monroe.”
“Buy whatever God didn’t give you. Write it off as a business expense.”




CHAPTER 5

Max took his place of entitlement on Steve’s lap. At the sound of Heather’s approach, he opened his eyes, lifted his head enough to allow for a wide yawn and resettled his chin on Steve’s leg.
“You two look comfortable,” said Heather.
“I can’t get over how soft Max’s coat is. Do all cats feel this soft and silky?”
“Not like Max. He’s special. Ask him, he’ll tell you himself.”
“Are you dressed the way we discussed?”
Heather looked at the deep scoop of her form-fitting knit sweater. “Everything I own is pushed up and out. Padding is compensating for any shortcomings. The top is red, and if it plunged any lower I’d be arrested. The wig is platinum-blond, the lipstick thick and red. The skirt is white, and I’m wearing fishnet hose. It looks like my caboose could use liposuction.”
“High heels?”
“Tall enough for nosebleed.” Heather looked down at the short hem of her dress. “Tell me again why you want me to look like I’m trying to get arrested by the vice squad.”
“I want to see who will react to you at the funeral.”
“Lonely men will.”
“I’m interested in the family members, but look for women who are grieving a little too much. Peter Grayson had quite a reputation as an alley cat. I want you to stand out.”
“This seems a little extreme. If he was prone to wander, isn’t this cruel to have me flaunting my assets in front of his widow?”
“Don’t forget, the widow could be the one who killed him. Get a good look at the family, but don’t approach them. Cry a lot. Sometimes a guilty dog will bark the loudest.”
“Yeah, and sometimes they do more than bark.
Dog bites hurt.”
“What’s a little nibble when you’re being paid ten thousand dollars a day?”
“Did you decide on a name for me to use?”
Steve’s grin telegraphed mischief. “I doubt anyone will press you for your name. If they do, use Candy Kane.”
Heather sputtered a guffaw. “Your mind works in strange ways.”
Steve pointed to a corkboard standing against a wall in his living room. Note cards with the names of family members were held in place with push pins. “Pick out these family members at the memorial service. Get photos of them and anyone else who looks suspicious.”
“I know the drill. What are you and Max doing this morning besides sleeping in that recliner?”
“I’m calling Uber and going to the bakery where Reuben Moscovitch worked. I’ll wait until later this morning to avoid the rush. Max will probably stick to his routine and put a dent in my mattress.” Steve stroked Max again. “The Steins interest me.”
Heather rose and retrieved a file from the dining room table. She plopped on the couch, thankful Steve couldn’t see how much of her thighs she’d exposed. “According to the records I copied at the courthouse, the Steins arrived in Conroe ten years ago. They came from Russia with enough money to buy their business with cash.” Pages flipped as she reviewed a real estate transaction. “Uh-oh, I missed something. Guess the name of the attorney who took care of the transaction.”
“Judson Witherspoon,” said Steve.
◆◆◆
 
Heather found a parking spot in front of a building that looked more like a warehouse than a place of worship. Pickup trucks accounted for over half the vehicles in the parking lot. The all-metal structure boasted a banner over glass entry doors that read COWBOY CHURCH. Most of the women heading inside wore dresses or slacks. The remainder came in jeans and boots, as did most of the men. The occasional man wore a coat and tie, but they were a minority.
Once inside, Heather followed the crowd as people filed through a large foyer and into a windowless room capable of seating at least three hundred in padded chairs. Carpet on the floor, special acoustic material on the walls, and elaborate lighting gave the room a theater-like feel. The twang of instrumental country-western versions of traditional hymns filtered from speakers suspended from the ceiling.
The casket, made of hardwood and polished to a high luster, sat in front of an elevated stage. An easel holding a framed photo of Peter Grayson flanked the casket on the right side. Heather didn’t take much note of the photo until she came close enough to see it clearly. Clad in a full array of fishing gear stood a man in a bass boat holding a trophy large-mouth bass.
The room filled to three-quarters capacity with the front three rows of the center section left open for family members. A side door opened at the appointed time, and an usher led the family to their seats. From her internet research, Heather had no trouble identifying them. Patriarch William Keyton led the family. Old newspaper photos showed him to be an erect, angular man. Today, bent over a walker, he bobbed in a steady rhythm as his feet shuffled their way to his seat. Only a stern look and set jaw remained of the commanding figure.
Sissy Grayson, and her nine-year-old son, Matt, followed William Keyton. They sat sandwiched between William and his wife, Charlotte. Sissy took after her mother. Both were short and plump. Dagmar Keyton, Sissy’s older sister, filled the last chair in the row reserved for immediate family. Deep frown lines around the mouth and a sharp-featured face gave evidence of Dagmar being older than Sissy. Built like her father, she was as tall and thin as Sissy was stout. Dagmar’s gaze carried its own brand of cold.
The absence of Peter Grayson’s parents caught Heather’s eye. The remainder of the front row contained empty seats. Heather made a mental note to check on why Peter Grayson’s parents didn’t come to their son’s funeral. An array of people filled most of the next two rows.
The country and western version of a standard Protestant funeral followed. Three men spoke good things about Peter and the pastor made a restrained plea for the attendees to use the occasion to ponder their eternal destination. A steel guitar played Amazing Grace, which closed the service except for a final viewing of the dearly departed.
A suit-clad man raised the lid to the front portion of the casket. Row by row, those desiring took the opportunity to walk by the casket for
a final look at Peter Grayson. Some chose to skip the viewing.
Heather joined the line to pay last respects. She covered as much of her face as she could with a tissue to mop pretend tears. This also allowed her to get a good look at family members. Her gaze didn’t make it past Charlotte and Dagmar Keyton. Cold eyes bore into her from both women. Mother leaned into daughter and whispered. Dagmar rose from her chair, approached Heather and clutched her upper arm in a vice-like grip. Acrylic nails bit into her skin. Dagmar’s lips came uncomfortably close to Heather’s ear. “Listen, tramp, if you come to the graveside service or talk to Sissy, you’ll be beat to a pulp. You need to slither on back to where you came from.”
It took every bit of willpower Heather possessed not to unleash her taekwondo skills. Instead, she jerked her arm from Dagmar’s grasp, pretended to sob, and moved quickly past the casket.
At the graveside service, Heather stayed well away from the burial plot, content to take photos of the family with a telephoto lens. She’d accomplished most of what she’d set out to do. Interviews with the family would come next, but not for a day or two.
◆◆◆
 
The chime on the door to Glazed Goodness Bakery announced Steve’s arrival. His white cane made left-to-right sweeps as he took a few steps forward and stopped, orienting himself by sound to the location of the counter.
“Over here,” said a youthful male voice. “The counter is six or seven steps in front of you.”
Steve moved forward until the cane’s tip hit an obstruction.
“What can I get you?”
“Do you have sausage kolaches?”
“We sold out of plain sausage. How ’bout sausage and cheese?”
“I’ll take one of those, a couple of glazed doughnuts and a cup of coffee.”
“Be right up. Plenty of places to sit behind you to your right. This late in the morning, you’re the only customer here.”
The food arrived, and Steve ate slowly for the next half hour. He nursed a second cup of coffee for another fifteen minutes. A total of eight customers came in, made their selections and left. He heard voices in the back of the business. They spoke in muffled tones, their words obscured by music and a swinging
door. The only other sounds were the ring of an old-school cash register and chit-chat from customers. The smell of yeast and baking hung heavy in the air, as did the temptation to order something else.
“Want anything else? I’m finishing my shift.”
“I’d better not, but I would like to ask a favor of you.”
“What’s that?”
“I could pay another Uber driver to take me to my office in The Woodlands, or I could pay you.”
The vacant sound of hesitation filled the air until the man asked, “How much?”
“Fifty dollars for the ride and another hundred for information.”
Steve heard the man shuffle forward. He lowered his voice. “What’s the catch?”
The suspicion that marked his question confirmed what Steve had deduced from listening to the man perform his duties. “No catch, except I don’t tell your boss or call the cops and tell them what you’re doing.”
“What do you mean?”
“It means, Cory, three times I heard the cash register ring after customers left. You’d already taken money and made change from the sale. You only did it if there were no other customers here but me. You’re going into the till after sales and skimming money off the top.”
“You’re crazy. There’s no way you could know that.”
“It’s your call, California boy. You can make some easy money or go to jail and lose your job. Which will it be?”
“How did you know my name and I’m from California?”
“A customer called you by name. Based on your accent, I’d say Southern California. You also smoked a joint or two this morning. The smell was enough to overpower the yeast. I’m guessing you’re also on probation.”
“Man, why are you hasslin’ me?”
“Make up your mind, Cory. You can earn quick, easy money or have a bad day. It’s your call. I used to be a cop and now I’m a private detective. I need information. That’s all.”
“Are you a narc?”
“I could care less if you smoke dope. I’m investigating a murder.”
“Let me see the money first.”
Steve reached into his pocket. “There’s two one hundred dollar bills, five twenties, three tens and two ones in this wad of cash. Now, quit wasting time and take me to my office.”
A door behind the counter creaked open. A man with a Russian accent spoke loud enough for all to hear. “Cory, you need to clock out. I’ll take over the counter.”
Steve rose with cane in hand. “I’ll meet you outside.”
The pleasant aromas of baked goods and coffee gave way to the smell of heating asphalt on the street side of the bakery. Steve nodded when Cory stopped beside him. “Give me your arm.” They traversed the parking lot and climbed into a car reeking of cigarettes, weed and fast food. Keys jingled and scraped into the ignition. Motors whirled and fresh air poured in through the windows. The car sputtered to life. “Sorry, man, the A/C gave out in New Mexico.”
The engine missed and sputtered until the tires hit street pavement. Steve had to raise his voice. “Turn off the radio.”
“Oh, sorry, man.”
“The name’s Smiley. Steve Smiley. I expect to get my full hundred buck’s worth of information from you. Understand?”
“Ask away.”
“What kind of a guy is Reuben Moscovitch?”
“Smart. Real smart. He reads when he’s not waiting on customers.”
“What does he read?”
“The Wall Street Journal, for one. He also had a bunch of college textbooks dealing with business and accounting. He stopped bringing those in May. I think he must have graduated or is between semesters.”
“Any idea where he was taking classes?”
“I saw some things from Rice University, but I didn’t pay much attention to them.”
Steve began to get a picture of the man sitting in jail, but he needed more. “How often did he work at the bakery?”
“Kind of hit and miss. He’d come in most days, but sometimes he’d miss a week. He spent a lot of his time in the office. I guess he was doing the books for the Steins. He’d help if we got slammed, which was most every day before nine.”
“Did you know the guy who was murdered last week? His name was Peter Grayson.”
“That’s what this is about?”
“Did you know him?”
“He didn’t come in often, and when he did, he was a jerk. I hated to wait on him. He never tipped. He’d arrive before dawn and park that big pickup as close as he could. He’d even park in the handicapped spots if he could. I’d fill his thermos with coffee and he’d tell me it only held a cup and a half. That thing held four full cups. Mr. Stein told me to blow it off because his wife was such a good customer.”
“Tell me about her.”
“Sissy? She’s cool. Big smile. Always tips.”
“What does Sissy look like?”
“I don’t know. She’s less than thirty, a little chunky, but not bad. She has a real pretty face. She talks about her kid a lot.”
Steve concluded Sissy and Peter were a husband and wife with completely different personalities and different interests. He needed to move on. “What kind of people are Ralph and Marie Stein. Are they hard to work for?”
“No, man. They’re cool, but…”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t see how they stay in business. Their selection is limited and they close every day at noon.”
“Do the names William Keyton, Charlotte Keyton or Dagmar Keyton ring a bell with you?”
He issued a gruff laugh. “Only Dagmar. Who could forget a name like that? She only came in once, but that was one time too many.”
Steve shifted in his seat. “Why’s that?”
“She told me I wasn’t to sell Sissy Grayson any more pastries.”
“Why not?”
“Beats me. I turned her over to Mr. Stein and took a smoke break.”
“When was this?”




CHAPTER 6

The miles flew by. Heather left a two-lane road, turning onto a gravel drive. An older Dodge pickup truck stood in front of a modest cabin nestled in pine trees. The smell of lake water mixed with dry earth and sunbaked pine needles. Heather described the scene to Steve. “It’s not much of a cabin, less than a thousand square feet. It has pier-and-beam construction, outdated asbestos siding, and moss covered composition shingles on the roof. It doesn’t have a front porch, only concrete steps leading to a cheap front door. The lot is nice. There are tall pines, a smattering of hardwoods, and native bushes.”
He nodded and said, “I hear men’s voices from inside the cabin. I thought we were only meeting Dagmar Keyton here.”
“Apparently not.”
Heather circled the car’s hood and placed Steve’s hand on her shoulder. She whispered, “A couple of bubbas are headed our way.”
A bear of a man wearing shorts, a tank top and Crocs approached. A slender man with a sparse red mustache followed. Heather produced a business card and handed it to the first man.
He glanced at the card. “I’m Billy Don. Are ya’ll here as attorneys or private detectives?”
“Both,” said Steve before Heather could answer. “It so happens we’re looking into Peter Grayson’s death. I take it you knew Peter Grayson?”
“Yep. He was a good buddy. We’re going to miss coming here and knocking back a few cold ones with Ol’ Pete.”
“Not to mention the poker games and fish fries,” said the other man, who gave his name as Ray.
“Peter must have loved this place,” said Steve.
Both men nodded. “If it was a day that ended with y, Peter was here,” said Billy Don. “He’d fish most every morning, check on his ice and water businesses during the heat of the day, an’ hit the water again until dark. ’Course most of ’em didn’t need checkin’ but ’bout once a week.”
“Except that one you passed the other side of the bridge,” said Ray. “He’d rob it at least three times a week. It made money like you wouldn’t believe.”
“It sounds like that didn’t leave much time for his family,” said Heather.
“He made time,” said Billy Don, his words seasoned with a defensive tone. “That boy and his daddy were fishin’ buddies.”
Ray looked down and away with the raised eyebrows of a skeptic. He didn’t appear to agree with Billy Don’s assessment of Peter’s dedication to his son.
“What about Sissy?” asked Heather.
Billy Don and Ray looked at each other and both shrugged. Ray finally answered. “Sissy’s a good ol’ gal. She understood that Pete loved to fish. His dream was to make it on the pro circuit. He was on his way, too.”
“Did she ever spend the weekend here?” asked Steve.
Both men shook their heads. “It was kind of an all-boys club,” said Billy Don. His voice dropped to a regretful whisper. “It’s over now. Sissy’s sister called us and told us if we didn’t have our gear out by noon, she’d throw it away.”
Ray issued a disgusted grunt. “More likely she’d post it on e-bay or auction it off.”
“Auction it?” asked Heather.
“Yeah. Her daddy set her up with a string of self-storage places. That was before he got sick. She watches those places like a hawk and you’d better not be late on your rent. She’ll cut your lock and have what’s yours on Ebay before you know what hit you.”
“She can’t do that,” said Heather. “By law there’s a grace period and formalities that have to go through the court.”
Billy Don gave a hollow, tinny laugh.  “You don’t understand, Ms. McBlythe. We’re talking about Dagmar Keyton.” Sarcasm landed hard on the last name. “She don’t care ’bout the law. She knows the most ol’ Judge Brown will do is make her pay what people can prove she got from Ebay or what a fair-market value on the property is. That’s after the people done racked up a big legal bill.”
Ray shifted his gaze to the sound of an approaching vehicle. “Speak of the witch and here she comes.” He nudged an elbow in Billy Don’s ribs. “Look, she’s drivin’ that Mercedes today. Her broom must be in the shop.”
Billy Don spoke over his shoulder. “We’d best be headin’ on outta’ here. Nice to meet both of you.”
Dagmar Keyton exited a Mercedes S450 and scowled as beige dust settled on gleaming black paint. When she noticed Heather looking at her, she plastered a smile on her face and moved forward like a seasoned diplomat approaching a foreign dignitary. Heather avoided a phony handshake by presenting her business card with her right hand. The card identified her as simply “Heather McBlythe, Attorney at Law.”
“Good morning,” said Ms. Keyton in a stiff tone. For the briefest of moments a light of recognition flashed in Dagmar’s eyes. She looked away as if to say, “No, it couldn’t be that floosy at the funeral.”
Heather and Steve had previously decided that he would be the one doing most of the talking while Heather played the part of investment advisor. She’d already described Dagmar Keyton in detail to Steve. The short, spiky hair reminded her of a porcupine with a nearsighted hairdresser.
Steve said, “Thanks for agreeing to meet us on such short notice. You have our condolences for the loss of your brother-in-law.”
Dagmar showed no emotion. “The property isn’t officially listed yet, but it’s a gem.”
Steve prevented her from stretching the truth any more by saying, “Life goes on, doesn’t it?” It wasn’t a question, but an icy statement. He spoke in a way that mirrored what they believed Dagmar Keyton to be: cold and calculating.
“I couldn’t have said it better. I’m glad we understand each other.”
“Tell me about the property,” said Steve.
Dagmar came prepared. She launched into a litany of facts and figures concerning the property accompanied by glowing adjectives. Steve nodded and asked questions at the appropriate times. After she had given the size of the lot, the square footage of the cabin and other pertinent details, she asked, “Is it your intention to enjoy living by the lake, Mr. Smiley?”
“Perhaps. Since I lost my sight, the sounds and smells of nature mean more to me than they used to. You probably didn’t notice, but the squirrels have not stopped barking at us since we arrived. Two boats passed close to shore when you walked up. The clumps of moss are soft underfoot, but only grow in heavy shade. The pine needles release a rich earthy fragrance when they decompose. The lake needs a good rain. It’s smells a little stagnant today.” Steve took in a deep breath. “There’s a lot to be said for living by a lake, but the numbers will have to work for me to consider it.”
Heather detected a note of disappointment in Dagmar’s next words. “I think you’ll find the cabin to your liking. If not, you can always build something else. The value is in the land.”
Heather led Steve as they followed Dagmar on the nickel tour of the cabin. It didn’t take long. The décor, if you could call it that, reminded Heather of a combination Goodwill store and fraternity house. Out-of-style furniture had been moved in for its geriatric years. The odor of spilled beer rose from a mottled area rug. A coffee table boasted scars from boot heels, sweating beverages and haphazardly placed cigarettes.
Behind the cabin and through the trees, glimpses of the lake appeared through the heavily wooded lot. It covered at least an acre of sandy soil and thick foliage.
Steve took in a big breath and patted his chest. “There’s nothing like being near the water.” He paused briefly. “There is one thing I’d like to know. I understand the owner was murdered. When do you expect the will to be probated?”
“There was no will. I ran a little late this morning because I met with our family attorney. I made sure he’s working to expedite probate.”
“I understand the police have arrested the man they think is responsible. Is that right?” asked Steve.
“The killer is in jail.”
“The news said he’s a local man and that he worked at a doughnut shop in Conroe.”
“He’s from Russia,” said Dagmar, her jaw tightening.
“Russia? What’s he doing in Conroe?” asked Steve.
Heather spoke up. “I read he’s here on a student visa.”
Steve made sure he faced Dagmar. “You’re from Conroe. Did you know him or ever visit the doughnut shop where he worked?”
“No.”
Heather wondered why she lied. Steve had relayed to her that Dagmar came to the store and told the clerk from California that he wasn’t to serve Sissy.
“Are you sure?” asked Steve. “Heather told me that doughnut shop is popular among locals. Did Peter or his wife or your mom or dad ever go there? Did they know this Russian guy?”
Dagmar’s countenance hardened. “What does this have to do with you buying this cabin?”
Steve held up a single palm while his other hand clutched his cane. “Sorry, it’s an old habit. I used to be a homicide detective in Houston. I can hardly keep from asking questions when things don’t make sense. Things like, why would a Russian student want to kill a guy who only wanted to fish?”
Dagmar’s eyes narrowed.
Steve didn’t let up. “In my experience, most murders are committed by people who know the person they kill. From what you said…” He stopped. “You didn’t answer when I asked you if any family members knew him. Did they?”
Dagmar’s entire body stiffened. “If you don’t mind, Mr. Smiley, my family buried Peter yesterday. I think it’s insensitive of you to be asking these questions. If you have any further questions about the cabin, ask them. If not, our business is over.”
Heather intervened. “Mr. Smiley has good reason to ask these questions. I’m hearing rumors the evidence against Mr. Moscovitch is flimsy. If the police have to start over on their investigation, a quick probate will not take place.”
Fire danced in the eyes of Dagmar Keyton, but she held her tongue.
“Did Peter have any close relatives?” asked Heather.
“He had a worthless mother somewhere in Arkansas.”
Heather grimaced. “This could get messy.”
“What do you mean?” asked Dagmar.
Heather softened her words to sound matter of fact. “Rumors abound in murder investigations. I’m sure you don’t have anything to worry about.”
“Why would I have anything to worry about? What did you mean things could get messy?”
“Without a will, there’s a chance Peter’s mother could come out of the woodwork and make a claim to property or businesses. Did Peter own a business?”
“Dad signed over the ice and water businesses to Sissy.”
“Hmm. If he did that after they were married, the businesses are community property. Usually the assets go to the surviving spouse, but close family members can contest the will. It’s not uncommon in cases that involve a homicide. Public notices will need to be made and a good faith effort must take place to find any of Peter’s immediate relatives.”
Dagmar’s reaction reminded Heather of a tea kettle starting to bubble. It hadn’t reached the point of a full blown shriek, but red had moved up her neck into her face. “That hillbilly bum. He’s reaching from the grave to get to Sissy.” She leaned her head left and then right. It cracked going both ways. “What happens if Moscovitch is released?”
“A thorough investigation will be conducted by the police,” said Steve. “You and your entire family should expect visits from detectives. They’ll be asking hard questions.”
She looked away for several seconds. Her gaze came back to focus on Steve. “Thank you for looking at the property, but I’m afraid I’ve wasted your time. For the time being, the property is not for sale. I’ll let you know when we’re ready.”
Dagmar scurried to her car. She slammed the door and accelerated so fast her tires flung sandy soil until she hit blacktop. Steve said, “Interesting. She sure left in a hurry.”
“What next?” asked Heather.
“We stirred the pot. Let’s wait and see what rises to the surface.”
 




CHAPTER 7

The next morning Heather collected Steve and headed for their office. Her cell phone came to life. The car’s on-board screen read Elvis Cooper.
“Ms. McBlythe, I didn’t know who else to call. The police came to the store. They put me in handcuffs and brought me to the county jail.”
“Did they arrest you?”
“Not yet. They’re saying I’m only detained, but they read me my rights, just like on TV. They hammered me with questions until I wondered if I had done something wrong.”
“Don’t say another word. Tell them your attorney is on the way and I’ve instructed you not to say anything until I’m with you.”
“It’s a little late for that.”
“Then there’s no need to say anything else.”
Out of the corner of her eye she saw Steve nod. “That pot stirring we did yesterday produced results. Unless I’m wrong, Elvis is now a suspect.”
“He’s at least a person of interest.”
An embryo of a theory hatched in Heather’s mind. “It didn’t take Dagmar long to find a backup to pin the murder on, did it?”
“Perhaps,” said Steve in his calm professorial voice that usually meant he wanted Heather to consider other possibilities.
“Wait a minute. Do you think Judson Witherspoon is responsible for Elvis being detained?”
“I wouldn’t put anything past him. It could have been either of them. Or it could have been Sissy Grayson. We don’t know as much as we should about her. Don’t forget William Keyton. He’s used to getting his way, Parkinson’s or no Parkinson’s.”
Heather pressed the accelerator. “Sometimes I feel like I’m working a Rubic’s Cube with one hand tied behind my back.”
“That’s easy. Try doing it blindfolded.”
◆◆◆
 
Elvis Cooper wasn’t a tall man by any stretch of the imagination, but he appeared a couple of inches shorter than Heather remembered when she and Steve arrived at the office of county homicide investigators. Sequestered in an interview room, his shoulders had rolled forward and his eyes had that glazed, post-interrogation look about them that combined mental fatigue with a measure of hopelessness.
Heather and Steve sat, and she pointed to a chair across a metal table. Elvis shook his head and continued to pace.
“Please, Elvis, have a seat. Tell us what they asked,” said Heather.
“What didn’t they ask?” His words come forth clipped and high. “They busted in this morning, demanding to see the video recordings of the night Peter Grayson was killed. I don’t know why they wanted to see them again.” He looked dazed and announced. “They’re gone.”
“What’s gone?” asked Heather.
“The video recordings. Someone must have broken in last night and took them. The cops are accusing me of destroying evidence. They said I could go to prison.”
“Was anything else taken?” asked Steve.
“Nothing.”
“What else did the police ask?”
He pulled both hands down his face as if he could wash off the events of the day. “They talked a lot about the old lawsuit and how I must have hated Peter Grayson. They wanted to know if I’d ever owned or shot a crossbow. They kept asking the same questions over and over.”
“I take it they searched the store,” said Steve.
He nodded.
“Did they have a warrant?” asked Heather.
“They had me so scared I told them to search all they wanted to.”
“Did they take anything?”
“Yeah. My company records.” If possible, a deeper look of hopelessness crossed his face. “I know I’m in trouble. I haven’t been playing straight on my taxes. I couldn’t. I’ve got too many bills to pay.”
Heather leaned forward. “Listen to me, Elvis. If they haven’t arrested you yet, they’re not going to; at least not today. These guys are homicide detectives. When they examine the two sets of books and the phony receipts, they’ll use that as leverage to get you to talk. I’ve seen it happen where they get people so confused they admit to things they didn’t do. From here on, don’t tell them anything without me or one of the attorneys from my office being present. Understand?”
“Yeah, but
it’s a little late.”
He glanced at her and hung his head. “I don’t know what you charge, but I can’t pay you.”
“You don’t need to worry about payment,” said Steve. “Ms. McBlythe is overdue to work pro-bono.”
Elvis looked at her with disbelief.
Heather gave him what she hoped would be a smile of reassurance. “Hang on, Elvis. Things aren’t as bad as they seem. I’ll work on getting you released.”
She and Steve left the interview room and met a tall man wearing a cowboy cut suit. His appearance was made distinctive by a handlebar mustache.
“Are you responsible for detaining my client?” asked Heather.
He nodded. “I’m Captain Charles Loving. I’m heading up the investigation involving Peter Grayson’s murder.”
She extended a hand. “Heather McBlythe, and this is my partner, Steve Smiley.”
“I’m familiar with Mr. Smiley by reputation. In fact, that’s how I know who both of you are. Why is it you’re representing two men, both suspects in the same murder?”
“I’m not representing Reuben Moscovitch. I only consulted with him.” She didn’t offer any further explanation. “Is it your intention to hold Mr. Cooper any longer or to arrest him?”
“I haven’t decided yet. It appears he destroyed evidence, and it’s well documented he had a longstanding grudge against Peter Grayson.”
“Mr. Cooper maintains his business was broken into last night and the video recordings were stolen. Have you investigated that possibility?”
“We’re working on it.”
Steve broke in. “I’m asking myself why your men didn’t take the video as evidence on the day of the murder. Mr. Cooper said your boys looked at them but didn’t bag them.” Steve scratched his chin. “You weren’t on duty, were you? Somebody blew it and now you’ve been assigned to clean up their mess.”
Heather noticed the man’s jaw tighten, but he didn’t say anything.
Steve continued. “I’m also guessing someone tipped you off that the videos were missing. Am I right?”
The man puffed out his chest. “You should know better than anyone that we don’t discuss ongoing investigations with civilians.”
Heather corrected him. “I’m an officer of the court, not a civilian. We can cooperate with each other or we can do this the hard way. I’ll get the answer to Mr. Smiley’s question by subpoena or in discovery.” She allowed the words to sink in. “We’d rather work with you. We hope you’ll see the benefit of cooperation.”
Steve smiled in a way that telegraphed he was more friend than foe. “Why don’t we make a trade? You release Mr. Cooper and we’ll find a copy of the video surveillance footage.”
Captain Loving’s eye lids widened. “You have a copy?”
“If I can remember where I put it,” said Heather.
Steve said, “We find ourselves in an interesting position. Heather and I are after the same thing you are. We want to find the person who killed Peter Grayson. We know things that will help you and you have something we want. Let’s make a trade. One for one to start with so we can both learn to trust each other. We’ll tell you what we know about Elvis Cooper and give you the video recordings. You give us a copy of a report.”
“What report?”
“Forensics. We’d like everything you have.”
“Hmm. It’s an interesting proposition.”
His words may have been directed at Steve, but his gaze settled on Heather and he nodded.
“I’ll even go first,” said Heather as she returned his gaze and noticed his eyes were flecked with gray. “Elvis Cooper is drowning in debt. The records you took from his office today include two sets of books. He’s paying off a huge hospital bill and funeral expenses from the loss of his daughter. He also has his father in a pricey memory care facility. He works till he drops making ends meet. The video will show he went out a back door during the time of the murder. The timeline we established shows it could have been done, but the probability is so small a jury won’t go for ‘beyond a reasonable doubt’. It would have been next to impossible for him to commit the murder.”
The captain stared hard at her. “Are you trying to convict your own client?”
Steve shook his head. “Elvis doesn’t fit in with the tip you received, does he?”
The captain looked at the door of the interview room. “I can bring him in again if I need to. Come with me and I’ll get you copies of the forensic reports. Do you want to take Elvis with you?”
“That would be our preference,” said Heather. She looked at the captain’s left hand. No ring.
◆◆◆
 
The yellow police tape had been removed from the ice and water building when Steve and Heather brought Elvis Cooper to his store. People milled around with ice chests and empty jugs, waiting their turn to make purchases at the building in the parking lot. Elvis groaned at the sight.
“Who took down the tape?” asked Heather.
“Dagmar Keyton.”
Steve asked, “What can you tell us about Dagmar?”
“She threw a fit yesterday when she saw the tape. She came in the store and told me I was stealing from her little sister. I kept my mouth shut and let her spew. She shoved the tape in the trunk of that black Mercedes.”
“Have you had any other run-ins with her?”
“Peter was the only family member I ever dealt with. He bought a lot of beer and snacks from me.” He looked away. “I guess he wasn’t that bad of a guy. He even told me what fishing supplies I should carry. It wasn’t his fault his father-in-law bamboozled my dad.”
“I thought you said he laughed at you when you tried to buy the ice and water business,” said Heather.
“He did. But it wasn’t a mean laugh. It was more like the way people laugh at something that’s absurd.”
Elvis thanked them both again and hurried inside his store.
“Where to now?” asked Heather.
“Let’s pay Blinky Hall a visit.”
◆◆◆
 
Heather’s car shimmied as it passed over rough roads. The Chamber of Commerce wouldn’t use photos of Blinky’s neighborhood in any of their glossy brochures. Streets were dotted with crudely patched potholes. Buicks, long Fords and rusting Chryslers rested with two wheels on grass and two on pavement. A few newer models sat parked in driveways, but not many. Most of the front yards had four-foot-tall chain-link fencing. Dogs of undetermined parentage lounged on or under the front porch of many of the frame houses. The poor side of town had its own rhythm in the heat of the day. It matched the labored turning of ceiling fans on the front porches.
Heather parked in front of a narrow lot crowned with an even slimmer dwelling. An older Chevy half-ton pickup with paper tags sat in the driveway. She made note that the new tires and chrome rims looked out of place on the hail-damaged truck. “It doesn’t look like William Keyton’s wealth trickled down to Blinky Hall. This hovel is one step up from something I’d expect a share-cropper to live in.”
Steve sighed. “Most towns in East Texas have neighborhoods like this. Slavery put a stubborn stain on the South.” He unbuckled and reached for the door handle. “Do you see a dog?”
“No, but there’s a warning sign on the gate.” Heather looked around. “It looks like the neighbors bought the same sign.”
Steve opened the door and stepped into summer heat. “That’s to keep away door-to-door salesmen.”
Heather’s knock didn’t bring the deep frenetic barking she’d expected. Instead, a voice came from the other side of the door. “What do you want?”
Steve had to raise his voice. “Blinky? We want to talk to you.”
“I ain’t got nothin’ to say.”
“That’s a shame. I’ve got a whole stack of twenty dollars bills I was going to give you for talking to us.”
The solid door opened and arctic air spilled onto the porch through a torn screen door. A window air conditioner whirled somewhere on the side of the house.
The man filled the entire doorway. His voice, however, didn’t match his size. It sounded high and childlike.
“Are you cops?”
Steve chuckled. “Have you ever seen a blind cop or one dressed like she is?”
“Can’t say that I have.”
Steve continued to speak, keeping himself in charge of the conversation. “You got a cold beer I can buy from you?”
“Huh?”
“It’s hot out here, brother. I’m thirsty and I’d like to buy a beer from you for twenty dollars.”
“Who you tryin’ to fool, mister?”
Heather looked into smoky eyes. She reached in her purse for three bills. “Sixty bucks should buy a beer for Mr. Smiley, one for me and one for you. How does that sound?”
“Have a seat; I’ll be right back.”
Heather settled Steve on a wicker chair while she unfolded a metal one. A weary love seat remained for Blinky. He returned with three bottles of Heineken.
“Take these,” he instructed Heather.
She inhaled deeper than usual when she saw the hands of the giant of a man. The ring, middle and forefinger of each hand were nubs. He shut the front door and filled the love seat. Nobody spoke. Blinky stared at the street as Steve took a drink from his bottle. Blinky took in half a bottle before tilting it back to vertical. After Steve sipped halfway through his beer, he said, “We’re both private detectives. We’re looking into the murder of Peter Grayson.”
“I don’t know nothin’ ’bout it,” said Blinky.
“Didn’t say you did,” said Steve. “Cold beer tastes good on a hot day like today.”
Blinky laughed. “It should at twenty bucks a bottle.”
“How big a man are you, Blinky?”
“Six-eight. About three twenty-five, I reckon.”
“Were you that big when you worked for William Keyton?”
His voice hardened. “Are you here to talk about Mr. Keyton?”
Steve took another drink. “I believe I could buy you a whole six-pack if you’d tell me what you know about Mr. Keyton and his family.”
Heather pulled a hundred dollar bill and another twenty from her purse. She lifted her eyebrows and waved the money.
“What do you want to know?” asked Blinky.
“Background stuff to fill in some blanks. When did you start working for Mr. Keyton?”
“About twenty years ago, after his first hired hand took a trip to prison. I played ball at the University of Houston, but I didn’t make it into the pros. I had the size and strength, but I wasn’t quick enough. Mr. Keyton must have been pushing fifty when he took me on to do some of his convincing for him. He also used me to do anything else that needed doing. He was a heck of a man in his younger days, but his wife made him give that up long before he asked me to work for him.”
Blinky lifted his bottle and drained it. He issued an “Ahhh,” and tossed the bottle into an empty air conditioner box. “I never tasted a twenty dollar bottle beer before. Think I’ll get me another. You ready?”
Both Heather and Steve declined and Blinky retreated into the house. Once the door closed Heather said, “He has three fingers missing from each hand. All he has left are thumbs and pinkys.”
“That explains it,” said Steve.
Blinky returned and set two fresh bottles by the loveseat.
Steve didn’t waste time. “Tell me if I’m wrong, Blinky. Mr. Keyton used you to help him get property and contracts, even if the owners didn’t want to sell.”
“I won’t say he did, and I won’t say he didn’t.”
Steve leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, the bottle dangling from his hand. “Business was going well until he crossed paths with people twice as mean as he was. Am I right?” asked Steve.
“You’re doing the talking.”
“And that was a man who made doughnuts?”
The smile that had settled on Blinky’s face disappeared. He stared at
the street radiating waves of heat. “It wasn’t the guy that worked the counter, it was the owner. He’s a small man, but he has big friends with funny accents.”
Heather rattled off a few sentences in Russian and asked. “Did it sound like that?”
“Uh-huh.” His tone sounded flat and distant.
“What was Mr. Keyton wanting to do?” asked Steve.
Blinky shrugged his shoulders like he didn’t know.
When Blinky didn’t respond with words, Steve said, “That’s all right. I’ll keep talking. You stop me if I’m wrong.”
Steve took in a deep breath and continued.  “William Keyton wanted to get the man to sell the doughnut shop cheap. Mr. Keyton had a client who wanted the building. He told the folks who owned the shop they’d have to sell to him for less than half what the property was worth. You worked the man over to help him make up his mind.”
Blinky continued the story where Steve left off. “A week after that Mr. Keyton and I was at one of his storage places. Three men in ski masks took us from behind. We didn’t know they were there until we felt gun barrels sticking in our backs. They put hoods over our heads and used those white things on our wrists and ankles. They loaded us in a van and took us someplace in Houston.”
“How did you know it was Houston?” asked Steve.
“I could hear the big boats in the ship channel. It must have been a warehouse of some sort.”
Heather asked, “Is that where they cut off your fingers?”
His hand shook as he lifted a second bottle. “Left me enough so I could button my shirt, but not enough to do much of anything else.” He drained the second bottle without putting it down.
“What did they do to Mr. Keyton?” asked Steve.
“I don’t know, but whatever they did it was something awful. I could hear him screaming and begging them to stop.”
“How long were you there?”
“Three days. They didn’t cut off my fingers ’til the last day. They made Mr. Keyton watch. They said they’d do the same and worse to his wife and girls if he ever spoke a word about it. He’s not been the same since.”
A newer Honda Civic parked in front of the house. A long-waisted girl of college age approached, carrying two sacks emblazoned with the name of a chain restaurant. “You want these out here?” she asked.
“Ain’t nobody inside; go on in. Put ’em on the kitchen counter for me, if you don’t mind.”
When the girl returned, she asked, “How’s the picture on that new TV?”
Blinky smiled and handed her two of the twenty dollar bills Heather had given him. “The Cougars and the Texans are both supposed to have good seasons. I’m planning on watching every play. Why don’t you come over and keep me company?”
She stuffed the bills in her jeans, smiled and said, “Sure, I’ll bring my fiancé.”
Once the delivery driver left, Heather got down to business. “I saw William Keyton at his son-in-law’s funeral. He looks like he has Parkinson’s.”
“The family tells folks that, but it’s the shakes, plain and simple.”
“What happened to you after you were released?” asked Steve.
“Nothing, except Mrs. Keyton and her daughter, Dagmar, blamed me for not protecting Mr. Keyton. Those two women threw me away like I’m gonna’ do to these empty bottles.”
Steve stood. “By the way, how’d you get the nickname?”
He lifted a fresh sweating bottle of beer and looked at it. “Used to, when I was playing ball or about to get in a tussle, I’d start blinking before I hauled off and hit somebody.” He looked at Heather through murky eyes. “I don’t get blinky no more.”
Steve thanked Blinky for his time. Once back in the car Heather asked, “How much of what he told us was true?”
“Most, but not all.”




CHAPTER 8

A letter-size envelope, plain and white, lay on top of a pile of mail in Steve and Heather’s office. It bore no postage or return address. Heather’s name, hand-printed in blue ink gave no further clues as to its origin. Inside, Heather found a zip drive. She held it, examined it and looked at the envelope again. With a hand cupped on Steve’s ear she whispered what she’d been given.
She plugged the drive into her laptop. The first file on it contained a simple Word document: I saw who killed Peter Grayson. Watch the video. I don’t want to get involved.
The second file showed shaky images taken at night. Heather typed a text message to Steve who sat not ten feet from her with ear buds attached to his phone. She described what she saw. I’m watching a video. The first images show the license plate and rear end of a Toyota Prius. The second shot shows a figure wearing all black, including a ski mask. He’s skulking through the woods, approaching the ice and water vending business. The last shot shows the figure raising a hand-held crossbow. He’s pointing it upward into the open door of the business.
Steve nodded and left the room so the sound of him responding to Heather wouldn’t be picked up by the listening device. Play like you’ve just opened the zip drive. Let’s give Judson Witherspoon something to think about the next time he wants to plant a bug.
Steve returned to the room. “What’s in the mail?”
“You’re not going to believe this. It’s a video of Reuben Moscovitch killing Peter Grayson.”
“Are you sure?”
“It’s his car and his license plate. I ran a check on it when we first took the case. In the next shot he’s at the Wag-a-Sack dressed in black.”
“Is he wearing a mask?”
“Yeah, but it has to be him. Who else could it be?”
Steve held a hand with thumb and forefinger signaling, OK. He tumbled his hand to signal her to continue talking. “What else?”
“It shows him walking through the woods. He’s standing outside the door of the business. He has the crossbow in his hand and is pointing it up at the open door.”
“Does it showing him shooting?”
“No. The video cuts off.”
“Make a copy and we’ll take the original to Captain Loving.”
◆◆◆
 
The door to the elevator on the top floor of the McBlythe Professional Building whispered shut. Heather released a long-held guffaw.
Steve asked, “How bad was the video?”
“A middle-school kid could have produced something more convincing. I can’t believe someone thought they could pass that off as real.” Heather paused.
“Are we going to see Captain Loving?”
Steve’s words came with a helping of sarcasm. “We can’t withhold valuable evidence like this.”
Even though Steve’s remark rang hollow, Heather knew they needed to turn in the video. She began to consider who would be so naïve as to think the video could fool anyone.
“Do you think Captain Loving is a nice looking man?” asked Steve.
She turned her head. Lost in thought, it took a moment for Heather to answer. “Where did that come from?”
He shrugged. “It’s a simple question.”
She knew Steve rarely engaged in idle conversation when he had a case on his mind. He was up to something.
“I’d consider him handsome if he’d lose that silly handlebar mustache. It makes me think of mice tails.” The elevator door opened. “Wait a minute, Buster. You aren’t playing matchmaker, are you?”
“Me? Never.” He took a few steps. “Did you hear that?”
“What?”
“It’s the sound of men turning to look at you. It happens every time you walk through the lobby.”
“You’re crazy.”
“No doubt. But my being crazy doesn’t mean men aren’t doing a double-take when you walk by.”
Heather’s heels clicked on the marble floor. She held her head erect, her eyes shifting back and forth, suddenly self-conscious. She didn’t speak until they reached the parking lot. “What are you up to?”
“Nothing. I thought you’d like to know that men find you attractive. Take Captain Loving for example.”
“You take him. I can’t stand the mustache.”
“I bet he’d shave it off for you.”
Heather snapped, “No way. Vanity is what drives a man like that. He’s proud as a peacock of that growth on his lip.”
Steve stopped and extended his hand. “Let’s put a dollar on it. I’ll talk to him. What do you say?”
“I think you’ve lost what few marbles you ever had. I don’t need you messing with my love life.”
“What love life?” asked Steve. “You’re young, smart and you spend your time slaving to increase the family fortune or caring for a blind widower. Besides—”
“Besides what?”
His voice took on a pitch that brought a goose-egg-sized lump in her throat. “I don’t want you to miss out on what the Lord has for you because you’re taking care of me. I think of the life Maggie and I had, and I want to make sure I’m not keeping you from anything.”
He ran out of words. So did Heather as she considered how this middle-aged man could be a curmudgeon one minute and morph into a sensitive protector the next. She swallowed and said, “Get in the car. I’ll take your bet. A dollar says Captain Loving won’t shave in order to ask me for a date.”
◆◆◆
 
Steve faced straight ahead in Heather’s Lexus. “Let’s review what we know so far.”
“Anything sounds better than discussing my social calendar,” said Heather. “Where do you want to start?”
“Forensics. You haven’t told me what’s in the report.”
“The shooter was tall, over six feet by the trajectory of the bolt. It had a hunting tip and tore a gash in the left ventricle. Death came within a minute or two. The shot went all the way through. No signs of struggle. No other physical evidence or footprints. The ground was bone dry and dusty.”
“The victim. Tell me your impressions of Peter Grayson.”
Heather accelerated, leaving the parking lot behind her. “He was opportunistic when it came to marriage and finding a way he could pursue fishing, his true passion. I also looked at the dates of his marriage and their ages when they married. She was seventeen and he was twenty-one. Their son was born five months after they married.”
“How do you think William Keyton reacted to that?” asked Steve.
Heather spoke as she made a right turn. “That was before William Keyton and Blinky Hall took a ride they’ll never forget. At that time, William Keyton was used to having his way, and I suspect he was none too happy that his baby girl had to run to the altar. I’m surprised he didn’t sick Blinky on Peter and use bits of him to bait a trout line.”
“It’s a trotline. One word,” said Steve.
“Whatever. We didn’t have them in Boston.”
She glanced over at Steve. “It’s possible William Keyton finally boiled over. You know, a delayed response to a shotgun wedding and a man that wasn’t much of a husband or father.”
“Possible,” said Steve in a non-committal voice. “What about Elvis Cooper?”
“I think he’s being framed,” said Heather. “He had motive, means and opportunity, but I can’t see him as a killer.”
“Who do you think masterminded the video?”
“Beats me, but it has to be someone who wants to put the blame on Reuben Moscovitch.”
“Along that same line,” said Steve, “who tipped off Captain Loving and told him to look at Elvis Cooper?”
“Judson Witherspoon comes to mind. I wouldn’t put anything past that hairball.”
“Perhaps,” said Steve. “Have you considered Ralph and Marie Stein?”
“The owners of the doughnut shop?” Heather shook her head. “They haven’t crossed my mind at all.”
Steve turned in her direction. “They make good doughnuts, but they’re here to give Reuben Moscovitch cover and protection. If they fail, their goose may be cooked in Russian vodka. It’s possible Peter Grayson was a bigger thorn in their side than we were told.”
“Why would they blow a cover like that and kill Peter Grayson? The only thing we know Peter ever did to them was give the clerks a hard time about a discount on coffee and hog parking places.”
Steve nodded. “True, but don’t forget, Blinky roughed up Ralph Stein. Blinky only works on orders from someone else. If we can believe him, they threatened William Keyton’s wife, Charlotte, as well as Dagmar and Sissy. Perhaps William Keyton isn’t as shell-shocked as he makes out to be. Perhaps Ralph Stein gave the family a reminder by bumping off Peter Grayson.”
Heather’s head began to swim. “That’s pretty thin.” It seemed Steve was chasing down rabbit holes with each suspect. She decided to keep going and said, “Dagmar Keyton; what about her?”
Steve drummed his fingers on his thigh. “From what you say, she has the temperament of a person capable of murder. She sure ran you off from the funeral.” Steve grew quiet for a few seconds. “This case is reminding me of two bullies at the same playground where someone got hurt. One bully is saying Reuben Moscovitch is responsible while the other bully is pointing at Elvis Cooper.”
“And the culprit is?”
“One of the two bullies,” said Steve.
Like two turtles, each retreated into their shells and allowed the miles to pass until they reached their destination.
◆◆◆
 
As usual, Steve’s hand found Heather’s shoulder, and she led him into the county building housing the sheriff’s office.
Captain Loving sprang from his chair when Steve and Heather entered his office. “What a pleasant surprise,” he said.
Heather looked into the clean-shaven face of Captain Loving and wagged her head in disbelief. She made no pretense of stilling her tongue. “I’ve been had.”
“What does that mean?” asked the captain.
“It means you and Mr. Smiley share secrets.” She gazed up at an alarmingly handsome face and added, “It also means I’m fond of chicken cordon-bleu and like buttered popcorn when I go to the movies.”
Heather drug her gaze away from the smile that had her stomach doing flips. “Let’s get this case solved.”
The trio reviewed the video and traded notes. Conversation with Steve tripped back and forth as they traveled home.
As they pulled into Heather’s garage she said, “I’ll feed Max and come over in a half hour or so. What do you want for dinner?” The last word of the question rose in pitch.
“What’s wrong?” asked Steve.
“Stay here. The door leading inside from the garage is open. I know I left it closed and locked.”
Heather reached in her purse and drew a thin .9mm designed for easy concealment. She nudged open the door and eased her way through her townhome. She noticed the clock on the microwave wasn’t on. She worked the light switches to no avail. Nothing else seemed amiss or missing. She double-checked and returned to her garage. Steve had climbed from the car and stood with hands resting on his cane.
“Anything?”
“No lights. I could have sworn I set the alarm.” Her gaze fixed on a shelf in her garage. “It’s gone. Max’s pet carrier is gone!” She looked at the open door. “Max comes to meet me as soon as I get home. Max!”
She darted back in the house and began looking in his usual hiding places. A noise came from Steve’s apartment. She heard him call to her cat. Pushing open the pet door that joined their two townhomes she hollered, “Is he there?”
“I don’t hear him. Come look.”
Heather burst from her front door and ran into Steve’s townhome. “Max!” She went to every room, looking under the beds in each of the two bedrooms, in closets, even in the washing machine and dryer.
When she came into the living room, Steve had his cell phone to his ear.
“Witherspoon, Steve Smiley. You made the biggest mistake of your life.”




CHAPTER 9

“Why did you hang up?” demanded Heather. Her pulse raced and her eyes darted back and forth. As a cop in Boston she’d investigated muggings, burglaries and robberies by the score. She wondered why people had described the incident as being personally violated. Now she knew.
“Let’s go to your place
and look again,” said Steve. His voice bore a pitch of anger she’d never heard him use. Her rage matched his.
She pulled on Steve’s arm to hurry him along, but he jerked it away and headed for the door. She trailed behind and slammed his door. “Why are you dragging your feet?”
Steve stopped on the sidewalk that ran between the two townhomes. “Be quiet for a minute. Let me think.” It didn’t take long for him to speak through clenched teeth. “Witherspoon outwitted us. He bugged both of our townhomes.”
“What are you talking about?”
“He either bugged them or used a directional listening device from somewhere nearby. How else would Witherspoon know how much you love Max? You talk to that cat like he’s your flesh and blood. We didn’t mention Max when that sleazy lawyer first met with us, but you did use Max’s name when you found the bug under the desk. I can’t remember us ever talking about him again in the office. We both talk to Max when we’re home.” Steve shook his head. “I should have seen this coming. Witherspoon was too agreeable when we told him the ridiculous price we were charging him. He didn’t care how much we charged. He knew he’d figure a way to get his money back.”
“By kidnapping my cat? That doesn’t make sense.”
“It does if his original plan was to take me.”
Heather’s hand went over her mouth as she gasped. “He wouldn’t dare.”
“I’d be easy to take. Think how easy it was for them to nab Blinky and William Keyton. His cronies could hold me hostage until you agreed to pay for my release. He found out how crazy you and I are regarding Max. Why kidnap a blind ex-cop? That would bring every local, state and federal cop down on him. He’s accomplishing the results he wants by taking your cat. He gave us a few days to work, but he didn’t like the slow progress. Now we’ll work day and night to get Max back, and he’ll get the two hundred grand.”
“Are you saying we should pay it?” Heather’s mind raced to catch up with Steve’s words. How had he put so many things together so fast?
Steve shrugged. “If we pay, we’ll be giving Witherspoon what he paid us. You and I will be out time and a little money, that’s all.” His voice took on a note of resignation. “I think paying him is the only hope we have of seeing Max again.”
Heather inhaled deeply and released it slowly through clenched teeth. “What do we do now?”
“We go into your apartment, look around for Max again. If we don’t find him, I’ll call Witherspoon. We need to know what his terms of release are.” A long pause followed. “Heather, let me do the talking. If you start in on him with that Boston temper, it will be the end of Max.”
She recoiled, but it only took a second or two before she realized Steve had a point. She’d already thought of a litany of threats and phrases as salty as the water in Boston Harbor. “I may have to chew my tongue off, but I’ll stay quiet. Make the call. I know he’s not here.”
◆◆◆
 
Steve put his phone on speaker while Heather pushed the record feature on hers. Judson Witherspoon answered in a self-confident purr. Heather took the first bite of her tongue.
“I’ve been expecting your call, Mr. Smiley.”
Steve’s voice sounded like it belonged to a street cop, void of emotion, crisp, and not willing to put up with small talk. “What do you want for the cat?”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. I’m also confident you’re recording this conversation.”
“Cut the lawyer-speak,” said Steve. “If you don’t have the cat, we have nothing to talk about. I have two hundred thousand dollars that says you have him.”
The attorney chuckled. “If I did happen to hear where a large black cat is located, we would have something to discuss.”
“Like what?”
“I’m willing to assist you in looking for your cat. Of course, I’ll need to tack on standard legal fees for my services.”
Steve disconnected the call.
“What are you doing?” shouted Heather.
“He’s bluffing. He’ll call back. In the meantime, look around for bugs. Also, remind me that we need to get a rental car first thing in the morning. I bet his minions put a tracking device on yours and they know every place we’ve been since we took this case.”
Heather stared at him. Why hadn’t she thought of that? How could he be so calm? She realized Steve could, when the situation demanded it, detach himself and become cold and calculating.
His phone rang again. “I warn you, Mr. Smiley, I’ll not tolerate any more outbursts.”
“Two hundred grand,” said Steve. “Take it or leave it.”
The silence drove Heather nuts until she heard, “Cash. Unmarked. My courier.”
“Agreed. What else?”
“I hear rumors that some people are not pleased with the progress you’ve made. They want you to accelerate your game. I’m hearing they also want to go back to the original conditions. Either find the party responsible or find someone else to blame. Of course, those are only rumors.”
“We’ll have a name for you in three days if you deliver the cat to us unharmed.”
“You realize, of course, the financial transaction must take place first.”
“No dice.”
Heather’s heart jumped into her throat. This had gone on long enough. Her baby could be anywhere.
Steve continued. “We’ll set up video in the conference room of the building you came to. You can stream it live. You do the same so we can see that Max is alive and well. I suggest you place a television near him that broadcasts twenty four hour news. Send up your delivery boy to Heather’s office tomorrow afternoon. We’ll show him the money and give him half. When Max is delivered he’ll get the other half. You have my word we won’t tip off the police. All they will know is that we’ve given them the killer and they need to release Moscovitch.”
“Three days, Mr. Smiley, and today is day one.”
The call ended. They went to Steve’s townhome. Heather looked every place she could think of for listening devices. She searched places Steve recommended, even in the washing machine and dryer. After an hour and a half of combing through both townhomes for bugs, she mopped her face with a damp washcloth and announced, “They’re clean.”
“They had to use a directional device,” said Steve. “Put an electronic jammer on your next shopping list along with a new security system. The one that came with our townhomes doesn’t seem to work very well.”
Heather grabbed her purse. “Let’s go. We have people to interview and no time to waste.” She locked the front door and headed for the garage. “Do you want me to look for the tracking device?”
“No time. Let’s find the grieving widow.”




CHAPTER 10

The long, lazy days of summer were in full swing when Heather wheeled into Sissy Grayson’s driveway. A boy she recognized from the funeral as Matt Grayson, son of Sissy and the late Peter Grayson, bolted out the front door and sprinted toward a gang of lads a few houses away. She turned to Steve. “We should be alone with Sissy. There’s only one truck, one car and a bass boat in the driveway. The home is a modest ranch style with a double garage. The neighborhood looks to be right in the middle of middle class.”
Steve unbuckled his seat belt. “You do most of the talking. Do that woman thing to get her to tell you more about her late husband than she wants to. Also, hone in on her dad and mom. I’d like to hear what they thought of Peter Grayson.”
“That woman thing?”
“You know, discuss food.” He shook his head. “You’re going to have to start thinking like you were born somewhere south of the Mason-Dixon Line. Sissy’s a southern woman. We’ll be offered iced tea and we’ll talk for a while. She’ll ask if we want something to eat. Her kitchen is probably overflowing with casseroles and pies the ladies at church made for her and her son. There’s no way they’ll be able to eat everything and she won’t want it going to waste. Go to the kitchen with her, and take your time making a plate for me. Trust me. She’ll tell you what you want to know and then some.”
“Why do I feel like an anthropologist who’s been shipped to study the culture of a distant land inhabited by primitive people?”
“I’d feel out of place if I went to a New England clam bake.” He reached for the door handle. “Let’s go.”
“Hold on. Your talk of food made me think of Max. It’s past his time to be fed. Do you think he’s all right?”
“Enough about Max!” The whip-crack in his voice surprised her. It may have surprised Steve too because he softened his tone. “Max is fine and he’s well fed. They won’t hurt him as long we do our job.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“They took his food with him.”
“What?”
“I checked my pantry while you were running around hollering for him. They took every can and the dry stuff he doesn’t like as much. That’s not something they’d do if they didn’t plan on keeping him alive. They also took the carrier instead of stuffing him in a pillow case. They had to look for that in the garage.” Steve turned in his seat to face her. His voice assumed a businesslike tone. “It’s time for you to snap out of it.”
Heather took in a deep breath. Steve had waited for the shock of Max’s abduction to wear off. Enough was enough. He wasn’t going to allow her to swim in self-pity. Her gaze went to the front door of Sissy’s home. She set her jaw and slid from the car.
Sissy greeted them before Heather could knock and led them into the living room. Heather led Steve onto wall-to-wall beige carpet. The open floor plan made the living room, dining area and kitchen a contiguous L-shape. Perfect. Steve would be able to hear them in the kitchen and she wouldn’t have to parrot the conversation to him.
Heather examined the home’s interior as she made the short trip to place Steve in a chair close to the kitchen. Next to a monster-size television stood a bookcase that had been converted to a trophy case. It bristled with trophies Peter Grayson had collected over the years. Winning or placing high in fishing tournaments had earned him an impressive trove of hardware. It reminded Heather of a shrine. Additional photos and framed newspaper clippings of Peter’s fishing exploits served in place of art on the remaining walls. Conspicuous by their absence were family photos. Otherwise, the room’s décor could be best described as shabby country. The couch and chairs were
oversized leather, outdated and cracking. The carpet had been low grade to begin with, and that must have been ten years ago.
Heather reached a conclusion. William and Charlotte Grayson may be rolling in money, but not much had gone to their youngest daughter. Why not?
“Mrs. Grayson,” began Heather, but she got no further.
“Please call me Sissy.” Her voice held the twang of a woman who’d been born and reared in East Texas.
Heather started over and said, “Sissy, thank you for seeing us. First, let me say how sorry we are for your loss. We’ll not take too much of your time. We’re investigating your husband’s death. Some evidence is coming to light that seems to indicate the man the police arrested is innocent.”
“I knew it couldn’t be Reuben. He’s always been nice to me.”
“Did you know him well?”
She shook her head. “I’m the designated doughnut-getter at the cable company where I work. Every Monday, Wednesday and Friday I go pick up whatever people want. We’d talk if he wasn’t too busy.”
“Did you ever see him outside of work, at the grocery store or around town?”
Sissy tilted her head and responded after a couple of seconds. “No. Can’t say that I ever did.”
Before Heather could ask another question Sissy said, “How would you two like a glass of iced tea?”
Steve said, “Could you make mine sweet?”
“Is there any other kind?” she asked.
“I’ll give you a hand,” said Heather. Sissy hadn’t dressed for company. She wore a sleeveless print top with a tail long enough to cover her hips. Dark capri pants covered legs with thick calves. The face of a cherub and a cute wedge haircut drew attention upward. Her teeth and eyes shone bright. Heather could imagine her as a teen with a porcelain-doll face and a cute figure.
On the way to the kitchen Heather noticed the oak dining table, a little too big for the allotted space. It bore enough pies and cakes to start a bakery. Turning the corner, every inch of counter space in the kitchen displayed something to eat, paper plates and plastic cups. Sissy’s opening of the refrigerator revealed wall to wall dishes ready to be heated and served.
Sissy’s voice filled with pleading. “Please say you and Mr. Smiley haven’t had supper. It was the ladies from the Dorcas Sunday School class’s turn to provide the bereavement meal. They’re sixty and older, and most are widows. They won’t be outdone when it comes to funerals.”
Heather heard Steve cough to cover a snicker.
“That would be wonderful, but only if you’ll let me help. We can talk while we work.” Sissy began to mine the refrigerator for delicacies. Somehow she opened a clearing on the counter and insisted Steve had to have “just a bite” from the cornucopia.
As they worked, Heather started off with the obvious question. “Do you know of anyone who wanted to harm Peter?”
Sissy dug a spoon into a Mexican casserole and came out with a heaping serving. “Momma’s convinced it was Elvis Cooper. He owns the convenience store where one of the ice and water businesses is located.”
“Does your father think Elvis is involved?”
She shook her head and took the aluminum foil off a pan of roast brisket. “Daddy doesn’t talk much these days unless it’s him and me. He told me he’d had some dealings with Elvis’ father in the past that didn’t go to Mr. Cooper’s liking. He also said he’d watched Elvis Cooper grow up and he thought Elvis didn’t have the guts to kill anyone.”
“Do you know Elvis?”
“Not really. I didn’t have anything to do with the ice and water business at Elvis’ store, or any of the others.”
“You never serviced them?”
“Never.”
“Who looked after them when Peter was away at a fishing tournament?”
“He’d get one of his buddies to check on them. I didn’t even have a key.” The answer came with a tinge of anger. “That was Peter’s business.” She looked away. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with them now.”
That didn’t sound right so Heather asked, “You didn’t have a key even though your father gave the business to both of you?”
“I don’t think it was really Daddy’s idea. He signed the papers, but Momma told him where to sign. She’s the one that took care of the money and legal things. She wanted to make sure we had enough to live on. It would have been if Peter had used the money for something besides fishing.”
Instead of continuing her thought, Sissy raised her voice. “Mr. Smiley, you want turnip greens with ham?”
“Call me Steve. I’ll eat whatever doesn’t eat me first.”
Sissy cast her gaze at Heather. “Now that’s the kind of man I should have married.”
Heather knew the next question would be indelicate, but she asked it anyway. “Would you say you had a happy marriage?”
Sissy smiled, but it seemed to be an éclair of a smile, the center filled with regret. “Captain Loving came by this afternoon. He asked me the same questions you’re asking. He told me you two would likely come calling and asked me to cooperate. This is what I told him when he asked about our marriage. I said I was a stupid teenage girl that fell for a handsome face. I was as blind as blind could be.” She stopped and raised her voice. “Sorry, Mr. Smiley. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“No problem. Keep going, you’re doing fine. Any green beans you can put on my plate?”
“How ’bout black-eyed peas with snaps?”
“That’ll do.”
“Where was I? Oh, yes. Blinded by love. That earned me a wedding dress that had to be let out in the middle and a man that wanted to spawn with every trash-fish in the county. Our marriage ended before it ever really began.” She gazed at Heather with blue eyes opened wide. “Can you believe we went fishing on our honeymoon? Well, he went fishing. I put one foot on the boat, it rocked and I lost my breakfast. I went to the cabin and he came in after dark half-drunk, smelling like fish guts, with lovin’ on his mind. The only other smell he added over the years was that of other women’s perfume. Try sharing a bed with that.”
She looked toward the living room. “You get that Mr. Smiley?”
From around the corner Steve asked, “Why didn’t you dump him?”
“We stayed together mainly for Matt’s sake. What a joke.”
“What do you mean?” asked Heather.
“Matt hates fishing. Peter ruined it for him.” Sissy put a hand on her hip. “Have you ever been fishing with a man who’s obsessed with it? Poor Matt would get bawled out if he didn’t do everything perfect. It wasn’t fun.” She held up a hand with the tips of her index finger and thumb touching. “Peter had zero patience and couldn’t understand why his son wasn’t like him. Right now Matt’s playing with his friends. I don’t know what they’re talking about, but I guarantee it’s not if they should use spinner bait or a top-water lure tomorrow morning at first light.”
Sissy found the mashed potatoes and slapped a serving onto Steve’s plate. She grabbed a chicken leg and added it to the pile. Heather noticed that the anger in Sissy’s voice had ebbed and then flowed away. Her tone had become matter of fact.
“As for me and Peter, he went his way and I went mine. That happened even before Matt was born.”
Sissy stuck Steve’s plate in the microwave. “You want to come eat at the table, Mr. Smiley?”
“Please.”
Heather moved a couple of pies out of the way and Steve eased into the chair. Heather cut the servings of ham and roast beef for him and anything else that needed cutting. “Meats are at six o’clock. Mashed potatoes at three. Black-eyed peas and turnip greens at nine and casserole at twelve o’clock. There’s a chicken leg on top, at the center.”
He nodded, found his fork and began to work his way around the plate.
Sissy grabbed a plate and handed it to Heather. “Help yourself and don’t be shy.”
“Aren’t you hungry?”
“I’m having salad. I’ve been overweight and miserable too long. I shouldn’t say this, but it’s time I sharpened my hook. I’m sorry Peter’s dead, but I’m not sorry that I’ll have a chance to start over.”
Steve swallowed a bite of roast and moaned. “This is so good. Tell the ladies at church they can cook for me any time they want to.”
Sissy let out a cackle of a laugh. “I’ll tell them I had two handsome men at my house in one day and both of them raved about their cooking. That’ll get some tongues wagging.”
“Two?” said Heather. “Who’s the second?”
“Captain Loving.” She paused and looked wistfully at the bowl of salad she’d retrieved from the refrigerator. Under her breath she murmured, “Man! What a man.”
Steve finished another bite and said, “Let’s move on to Dagmar. What was her opinion of Peter?”
Sissy didn’t hesitate. “Couldn’t stand him.” She paused. “Of course, Dagmar doesn’t like anyone very much. She didn’t choose any better than I did. She had a stinker for a husband.”
“How so?” asked Heather.
“I think she could answer that better than I can,” said Sissy. “She’s over at Mom and Dad’s. They’ll be awake for at least two more hours. I can call them and tell them you’re coming if you want to talk to them.”
“Sounds good,” said Steve with his mouth half full. “Is that peach cobbler I’m smelling?”
“You want homemade vanilla ice cream on it?” asked Sissy.
“I’d hate to offend anyone in the Dorcas class.”
 




CHAPTER 11

Flashes of distant lightening came without sound. Most likely, the thunderstorm would release its rain in a fury over a small area and be only a memory by the time she and Steve headed to their townhomes. Heather turned off a Farm-to-Market road onto a paved driveway and began a quarter-mile drive to a home with antebellum columns rising from a red-brick front porch.
A curved second-story balcony gave coverage to the front door and its flanking windows. Heather looked through the windshield at the home of Charlotte and William Keyton. “Did you ever see Gone With the Wind?”
“Sure,” said Steve.
“They could have filmed it here if they had
traded oaks for pines.”
A face that looked like it had never smiled waited for them under the balcony. Heather whispered, “Dagmar Keyton is our welcoming committee of one. She looks like she’s been sucking on a lemon.”
The first words out of Dagmar’s mouth were, “This is an intrusion we don’t appreciate.”
Steve felt his way up the front steps and walked toward the door until his cane touched Dagmar’s right shoe. He sidestepped her and stood in front of a closed door. “Ms. Keyton, we’re here to see your parents. Please tell them.”
“I’ll do no such thing. Who do you think you are?”
Steve’s response came fast and caustic. “We’re private investigators. Sissy told you we were coming, and Captain Loving told you to cooperate with us. If you’d like for me to call him, I’ll be glad to let you talk to him again.” Steve’s voice trailed off into the twilight, mingling
with the sound of cicadas chirping and a distant roll of thunder.
Dagmar’s squinted eyes shifted from Steve to Heather. “Are you two always so rude?”
Heather smiled her best plastic smile. “Only when someone tries to bully us. If that happens, we can get downright nasty.”
Dagmar huffed and puffed but turned
the handle and stepped forward. “Wipe your feet and follow me.”
Neither made an effort to scuff their shoes on the mat with PINEHAVEN woven into it.
“Wait in here.” Dagmar pointed to a library off the cavernous entrance hall.
Heather didn’t impress easily, but the wide curving staircase cascading onto silver-veined marble floors made quite a statement of wealth and taste.
Dagmar waited until they were well into the room before enclosing them by rolling two pocket doors together. They came together with a resounding crack.
Heather described the home and the room in more detail. She asked, “What did you think of Dagmar’s theatrics?”
She didn’t expect much of a response, and Steve didn’t disappoint her when he shrugged and grunted something that could mean anything. He had gone to a quiet place within himself, a place where he formulated questions for the next person on his list. She sensed he had most of the data he needed but not quite enough to put a pretty bow on the case.
With no advance warning, the twin pocket-doors disappeared into the wall. An expensive-looking silver-haired woman led the procession. She carried herself with shoulders thrown back. A book could have balanced on her head without fear of it falling. She didn’t speak, only motioned to chairs for people to sit in. That worked fine for her husband and her daughter, but not for Steve and, by extension, for Heather.
“Would you prefer we stand?” asked Steve.
She acted as if she hadn’t noticed his white cane. “Oh, yes. I see.” She looked at Heather and pointed.
Heather guided him to the closest available chair and settled herself on a settee that gave her a view of the three family members as well as a side view of Steve.
Steve lifted his chin and turned to face the wing-back chair William Keyton had been directed to sit on. Either by smell or sound, Steve had located everyone in the room. “Mr. Keyton,” he began in a firm voice. “Where were you the night Peter Grayson was murdered?”
“I was here.”
Charlotte Keyton cut her husband off before he could say anything else. “Mr. Smiley. You will direct all questions to me. My husband’s constitution and memory are fragile.”
“Very well, Mrs. Keyton, where were you and your husband the night Peter Grayson was murdered?”
Charlotte gave a regal, controlled response. “We were in Houston at a charity fundraising. We spent the night there.”
Like so many of the questions Steve asked, he knew the answer ahead of time. Captain Loving had disclosed the results of a check he’d done of the family credit card charges.
Before Steve could continue, Charlotte added a post script. “You needn’t ask Dagmar. She was with us.”
Steve pivoted. “Dagmar, who keeps the books for your storage businesses?”
“Why is that important?”
Steve leaned forward. “We will not accept you answering our question with evasion or silly outbursts. If need be, Ms. McBlythe will subpoena you and you’ll be required to answer questions in a deposition.” He let the words sink in. “It’s a simple question. Who keeps your books? And after you answer that, tell me who puts items from your storage units on e-bay.”
“Get out!” Dagmar rose and pointed in the direction of the front door. “I’ll not be talked to like that by any man.”
Steve and Heather sat without flinching. Charlotte motioned with her hand. “Dagmar, sit down, dear. Mr. Smiley is here to help. He’s looking for evidence to link that nasty Russian to Peter’s murder. Isn’t that right, Mr. Smiley?”
“No, Mrs. Keyton, that’s not correct,” said Steve.
Heather added, “The case against Moscovitch is falling apart.”
William’s hand began to shake. He’d been placid, even docile, up to now. Was he genuinely ill or simply controlled by drugs?
“That comes as a surprise,” said Charlotte. “To answer your question, Mr. Smiley, I keep Dagmar’s books, and the manager for each of the storage units is responsible for posting items on the internet. You wouldn’t believe how much spare time those people had before we began online sales.”
Charlotte turned her attention to Heather. “Why did you say the case against Moscovitch is falling apart?”
“Technical legal stuff. We’re hearing there was a break in the chain of custody concerning the crossbow. If that proves to be true, the fingerprint evidence won’t be admissible.”
“Such incompetence,” said Charlotte.
Steve said, “Don’t worry. If Reuben Moscovitch is guilty, we’ll prove it.” He rose. “Thank you for your time.”
Heather directed Steve’s hand to her shoulder, but he gave it a slight squeeze, a signal for her not to walk.
“By the way, Dagmar, whatever happened to your husband? Heather did a search of records and discovered your divorce was granted in-absentia. Why didn’t he make a court appearance?”
Dagmar didn’t get a chance to answer. Charlotte said, “We’ve wondered the same thing.”
“Did he move away? Was he ill or incapacitated in some way? Was he paid not to come? Or could it be he didn’t want to?”
Heather watched closely for reactions. Steve outlined four possible reasons for either of the two women to choose. It was a standard interviewing trick.
“We don’t know,” said Charlotte. “He was a nice boy but flighty. I can assure you of one thing. We did not pay him a penny to be absent.”
“It
seems odd,” said Steve. “By law he could have claimed a significant portion of what Dagmar now controls.”
If Dagmar could have killed Steve with her eyes, he’d be on a slab
in the county morgue. He continued. “I’m not sure if you know this, but he had quite a history of assaults prior to their marriage. Some of them were against women.”
Charlotte remained placid. Dagmar smoldered. William shook.
Steve flicked his hand as if shooing away a fly. “No matter.”
They’d made it to the pocket doors when Steve stopped and turned. “Something crossed my mind. Do you think Reuben Moscovitch killed Dagmar’s husband too? I worked a case once where a murderer became fixated on the members of a family.”
A light came into Charlotte’s eye. “I never considered that, but now that you mention it, that certainly seems possible.”
Heather played along. “That would change everything. But…” She let the words trail off.
“But what, Ms. McBlythe?”
“Evidence. There would need to be some sort of hard evidence come to light that would put Reuben Moscovitch and Dagmar’s ex-husband together.”
Charlotte rose to her feet. “I pray nothing will surface. We’re all trying our best to put the past behind us.”
“Speaking of,” said Steve, “some evidence has come to light linking Elvis Cooper with Peter Grayson’s murder.” Instead of addressing Charlotte, Steve said, “Mr. Keyton, do you think Elvis Cooper killed Peter?”
Before Charlotte or Dagmar could answer for him, William Keyton spoke in a firm voice. “It wasn’t Elvis.”
Both women erupted in a duet of objections to the question. Heather kept her eyes on William as the women verbally assaulted Steve. The old man’s hand shook violently and he chanted, “Russians, Russians, Russians.”
“Dagmar!” Charlotte’s voiced pierced the room. “Fetch your father’s medicine.” Her eyes bore into Steve. She must have realized she’d wasted a perfectly good glare on him and moved her icy gaze to rest on Heather.
Steve said, “Thanks for your time. We’ll show ourselves to the door.”
Once the car started, Steve asked, “Did you get it all on tape?”
“Every word.”
“Give Captain Loving a call. Have him meet us at the D.A.’s office first thing tomorrow. We’ll have more stops to make after that. We’re close, real close.”
“It better work. Max is scheduled to see the vet for his annual visit on Friday.”
 




CHAPTER 12

Reuben Moscovitch smiled broadly upon seeing Heather and Steve. He wore an orange jump suit, but this one looked new and fit much better. Instead of slides, he came into the visiting area wearing a spotless pair of Nike cross-trainers. Heather wondered what other minor luxuries he had in his cell.
“Are you ready to go?” asked Heather.
His eyebrows rose. “You have found the killer?”
“We’re close.” She added, “Reading Anna Karenina in Russian put the accent back in your speech.”
Reuben nodded. “Does this mean I will be released soon?”
“Within the hour,” said Heather. “We met with the sheriff department’s chief investigator and the district attorney this morning. They’re convinced you had nothing to do with Peter Grayson’s murder. However, Immigration has revoked your visa. You’ll leave for Moscow tomorrow.”
The news didn’t seem to surprise or upset him. “I expected as much. My education in America is complete. Already I have made plans to leave. It will be good to go home to family.”
Heather placed a photo of Max in front of him. He didn’t look long and raised his gaze to meet Heather’s stare. “A beautiful animal, but why are you showing this to me?”
She leaned forward on her elbows. “That’s my cat. Judson Witherspoon is holding him hostage. He’s demanded two hundred thousand dollars for his return.”
His head tilted in such a way as to convey how baffled he was or pretended to be. “I know nothing of this. As you can see, I’ve been out of touch with the outside world.”
“Sell that tale somewhere else. You’ve had plenty of contact with your attorney.”
“No. I swear on my mother’s grave. I know nothing of this.”
Heather didn’t know if she should believe him or not. Still leaning forward she asked, “Is it possible Judson approved the taking of Max to give us more incentive to find the killer?”
Steve interrupted before he could answer. “It would have been much more effective to hold me hostage. If I was planning this, that’s what I would have done. Heather is a capable attorney as well as a superb private investigator. With me being used for leverage, there’s no telling what she would have paid to gain my freedom.”
Reuben remained silent for a good thirty seconds. His eyes darted from side to side. The proverbial lightbulb must have switched on. His gaze became intense, and a fist clenched. “What you say is possible, but I did not approve it.”
Steve continued on, “Did you know we’ve arranged to have the cat released this afternoon? We’ve already paid one hundred thousand and the second hundred thousand is to be paid to Judson Witherspoon’s henchmen if Max is delivered unharmed.”
Reuben reverted to his native tongue and barked, “Nyet! I knew nothing of this.”
“We want your assurance that the exchange will take place without incident.”
Reuben shifted in his chair, uneasy, as if for the first time since they had met him he couldn’t wait to be free. Steve must have sensed it too. “You want to say something, Reuben?”
“Relate to me your initial meeting with Mr. Witherspoon and any subsequent conversations you’ve had with him.”
Steve gave a point by point accounting of the conversations, including the discovery of the bug in their office, their theory of directional listening devices and the electronic tracking of Heather’s car. Next, he gave a verbatim account of the negotiations for Max’s release and finished with, “Heather is presenting you with the contract Mr. Witherspoon signed. How much did he tell you we were charging?”
Reuben studied the contract long and hard. At last he mumbled, “This distresses me very much.” He looked up from the page, his eyebrows pinched together. His eyelids narrowed and his nostrils flared. “The sum mentioned in this contract is correct. After you had the decency to provide me with the book, I made it clear you were to receive full payment if you secured my release.”
The room fell silent as Heather grasped the significance of what Reuben had said. Was he telling the truth? He seemed to be. Had Judson Witherspoon been foolish enough to cross a Russian crime family by kidnapping Max and demanding a ransom without authorization? Was he planning on keeping the money for himself?
Steve leaned forward and whispered, “It seems you have something to deal with other than packing your suitcase.”
They all stood. Steve extended a hand. He grasped Reuben’s hand and didn’t let it go. His voice took on a hard edge. “We want the cat unharmed. You know Ms. McBlythe has wealth and powerful connections. To make an enemy of her would be an unnecessary mistake. And Heather’s enemies are my enemies.”
“I will handle this,” said Reuben with steel in his voice.
◆◆◆
 
The rental SUV pointed in the direction of Lake Conroe. The unfamiliar driver’s seat of the Chevy Tahoe didn’t sit like her Lexus. Heather shifted once again and heard Steve say, “Relax. It’s all going to plan.”
She looked to her right and glanced in the rear view mirror.
“Don’t worry. He’s behind us.”
How did he do that? Sometimes Heather could swear Steve had better vision than she did. She pushed on the gas pedal, her thoughts on Max.
“I don’t think Captain Loving will give you a ticket, but you’re over the limit.”
She backed off the accelerator and lifted one hand off the steering wheel. When flustered, she talked as much with her hands as with her mouth. “How do you do that? How can you tell how fast I’m driving?”
“I listen and pay attention. By the sound of traffic I can tell we’re on a two lane road. The speed limit can’t be over thirty-five. This vehicle comes standard with a six-speed automatic transmission. All I did was count the number of times the tranny shifted. I listened to the whine of the engine and determined how fast you’re going. I’m estimating fifty-two before you slowed.”
“Who needs a radar gun or speedometer?”
“It’s an inexact science.” Steve chuckled. “I don’t spend all my time watching re-runs and listening to the weather channel.” Out of the blue, he asked, “Was Reuben telling the truth?”
Heather didn’t try to overthink it. “I didn’t note any of the usual signs of deception. What do you think?”
“I think he was genuinely surprised. Judson Witherspoon will learn how dangerous a mad Russian bear can be.”
“That’s fine with me, but not before we get Max.”
Miles passed in silence as the SUV sliced past tall pines that lined the road from Conroe to the lake. Heather gripped the steering wheel and began to whistle softly. Worry crept into her mind and worked its way out when she sputtered, “Are you sure this will work? You’re putting a lot of faith in Reuben Moscovitch. Perhaps we should have stuck with the original plan and had the other hundred thousand dollars ready to give the courier this afternoon.”
Steve spoke in a calm voice. Most of the time, it would have reassured her. “Moscovitch isn’t his name.”
Heather jerked her head to the right and had to correct the SUV’s trajectory. “What? How long have you known that little piece of information?”
“It’s not important. Did you really think the son of a Russian crime family would use his true name on a visa application?”
Heather stewed in her emotions. “What else don’t I know?”
Steve shrugged. “The only reason I said anything was to get your mind off Max.” He grinned. “It worked, didn’t it?”
Before she could tell him what she thought of his little games, Elvis Cooper’s store came into view. “We’re approaching the Wag-A-Sack.” She slowed a little. “Two deputies are loading Elvis in their car.”
“Is he handcuffed?”
“I couldn’t tell. He was on the other side of the car.”
A few more miles passed before she turned off the main road and traveled down a twisty two-lane blacktop without too many potholes. The lake cabin that had been one of the real loves of Peter Grayson came into view. A host of Montgomery County Sheriff’s vehicles filled the space in front of the cabin.
Heather smiled at Captain Loving as he approached their car. “Where do you want everyone?” he asked.
Heather considered the condition of the cabin’s interior and said, “Let’s go to the fire pit. The living room is too small and there’s no telling what unnamed diseases are lurking on that furniture. Plenty of lawn chairs are stacked on the back porch.”
Captain Loving gave instructions to his officers.
Dagmar Keyton bolted from a Crown Victoria as soon as the rear door opened. She made a bee-line to Captain Loving. Had she been a dog, the hair on her back would have been raised straight up. “We’ll have your badge for this. How dare you abduct our family and drag them here?”
A trim brunette deputy stepped to place a gentle but firm hold on Dagmar’s arm.
Captain Loving fixed his gaze on Dagmar. “Take Ms. Keyton to the back yard and seat her in a lawn chair. If she resists, cuff her.”
Charlotte Keyton and William Keyton exited from a second patrol car and went where directed. Dagger stares came from the matriarch but she remained mute. William, once in the open, looked around and inhaled deeply. It was as if he were taking in something familiar and pleasing. Heather considered his reaction to these surroundings. He smiled, docile as a lamb. The deputy walked behind him as he shuffled his walker around the corner of the cabin.
A second female deputy led Sissy Grayson. “Mary Beth,” said Sissy as her short legs moved like pistons to keep up with the deputy’s long strides. “Have you tried that new cabbage and cauliflower diet? I hear it will have me dropping weight like you wouldn’t believe.”
Elvis Cooper came next, looking puzzled but not restrained by handcuffs.
A full-size Sheriff’s Office transport van stirred a cloud of dust as it hurried to get as close to the other cars as it could. It spun a one-eighty and backed toward the cabin. Two extra-beefy deputies slammed their doors and moved to the rear of the van.
Captain Loving took a few steps to speak to them without having to yell. “Did Blinky give you any trouble?”
The deputy threw a thumb over his shoulder. “I thought we’d have to grease the door to get him in, but he managed to squeeze through without giving us a peep of trouble.”
The doors on the back of the van opened to reveal a second set of doors, much thicker and made to house the roughest of customers. The door swung open and out squeezed Blinky Hall. The deputies led him around the corner of the cabin. Heather and Steve followed. Blinky plopped on an aluminum frame lawn chair. It promptly collapsed under his weight. His laugh echoed through the pines. “I’d best sit on the ground.”
The deputies arranged the chairs in an arc facing the cabin, with them standing behind each of the guests. Captain Loving raised his voice. “I realize it’s unconventional to bring you here, but I assure you it’s legal, and I’m positive you’ll find this informative. No one is under arrest, but you have each been detained.”
A chorus of complaints and questions arose. He stilled them with upraised hands and a voice that rose loud enough to overcome their protests.
“Like I said. You’re not under arrest, but you are being detained. I’m going to read you your rights and then I’m going to pass around a paper for each of you to sign.”
“I’ll not sign anything without my attorney present,” said Dagmar.
“That’s fine,” said the Captain. “No one has to answer questions if you choose not to. The body cameras of the officers will record any refusals.”
All but Dagmar signed the document. Captain Loving stood with boots shoulder-width apart. “I believe those seated are familiar with Mr. Smiley and Ms. McBlythe. They have done the majority of the work in bringing light to the murder of Peter Grayson. They can tell the details better than I can, so I’ll ask them to explain.”




CHAPTER 13

Steve and Heather stood in front of the gathering with their back to the cabin and the fire pit in front of them. Under other circumstances, hamburgers and coolers of cold drinks would have been appropriate. A late morning breeze freshened and gave an extra note of discord between the pleasantness of the setting and the purpose for which everyone had gathered.
Steve began. “To fully explain why you’ve been assembled here, we need to go back in time before William Keyton married Charlotte. Charlotte’s parents were lifelong residents of this county. Our research shows they amassed their fortune by hard work, smart business decisions and, by some accounts, business practices that pushed the boundaries of legality.
“Charlotte and William took what her father provided in the way of a dowry and expanded it. She worked hard and smart, as did William. Together they became quite wealthy. This only increased as Charlotte inherited her family fortune when both parents died.” Steve raised his chin and asked, “How am I doing, Mrs. Keyton?”
“Fine, so far.”
Steve shifted his weight and continued. “Like so many fortunes, rumors abound concerning the methods used to accumulate such great wealth. We focused on the present day and asked ourselves if William and Charlotte Keyton were saints or sinners?”
“And your conclusion?” asked Charlotte.
Steve gave his left ear a tug. “The truth seems to lie somewhere in the murky middle. You’ve contributed much to the community and the economy. However, two events in particular show a different side to both of you, a darker side.”
Dagmar stood. “I’ve had enough of this. I demand you allow me to call my attorney.”
Heather moved toward her and reached out with her cell phone. “Make the call. They’ll tell you the same thing I tell my clients. ‘Don’t say anything.’” Heather stared long and hard. “Do you need any explanation of what ‘Don’t say anything’ means?”
Dagmar slunk in her lawn chair. All it took was someone who wasn’t afraid of her bark.
Steve continued. “Many years ago William Keyton tried to pressure a man into selling a local business at a huge discount. He bit off more than he could chew. Isn’t that right, William?”
William didn’t speak but gave a single nod of his head.
Steve softened the tone of his voice. “You didn’t realize the man was part of something organized and very dangerous, did you, William?”
“They whupped me like I was a pup that’d peed on the floor.”
Hands rose to cover giggles. The old man had both grit and a sense of humor buried beyond his cloudy eyes.
Charlotte Keyton spoke in a demanding tone. “I’ve asked you before, Mr. Smiley. Now, I’m telling you. Direct all questions relating to William to me.”
Steve shook his head. His voice didn’t raise, but it carried the strength of forged steel. “No, Mrs. Keyton. I’ll not do that. Do you have documentation from a licensed psychiatrist or physician that prohibits your husband from freely conversing?”
“No, but anyone can see he’s impaired.”
“William Keyton can speak for himself.”
The elder man began to shake but said, “That’s tellin’ her.”
Steve shifted to a less confrontational voice. “Mrs. Keyton, we’re not here to bring more pain to your family, and especially to your husband. However, murder has been committed and people have been working hard to put the blame on two innocent men.”
Heather noticed William Keyton’s whole body begin to shake. Would he shrivel and hide within himself? Hard to say, but not worth the risk. She fixed her gaze on Captain Loving. “Could you have a deputy take Mr. Keyton inside? He needs to rest until we’re finished.”
Steve’s head cocked until he heard the door close. “Thanks, Heather. This next part would have been hard on him.”
All eyes focused on Steve. “Blinky Hall came on the scene years ago
to be a handyman for Mr. Keyton. I use the term handyman in the broadest sense. Business went on as usual. Deals were made. Some deals were helped along with coercion and beatings.” He pointed with his white cane to Elvis Cooper. “We don’t know which applied to the agreement your father made to place the ice and water business at Wag-A-Sack. There’s no doubt your father entered into a bad agreement. Perhaps the Keytons took advantage of a failing mind. Perhaps it involved something more sinister. We may never know.”
Charlotte Keyton pointed a crooked finger at Steve. “Mr. Smiley, you’re drifting dangerously close to slander.”
Heather shook her head at the feeble attempt to intimidate Steve. Charlotte’s comment seemed to slide off Steve as if he were made of Teflon.
“That,” said Steve, “brings us back to something I mentioned earlier, the time William Keyton tangled with the wrong people. We learned from Blinky Hall that a certain local doughnut shop caught the attention of the Keytons. It became the object of what you might call a hostile takeover. By his own admission, Blinky was called upon to do some persuading.”
Heather glanced at the group. They leaned forward. Steve had the ability to spellbind once he got started on a story.
Steve took a short step toward the gathering. “The Keytons had no idea who the true owner of the doughnut shop was. As it turned out, William Keyton and Blinky would have been better off if they had stuck their heads in a hornet’s nest. A short time after they roughed up the manager, they were paid a visit by a trio of men with heavy Eastern-European accents. Blinky and William found themselves blindfolded, bound, and in an abandoned warehouse. Mr. Keyton endured three days of mental and physical torture. He was made to watch as men cut off six of Blinky’s fingers with promises to do the same, and worse, to family members. According to Blinky, William left that warehouse a shaken husk of his former self. The mental trauma nearly destroyed him, but not quite.”
Steve paused and Heather stepped in. “Now we come to the case at hand. No one realized the friendly, handsome cashier at the doughnut shop was the son of the leader of one of the biggest crime families in Russia.”
Heather looked at her watch. “At this moment Reuben Moscovitch, or whatever his true name is, is at Houston’s airport, waiting to board a flight to Russia.”
Sissy recoiled in her chair. Blinky ground his molars. Dagmar and Charlotte stiffened as if their bodies had been quick-frozen.
Charlotte pointed a bony finger. “You’ve allowed a killer to go free. I’ve never seen such gross incompetence.”
Steve ignored her comment and continued. “I’m going to give you a series of facts. I’ll leave it up to each of you to come to your own conclusions.” His voice rose to that of a preacher hitting on the first point of a sermon. “Sissy Grayson entered into a loveless marriage.”
The statement seemed to reverberate through the trees. Sissy nodded and lowered her gaze to the ground.
Steve expounded on his point. “Peter Grayson may have been a great fisherman, but he spent precious little time being a husband and a father. He also had a well-deserved reputation with the ladies.”
Steve didn’t allow time for discussion. “Let’s consider the crossbow. The only fingerprints on it belonged to Reuben Moscovitch. We’ve confirmed that Reuben gave up the storage space he’d rented. Reuben cleaned the unit himself and placed some clothes and the crossbow in a receptacle at the manager’s office. The question we need to answer is this: where did the crossbow go after Reuben discarded it?”
Dagmar spoke in a hushed sarcastic tone that those gathered could hear. “Where do you think it went? He used it on Peter.”
Steve kept going. “The trajectory of the bolt from the crossbow indicated it was fired from approximately six feet off the ground. We concluded the killer would be an exceptionally tall person or they stood on something when they shot the bolt that took Peter’s life. That last scenario doesn’t seem likely since the door to the ice house stands three feet above ground level and has no steps. It’s also possible the shooter held the bow above his head. That’s also unlikely. Reuben Moscovitch is only five-feet nine-inches tall. If he had shot the bolt with the crossbow against his shoulder, the angle would have been more severe.”
Eyes began to cut back and forth, taking quick glances at the suspects gathered.
“Elvis Cooper became a suspect early on,” said Steve. “Heather and I discovered he had the motive and opportunity to commit the crime, but we couldn’t tie the crossbow to him.” Steve faced where Elvis sat. “Forgive me for saying this, Elvis, but this is one time being short worked in your favor.”
Heather said, “We know who tried to frame Elvis, and
we know why. He wanted to shift the guilt away from Reuben Moscovitch.”
Heather gazed upon a group of people who displayed blank looks and pinched eyebrows. She answered the unasked questions. “Consider who Reuben Moscovitch is. His family wasn’t going to let him go to trial, especially on a murder charge. They looked for someone, anyone, to shift the blame to.”
“That narrowed our field of suspects,” said Steve. He turned his head slightly. “Let’s talk about Blinky Hall for a few moments. When we interviewed Mr. Hall, we noticed some interesting things. His truck had paper tags, indicating it to be a recent purchase.”
“It’s used,” said Blinky.
“It has four new tires and chrome rims that were added after he bought it,” said Heather.
“So? I didn’t steal them.”
“The air coming from the front door of your home was cold enough for your living room to be used as a meat locker,” said Steve. “The window air conditioner is new. So new, the box was sitting on your front porch the day we visited. You used it to discard the Heineken bottles while we were there. You seemed to have an endless supply of high-priced beer. You had expensive food delivered to your home, and you gave the driver a decent tip. The delivery girl commented on a new television that impressed her.”
“That doesn’t prove anything.”
“You’re right, Blinky,” said Steve. “Each one proves nothing, but put them together. Where did you get the sudden influx of money? You aren’t working, and you barely get by on disability checks. We checked your bank records. You live from month to month. The rash of purchases we noted means somebody paid you a large sum of cash.”
His eyes began to blink. “I won a scratch off.”
“No, you didn’t,” said Heather. “I checked that too.”
Blinky settled his gaze on the ground in front of him and shut his eyes.
Steve held his cane with both hands over the top. “Does anyone remember a book that was popular a long time ago by Erma Bombeck? The title was The Grass Is Always Greener Over the Septic Tank.”
Heather shook her head. There he went again, jumping from one subject to the next.
Blank stares came from those seated around the fire pit. Charlotte huffed, “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Glad you asked, Mrs. Keyton. Last night Heather and I paid you a visit. Dagmar and your husband were there, too. We happened to mention that if some piece of physical evidence could be found to link Reuben Moscovitch to Peter’s murder, it would be enough to convict him. We also planted a seed of sorts that Reuben is responsible for the disappearance of Dagmar’s husband. We only mentioned it and left.”
Steve had a way with dramatic pauses. He could hang a sentence in the air so you’d think it would never come down. At last he said, “Mrs. Keyton, you weren’t fond of either of the men your daughters married, were you?”
Dagmar and her mother bristled at the question. Steve, of course, couldn’t see them and kept talking. “I find it odd that Dagmar’s husband went missing without a trace and Sissy’s husband was murdered.” His voice turned to ice. “How much did you hate your sons-in-law, Mrs. Keyton?”
Dagmar sprung to her feet. “How dare you!”
Steve raised his voice over hers. “Before you get too carried away, Dagmar, I’ll ask you the same question. How much did you hate your husband, and what did you think of your sister being trapped in a loveless marriage? Something tells me Captain Loving will have questions for you in the near future.”
All went silent until Steve added, “And with that in mind, I’ll turn this over to Captain Loving.”
Charlotte and Dagmar Keyton exchanged looks. Charlotte leaned into Dagmar and whispered something. They both straightened in their chairs and scowled.
The captain walked to stand beside Heather, close enough that his sleeve brushed against her arm. She didn’t step away.
“Last night I had an officer in an unmarked car watching the storage facility owned by Dagmar Keyton. Shortly after midnight he observed a truck belonging to Blinky Hall. Mr. Hall entered the facility and parked in front of the office. This morning we obtained a warrant for the video surveillance footage of the office. It showed Marvin Hall rummaging through a bag of clothes and selecting a light-colored shirt. He locked the door and left the premises.”
Dagmar sat even more upright. “So? He has the combination to the gate and office. I gave him permission to go in and select clothing that don’t sell on the internet. We knew he was down on his luck and we wanted to help him.”
“That’s not all,” said Captain Loving. “On the advice of Mr. Smiley and Ms. McBlythe, we set up game cameras here at the lake cabin, both inside and outside.”
Heather kept her eye on Blinky. He moved one knee under himself, like a sprinter.
“A check of our cameras showed he came to this property last night. He exited his truck with a light-colored shirt and a shovel in one hand. He carried a flashlight in the other.”
Blinky leaned forward. His blinking became more pronounced.
The captain continued. “Blinky Hall walked past the camera trained on the rear of the cabin. We believe he buried the shirt somewhere in this general area.” His hand waved at the land between them and the lake.
Blinky sprang from his squatting position. He knocked a deputy to the ground and sprinted for the woods. Four deputies took off after him, hollering useless commands for Blinky to halt. He moved surprisingly well for a big man, but not for long. In the distance they saw him square off against the officers. A mostly-fingerless hand became a club and sent an officer flying. The word ‘Taser’ filtered through the woods. Blinky slumped to his knees. The officers pounced like a pack of dogs on their prey.
Steve leaned into Heather. “Look for a patch of vegetation that’s different and some freshly turned soil. It shouldn’t be too far from the back door.”
Heather scanned the area. Off to her left grew a clump of sumac, much thicker than any on the lot. She strode toward the area with Captain Loving following close behind. “Got it,” she said.
The captain turned to an officer and pointed. “Tape off that area and call in the forensic team.”
Steve made his way to the sound of Heather and Captain Loving’s voices. Apart from everyone, they spoke in low voices.
“What will we find?” asked the officer with Captain Loving.
“A shirt belonging to Reuben Moscovitch, and the body of Blake Hewitt, Dagmar Keyton’s missing husband,” said Steve. He paused. “Red. Very red. This is where Blinky killed and buried Dagmar’s husband.”
Captain Loving resettled his cowboy hat on his head. “How can you be sure?”
“This cabin was built by Charlotte Keyton’s father before they ran sewer lines. There must have been an outhouse. It would be located out the back door and only a short walk from the cabin. The stand of sumac flourished. It must have appealed to the killer’s sense of justice to bury an abusing husband in the hole of an abandoned outhouse.”
“Now the Erma Bombeck quote makes sense.” Captain Loving wrinkled his forehead. “What was that about something being red?”
“Let’s move to where no one can hear us.”
Steve, Heather, and Captain Loving walked toward the lake until Heather said, “This should be far enough.” She whispered, “Steve has a unique ability.”
Steve took over. “It’s called Associative Chromesthesia. If I’m in the vicinity of a homicide and I hear the victim’s name, my mind gives me the impression of seeing red.”
The look Captain Loving gave Heather invited her to verify what Steve had said. She did so with a firm nod. “It’s true. He can tell if a crime scene is the place where a homicide took place.”
Steve leaned on his cane. “Charles, we were paid to find Peter Grayson’s killer. We’ve done that and given you Blinky Hall. He killed Peter Grayson and Blake Hewitt. That’s where our case ends and yours begins.”
Charles Loving rested his forearm on the butt of his pistol. “I’d like to hear your theories on who else is involved. I don’t believe for a minute that Blinky killed the two men without being paid to do it.”
Steve nodded. “I’ll be glad to give you theories, but you’ll have to do the leg work to wrap up this case.”
Heather looked around. “Go on, Steve, but keep your voice down.”
Steve faced the lake. “It’s next to impossible to think William Keyton had anything to do with the murder of either of his sons-in-law. Both events occurred after William had been tortured to the point of near insanity. The Russians had nothing against either man who married the Keyton’s daughters. Elvis Cooper had no ties with Blinky Hall. That clears those three and leaves Charlotte and Dagmar Keyton. Once they got away with the first murder, one, or both of them, were emboldened to order the second. They wanted to get little sister out of a lousy marriage without having to go through a divorce and property settlement. We don’t think Sissy had anything to do with it.”
Steve lowered his voice even more and took a step toward Captain Loving. “Lean on Blinky. Threaten him with death row. The D.A. will go for a plea bargain if he can get the brains and money behind the murders. Blinky will be glad to tell you all you need to know, and you can dig up the evidence to fill in any gaps. Blinky can’t stand either Charlotte or Dagmar Keyton.”
Steve’s hand found Heather’s shoulder, her clue to leave. He paused and turned to Captain Loving. “You have two murders solved, a killer in custody, two prime suspects to choose from to round out the case, and a future date with a terrific woman. I’d say you’re having a good day, Captain.”
Heather’s cell phone made the chirpy sound indicating a text message. She read it and squealed. “We have to go! Max is home.”




EPILOGUE

Heather added one more file to the ones she had already placed on the conference table in her office. Max roused himself to peek over the edge of the cat bed on the shelf behind her desk. His yawn could be interpreted as the end of one nap, or the beginning of another. His sides expanded and deflated as he took in another deep breath and let it out in a huff. Steve rolled his chair over to Max’s home-away-from-home and stroked him. A purr, deep and sonorous, rose from the padded bed.
At the sound of a knock, Heather moved to the door. “Come in, Elvis. Please have a seat at the table. Would you like coffee? Water?”
Elvis shook his head. “No, thanks.” He wiped his hands on his pants as he sat. “I’m scared this is all a dream and I’m going to wake up. I can’t believe the ice and water business is going to be mine. How did you get Sissy to sell it to me for one dollar?”
“I think that question falls into the category of looking a gift horse in the mouth,” said Steve. “I know William Keyton’s a changed man with a new lease on life. He has quite a bit of influence on Sissy. Maybe this is his way of righting past wrongs.”
“Did you bring a dollar bill?” asked Heather.
“I didn’t take any chances and stuck one in every pocket of my jeans and two in my shirt.”
Heather pointed to a line on a page with Elvis’ name typed under it. “Sign here and give me the dollar. That’s all there is to it.”
Elvis scribbled his name, and Heather said, “You own it, free and clear.”
She handed him a ring jingling with keys and walked him to the door. A whoop and holler sounded in the reception area.
◆◆◆
 
Thirty minutes later Steve’s chin lifted. “That should be William Keyton and Sissy.”
Heather made for the door and ushered them in.
“I hope we’re not late,” said Sissy. “We came straight from the shop.”
Heather led them to the conference table. “You’re right on time. Could I get you something to drink? Water? Coffee? A soft drink?”
William Keyton shook his head. “I’m full to my chin with coffee and doughnuts.” He stood erect, reaching his full six-foot-one-inch height. Gone were the shuffling steps and hunched shoulders. Clear eyes searched the office and his hand, while displaying a slight tremor, didn’t shake as it had three months prior.
Sissy said, “I’d like water, if it’s not too much trouble. I’m still on my diet, and I’m supposed to drink at least a gallon a day.”
“You look great,” said Heather. “How do you manage to stay slim working at a bakery?”
“Dad and my son do all the tasting for me.”
Steve moved toward the table. “How’s business, Sissy?”
“Awesome. I’ve wanted to own my own pastry shop for years. I’m adding specialty cupcakes and baked goods.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement. “I can’t believe what a good deal the owner gave us. Daddy did all the negotiating for me.”
“I didn’t do a thing. There wasn’t anything to negotiate. They called Sissy and offered it to her at fifty percent under market value.”
Heather looked away to keep from giving herself away with a smile. Reuben Moscovitch liked Sissy, and this was his way of repaying her kindness to him.
Heather retrieved a bottle of water for Sissy from a mini-fridge under the shelf where Max slept. The others settled around the table. Over the purrs of Max and the hum of the refrigerator, Steve asked, “What’s the latest on Charlotte?”
William answered. “Her attorney is close to coming to terms with the district attorney on a plea bargain. It looks like she’ll be going away for quite a spell.”
Heather noticed that William didn’t seem distraught over the news. She delivered the water to Sissy and resettled her gaze on William. “Your tremor’s much improved.”
“All it took was getting off the medicine Charlotte forced me to take.” He grinned. “Getting a restraining order against her didn’t hurt either.”
“Isn’t it great?” said Sissy, her eyes shining. “It’s like Daddy’s a new man.”
William gave his daughter a pat on the hand. He shifted his gaze to meet Heather’s. “I was a wreck after those three days in the warehouse.”
“Do you mind talking about it?” asked Steve.
“My therapist says I should.” He settled in his chair. “It was simple. They kept me awake and water-boarded me once an hour for three days. Imagine what it’s like to think you’re drowning that many times. Sleep deprivation and fear tore my mind to pieces. If you’ve seen movies of soldiers experiencing shell-shock, you get an idea of what I was like when they released me.”
“That’s horrible,” said Heather.
He folded his hands in front of him. “It’s what I deserved for allowing Charlotte to run roughshod over me all those years.”
Sissy gripped her father’s forearm. Her eyes seemed to flash lightening, “If that wasn’t bad enough, Momma found some quack to prescribe medication that kept him so groggy and confused he could barely function.”
“Now, Sissy, it’s all over. We need to move on.” He turned to look at Steve and then Heather. “It affected me physically more than mentally. Over time my mind settled, but my muscles wouldn’t cooperate. After the shock wore off, I could think clearly, but I could barely speak.”
“Is that how Charlotte wanted you?” asked Steve.
“Exactly. She came from big money and somehow it rotted her like sugar does
your teeth. She had complete control, and there was nothing I could do. She hired Blinky to do her dirty work like I did, except her dirty work included killing two sons-in-law.”
The air had grown heavy. “Did Dagmar play a role in the murders?” asked Heather.
Sissy bristled. “Good luck pinning anything on her.”
William shrugged his broad shoulders. “She’s broken off all ties with us.” He gazed around the room, seeming to choke at the remembrance of his failures. He cleared his throat and continued. “Charlotte’s protecting her by not talking, and Blinky only took orders from Charlotte. After the pills wore off, I piled Dagmar’s clothes and personal belongings on the front porch and told her to find a new place to live. The only income she has now is what the storage units bring in.”
Heather glanced at the clock on the wall. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” She retracted the ball-point from her Mont Blanc pen and placed it on a stack of papers. “Since this is a cash transaction, the paperwork is amazingly simple. Only one thing left to do.” She handed a check to Sissy, who smiled wide as she examined it. “I never thought that ice and water could be worth so much money. The other’s don’t do near the business as the one by the lake.”
“Location, location, location,” said Steve, quoting a real estate mantra.
William shook his head in disbelief. “How in the world did Elvis Cooper come up with two hundred thousand dollars in cash?”
Steve flicked away the question with a hand. “Who knows? It could have been an unexpected inheritance. He might have scratched off a winning lottery ticket.” He paused and leaned across the table and lowered his voice. “Sometimes it’s best that we don’t ask too many questions.”
◆◆◆
 
Heather looked at the closed files. “Do you realize I bought an ice and water business from Sissy for two hundred thousand dollars and sold it to Elvis for one dollar? That’s the worst real estate deal since the Louisiana Purchase.”
Steve chuckled. “Yeah, but how does it make you feel?”
“The lawyer and business woman in me is having a fit. The part of me I like says we did the right thing. Elvis has a way to make a decent living, and Sissy gets a good nest-egg to start her business. The only downside is we’re out two hundred grand.”
Steve waved away her objection. “No, we’re not. We never paid Witherspoon the second hundred grand and Reuben returned what we did pay. Max is safe and Elvis and Sissy both have a way to earn a good living” He pointed at her. “Think about it this way. If you’d have moved on that nursing home deal when you wanted to, you’d be in Boston apologizing to your father for losing millions.”
“Okay, you’re right. We did all right in the end.” She chuckled. “I guess I shouldn’t feel bad we gave away money that belonged to a Russian crime family.”
“It wasn’t their money you gave away,” said Steve. He gave her an I-know-something-you-don’t-know smile.
“What do you mean, it wasn’t their money?”
“Not directly, anyway. I have some people keeping tabs on Judson Witherspoon. It seems he’s liquidating his properties and possessions. So far he’s down four and a half million. The rumor going around is he was given the choice of turning over all assets to Reuben Moscovitch, or losing some
essential body parts.”
Heather sat with eyes wide for a moment. “I should have known Reuben would cover the cost of our services.”
“Who knew a copy of Anna Karenina meant that much to Reuben?”
Steve headed to his desk. “Why don’t you and Captain Loving bring us some fried catfish from your lunch date? Max and I need to celebrate.”
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