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    This one's for you, Kent Flodin.


Thanks for reminding me what's important. 
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He knew the house well, of course. Every room. Every closet. Every piece of furniture. He’d been here dozens of times, going back to when he was a kid.

He knew where the spare key was hidden. Knew there was no alarm system. Knew that if he entered through the back door, he could avoid the security cameras inside the house. And, most important, he knew that nobody was home right now, at nine in the evening.

He put on latex gloves before he picked up the fake rock in the flowerbed to the left of the front door. Carried it with him as he went around the side of the house, through the gate, past the swimming pool, and to the back door. Removed the key and unlocked the deadbolt. Retraced his steps to the front of the house and put the rock back in its spot, with the key inside. Better to do it now rather than later, when he’d be in a hurry. He was glad the house sat on three wooded acres, far from the street. Lots of privacy.

He returned to the back door, eased it open, and stepped into the living room. Closed the door behind him. The warm air enveloped him and he realized how cold he was, despite the hoodie he was wearing. Cold not just from the temperature outside, but also from nerves. His hands trembled slightly. He focused on breathing more slowly and deeply. Be cool. Don’t panic. This would be a cakewalk. He took a full minute to gather himself.

Okay, good.

He remembered to lock the deadbolt behind him. Chances were slim that Malcolm would come home and notice whether the door was or wasn’t locked—he would have several strong drinks in him at that point and his attention to details like that would be shot to hell—but why risk it?

None of the overhead lights were on, but a small lamp on a credenza burned brightly enough to illuminate the room. The first security camera was on top of the entertainment center, to the right of the back door. It was aimed toward the front of the house, at the arched entrance most people would use to come into this room. The camera wasn’t hidden. It was easily recognizable if an intruder spotted it before walking in front of it.

He eased up to the side of the entertainment center and pulled the power cord loose from the back of the camera. No power, no streaming video to the cloud. Exactly what a burglar would do. After a certain amount of time, Mal would receive an alert that the camera was offline, but that happened often enough with these kinds of cameras that he wouldn’t think much of it. Mal would probably open the app and check the camera, but he wouldn’t see anyone inside his house on the earlier video, so he’d think it was just a glitch. Or that the electricity had gone out for a minute or two and the camera hadn’t reconnected.

The only other camera was in the den, where the safe was located, so it wasn’t a problem. He wouldn’t be going in there. Instead, he went down the hallway, into the master bedroom. Another lamp on a nightstand in here provided plenty of light. He went straight to the nightstand and opened the top drawer.

Relief.

The gun was there. A Ruger .357 magnum.

Still wearing gloves, he lifted the revolver and checked the chambers. Fully loaded. Good to go. He’d brought his own gun—a nine-millimeter semi-automatic in the right-hand pocket of his hoodie—but he’d rather use the .357. Would look less premeditated that way. More like an interrupted burglary. The burglar found the Ruger and then was startled by Mal. Perfect. The shot would be loud, but the nearest neighbors were at least one hundred yards away, tucked inside their houses, with windows closed, heaters running, maybe already in bed. They wouldn’t hear a thing. Still, though, he’d limit it to one shot, if he could. And get rid of the gun later.

He tucked the Ruger into the left-hand pocket of his hoodie. Heavy. It barely fit. Then he grabbed a pillow and pulled the pillowcase loose. He’d seen a burglar do that in a movie. Smart. Why bring a bag when there was already one waiting in the house?

He began rooting around inside the nightstand drawer. Found a wristwatch. Decent brand, worth maybe a grand. Into the pillowcase. Took a box of bullets for the Ruger, several gold necklaces, some gold bracelets, and four men’s rings, two with diamonds in them. Had to be worth a shitload if the diamonds were any good. Mal liked jewelry and he bought quality stuff. All of it went into the pillowcase. Next he found a Fitbit, but he was pretty sure those devices had GPS built in, so he left it.

He crossed to the dresser and began going through the drawers, starting from the bottom. Another trick he saw in a movie. If you started with the top drawers, you’d have to shove all of them back in before going to the next drawer down. But if you started at the bottom, you could leave the drawers out. Would make the cops think he’d done this before. He didn’t find anything good in any of these drawers. Just clothes. Didn’t matter. He’d done enough to create the appearance he wanted.

Now he went into the kitchen. The sink and the fridge and the stove and the walk-in pantry were to the right. To the left was a breakfast nook, with a square table and four chairs, plus a door that led into the garage. Malcolm would enter through that door and probably go straight to the refrigerator for a cold beer. Perfect.

He went to the pantry, which had an accordion-fold door with horizontal slats. He opened it and stepped inside. Plenty of room in here, sure, but it wasn’t realistic that he could wait in here, standing, for an hour or two.

He stepped into the kitchen again. Went to the table. Pulled out a chair. He’d just sit right here until he heard the garage door opening. He put the pillowcase on top of the table, along with the Ruger. He kept his own pistol in his right-hand hoodie pocket.

He tried not to think about the task ahead of him. He’d just do it, quickly and efficiently, without a word. Even better if Mal never saw it coming. Fucker deserved it. That was the thing to remember.

Ten minutes passed.

His mouth was parched. He kept shifting in his chair. Couldn’t sit still.

Twenty more minutes passed.

He couldn’t help it—he was having second thoughts. What were the odds that he could actually get away with this? Slim, for sure. At a minimum, he’d be on the list of suspects. But would they be able to prove he’d done it? Would they think he’d—

The phone on the counter rang and he nearly jumped out of the chair.

Jesus frigging Christ, the landline. Who still had a landline nowadays? Mal, that’s who. He was old enough that he wasn’t ready to go completely cellular. Still wanted the sense of security from having a “home phone.”

The phone rang six times, then stopped.

Another ten minutes passed, and now he’d made up his mind. This was a horrible plan. Better to just gun him down on the street or while he was driving. Make the cops think it was road rage. That kind of killing was common nowadays.

He rose from the chair, and of course that’s when he heard the groaning of the garage door rising in its tracks.

Oh, shit.

He hustled into the walk-in pantry and closed the door, and then he realized he’d left the pillowcase and the Ruger on the kitchen table. He hurried back to get them, then returned to the pantry and eased the door closed. He set the pillowcase on the floor and he’d leave it here when he was done. That’s what an interrupted burglar would probably do. He held the Ruger in his right hand. The insides of the latex gloves were filled with sweat.

Now he heard the garage door rumbling as it closed.

Then he heard the closing of a car door.

The horizontal slats in the pantry door were angled downward, so he could see the tiled floor and the lower half of the fridge and some of the counters, but he could not see the door to the garage. That was too far to his left.

His heart was thundering so loudly, he was afraid it would give him away. He had to remind himself to breathe slowly and evenly.

Then the door from the garage into the kitchen opened and he heard boot heels on the tiled floor. The door closed. And just as predicted, Mal made his way straight to the fridge, the lower half of his body visible through the slats.

The Ruger felt like it weighed fifty pounds.

He heard the opening of the fridge, and the rattle of glass jars and bottles in the shelves in the door, and he knew he had to do it right now.

In one quick move, he raised the Ruger and swung the pantry door open, and there was Mal, in profile, raising a bottle of Lone Star to his lips, and the first shot hit him in the right forearm, causing him to drop the bottle. It smashed on the floor just as the second shot shattered the window over the sink.

Now Malcolm was hunching over, trying to protect his head with his left arm, flinching with the third shot, and the fourth, and when the fifth shot caught him dead center, he fell to the floor and a pool of blood began to spread.

––––––––
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47 DAYS LATER
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WE HAD TWO inches of snow on the ground—and I had three inches of bourbon in a glass—when one of my favorite clients called. It was a dreary and restless late afternoon in early January. Vehicles passing on our quiet west-Austin street had their headlights on, despite the fact that the sun wouldn’t set for another thirty minutes.

I answered the call, saying, “I came this close to letting it go to voicemail.”

Heidi let out an indignant huff. “What? Don’t you love me anymore?”

“Absolutely, but less so on a Friday at 5:15. You call this late, it’s almost like you don’t really want me to answer.”

Heidi worked in the fraud department of one of the world’s largest insurance conglomerates. She’d been one of my most important clients since I’d opened my doors as a legal videographer. Most legal videographers record depositions, court proceedings, and scenes of accidents. But my partner and I specialize in catching insurance cheats. In fact, it’s all we do, and we’ve earned a reputation for being the best.

Heidi said, “Tell you the truth, I was prepared to leave a message and ask you to call me on Monday. We can do that if you’d rather.”

I thought about sitting alone in the house, with nothing but the TV to keep me company.

“No, let’s talk. I want to hear what kind of shenanigans you have in store for me.”

“I love that you’re always up for some shenanigans.”

“But I draw the line at antics or tomfoolery.”

“Fortunately, this case only goes as far as hijinks.”

“Oh, those are my favorite. Let’s hear.”

“I’ll email the file in a bit, but I can cover the basics in about five minutes. You familiar with Motorcycle Mania, west of Oak Hill?”

“Sure. They sell motorcycles in a somewhat manic fashion. I’ve seen the ads on TV. Yamahas, if I remember correctly.”

“That’s right. Some quick background...two men opened the business nearly thirty years ago—Frankie Dimmick and Malcolm Shaw. High school classmates, best friends, all that stuff. Frankie is still a managing partner on paper, but he basically retired about a year ago and moved to Montana to fly fish. One of our companies carries health coverage for their staff, which includes Dimmick’s son, Caleb, who also works at the dealership.”

“Okay, I’ve heard that name—Caleb Dimmick.”

“Where’d you hear it?”

“I can’t remember right now, but it’s familiar.”

“Hope it’s something useful, because he’s why I’m calling. The thing is, we’ve always suspected that Caleb doesn’t actually work at the dealership, but he rides the payroll anyway, which is the IRS’s problem, and he gets health insurance, too, which is our problem.”

It wasn’t uncommon for the owner of a successful company to place his family members on the payroll. It was a great way to lower tax liability, considering that the family employee would almost certainly be in a lower tax bracket than the owner. But sham employment didn’t count. Paying someone—and providing insurance coverage—was both tax fraud and insurance fraud if the person didn’t actually work.

“How long has he supposedly been working there?” I asked.

“Nearly four years.”

“And you’ve basically let it slide?”

“Come on, now. You know my department basically does triage. The serious cases get our attention. This thing with Caleb Dimmick is small potatoes, and the one time we called the dealership and asked for him, he was there.”

“That’s, uh, not actually an extensive investigation,” I said.

“If we wanted to do that ourselves, would we need you?”

“Ouch. Good point. Please continue.”

“Thank you. As you can probably guess, something changed recently. Care to guess?”

“Don’t play coy, you little minx.”

“Just testing your skills.”

“Okay, I’d say he recently had a large claim—an illness or disease or injury—and that moved him higher on the list of priorities. You don’t want to pay it if he isn’t really due any benefits.”

“You are so darn sharp.”

“So what’s the poor guy’s problem?”

“He was recently diagnosed with a kidney disease called glomerulonephritis.”

“Gesundheit.”

“I’m not even sure I pronounced that right. Anyway, it could eventually lead to dialysis and maybe transplant.”

“All very expensive.”

“Well, yeah.” I heard her take a breath. “I have to admit, I hate this part of the job. Even if he isn’t due any benefits, I hate to take his health care away.”

I started to say something glib, then decided against it. “How is it affecting him right now? What are his symptoms?”

“He’s in the early stages, so he basically feels fine. If he hadn’t gone in for an annual physical, he wouldn’t even know. It got flagged on a test.”

Which meant he could work, obviously. That would be critical in proving whether his employment was a charade or not.

“What’s his job title?” I asked.

“Assistant manager.”

“Not the kind of job where he could work from home, I guess.”

“Absolutely not. If he’s not going in, he isn’t working. He oversees the sales department, and he can’t do that without being on site basically every day.”

“Makes a nice salary, too, I bet.”

“I would assume so, but I don’t know the exact figure. Plus they covered him with a million bucks in life insurance, which is what they’d do if they considered him an important part of the business.”

“Or if they wanted it to appear that way, so some smart cookie like you wouldn’t wonder if he was a legit employee. Who else was covered?”

“The two partners and Caleb,” Heidi said. “That’s all.”

“Are there any other managers or assistant managers?” I asked. “Vice presidents? Grand poobahs? Exalted wizards?”

“A woman named Shauna Goodwin runs the parts department, but it’s basically Malcolm and Caleb who run the place now, since Frankie retired and moved away. Malcolm had a pretty large claim himself last November. Got shot when he surprised a burglar. Unrelated, but I know you like to have all the background information you can get.”

“Is he back at work?”

“He is, after some physical rehab.”

I was staring out the window, wondering if it was going to snow again tonight. Austin didn’t get snow often—maybe once every three or four years—and most of the residents freaked out when it happened. School closings and such. Fender benders. Countless social media photos of kids playing in the snow for the first time.

“Caleb, Malcolm, and Shauna,” I said. “How many other employees do they have?”

“Four right now.”

So seven people worked at the dealership. Math is my strong suit.

“Any other questions?” Heidi asked.

“Who was the greatest English goalkeeper of all time?”

“Relevant questions?” Heidi asked.

“I’m sure I’ll have some after I review the file,” I said.

“Okay, feel free to call, text, email, whatever,” Heidi said. “I’ll be available all weekend.”

“That’s your subtle way of asking me to get right on it?”

“You’ve always been an ambitious self-starter,” Heidi said.

“Does Caleb Dimmick usually work weekends?” I asked. “Because if he doesn’t, there’s no reason for me to—”

“Saturdays, yes,” Heidi said. “The dealership is closed on Sundays. Hope your van is good in this kind of weather.”

“Like a hog on ice, as Rooster Cogburn would say.”

“Well, nail this one down and you can get yourself a new van. Hey, we should grab a drink sometime soon. Or dinner. My treat. Kick off the new year. Besides, I’d like to get to know Mia better. I’ve only met her that one time.”

“The more you know her, the more you love her. That’s just the way it works with Mia.”

“How is she doing, by the way?”

Great question.

And Heidi asked because she knew what had happened seven weeks ago. Anybody with an Internet connection knew.

“Not too bad,” I said.  “She’s doing all right.”

Which was true, other than periods of depression, or anxiety, or the occasional nightmare that woke her drenched in sweat.

“Glad to hear it,” Heidi said. “Please give her my best, okay?”

“Will do.”

“And I mean it about getting together,” she said.

“That sounds good,” I said. “By the way, it was Gordon Banks.”

“Who?”
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I TOOK A sip of bourbon. It just seemed like a bourbon kind of evening. Dark outside now except for the glow of streetlights, headlights, and porch lights. The current temperature was twenty-six. The snow had fallen about this time last night, delighting half the people in Austin and annoying the rest. Any accumulated snow in Austin was a relative rarity and novelty. Snow that actually stuck around for more than a few hours was even more uncommon.

Mia was out there somewhere, running errands, and maybe caught in traffic. I was tempted to text her, but I’d learned in the past seven weeks that it might be better if I didn’t. She might disappoint me by failing to answer, or answering in a way that left me feeling somehow...disconnected.

Instead, I got comfortable with my laptop in a recliner in the living room, with the blinds opened just enough for me to see the driveway.

I read Heidi’s file and it was about what I expected. No surprises.

So I did some research on my own.

When I googled “Caleb Dimmick,” I realized immediately why I’d recognized the name.

Nine years ago, at the age of eighteen, Caleb and a friend named Landon Coyt had been arrested for making a terroristic threat—a third-degree felony. Three weeks before graduation, they’d made several references online to shooting up their high school. Somehow Caleb’s name had stuck in the nooks and crannies of my memory.

According to the first archived newspaper article I read, Caleb claimed the threats were a joke, “just something stupid we did,” and several friends backed him up. They said he was a prankster. Sort of an asshole, too, and he had no respect for authority, but a prankster.

Cops served search warrants on their homes, cars, lockers, phones, computers, and every other place that might contain evidence. The search teams found nothing, but they did find texts supporting the idea that Caleb and Landon Coyt had done it solely to stir up trouble. Still incredibly stupid.

Caleb and his pal both ended up pleading it down to a class-B misdemeanor and served thirty days in jail. I have to admit his mug shot—the satisfied smirk—immediately made me label him as a punk or a smartass. I wondered how he’d done behind bars. Had anyone taken that smirk off his face? Had it ruined him for good, or had it made him realize he didn’t want to go back?

To answer that question, I checked some other sites to see if Caleb had added to his criminal record since then. I was shocked—shocked, I tell you!—to learn that he had.

For starters, he’d been busted for possession of marijuana twice. Why was it always possession of marijuana with these types? I had nothing against pot, but the predictability was tiresome. Weren’t there any punks out there who didn’t smoke pot?

Three years ago, he’d faced a felony animal-cruelty charge for shooting a feral cat with a BB gun outside his apartment complex. What a moron. He claimed the cat had scratched him a few days earlier and was a danger to residents, some of whom agreed, which likely helped Caleb plead the charge down to a class C misdemeanor and pay a $1,000 fine. If the cat had died, he probably wouldn’t have gotten that deal.

Thus endeth the Caleb Dimmick criminal records.

But I kept poking around.

He had a Facebook account, but I couldn’t see much. His profile photo showed him sailing high in the air in full motocross gear on a blue-and-white Yamaha YZ 250. He was on Twitter and Instagram, but both accounts were private.

At 6:27, I couldn’t resist. I texted Mia. Coming home soon?

I watched the screen for a few minutes, but I never saw the little talk bubble with three pulsating dots in it, which would’ve indicated she was responding.

So I went back to my research.

I found Caleb Dimmick referenced on a bunch of pages for motocross racing. No surprise that he was into that, considering he’d grown up with bikes. Apparently he was quite a competitor and had won several major trophies. Also no surprise that Motorcycle Mania sponsored his team, and they called themselves the Maniacs.

Then I found Caleb Dimmick quoted in a newspaper article about Malcolm Shaw, the partner who’d been shot back in November. According to the article, Shaw had come home one evening and a burglar had shot him, possibly with his own handgun. One bullet grazed his arm—a superficial injury—but another bullet clipped his spine, leaving him with some partial paralysis in his lower extremities. The long-term outcome was unclear when the article was written. It said he might recover completely, or he might always need crutches to walk. Shaw couldn’t give a description of the burglar—“it happened too fast, and then he ran out of the house”—and nobody had ever been charged.

In the article, Caleb Dimmick said, “Mal is super important to the dealership, obviously, but he’s also my dad’s best friend, and like an uncle to me, so it really hurts to see him like this.”

But now Malcolm Shaw was back at work. I surfed some more and it appeared the sheriff’s office still had not identified the burglar.

Mia texted me back. Sorry, lost track of time! Want me to bring home some dinner?
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If I were to give someone the five-minute version of the story between Mia and me, it might go like this...

She used to tend bar at a tavern I frequented, and like most of the male clientele and some of the women, I was smitten by her immediately. It wasn’t just the fact that she was absolutely stunning—five-ten, with long red hair, dimples, and prominent cheekbones—she was also the best human being I knew.

I realized a woman like her could be helpful in my line of work. I began to hire her on occasion—a few hours at a time—to get dolled up and sucker men into lifting heavy items, changing a car tire, or some other task that would prove they weren’t really injured. Almost always worked like a charm.

Eventually, I had a wild idea. Why couldn’t Mia become my partner? By then, I was thoroughly in love with her, although I might not have acknowledged it at the time. I propositioned her—about the partnership—and she went for it. It has worked out perfectly ever since. Well, the business side of our relationship.

On the personal side, I eventually confessed that I loved her, and although she didn’t tell me she felt the same way, she didn’t run for the exit. We began seeing each other. Then I moved in with her. Then came a period when she began to act a little strangely, and to be honest, I thought she was about to break up with me. Nope. She asked me to marry her. Damn right. Skipped right over the “I love you” part and went straight to the proposal. Best moment of my life.

A few months after the proposal, I worked up the courage to reveal that I’d been keeping something from her. Years earlier, after my divorce, I’d had a vasectomy. Not the kind of thing you should keep from your fiancé, especially when she wants kids. She took the news okay. Didn’t bail out. I had a reversal scheduled for this spring, but there was no guarantee it would work. We’d wait and see.

Along this same time, I took on a messy case that involved some very bad people. A hit-and-run accident turned out to be a murder, and when I exposed all of the people involved—and shot and injured one outside our house—his brother came looking for revenge. He attempted to use his truck to shove our van in front of an oncoming eighteen-wheeler. Mia shot and killed him. Saved my life and altered her own forever.

It was a justified shooting, but she was having a hard time coping with it. So she began to see a therapist. At first, those visits appeared to be helping, but then, not so much. Currently, she doesn’t sleep well, or she sleeps too much. Doesn’t laugh or smile as readily, and when she does, it seems artificial, as if she is putting on a good face. She hasn’t made much progress on our wedding plans lately, but that’s okay, because the ceremony is still ten months away. I focus on being patient.

And that’s where things stand.

Did I say five minutes? More like ten, I guess.
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“So tell me about the new case,” Mia said, trying to suppress a yawn.

I was glad she asked. She hadn’t been actively involved in any cases lately.

I quickly covered the high points. I was in a decent mood, maybe because Mia seemed to be in a decent mood. Or maybe it was the bourbon I was drinking, which, oddly enough, went okay with the takeout she’d brought home from Chinatown in Westlake. Mia had opted for a glass of white wine. I was seated on the couch. Mia was across the coffee table from me, sitting cross-legged on the floor.

Our little house, which had been in Mia’s family since the 1920s, was surprisingly cozy, even at these temperatures. Renovations and repairs over the years had beefed up the insulation in the exterior walls and the attic. I’d gotten a nice fire going earlier and stoked it right before Mia had gotten home.

When I finished telling Mia about Caleb Dimmick, she said, “Poor kid.”

“Kid with a fairly extensive criminal record,” I said.

“I wouldn’t wish that kind of health problem on anybody,” she said. “Maybe he’s gotten his act together in the past three years.”

I was surprised she had any compassion for a guy who’d shot a cat with a BB gun, but I let it go.

“So where did you go this afternoon?” I asked. “Other than getting your hair done. It looks fantastic, by the way.”

The light from the fire was bouncing and shimmering in her hair, making it a deeper red than it already was. She was dressed in jeans and a green cable-knit sweater. I couldn’t help but wonder what she was wearing underneath. We hadn’t been as intimate lately as we’d been in the past.

“Thank you,” she said. “I returned a blouse to Nordstrom, then picked up some makeup, then dropped off some dry cleaning, and some other boring stuff.”

“Roads were okay?” I asked.

“Yep. Just fine. Most of it is burned off.”

Mia owns a 1968 Mustang fastback—gorgeous red car, but not good in this kind of weather. So she’d driven the Chevy Tahoe we’d bought after she’d signed up as my partner. It’s much better for surveillance, obviously, and it comes in handy at other times, too.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. I could hear the wind whistling outside. I despise cold weather. Give me one hundred degrees instead of days like this.

“You want me to work the case with you?” Mia asked.

I was pretty sure she was asking out of a sense of obligation.

“Maybe,” I said. “Let me see how it goes tomorrow.”

“I feel like I haven’t been pulling my weight lately,” she said.

“Good thing you don’t weigh much.”

“I’m serious.”

“We’re a team,” I said. “If one of us needs some downtime, the other one fills in. Everything is good.”

She reached across the table and took my hand. “Thanks.”
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I GOT UP early—5:00 a.m.—because Motorcycle Mania opened at 7:00, and I had to assume Caleb Dimmick would arrive at work sometime before then, if he was a proper assistant manager.

I slipped out of bed quietly, took a quick shower, ate some toast, and checked on Mia, who was still asleep. I left without waking her.

The streets were empty at 5:35, and I was glad to see that no more snow had fallen. I was also glad the Caravan had a good heater, because the temperature was 31 degrees.

I went south on Loop 1, then west on Highway 290. Caleb Dimmick lived in a house he’d built on two acres less than a year earlier off Thunderbird Road. The county tax office appraised the home at $487,000, and I had to wonder how a 27-year-old could afford that. Was he getting paid that much at Motorcycle Mania? Even if Caleb did actually work there, that was a big mortgage to carry for a kid his age.

I was familiar with Thunderbird Road, which isn’t far from “the Y” in Oak Hill—the intersection of Highway 290 and Highway 71. Oak Hill used to be a quiet little area out in the sticks, which was why my grandparents had lived out here decades ago, before they passed away. But today it’s a booming suburbia choked by tens of thousands of vehicles daily and new tract-home subdivisions popping up regularly.

Thunderbird Road is a somewhat rustic street. Caliche driveways. Few actual lawns, but instead native grasses and weeds mowed short. An occasional horse or goat staring at you from behind a wire fence. No curbs. No streetlights. No storm drains. Many of the homes had been built in the 1960s, and some well-maintained doublewide trailers had been hauled in later. Not the type of neighborhood that had an HOA. Private. No place for me to park the van and watch Caleb Dimmick’s driveway, and if I tried, people would notice.

Motorcycle Mania was located farther west on 290, between Oak Hill and Dripping Springs, just this side of the county line. Fortunately, I’d found a good surveillance spot last night on Google Maps. Caleb Dimmick would follow Thunderbird to its west end, where it hit the highway, and right at that intersection, on the same side of the highway, was a small office building. Perfect. I parked in a slot facing 290 and left the engine running for the heater. I could see Thunderbird Road to my left. The current time was 5:54.

I would be comfortable enough waiting here, and I was used to it. This was part of my job—sitting and watching, sometimes for days. I’d brought a thermos of coffee and some leftover pepperoni pizza in a Ziploc bag. Anybody who doesn’t think cold pizza makes a good breakfast is not to be trusted. I sipped some coffee, nibbled some pizza, and waited with the stereo tuned to KLBJ-FM. Dale Dudley and his team would keep me entertained.

I knew from online research last night that Caleb drove a maroon Honda Ridgeline with a personalized license plate that read YAM 250, a nod to the motocross bike he rode in competition, built by Yamaha. I’d be able to see him as he pulled up to the stop sign and waited to turn right onto the highway.

Twenty minutes passed.

By now traffic was starting to build, with most of the vehicles going east, toward Austin.

Mia sent a text. Wish you’d woken me when you left. Be careful. Stay warm. xo.

I replied: Roads were good. Will keep you posted. xo.

By 6:40, I’d seen half a dozen cars coming from Thunderbird Road, but no maroon Honda Ridgeline.

At 6:50, I poured a second mug of coffee. Weather report said it would warm up today.

At 6:58, it was obvious Caleb Dimmick wasn’t going to open the shop. Maybe that wasn’t his routine. Maybe one of his employees opened the doors and Caleb went in later.

At 7:16, I took a leak into a plastic milk jug I keep on hand for that exact purpose. Barbaric, huh?

Nobody paid much attention to the Caravan. For surveillance, it’s just about perfect. Beige and forgettable. The deeply tinted windows and a scanner antenna mounted on the roof are the only signs something else might be going on inside.

At 7:37, I pulled out of my parking spot, took a left on 290, then made another left on Thunderbird Road. Drove about a quarter-mile, keeping it nice and slow, checking the mailboxes for addresses. I knew from the tax appraisal that Caleb Dimmick’s house had an elaborate carport in place of a garage. Would I be able to see anything through the trees? Yep, I could. There sat a maroon Ridgeline truck. Fine.

I returned to the parking lot at the small office building.

I was still waiting at 9:30. The temperature was now a balmy forty-seven degrees. I had to take a leak again, but there were too many people coming and going from vehicles in the parking lot. My windows were tinted, but that didn’t mean I was invisible.

Finally, at 9:47, a maroon Ridgeline turned right from Thunderbird onto the highway. I followed, close enough at first to confirm the license plate, and then I fell back. There were plenty of vehicles moving west, so I didn’t have to worry about Caleb Dimmick noticing me. The dealership was just a few miles ahead.

Except he drove right past it.

Okay, so he wasn’t going to work just yet. He kept going west, eight miles to the town of Dripping Springs. There he turned left into a retail center and drove to the back, to the Home Depot. He went to the other end of the lot, near the garden center, and parked in an empty row.

I hung back, just watching at first, and then parked at the Chicken Express, in a spot that gave me a clear view of the Ridgeline.

For six minutes, nothing happened. He did not get out of his truck. Maybe he was finishing a phone call.

Then an orange super-sport motorcycle—also known as a crotch rocket—entered from the far side of the lot, where Ranch Road 12 runs in a north-south direction beside Home Depot. Still pretty chilly out for a motorcycle ride, but the rider appeared to be wearing cold-weather gear. The bike turned into the same row as the Ridgeline, then glided to a stop beside the driver’s door. Some sort of meeting going on.

This, my friends, perfectly represented the exciting, fast-paced, action-packed world of fraud investigation. I grabbed my favorite super-zoom camera and snapped some quick photos, but the subjects were too far away for me to get much detail. Plus, the man—assuming it was a man—talking to Caleb Dimmick was wearing a full-face helmet. He had the visor lifted, but that revealed just a small wedge of his face, and he was wearing sunglasses.

Eight minutes later, the biker turned around, exited the lot, and went north on Ranch Road 12. I didn’t have a chance to get a photo of the license plate. Caleb Dimmick used the same exit, but he took a right on Highway 290 and drove back to the dealership, where he went inside and stayed until 7:21 that evening.
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“So he does really work there,” Mia said.

We were seated side by side on the couch in the living room, holding hands, with another fire crackling. Mia had built one from the bed of embers from last night and kept it going all day.

I said, “He did today, I know that much. He was the last one to leave. Locked the doors and everything. The question is, has he been working there all along, or is he putting on a show because of his recent diagnosis? He could be smart enough to know the insurance company might check up on him.”

Mia said, “So what’s your next step?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Is the dealership open tomorrow?”

“Nope. Closed on Sundays.”

“Perfect. That means you don’t have to go anywhere. There’s another nasty cold front coming through tonight.”

“Well, you know the cold doesn’t faze me. I scoff at the wind chill. I am impervious to the elements.”

“You wear a jacket if the temperature drops below sixty,” she said.

“Only as a fashion statement.”

“Then why are your hands so cold right now?” she asked.

“Uh, it’s all very complicated, but it involves thermostatic regulation as it relates to biological equilibrium, vis à vis mass and density.”

“That’s some world-class BS,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“I think we need to take a hot bath and warm you up,” she said. “Don’t you?”

“I do now,” I said.
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I DIDN’T LOAF around all day on Sunday. In the morning, I worked for exactly five minutes. I composed a text to Heidi and explained what I’d learned, and I theorized that Caleb’s one day at the dealership didn’t necessary prove or disprove our case. I suggested that I should dig a little deeper. She agreed.

By Monday morning, I’d figured out my next step.

Just before ten o’clock, with the temperature climbing upward again after the cold front, I put on a light jacket and a baseball cap and got into my Toyota Camry—my back-up vehicle—and drove to Motorcycle Mania. I saw Caleb Dimmick’s maroon Ridgeline parked outside, which was additional proof that he did actually work there.

A bell chimed as I stepped through the double glass doors and I stopped for a moment to survey the showroom, as a new shopper might. Personal watercrafts were in one corner, utility vehicles in another, and the entire right side of the room was dedicated to motorcycles—street, trail, and dual-purpose. The service counter was in the back. The overhead lights were bright and the vinyl-tiled floor was sparkling clean. It appeared to be a well-run operation designed to appeal to the masses, rather than some dingy outfit intended to serve hardcore bikers.

After I’d poked around among the dirt bikes for a few minutes, a salesperson approached. Tall guy with a spider web tattoo on the side of his neck. Needed a shave. He was wearing riding boots, jeans, and a red Motorcycle Mania polo shirt with the initials JD stenciled above the left breast. I remembered from the case file that his last name was Magnuson and that he was 31 years old.

“Help you with something?” JD asked.

“Is Caleb around?”

“He’s in the back right now.”

I waited a few seconds, but JD just stared at me. “You mind letting him know I’m here?” I asked.

“He’s tied up with something. You shopping for a bike today?”

I figured JD was hungry for a commission.

“Actually, I came in for a hot tub, but it appears you’re sold out. Imagine my disappointment. I figure I might as well check out the bikes while I’m here, though. Friend of mine told me to ask for Caleb. You mind grabbing him from the back?”

JD wasn’t happy. He grunted, then turned and went back down the aisle, through a gap in the counter, and then through a swinging door. I continued to pretend to look at the bikes. Far as I could see, there was only one other customer in the store, looking at ATVs.

A minute later, here came Caleb Dimmick, looking exactly like he did in his driver’s license photo. Slender. Spiked black hair. Medium height. He wasn’t big, and he didn’t appear particularly strong, but he carried himself with a noticeable athleticism. Like JD, Caleb was wearing a red dealership polo with his name on it.

“Hey, there,” he said, extending a hand. “I’m Caleb.”

“Roy,” I said. “And I’d like to nominate JD for Salesman of the Month.”

Caleb laughed. “He’s a little cranky in the morning. Sorry about that. I hear we have a mutual friend.”

“Well, he wasn’t really a friend of mine. More like a cell mate, but that’s another story.” I made it plain that I was kidding. “I believe he bought a bike from you, or maybe he said you own the place—I can’t remember exactly. But he told me if I was gonna buy a bike, I should come see you.”

“Who is it?”

“David Jackson,” I said. “Doing time for bank robbery.”

Caleb laughed. “I can’t place him.”

“The truth is, he’s kind of forgettable. Personality like a bag of white rice. I’d feel mean saying that, except he says it himself. Anyway, I’m considering getting a bike for my nephew—something he can ride on my brother’s ranch out in Blanco County.”

“How old is he?”

“My brother is three years older than me, but why is that important? Oh, you mean my nephew? He’s sixteen.”

“Is he licensed?”

“No, and I’m not sure he wants to get a license, but he might later.”

“Okay, so are you thinking straight dirt bike or dual sport?” Caleb asked.

I pointed toward a nearby bike and said, “What kind is this one?”

I knew the answer, of course, because I’d had a couple of bikes myself in my teens and twenties. But I wanted to hear Caleb’s sales spiel.

“That’s a dual-sport bike, meaning it’s designed for both street and trail.”

“So it’s street legal?”

“Yup, because it has mirrors, turn signals, a horn, and all that stuff. Most dirt bikes don’t have any of that, but they’re also built a little different.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Well, that depends on whether the bike is designed for motocross or cross-country or just your basic trail riding. There are, like, subcategories. I’m a motocross rider, so I have a bike built specifically for that, with a particular kind of transmission and suspension and basically just the design of the entire bike. If I tried to use a basic trail bike, I’d get my ass kicked.”

It was obvious to me that Caleb Dimmick was a practiced salesman. He’d had this discussion many times. He also wasn’t coming across as the punk I’d expected from his criminal record, but maybe he put on an act in front of customers. I noticed that the collar of his shirt was slightly frayed, suggesting he had worn it many times.

“I think we can rule out any kind of competition bike and just go with a trail bike,” I said.

“Meaning street legal, or not?”

“Yeah, let’s go with street legal, just in case he decides to get his license.”

“Okay, but you might want to remove the turn signals and maybe the mirrors, because it’s real easy to snap those off if you lay the bike down.”

“Good point. We’ll do that.”

“What size bike are you looking for?”

“I was hoping you’d give me a recommendation.”

“How big is your nephew?”

“About your size,” I said.

“I’m five-nine and one-fifty. That sound about right?”

“It does, yeah.”

“Probably still has some growing to do?”

“His dad is six-two, so I’d say yeah,” I said.

“Good to know. And he’s never ridden a bike at all?”

“Nope.”

I saw a man about sixty years old come through the swinging door and walk with a slight limp to a computer resting on the sales counter. Malcolm Shaw. So he’d returned to work since the shooting. Guess he’d gotten lucky and the initial injury wasn’t as bad as it might have been.

A few seconds later, a slender blonde woman of about fifty came through the same door and went to a different computer. I figured she was Shauna Goodwin, who ran the parts department.

“Is he fairly well coordinated?” Caleb was asking me. “Good at other sports?”

“Very much. Natural athlete.”

It was fun bragging about a nephew I didn’t have.

“In that case, I’m thinking the TW200 would be a good fit,” he said, steering me toward a sharp-looking tan-and-black bike with fat tires and a low seat. “If we start with anything smaller, he’s probably gonna outgrow that pretty quick. But with a 200, hell, he could ride that for years. If he decides he wants something bigger later, these bikes hold their value real good, so you could sell it or trade it in.”

A tag on the handlebars said the MSRP was $4,599. Damn. This imaginary nephew of mine might have to get a part-time job after school to help pay for this bad boy.

“This looks like a sweet ride,” I said.

“It really is,” Caleb said. He laughed. “And I’d love to sell it to you today—but the best thing you could do is bring your nephew in and have him look at a couple of the bikes. Sometimes you gotta check ’em out and sit on ’em to figure out which one you like.”

At this point, there was no doubt in my mind that Caleb Dimmick worked here at the dealership and he wasn’t just riding the payroll. He had a good pitch and it wasn’t the first time he’d used it. He was slick, but friendly and likeable. I had to remind myself he’d once threatened to shoot up his high school, and after that, he’d shot a feral cat with a BB gun.

“That’s a good idea,” I said. “Hey, I really appreciate your time today.”

“No problem, man. Just give me a call if you have any questions.” He handed me a business card. “My cell number is on there.”

“Will do. I’ll bring my nephew in real soon.”

“Awesome.”

We shook hands again, and I walked out.

When I got out to the Camry, I removed the baseball cap I’d been wearing. Built into the bill was a tiny video camera I’d used to record the encounter. I would send it to Heidi when I got back home and she could judge for herself, and then we could decide where to go from here. If it were up to me, I’d say the investigation was complete. There was no fraud.

As I was about to back out of my parking spot, I noticed JD glaring at me through a window beside the front door. I gave him a phony smile and a thumbs-up. He turned and walked away.
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Heidi, to my surprise, wasn’t convinced yet. She wanted me to check the dealership several times in the coming week and see if Caleb was there most of the time. If he was, she’d close the case.

“That seems reasonable,” Mia said.

“Agreed,” I said. “I’ll drive by a couple times a day. Easy money.”

It was nearly eight in the evening on Monday and we were eating at the County Line, a legendary barbecue restaurant high on a hill west of Austin on Bee Caves Road. The place was busy, but that was understandable after the recent bouts of nasty weather. A family of five was eating at the table next to us. The eldest of the three kids was a boy who appeared to be twelve or thirteen. He’d been staring at Mia so frequently that the mother swiveled her head to see what the boy was looking at. When she saw Mia, a knowing grin crossed the mom’s face.

“You could ride with me tomorrow morning,” I said as I gnawed on a massive beef rib. “Come along and keep me company. If you want.”

Since she’d expressed some interest on Friday when I’d told her about the case, I figured I might as well float the idea out there.

Mia nodded, but she looked down at her plate and continued eating.

“Or not,” I said. “I know I smell funny and talk too much.”

She set her knife and fork down. “Actually, we should probably talk about this.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“I’m not sure I want to do it anymore. This work. What we do.”

“Okay,” I said, doing my best to keep a poker face. “I can understand that.”

She leaned in closer. “I’m having a hard time putting it behind me.”

She meant the man she’d killed, of course.

“You think the therapy is helping?” I asked.

“It is,” she said. “Beth is helping me figure out what I really want. And what I don’t. But I’m just—when I think about facing something like that again—I’m not sure I can do it. One day I think I can, the next, absolutely not.”

Beth had diagnosed Mia with post-traumatic stress disorder, which, of course, included anxiety and a host of other symptoms.

“Have you made up your mind, or are you going to give it some more time?”

“I’m not going to rush,” she said. “If that’s okay with you.”

“Of course it is. You know whatever you decide is fine with me.”

“You won’t be disappointed if I quit?”

“Well, I’d be disappointed that we wouldn’t be working together, but I wouldn’t be disappointed in you.  I could never feel that way.”

“Thank you.”

I nodded.

“I’m torn right now,” she said. “It’s a risky profession.”

“It can be, yeah,” I said.

The waiter came to clear our plates and said he would return with the check.

“I worry about you, too,” Mia said. “I mean, you’ve already been shot once. What’s to stop it from happening again?”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to this, so I reached out and held her hand.

“Do you think about it?” she asked. “Damon Tate tried to abduct you right off our front porch. You had to shoot his brother. Then there was the woman who tried to burn the house down. That scared the hell out of me.”

Right then, my phone, resting on the tabletop, lit up with an incoming text. I’m not normally one to interrupt a serious conversation like this, and if I’d known we were going to have this discussion, I would’ve slipped my phone into my pocket beforehand. But I didn’t, and the phone screen was right there, and it showed a message from Heidi.

Heard the news yet?

Mia saw it too and said, “Go ahead and answer her.”

So I quickly texted back. At dinner. What’s up?

She replied almost immediately. A shooting at Malcolm Shaw’s house a few hours ago. One person dead.
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THE SHERIFF’S OFFICE didn’t reveal until late the following morning that the victim of the shooting had been identified as Malcolm Shaw. Details in the media were sketchy. A neighbor had heard at least two shots right at dusk and called 911. Shaw had been rushed to the hospital, but he hadn’t survived surgery. There was no mention of the shooter. Had the person been identified? Had any witnesses been able to give the cops any useful information?

My least favorite investigator—a guy named Ruelas—had caught the case. Smug, arrogant jerk. He’d even hit on Mia on several occasions in the past, before we got together. Standing in front of the news cameras, Ruelas assured nearby residents that they had no reason to worry about any ongoing danger.

One thing was certain: Now the alleged burglary in November at Shaw’s house was questionable, at best. Looked more like an assassination attempt disguised as a burglary. And now the killer had tried a second time—and succeeded. That was my working theory. I’m sure it had occurred to Ruelas immediately. But what was the motive? Why did I care? It wasn’t my job to solve a murder.
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I pulled into Motorcycle Mania at 10:33 on Tuesday morning and the parking lot was empty. I could see a handwritten sign on the glass door, so I walked over.

Closed today due to an emergency. Sorry for the inconvenience.

No surprise. One of the partners had died.

I heard a vehicle behind me and realized somebody else had just pulled into the lot. I turned and saw a blue Chevy truck. New, but covered with red dust. The driver parked three slots over from my van and got out.

It was JD Magnuson, the salesman with the spider web tattoo on his neck.

He walked toward me, locking his truck doors by pointing the remote backward over his shoulder. He probably thought it looked cool that way. He was wearing the same boots, jeans again, and a well-worn leather jacket zipped all the way up.

“Closed today,” he called as he got closer.

“I gathered that from the locked doors and the sign. I’m surprised to see you here.”

“Forgot my phone last night,” he said as walked past me and stopped by the doors. He had a key ring in his right hand, but he didn’t open the door yet.

“What’s the emergency?” I asked, nodding toward the sign taped to the glass.

“One of the owners was shot and killed last night.”

“Jesus,” I said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“That means your hot-tub shopping will have to wait,” he said.

It wasn’t a good-natured jab. He was using the occasion—his boss’s death—to make me feel small about my glib remark from yesterday.

“Any idea what happened?” I asked.

“Like I said, he was shot.”

“Did they catch who did it?”

Now he was staring at me, suspicious, and he didn’t answer for several seconds. Then he said, “What’s your name again?”

“Roy. I came back to look at the bike Caleb was showing me yesterday.”

“Which bike?”

“The TW200,” I said.

“You don’t seem like a guy shopping for a bike,” he said.

“Sometimes I’m not,” I said. “Like when I’m shopping for groceries or lumber, or even just watching TV.”

“What’s your last name?”

It seemed like I had set off JD’s radar, but I didn’t know why. Now I was wishing I hadn’t pulled into the lot.

“Why do you need my last name?” I asked.

“You don’t want to tell me?” he asked.

“I guess I don’t really care either way, but I’m wondering why you’re giving me the third degree. I could always go buy the bike somewhere else.”

He stared at me for a long moment. Then he said, “Okay, man. Sometimes the other dealerships send people over to pretend to shop. I figured that’s what you were doing.”

I laughed, even though I wasn’t buying his explanation. “They send fake shoppers?”

“Yeah, you know, to hear the sales pitch and maybe check our prices. That kind of bullshit. It’s a goddamn waste of time. Plus, they think it’s funny.”

“They sound like assholes,” I said.

“Pretty much.”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” I said. “I just came by to look at that bike again.”

I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not.

“Yeah, okay,” he said. “You should come back tomorrow. We’ll be open.”

“Okay, sure,” I said. “Sorry to hear about your boss. That’s really terrible.”

He nodded, then unlocked the door and stepped inside.
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I got back on Highway 290, pondering JD’s weird explanation, and continued west into Dripping Springs. This little town was suffering severe growing pains. Lots of new subdivisions out this way, along with the accompanying retail centers and strip malls, all to the discontent of the longtime locals. Good luck with that. I’d experienced the same thing years earlier in my stomping grounds along Bee Caves Road.

I pulled into the caliche parking lot of a little green-and-yellow taco shack on the side of the road. Maybe I was feeling sentimental. This place had been here a damn long time. At this hour, it wasn’t crowded, and I had my order of two breakfast tacos in about five minutes.

The weather was nice—mid-fifties and not a trace of wind—so I sat in the full sunshine at a picnic table out back and ate my food.

Between bites, I texted Heidi. Dealership is closed today.

She replied: Wondered about that. Plz check tmw and let me know.

I sent a thumbs-up.

Problem was, if Caleb Dimmick didn’t return to work tomorrow or even anytime this week, it wouldn’t necessarily have any bearing on my investigation. One might expect Caleb to take some time off after a longtime family friend was killed, if they were close. On the other hand, if he did return to work tomorrow, that would be fairly conclusive evidence that he was a legitimate employee.

I finished my second taco and sat quietly for a moment, wondering how much longer this little taco shack would be here. Sometimes change really sucks.
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When I got home, Mia was on the couch with her laptop, but she closed it and said, “Hey.”

“Hey.” I walked over and leaned down to give her a kiss.

“How’d it go?” she asked.

“The dealership was closed, so I stopped for some breakfast tacos.”

“Yum.”

“You know that little taco shack in Dripping Springs?”

“I think so.”

“That’s where I went.”

“I was just about to have some lunch myself.”

I sat down beside her.

“Warming up out there,” I said. “High of forty-eight today.”

“That will feel good after the past few days.”

“Maybe I’ll take a nap,” I said. “Good day for a nap.”

She laughed.

“What?” I said.

“Look at us making small talk, so we can avoid the topic from last night.”

“Is that what we’re doing? We should stop doing that.”

“I agree.”

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Yes, and I’ve come to the conclusion that you should not go into professional bullfighting.”

“Yeah, probably not. I’d have to move to Spain to really hit it big. That’s where they make the big bucks.”

“Although I must admit you’d look good in those outfits the matadors wear.”

“Too understated for my taste.”

“Anything you decide will be fine with me. I hope you know that.”

“And I hope you know how much your support means to me.”

“One possible solution came to mind, if you want to hear it,” I said.

“Sure.”

“We’ve talked about you getting your PI’s license. If you did that, you could branch out into all kinds of interesting stuff—missing persons, computer forensics, corporate espionage—there are a lot of new areas you could explore.”

“Much safer, too,” Mia said.

“Right. Isn’t that what you want? Being a PI doesn’t have to be dangerous. You could even choose cases where you never have to leave the house.”

“And sit behind a computer all day.”

“Yeah.”

“Have to say that doesn’t sound particularly appealing.”

“Bet you could strike a balance—some work from home and some out in the field. But nothing risky.”

She thought about it for a moment. “I need to think about it.”

“Of course.”

“But either way, you would continue with fraud investigation?” she said.

The question caught me off guard.

“Well, yeah,” I said. And then, for clarity, I had to ask, “You’re okay with that, right?”

She didn’t answer right away.

“Mia?”

“I need to think about that, too,” she said.

I started to reply, but I decided it might be wiser to keep my mouth shut for the time being. Hey, that happens sometimes.
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AFTER MY NAP, I went into the bedroom that served as my office and set out to do some research on JD Magnuson. I wanted to know more about the guy, since he’d seemed so suspicious both times I’d seen him. Was his “fake shopper” explanation legit?

The case file listed his full name—Jerome Darius Magnuson—and his date of birth. That made it easy to check his criminal record. That is almost always my first stop when I want to know more about someone.

He’d been arrested four times in Travis County as an adult, including once for possession of a controlled substance with intent to distribute. So he’d been dealing drugs. Allegedly. Ultimately, those charges had been dismissed.

The most recent arrest resulted in two charges—burglary of a residence and violation of a protective order. Interesting. I dug deeper and found an article in a small Oak Hill newspaper. Apparently JD claimed he’d simply been attempting to retrieve some property he owned from a former landlady who’d refused to give it back. JD had been able to plead the charges down to a single count of criminal trespassing, which earned him six months of probation and a judge’s order to have no further contact with the owner of the home, a woman named Tasha Van Camp.

I got a text from Mia, who was busy doing something in her office, which was a small study in the front of the house. Even when we were both in our offices, we tended to text or email, because it was better than shouting.

Going to the gym in a few minutes. Need anything while I’m out? she asked.

All good, thanks, I replied.

Remember when I talked about painting my office? Might stop for some supplies.

I said, I’m all for that, especially if you don’t need my help.

She sent back a laughing face.

I tried to learn more about the trespassing situation, but there’s only so much information available without seeing the police report or probable cause affidavit. What was the property JD had wanted to retrieve? Why had he left it behind?

Did any of this have anything to do with Caleb Dimmick’s employment status? Almost certainly not. So why was I checking? Because I had nothing else to do at the moment, and because it was always better to know too much than too little.

I stopped for a moment to check some news sites. Still no indication who’d killed Malcolm Shaw. That didn’t necessarily mean the cops didn’t have suspects, but if they did, they hadn’t told the media yet.

My phone chimed again with an incoming text, this one from a close friend named Mark.

We still on for tonight?

I’d known him since the age of eight. At one point, during my teens and early twenties, we were more or less inseparable, including renting a house together for a few years. But then life happens. He’d gotten married at 25, opened a business, had two kids, moved way the hell out to Leander, and now I was lucky if I saw him once a year. We’d go six months without talking on the phone, or three months without a text or an email. That seemed to be the norm for modern life. People kept in touch via social media, without any actual human interaction. I was lucky to have half a dozen lifelong friends, but it had been a long time since I’d seen any of them in person.

Who is this? I said.

Getting senile sucks, he said.

So does your sister, I said, because he would expect nothing less.

I don’t have a sister, he said.

Details, I said.

How about Chuy’s on 183 at 7:00?

Traffic would still be a nightmare on 183 on my way out there, but I knew he’d want to get home to his kids, so I gave him a thumbs-up and went back to my browser.

I found an article stating that Shaw had been shot on his back porch, apparently as he’d been sitting in a chair, drinking a glass of whiskey over ice. There was no indication the killer had entered the house. Not a botched burglary. A hit.

I finished reading that article, which had last been updated four hours earlier, and looked for something more recent. I had the websites of all of the major Austin news stations bookmarked, so I visited those pages in succession, hoping somebody had a scoop. KXAN came through for me. Their article on the shooting had been updated just seven minutes earlier, and it included one fact that was brand spanking new.

Investigators from the Travis County Sheriff’s Office were hoping to identify an individual who had been spotted in Shaw’s neighborhood right at dusk on an orange motorcycle.
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Later, I drove north on MoPac and contemplated what I’d learned. The fact that I’d seen Caleb Dimmick meeting with a rider on an orange motorcycle might mean nothing. I told myself there were plenty of orange motorcycles on the road. Okay, maybe not plenty, but some. I tried to remember if I’d seen any earlier that day, on my trip to Motorcycle Mania and the taco stand, but I couldn’t recall seeing any motorcycles at all. It had been too cold today for most riders.

Earlier, I’d taken another look at my photos from the Home Depot parking lot on Saturday, and even though those shots were useless for identifying the rider, they were helpful for determining the make and model of the motorcycle. Rather than try to figure it out myself, I’d simply posted a photo in a Facebook group about motorcycles and asked the experts to nail it down for me. Took someone three minutes to tell me it was a Kawasaki Ninja 650. Slick-looking bike. Powerful. Expensive. The kind that zooms past you on the highway and you hope you don’t see the rider wrapped around a tree a mile up the road.

Was the rider at Home Depot the same person who’d been spotted in Malcolm Shaw’s neighborhood, or was that too big of a leap? If the cops had video of the bike near Shaw’s house, that would be one thing, but if there was an eyewitness, it would be much harder to make an accurate comparison between the two bikes.

Should I call Ruelas and let him know what I’d seen?

I decided to set that question aside until tomorrow and just enjoy dinner.
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DESPITE THE TRAFFIC, I arrived at Chuy’s at 7:03, got on the list for a table, and Mark joined me in the bar at 7:15.

He looked great for a man who worked sixty hours a week and had two kids. He’d always been a handsome guy—six-one, sandy hair, blue eyes—and his stressful life hadn’t caught up with him yet in that department. He wasn’t quite as lean as he used to be, but who was? He gave me a bro-hug, and then we grabbed a couple of stools at the bar.

“You look pretty good for an aging pervert,” he said, just loud enough for a senior couple nearby to hear. The man frowned while his wife snickered.

“Pervert?” I said, but not as loud. “That was just one night and I don’t remember you complaining.”

“Damn ball gag,” he said.

The bartender stopped by and we ordered a couple of draft beers.

“Damn, it’s good to see you,” Mark said. “Why do we let so much time pass?”

“It doesn’t help that you live halfway to Dallas,” I said.

“Oh, sure. Blame me.”

“Works every time,” I said. “How’s Cheryl?”

“Real good. Busy as always.”

“Still working at that real estate office?”

“Actually, no. She quit last month and we’re gonna see what it’s like to live on one income, at least for a while.”

He went on to tell me that his business—which provided “network infrastructure consulting,” an area I didn’t totally understand—was doing well. Set a sales record last year. He was thinking about selling. If he got the price he wanted, he could retire, if that’s what he chose to do. Impressive as hell, and he deserved it. He’d busted his ass to build it into a success.

“How’s Mia doing?” he asked later.

The concern in his voice was obvious, and I wondered how long it would take for people to lose that tone when they asked about her. Another year? Two years? Or would they always think of her first and foremost as the friend who’d killed a man and had to deal with the aftermath?

“She’s doing all right,” I said. “Except she’s having second thoughts about our line of work.”

“Oh, yeah?”

I nodded.

“Guess I can’t blame her,” he said. “You’ve told me about some of the wild stuff you’ve gotten into.”

“It hasn’t been that much,” I said.

“Hell, not only did you shoot a guy, but you’ve gotten shot yourself. You’re lucky to be alive. That must feel pretty weird. You lost your—which organ was it?”

“My spleen.”

You can live without it just fine, but you are more likely to develop infections, including some that could be life threatening. So far, I’d had no problems.

“That’s right,” Mark said. “That’s bad enough, but what Mia did...that’s a whole other level. I can’t even imagine what it’s like...”

To kill somebody. That’s what he left unsaid. And he was right—he couldn’t imagine. And neither could I, since I’d never killed anybody. But I knew all too well how a traumatic event can impact the rest of your life. I’d experienced one of my own—one that was worse than shooting someone or getting shot.

“You’re not making me feel any better,” I said.

The bartender delivered our beers and went to serve some other customers.

Mark said, “You want me to bullshit you? You’re just as handsome and smart as you’ve always been. How’s that?”

I said, “I suggested she get her PI license and branch out into some different areas. We’ll see where that goes.”

“So what has she been doing for the past couple of months?” he asked. “Not working?”

“Not yet.”

“On a more pleasant topic, our wedding is ten months away,” I said.

“One thing for sure—she’s gonna be a gorgeous bride,” Mark said.

“Yeah, she is.”

“I mean, like, smoking hot. All the men are gonna—”

“Easy, now.”

“Too bad the groom is such a slob.”

“You should see the best man,” I said. “He’s hideous.”

He gave me a knowing grin, but didn’t say anything.

“Willing to do it again?”  I asked.

I could tell Mark was about to make a wise-ass remark, but he changed his mind and said, “Of course. Second time’s a charm. Or something like that.”

He’d been my best man years ago, when I’d gotten married at 21, which was the source of my trauma. That’s not a stab at my ex-wife. She was actually a loving person and a wonderful partner, and even though we’d gotten married so young, I think we had a great chance at making it last forever—until the event that tore our marriage apart.

A very sick man abducted our daughter Hannah from a city park, and I was the one watching her at the time. Left her alone in the car for just a few minutes, and that’s all it took. Thank God a clever police detective located her, unharmed and untouched. For years afterward, I was plagued by feelings of shame and guilt for being so negligent. Ironic that it was Mia who’d finally made me realize it was okay to forgive myself. Could I do the same thing for her?

“I appreciate it,” I told Mark.

“Hey, it’s a good excuse for a bachelor party. Do people still do those?”

“I had to follow a guy into a strip club a few months ago, so I can verify that they do.”

“Rough job.”

“You have no idea.”

“We should think bigger—like Vegas or Cancun or Des Moines.”

“Des Moines?”

“Yeah, too wild. Got a venue yet?”

“Not quite.”

“That’s the one thing Cheryl had me take care of—the venue.”

“I remember.”

“You’d better figure that out pretty quick,” he said.

“Yep.”

“A lot of the best ones are booked way more than a year in advance.”

“That’s crazy.”

“What are your top picks?”

“I don’t really know.”

“But Mia’s working on it, right?”

“She hasn’t said anything about it yet,” I said.

He didn’t reply, but I knew him well enough to understand the look he sent my way.

You sure this wedding is going to happen?
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Perhaps because I am a master of surveillance, I tend to keep an eye on my rearview mirrors more than most drivers do.

On the way home from Chuy’s, even in the dark, I noticed a vehicle following me—south on 183, then south on MoPac. A lot of vehicles followed that route to get into town. But this one was sticking a little too close.

So I exited on Far West Boulevard and went west to Mesa Drive, then south to 2222, then east, right back to MoPac, where I went south again. The vehicle stayed with me, far enough back that I couldn’t tell if it was a car, truck, or SUV. I couldn’t make out much other than the headlights.

I almost laughed. What the hell had I done to merit being followed? Ask a few questions at a motorcycle dealership? What was the big threat in that? I’d made a nuisance of myself in plenty of cases, but this one was fairly routine. Even if Caleb Dimmick had learned I was checking into his employment status, I couldn’t imagine he would feel the need to discourage me, especially since he truly did appear to be working regularly.

But the vehicle was still back there, following at a distance. Which meant one of two things—there was more to this case than appearances suggested, or someone from an older case had decided now was a good time to get some payback.

I took the exit for 45th Street.

The vehicle followed, but now the person driving had a decision to make. The exit ramp branched into a Y, and if you stayed left to go east, as I did, you hit a stop sign. The vehicle would have no choice but to pull up behind me, at which point the dash camera I’d mounted in the rear would probably capture the license plate number and give me a better look at the vehicle itself.

The vehicle went right instead, taking the curve fast and blowing through a yield sign without the slightest let-up. Late-model Ford truck. Looked like an F-150. Gray or black. Moving way too fast for me to get the license plate, but I did note a red sticker on the bumper on the passenger side.

I was tempted to take a right and follow, but there was a car ahead of me at the stop sign and I think the driver was on Quaaludes. When he finally took a left, I did go right, and I gunned it for five hundred yards, but the Ford truck was nowhere to be seen.

I pulled over and let my nerves settle before I went home. I didn’t say anything to Mia about the encounter.
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ON WEDNESDAY MORNING, I still hadn’t decided whether I should tell Ruelas about the orange motorcycle I’d seen at the Home Depot with Caleb Dimmick. I’d been hoping the cops would find and identify the rider, which would resolve the issue for me, but I checked online again and no such luck, at least according to what was being reported in the media.

That left me with two choices: look into it myself or dump the information I had into Ruelas’s lap. Sometimes I’m hardheaded about these things, but, despite being tailed last night, I felt no vested interest in this case, so I made the call. It went straight to voicemail, which was no surprise, because he never answered my calls. It was a power play on his part to make me leave a message and wait for him to call back.

This is Detective Ruelas with the Travis County Sheriff’s Office. Please leave a detailed message and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.

Beeeep.

“Hey, it’s Videographer Ballard with the Ballard Videography Office and I’m going to leave you a detailed message, but to be honest, it doesn’t matter when you get back to me. I’m working this case where I’m trying to determine if a particular person is really working at a particular retail establishment, instead of riding the payroll. That person is Caleb Dimmick, and I’m pretty sure you know who that is. But let’s get to the good part. This past Saturday, I was following him around—what the pros among us call surveillance—and he met a person at the Home Depot in Dripping Springs. Still not super exciting, I know, but that person was riding an orange motorcycle. At this point, you’re probably thinking there are a lot of orange motorcycles out there, or at least enough that it could be a coincidence, and I agree. But since you and your band of jackbooted thugs asked the public for information about an orange motorcycle that was apparently seen near Malcolm Shaw’s place on the night he was killed, I figured I’d better tell you what I saw. What’s that you’re asking right now? Why, yes, I did happen to take photos of the rider and the motorcycle. That is, after all, what I do for a living. Don’t get your hopes up—they aren’t great photos—but if you’ll call me back and answer a couple of questions, I’ll be happy to email these photos to you. Seems like a fair trade. That’s all for now. Hugs and kisses. Shalom. Auf wiedersehen.”

Any way you looked at it, I’d just given him a solid lead. I sat at my desk, phone nearby. Unless he was in a very important meeting, I would hear back from him within minutes after he’d finished listening to the message. He wouldn’t be able to resist calling back quickly.

So I waited patiently.

Mia had remained in bed when I’d gotten up at 6:45, but I’d heard her about an hour ago in the kitchen. She’d gone in there for a cup of coffee, and then, a few minutes later, she sent me a text.

Feels so good to wake up and know you’re here with me in the house.

She added one of those kissy-face emojis.

We hadn’t really been living together that long. It was still a new experience for both of us. She’d never lived with any man, and I hadn’t lived with a woman for years. Until the shooting, it had been smooth sailing.

Still no return call from Ruelas.

I’d pulled the video from my rear-facing dash cam, hoping it might give me a clear view of the license plate of the Ford truck that had followed me last night, but no such luck. Not nearly enough light, and the truck never got close enough.

I poked around online for a few minutes and learned there would be a memorial service for Malcolm Shaw on Saturday, three days from now.

I checked the Motorcycle Mania Facebook page and saw a new photo of Malcolm Shaw grinning at the camera, with a caption underneath. RIP, Mal. We’re all going to miss you. The dealership won’t be the same without you.

While I was there, I looked at more of the photos, most of which featured grinning customers who’d just made a purchase. They all had an enthusiastic caption.

Enjoy the new bike, Henry!

Have fun on your ATV, Luis!

See you on the lake, Terri!

I saw Caleb in half a dozen. Honestly, he looked like a decent kid. Maybe he’d straightened himself out.

I saw JD in several. He never seemed to smile much. Maybe he was just a mopey, irritable guy.

Shauna Goodwin, the woman I’d seen from a distance on Monday, was in four photos. She was a nice-looking woman. Long blonde hair. Green eyes. Slender but shapely in her red polo shirt. I could envision a lot of customers flirting with her at the parts counter.

What next?

I spent ten minutes searching for information about JD’s former landlady, Tasha Van Camp. No arrest record that I could find. I found various social media accounts and learned that she appeared to be in her thirties, had long light-brown hair and a pretty face, worked at Best Buy as a manager, and had been divorced early last year after a short marriage. She did not appear to have kids. I learned nothing more about her connection to JD or why he’d broken into her house, which was in Goldenwood, a subdivision off Camp Ben McCulloch Road, southwest of Oak Hill.

Basically, I was keeping myself busy until rush hour passed.

At 9:16, Ruelas still had not called back, so I gave Mia a kiss and headed out.
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When I parked at a medical complex across the highway from Motorcycle Mania twenty-five minutes later, the dealership was open, but I didn’t see Caleb Dimmick’s Honda Ridgeline anywhere in the lot. I did see JD’s blue Chevy truck. Looked like he’d washed it. Lots of vehicles around town were probably going to get washed today, after the recent nasty weather. The temperature would rise into the upper fifties today, and the forecast was mild for the next few days.

I sat quietly and waited. Maybe Caleb would show up around 10:30 or so, like he had on Saturday, after meeting with the motorcyclist at Home Depot. Or maybe he’d ridden his motorcycle today. He did own a street bike. It was a Yamaha, of course.

Rays of sunlight were streaming into the van, and it wasn’t long before I was drowsy. Just as I decided to doze for a few minutes, Ruelas called back.

I’d first met Ruelas when I was working a simple workers comp case and spotted my subject in the company of a little blonde girl in denim shorts and a pink shirt, which matched the description of a six-year-old who’d gone missing the day before. The subject had no children of his own and no reason to be in the company of a little girl.

When I spoke to two detectives about it—one of whom was Ruelas—they didn’t seem to believe me. Given that my own daughter had been abducted years earlier, and that I’d reported dozens of false leads at the time, I couldn’t blame them for being skeptical. Didn’t mean Ruelas had to be a jerk about it, but he was, and that’s one reason why it felt so good when I ended up rescuing that little girl in heroic, spectacular, headline-grabbing fashion. It was even worth the bullet I’d taken at the time. Is that petty of me? I can live with that.

I answered the call, “I was starting to think you’d finally gotten fired.”

“Then I’d wind up self-employed, and we all know that’s for people who can’t hold a job,” he said.

He was halfway decent at comebacks, for a pinhead.

“Well, the good news is that there’s always a government job for those who can’t make it in the private sector,” I said.

“You gonna tell me about the motorcycle or what?” he said.

He was also pretty good at ignoring stabs, which undoubtedly had come from years of verbal abuse from suspects and those members of the public who aren’t fond of law enforcement.

“I don’t have a lot to add, but before I send the photos, I was hoping you’d answer a couple of questions.”

“You can ask. No guarantee I’ll answer. Send those photos and we’ll see where it goes.”

I had more leverage in this situation than I normally did with him. He knew the photos might lead somewhere—or they might not. Right now, they certainly couldn’t be considered evidence, and I had every right to keep them to myself if I so chose.

“Okay, just sent them,” I said, which wasn’t entirely true. I had an email all set up and ready to go on my phone, but I didn’t send it just yet. “While we’re waiting, any idea who shot Malcolm Shaw?”

“No idea, and if I knew—”

“You’d say, ‘No idea.’”

“Yup.”

“Even after you get the photos?”

“Probably.”

“Even if I swore I’d keep it to myself and do the secret handshake?”

“Yup.”

“Have you interviewed Caleb Dimmick yet?”

“As a matter of fact, he was just here,” Ruelas said.

“Oh,” I said.

“You always have a clever way with words.”

“Is he a suspect?” I asked, knowing it wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

“We’ve got a lot of suspects,” Ruelas said.

“And he’s one?”

“Right now, everybody who worked with Shaw is a suspect,” Ruelas said. “So are his family members and friends. Meanwhile, I’m looking at my email and I don’t see those photos yet.”

“Bet you’re also talking to JD Magnuson,” I said.

“You’re hoping that impresses me, huh? Like I’m thinking, wow, how does he know anything about that guy? Anybody with five minutes and the ability to Google would know we’re talking to him.”

“So he’s a suspect?”

“Jesus, talking to you is tedious. I just said everyone who worked with Shaw is a suspect. And why do you even care about this stuff? What does it have to do with your case?”

“Not a lot,” I admitted. “It’s just that I got tailed last night, and JD has been acting sort of hinky. Don’t you love that word?”

“You got tailed, or you’re just paranoid?”

“I got tailed.”

“Still no photos,” he said.

Now I actually sent the email.

“They’re large files,” I said. “Give ’em another few minutes.”

“You’re jerking my chain.”

“No, really, I sent them. Hey, speaking of JD, what’s the story on Tasha Van Camp?”

“What makes you think you were being tailed?” Ruelas asked.

“Well, there was a vehicle following me, hence my choice of that word.”

“What kind of vehicle?”

“Gray or black Ford F-150.”

“Plate number?”

“Didn’t get it.”

“Description of the driver?”

“Nope.”

“Fucking amateur,” he said.

“It was dark out. He kept his distance. I don’t think JD owns a gray or black F-150, but I’m wondering if any of his friends do, or maybe one of Caleb Dimmick’s friends.”

“Why would they want to tail you?” Ruelas asked. “You blow your own cover?”

“I have no idea. JD seemed suspicious of me right from the start.”

“Maybe he just doesn’t like douchebags.”

Fortunately, I also have a thick skin.

“I went to the dealership as a shopper, but apparently he didn’t buy it. But back to Tasha Van Camp. What’s the story on the burglary?”

Ruelas didn’t reply for a moment, like he was preoccupied, and then he said, “These pictures are basically worthless.”

“I think you mean priceless.”

“Not even close.”

“They show that Caleb Dimmick met with somebody on an orange motorcycle on Saturday morning, two days before Malcolm Shaw was shot.”

“Everybody in Dimmick’s world rides a bike,” Ruelas said. “And it’s not like orange is a weird color for that style of bike.”

“Then why did you ask for information from anyone who saw an orange bike in that area?”

“Because it’s the only damn thing we have to go on,” he said.

“Ouch,” I said. “That bad?”

“That bad.”

“Then you should love the photos,” I said.

“Hell, I can’t even see a face or a license plate. There’s no telling who this person is.”

“Judging by the build, I’d say it’s a man.”

“Damn, you’re brilliant. It’s halfway solved.”

“Talk to Caleb again and ask him where he went on Saturday morning. If he doesn’t mention Home Depot, that’s even more reason to find out who this guy was. So then you take Caleb into the back room and beat him with a phone book, like the good old days.”

“Who’s got a phone book handy anymore?”

“You gonna tell me more about Tasha Van Camp?”

“Got someone on the other line,” Ruelas said.

“Call me when those photos solve the case for you,” I said.

He hung up.

Twenty-seven minutes later, Caleb Dimmick arrived at Motorcycle Mania and went inside. As he entered, I took a photo with my super-zoom camera and sent it to Heidi, along with a text.

He’s at work again today.
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DESPITE THE FACT that almost everything in the store seemed to be discounted during a post-holiday sale, the Best Buy in Bee Cave was quiet. Guess everyone had loaded up on electronics and major appliances just a few weeks earlier.

I wandered the store somewhat aimlessly until I spotted Tasha Van Camp standing at a kiosk in the center of the store. She was focused on a computer—perhaps checking inventory or reviewing résumés or surfing porn.

She was every bit as pretty as the photos I’d seen of her online. Her hair was longer and maybe she’d added some highlights. She was tall and elegant, even in a blue Best Buy polo shirt and well-tailored blue jeans.

She looked up as I approached. “May I help you find something?”

“Yes, I’m looking for the largest TV available. The absolute largest. I want it so large that anyone with a conscience would be sickened at such a crass display of consumerism. I want Ryan Secrest’s head to look like one of those stone figures on Easter Island.”

She smiled. “You mean the largest TV available anywhere, or the largest we carry here at Best Buy?”

“Best Buy, since I have a gift card.”

“Okay, LG has a gorgeous ultra-high-def 86-inch model on sale right now,” she said, and she began walking in the direction of the TVs, just a few aisles away. I followed. I did not study her jeans.

“Is it 4K?” I asked. “I don’t know what that is exactly, but I’m told it’s good.”

“Yes, it’s 4K UHD LED.”

“OMG,” I said. “How much is the sale price?”

“Right now it’s three hundred dollars off, which lowers it to twenty-nine ninety-nine. It’s this one right here.” She stopped in front of a large television that looked a lot like all of the other large TVs.

I said, “Well, it’s a beaut, no doubt. I love the way they went with a rectangular design and put buttons on it. Bold choices. But three grand? My gift card is only fifty bucks. Boy, did I miscalculate.”

She smiled again and tilted her head at me, and that little gesture conveyed so much. She’d been in this position many times.

“You think I’m hitting on you,” I said, “and I’m sure that’s a daily occurrence, but I’m actually here for something else.”

She could get irritated, or she could play along. She played along.

“New refrigerator?” she asked.

“Actually, I need to ask you a few questions about someone you know.”

Now she looked a tad more apprehensive—maybe wondering if I was a weirdo. “Who is it?”

I took a breath. “First, my name is Roy Ballard and I investigate insurance fraud. I’m not some kook off the street, although those two things are not mutually exclusive.”

I handed her a business card with nothing but my name and phone number on it.

She looked at it and said, “No business name, no address, no website, no email address. That doesn’t seem sketchy at all.”

“Well, in my line of work, sometimes I have to maintain a low profile.”

“How do I even know this is your real name?”

“Want to see my driver’s license?”

“That depends on what you’re going to ask. Who’s the person I know?”

“JD Magnuson,” I said. “His name came up in a case.”

Tasha’s expression changed to distaste. “Ugh,” she said. “You know what? Yeah, let me see your driver’s license.”

“Wow. I didn’t think you’d take me up on it, but I’m glad you did.”

I extracted it from my wallet and handed it to her. She gave it a good look and said, “I should be pissed that you ended up with such a great photo.”

“That’s nice of you to say.”

She handed my ID back. “Mine looks like a mug shot. Anyway, what’s going on with JD?”

I said, “I just want to ask some questions, and I promise everything will remain between you and me. I won’t mention your name anywhere. I just need some background information. You mind?”

“Ask the questions and we’ll see.”

I could smell her perfume. I was pretty sure I recognized the scent from a girl I’d dated in high school. Some old classic.

“I understand you were his landlady for a while, right?”

“I was, for a little while.”

“How did you know him?”

“We went to school together and he dated my younger sister for three or four years. JD was an okay guy back then, although maybe a little wild, and so was my sister. Anyway, I didn’t see him for maybe eight or ten years, and then he came into the store one day last year and I said hi. We were just catching up on things and he mentioned that he was looking for a new place to live, and I suggested he could rent my garage apartment. I meant it totally platonically, of course. I made that absolutely clear. I even mentioned that I was dating someone, just so he wouldn’t get the wrong idea. Anyway, it was the biggest mistake of my life.”

“How so? What happened?”

“Well, I didn’t know he had changed from a party guy into a total lowlife. It was pretty obvious from the start that he was doing drugs, and he’d bring people over in the middle of the night to party. I tried talking to him about it several times, and he was cool at first, but then he started getting ugly about it. Said he’d signed a lease and could do whatever he wanted. So then I suggested he should move out and things really went south. He was really abusive, and at one point, he made a veiled threat. Fortunately, he did it in the living room, where I have a security camera that recorded all of it, including the audio part.”

“Don’t you love technology?” I said.

“Oh, absolutely. Working here has its perks.”

“So you used that recording to get a protective order?” I asked.

“Yep, and the judge ruled that JD had to move out, too, obviously, so I didn’t have to go through the eviction process. That was a relief. But then, a few days later, I got an alert from a camera at the back door of the apartment and JD had just gone inside. I called 911 and they caught him and arrested him. He’d forced the back door open because I’d changed the lock.”

“What was he doing in there?”

“He said he’d forgotten some of his things when he moved out, but he wouldn’t name anything specifically.” She lowered her voice. “I’ll tell you what it was if it’s really between you and me.”

“Absolutely,” I said, and I meant it.

“You look like a trustworthy guy,” she said. “I hope I’m right.”

“I’m like a Boy Scout, but without the funny outfit,” I said.

She grinned. “The day he moved out, I went into the apartment and saw that he’d left behind all kinds of junk—like, literally garbage and all kinds of other crap. So I was bagging it up and I found a tackle box, like for fishermen, and inside that was a baggie full of—well, I’m not positive, but I think it was drugs.”

“Any idea what kind?” I asked.

“Not really. It was like this whitish powder, but not real fine. It was in a Ziploc bag. Coke or meth, I guess, but I’m no expert. I googled for photos and I’m pretty sure it was meth.”

“How big was the bag?” I asked.

“I guess it was the quart size, but it wasn’t all the way full.”

“How much was in there? What do you think it weighed?”

“I don’t know, maybe a pound. Plus there was a little scale in the tackle box, and some other empty bags.”

If it was in fact meth, the bulk price for that sort of quantity could be anywhere from five to ten grand.

“Sounds like JD was wholesaling meth,” I said.

“That’s kind of what I figured.”

“What did you do with it?”

“Is this really between you and me?”

“Absolutely.”

“I threw it all away—the tackle box, the scale, everything. Probably stupid, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

“When the cops busted him at your house later, did you tell them what you’d found in the tackle box?”

“I probably should have, but I didn’t. I just wanted JD out of my life. I figured if I mentioned the drugs, they wouldn’t be able to prove anything, but it would get JD all riled up, and what was the point? Also, I was worried I might get in trouble for throwing it away. What I did instead was install a better lock, add more security cameras, and buy a gun. If that asshole thinks he’s going to intimidate me, he’d better think again.”

“Has he bothered you since then?” I asked.

“Fortunately, no.”

“You ever meet any of his friends that came over to the apartment?” I asked.

“Just in passing,” she said. “Mostly it involved me telling them not to be so loud or leave empty beer cans scattered all over the place.”

“Remember any names?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Any of the vehicles?”

“Lots of motorcycles, which was another problem, because the neighbors weren’t real happy about the noise, especially at night. It was like I’d invited a motorcycle gang to live in the neighborhood. I’m on four acres, but some of those bikes are pretty loud, especially when they’re intentionally revving the engines.”

“I’m assuming JD owned a bike,” I said.

“He did, yeah. And a truck. He seemed to drive the truck more.”

“Do you remember what kind of bike it was?”

“It was blue. That’s about all I can tell you.”

“How about his friends? You remember what any of their bikes looked like?”

“They were mostly those real fast kind,” she said. “Like Tom Cruise drove in Top Gun.”

I happened to remember that the bike in that movie was a red Ninja—the first year it was made. But she didn’t mean the bikes were Ninjas, she meant they were sport bikes.

“You remember any colors in particular?” I asked.

“Just all kinds,” she said.

“You remember an orange one?” I asked. I didn’t like to ask leading questions, but I’d reached a dead end, so why not?

She thought about it. “Not really, but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t one. Lots of times, they were coming and going after dark, so I couldn’t get a good look. I would mostly just hear them, and then I’d text JD and ask him to keep it quiet. Toward the end, it got where if I’d text him, the bikes would get even louder. He wanted to antagonize me.”

“You remember any of his friends driving a gray or black Ford truck?”

“Hmm. I think I remember someone with a gray truck, but I don’t know what kind it was,” she said. “They all look the same to me. I couldn’t really tell you the difference between a Ford and a Chevy and whatever else.”

“Their marketing departments would be thrilled to hear that,” I said.

“Hey, maybe I don’t know trucks, but I can quote the specs on the latest TVs all day long, even if you’re just pretending to be interested.”

I laughed. “Well, thanks for playing along.”

“It was good practice,” she said.

I couldn’t think of anything else to ask. “Can I call you later if I have more questions?”

“Sure, but now it’s my turn,” she said. “What kind of fraud did JD commit?”

“Actually, none that I’m aware of. It’s a coworker of his I’m looking at.”

“Someone at the motorcycle dealership?”

“Right. You know any of those people?”

“Sorry, no, but why the interest in JD if he didn’t commit the fraud?”

Good question. I told her about Malcolm Shaw getting shot and killed, and that I was hardheaded enough to want to figure out who’d done it, especially since I’d been tailed the previous evening by a Ford truck. People don’t tail other people for no reason.

“That’s like something out of a movie,” she said. “Kind of exciting.”

“Oh, yes. My life is an unending thrill ride,” I said.

“I’m sure,” she said, laughing, as she scribbled a number on a slip of paper and handed it to me. “That’s my cell.”

“Burner phone?” I asked.

“I’ll never divulge my secrets.”

“Okay, great,” I said. “I really appreciate your help.”

“I hope you nail JD for something, even if it isn’t fraud,” she said. “He deserves it. Truth is, he’s a total scumbag, and he’s kind of scary. So are his friends.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

“By the way, when I told JD I was dating someone, that wasn’t true,” she said, holding her eyes on mine for a long moment. “Just so you know.”
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I’M NOT GOING to lie. As I drove away from the Best Buy, I could feel that slip of paper burning a hole in my pocket, metaphorically speaking. It was nice to know I could still interest a woman like Tasha Van Camp.

As for the case itself, I had no obligations until tomorrow, when I would check the dealership to see if Caleb Dimmick was there again. Then repeat the next day. And so on.

I followed Bee Caves Road eastward and contemplated what I knew so far.

Caleb Dimmick was genuinely working at the dealership. Heidi still wanted a few more days of confirmation, which was fine with me, but I had no doubt his employment was legit and had been all along.

He’d met with someone who drove an orange Kawasaki Ninja. Coincidentally—or not—someone riding an orange motorcycle had been seen near Malcolm Shaw’s house the evening he’d been killed.

A gray or black Ford F-150 had tailed me after dinner last night. Assuming I wasn’t mistaken—and I felt certain I wasn’t—why had the person followed me? Who was it? It was easy to assume it had something to do with Caleb Dimmick or JD Magnuson, but it could just as easily be someone from a previous case. Always kept me on my toes knowing that a fraudster I’d exposed might seek revenge months or even years later.
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When I got home, Mia had gone to a therapy session, so I jumped onto Facebook and looked for JD Magnuson. He had an account with two friends and no profile photo—the kind of account that suggests he opened it and never used it. Would’ve been nice to see if he had any friends who drove an orange motorcycle or a dark Ford F-150.

I widened the circle a bit, surfing pages for motorcycle groups in the Austin area. Eventually I spotted several orange Ninjas, and I was able to obtain the riders’ names, but when I found them on Facebook, I didn’t see any connection to Caleb, JD, or anyone else at Motorcycle Mania.

I reviewed several days’ worth of video from the security camera on the front of our house, checking vehicles that had passed on the street. Saw nothing that concerned me.

I went to Tasha Van Camp’s Facebook page for a second time. I’d given it a quick look this morning, but now I dug a little deeper, scrolling further back on her timeline. She appeared to be a popular, normal, interesting person. She’d started working at Best Buy nearly nine years ago and had worked her way up. She was an Austin native. She drove a blue Nissan 370Z she’d bought three years ago. Nice car. Sporty.

I kept scrolling and saw posts she’d written that alluded to her divorce without addressing it outright. She’d handled it with class. No trashing her ex. Some of her friends got in some salty remarks that made me think the ex was a cheater, but Tasha was the type to consider it water under the bridge and move on. More power to her, I guess, but most people didn’t have that kind of restraint.

Even further back, I began to see photos of Tasha and her ex, before they’d gotten divorced. Some people might’ve gone in and deleted a bunch of old photos and posts on their timeline, but Tasha had not. The ex—named Sonny—was a decent-looking guy. Short, reddish hair. A friendly smile. Just an average Joe. They looked happy together.

They were an active couple. They traveled a lot, mostly in Texas and nearby states. They went to dance clubs and nice restaurants. They loved Lake Travis in the summertime. They had a wide circle of friends. They drove nice vehicles and wore stylish clothes.

By now, I was keenly aware that I was doing more research on Tasha Van Camp than was necessary.

I took a bowl of chili, a bag of potato chips, and my laptop onto the back patio. It was just after noon, the sun was out, and the temperature was higher than they had predicted—now in the low sixties.

As I ate, I wondered if Ruelas had figured out who drove the orange motorcycle. Was he on his way to solving the murder of Malcolm Shaw? Even if he was, and if my tip was the key, he most likely would never say a word to me about it. At most, he’d claim that he would’ve solved it anyway, but my tip sped it up a bit.

When I was done eating, I opened my laptop again.

Tasha’s Facebook account was still on the screen.

Four and a half years ago, she and Sonny had bought the house Tasha still owned in Goldenwood. Nice place. Lots of privacy. Country living, but not that far from the city. That’s probably what the real estate agent had said in the ads for the house.

Tasha and Sonny had had a housewarming party when they’d moved in, with at least thirty or forty guests. Looked like Sonny had smoked several briskets and some chicken. Everybody had gone swimming in the pool beside the house. I saw lots of tanned skin and shapely bodies—and that was just the men. Thank you very much. I’ll be here all week.

Okay, yes, there were photos of the women, too, including Tasha, most of them in skimpy suits. Looked like a fun group.

I was sitting in a comfortable padded chair. The sun felt great. I closed my eyes for just a moment, and then I felt lips on my cheek. I woke and realized that Mia, standing beside my chair, had bent down to kiss me.

Now she was standing straight again, laughing. “You were sleeping so deeply, I almost left you alone.”

“Wow,” I said. “I was really out of it.”

My head had been lolling to one side and my neck was stiff.

“I put your laptop on the table,” she said. “It was just about to slide off your legs.”

“Thanks. I didn’t even mean to sleep.”

“Who’s Tasha Van Camp?” she said.

“What?”

“You had her Facebook profile open,” she said. “Whoever she is, she’s gorgeous.”

“Oh,” I said. “She used to rent an apartment to one of the guys at the motorcycle dealership. How was your session?”

I’d asked about her therapy only a handful of times before. I didn’t want to be intrusive.

“Fine,” Mia said. “I can tell you about it later, if you want. Right now I’m starving.”

“Want me to fix you something?” I asked. “You can sit out here and enjoy this nice afternoon while I cater to your needs like a proper fiancé.”

She opened her mouth, about to say no reflexively, but instead she said, “You know what? That would be great.”

I went inside and made a BLT with avocado, one of her favorites, and I put two peanut butter cookies on the side. We spent thirty minutes on the patio, but we never talked about her therapy.
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When someone finds out where you live and comes for you with a gun in the dead of night, it’s not easy to sleep peacefully in the same bed, even months later.

I woke at 2:47, nearly the same time of night that Nathaniel Tate had made his attempt on my life last fall. Like that time, the heater was running, masking many of the noises I might otherwise hear. Mia was sleeping soundly beside me. I was certain I’d heard something, but I didn’t know what it was.

I eased myself out of bed, grabbing my phone off the nightstand, and went to my dresser, just like last time, and opened the second drawer. Hidden under a pile of sweaters was a Mossberg pistol-grip pump-action 12-gauge loaded with double-ought buckshot—one in the chamber, five in the tube. I removed it carefully, closed the drawer, and padded down the hallway in my bare feet.

I stopped when I reached the living room and waited. Listened for thirty seconds. Nothing. Checked the app for my security cameras. No recent alerts. The camera on the front porch also covered the street, so that meant no vehicles had passed on the street in the past few minutes.

I moved slowly to the front door and peered through one of the small windows. I realized that my palms were moist, my mouth was dry, and my heart was beating at twice its normal rate. I saw nothing out there.

I went to the windows that faced the home next door, where Regina lives. She was the neighbor—the guardian angel—who’d extinguished the flames when an angry woman connected to one of our cases had tried to burn the house down. I saw nothing but shadows. The motion-activated lights would be illuminated if there were anything to be concerned about. Same on the other side of the house, and in the rear.

I heard a noise—a loud thump—in the kitchen. I turned that way and waited. My brain was telling me it was impossible for anyone to be in there, but nerves sometimes overrule the brain. So I waited a full ten minutes. Then I stepped forward as quietly as possible, to the kitchen, and stopped in the doorway. Empty, of course. But what had that sound been? Could only have come from the refrigerator. Wasn’t the icemaker.

Three minutes later, the compressor shut off and the thump repeated itself. A noise I hadn’t noticed before. Maybe a spring wearing out.

I tucked the shotgun back into the drawer and slipped into bed without waking Mia, but I lay awake for at least an hour.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




12

[image: image]


[image: Macintosh HD:Users:benrehder:Desktop:all artwork:CHPT icon_Motorcycle.jpg]

THE NEXT MORNING, Thursday, I lay in bed for a moment, contemplating the inescapable fact that human beings are often willfully blind. We ignore or downplay those things that threaten our perception of the way we want things to be. We’re all guilty of it. I was certainly guilty of it now. Mia had concerns, and they were valid, and I was responding by failing to address it appropriately. Problem was, I didn’t know how to address it. What was the solution?

Get out of the business altogether, as Mia was contemplating for herself?

No, thanks. I liked this line of work. I was damn good at it. I was my own boss. I’d built a loyal client base. I’d hate to lose Mia as a partner, but I was prepared to go solo again, if necessary.

Should I follow one of the suggestions I’d given to Mia—explore some new investigative areas that were less risky? Unlike Mia, I wasn’t eligible for a PI license right now. If I were to branch out, I’d have to stick with the services that most legal videographers offered—shooting video at depositions, mediation and settlement meetings, accident scenes, and so on. Fine for some people, but not for me.

Hey, I could start shooting weddings and bar mitzvahs and quinceañeras! Go ahead and kill me now.
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I arrived at the medical complex across from Motorcycle Mania at 10:37, but I didn’t see Caleb Dimmick’s truck in the lot. Maybe he’d ridden his motorcycle and it was parked where I couldn’t see it. For all I knew, he could’ve pulled into the service bay around back and asked the mechanics to change the oil or adjust the chain.

I didn’t see JD’s truck, either.

It was a gorgeous day with temperatures in the low seventies, so I waited in the van with the windows down and the radio playing classic rock.

I sent a text to Ruelas. Figure out who owns that orange bike in those amazing photographs I gave you?

He hated it when I texted him, and he rarely answered me, but what did I have to lose? Ruelas had surprised me before with some halfway decent responses, such as that one time he said, “Thanks.” I’ll always treasure that wonderful moment.

At noon, Caleb Dimmick exited the front doors of the dealership carrying a helmet and disappeared behind a Chevy Suburban for a moment. Then he rode out from behind the SUV on a cobalt-blue Yamaha sport bike. Slick ride. Looked fast even when it wasn’t moving.

Just out of curiosity, I followed him west on Highway 290, but it wasn’t easy, because he did a lot of speeding and lane-changing and general zipping around. Nothing too stupid, but pretty damn aggressive. Ultimately, he simply went to lunch at Oak Creek Café in Dripping Springs and then stopped for gas, and then returned to the dealership.

All along the way, I watched my own rearview mirror. Wouldn’t it be ironic if I were following Caleb and the gray Ford truck were following me? But I saw nothing. Hadn’t seen that truck since Tuesday night. Perhaps the person in the truck hadn’t tailed me since then, or maybe they’d used a different vehicle.

Maybe I’d been mistaken all along. Maybe the person in the gray Ford truck was simply one of Austin’s many aggressive drivers.

Right.

When Caleb got back to the dealership, JD’s truck still wasn’t there. Maybe he’d taken the day off. Maybe he’d gotten fired for thinking every customer was a spy sent from a competitor. That idea made me laugh.

The next time I saw JD I wouldn’t be laughing.
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FRIDAY MORNING WAS when it all went down.

Same routine—waiting in the parking lot at the medical complex across the highway in the late morning. Another nice day, and I could see Caleb’s motorcycle parked on the west side of the dealership. But I wanted to see him, not just his bike, to confirm he was in there. With luck, he’d leave for lunch again, but there was a chance I’d have to wait until he left at the end of the day. Or I might get lucky and see him through the floor-to-ceiling windows in the front of the building, although the sheer amount of glare and reflection might prevent that.

At 11:14, things got exciting.

A motorcyclist on a Harley pulled into the dealership and went around back. A few minutes later, he rode around the corner of the building, accompanied by a guy on a sport bike, neither wearing a helmet. Took me a few seconds to see that the second biker was JD Magnuson.

Both of them waited for traffic to clear and then crossed the highway, directly toward me. Today I had driven my Toyota, which JD had already seen on Monday, when I’d “shopped” for motorcycles. They pulled into the parking lot, took a right, and stopped in the slot right beside my driver’s door. Oops. JD had obviously been on the lookout for me ever since we’d talked outside the dealership three days ago.

JD was riding a blue Yamaha sport bike similar to the one Caleb Dimmick owned. He was wearing his usual outfit—riding boots, jeans, and a red dealership polo. The other biker—a large bearded guy in a black T-shirt and mirrored sunglasses—was on a Harley with a skull painted on the gas tank. Subtle.

As soon as they killed their engines, JD said, “What the fuck are you doing over here?”

“Normally I might make a witty retort,” I said, “but I’m not in the mood, so I’ll just say it’s none of your fucking business.”

“I’m about to make it my business,” JD said.

“You always talk in clichés?” I asked.

The biker took off his sunglasses and stared at me, but he didn’t say a word. He had to be six-three and maybe two-forty, but he didn’t strike me as hired muscle. I saw intelligence in his eyes. His demeanor said he gave orders, he didn’t take them. He was assessing the situation—gathering information. His bike sat low, and he had both boots planted on the pavement. He’d swiveled the kickstand downward, which meant he could hop off the bike at a moment’s notice.

“You gonna answer my fuckin’ question?” JD asked.

“What was the question again?”

“What are you doing over here?”

“It’s a medical complex,” I said. “I’m here to have my prostate checked. Hey, you mind doing that for me so I can save a few bucks?”

“That’s fuckin’ sick.”

“Well, my insurance plan sucks.”

“You a cop?” he asked.

“Nope.”

“What’s your name? Damn sure ain’t Roy.”

“It really is.”

“Let me see your license.”

“If I were to invite you to come get it, would you need help from your friend?”

“Not even a little.”

“Then the invitation stands.”

JD got off the bike and stood right beside my window. I turned my head toward him and did not look away.

One problem with a person like JD is that he thinks any guy without tattoos or long hair or a nasty attitude is a pushover. I know from experience that that can be a big mistake. Sometimes the guy who looks like a CPA can break your nose and have you pinned to the ground before you can voice your second insult.

In this particular instance, JD didn’t know I was currently holding a Taser X26c in my left hand, just below the window, out of his sight. We’re talking 50,000 volts at 26 watts, making it the most powerful Taser available. I’d removed it from the glove compartment as soon as JD and his friend had entered the parking lot. I’d also swiveled my dash cam to face the driver’s window, just to have a record of the incident, if needed.

“Last chance,” JD asked. “Haul ass and don’t come back.”

“Or?”

“I’ll yank you out of that car and kick your ass.”

“You don’t want to try that,” I said.

“Why not?”

I looked at the biker. “If this becomes two against one, nobody is walking away.”

He continued to stare at me calmly without replying.

“Get out of the car,” JD said.

“I’ll pass.”

“I’ll pull you out, then.”

“I’d advise against it, but I can’t stop you.”

The Taser could shoot twin electrified prongs, but you could also use it like a stun gun, with direct contact. The thing was, I could’ve been holding my Glock instead, which was also in the glove compartment, and JD would be on the verge of getting shot. If the biker made a move, I would have no choice but to go for the Glock.

“Last chance,” JD said.

“You already said that.”

“Fine by me,” he said, and he reached through the window with his right hand.

I did the unexpected. Instead of trying to fend him off, I grabbed his hand with mine and pulled him farther into the car, and at the same time I raised the Taser with my left hand and applied it to the side of his neck. The air crackled with energy. JD’s face contorted for half a second. He made some gurgling sounds, then crumpled backward, falling to the pavement.

The biker hadn’t moved. I was happy about that.

“You okay, JD?” I asked, more for the camera than for JD. “You need medical attention? Plenty of doctors inside the building behind us.”

JD grunted a few times.

“I’m sorry? What was that?”

JD moaned.

“Okay, that’s good,” I said. “It’ll wear off pretty quick. Anyway, I’m going to take off now. It was great to see you again.”

JD mumbled something.

I reached for my keys in the ignition, but when I looked up, I saw a marked deputy’s unit pulling into the dealership, followed closely by a second one. Then a third unit, but this one unmarked.

So I waited. The biker was also looking in that direction. His cop radar had definitely gone off.

The three units all parked at an angle near the front door and two deputies and two detectives got out of the vehicles. One of the detectives was Ruelas. I could recognize him even without binoculars. All four men quickly went inside.

Without a word, the biker started his Harley, turned it around, and exited the parking lot, going east on 290 toward Austin.

JD managed to reach a sitting position, so I said, “Think those guys are looking for you?”

He focused his attention across the highway. It was obvious they weren’t after JD, but I wanted to get him talking. Maybe he’d say something useful.

I knew Ruelas and his team hadn’t arrived to serve an arrest warrant without any preparation. They’d been watching the dealership from some nearby vantage point, waiting for the place to be empty of customers. They’d probably done background checks on the other employees, including JD, to know who might create a problem. When JD rode away, that presented the perfect opportunity for the team to go in.

“Maybe I should call them,” I said. “They can add assault to the charges.”

“I didn’t do nothin’,” JD said. “They ain’t lookin’ for me.”

He tried to stand up, but he couldn’t get off the ground.

“You don’t sound very convincing,” I said.

“Who the fuck cares?”

“Then who are they looking for?” I asked, although I had a hunch.

“Dunno,” JD said. He placed a hand on the side of his neck. It would be sore there for a while. “Damn. Jeez. The fuck’d you do that for?”

“It’s not nice to make threats. Didn’t your parents ever teach you that?”

“If you’re not a cop, what are you?” he asked. “Private detective?”

“Strike two. You have no idea who they’re after?” I asked again. “Who else is working today?”

“Caleb,” he said. “Bruce and Jack in the back. And Shauna.”

I played dumb. You never know what you might learn when you play dumb.

“Who are Bruce and Jack?”

“Mechanics.”

“Who’s Shauna?”

“She’s just Shauna, man. She works there. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

“Blonde woman?” I asked. “Maybe fifty years old?”

“That’s her. Sweet gal. Has a rockin’ bod.”

“What does she do?”

“I think she works out.”

“No, I mean what does she do at the dealership?”

“She runs the parts department. If you’re not a cop, why do you keep nosing around?”

I ignored his question and asked my own.

“You own a gray Ford truck?” I asked.

“No. Why?”

“You know anyone who owns a gray Ford truck?” I asked.

“Man, I don’t know. I don’t think so. Are you high or something? You ask all these weird questions.”

Before I could reply, the dealership doors swung open and a uniformed deputy exited. Right behind him was Ruelas and Caleb Dimmick. Caleb was handcuffed and Ruelas was holding him by one elbow, steering him toward the unmarked unit.

“Well, we have our answer,” I said. “You think this has anything to do with Malcolm Shaw?”

JD appeared stunned by the question, but he didn’t say anything.

“Any bad blood between Malcolm and Caleb?” I asked.

“Fuck if I know.”

“Any bad blood between Malcolm and anybody?”

He managed to get to his feet, where he swayed slightly.

“I don’t have to answer your questions,” he said.

The three police vehicles turned left out of the parking lot and drove east.

“You might end up having to answer theirs,” I said.
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I UPDATED HEIDI, of course. Sent a detailed text. Caleb Dimmick’s arrest might put the case on hold, or maybe she’d be ready to close it.

Then came the hard part.

I went home and found Mia stretched out on the couch in the living room, watching an old movie on TCM. The shades were drawn, the lights were off, and at first I thought she was sleeping, but she said, “How’d it go?”

“Not bad,” I said. “Caleb Dimmick got arrested.”

She sat up. “For what?”

“I don’t know yet.” I explained what I’d seen from across the highway. “I texted Ruelas yesterday, but I haven’t heard back. Doubt I will.”

“You might if those pictures you gave him were what sealed the deal,” she said.

“Not holding my breath,” I said.

I didn’t recognize the movie she was watching, but it had Jill Clayburgh in it. She was flirting with some bearded British guy.

“There’s a bit more I need to tell you,” I said.

I sat down beside her on the couch.

“What?”

“This guy JD Magnuson—he works at the dealership—he spotted me hanging around across the highway and he decided to come over and say hello.”

Mia turned the volume down on the TV and said, “What happened?”

So I told her the full story. I might’ve softened it up a little, but I didn’t leave anything out. Halfway through, I began to regret my decision. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I didn’t need to increase her stress levels. But if I hadn’t told her and she’d found out later, that wouldn’t have looked good at all.

When I was done, she said, “He threatened you and tried to assault you.”

“More or less.”

“You didn’t report him?”

“No. I still can. I have the video.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of her expression, which was essentially blank.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” she said.

“Thanks. I really don’t think he would’ve done anything,” I said.

“He reached into the window,” she said. “That’s doing something.”

“He was just trying to be a tough guy,” I said.

She didn’t say anything more. She didn’t have to. We sat quietly for a long moment.

“I don’t know what the answer is,” I said. “I’ve been thinking—unusual for me, I know—but I haven’t come up with anything.”

“The answer for what?” Mia asked.

“You know,” I said.

She nodded and clasped one of her hands around mine.

“Did you know it’s more dangerous to be a farmer or a logger or a commercial fisherman than it is to be a cop or a firefighter?” I asked.

“Where did you get that?” she asked.

“Googled most dangerous professions,” I said.

“Okay, but what’s your point?”

“Being a private detective—and that’s essentially what we are—isn’t even in the top 25. Taxi driver is. And maintenance worker. And garbage collector.”

“Pointing out that other professions are more dangerous doesn’t make what we do any safer,” she said.

“But the risk, in the big picture, is pretty small. If I roofed houses for a living, would you want me to stop? Or would you simply want me to be as careful as possible?”

“How often do roofers have to Tase people?” she asked.

“How often do videographers fall off roofs?” I asked.

“This is a lovely topic,” she said, and she turned her attention toward the silent TV.

I decided it was time to keep my mouth shut for a while.
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The news broke quickly about the arrest of Caleb Dimmick, but there was a curveball I didn’t expect.

Dimmick hadn’t been arrested for the shooting death of Malcolm Shaw, he’d been arrested for the first shooting, when Shaw was wounded, back in November. The article I read quoted Ruelas as saying “new information came in” that led to the charges, but he didn’t specify what that information was.

I texted Ruelas again, but I didn’t expect to hear back.

Heidi still hadn’t told me whether she wanted to close the case or not, so I went into my office and logged onto a page I hadn’t visited in about a year—on the Texas Department of Public Safety website. The DPS is in charge of licensing private investigators, and I wanted to see if the requirements had changed. They had not.

To be eligible for a private investigator’s license, you could not have been convicted of a class-B misdemeanor—or anything more serious—within the past five years. Okay, fine. But that meant I would regain my eligibility in about seven months. It wasn’t a date I’d noted on my calendar because I’d never thought seriously about getting my PI license. Didn’t need it. Had no reason to care about getting one, really. Until now.

Likewise, in seven months, I would be able to obtain a license to carry a handgun—and nowadays, you could carry openly. Not that I would. And not that I really needed a license. The laws regarding possessing a gun without a license while “traveling” were liberal enough that I often kept my Glock in my vehicle when I felt the need. And, of course, I could have all the guns I wanted at home. Ironically, contemplating obtaining a handgun license was at odds with the reason why I might want to get a PI license, which was to branch off into new, safer areas of investigation, just as I’d suggested to Mia.

The funny thing is, you can declare yourself to be a legal videographer without any kind of licensing or certification whatsoever. Good thing, because my criminal history would’ve been a problem there, too.

[image: Macintosh HD:Users:benrehder:Desktop:all artwork:Scene icon_Motorcycle.jpg]

I used to be a camera operator doing the news for one of the local channels. It wasn’t so bad, actually. I never knew where I might get sent on any given day. A crime scene. A natural disaster. A sporting event or concert or parade. Only problem, my boss, Ernie, was a douchebag. Pompous. Sexist. Smug. Liked to wield his power. Nobody liked him.

One afternoon, we interviewed a famous rock star I won’t name here, and Ernie wanted to come along to schmooze. The interview went fine—we all enjoyed meeting the gracious celebrity—but afterward, after the star had left, our reporter, a lovely young woman, happened to say something that irritated Ernie. I can’t even remember what it was, just that it wasn’t anything to get irritated about. Ernie called the reporter a word I don’t like to repeat, but I will say it started with a C. I happened to have a microphone stand in my hand, and acting purely out of reflex, I whacked Ernie in the face with it. Broke his nose. Got fired and arrested. I received six months of probation for that little fiasco.

So I took my skill set and branched into this new career. Didn’t take me long to realize I favored one particular aspect of it—trying to document insurance fraud. Turned out I was pretty good at it, too.

There were, of course, some long hours. Overnight hours. Which is why I got stupid at one point and began taking Adderall to stay awake. Not a lot. Not often. But I got pulled over one night and the cop found it, which earned me another stint on probation.

Once you get tangled up in the legal system, it can be difficult to pull yourself out of it and start fresh. I did, though. Finished my probation. Had nothing hanging over my head now. I wanted to keep it that way.
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Heidi called late that afternoon.

“I realize I’m calling at five-fifteen on a Friday again, but I really didn’t plan it that way,” she said, laughing. “I had to talk to my boss about where we’re going with this.”

“Just don’t make a habit of it,” I said. “Unless you want to, in which case it’s perfectly fine.”

“I won’t keep you for more than five minutes, or ten max.”

“You are a dream client and a nice lady to boot, so you can keep me as long as you want,” I said.

“Silver-tongued devil,” she said. “Can we talk about Caleb Dimmick?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay, you already know that one of our companies carries the health insurance for Motorcycle Mania, but another company within our conglomerate carries the key-person insurance on the partners at the dealership, including Malcolm Shaw.”

Key-person insurance is simply life insurance on employees who are critical to the ongoing success of a company, which usually includes founders, owners, and often general managers.

“How much is that policy?” I asked.

“Two million.”

“Ouch.”

“Yep. Anyway, now that Caleb Dimmick has been arrested for one of the shootings, we’ve decided we aren’t going to cut that check anytime soon—not until we see where the police investigation goes.”

“Because the policy obviously wouldn’t pay off in the event of fraud.”

“Right. Caleb isn’t a beneficiary on the policy, but his father is, because he’s a partner,” Heidi said.

“So if he is somehow involved, like maybe conspiring with his son...”

“Right. Only thing is, we’re sort of on shaky ground, because even though it appears Caleb Dimmick shot Malcolm Shaw the first time, we can’t just assume he shot him the second time—not unless he gets charged for it. There’s a chance, however unlikely it seems, that the two shootings are unrelated.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“And that’s why we want you to keep working on it,” she said.

“You’re, uh, wanting me to get video evidence that Caleb Dimmick killed Malcolm Shaw so the dealership could collect two million bucks?”

“Right,” she said. “You can do that, can’t you?”

We were walking a fine line here. Heidi couldn’t ask me to operate as a PI and investigate the murder, but she could ask me to try to get video evidence of the fraud. However, if I set out to get video evidence of fraud and I happened to collect evidence of the murder, well, that would accomplish the same thing, wouldn’t it? The two million dollars would stay put.

“I know exactly what you’re saying,” I said.

“I’m sure you do.”

If we’d been sitting across a table from each other right now, she might’ve given me a wink.
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LIKE MANY FUNERALS, Malcolm Shaw’s was to be split into two parts—a memorial inside the chapel at the funeral home in Oak Hill, followed by a graveside service at the adjoining cemetery immediately afterward. I borrowed Mia’s Chevy Tahoe, because I’d already used my van and Camry on this case.

I was late on purpose, arriving at Cook-Walden/Forest Oaks on Saturday after the memorial had started. I’d learned from the satellite view on Google Maps that the funeral home had regular slotted parking spots in front, plus long rows in the back where vehicles could line up to move in procession to the gravesite.

I chose one of the few slots available in front, then walked around the left side of the building to the rear, toward the cemetery. Of the forty or fifty vehicles waiting in neat bumper-to-bumper rows, roughly half of them were motorcycles, and quite a variety, too—hogs, cruisers, sport bikes, touring bikes. The motorcycle-riding community had turned out in force for one of their own. I didn’t see any orange Kawasaki Ninjas.

I kept walking. So far, I hadn’t seen anybody at all. Everyone was inside, paying respects to Malcolm Shaw. The place was surprisingly quiet, given that I was less than one hundred yards from Highway 290 and William Cannon Boulevard, a busy intersection.

I followed a curved roadway that ran along the northwest corner of the cemetery and I didn’t have to go far to find a perfect place to sit and wait. Here, near the oak-shaded gravesites closest to the building, were concrete benches placed here and there where one could sit and ponder the purpose of life, or the finality of death, or how to bear unimaginable loss, or simply stake out a memorial service, complete with a super-zoom camera, and feel like a ghoul for doing so.

I took a seat on a bench that was partially tucked behind the trunk of an oak tree but also gave me a clear view of the vehicles lined up for the processional. The weather was nice again—temperature around 65—and there was enough sunlight filtering through the canopy of the oak tree to keep me warm. I was wearing khakis, loafers, and a light jacket.

The memorial had started at 2:00 and now it was 2:37. It might end at any minute or last for another hour.

I pulled out my phone and checked the news again. The sheriff’s office had now clarified the charges against Caleb Dimmick in relation to the first shooting of Malcolm Shaw. Attempted murder. Caleb had already seen a judge this morning, posted $50,000 bail—through a bondsman, one would assume—and was now free again.

I sat quietly and ten minutes passed. I could see one other visitor standing over a grave at least two hundred yards away.

I still had my phone in my hand, so I dialed Ruelas’s number. Mother of Zeus, he actually answered.

“Ruelas,” he said, even though he knew who was calling.

“It was the photos, wasn’t it?” I asked.

“You watch too much TV,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“You think you can just call me up and get the details on an active case,” he said. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“So the photos had nothing to do with the arrest?” I said.

“You’re wasting your time, but even worse, you’re wasting mine.”

“Any other arrests pending?” I asked. “Maybe the guy on the orange bike?”

“Wouldn’t tell you if I could.”

“That’s what I get for helping you out?”

“When you give information to the cops, that’s simply being a good citizen. It doesn’t mean you deserve any kind of special treatment.”

“Tell that to your confidential informants,” I said.

People had begun to emerge from the rear of the funeral home. Most of the women wore dark, conservative dresses. A few men were in suits, but many wore a sport coat over jeans and cowboy boots. Several wore colorful riding leathers, and I spotted three or four biker types in Harley gear.

“You wanna get to the point or what?” Ruelas said.

“Why the arrest now?” I asked. “What changed?”

I was holding my phone with one hand while turning on my camera with the other. It was resting on the concrete bench—a nice, flat surface that would allow me to shoot video discreetly from this distance. I placed my phone on the bench, too, and used the speaker to continue the conversation.

“It had nothing to do with your photos, I can tell you that much,” Ruelas said.

“You learned something new,” I said. “I’m just curious what it was. You know I won’t share it with anyone. Not even Mia.”

“That I wouldn’t be worried about,” he said. “I trust her.”

“As you should.”

I was looking at the little monitor that swiveled off the side off my camera, trying to record as many people as I could. I hadn’t seen JD Magnuson or Caleb Dimmick yet. I could understand why Caleb wouldn’t be here, obviously, but I assumed JD would attend. From my position, I was looking straight down the rows of vehicles, but once doors began to open, blocking my view, it became more and more difficult to see each person. No problem. There would be other opportunities.

“How’s she doing, by the way?” Ruelas asked.

He sounded authentically concerned, and for some reason, that irritated me. It wasn’t his job to worry about Mia, it was mine. Her welfare was none of his damn business—but I had to play nice at the moment.

“Doing fine,” I said. “But she’s wondering how you got probable cause to arrest Caleb Dimmick. She figures you probably came up with something brilliant. Is that true, or does she overestimate you?”

He let out a sigh. Was he actually going to share something with me? He said, “When Shaw got killed, we took another look at the first shooting. At first Dimmick had an alibi for that night—girlfriend said he was with her. But then it turned out she had her nights mixed up. Looked like an innocent mistake, but she wasn’t with him after all.”

Wow. That was a bombshell.

Speaking of bombshells, Shauna Goodwin had just emerged from the funeral home, and she was wearing a skimpy low-cut black dress one wouldn’t normally expect to see at a funeral, unless it was for Hugh Hefner. There was no doubt she had the body for it, if I were to judge such things, which I wouldn’t. A tall, bearded man in a gray suit about Shauna’s age was accompanying her. They both climbed into a black Cadillac in the processional row closest to me.

“What about the shooting on Monday evening?” I asked.

“On that one his alibi is rock solid,” Ruelas said. “He’s on video at a Walmart at that exact time.”

“That’s convenient. Any idea who rides the orange motorcycle?”

“Gotta go,” he said, and he disconnected.

Either he didn’t know or he didn’t want to tell me.

I returned my attention to my camera. None of the mourners had even looked in my direction, but in a few minutes, the processional would make its way to the gravesite, which meant they would be passing within ten yards of my bench.

I continued to record video of one person after another. You might be surprised by the power of a 75x zoom. Not only could I count freckles on a face from this distance, I could determine if any particular freckle had freckles.

Then I saw JD Magnuson, wearing a leather jacket and walking with a group of six or seven other people. He broke from the group and climbed onto a motorcycle in the second row.

A few minutes later, in unison, the motorcycle riders started their engines. I was doing my best to get video of each rider’s face, but several of them were wearing helmets now, or they were blocked by vehicles.

Somebody must’ve given a signal or something, because the first car in the first row pulled out slowly, followed by the rest of the cars, trucks, SUVs, and motorcycles in that row, and then the second row, and so on, until they’d formed a long single-file line parading slowly around the northwest corner of the cemetery.

As they passed, I simply kept my head bowed, as if in deep thought or prayer, while the camera, now in my lap, continued to record each vehicle.

No orange Ninja.

No gray Ford F-150.

After the entire procession had passed, I waited ten minutes. Then I walked to the Tahoe and drove in the opposite direction the procession had taken. I went counterclockwise—south, then east, then north, until I could see a throng of people gathered around a gravesite, some standing, some sitting in a few rows of folding chairs on either side.

I eased to a stop about fifty yards away in a shaded area. Killed the engine and sat quietly.

Grabbed my camera again and propped it on top of the steering wheel. Zoomed in on the mourners. Saw a lot of the same faces and a few new ones. Many had their backs to me. I would have to wait until the service was over to see them clearly.

I had no idea what kind of ceremony they were having, but I didn’t see anyone who was obviously a priest or pastor or rabbi or whatever. I think different people were taking turns talking and sharing memories. One of the older Harley guys got up to speak for ten solid minutes, and there was a lot of laughter throughout. Apparently he was recalling some good old times with Malcolm.

Then a young woman who looked maybe twenty-one spoke. Malcolm’s daughter? I seemed to recall he had one daughter and one son from a marriage that had ended in divorce nearly twenty years ago.

Next, Shauna got up from one of the chairs and went to speak. She made it less than a minute before her face scrunched up and she began to cry. She held up one hand—Give me a second—then continued speaking for three or four more minutes. When she finished, she returned to her chair, the bearded man on one side of her, and on the other, a woman in a navy dress and sunglasses who looked like Tasha Van Camp.

Wait, what?
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THE CROWD SHIFTED when another person went up to speak, and now I couldn’t see the woman clearly.

I had to be mistaken.

Right?

I couldn’t imagine any scenario in which Tasha Van Camp would be here, unless she’d told me a bunch of lies yesterday. As far as I knew, she had no connection to Malcolm Shaw other than having rented an apartment to one of Shaw’s employees, who also happened to be one of Tasha’s former schoolmates. Was there more to it?

I lowered the camera for a moment, and now I saw something equally interesting. A man was approaching the graveside service on foot, following the same narrow road the processional had taken, and when I zoomed in, I identified him as Caleb Dimmick.

I had no idea how this would go, but I didn’t have to ponder long, because a young man in red motorcycle leathers saw Caleb coming and went to meet him. Actually, “went to meet him” doesn’t quite cover it. This guy stalked toward Caleb with his arms stiff and his fists bunched. I quickly raised the camera and started recording. This could be good.

As the guy in red leather got closer, Caleb raised both hands in a gesture meant to calm him down—but it didn’t work. Red Leather threw a looping overhand right and popped Caleb squarely below his left eye. Caleb’s knees buckled, but he managed to stay on his feet. He backed up, saying something to Red Leather, but whatever it was, it had no effect.

Red Leather swung with his right hand again, but this time he missed, and his momentum carried him around so hard that he fell to the ground. Caleb could’ve taken advantage of this situation—say, with a kick to the ribs—but he didn’t. He kept talking, still hoping to settle Red Leather down.  I could only imagine what he was saying. He was probably proclaiming his innocence, and saying that he loved Mal, and he wanted to pay his respects, even if that meant getting his ass kicked.

By now, several of the mourners were rushing toward the two men, and it was a coin toss as to whether they would attempt to break it up or help Red Leather pound Caleb. If the latter were the case, Caleb would be destroyed.

Red Leather jumped to his feet, and right then one of the Harley guys wrapped him up from behind in a bear hug. Fifteen or twenty people surrounded the two fighters, but the bulk of the crowd—at least one hundred more people—simply stood near the gravesite and watched.

I had no idea how many factions there might be within this crowd, and what sort of animosity might exist between them, so I found myself holding my breath. For a brief moment, it looked like this little skirmish might fizzle out.

Then somebody shoved somebody else. That person shoved back. Then all hell broke loose. Several fights erupted simultaneously, and now it became one big, ugly brawl. Fists flew. People were thrown to the ground. Clothing was torn. Quite a spectacle to behold, to be honest. It seemed that the guys in Harley gear were fighting the guys in riding leathers, but there were a couple of others in there who didn’t seem to be with either faction.

Red Leather had broken free from the bear hug and was now trying to fight Caleb again, but Caleb was doing a good job fending the guy off, without throwing any punches of his own. I was a bit worried that someone might pull a gun, but so far, so good.

The scuffles lasted about two minutes, which sounds short, but is actually fairly long for any street fight. And it’s not that anyone cools off or wins decisively. Instead, you tire out and it begins to take an honest effort to simply keep your hands raised to defend yourself. You find yourself breathing hard and wondering if it’s time to end this nonsense before you get your teeth knocked out.

There was still some shoving and jostling, and some angry words being exchanged, but slowly it all came to an end. I saw one guy on the ground, but he was sitting up, so at least he was conscious.

I realized I’d lost track of the woman in the navy dress and sunglasses. Had that really been Tasha Van Camp, or was I delusional? I looked for her again, but she was gone.
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After the fight ended and all of the mourners dispersed, I called Ruelas and he answered for the second time. This was a record.

“Did you hear about the donnybrook yet?” I asked.

“The what?”

The video wasn’t much, but it gave me more leverage than I’d had just thirty minutes ago.

“The fracas. The throwdown. It just happened.”

“The hell’re you babbling about?”

“Caleb Dimmick showed up at Malcolm Shaw’s funeral a few minutes ago and some of the fine folks there did not approve. A large brawl ensued, and it was a good one. I might even call it a melee because there were so many people involved. At a minimum, it was a free-for-all or a dust-up. Hey, does Malcolm Shaw have a son?”

“You haven’t figured that out? I thought you were a self-proclaimed online genius.”

“Well, I haven’t looked yet, but I’m guessing he does, and he was the guy who went after Caleb Dimmick. Then it spread from there. I don’t think anyone got seriously hurt, but it was entertaining.”

“Why were you there?”

“I enjoy going to strangers’ funerals and watching from a distance. I know it’s a weird hobby, but I have a lot of free time. The good news is, I got all of it on video. I can send it to you, if you want.”

“Then send it,” he said.

I wasn’t going to tell him about possibly seeing Tasha Van Camp, because I wasn’t sure it was her. And even if it was, maybe there was a perfectly reasonable explanation, even though I couldn’t imagine what that might be. I didn’t want to complicate her life by sending Ruelas her way.

“Yeah, okay,” I said, and waited. Five seconds passed.

“Like, now,” he said.

“I will. As soon as we hang up.”

“But you want something first,” Ruelas said.

“That is such a cynical attitude,” I said.

“Yet accurate,” he said.

“I just want a little give and take,” I said. “Seems fair.”

“Like what?”

“Like maybe you give me a heads-up if you figure out who killed Malcolm Shaw.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Or maybe you tell me if you figure out who tailed me in the gray Ford truck. I’m sure you can understand why I’d want to know that, given my experience with the Tate brothers.”

“Can’t make any promises,” he said. “But I have to say, it cracks me up you’re getting your panties in a wad about being tailed when you spend all day tailing people yourself.”

“The difference is, I don’t tail anyone with violent intent,” I said.

“You scared?” he asked. “Is that the problem?”

“I’m concerned,” I said.

“Then maybe you should find a different line of work,” he said.

“You go first,” I said. 
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STILL IN THE Tahoe, I quickly reviewed the video of the woman in the navy dress. There was no more than seven seconds of footage with her in it, and the quality wasn’t great. I was fairly certain it wasn’t Tasha, but I wanted to be sure.

I drove to Best Buy and was relieved to see a Blue Nissan 370Z parked in the far reaches of the lot. I parked nearby and casually walked over and placed my hand on the hood. Cold. This car hadn’t moved in hours. I glanced inside the car and saw a neat, clean interior, other than several CD cases lying on the passenger seat—Greta Van Fleet, AC/DC, Lady Gaga, Adele.

I went inside and found Tasha in the TV section again, talking with a customer. She saw me and held my eye for a moment, then continued her discussion with an older gentleman who was trying to understand how a DVR works. I pretended to browse nearby, and when the older man had finished asking his questions, he walked past me with a twinkle in his eye.

“Wanna know a secret?” he said quietly, stopping for a moment and touching my arm. “I already have a DVR.”

I smiled. “Well played, sir.”

He chuckled and continued on his way.

I walked over to Tasha and said, “Hello, again.”

Aren’t I smooth?

She said, “If it isn’t the mysterious Roy Ballard. You here for a car stereo this time?”

“I want the loudest one available,” I said. “So loud that Angus Young shatters my windshield.”

“Dude, now you’re speaking my language,” she said. “I saw them in Dallas when they were touring for Rock Or Bust. Great show.”

She definitely had not been at a funeral an hour ago.

“I saw them for Black Ice,” I said. “Possibly my favorite concert ever.”

“Nice to see you have good taste,” she said. “So what’s up?”

“I have a couple more questions, if you don’t mind.”

“Confidential, like last time?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then go right ahead.”

I pulled my phone out, scrolled through my camera roll, and found a photo of Caleb Dimmick. I held it up. “Ever see this guy hanging out with JD?”

She looked closely at it. “I don’t remember him. Who is he?”

She’d been helpful to me, so I decided to be straight with her.

“He was arrested yesterday for shooting Malcolm Shaw in November.”

“Oh, wow,” she said. “And he knows JD?”

“They work together. This guy is the son of the other partner at the dealership.”

“So he shot his dad’s business partner?” she asked.

“Exactly.”

“For the insurance?” she asked.

“Jeez, you’re good.”

“Well, I know you investigate insurance fraud, so it didn’t take a genius to connect the dots. Are you thinking JD had something to do with it?”

“I have no evidence of that at all. Right now, I’m just asking questions.”

“I don’t suppose Caleb drives a gray truck, does he?” she said.

The last time we’d talked, I’d told her about being tailed.

“I wish it was that simple,” I said.

“But whoever was in that truck, they must’ve seen you watching Caleb or the dealership, right? That’s why they followed you?”

“That’s the theory. But they wouldn’t have known why I was watching him.”

“So they might’ve thought you were trying to figure out if he shot Malcolm Shaw.”

“Maybe,” I said. “That would explain a lot.”

“Who would ‘they’ be?” she asked. “Think it was JD?”

“I don’t know yet. Could be one of Caleb’s friends, maybe. Or it might be totally unrelated to this case. It could also be somebody I pissed off last week, or last month, or last year. Some people can hold a grudge for a damn long time. Maybe it’s somebody who just got out of jail.”

I realized I was enjoying this brainstorming session. I hadn’t had the chance to talk like this with Mia much lately.

“You put people in jail?” Tasha asked, obviously tickled by that notion.

“Well, I don’t, but sometimes I learn things that help the cops lock them up.”

“No wonder you’ve got people following you,” she said. “I have to say, your job sounds like a lot more fun than selling stereos.”

“Maybe we can swap for a day and see how it goes,” I said. “I bet I could move a lot of product.”

“I bet you could,” she said. “You’re pretty smooth. For all I know, everything you’ve told me so far is a lie.”

“It’s not,” I said. I held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

“I thought you weren’t a Scout.”

“Details, details. Hey, speaking of JD, I had a little run-in with him yesterday.”

Her eyes brightened. “Oh, yeah? What happened?”

“He saw me across the highway from the dealership and decided to run me off. I ended up Tasering him on the side of the neck.”

“No way!” she said.

“Oh, there’s a way.”

“That is awesome. Tell me about it!”

“Not a lot to tell. He tried to grab me through my car window, so I zapped him. He’s lucky it was only a Taser.”

“How did it end?”

“He decided it would be better to leave me alone.”

“I can’t tell you how happy that makes me. He is such a jerk.”

“Happy to oblige.”

“Damn,” she said. “Can anyone carry a Taser? Maybe I need to get one of those.”
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That evening, I grilled steaks, then sat on the couch beside Mia and watched a movie—the latest comedy starring Will Ferrell. There wasn’t much substance to it, but Mia laughed several times and that alone made it worth every minute.

After the movie, Mia took me by the hand and led me to our bedroom.

Later, I went into the bathroom and spotted a brown prescription bottle on her side of the vanity. It wasn’t my business, so I knew I shouldn’t look. On the other hand, she hadn’t tucked the bottle away in a drawer, so maybe she didn’t care if I saw it. I picked the bottle up and looked at the label.

Alprazolam.

I wasn’t sure what that was, but it sounded like an anti-anxiety medication to me. The dosage was a quarter milligram three times a day for thirty days. It had been filled four days earlier. Was this her first time taking it, or was it a refill? Did it really matter? Bottom line, I was proud of her for taking care of herself by whatever means she and her therapist thought were necessary.

I placed the bottle where I’d found it and went back to bed.
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I WOKE TO the aroma of bacon and the muted sounds of the TV playing in the living room. The bedroom door was closed and the amount of light seeping around the curtains told me it was well past dawn. Mia had managed to get out of bed without waking me.

I lazed there for a few minutes, then pulled on some sweatpants and went into the kitchen. Mia was standing by the stove, spatula in hand, wearing emerald-green yoga pants and a white sweatshirt. Her hair was rumpled, her face was void of makeup, and she looked magnificent.

“Hey,” she said. “Pretty impressive.”

“What?”

“Sleeping past eight,” she said.

The clock on the microwave read 8:14.

“You must’ve worn me out,” I said.

“Something came over me,” she said.

I hugged her and gave her a kiss.

She was scrambling eggs in a skillet while bacon sizzled in the oven. Once you try baking it on a foil-lined cookie sheet, you’ll never go back to frying it.

“You mind cutting up that cantaloupe in the fridge?” she asked.

“You bet.”

“What’re your plans today?” she asked.

“Haven’t really decided yet,” I said, walking over to the fridge. “Got any ideas?”

It was Sunday, so if she wanted to do something together—a movie, shopping, a hike along the lake, whatever—I was all for it. Work could wait.

“I was thinking I might help with the case,” she said.

I turned around with the cantaloupe in my hand. “What?”

“I mean, if you want me to.”

“Well, sure,” I said. “I just didn’t expect it.”

I was elated, but I didn’t want to show it. She might change her mind again, and I didn’t want her to know that would disappoint me.

She said, “I still don’t know what I want to do. Or not do. I just want to test the waters again and see. More than I have so far.”

“Understood,” I said.

“Have I told you how much I appreciate your patience?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I want you to be happy.”

I considered asking her about the prescription bottle in the bathroom, but I chose not to.

“I’ve missed working together,” she said.

“Me, too. A lot.”

When I was done with the cantaloupe, we sat at the kitchen table to eat.

“You’ll need to bring me up to speed on the case,” she said. “I know you worked yesterday, but I don’t know where you went.”

I hadn’t necessarily given her daily rundowns on my activities in the past two months, because there were times, quite frankly, when it seemed she didn’t want to hear them.

So now I spent fifteen minutes telling her everything about the Dimmick case that she didn’t already know, including the scope of my phone call with Heidi on Friday afternoon, and the revised parameters of the case. I was no longer simply trying to prove Caleb Dimmick really worked at the dealership, I was trying to prove he’d committed murder. I was tempted to leave out the part about being followed, but it was a key piece of information. I concluded with the events at the funeral yesterday and my subsequent visit with Tasha Van Camp at Best Buy.

“Yeah, I remember seeing her Facebook profile on your laptop,” Mia said. “Very pretty. You’re sure it wasn’t her at the funeral?”

“Definitely. The hood of her car was cool. She was working and hadn’t gone anywhere.”

I ate a piece of bacon.

“Then it seems like we should focus on the gray truck or the orange motorcycle.”

I was glad she didn’t seem too worried that I’d been tailed by the truck. Or maybe she was hiding her concerns.

“If you can figure out a way to identify either of them, more power to you. I’ve run out of ideas.”

We ate in silence for a minute.

“Hey, what about the Harley biker who was with JD?”

“Still don’t know who that guy was. Probably just one of JD’s friends he brought along for muscle.”

“Any chance you got his license plate on your dash cam?” she asked.

I thought about it and then pointed at her. “You’re a smart one, you. I might have. He turned around and left when the cops showed up across the street. The camera might’ve caught his plate.”

“Worth checking.”

“Great idea.”

“Thanks. It’s kind of sad how much you need me.”

“Always have,” I said. “Always will.”
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Later, while Mia took a shower, I checked my dash cam and saw that it had in fact captured the Harley’s license plate on video. It took about two minutes for me to get the name of the registered owner on a website that sells that kind of information.

Weldon Theodore Daughdril. Then I checked Daughdril’s driver’s license photo to make sure the man on the Harley with JD the other day was Daughdril, and it was.

Next stop, as usual, was checking his criminal history, if he had one.

Oh, he had one. One of the most impressive I’ve ever seen. It went back nearly twenty-three years and included fourteen arrests.

I couldn’t see his juvenile record, but his adult record began with one count of criminal mischief. That charge was eventually dismissed.

After that, most of the charges revolved around possessing or distributing drugs, doing stupid stuff while intoxicated, or committing various acts of violence. None of it bothered me too much until I saw a charge of first-degree murder. That had been six years ago, and the charges had ultimately been dropped for lack of evidence. In short, based on his record, Daughdril was a bad, bad dude.

Did I want to poke this particular hornet’s nest?

I could hear Mia using the blow dryer in the bathroom.

It would be easy to forget about Daughdril, but what if he was the key to everything? And what if Ruelas and his team had no clue he was involved? Unlike the guy on the orange motorcycle and the person in the gray truck, Daughdril might not have even appeared on the cops’ radar yet.

I tried to dig up more information about the murder charge. Found a detailed newspaper article from back then, written right after the charges had been dropped. According to sheriff’s investigators, Daughdril was the prime suspect in the murder of one of his competitors in the drug trade in Austin. There had been bad blood between the men for several years, and Daughdril had finally solved the problem by shooting the other guy in the head. Then he put the body and some large rocks in a barrel and sunk it in Lake Buchanan, an hour northwest of Austin.

Allegedly.

First problem was, there was only one witness—one of Daughdril’s underlings who’d turned informant. He said he hadn’t seen the murder, but Daughdril had told him about it just hours afterward. The informant agreed to see if he could extract any further information from Daughdril, such as the exact location of the barrel or the gun that had been used or anything else useful. Somewhere along the way, Daughdril figured out the man had turned on him, and the witness promptly disappeared. Had he run away, or had he met the same fate as the man in the barrel? The cops suspected the latter, but they couldn’t prove it.

Which led to the second problem—the cops never found the body of the original victim. So now they had no witness, no murder weapon, and no convincing evidence that a homicide had even taken place. The prosecutor had no choice but to drop the charges, saying the sheriff’s office would do their best to obtain new evidence and re-file the charges. That was six years ago and the case remained open.

“What’re you looking at?” Mia was standing in the doorway to my office, putting an earring into her right ear. Her hair was still slightly damp. She could see my computer screen from there.

“Research on our biker pal,” I said. “His name is Weldon Daughdril.”

She moved closer and began to read the article over my shoulder. I remained silent.

After a minute, she said, “You sure this is the guy who was with JD?”

“Yep. His beard is fuller now, but the same guy.”

She leaned past me to grab the mouse and scroll down. A couple of minutes later, she was done.

“Anything new on that case since then?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, no. And this is just the tip of the iceberg. Daughdril is a career criminal. Drugs, violence, mayhem, pillaging, et cetera. He’s a fun guy.”

She took a seat on the small leather couch near a window that overlooked our shaded backyard.

“How does a guy like that get out of prison?” she asked.

But it was a rhetorical question. She knew all about the inadequacies in our judicial system that allowed repeat offenders to return to the street again and again. Meanwhile, nonviolent pot smokers serve time. Make sense of that.

“Have you checked JD’s record?” she asked.

“Possession of a controlled substance, burglary, violation of a protective order. Those last two were when he rented the garage apartment from Tasha, then broke in after she kicked him out.”

“Interesting that Daughdril and JD both have drug charges. Maybe they’re dealing together.”

“Maybe so. That would explain why JD was suspicious of me from the start.”

She gazed out the window. A bright-red cardinal had landed on a branch no more than five feet from the glass. A brisk breeze was shaking the trees ahead of another cold front due to hit in the next few hours and drop the temperature to the thirties yet again. I was getting tired of this weather-related rollercoaster. The cardinal put up with the swaying branch for a few seconds, then took off for a better perch.

“Any chance he was the person in the gray truck?” Mia asked quietly.

“Daughdril?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess we need to figure that out.”

The implications of a man like Daughdril following me were ominous. Unfortunately, we wouldn’t be able to determine whether he owned a Ford truck via online records. Sure, you could take the plate number off a vehicle and find the owner with a simple search, but you couldn’t take a person’s name and conduct a simple search to learn what vehicles they own. That left a limited number of ways to go about it.

We started with the easiest, most obvious method—we spent the next twenty minutes scouring social media, looking for any trace of Weldon Daughdril, on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and a few others. Nothing. Not like we expected to find him, though. Guys like Daughdril don’t typically post selfies or share kitten videos.

That meant it would take a little more effort.

We started with a search of the tax rolls, hoping he was a homeowner—and there he was. Decent start.
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WELDON DAUGHDRIL OWNED a mobile home in Village West, a small neighborhood off Cuernavaca, which was off Bee Caves Road, west of town. When I was a kid, Village West was known for sporadic drug activity, but I had no idea if that reputation was deserved nowadays.

Daughdril had owned the place for seventeen years, and it had been deeded to him by a man with the same last name, presumably his father, who’d owned it for twenty-six years before that. So this was probably the home where Weldon Daughdril had grown up.

We tried the easy route first and plugged his address into Google Maps. Wouldn’t it be fantastic if the satellite shot or street view showed a gray Ford truck parked out front? Well, yeah, but no such luck. That meant we were probably looking at a stakeout.

The neighborhood itself would present a challenge. There would be no inconspicuous place for us to park and watch Daughdril’s trailer. Best we could do was drive past it and see what was parked out front. We could also set up in the parking lot of a large convenience store at the corner of Village West Drive and Cuernavaca. Daughdril had to drive past that store every time he came and went.
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We drove west on Bee Caves Road in Mia’s Chevy Tahoe. I sat in the passenger seat, quiet, wishing a guy like Daughdril was not involved in this case.

A few minutes later, we came over a slight rise and could see the traffic light at the right turn for Cuernavaca. I could feel the force of the wind buffeting the Tahoe. The temperature had already dropped into the low fifties.

Mia turned right and said, “Start with a drive-by?”

“Might as well. It’s Sunday. Maybe he’ll be home.”

“Unless he’s at church,” Mia said.

We had a good laugh about that.

We passed Commons Ford Road, and a minute later, she took a left on Village West Drive. This neighborhood was much like I remembered it—small lots, plenty of trees, some houses only partially visible from the street. Several of the trailers were in need of maintenance, but most were in decent shape. The streets had no curbs or storm drains.

A few of the trailers had been replaced by frame homes on foundations, and I figured that trend would continue. Nowadays, each lot was worth more than the trailer that sat on it, and that would tempt more and more owners to sell, not just to realize a profit, but to avoid the ever-climbing property taxes in this school district.

“Daughdril’s place is right up here,” I said.

Mia nodded and kept her speed low.

We eased along a wooden privacy fence on our right, and as soon as we passed it, we could see Daughdril’s place. Just a basic double-wide trailer with a carport on one side. The Harley was parked on one side of the carport and a green GMC truck was parked on the other. There were no other vehicles in the driveway or anywhere on the lot.

“I’m not sure whether I should be disappointed or relieved,” I said.

“Check it out,” Mia said, pointing with one finger over the steering wheel as we approached the next home over. It was a cute little cottage that looked out of place in this neighborhood, to be honest. It was well maintained and appeared to have been painted recently. The landscaping was immaculate.

But what had caught Mia’s eye was the gray Ford truck parked out front. I checked the rear bumper and sure enough, I saw a red sticker on the passenger side.

As we coasted past, I wrote the license plate number on a pad. Chances were good the truck belonged to the person who owned the cottage, but what if the resident was a renter? I wasn’t taking any chances.

“Same truck?” Mia asked.

“Has to be,” I said.

Mia took a left on Presa Arriba, then a right on Cuernavaca, and a few minutes later, we were approaching Bee Caves Road, where we would take a left.

But Mia gestured toward the right and said, “Want to swing over to Best Buy?”

She was grinning, but there was a little sting to it, too.

“We need a new stereo or something?” I asked.

“Are you tired of the old one?” Mia asked.

“Oh, hell no,” I said. “Planning to keep it forever.”

She took a left and said nothing more about it.
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The registered owner of the gray Ford truck was named Simon Yeager and the tax rolls revealed that he’d owned the cottage next door to Weldon Daughdril for nine years.

Back home, I checked Yeager’s criminal history and saw two speeding tickets in the past seven years. That’s all.

His Facebook profile was wide open.

He appeared to be in his late thirties, unmarried, but dating a woman who taught school in Westlake.

He worked as a waiter at an upscale restaurant in downtown Austin.

He was a voracious reader, mostly of nonfiction.

He loved pro baseball, especially the Astros.

He didn’t own a motorcycle.

As far as I could tell, he was Daughdril’s neighbor, and that was about it. He didn’t run in the same world as Daughdril or Caleb Dimmick or JD Magnuson.

I was willing to bet a thousand dollars he hadn’t tailed me that night, and that he knew nothing about it—but I wanted to confirm it.

I made a phone call, then sent Mia a text in her office.

Want to grab a steak tonight at Perry’s?

She replied: Ooh, nice. Sure. What’s the occasion?

Just why not? I said.
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Perry’s Steakhouse & Grille opened its doors in 1993 and had quickly built a reputation for fine dining. The ambience was about as stuffy as it got in Austin, which is to say it was sort of informally elegant. You could get by without a sport coat, although I chose to wear one, over nicely pressed jeans and black lizard-skin boots.

Mia, on the other hand, had chosen a sleeveless plum-colored sheath dress I’d never seen before. It had a generous slit in the back and a plunging V neckline that made the maître d’ sneak a glance as he looked down at the list of reservations. Her black high heels put her just over six feet tall.

“Ballard?” he said.

“That’s the one.”

The call I’d placed earlier was to make sure Simon was working tonight, and then to make a reservation at one of his tables.

“Yes, sir, we have a booth for you with Simon. Right this way, please.”

He led us through the dimly lit interior to a booth near a massive wall of wine bottles, and then tried not to watch as Mia scooted gracefully to the center of the half-ring bench seat. Then he handed us each a menu and said Simon would be right with us. He was right, too. Simon came along no more than thirty seconds later.

“Glad you could join us again,” he said, and then, “Oh. I think this might be my first time serving you.”

“Your memory is that good?” Mia said.

“I think I’d remember the two of you,” he said.

“Mostly her,” I said.

“Well, I was trying to be tactful,” Simon said with a laugh. To Mia, he said, “I hope you don’t mind me saying that dress is stunning on you.”

Simon had the type of demeanor that allowed him to give that sort of compliment without sounding the least bit flirty or out of line.

“That’s very kind,” Mia said.

“I got this coat at a yard sale,” I said.

“Roy,” Mia said.

“I think you’re going to be my favorite customers this evening,” Simon said. “May I start you off with a beverage?”

“I would love a cocktail,” Mia said. “What would you recommend?”

I couldn’t help thinking about the prescription bottle I’d seen on her side of the vanity last night. Was it okay for her to drink while taking that medicine?

“We offer an excellent Sobieski martini,” Simon said.

“Wasn’t he a Polish composer?” I asked.

Mia put her hand on my forearm to silence me. “I’m not big on martinis,” she said. “I’m more of a bourbon girl.”

“In that case, may I recommend a Bulleit Manhattan?” Simon said. “It’s one of our specialties.”

“Yes, please.”

“And for you, sir?”

“I’ll take the same.”

Simon nodded. “I’ll be back shortly to take your dinner order.”

The moment he left, Mia said, “Why did he think he might’ve served us before?”

“I asked for a table with him. That’s Weldon Daughdril’s next-door neighbor.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding me.”

“Nope.”

“Well, if he recognized you, he’s covering it up well.”

“Agreed. He’d have to be a pretty good actor.”

“When I was tending bar, I worked with waitresses who could put on this big show for customers—all sweet and girl-next-door—and then they’d go out back to snort coke and talk about who they’d slept with that weekend.”

“So you’re saying we may not be seeing the real Simon,” I said.

“Maybe not. Who knows? He might be in the kitchen right now telling the cook I look like an enormous slut.”

“The nerve of that bastard,” I said. “You look like a tart sometimes, or perhaps a harlot, but never a slut.”

“I’m swooning,” Mia said.

Simon returned with a basket of warm bread and our drinks. Mia took a sip of her Manhattan and said, “Very nice.”

“So glad to hear that.”

“She used to be a bartender,” I said. “People were known to drive hundreds of miles to watch her shake a martini.”

“I bet you were one of them,” Simon said.

“It was the highlight of my week.”

“Any questions about the menu?”

“No, but I do have a larger question about life,” I said.

He laughed. “I’ll answer it if I can.”

“Can you really ever know a person?”

“Wow,” Simon said. “That is a big question.”

“Any thoughts?”

“Well, I’d say if that person is willing to let you know them, then yes, absolutely. Honesty is key, though. And that person has to accept themselves as they are, too, so they aren’t pretending to be someone they aren’t.”

“That’s a really good take on it,” Mia said. “If the person isn’t being authentic with themselves, how can they be authentic with anyone else?”

“Exactly,” Simon said.

“Here’s another question for you,” I said.

“This is fun,” Simon said.

“What sort of relationship do you have with Weldon Daughdril?”

The smile on his face disappeared.
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“HE’S MY NEIGHBOR,” Simon said. “How do you know him?” His expression was now a combination of confusion and unsuccessfully masked distaste.

“Why don’t we order first?” Mia suggested. “And then you can tell him what’s on your mind.”

“Fine by me,” I said, and when I saw the grimace lingering on Simon’s face, I added, “Everything’s okay. Nothing to worry about. We’re not friends of his. I’ll go with the famous pork chop.”

Despite this being a steakhouse, the pork chop was their signature dish. Rotisserie-roasted, five inches thick, and absolutely incredible.

“Same here,” Mia said. “Thank you.”

We offered our menus to him. He seemed to be regaining his composure, or perhaps he was even becoming somewhat intrigued. He’d surmised by now that we weren’t here to cause him any trouble.

“I’ll get that order in right away,” he said, and he left with an amused expression that seemed to ask, What are you up to?

Mia said, “You sort of shot from the hip there, didn’t you?”

“That’s my jam. Shootin’ from the hip.”

“Okay, tough guy, but what are you planning to do next?”

“I’m going to drink most of this Manhattan and see if it gives me any inspiration.”

We bumped our raised glasses and took a drink.

“That really is good,” I said.

“Bread?” Mia asked.

“No, thanks.”

She buttered a slice for herself, took a bite, and moaned with appreciation.

Simon arrived at our table again, and it was clear that curiosity was getting the better of him.

“How is everything?”

“This bread is amazing,” Mia said.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Simon said, and he lingered.

So I said, “Wondering why I asked about Weldon?”

“I am, because I don’t understand how you would know I’m his neighbor if you aren’t one of his friends, and since you asked to be seated at one of my tables...”

“Honestly, it’s nothing very interesting or mysterious. We investigate insurance fraud and his name came up in a case we’re working on right now. Mind if I ask you a few questions?”

It was an interesting dynamic, because he was our server, and in this environment, he was conditioned to please the customer.

“I guess that depends on the questions, but I can’t imagine what would stop me from answering. So go right ahead.”

“Did you lend anything to Weldon recently?”

“Yes, my truck.”

And part of the mystery was solved.

Then Simon added, “Oh, my God, did he hit something with it?”

“No, nothing like that,” Mia said quickly to reassure him. “And you’re not in any kind of trouble.”

“When did he borrow the truck?” I asked.

Simon thought for a moment. “It was last Tuesday. I remember because I had the day off. Then Weldon showed up at my door and asked if he could borrow my truck, which was a little weird, because we aren’t friends at all. He’s just a neighbor, and we never talk, and quite frankly, he scares me. So do most of his friends.”

“What is it that scares you?”

“Maybe it’s not fair, but just look at him. Look at the way he lives. I mean, I saw a fistfight on his front lawn last year during a party. It was two in the morning on a weeknight and these guys were whaling on each other, and the rest of them were cheering and laughing. Who does that sort of thing? I’ve considered moving somewhere else, but I’ve put a lot of work into my home. The neighborhood is changing—slowly.”

“Does Weldon get a lot of biker friends over there?”

“All the time.”

“Mostly on Harleys?”

“I guess. I’m not sure I’d know which bikes aren’t Harleys.”

“You remember the bike Tom Cruise rode in Top Gun?”

“Oh, sure.”

“Ever see an orange one like that next door?”

“Not that I remember.”

“When did Weldon return your truck?” I asked.

“About nine-thirty that night,” he said. “Maybe nine forty-five.”

Which worked neatly with the timeline. I was followed at about nine, and that gave Weldon plenty of time to return home with the truck afterwards.

I said, “The reason I’m asking—I had a little run-in with one of Weldon’s buddies, and that guy was upset with me for placing one of his coworkers under surveillance. It’s kind of complicated, but the bottom line is that I’m pretty sure Weldon used your truck to follow me that night.”

Simon stared at me for a moment, then said, “For what purpose?”

“I can’t be sure of that,” I said.

“Was he planning to do something to you?”

“I can’t rule it out.”

He nodded, obviously a bit distressed.

I said, “Hey, you’re not at fault here. I just needed to know whose truck it was, and who was driving it. That’s all. And if it’s any consolation, Weldon will never know this conversation took place.”

I could tell he wasn’t consoled. “I appreciate that. Let me go check on your food.”

“You have my word,” I said.

He nodded.
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When we got home, Mia immediately went into the bedroom and returned a few minutes later wearing flannel pajamas.

“Dang,” I said. “I was hoping to take that dress off you.”

“Sorry, but I am too stuffed,” she said. “I can’t believe I ate that entire pork chop.”

“And most of the cheesecake,” I said. “Our cheesecake.”

“It was sooo good.”

We got comfortable on the couch, watching a movie Mia had recorded earlier in the week, but my mind wandered back to Simon. He’d agreed that if he saw an orange motorcycle at Weldon’s place, he’d take some photos discreetly and let me know.

Mia stretched out, her feet in my lap, and promptly fell asleep. The Manhattan hadn’t seemed to affect her any more than usual. She was a bit of a lightweight in normal circumstances. One strong drink could make her loopy.

I changed the channel to a crime-fiction show on one of the networks, but it didn’t hold my interest.

My mind wandered to Weldon Daughdril. It was possible he’d planned to confront me and issue a threat, but it seemed more likely he wanted to stop beside me at a light and open fire. But why? And why had JD gotten uptight about my visits to the dealership? I was too full and too tired to come up with any explanations.

Next thing I knew, I was waking up during the local news, and I was vaguely aware that the anchor was saying there had been a second gun-related homicide in less than a week in Travis County. That wasn’t necessarily unusual, but both of the victims worked at the same motorcycle dealership.

That popped my eyes open.

The reporter was live on the scene, harsh light on her face, with yellow crime scene tape in the distance behind her. The shooting had taken place in the parking lot of a “popular nightclub” in the southwest part of the county, but beyond that, details were sparse. Police hadn’t yet revealed the victim’s name.

Now they cut to footage recorded earlier of sheriff’s homicide investigators—including Ruelas—behind the yellow tape, standing among several vehicles in a parking lot. I took it that the victim was on the pavement between two of those vehicles. Then the footage showed a cluster of bystanders watching as the investigators and deputies went about their work.

Back to a live shot of the reporter, who said several people had heard at least two shots, but police had not been able to find any eyewitnesses. The anchor thanked the reporter and moved on to the next story.

Mia continued to sleep soundly beside me.

I grabbed my phone and texted Ruelas. Who was it?

Ten minutes passed. And another ten. No response from Ruelas, but I didn’t expect one.

Regardless of which dealership employee had been killed, the question, of course, was why?

Something was obviously going on inside Motorcycle Mania, and it had nothing to do with selling bikes, ATVs, or personal watercraft.

How did this new murder connect to the murder of Malcolm Shaw? Had someone sought revenge? Was Caleb Dimmick dead in that parking lot? Maybe one of the bikers in the brawl at the funeral yesterday had decided to use more than fists.

This was all pointless speculation until I knew who’d been killed.

That news would most likely be available tomorrow morning.

But my gut told me it was Caleb. Had to be him. Somebody had taken revenge and killed Caleb.
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IT WAS JD.

I learned by checking my phone when I first woke up. No, Ruelas had not texted me back, but the name had made the most recent reports on the Austin American-Statesman website.

Other than that, details were still sparse. If the police had found any eyewitnesses to the shooting, they hadn’t told the media yet.

So JD was dead. I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. He was a sleazy guy, but I wouldn’t wish death on him for that. What had he done, if anything, to get himself killed? Was he involved in one of the Malcolm Shaw shootings?

Mia woke up beside me, and I told her what had happened. She said, “The sheriff’s office will really turn up the heat now.”

“Yep.”

Was there security video? In a retail strip center, chances were good. Then add anonymous tips from people trying to collect a reward—and in this case, with an initial shooting, then a murder, and now a second murder, there were people out there who had information to share. Had to be.

“Yesterday you mentioned that Caleb’s girlfriend spoiled his alibi,” Mia said.

“Yep.”

“Maybe she knows something.”

“If we can figure out who she is,” I said.

“I can work on that this morning, if you want.”

I was thrilled she wanted to continue on the case.

“Sounds great.”

“And you probably need to tell Ruelas about those Taser marks on JD’s neck,” Mia said.

She was right. I needed to explain. Otherwise, the cops might think the killer had Tasered JD first. That could throw the investigation off track.

“I’ll let him know.”

“He’ll want an interview.”

“Because he’s a pain in the ass.”

“Any decent cop would want to hear the details.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

She said, “Want some coffee?”

“Love some.”

She gave me a kiss, then climbed out of bed in her pajamas and went into the bathroom and closed the door.

Where to proceed from here? I’d been meaning to go through the video from the funeral, but now I had a reason to put it at the top of the list. I wanted to watch it closely and see if anyone in particular seemed to be focused on JD. Had he gotten involved in the brawl? I wasn’t sure. Maybe I could figure out if he had any enemies.
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An hour later, after breakfast and a shower, I sent a text to Ruelas.

Those Taser marks on JD’s Magnuson’s neck? That was me. Give me a call and I’ll explain.

It would be fun to ignore his first call and make him call again.

He didn’t respond right away, so I went into my office and sat down at my computer.

I had thirty-two minutes of video from the funeral, and it was tempting to jump straight to the brawl, but I started from the beginning.

The bench I’d chosen had provided the best vantage point I could hope for. I hadn’t been able to get a clean shot of every person exiting the rear of the funeral home, but I’d gotten at least half of them.

I didn’t recognize the first fifteen or twenty people who emerged.

Then came Shauna in the short black dress, accompanied by the tall, bearded man I assumed was her husband. I noticed several men in the vicinity checking her out as she gracefully got into the black Cadillac, keeping one hand on the hem of her dress to keep it from riding upwards.

Then came more people I didn’t know, followed by JD’s group—eight people in total, with JD in the middle of the bunch. There was no way to know if all of these people were together, or had they simply all walked out of the building at the same time?

I noticed that the woman in the navy dress—the one I’d mistaken for Tasha Van Camp—was in that group, to the rear. I watched closely and froze the video a few times, but I couldn’t get a clear look at her face. Too many people in the way.

The group began to break up as they approached the vehicles, and then something interesting happened. As JD moved toward his motorcycle, he glanced backward at the woman in the navy dress and gave her a nod—one that I interpreted as See you in minute. It was so quick, it would’ve been easy to miss. In fact, I’d missed it when it had happened.

Now I could see the woman’s face clearly, without her sunglasses, and I realized I hadn’t noticed her when I’d been recording because my attention had been focused on JD and the people immediately beside him. The woman did look a lot like Tasha, but it plainly wasn’t her. I just didn’t understand how—

Wait a second.

The answer just popped into my mind. How had I missed this?

This had to be Tasha’s younger sister. Right?

Tasha had said her sister had dated JD for three or four years. Then Tasha hadn’t seen him for, what, ten years? Then he’d come into her store, and they’d talked, and he’d ended up renting her garage apartment.

If this woman was Tasha’s sister, I could make a pretty good guess as to what had happened next. She’d come over to see Tasha one day, talked to JD, and the spark had been rekindled. Tasha had said her sister was as wild as JD back in the day. Maybe she still was.

My phone chimed with a timely text. I should’ve expected it.

It’s Tasha. Have you seen that JD was killed last night?!

I quickly sent a reply. Yes. Can you talk?

My phone rang just seconds later.

“This is so weird,” she said. “I mean, he was a real scuzz, but I don’t think he deserved to die. Who do you think killed him? Think it was a drug thing?”

“Maybe. I don’t know yet.”

She took a sudden deep breath, as if realizing something. “Hey, won’t the cops wonder about you? You Tasered him the other day, so they might think there was bad blood between you two.”

“Fortunately, I was at home, right in front of a security camera, and Mia was with me.”

“Mia?” she said.

“My partner,” I said.

“Working late, huh?” she said.

“We live together,” I said. “She’s my fiancé.”

“Oh,” Tasha said. “Okay.”

I waited for her to say more, but she didn’t.

So I said, “Hey, I need to ask you about something. I saw something at the funeral that puzzled me for a while—but I might have it figured out.”

“What was it?”

“There was a woman there who looked a lot like you. I mean, a lot. But when I looked at the video, I knew it wasn’t you. But the weird thing is, JD was there, too, and this woman seemed to be with him.”

I waited for her to connect the dots, and it didn’t take long.

“Oh, Jeez,” she said. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Was it Erielle? Was my sister there?”

“I don’t know what she looks like, but I have a photo of this woman and—”

“Send it to me. If it’s her, I am going to be so pissed. She hasn’t said a word—but that would be exactly like something she would do.”

I texted the photo.

“It’s on the way,” I said.

Just a second later, she said, “Damn it. It is her. I can’t believe this. And you know what? It’s my fault. She probably ran into him at my house.” Then, after a slight pause, she added, “Oh, man. I’m so glad she wasn’t with JD last night. She wasn’t, was she?”

“They haven’t said anything about anyone else being—”

“I need to call her,” Tasha said, sounding somewhat rattled. “Talk to you later.”

She abruptly hung up.
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“WHO WAS THAT?” Mia asked, standing in my office doorway.

“Tasha,” I said, then added, “Van Camp.”

“She sure is involved in this case a lot for someone who isn’t involved,” Mia said.

“It turns out it was her sister Erielle who was at the funeral with JD on Saturday,” I said.

“The woman who looked like her?”

“Yep. I sent her a frame from the video I shot and she confirmed it.”

“Oh. That’s interesting.” Mia came in and sat on the leather couch by the window. It was gloomy outside. Cold, windy, and overcast, but at least it wasn’t wet. “So the sister had been seeing JD again and Tasha didn’t know about it?”

“Looks like it. Tasha hung up because she wanted to call her sister and make sure she wasn’t with JD last night.”

“I don’t blame her,” Mia said.

Mia knew as well as I did that an eyewitness could be in danger.

“Are Tasha and Erielle close?” Mia asked.

“I don’t really know.”

Mia nodded.

“Any progress with Caleb’s girlfriend?” I asked.

“Her name is Raine Turner.”

“Rain?”

“With an e. Might be a stage name, because she’s a wannabe actress and model who starred in a TV commercial for the dealership last year, and I guess that’s when she met Caleb. Cute girl. Looks like she’s in her early twenties.”

“Any way to contact her?” I asked.

“I followed her on Instagram and sent a direct message. If she’s on Facebook, I couldn’t find her.”

“What did you say in the message?”

“Told her we want to ask some questions about Caleb, but only as it relates to a couple of insurance policies. I said we wanted to make sure everything was aboveboard in regards to a couple of claims.”

“Essentially true,” I said.

“I’ll let you know if I hear from her. At this point, with Caleb arrested, it wouldn’t surprise me if she wants to stay out of it.”

“Thanks for helping.”

Mia went back into her office, and before I could decide how to proceed, my phone rang.

It was Cory Stonebreaker, a homicide investigator I’d never met. He was working both cases—Malcolm Shaw and JD Magnuson—with Ruelas. He wanted me to come in for an interview about the Taser marks.

So Ruelas had assigned that chore to one of his subordinates. Typical. I tried to explain the situation to Stonebreaker over the phone, but he was persistent and I agreed to come in. Maybe I could get some information out of him.

Just as I disconnected the call, Mia walked into my office again. “Well, shut my mouth,” she said. “Just heard back from Raine and she’s ready to meet in person.”

“When?”

“Right after lunch.”
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I’m guessing interview rooms in law enforcement agencies are the same around the world. Cramped. No windows. Bad lighting. Musty air. Uncomfortable chairs. A door that opens in such a way that you can’t see much from the inside of the room.

I’d been waiting for twenty-three minutes when I got a text from Tasha.

Erielle is fine. Wasn’t there. But we had a big fight. Don’t know any other details yet.

I was about to reply when Cory Stonebreaker entered the room, shook my hand, and apologized for the delay. He might’ve had a name like a tough guy in a pulp novel, but in reality, he looked more like a hotel manager.

“Sorry for the wait, but I had to return a call,” he said, taking the chair across from me. “Anyway, thanks for coming in. I’m sure this won’t take long.”

Friendly, but getting right to the point, without being brusque. He was about my age, with a thin face, thick brown hair, and wire-framed glasses.

“Making any progress on the case?” I asked, because what could it hurt? No decent cop would tell me much of value.

“Not much, no, but it’s early yet. Tell me about this experience you had with JD Magnuson last Thursday.”

Apparently Ruelas wouldn’t be joining us, which was fine with me.

“It was Friday,” I said, wondering if he was testing me for consistency. “That’s going to require some background, but I can keep it short.”

“Go right ahead.”

So I gave him a quick rundown on my case, but it still took a solid fifteen minutes. I figured he probably already knew who I was and what I did for a living, but I acted as if he didn’t. I told him about JD suspecting that I was a cop or a private investigator, and his hostility toward me, ending with the Tasering in the medical center parking lot. I mentioned that JD had been accompanied by a large biker type on a Harley, and that I’d determined that his name was Weldon Daughdril. I revealed that I’d caught the incident on my dashcam and he asked me to send that video after we were done.

Then I told him Mia and I had gone to dinner last night at Perry’s, and I showed him the credit card receipt. After dinner, Mia and I had gone home. I told him he could review my security camera footage at home if he wanted. Airtight alibi. I couldn’t have shot JD Magnuson.

“Well,” he said when I was done. “You seem to have everything nailed down.”

“Pretty much.”

“I’m guessing you’ve already done some research on Daughdril,” he said.

“I have.”

“So I don’t need to tell you to watch your back.”

“Already am, but I appreciate it.”

“Seen him since then?”

“I have not.”

“Think he might’ve been the guy who tailed you last week?”

“I guess he could’ve been.”

I didn’t want to drag poor Simon Yeager into this, so I said nothing more.

“You always carry that Taser?” Stonebreaker asked.

“Not always. Sometimes.”

“Handgun?”

“Occasionally. If I feel the need.”

My Glock was in the van right now, which was parked at a meter on the street. I had a handy concealed compartment under one of the bench seats. Anyone spending five or ten minutes searching the van would likely find it, but it would escape a quick toss by a random junkie looking to score easy valuables.

“You licensed to carry?” Stonebreaker asked.

“I’m not, so I always leave the gun in the vehicle. You know, to adhere to the law and all that.”

Stretching the truth a bit.

“Did you have a gun in your vehicle during this incident with JD?”

“I did.”

“But you chose the Taser instead,” he said.

“Yep.”

He nodded slightly, as if acknowledging my restraint.

“He assaulted you,” he said. “Why didn’t you report it?”

“If I reported every guy like JD who gave me a problem, I’d be down here every week.”

He continued asking questions for another fifteen minutes, but it was all routine. I didn’t even have to be elusive or ambiguous, which is always a plus.

Obviously I didn’t know this until later, but right about then, Mia was learning something interesting from Raine Turner. She described the conversation to me when we both got home.
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“I saw that you were in a TV commercial for the dealership,” Mia said. “Is that how you met Caleb?”

They were seated inside a Starbucks near Lakeline Mall, in far northwest Austin. Mia could see now that Raine was even younger than she’d first suspected—maybe twenty or twenty-one.

“Exactly, yeah,” Raine said. “He saw some of my other spots on the website and asked for me. I think it was the spot for Hot Water, that hot tub place. You rent them by the hour, which seems kind of gross to me, but whatever. I guess they use bleach or something between customers, but who knows? I made sure they filled the tub with fresh water before the shoot, that’s for sure. That spot ran last winter, because that’s when soaking in a hot tub sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? The marketing people aren’t stupid. I haven’t seen the spot yet this year.”

“Which website are you talking about?” Mia asked.

“Pardon?”

“You said Caleb saw some of your other spots on a website.”

“Oh, right. The website for the talent agency. They signed me up about a year and a half ago. They’ve only been around for a few years, but they know what they’re doing. I’ve gotten a bunch of auditions, plus three spots so far. I mean, it’s all local, but that’s a pretty good start. Have you ever done any modeling or acting? You really should. Look at your cheekbones. You are totally killing it.”

“That’s very nice of you to say.”

“Your makeup is totally on point. How tall are you?”

“About five-ten.”

“How much do you weigh?”

“I’m uh...”

“Is that too personal? It’s just that they’ll want to know. You can probably fudge by five pounds, but any more than that and they can tell. Also, I’m not going to ask how old you are, but you don’t want to wait too long, because once you pass thirty, it gets a lot harder to break in. Actually, it’s more like twenty-five, but that’s too depressing to even think about.”

“Tell me about you and Caleb,” Mia said.

The Starbucks was crowded and noisy. There were three young men at a nearby table that kept glancing their way, but Mia ignored them.

“Well, the shoot was at the dealership,” Raine said, “so all of the employees were kind of hanging around, watching. It wasn’t a real tough gig. I mean, I didn’t even have any lines. All I had to do was stand by the motorcycles and ATVs and smile.”

“Kind of like Vanna White,” Mia said.

“Who?”

“She’s on a game show.”

“Oh, cool. Anyway, Caleb started flirting with me afterward and then asked me out. I thought he was kind of cute. That was last winter. They wanted to get the spot on the air in time for spring and summer.”

“So you started dating?”

“I guess so. We’d hang out. He’s like a really good motocross rider, so I’d go to his races sometimes, which is kind of fun, and I was able to do all kinds of networking. I met one woman who runs a clothing company for riders and we talked about doing some online ads. Her brother is a photographer, so we’ll see where that goes. Plus, there are people at those races from all kinds of sponsors, so that’s another great opportunity. Like Monster Energy? I mean, hello? Where else would I get to meet one of their people? I got that guy’s number and I’m waiting to hear back. He was a marketing guy, so that’s perfect. One thing I’ve learned is that you create your own luck. I know that sounds like a cliché, but it’s true.”

“Were you surprised when Caleb got arrested on Friday?”

“Well, yeah. Completely. Never saw that coming. So, so weird.”

“Did Caleb ever talk about his relationship with Malcolm Shaw or anyone else at the dealership?”

“See, that’s a good question. The truth is, not really. What I mean is, he never said anything that made me think he’d do something crazy like shoot someone, assuming he really did it.”

“You don’t think he did?”

“God, I don’t know. At first I told the cops he was with me that night, because I honestly thought he was, and it was like two months ago, so it was hard to remember. But then I got tagged in some pictures from that night and I wasn’t with Caleb, and the cops saw it. So then they wanted to talk again—this was last Thursday—and I realized I’d screwed up. They said I wouldn’t get in trouble as long as I was being honest, and I was—but then they told me something about Caleb that really pissed me off, and now I don’t know if I ever should’ve trusted him.”

“What was it?”

“Okay, well, it’s not like Caleb and me were, like, exclusive or anything, but I wasn’t hooking up with anyone else, and I kind of figured he’d do me the courtesy of telling me if he was going to sleep around, right?”

She looked at Mia and waited for affirmation. “You would hope so,” Mia said. “But he didn’t do that?”

“Hell, no, he didn’t. I don’t know if you’d call it cheating or not, but he had a side thing going on and I never knew until the cops told me.”

“How did they know?”

“They said they found some texts. Anyway, they asked me if I knew about this other woman, and I was like, really? You think I’d know about that and still see him? I was totally grossed out, and I started to think if he could lie to me about that, what else was he lying about? Maybe he shot Malcolm after all. I have no idea, to be honest.”

“Did they tell you who the other woman was?”

“Yeah,” Raine said, shaking her head in disbelief. “She works at the dealership. Shauna? Do you know her? I mean, she’s got a great body and everything, but what is she, like a hundred years old?”
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THE REVELATION ABOUT Caleb Dimmick and Shauna Goodwin was a curveball, but did it mean anything? I couldn’t see how it would have anything to do with the murder of Malcolm Shaw—but we still had to look into it.

“Her husband is Jack Goodwin,” Mia said from the chair in front of her Mac. “He’s the tall, bearded guy who was with her in your funeral video. They’ve been married for six years.”

I was lounging in the papasan chair that occupied one corner of her office.

Mia said, “She was married once before, twenty years ago, and that one lasted nine years.”

It was now 5:45 in the afternoon and starting to get dark outside.

My interview with Cory Stonebreaker had lasted less than forty minutes. He wasn’t the type to waste time on a dead end. He’d been grateful I’d come forward to explain the Taser marks on JD Magnuson’s neck, because they’d already been puzzling over those.

Mia said, “This is interesting. Did you know Malcolm Shaw was charged with assault about two years ago?”

“Jeez, is there anyone at that dealership who doesn’t have a record? What’s the story?”

She typed and read. “Not seeing much here. Looks like he got probation. Can’t see the victim’s name, of course.”

I checked my phone and found a text from Tasha. The cops interviewed Erielle today and she’s a mess.

I assumed she’d met with Ruelas. He’s a good interviewer, I’ll give him that.

I said, Does she have any idea who killed JD or why?

Tasha said, Claims she knows nothing.

Mia said, “I don’t see anything in the newspaper archives.”

I was feeling frustrated. There were so many random pieces to this case, but none of it was fitting together. If there was any sort of pattern, I couldn’t see it.

Let me know if she shares anything good, I texted to Tasha.

Will do.

I put my phone down.

“We’re missing something, but I don’t know what it is,” I said.

Mia didn’t reply. She was still reading.

The heater kicked on and blew warm air into my corner.

My mind wandered, and that led me back to Shauna Goodwin. I could picture her in that skimpy dress at the funeral and I vacillated again, wondering if I was making this more complicated than it was. That little black dress could make a lot of men do things they might not—

“Is the front door locked?” Mia asked abruptly.

“I think so,” I said. “I didn’t unlock it. Did you hear something?”

“No, I don’t think so. I just couldn’t remember if I checked it earlier.”

I could tell she was about to rise from her chair, so I said, “I’ll go look.”

When I got to the front door, I found it locked, as I expected.

I stood there for a long moment, looking through one of the small glass panes built into the mahogany door. I saw a quiet street at twilight, with a few vehicles parked along the curb in front of neighbors’ homes. Porch lights were on. The rising crescent moon shone through the leafless, skeletal limbs of a red oak across the street. Calm. Serene, even. Typical winter evening in Austin.

I wondered what Mia might see if she looked out the same window. I wasn’t talking about cars or trees or the moon, I was talking about perceptions. Would she see danger in the darkness? Would a person walking past in shadows make her heart hammer and her palms sweat? I hated to think the answer was yes.

I’d had my own terrifying experiences right here at this house. Damon Tate had tried to abduct me at gunpoint off the porch, and I’d later shot his brother Nathaniel Tate in the side yard when he’d come to assassinate me in the middle of the night. Somehow I managed to prevent those incidents from leaving me in a constant state of unease.

What could I do to help Mia cope with her fears? What if I could do nothing?
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Mia was sleeping and I was in bed beside her, watching TV, when my phone vibrated with an incoming text. Tasha again.

Erielle admitted she’d been seeing JD since last summer. Wish I’d never rented to him.

At this point, I knew I would have to interview Erielle, if she would let me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to open that can of worms right now. Better to wait until the morning.

Was she able to give the cops anything useful? I asked.

The truth was, Erielle might’ve given them something useful without even knowing it. Something that seemed insignificant to her might’ve been a valuable piece of information to the investigators, and they wouldn’t necessarily have revealed to her that it was valuable.

No idea. Said she got tired of their questions and walked out after an hour.

Before I could reply, Tasha sent another text.

My dad used to say talking to Erielle is like reading the sentences of a book out of order. Hard to follow what she’s saying most of the time.

That made me grin. Who doesn’t like a good analogy?

How often was she seeing JD? I asked.

She said once or twice a month, not a regular thing.

Does she know of anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt him?

That, of course, would’ve been one of the first questions Ruelas would have asked her.

She says no.

I still didn’t know Tasha well enough to guess whether my next question might piss her off, but I asked anyway.

Do you believe her?

A fairly long pause followed, so maybe she was choosing her words carefully. Finally her reply appeared.

Not sure. She’s a pretty good liar. I hate to say that, but it’s true.
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THE NEXT MORNING, Mia went to a yoga class and didn’t ask about my plans for the day. Maybe she’d already decided she didn’t want to work on the case anymore. I didn’t ask because, quite frankly, it was fine with me either way. She’d let me know.

Shortly after ten o’clock, I texted Tasha and asked if she could arrange a meeting between Erielle and me.

She immediately texted back: I’ll try.

I hadn’t heard from her again by ten-thirty, so I sat down with a notepad and tried to make a list of the things I knew and the questions I had. Putting it all down on paper sometimes helps when my mind is a jumble.

Caleb Dimmick did actually work at the dealership.

He met with a man on an orange motorcycle, and an orange bike was seen near Malcolm Shaw’s place the night he was killed. Coincidence?

Erielle had been seeing JD again since last summer.

Caleb had been sleeping with Shauna. Who might’ve known this? Did her husband know? Did it have anything to do with the murder of Malcolm Shaw? How could it?

JD had a record for dealing drugs. Tasha found a bag of white powder, possibly meth, in the apartment after JD moved out. He broke in later, ostensibly looking for that bag.

What was the relationship between Weldon Daughdril and JD Magnuson?

Daughdril also had a record for dealing drugs.

Daughdril had been arrested for killing a competitor, and the key witness had disappeared, which caused the case to collapse.

Daughdril had borrowed Simon Yeager’s gray truck and tailed me. Why?

Caleb was arrested for the first shooting of Malcolm Shaw, not the fatal second shooting.

JD was shot dead by an unidentified suspect. Why?

Malcolm Shaw had once been charged with assault and received probation.

I stopped and read the list. Wow. If anything, I’d just made the jumble worse.

It was noon and I still had not heard back from Tasha, so I ate lunch.

I was halfway through a turkey and avocado sandwich when Tasha texted.

She says she’ll talk if you want. I sort of forced her into it, so don’t expect a lot of cooperation.

Yippee.
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“Tasha was right. She said you were cute.”

Erielle was all broken up about JD, obviously.

“That was nice of her,” I said. “You two look a lot alike, which is a compliment for both of you.”

Obviously, I didn’t give my opinion that Tasha was more attractive, but at the same time, it was easy to see why I’d been confused when I’d seen Erielle at the funeral. The family resemblance was unmistakable.

She said, “Tasha tried to tell me what you do for a living, but she’s kind of hard to follow sometimes.”

I almost laughed out loud.

“I’m a legal videographer,” I said. “Mostly what I do is help insurance companies catch people who are committing fraud. Ever seen one of those videos that show some guy playing tennis or rowing a boat when he supposedly has a shoulder injury, or a back injury, or something like that?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“That’s what I do. I’m the guy who shoots the video.”

“There’s only one guy who does that?”

“No, I didn’t mean that I am the only guy. I am one of those guys. There are also women who do it, including my partner.”

We were seated across from each other at a picnic table near the sand volleyball courts in Zilker Park, a location chosen by Erielle. The temperature was in the sixties and the sun was out, but since it was a Tuesday in January, there weren’t many people around. Before I’d sat down with my back to the volleyball courts, I saw a couple walking a dog near the large rock outcropping everyone creatively calls Rock Island. I was facing north, toward the small parking lot. I could see an occasional walker or jogger passing on the hike-and-bike trail that ran for miles along the lake, but it wasn’t nearly as busy as it would be in a few months. To my right, on the horizon, a couple of Austin’s tallest downtown buildings poked up above the tree line.

“So you’re a snitch?” Erielle asked.

I gave her my most winning smile. “Basically, yeah, although I’d use a different word. Do you have any kind of insurance?”

“Health insurance, yeah. And on my car.”

She was smoking a cigarette and doing her best to stop the smoke from floating my way.

“Okay, great,” I said. “Lot of fraud in those areas. If the people ripping off the system didn’t get caught, your premiums would be a lot higher, or you might not be able to get coverage at all. That’s why I do what I do. Or part of it. It’s also kind of fun.”

“Still a snitch, though,” she said, although she was plainly teasing me and wasn’t trying to be ugly.

A red Toyota passed slowly on Lou Neff Road, the narrow one-way street that provides access to this area of the park and runs parallel to the hike-and-bike trail for a long stretch, then loops around to Stratford Drive.

“Sometimes being a snitch is okay,” I said. “Like when a friend gets killed. Don’t you want to help the cops figure out who killed JD?”

“Well yeah. Problem is, I don’t know anything.”

“That’s okay. Any information at all will be helpful.”

“So, wait. Why are you tied up in this? Was JD working on some kind of fraud thing?”

“I don’t know for sure, but I’m working a case and I need to know who did what.”

“What was the scam?”

She dropped her cigarette to the crushed granite and ground it out with her foot. Then she turned to face me. I was disappointed to notice that her eyes appeared dilated, even in the sunlight. Was she high on something?

“It has to do with the murder of Malcolm Shaw. We’re trying to make sure he wasn’t killed for the life insurance.”

That was vague enough. I figured she wouldn’t ask for clarification, and I was right.

“But they arrested that guy,” she said.

“Caleb Dimmick.”

“Yeah, him.”

“For the first shooting, but not second,” I said.

“Okay, but he obviously must’ve done it the second time, too.”

“I’m afraid the cops need more than that, and so would a jury.”

“Not if I was on the jury, but I’m too smart for that.”

“To be on a jury?”

“Right, but what I mean is, I wouldn’t ignore the obvious stuff. We have to use our brains, okay? Otherwise, it’s not exactly a jury of your peers, is it? Peers have brains, right?”

What?

“But, uh, you’d need evidence,” I said, immediately regretting it.

“My brain is evidence,” she said, tapping her right temple with one finger. “Bing, bang, case closed. God gave us logic for a reason.”

I decided not to mention that Caleb had an indisputable alibi for the evening of Malcolm Shaw’s murder. Caleb might’ve arranged the murder, but he didn’t pull the trigger himself.

I moved on to other topics.

“Do you know if JD was dealing drugs?”

“Wait. Why would you ask that?”

“Didn’t the cops ask that question?”

“Well, yeah. But it’s such an open question, and it depends on a lot of stuff. Walgreens deals drugs, you know? Why aren’t we investigating them?”

“Well, what I mean is, was JD dealing illegal drugs?”

“I guess maybe, but how would I know?”

“What makes you think he might’ve been?”

“I didn’t say he might’ve been. I said maybe, because anything is possible. You could be dealing drugs, too, right? So if someone asked me if you were a drug dealer, I’d say maybe.” She gestured to her left. “Or that guy could be dealing drugs.”

I looked to my right and saw an orange Kawasaki Ninja coasting quietly into the eastern entrance of the parking lot. I turned toward Erielle again, but my peripheral vision was on the biker. He eased into a parking spot twenty yards away, near a row of three porta-potties, and killed his engine. As far as I could tell, the bike was identical to the one I’d seen in the Home Depot parking lot.

“If JD was dealing drugs, any idea who his partners might’ve been?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said. “You sure seem focused on that idea, though—that he was selling drugs.”

“He got busted for dealing before,” I said. “You know that, right?”

“That was a long time ago. Did you ever do anything a long time ago that you wouldn’t do now?”

“That’s a long list.”

“I know, right? Me, too. And I keep adding to it.”

“Yeah? What have you added lately?”

“Seeing JD wasn’t real smart, but I always had a soft spot for him.”

“I’m sorry he was killed,” I said.

She nodded as she lit another cigarette.

“Do you know if he was taking drugs?” I asked. “Illegal drugs. Not anything from Walgreens.”

“Maybe,” she said.

The biker, still sitting on the Ninja with his helmet on, was looking at his phone, just casual as hell. Not looking this way. Wrapped up in his own little world, apparently.

I said, “Did JD ever talk about anyone threatening him?”

“You should be a cop. These are all the same questions they asked. The answer is no.”

“Did he have any enemies you know of?”

“That’s kind of the same question, isn’t it?”

“Sort of.”

“The answer is still no.”

“Did you know anything about JD breaking into your sister’s garage apartment after he moved out?”

“Not until after he’d done it, and he said he wasn’t really breaking in. He just wanted to get some stuff he’d left behind, but she’d changed the locks. So it’s kind of her fault—but don’t tell her I said that.”

“What kind of stuff was he trying to get?”

A bag of meth in a tackle box, for instance?

“I don’t know. Just stuff. He didn’t say.”

The biker got off the bike, put his phone into his pocket, and took his helmet off. Nobody I recognized. Just some guy—maybe thirty years old, but it was difficult to tell from this distance. He had a mop of blondish-brown hair and was wearing a brown leather jacket and riding boots. He carried his helmet with him and went into one of the porta-potties.

“Hang on just a sec,” I said.

“What?”

“Be right back.”

I walked over to my van, just thirty feet away, and opened the driver’s door. I reached inside, opened the glove compartment, closed it without taking anything, then closed the van door. Then I walked back over to the table and sat down.

“Did JD have any recent arguments with anyone?” I asked.

“Like I said, he never talked to me about that kind of stuff. If someone was mad at him, I didn’t know about it. But I doubt it, because he wasn’t the kind of guy you get mad at. Everybody liked JD.”

Yeah, right. I remembered how much I liked him when he confronted me outside the dealership, or across the highway at the medical complex. I could assume JD hadn’t told Erielle about the Tasering or she would’ve mentioned it by now. Or she wouldn’t have agreed to this meeting.

“Who did he hang out with?” I asked. “Who were his friends?”

“There’s a guy named Phil. Another one named Steve. That’s all I can think of.”

My Glock was holstered on my hip, under my shirt. I’d been carrying it—in my vehicle or on my person—ever since I’d read Weldon Daughdril’s criminal record. I reached with my right hand and popped the snap on the retention strap. There was a round in the chamber. Just in case.

“You know a guy named Weldon?” I asked.

“What?” she said—and she sucked on her cigarette.

“Weldon,” I said.

“I don’t think so.” She wasn’t making eye contact.

The biker came out of the porta-potty and simply stood for a moment, looking across the street toward the hike-and-bike trail. He was holding his helmet by the strap with his left hand.

“You don’t recognize that name—Weldon?” I said.

The biker turned and began to walk in this direction.

“I told you I—”

“Erielle, listen to me.”

“What?”

“Don’t ask any questions. I want you to get up and walk to your car.”

Her red Mazda coupe was parked behind my van.

“What? Why?” Erielle said, because of course that’s what she’d say, instead of doing it.

“Just go,” I said. “Right now. This is important.”

But it was too late. The biker was less than fifteen yards away, walking faster now, unaware that I was monitoring his approach. I’m sure it appeared that Erielle and I were deep in conversation and weren’t paying him the slightest attention.

“I don’t understand,” Erielle said.

I slipped my Glock from the holster but kept it low, under the tabletop, out of sight. I swiveled on the bench to face the biker more fully. He was thirty feet from us.

“Stop right there,” I said loudly.

“Excuse me?” the biker said, slowing his pace.

“Don’t come any closer.”

“I just had a question,” he said. “Y’all from around here?”

“Go back to your bike,” I said, and now he stopped.

I was getting tunnel vision. I saw the man and nothing else. He was younger than I’d thought—maybe in his upper twenties. He was grinning, but there was nothing to grin about. I could see the stubble on his cheeks and chin.

“Dude,” he said. “Why are you getting so riled up?”

I wasn’t buying it. He knew that I knew. He took another step forward.

“Turn around and go back to your bike,” I said.

“What is happening?” Erielle said.

The biker stared at me for a long moment, and then his right hand went into his helmet.

I raised the Glock just as his hand emerged with a black object. He began to swing it toward us and I yelled something—I’m not sure what.

I saw the barrel, and I began to squeeze the trigger on my Glock, but at the same time I did something without thinking. I lowered my gun. Instead of aiming for center mass, I was shooting for his legs.

The Glock bucked in my hands and Erielle was screaming now.

The biker began to fall as the Glock kicked again and I saw the black object drop from his hand.

In an instant I was on my feet, keeping my gun trained on the biker as I covered the distance between us. He was writhing in agony—moaning and cussing—and clutching his left thigh. Blood was quickly saturating the denim of his jeans.

I had a terrible thought—it wasn’t a gun he’d been holding, it was a cell phone. I’d just shot an innocent man. That’s why I’d lowered my aim. Because something inside me knew I was making a mistake.

I stepped closer, and closer still, and relief washed over me. Not a cell phone. It was a Taurus .38 Special. I shoved it away from the biker with the side of my foot.

Then I told Erielle to call 911.
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ANOTHER WINDOWLESS INTERVIEW room. Another long wait.

I’d already called Mia and told her what happened. Her reaction, quite frankly, concerned me. Almost like she was in shock. Or maybe that was me. No denying that I was shaken up. Same way I’d felt after shooting Nathaniel Tate. Just as with Tate, I hadn’t killed the man on the motorcycle. Well, as far as I knew. Last time I’d seen him, he was still alive. Surrounded by EMS personnel, but alive.

I was trying to recall if this was the same interview room inside Austin Police Department headquarters where I’d spent several hours after shooting Nathaniel Tate. I was rattled enough that I couldn’t remember for sure. I think it was. I was seated at a basic pine table. Rectangular. Scarred here and there. Same table as last time, or did they all look like this?

I’d been brought here directly from Zilker Park by a uniformed officer. A second officer had driven Erielle. I assumed she was in another interview room somewhere nearby.

The door opened and I saw a familiar face.

“Wow, you’re making a habit of this, huh?” he said.

It was an investigator named Randy Wolfe—the same guy who’d been assigned to the Nathaniel Tate shooting. He’d questioned me back then. Wolfe was in his mid-forties, with thinning hair and a goatee. About six feet tall. Slender, but athletic, with the build of a triathlete or long-distance runner. Dressed in slacks and a dark-green golf shirt. Badge and revolver clipped to his belt. He was an affable man with an easygoing demeanor.

He closed the door, shook my hand, and sat down across from me.

“Is he alive?” I asked. If the bullet had hit the femoral artery, the man could’ve bled out fairly quickly.

“First things first,” he said. “We need to search your van. You okay with that?”

“Why search it?”

“Just routine. You know that. So you’re okay with us searching it?”

I thought for a moment. No reason to refuse.

“Sure. They can lock it up afterward. I have the keys. Oh, and tell them to keep their grubby hands off my porn collection.”

He pulled out his phone, sent a text, then turned his attention back to me and answered my earlier question.

“Honestly, I don’t know what his condition is right now. I understand you didn’t give him any medical aid.”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“I was worried he might have another weapon.”

Wolfe made an expression that basically said, Yeah, I don’t blame you. “Who is that guy to you? Why was he coming after you?”

“I have no idea. Never seen him before.”

“Got any guesses?”

I started at the beginning and told him the full story, including, of course, seeing Caleb Dimmick with a man on an orange motorcycle at the Home Depot, and I mentioned that a man on an orange motorcycle had been spotted near Malcolm Shaw’s house on the night he was killed. Wolfe may or may not have collected this information already, but he let me talk. I told him about JD Magnuson and Weldon Daughdril and the Van Camp sisters and everything else.

When I was done, a full thirty minutes later, he had me walk him through today’s events at the park. I did—choosing my words very carefully, because I was being videotaped.  Then he said, “Your gun was in the van?”

“That’s right.”

“You didn’t have it on you while you were sitting at the picnic table?”

“Nope. I don’t have a license to carry. Erielle will tell you I went to the van right after the guy showed up on the bike. She didn’t know it, but I was getting my gun.”

It was a critical point—the difference between a class-A misdemeanor, with punishment of up to a year in county jail, or no crime at all.

Wolfe said, “Okay, but if you were carrying the gun and wanted to deny it later, that would’ve been pretty smart—going to the van and pretending to get the gun out of it.”

“You’re right,” I said. “That would’ve been pretty smart. But it didn’t happen that way.”

“If the guy was in the porta-potty and you had time to get your gun, why didn’t you just leave?”

“I didn’t know the man was a threat. In fact, I was pretty sure I was overreacting. It could’ve been just some random guy on an orange motorcycle. Should I spend the rest of my life taking off every time I see an orange motorcycle? We don’t even know if the guy on the orange motorcycle near Shaw’s place was involved in his shooting.”

“Fair enough. How much time elapsed between retrieving your gun and the man approaching you at the picnic table?”

“Not long.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know, but if I guess, it probably won’t be accurate. A traumatic event can really distort your perceptions.”

“Was it five seconds?”

“I don’t know.”

“One minute?”

“I’d say a lot less than that, but I don’t see the point in guessing.”

Wolfe was just doing his job, which included nailing down the timeframe as tightly as possible. After all, if I’d sat at that table with my gun for any longer than, say, a minute, the prosecutor could make the case that I’d been carrying illegally, and even I would have to agree. I was walking a fine line.

“How long was he inside the porta-potty?” Wolfe asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Five minutes?”

“I seriously doubt it was that long,” I said, “but, again, I don’t even want to guess. It seems like he came out of the porta-potty just about the time I was reaching the table, but I could be wrong.”

“What will Erielle say?”

“I have no idea, but I don’t think it matters. Her perceptions will probably be distorted, too.”

Wolfe said, “I think you were carrying the gun all along, and I don’t blame you. I mean, come on—after getting tailed by a guy like Weldon Daughdril, you need to be on your guard.”

“The gun was in the van,” I said.

Wolfe stared at me for a long moment, and then shrugged, letting it go, at least for now.

But then he spent the next ten minutes asking me over and over about the moment of the actual shooting. He was searching for inconsistencies in my account, but I gave him none. I told him the man on the motorcycle approached us, would not heed warnings to stop, and pulled a revolver from inside his helmet. Yes, when I fired my shots, I’d been positive the item in the man’s hand was a gun. There wasn’t any guessing. That’s what I told Wolfe. Maybe I was stretching it.

He said, “What if I told you Erielle Van Camp never saw the man’s gun before you shot him?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me at all,” I said. “She didn’t understand who the man was or why he was approaching us. She had no reason to be on alert. She might not have even been looking at him.”

“What if the object had been his cell phone or his wallet, or maybe a pair of riding gloves?” Wolfe asked.

“Then I wouldn’t have shot,” I said.

“Would you have had time to make sure, though?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“Because that’s what I did today. He pulled the object, I identified it as a gun, so I shot before he could.”

“You think the bike he was riding was the same bike you saw at the Home Depot last week?”

“Can’t swear to it, but you can look at the video I gave the sheriff’s office and compare it for yourself. Or I can send you a copy. If it’s not, it’s a hell of a coincidence.”

I could tell Wolfe was ready to wrap this up, and I was anxious to get out of here.

“So, as far as you know, you don’t know the guy?” he said.

“All I can say is, I didn’t recognize him. I don’t necessarily remember every person I ever met.”

“How about the name Landon Coyt?”

I knew instantly that I remembered that name, but I couldn’t place the context. I associated it with something profoundly stupid and hinting at evil.

Wolfe could tell I was struggling to jar my memory. He gave me a moment before he said, “He and Caleb Dimmick are best buddies, going all the way back to elementary school.”

Oh. Right. Jesus. How could I forget?

I said, “He was the other moron who threatened to shoot up his high school.”

“That’s the one.”
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When I walked out of police headquarters, Mia was just coming up the short flight of steps and we met on the landing at the top. She hugged me harder than I have ever been hugged, and for a very long time.

“I’m okay,” I whispered in her ear. “Everything is good.”

I could feel her shaking her head.

We rode in her Mustang without speaking for the first five minutes. I saw that Tasha had called three times, but she hadn’t left a voicemail. Then she’d sent a text: Plz call me ASAP!

She would have to wait.

As Mia drove west through thick traffic on Sixth Street, I said, “Do you want to hear what happened?”

“Not quite yet,” she said. “Not while I’m driving, okay?”

“I understand,” I said.

Why was I feeling guilty? There was nothing to feel guilty about. I hadn’t done anything wrong.

She turned south on Guadalupe and a minute later we were crossing the river.

I looked to my right, upstream, and saw high-rise buildings that hadn’t been there just a month or two ago—had they? There was Auditorium Shores, former home of the long-defunct Austin Aqua Festival, where I’d spent many summer evenings in my teens. I still had a few skipper pins tucked away somewhere. And look at Palmer Auditorium, or whatever they called it since it had been rebuilt and rendered damn near unrecognizable.

Mia took a right on Barton Springs Road and we hit more traffic. Now we were passing Peter Pan Mini-Golf, which had opened in the 1940s. How many times had I played there when I was in elementary school? How much longer would it survive, sitting on such prime real estate?

Why was I thinking about all this stuff right now? It made no sense.

Why had I shot Landon Coyt in the leg instead of dead center in the torso? I’d run the risk that he could’ve held on to his gun and fired back. He could’ve killed me or Erielle. It was impulsive—and stupid.

But I knew the answer. Or I thought I did. I hadn’t wanted to kill Coyt because it would’ve made things worse with Mia. If I’d killed a man, like she had, that might’ve been more than she could handle.

We finally made the light at Lamar and entered Zilker Park, and Mia took a right on Lou Neff Road. It wasn’t quite dusk yet, but it was getting close.

As we got closer to the parking lot, I saw the van, but Erielle’s red Mazda coupe was gone. So they’d already finished questioning her. Maybe a cop had brought her back, or she’d grabbed an Uber. There was no indication a shooting had taken place here earlier. No crime scene tape. I saw a couple of guys kicking a soccer ball back and forth, but they wouldn’t have light much longer.

“I’ll follow you back to the house, okay?” I said.

Mia nodded.
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Later, we sat on the couch in the living room and I described the shooting for her. I hate to say it, but just as with Wolfe, I didn’t tell her the complete truth. I told her the gun was in the van and that I’d retrieved it when Landon Coyt had arrived on his motorcycle and gone into the porta-potty. If I’d told her exactly what had happened, she could have been compelled to provide testimony against me at some point. Spouses can’t be forced to testify against each other, but we weren’t spouses yet.

I kept it short and simple, and I did my best to downplay the danger the situation presented for both me and Erielle.

When I was done, Mia was crying. Not sobbing or gasping for breath—not that kind of crying. She was silent, but tears trailed down both cheeks. And her face—I don’t believe I’ve ever seen her look as despondent. It made my heart ache.

She clasped my left hand in both of hers.

“I don’t know what to do, Roy,” she said.

Truth is, I didn’t know what to do, either. Not about me, but about her. How could I ease her mind? And more important, should I?

“Let’s talk about it later, okay?” I said. “We’ll just stay in tonight, have a quiet dinner, and not think about it right now.”

She nodded, but she did not appear consoled.

After we ate, she went to bed early.

I checked my phone and saw that Tasha had sent me a text.

You almost got my sister killed today. Please don’t contact me anymore.
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THE NEXT MORNING, Mia didn’t budge when I got out of bed at 7:15.

I spent a couple of hours learning everything I could about Landon Coyt.

All of his social media accounts were private.

His criminal record since the debacle about shooting up his high school consisted of three charges—one for possession of stolen property, one for burglary, and one for aggravated assault with a deadly weapon. That last one didn’t necessarily mean he’d harmed anyone with a weapon, but he’d committed assault with a weapon in his possession and had either used it or exhibited it. In short, he sounded like a delightful young man. He must’ve had a decent attorney, too, because none of the cases ended with a felony on his record.

At 9:45, I went into the bedroom and asked Mia if she wanted anything for breakfast. Told her I could fix her something or run down to Maudie’s and get some breakfast tacos to go. She said she wasn’t hungry. Said she just wanted to stay in bed a little longer, because she hadn’t been sleeping well lately and it was good to catch up.

I returned to my office, sat at my desk, and tried to think of a way to move this case forward. My work was not done. The case wasn’t closed just because I’d shot Landon Coyt.

Why had JD been killed? I could think of only two scenarios...

One: JD had been involved in the murder of Malcolm Shaw, or he’d somehow learned who’d done it and was silenced.

Two: It was drug related. Either a drug deal had gone bad, or Weldon Daughdril was JD’s partner and had killed him for some reason.

Both plausible, but I had no evidence to support either theory.

There was a good chance Caleb Dimmick and Landon Coyt both had the answers.

Coyt most likely would’ve needed serious surgery on his leg last night, which would mean he would still be heavily medicated today, and maybe for several more days. Anything Ruelas or Wolfe got from him right now could be torn to shreds later by a defense attorney. So they’d have to wait until his mind was clear.

When the time came, if Coyt talked, what would he say? Would the cops be able to milk information out of him and see if he was connected to either murder? I poked around online for a while, trying to find new information about either case, but I struck out.

At 11:17 I heard Mia get out of bed and get into the shower.

She came into my office thirty minutes later, in a rush, saying, “I almost forgot I have a session with Beth at 12:30, and then I have some errands to run. I’ll text you later.”

After a quick kiss, she was out the door.
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It was time to refocus on my objective.

My task was to determine whether Caleb Dimmick—or anyone else, for that matter—had killed Malcolm Shaw, or hired someone to kill him, so the dealership could collect two million dollars in key-person life insurance.

If the murder of JD Magnuson had nothing to do with the murder of Malcolm Shaw, so be it. I couldn’t let it distract me. Same with Landon Coyt. Perhaps he’d come after me for reasons that had nothing to do with the murders.

Okay, like what?

What if Caleb, JD, Weldon, and Landon were all dealing drugs together, and my poking around made them nervous. So Daughdril tailed me, possibly just to gather information about who I was, or maybe to attempt a drive-by shooting. That didn’t work out, so JD and Weldon tried to scare me in the parking lot at the medical center. That failed, too, so Landon Coyt showed up at Zilker, armed and ready to take care of me for good, and Erielle was going to be collateral damage.

Was this a realistic scenario? I had no idea. Who might know the answer?

Possibly Erielle, but she was a notorious liar, so how would I know when she was telling the truth? Also, I figured the odds of her talking to me again were zilch, and who could blame her?

There was, however, one other person who might know. Emphasis on might.

Better than nothing.
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“Your partner is gorgeous and should totally be a model,” Raine Turner said.

“No argument from me,” I said.

I was beginning to feel like I would conduct endless interviews on this case and never get anywhere. Or the cops would figure it all out first, which, at this point, would be fine with me. In fact, I would celebrate.

“I mean, seriously, she’s like the kind of girl who walks into a room and makes everyone else feel really plain. I hate that kind of girl. Just kidding. She is also a total sweetheart, which, now that I think about it, is doubly sickening.”

“She’s been known to induce a diabetic coma,” I said. “She’s that sweet.”

Raine laughed. “That’s funny.”

It really wasn’t, but I’ll take what I can get.

It was just after two o’clock. On the phone earlier, Raine had agreed to meet me at the large outdoor plaza and lawn in the center of the Hill Country Galleria. They held all sorts of events here—concerts, art festivals, carnivals, firework displays. I’d seen it packed with a thousand people before, but right now I could lay eyes on no more than forty or fifty people, including the shoppers strolling down both sides of the central strip. We were seated at a table not far from a bar called the Ginger Man.

“Are the two of you, like, together?” Raine asked.

I nodded. “We’re engaged.”

“Oh, my God, that is awesome. I saw the ring on her hand but I didn’t want to get all nosy about it. When’s the wedding?”

“November,” I said.

“Are you totally stoked?”

“My levels of stokage cannot be measured.”

“I can only imagine.”

“She said you were very helpful the other day,” I said.

“Okay, awesome. I was wondering about that. I couldn’t really see what Caleb’s cheating with that old skank has to do with insurance fraud.”

“I’d give you more details if I could,” I said, “but my contract with my client requires that I keep most of it confidential. Honestly, it’s pretty boring, and if I told you, you’d wonder why we wasted time talking about it, instead of something exciting, like algorithms or snail farming.”

“I’ve never really known what an algorithm is,” Raine admitted.

“Me neither, but I don’t think we’re missing much.”

She laughed again. “Okay, well, I’m happy to answer your questions, but can’t you just look at my interviews with the police?”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. I wish it did. They don’t share that kind of information.”

“Then I’ll just repeat myself,” Raine said. “My sister says I do that all the time anyway.”

She was cute and bubbly, with a perky smile. I could absolutely see her appearing in a T.J. Maxx commercial.

“Anything you say will be between us,” I said. “That’s a promise I can make that the police can’t necessarily make.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “I’m not worried about it. It’s not like I really know anything.”

I was hoping she was wrong.

“Did Caleb talk about Malcolm much?” I asked.

“Like, sometimes, because they worked together. Your partner asked the same question. I told her Caleb only really talked about Malcolm when he was talking about work.”

“Did Caleb seem to like him okay?”

“I mean, I guess. It wasn’t like they were buddies or anything, though.”

“What kind of things did Caleb say about him?”

“He might say that Malcolm wanted him to work on a weekend because they were having a sale, or it was the busy time of year, or something like that. He said Malcolm and his dad—Caleb’s dad—had been friends since they were kids.”

“Did you get the impression that Malcolm and Caleb were close, meaning like family?”

“Not really.”

“But you didn’t see any animosity or anything like that?” I asked.

“No, not at all. It was a total surprise when the cops said Caleb shot him. I’m like, what? Why would he do that? It just didn’t seem like something Caleb would do. Then again, I didn’t think Caleb would be banging that Shauna lady, either. Live and learn, right?”

“You never saw any signs that was going on?” I asked.

“No, because he never talked about her, and I wasn’t around her much.”

This seemed like a dead end, so I moved on.

“Did Caleb ever talk about the financial health of the dealership?”

“How do you mean?”

“Do you know if the dealership was turning a profit and all that?”

“God, I have no idea. You’d think they would be, since they’re pretty busy all the time.”

Just because she didn’t know of any financial problems didn’t mean they didn’t exist. On the other hand, if there weren’t any money issues, it was doubtful Malcolm had been killed for the insurance.

“Do you know if Caleb does drugs?” I asked.

“I know he gets high, but I don’t know about anything else,” she said.

“Meaning he smokes pot?”

“Yeah.”

“You never saw anything beyond that?”

“I don’t think so.”

We all lie from time to time, so I try not to judge. She was lying.

“You can be totally honest with me. I won’t tell a soul.”

“You promise?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay, well. I know he did meth a couple of times.”

Progress. Maybe.

“How do you know that?”

Raine waited for a moment as a woman with a baby in a stroller passed near us, talking on the phone.

Then she said, “Because he asked me if I wanted to try some.”

“What did you say?”

“Well, duh. I said no way. The last thing I need is to get caught up in something like that when I’m trying to build a career. I’m modeling right now, but I want to get into fashion design. I have an idea for a clothing line called Raine Gear. You know—my name, with an e at the end, and gear. What do you think?”

“It’s catchy.”

“Promise? I wonder if people will think it’s only for rain, without an e, like raincoats and stuff like that.”

“I think they’d probably see your name in print, mostly, so they’d figure it out.”

“That’s an excellent point!” Raine said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. What did Caleb say when you turned him down?”

“He said it was no big deal, and he acted like it was going to be his first time, too, but I didn’t believe him.”

“Why not?”

“Because just a few minutes before that, he said I wouldn’t believe how it made me feel. I could tell he’d done it. Anyway, it was kind of weird, so I tried not to think about it after that.”

“Any idea where he got it?”

“He said a friend had some.”

“Do you know if he was selling drugs?”

“The friend?”

“No, Caleb.”

“God, I hope not.”

“So you don’t know?”

“If he was, I didn’t know about it. Do the cops think he was?”

“I don’t know.”

“And what does this have to do with insurance fraud?” she asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know. Want to hear a secret?”

“Sure!”

“Sometimes I have no idea what I’m doing.”
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LATER, AS I drove north on Raleigh Avenue, I saw a green GMC truck parked at the curb in front of our house. When I got close enough to make out the license plate, I knew it was Weldon Daughdril’s truck.

My panic was immediate.

I eased past the truck and saw Daughdril in the driver’s seat, with his left elbow resting in the open window, just waiting. He wasn’t here to shoot me or start a fight.

Still, after I got out of the van, with Daughdril’s view of me obscured, I clipped my holstered Glock onto my belt, under my shirt and the light jacket I was wearing. I didn’t really care if the bulge gave it away. In fact, it was probably better if Daughdril knew I was carrying.

Then I walked over to the driver’s side of his truck. I was in the street, but no vehicles were coming from either direction on our quiet block.

“You from the landscaping crew?” I asked.

“You’re a funny guy,” he said, his voice deep and full of gravel. His hair was thick and unruly. Same with his beard. He was wearing the mirrored sunglasses he’d been wearing during our previous encounter.

“That’s the same thing JD said to me outside the dealership last week,” I said. “I’d say both of you need to work on new material. Oh, right. He can’t.”

He tried giving me a long stare through the sunglasses, but I stared back.

“Are you trying to intimidate me, or are you trying to hook up?” I asked.

He shook his head, then glanced toward the house.

“Nice place.”

“Thanks. I enjoy having a state trooper living on one side and a Navy SEAL on the other.”

He chuckled.

“Hell of a good-looking lady you live with,” he said.

My stomach tightened into a knot, but I tried not to let anything show on my face.

Daughdril said, “What’s her name—Mia?”

I knew I should hold my tongue, but my adrenaline was pumping and I could feel the anger rising in my chest.

“You’re wandering into dangerous territory,” I said.

“Really?” He was grinning. Taunting me. Egging me on.

“Absolutely.”

“Been there before.”

“No doubt.”

“It was a compliment. Not my problem if you take it the wrong way. She your old lady? Is that the problem? Feeling protective?”

I was having trouble maintaining my composure. I could feel the reassuring weight of the Glock under my belt.

“Why are you here?” I said.

“No reason, really. You seem to pop up everywhere, so I figured it was time to do a little popping up myself. That bother you?”

“Do what you want. Public street.”

“I might just sit here until Mia comes home.”

How does he know she’s out? I wondered. How does he know where we live?

“You got a problem, take it up with me,” I said.

“Maybe it’s time for you to stop following people around,” he said. “That’s the easy solution.”

“Who have I followed?” I asked

“You showed up at the dealership three times.”

“Why does that concern you?” I asked.

“You’re sticking your nose into other people’s business.”

“Which people? What business?”

“All these questions. It’s like you’re trying to make things worse for yourself.”

I was slowly regaining my cool, and as I did, I realized that antagonizing him might feel good, but it was unwise. I needed to do the opposite. Placate him. Make myself appear to be less of a threat.

“Here’s another question. Do you know what I do for a living?”

“Got no idea. Don’t really care, as long as you quit being a pain in the ass.”

“When I tell you, you’ll probably laugh.”

“I doubt it.”

I said, “Okay, try this. I’m a legal videographer.”

I could tell he didn’t know what that was, but he didn’t want to ask.

So I said, “I follow people around with a video camera and try to prove they’re committing insurance fraud. I was hired to determine whether Caleb Dimmick really works at the dealership, instead of simply collecting a paycheck. That’s why I’ve been hanging around—to shoot video of him at the dealership. I even went inside and posed as a potential customer. Ask Caleb and he’ll tell you. The good news is, earlier today my client told me they had all the evidence they need, so the case is closed. I collect my fee and move on. You won’t see me again.”

Daughdril kept his tough-guy glare on me for a moment. Then he said, “You’d better hope that’s true.”

I held my tongue while he started his truck and drove away.
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I WENT INSIDE, cracked open a Lone Star, then took it to the patio in our backyard. I sat quietly and tried to bring my heart rate down. I was filled with a bone-deep sense of uneasiness. I didn’t like Daughdril mentioning Mia, even though I figured he’d done it just to get a rise out of me.

I told myself a guy like Weldon Daughdril wouldn’t approach me first if he really planned to take action. He’d just do it, so I’d never see it coming.

But my apprehension prompted me to text Mia. How’s it going?

I watched my phone for a few seconds, but she didn’t reply. Probably driving. Or in the middle of her therapy session with Beth. Or a dozen other mundane possibilities.

I realized, deep down, that it was time to face the facts head on, without any further rationalizing. My line of work could be dangerous—no question about it. In fact, there was no “could be” about it. My profession, the way I practiced it, was dangerous. Even simple surveillance cases held the potential to go sideways if a subject caught me watching him. And getting caught occasionally was just par for the course. If you had to put someone under surveillance for more than an hour or two, the odds they might notice you skyrocketed.

Was it fair for me to expect Mia to live with this risk and uncertainty? After what she’d been through?

On the other hand, I had to be honest with myself and admit that I loved the work. I loved the challenge. I loved nailing bad guys. In fact, the badder, the better. It made me feel like I was accomplishing something. Taking a guy like Weldon Daughdril off the street—if I could—was so much more meaningful than catching a guy faking a back injury or a doctor bending worker’s comp laws.

My phone chimed. Mia replying.

Having a little retail therapy after regular therapy. Need anything?

I told her I was all set and I hoped she would be home soon. I wasn’t looking forward to telling her about the visit from Weldon Daughdril, but I knew I couldn’t avoid it. I would deal with that later.

I drained the rest of my beer and watched a blue jay hopping around on a nearby oak limb. He was squawking at me—upset that I was in his space.

I was equally agitated by Daughdril’s visit. Daughdril had to have followed me from the house when I’d had dinner with Mark last week, and he’d been brazen enough to park right out front just now. Despite the best efforts on my part, it was almost impossible to prevent someone like Caleb or JD from eventually identifying me and gathering basic information, including my address.

Many subjects of surveillance are blissfully unaware they’re being watched, but some, like JD, are on high alert all the time. Maybe he’d run my plate after my “shopping” excursion at the dealership. Or maybe he’d simply followed me until I’d gone home. Then he told Daughdril about me, and Daughdril followed me the next night. The timeline worked, but it also meant I’d failed to spot the tail in the heavy traffic on the way to dinner. Sloppy.

And the question was, why tail me? By now I was convinced it had to be drugs. If so, I’d seen no evidence it had anything to do with the murder of Malcolm Shaw, so I needed to stop letting it distract me.

Time to refocus.

Come at it from a different angle. Re-examine the fundamentals of the case.

Heidi and I had both been operating under the assumption that Malcolm Shaw had been killed for the key-person insurance.

What if that was wrong? Why else might he have been killed?

I let my mind wander.

I replayed some conversations in my head.

Then I remembered a comment I’d made to Tasha. She’d been wondering who’d tailed me in the gray truck, and she assumed it had something to do with Caleb Dimmick. I agreed, but I’d added, “It could also be somebody I pissed off last week, or last month, or last year. Some people can hold a grudge for a damn long time.”

My spirits rose a bit. Was I on to something?

I went inside, sat in front of my Mac, and tried to look deeper into Malcolm Shaw’s assault charge from two years ago. What was that all about? Worth checking, for sure.

The details I could find—the same records Mia had accessed two days ago—were bare bones. No description of the actual assault, which meant there were many possibilities, because “assault” covered a broad range of offenses.

Had Malcolm Shaw punched someone? Slapped them? Shoved them? Had he brandished a knife or a gun at the victim in a threatening manner? Had he simply made a threat? A person can be charged for assault for no more than promising to kick another person’s ass. You don’t have to inflict physical harm; causing the victim to think you are about to cause harm is enough for you to be charged. Doesn’t often happen that way, but it can.

To learn more, including the name of the victim, I’d have to make a trip down to the courthouse. Was it worth it? Or I could email a request for a search by a clerk and hope they get back to me in a timely manner. Wouldn’t cost much. I decided to go that route.

I quickly wrote an email explaining that I wanted the probable cause affidavit and the other records for this particular case, which should give me all the details I wanted, including a specific description of the assault and the victim’s name. I included Malcolm’s full name and hit the send button just as I heard Mia pulling into the driveway.
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I grilled some hamburgers for dinner, then dished up some Blue Bell vanilla ice cream, and as we ate it on the back patio, I told her about the visit from Weldon Daughdril. Her reaction was somewhat flat.

“You think he believed you’re done with the case?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

“Think we need to worry about him?”

“Honestly, no.”

“Then let’s not. It’s too much.”

I waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. She was busy spooning the last few dollops of ice cream from her bowl.

“But we should keep our eyes open, just to be safe,” I said.

“That’s nothing new,” she said. “That was true before this case and it will be true after this case. If it’s not the Tates or Weldon Daughdril or Landon Coyt, it will be somebody just like them.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s just how it is.”

I could hear the high-pitched whine of a speedboat on the lake, even from a thousand yards away—somebody who couldn’t wait for springtime.

A few minutes later, Mia said, “Remember when I talked about painting my office?”

“Yeah.”

“I think I’m going to start tomorrow. I’ll try to keep the noise down.”
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Mia’s ex-boyfriend, Garlen Gieger, came back overnight, in my head, and he had her fooled again. Told her he’d been sober for three years, as required by the court, which was odd, because three years had not passed since then. It was a lie, but she didn’t seem to notice. I was on the periphery, watching, unable to intervene.

“So you’re getting married, is that it?” he said, quite obviously to steer the subject away from his drinking. “That’s the rumor I heard.”

“That’s right.”

“When?”

“December.”

That wasn’t correct. We’d picked a date in November.

“Do you love him?”

Garlen was still tall and handsome. Tanned, even in winter.

“Of course.”

“You know as well as I do that you don’t. You need to have the courage to admit that to yourself. On my journey, I’ve discovered that you have to be honest with yourself about everything. It’s part of living a balanced life.”

Mia said nothing.

I was thinking I should’ve killed Garlen when I had the chance—when he tried to run me off the road in his BMW. How had he avoided jail time for that? I could’ve shot him. Nobody would’ve blamed me.

“I just bought a new house,” he said. “Right on Lake Austin. You should come out for a visit.”

He named a popular actress who lived next door. He’d gone to one of her parties.

“Maybe when it gets warmer,” Mia said.

“He’s going to get you killed. He almost did. That won’t be the last time.”

“I already picked out the dress.”

“I bet you look amazing in it. Save it for later. For someone else.”

“He’s a good man,” Mia said.

“That’s not enough.”

“Why not?”

“Because of people like Weldon Daughdril.”

I was confused. How did Garlen even know that name? Had he and Mia been staying in touch? Finally I managed to break through some intangible barrier and approach Garlen, and Mia saw me coming.

“Roy, please don’t. Please.”

I had my right fist cocked, ready to knock his capped teeth down his throat.

“You know I’m right,” Garlen said to me, just as smug as ever.

I wanted to tear him apart with my hands. Mia had her palms pressed against my chest, holding me back.

“Time for you to go,” I said.

“Maybe I’ll stop at Best Buy and shop for TVs,” he said.

Mia looked at me, and the pain in her eyes stabbed me in the heart.

I began to pull out of it, and when I woke fully, I was clenching my teeth, my heart was thundering, and the sheets around me were damp. Mia was sleeping soundly. The digital clock read 5:11.

I took slow, deep breaths and tried to get back to sleep, but I couldn’t.
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RANDY WOLFE CALLED me at nine o’clock to let me know that Landon Coyt was alert, facing a long recovery, and refusing to answer any questions. Well, that was only partially true. He was refusing to talk about the night Malcolm Shaw was killed other than to say he didn’t do it, but he was happy to give his account of the shooting at Zilker Park.

“Why don’t you drop by my office today and we’ll talk about it?” Wolfe said.

This meant Coyt had concocted some sort of nonsense. He’d had plenty of time in a hospital bed to come up with a story.

“I wish I could, but I’ve just washed my hair and I can’t do a thing with it.”

“You don’t want to clear up any confusion about what happened out there?”

“Confusion? You kidding me? Confusion about what?”

“His account doesn’t quite square with yours, so I need to ask some follow-up questions. You know how it works.”

“Quite honestly—and I mean this with no offense—I have better things to do.”

“Don’t we all? I’d rather be fishing—and I don’t fish.”

“Let’s do it over the phone.”

“In person is so much better.”

“In front of a camera,” I said.

“That’s how it works, yeah.”

“If you’re confused, just watch my interview from Tuesday night.”

“The video won’t answer my questions. That’s why they’re called follow-up questions.”

“Seems like it would be a better use of your time to get together with Ruelas at the sheriff’s office and compare notes about Coyt and Caleb Dimmick and JD and especially Weldon Daughdril.”

“We’re already talking.”

“Then surely two of our state’s top investigative minds can piece this together. That’s not sarcasm, by the way. Just my usual annoying tone.”

“Good to know.”

“Daughdril came by my house yesterday, by the way. Made some veiled threats. Why do you think he did that?”

“You should have called it in.”

“See, I think they didn’t like me poking around the dealership for some reason, and that’s why JD and Weldon tried to run me off from the medical complex, and that’s why Landon Coyt came after me in the park, and that’s why Weldon dropped by. Selling drugs seems like a plausible theory. Caleb Dimmick is probably involved, too. They don’t want me to mess that up.”

“Got any evidence?”

Music was playing softly in Mia’s office as she did prep work for painting. Every half minute or so, I could hear the familiar sound of long stretches of masking tape being pulled off a roll.

“Do I have evidence?” I asked. “You’re the cop, not me. Do you have evidence?”

“I do not.”

“You know what that means, don’t you?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

“That you need to get out there and collect evidence. Give it a try! It’ll be fun!”

“Now I understand why Ruelas speaks so highly of you.”

“That man is a delight.”

“It’s fun going in circles with you, but we still need to talk about Coyt’s statement.”

“I have a full day planned,” I said.

Wolfe let out an audible sigh. “Any idea where Erielle Van Camp might be? She’s not returning calls.”

“No idea,” I said. “She’s probably rattled after Zilker. Have you tried calling her sister?”

“Yes, and she doesn’t know where she is either.”

I didn’t like hearing that, although Tasha could be lying for her sister. I wasn’t about to call or text her to find out, though. I was going to honor her wishes.

“Then I can’t help you,” I said. “I will, however, happily answer your questions over the phone. Is Coyt claiming my gun wasn’t in the van? He was in the porta-potty and wouldn’t have seen me get it.”

Wolfe finally gave in.

“He’s saying he recognized Erielle, walked over to say hello, and you flipped out and shot him.”

“That’s a load of crap, because Erielle didn’t know him. I asked her right after she called 911.”

“Maybe so, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t recognize her.”

“From where?”

“He says he was over at Caleb’s house several months ago and JD and Erielle stopped by. They only talked for a minute, but Landon remembered her because she’s good looking. That’s what he said.”

“God, that is so weak,” I said. “A man on an orange motorcycle was seen near Malcolm Shaw’s place on the evening he was killed. Is it just a coincidence that Caleb Dimmick’s best friend, riding an orange motorcycle, happened to stop at the volleyball courts in Zilker Park while I was interviewing JD’s girlfriend? What’re the chances of that?”

“I’m not a statistician,” Wolfe said.

“But you’re a smart guy. Surely you agree it seems unlikely.”

“Yeah, I guess so. But I’ve been wrong before.”

“We’re talking lottery-winning odds,” I said.

Wolfe remained quiet.

I said, “I warned him several times to keep his distance, but he kept approaching. Then he pulled his gun from his helmet, so I raised mine and fired. Just like I said Tuesday night.”

“He says he didn’t pull his piece until you shot him.”

“Why was his gun inside his helmet?”

“He says he put it in there for a minute when he went to the bathroom. Didn’t want to leave it in one of the cargo pouches on his bike. He has a permit to carry, by the way.”

“Fantastic. Have you seen his record?”

“I’m not going to comment on that.”

“Terroristic threat, burglary, agg assault—but he gets to walk around with a gun. Make sense of that for me.”

“I’m not even going to try.”

“So he’s saying he was out there minding his own business, came over to say hello, and I shot him?”

“The idea is that you saw the orange motorcycle and panicked.”

“Fortunately, Erielle backed up my account. Right?”

“To some degree.”

“What does that mean?”

“She didn’t see Coyt pull his gun.”

“Meaning she said he didn’t pull it, or she wasn’t looking at him when he did?”

“She couldn’t remember.”

“But she backed up everything else I said?”

“Pretty much.”

“Well, there you go.”

“Problem is, she’s not the greatest witness. She forgets stuff, contradicts herself, and sometimes just sort of babbles. It can be hard to follow.”

“Is this your way of saying you aren’t going to charge Coyt?”

“Not yet.”

“Great. Hey, what about the gun? Was it stolen?”

“If it was, it hasn’t been reported yet.”

Contrary to popular belief, it is extremely difficult to take the serial number from a firearm and match it to the owner if the firearm hasn’t been stolen or used in a prior crime.

“But it wasn’t his?” I said.

“He says he bought it from a guy he met in a bar sometime last year.”

“Bet you a dollar he can’t give you that guy’s name or produce a bill of sale, can he?”

“What’re you, psychic?”
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I stopped in Mia’s office doorway and leaned against the frame. She was busy taping off one of the windows. Her desk, a couch, and a large bookcase were still in place, but she would need to move those eventually to reach the other walls. She was wearing faded blue jeans and a tattered yellow T-shirt that was almost ready for the rag box.

“If this was one of those home-improvement shows, I’d definitely watch,” I said. “You couldn’t tear me away.”

“Yeah, like watching paint dry—literally.”

“Except the hostess is a hottie.”

She smiled, and it was the best thing I’d seen in days.

“Who was that calling?” she asked.

“Randy Wolfe.”

“What did he want?”

“He had some follow-up questions. Routine stuff. No biggie.”

I wasn’t happy that she had her blinds raised—I didn’t like the idea of anyone on the street being able to see her in here—but I didn’t say anything.

“What kind of questions?” she asked.

“Oh, as you would expect, Landon Coyt is saying he recognized Erielle and was coming over to say hello, and that I shot before he pulled his weapon. Fortunately, Erielle was there.”

Mia kept taping. “Didn’t you tell me she was kind of flaky?”

“Yeah, a little. It’ll work out. I’m not worried about it.”

She moved the stepladder to reach higher on the window.

“What color did you settle on?” I asked.

She stopped for a moment and pointed around the room. “Well, these three walls will still be white, but a softer white. This wall over here will have an accent color—St. John Blue.”

“Sounds nice,” I said. “St. John always had a way with his blues. Possibly the bluest of the blues.”

She laughed. “Stop pretending you care about wall colors.”

“I care that you care,” I said. “Isn’t that good enough?”

“I’ll take it,” she said.

“Want some help?”

“No, I’m kind of enjoying doing it myself. Makes me feel like I’m getting something done.”

She finished taping the window and came down from the stepladder. She looked around the office and said, “It’ll be nice to have a fresh start in here.”

“Well, if you want some help with the furniture, just let me know.”

“Thanks.”

I went back into my office and saw that I’d received an email from the county clerk’s office. My records request from yesterday had already been completed. Nice surprise. The probable cause affidavit for Malcolm Shaw’s assault charge was attached as a PDF, along with several other pertinent case records.

I opened the affidavit and began to read the detective’s words, and I slowly realized that sheer stubbornness and a little luck had finally paid off.
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THE STATE OF TEXAS

COUNTY OF TRAVIS



AFFIDAVIT FOR ARREST WARRANT AND DETENTION



My name is ANITA BRADBURN and I am employed as an investigator by the Travis County Sheriff’s Office.



I have good reason to believe and I do believe that on the date above one MALCOLM SHAW in Travis County, Texas, committed the offense of Assault by Contact by intentionally or knowingly causing physical contact with another when MALCOLM SHAW knew or should have reasonably believed that the other regarded the contact as offensive or provocative.



I interviewed the complainant, ELIZA CARR, at my office. She stated that she first met MALCOLM SHAW’s business partner FRANK DIMMICK two years ago at an Austin motorcycle convention when she was working as a brand ambassador for a manufacturer of women’s motorcycle-riding apparel. Her job required her to model the manufacturer’s products and interact with customers who visited the booth.



At the convention, DIMMICK spent at least twenty minutes at the booth talking to CARR, and he eventually raised the idea that she should come work as a general assistant at Motorcycle Mania, the dealership in which DIMMICK is a co-founder and owner, along with MALCOLM SHAW. Motorcycle Mania is in western Travis County and specializes in Yamaha motorcycles, ATVs, and personal watercraft. Three months later, CARR accepted the offer from DIMMICK and went to work at the dealership. CARR has been an employee there for one year and seven months.



CARR stated that within weeks of beginning to work at the dealership, SHAW began to give frequent compliments about her appearance and the clothes she wore, especially if the clothes were tight fitting or revealed her cleavage or her legs.



CARR further stated that the compliments from SHAW slowly gave way to suggestive and inappropriate remarks that were wholly unwelcome and unsolicited. CARR gave as an example an incident last year when she was walking through the showroom and SHAW, who was standing near a motorcycle, stroked the exhaust pipe and asked if she had “ever seen one that long.” CARR did not reply, but instead ignored the remark and went about her work.



SHAW would also routinely ask CARR on several occasions if she would “like to go for a long, hard ride” after work. CARR began to object when SHAW made these types of comments, but SHAW would reply that it was “just a joke.”



When asked how many times SHAW had made inappropriate remarks to her in the time she had been employed, she replied, “Probably at least a hundred.”



CARR stated that “sometime last summer” she spoke to DIMMICK about SHAW’s comments and DIMMICK agreed to speak to SHAW, but CARR is unsure if that conversation ever took place.



CARR stated that approximately four months prior to today, SHAW brushed his hand against her buttocks as he walked behind her. When CARR objected, SHAW claimed that it was an inadvertent touch. Several days later, SHAW again brushed his hand against her buttocks as he walked past her. CARR advised SHAW that he needed to keep his hands to himself. SHAW replied, “I’ll try, but maybe you should stop wearing those tight jeans.”



CARR stated that these incidents would exclusively take place when no other employees were present, so she had no witnesses to SHAW’S behavior. However, three days prior to today’s date, CARR was alone in the parts stockroom when SHAW approached her and feigned reaching for a product on a shelf above her. CARR noted that she was trapped between two rows of shelves and had no way to get past SHAW and out of the stockroom. As SHAW lowered his hands, both empty, he reached out and groped CARR’S breasts. According to CARR, it was not incidental or accidental contact. SHAW cupped her breasts completely with both hands and stated that he had “found the two parts he had been looking for.” CARR immediately slapped SHAW’S hands away and in a loud voice said, “Stop!” She noticed then that KIMBERLY SCHICK, a salesperson with the dealership, had entered the parts room and had witnessed the incident.



I interviewed SCHICK at my office and her account of the situation matched CARR’S with no discrepancies, except that SCHICK was not able to hear anything SHAW had said to CARR. However, SCHICK did witness SHAW holding CARR’S breasts and stated, “Oh, I could tell it wasn’t an accident. He just reached right out and grabbed them both. That’s the way Mal is. He thinks it’s funny.” SCHICK stated that she herself had been subjected to harassment by SHAW over the course of her employment at the dealership, but she had no way to prove that it had ever happened.



CARR stated that there is a security camera in the parts room and she has access to the software that runs it, but when she tried to access the video footage for that date and time, she’d found that it had been erased.



All incidents listed herein happened in Travis County, Texas.



Because of the information stated herein, I request that a Warrant of Arrest and Detention be issued for the accused in accordance with the law.
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I READ IT a second time, and then a third, trying not to let my mind race to any conclusions, but...

Why did Eliza Carr remind me so much of Raine Turner?

Raine Turner was a model and on-camera talent hired to star in a TV advertisement for the dealership.

Eliza Carr was a “brand ambassador” for a clothing manufacturer, but, reading between the lines, I assumed she was essentially a model who made appearances at various live events.

I kept reading the other case records beyond the affidavit.

Three days after the incident in the parts room, a warrant had been issued for Malcolm Shaw’s arrest for misdemeanor assault. The day after that, he turned himself in at the sheriff’s office, accompanied by his personal attorney. Bottom line was that Shaw negotiated a deal; he received one year of probation and paid a $500 fine—what most people would consider a light sentence.

As offensive as Shaw’s behavior had been, it didn’t qualify as sexual assault in the state of Texas. Instead, under the state penal code, it was a misdemeanor classified as “Assault—Offensive Contact.” But it was damn sure sexual harassment, and it was all too common.

Victims of sexual harassment or assault come in all sizes, shapes, ages, and appearances—and I knew that—but that didn’t stop me from searching for a photo of Eliza Carr online, simply because the information might be useful. Or it might not be.

She was very active on Instagram—up to a dozen posts a day—and her account was open to the public. She appeared to be in her twenties, with long, golden-brown hair. Pretty by almost anyone’s standards.

Same with Raine Turner.

Most of the content on Eliza Carr’s page consisted of photos of her—yet another young person trying to build some kind of viable online identity that would...do what for her, exactly? Allow her to be discovered? Help her be the next Kardashian? Or was this just the way most twenty-somethings expressed themselves these days?

Similar to Raine Turner.

I scrolled back two years—which took a good while—until I found photos from the days when Eliza Carr worked for the apparel company. Just as I suspected, she’d appeared at dozens of events to model the clothing, which was mostly tank tops and crop tops, blue jeans and leather pants, and various accessories, such as spiked and studded bracelets, skull pendants and earrings. No denying that Eliza Carr had a friendly smile that would’ve lured a lot of people in.

Just like Raine Turner.

I did some more digging on the county clerk’s site and saw that, in addition to the criminal charges against Malcolm Shaw, Eliza Carr had filed a lawsuit against the dealership, but my access to information was limited for that. If I had to guess, considering that Malcolm Shaw had copped a plea for the misdemeanor criminal charge, his attorney likely negotiated a settlement in the lawsuit. I found myself hoping Eliza Carr had scored a nice, fat payday.

It was all interesting information, and it made me wonder how many other women Malcolm Shaw might have harassed.

Had Malcolm Shaw been there when Raine Turner had been filmed for the TV commercial? How about other occasions? Had he said or done anything he shouldn’t have?
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“I need to ask a couple more questions, and I promise I won’t share your answers with anyone, unless you give me the go-ahead.”

“Ooh, this is mysterious. What’re the questions?”

I’d texted Raine after reading the court documents and she’d called me immediately. She seemed to enjoy providing information.

“Did you know Malcolm Shaw very well?” I asked.

“Not really. He was at the video shoot, because it was right there in the showroom. All of the dealership employees were sort of hanging around, watching. Then I went to a party at his house once with Caleb.”

“When was that?”

“July Fourth last year.”

“Any other times you were around him?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“What did you think of him?” I asked.

“I didn’t really know him, but nice enough guy, I guess. Why?”

This wasn’t going where I thought it might—unless Raine was unwilling to talk about her experiences. That wasn’t uncommon with victims of sexual assault or harassment.

“Did you ever have any trouble with him bothering you?”

“Like, bothering me how?”

“Making crude comments, or touching you without permission.”

I wished I could see her face, but I would have to be satisfied with reading her tone of voice.

“Eww, no,” she said. “Was he skeevy that way?”

“There was at least one woman who filed charges against him,” I said. No reason not to share that information. It was public record.

“What did he do to her?”

“Groped her a couple of times—in separate incidents.”

“Gross. He was like my dad’s age, or close to it.”

The smell of latex paint had grown strong inside my office—Mia getting busy in her office.

“But he never behaved that way toward you?” I asked.

“Not at all, thank God.”

“Did he ever give you a compliment, but it was mostly creepy or out of line?”

“Not that I can remember, but I really wasn’t around him that much.”

“Were you ever alone with him?”

“I don’t think so.”

That might’ve been the key right there.

“So you can’t think of anything he ever said or did that might’ve pissed Caleb off?”

“Ooohhh,” she said. “I see where you’re going with this now. Let me think.”

I waited.

She said, “The only thing that even comes close—it was at that party. It was a pool party and he said he liked my swimsuit, but it wasn’t like weird or anything, or at least it didn’t seem that way at the time.”

“Do you remember what he said exactly?”

“Well, it had all these seashells printed on it, so he said something like, ‘That’s one shell of a swimsuit.’ Like a play on words, but it wasn’t weird or anything like that. Besides, I don’t think Caleb was even there when Malcolm said it. I think he was off talking to somebody else or getting a drink or something.”

“Did you tell him about it later?”

“No, because there wasn’t anything to tell. God, if Malcolm was going to make comments to anyone, a lot of girls were wearing suits a lot skimpier than mine.”

It appeared I had to face the fact that my newest theory—that Caleb Dimmick might’ve killed Malcolm Shaw for harassing his girlfriend—was off target. I had no evidence that had happened.

“Any drugs there?”

“A little bit of pot, but that’s all I saw.”

“Lots of drinking?”

“Yeah, sure. It was a pool party in July.”

“Anyone drunker than they should’ve been?”

Now I was just asking random questions until I could think of better questions to ask.

“I remember some people getting loud and kind of rowdy, but I don’t remember anyone doing anything stupid. Sorry—I know I’m not helping.”

“No, you’re doing great.”

“If Malcolm had ever harassed me, and especially if he had ever touched me, I wouldn’t have put up with it. I know it might not seem like it, but I am a very strong girl and you don’t want to mess with me. I don’t put up with bullshit.”

“I believe it. Glad to hear it. Any idea what time you got to the party?”

“I don’t really remember, because it was so long ago, but I think it was like probably one or two o’clock.”

“How many other people were there?”

“Probably fifty or sixty. They’d just pulled the briskets off the smoker, so we sat down and ate, and then we got into the pool. By then it—”

She stopped talking abruptly. A few seconds passed.

“Raine?”

“I just remembered something,” she said.

“What?”

“Wanna know who else was there?”

“Who?”

“Shauna.”

She paused for emphasis. I waited. Just let her talk.

“I’d completely forgotten about this, and it didn’t really matter to me at that point, because I didn’t know Caleb was sleeping with her behind my back. Anyway, what happened was, Shauna was there in a little bikini that looks like the American flag, which fit in with the whole July Fourth thing. I’ll admit she looked really good in it, and a lot of the guys were noticing, for sure. Some of them were making comments, especially later in the day, after they’d been drinking. Plus, her husband wasn’t there, so the guys were probably being more obnoxious than if he’d been there.”

“Where was he?”

“I don’t know, but he wasn’t at the party.”

“Okay, so did something happen?”

“At one point, a bunch of us were in the pool, and Malcolm told Shauna her bikini was very patriotic, and in fact he was saluting it right now. I mean, I knew what he meant, and to be honest, I thought it was kind of funny, but I didn’t know then that Malcolm was such a sleaze. Everybody just laughed, including me.”

“Was Caleb there to hear it?” I asked.

“Yeah, he was.”

Now we were getting somewhere.

“Did he say anything?”

“He told Malcolm to chill out, or something like that.”

“Did he seem mad?”

“Caleb? Maybe a little, but it got worse, because then Malcolm said something about how it was going to raise Caleb’s flagpole later. Everybody laughed again. Well, except for Caleb.”

I said, “What did you think Malcolm meant at the time?”

“Okay, well, like I said, I didn’t know what was going on between Caleb and Shauna, so what I thought—this is gross, but I thought Malcolm was implying that Caleb would, you know, whack off later and think about Shauna in that bikini. Or, God, I guess he could’ve meant that Caleb would think about Shauna later, when he was with me. You know, in bed. I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

“I know it’s uncomfortable, but it’s helpful. How did Caleb react after that second remark?”

“Now he definitely seemed mad, and I didn’t really understand why it would bother him when it didn’t seem to bother anybody else. I thought maybe Caleb was too drunk and it was putting him in a pissy mood.”

“What about Shauna? How did she respond?”

“She acted like she was going to slap Malcolm, but it seemed like a big production, and I didn’t think she really cared that much. I was thinking she probably enjoyed the attention. I mean, that’s the problem with harassment sometimes, right? Some women pretend they aren’t bothered, and some, like Shauna, actually seem to enjoy it. But now I’m thinking she probably really was mad, or maybe she was even a little scared.”

“Why?”

“Because of what Malcolm really meant.”

I said, “What do you think he meant?”

I knew what I thought the remark meant, but I wanted to see if Raine agreed.

“Well,” Raine said, “it’s pretty obvious now. Malcolm meant that Caleb and Shauna would be getting together later, which means he knew they’d been hooking up. Malcolm thought he could say something like that without anyone except him and Caleb and Shauna knowing what it meant, and I guess he was right. It went right over my head back then.”
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EVERY DAY, PEOPLE kill each other for the slightest of transgressions. Casual insults. Road rage. Bar fights. Making eye contact with the wrong person on the street. Leering at a man’s girlfriend.

Was Malcolm Shaw’s transgression—making those crass comments—enough to set Caleb off? I might understand if he’d flown off the handle right then and done something violent in a moment of anger—but a cold, calculated, carefully planned shooting four months after the party? By then, Caleb would’ve had a chance to cool down, or Malcolm would’ve had a chance to sense the tension and apologize to Shauna and Caleb. Or maybe Malcolm had gone back to the dealership and made it worse.

Had he really known about the relationship between Caleb and Shauna, or had it just sounded that way? How had Caleb and Shauna interpreted Malcolm’s comment? If they took it to mean he knew about their affair, perhaps they were worried Malcolm would tell Shauna’s husband. Maybe Shauna was perfectly content in her marriage and was afraid the revelation of the affair would wreck it.

Had she killed Malcolm Shaw?

Had she asked Caleb to do it?

Had she and Caleb teamed up to kill him?

Maybe Caleb had shot him the first time, in November, and Shauna had shot him the second time. Malcolm, thinking the first shooting was simply a botched burglary, wouldn’t have known they were conspiring against him. He wouldn’t have expected to be ambushed a few months later.

Caleb had an airtight alibi for the evening of the second shooting. What about Shauna? I jumped online and found her Facebook account. My experience has taught me that most women keep their privacy settings fairly tight, unless they are a celebrity or are selling something. But Shauna was an exception. She averaged two or three posts per week that were visible to the public. Lots of selfies with friends. Lots of social activities. Lots of corny memes about living life to the fullest and ignoring the haters and not pissing off Texas women and thanking God it was Friday.

I quickly scrolled backward to Monday of last week—when Malcolm Shaw had been killed—and sure enough, Shauna had posted several times. She’d taken the day off and gone to San Antonio with friends, with the first photo stamped at 5:11 that afternoon. They’d spent the evening drinking and dining on the Riverwalk, and then stayed the night at the nearby Menger Hotel. She’d posted five photos throughout the afternoon and evening, and she’d been tagged in several friends’ photos. One of her friends had even posted the obligatory group shot in front of the Alamo, next door to the hotel, with a time stamp of 12:47 a.m.

For Shauna, this well-documented road trip with four friends was either a fantastic coincidence or a carefully planned alibi. Either way, it was obvious she could not have killed Malcolm Shaw.

I scrolled way back in her page, but that didn’t reveal anything interesting or unusual. I did learn that she appeared to have an active and loving relationship with her husband, based on the many photos of them together, smiling, at various events and functions. Maybe she was faking it, or maybe they both were.

I went to Caleb’s page again, thinking I might send him a friend request from one of my phony profiles to get past his tight privacy settings, but his account was gone. He’d either temporarily deactivated it or deleted it entirely. Not unusual for someone who was thrust into the public view as a murder suspect. He didn’t want people to contact him, or maybe he didn’t want the cops to have access to it.

Malcolm Shaw’s Facebook account was wide open, so I scrolled back and found an album of photos from the July Fourth party last summer, including a couple of shots of Raine in her shell bikini and Shauna in the flag-themed bikini.

I found a photo of JD tending a grill, while Erielle was chatting with three other women nearby. The fact that she was at the party aligned with what she’d told Tasha—that she’d been seeing JD again since last summer. I wondered if Erielle had heard the remark Malcolm made about Shauna’s bikini, and if she had, did she understand what it implied?

I searched for information about Kimberly Schick—the dealership employee who’d seen Malcolm Shaw grope Eliza Carr in the parts room—and found that she’d quit her job there shortly after coming forward as a witness. She’d been gone too long to provide any useful information about recent events.

Last, I checked the page for Motorcycle Mania to see if there was anything new. I found a post announcing that JD Magnuson’s ashes would be spread during an informal memorial on the first Saturday in March—still more than a month away. Time and location would be announced later. Dealership customers were welcome to attend.

I went to the couch and lay down and closed my eyes. Not to sleep, but to brainstorm, or ruminate, or simply cogitate.

Right now, I could think of only one way to move the case forward, but it wasn’t ideal, and it probably wouldn’t work. I wanted other options.

My phone buzzed with a text from Heidi, my client. Any progress?

Not yet.

Lawyer for the dealership is threatening to sue us for the payout.

Bluffing?

Probably. We can’t deny the claim forever without solid evidence.

Working on it.

It had occurred to me that if Caleb and Shauna—or either of them acting alone—had killed Malcolm, neither of them was listed as a beneficiary on the insurance policy. That meant Heidi’s company would have to make the payment of two million dollars. But there was no reason for me to tell her that right now, since it was all speculation.

Closed my eyes again.

Caleb had an alibi.

So did Shauna.

What about Landon Coyt? Had his best buddy, Caleb, asked him to kill Malcolm? That would explain the orange motorcycle seen in Malcolm’s neighborhood that evening. I wondered if the bullets from either shooting at Malcolm Shaw’s house would match the Taurus revolver Coyt had been carrying at Zilker.

How to move forward?

Still needed more information.

I had to take a gamble. Go big or go home. There was one person who might have some answers.

I got off the couch and grabbed my keys.
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I WATCHED FROM the medical clinic and waited until there were no customers inside Motorcycle Mania before I drove across the highway and went inside. I was wearing a baseball cap and eyeglasses, but I hadn’t made any effort to conceal my identity beyond that.

When I walked into the showroom, there wasn’t a person to be seen anywhere, but the bell chimed, announcing my arrival. I was guessing someone, possibly Caleb, could see a monitor in the back rooms of the dealership and might come out to greet me, depending on where I went inside the store. If he did appear, I would turn around and leave.

I quickly made my way to the parts counter, in the left rear corner of the dealership, and as I walked up, a door swung open behind the counter and out came Shauna. Exactly the break I needed.

She gave me a big smile. “Hey, there. What can I help you with?”

I placed both hands flat on the counter and spoke in a low voice. “I have some devastating news.”

“Oh, you do?” she asked, grinning. She didn’t seem to recognize me from my previous visit. No reason she should. We hadn’t interacted.

“I’m afraid so, but when I blurt it out, you should keep your composure, okay? Let’s keep this between us.”

I could tell she thought I was kidding—playing some kind of game or joke—or about to deliver a corny pick-up line. I’m sure she’d dealt with all kinds of creative approaches over the years.

“Let’s hear it,” she said.

I spoke slowly. “I know that Malcolm found out about you and Caleb.”

There was a brief moment of hesitation—Did he really just say what I think he said?—and then her smile slowly melted away. Now I saw panic, although she was trying to contain it.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.

“That’s not going to work anymore,” I said. “You should—”

“Who are you?”

“We’ll get to that. Let’s talk about the party at Malcolm’s house on July Fourth.”

“I think you need to leave,” she said. “I don’t even know who you are.”

“I can understand why you don’t want to talk, but I promise I’m here to help you. Mostly, I want to help you stay out of trouble.”

“Trouble for what?”

“For not telling the sheriff’s investigators everything they need to know.”

“I’ve answered all their questions.”

“Maybe so, but you didn’t tell them what happened at Malcolm’s party, did you?”

“Nothing happened.”

“I know about the comments he made. He knew about you and Caleb, and I’m sure you began to worry he might tell your husband. That gave both of you a reason to kill Malcolm. ”

“You’re crazy. I didn’t kill Mal. I was in San Antonio, and Caleb has an alibi, too.”

“He could have had it done,” I said.

She could have, too, for that matter, but I thought Caleb was a far more likely candidate.

Shauna said, “That’s just insane. Who would do something like that?”

“What about his friend Landon Coyt?”

She was shaking her head, overwhelmed, and it seemed sincere.

“Shauna, if you think Caleb did it, you need to tell me everything before he throws you under the bus. He will, you know. They always do. He’ll say it was all your idea.”

Her hands were trembling. Her face was pale. “But I don’t know anything.”

“If that’s true, just answer my questions and I’ll leave you alone.”

“Are you a cop?” she said softly, glancing quickly over her shoulder, toward the door behind her.

I said, “I’m investigating potential fraud related to the case,” which was true, and it wasn’t my fault if she assumed I was a cop.

“We should talk later, somewhere else,” she said.

That meant I had her. She was going to cooperate. But I was worried that if we didn’t talk now, she’d change her mind. Or she’d tell Caleb about me and he would change her mind.

“Is Caleb in back?” I asked.

She nodded.

I said, “You should start messing with the computer, like you’re looking for a part.”

She did exactly that—grabbed the mouse and clicked a few times.

I figured I might as well go for the gold with my first question.

“Do you know if Caleb had Malcolm killed?”

“Of course not. I couldn’t live with something like that.”

“Did you know he shot Malcolm last November?”

“But he didn’t. There’s no way he did that.”

“How do you know?”

“He told me.”

I thought she was in denial, but my time was limited, so I moved on.

I said, “When Malcolm made those comments at the pool party, did anyone else catch what he meant?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Did anyone else know about you and Caleb?”

“No.”

I heard the bell chime. I turned just enough to see a man in his thirties entering the dealership. He stopped for a moment to get the lay of the place, which marked him as a new customer.

“How long had it been going on?”

“About six months. It was so stupid. I don’t know why I did it. He wasn’t worth it.”

“So what happened after the party?”

“I came to work the next day and everything seemed normal. Mal didn’t say anything else, so Caleb and I just ignored it. Maybe Mal was just drunk and mouthing off. Maybe he didn’t really know about us.”

I felt certain this conversation was taking much longer than the typical customer transaction.

“But then something changed,” I said. “What was it?”

Right then, in the other rear corner of the dealership, Caleb Dimmick emerged from a door and walked toward the front to assist the man who’d just entered. He looked in my direction as he walked, so I turned back toward Shauna.

Still looking at the computer, she used her right hand to wipe a tear from her face.

“Mal was a good guy—most of the time. He really was. But there was another side to him when he was drinking. He could get ugly.”

Something big was coming. I wanted her to hurry, but I couldn’t risk rushing her. I glanced over at Caleb. He was talking to the customer, but still looking this way.

I looked back at Shauna and said, “What did he do?”

“I was working late on inventory one night—this was months after the party—and Mal was hanging around. He’d been drinking. Nobody else was here. I was ignoring him, trying to finish up and go home, and he said something like, ‘Never woulda guessed you’d be sleeping with Caleb. That’s some crazy shit. Blows my mind.’ I could tell he was pretty drunk.

“What did you say?”

“I said it wasn’t true, but he’d seen us one night in my SUV parked outside. So then I said it wasn’t any of his business.”

“What did he say?”

“He said it was damn sure his business if we were fooling around right here on the premises, so I said, ‘You want me to quit my job? Is that what this is about?’”

She stopped talking. I could tell it was difficult for her to discuss.

“What did he say?”

“He said, ‘No, I don’t want you to quit, I want you to give me a little of that.’ Those were his exact words—‘give me a little of that.’”

If my skin was crawling at the thought of such a request, I could only imagine how it had made her feel.

But we weren’t done yet. I had to ask the obvious question, and I didn’t feel good about it.

“What did you do?”

She shook her head, meaning she didn’t want to talk about it. That was an answer in itself. I thought back to the tears she’d shed at Malcolm’s funeral. Either she’d been faking it, or those were tears of joy. Couldn’t blame her either way.

“I understand,” I said.

I could tell from the tone of the conversation between Caleb and the customer that it was wrapping up.

“He was going to tell Joel. I couldn’t let that happen. We have our problems, but I still love him.”

So Malcolm Shaw had used her vulnerability to rape her. He hadn’t had to physically dominate her, but he’d coerced her into it, and that was rape.

“What happened after that night?”

“He mostly avoided me and I avoided him. I think he was ashamed of what he’d done. We both pretended it never happened.”

In my peripheral vision, I could see the customer shaking hands with Caleb.

“Did you tell Caleb about it?” I asked.

The answer could build the foundation for the strongest case yet against Caleb Dimmick.

She shook her head.

“You didn’t tell him?” I asked, sounding all kinds of skeptical.

“Why would I tell him? It was terrible.”

“Did you tell anybody?”

And now Caleb was walking in this direction from the other side of the store.

“No,” Shauna said.

“Not a soul?” I whispered.

He was twenty feet away.

Shauna went silent.

“Well, thanks for checking on it,” I said, just as Caleb stopped five feet away from me. “Guess I’ll have to find that particular part online.”

“Nice try,” Caleb said.

I turned to face him. It was obvious from his expression that he remembered me.

“Seriously, it’s almost impossible to find a stainless-steel Hoffenhauser valve nowadays,” I said.

His face was bright red, but that was understandable, I guess, considering that I’d shot his best friend since elementary school, and that I’d Tasered one of his employees, and now I was obviously questioning the woman with whom he’d had an affair.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

“Then I guess my clever disguise didn’t fool you,” I said. “I knew I should’ve added a mustache.”

I took the glasses off and slipped them into my pocket.

“Why are you bothering Shauna?” he asked.

“I don’t think I’m bothering her.”

“What were you asking her about?”

His anger was obvious. Seething.

“We were discussing fourth-century Russian literature, weren’t we?” I said, and I turned to give Shauna a look—which was a big mistake, and Lord knows I should’ve known better—because two seconds later, when I turned back toward Caleb, all I saw was a fist flying toward my face.

Some people would say I flinched, but I say I tried to make an evasive maneuver, so instead of taking the punch square in the nose, I felt the impact on my left cheekbone. Ever been kicked by a mule? Me, neither, but it probably feels a lot like that punch. Pretty impressive for a guy the size of Caleb. Then again, I’m sure his arms were rock-solid from wrestling a motorcycle around a dirt track over and over again for years. Bottom line, I’m pretty sure I was unconscious before I hit the floor.

Funny thing was, that unscheduled nap would give me another big break in this case.

Just like the punch, I didn’t see that coming.
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WHEN I CAME around, I was seated in the van, still parked outside the dealership. I couldn’t remember if I’d walked out or been carried out. That wasn’t a good sign. My left cheek had already swollen to the point that I could see the swelling with my left eye. I checked my injury in the rearview mirror and was relieved I didn’t see any blood. I felt the back of my head and found a lump the size of a golf ball, but no blood back there, either.

My baseball cap was still resting on my head. That made me smile. It hurt my face, but I couldn’t help it. Did I mention earlier that this was the cap with the tiny video camera concealed inside it? Jeez, of course it was. That’s one of the things I do for a living. I record stuff, especially interviews that might uncover critical information.

I patted my pockets and felt my phone, eyeglasses, and wallet.

The keys were already in the ignition, so I started the engine and headed for home. Carefully. I stopped at a convenience store for some ice, which I held to my cheek for fifteen minutes, but it didn’t help the swelling much.

The smell of paint was strong when I walked into the house. When I stopped in Mia’s doorway, she turned—about to say something peppy and upbeat, judging by the look on her face—but when she saw my swollen cheek, that expression disappeared.

“Oh, my God. What happened?”

I had to tell her, of course, although I tried to minimize it. But when she learned I’d lost consciousness, she insisted we go to an urgent-care clinic so I could get checked out.

The ride to the clinic was quiet.

Halfway there, I said, “You want to hear about the progress I made on the case?”

“Honestly, not right now, no. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

When we parked outside the clinic a few minutes later, she turned to me and said, “This can’t keep happening, Roy. One of these days, you’re going to be injured really badly. Or killed.”

“I blew it,” I said. “I let my guard down. It was a one-time mistake.”

She looked at me as if I just didn’t quite get it, and then we went inside.

All the tests were normal. The doctor offered a prescription of hydrocodone to help with the pain, but I declined. The throbbing was fairly intense by this point, but I didn’t want Mia to think I needed the pills.
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When we got home, she went back to painting. I ordered a pizza to be delivered for dinner, then went into my office.

I grabbed my baseball cap and connected it to my Mac via a USB cable. Downloaded the video file from the dealership.

I was already telling myself I wouldn’t find anything useful on it beyond the interview with Shauna and the assault by Caleb. Why get my hopes up?

The hat had landed right side up, but apparently facing away from my limp body. I could see underneath a nearby motorcycle, but I couldn’t see Shauna or Caleb. I could hear them, though. The sound wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough.

“Well, fuck. I didn’t mean to hit him that hard.”

“Why did you hit him in the first place?”

“I lost my temper. You think he’s okay?”

“He’s breathing, but I think we need to call 911.”

“Not yet. Let’s wait and see if he wakes up.”

“That was stupid, Caleb.”

She said something else I couldn’t make out, and he said, “Did he hit his head on the floor?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Son of a bitch, my hand hurts.”

“I wasn’t telling him anything. Why did you do that? You only made it worse.”

“That’s the guy who shot Landon. You know that, right?”

“That’s what I thought at first, but he said he was a cop, so I—”

“He’s not a cop.”

“Okay, but I wasn’t sure. I don’t know why you hit him. Now he can—”

“Just shut up for a second.”

“Don’t tell me to shut up.”

“I’m sorry, but I need to make sure he wasn’t recording everything.”

“It doesn’t matter, because I didn’t tell him anything. I had it under control.”

“Just hang on.”

A ten-second pause followed, during which he was obviously rooting through my pockets to find my phone.

“Okay, he wasn’t. Fuck, my hand is killing me. Look how swollen it is already.”

“It’s probably broken.”

I found myself hoping it was. Would serve him right.

“I need to delete the video from the security cameras. If I say he swung on me first, will you back me up?”

She didn’t reply. Maybe I couldn’t hear it, or maybe she nodded.

Caleb said, “He swung first, and I had no choice but to defend myself. What was he asking you about?”

“What do you think?”

“Mal.”

“Of course.”

“Did you tell him what he did?”

“Yes, but it was like he already knew most of it. The cops must’ve told him.”

“He knew what Mal made you do?”

“Yes, but I told him I never told you about it. I said I never told anybody.”

She’d lied to me earlier when she’d said she hadn’t told Caleb, and now she’d lied to Caleb, claiming I’d already known about the rape.

Caleb said, “Good, but he’s not a cop and you didn’t have to talk to him at all.”

“And you didn’t have to punch him in the head. He is totally out. We should probably call for EMS.”

“Not yet. They’ll never know we waited. I don’t want to call unless we have to.”

Shauna must’ve knelt down beside me, because she said, “Look how limp his arm is.” Then, a few seconds later, she must have raised one of my eyelids. “His eyes are halfway back in his head. We can’t wait much longer. His brain could be swelling or something.”

“When you said you never told me, did he believe you?”

“I don’t know, because you walked over right then.”

“You know I’m innocent, but I don’t need people thinking I had a reason to do anything to Mal.”

I didn’t believe Caleb was innocent, but that comment indicated that Caleb and Shauna had not conspired, and that she hadn’t been lying when she’d told me she didn’t know anything about it. Didn’t she wonder why Caleb’s best friend had tried to gun me down in Zilker Park? Caleb had probably given her the same lame excuse Coyt had given Randy Wolfe—that Coyt had recognized Erielle and walked over to say hello, at which point I flipped out and shot him.

“I know,” she said.

“It’s bad enough that the cops know about us.”

“But we didn’t do anything, so we have nothing to worry about,” she said.

“Did he ask about Erielle?”

If this had been a movie, this is where the music would’ve ended with a needle scratch. I sat up straight in my chair. Had I heard it correctly? I backed it up and listened again and was certain that’s what Caleb had said.

“Did he ask about Erielle?”

“Why would he ask about her?”

Shauna seemed as confused by Caleb’s question as I was.

“I don’t know. Just because she was at the party, I guess. My head isn’t on straight right now.”

“Hang on. One of his eyes is opening.”

“I’m gonna go back to my office. Let’s just let him leave, unless he tries to cause trouble.”

That was followed by a long pause—at least twenty seconds.

Then Shauna said, “Are you okay?”

“Holy fuck,” I said, because I’m a craftsman with the English language.

“You want some water?”

“Just hang on,” I said, sounding groggy as hell.

“Can you stand up?”

“Not a good idea right now.”

“I’m sorry he did that,” Shauna said very quietly. I didn’t remember any of this.

“You and me both.”

Ten more seconds passed.

“Okay,” I said. “Can you help me up?”

I heard myself grunt, and five seconds elapsed, and then I said, “It’s been fun. Tell Caleb paybacks are hell.”

“Oh, wait. Your hat.”

The video changed as she picked up the hat and handed it to me, and now it was pointed directly at the floor, hanging from my hand.

“Thanks.”

“You might want to see a doctor.”

“Maybe so, but right now I’m gonna drive in heavy traffic with a head injury.”

I have to admit I chuckled at my own wit. I crack me up.

The video swung back and forth wildly as I exited the dealership and walked to the van with the hat dangling from my hand. I climbed inside, put the hat on, sat for a full minute, and that was about the point when my memory came back.

This case had just taken a seismic shift, but I couldn’t get my footing quite yet.

“Did he ask about Erielle?”

What was there to ask about? A lot of people were at the party. Why had Caleb asked about her specifically?

I watched the video a second time, and a third. In the context of this conversation, Caleb’s asking about Erielle made no sense.

Then the doorbell rang. Pizza guy.
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I couldn’t sleep much that night. Not just because my mind was racing, but because my head throbbed—enough that I wished I’d taken the prescription for the hydrocodone.

On the other hand, I wanted my mind clear enough that I could process what I’d learned.

“Did he ask about Erielle?”

I kept coming back to that question, and forming questions of my own. And no matter how I answered them, I kept reaching the same conclusion.

I needed to talk to Erielle again.
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I TEXTED TASHA at 8:30 the next morning.

I know you don’t want to hear from me, but can we talk?

No reply for five minutes.

I have some new information and I really need to talk to Erielle again.

No reply for five minutes.

She might be the key to solving the case.

I saw the little bubble with three pulsating dots that indicated she was writing a reply, but she changed her mind and didn’t send it.

So I said: She could be in danger. Can’t you just hear me out? There’s a chance the guy in Zilker was after her, not me.

It was a leap on my part, but if it was true, it meant I hadn’t endangered Erielle’s life, I’d saved it.

Finally, Tasha replied.

I’m not sure where she is.

Do you know if she’s okay?

We’ve texted a couple of times. She’s scared.

Why?

She won’t say.

Can you ask her if she’ll talk to me one more time?

Five minutes passed.

Then Tasha said: Come see me at work and tell me what’s going on. If I agree you need to talk to her, I might have an idea where she is.
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She climbed into the van in the Best Buy parking lot and immediately said, “Jesus, what happened to your face?”

The truth was, it hurt less than it had yesterday, and the swelling had gone down quite a bit, but it was still bruised and noticeable.

“I pushed an old woman out of the way of a train,” I said.

“Wow.”

“I know.”

“You are such a hero.”

“True.”

“Selfless and brave.”

“That’s me.”

“But what really happened?”

I was glad she was willing to joke around. Maybe her anger had dissipated.

I quickly brought her up to speed, starting with my phone call with Raine, which led to my excursion to Motorcycle Mania and the secret recording of Shauna and Caleb’s conversation. I played it for her on my phone.

“Why would he ask about Erielle?” Tasha asked afterward.

“That’s the question.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Well, it might, but it doesn’t make any sense to us right now. Caleb was worried that I’d been asking about her, and I take that to mean she knows something. I realize that’s just a guess, but if I’m right, I’d say there’s a good chance Landon Coyt was coming after her, not me. That’s why I need to talk to Erielle—to see if I’m right.”

“What would she know?”

“We can guess all day, but I’d rather talk to her. If she’ll talk.”

Tasha was quiet, mulling it over. Hesitant. Maybe skeptical.

I said, “When I talked to her in Zilker Park, she acted like she barely knew Caleb’s name. But she went to a July Fourth party at Malcolm’s house and she met Caleb there. I saw photos. So why would she pretend she didn’t know him?”

“Because she’s a space case? Maybe she simply didn’t remember.”

“But she was also at Malcolm’s funeral when Caleb showed up and got in that brawl. There is no way she wouldn’t have known who he was.”

“Okay,” Tasha said. “I agree. I warned you from the start that she’s a liar, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

“But why would she lie about that?”

“I don’t know.”

“You think she knows who killed Malcolm Shaw?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she knows who killed JD.”

I could tell that Tasha was reluctant to act, but it would be for the best.

I said, “You know where she is?”

“Maybe.”

“Could we at least text her and see if she’ll cooperate?”

“If she’s where I think she is, the cell service is spotty. It could be several hours before she gets it, or she might not get it at all.”

“Then will you tell me where she might be?” I asked. “After that, I promise I’ll get out of your life forever.”

She looked at me, amused. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’m glad.”

She looked at her watch, then at the storefront of Best Buy. Then she said, “You know where Old Spicewood Road is?”

I almost laughed. Boy, did I know that road. That’s where Mia’s former boyfriend Garlen had flipped his car when he’d chased me in a fit of anger.

There was no time to get into all that, so I simply said, “West of here, near Cypress Mill.”

Tasha nodded. “My dad bought a couple hundred acres out there about thirty years ago, before prices really skyrocketed, and he built a cabin on Cypress Creek. It’s small, but it’s actually very nice. All the comforts of home.”

“Except the Internet.”

“Right. My dad doesn’t care about that. And the cell service sucks. You have to walk way uphill to the gate to make a call or send a text, and sometimes you can’t even get a signal there.”

“You think Erielle is out there?”

“I’d say it’s a solid bet. I can’t think of anywhere else she’d go.”

“Does she go there a lot?”

“Hardly ever, but I could see her going out there now.”

“You mind if I drive out there and check?”

“No, but I’m going with you.”
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Tasha told her assistant manager she had a family emergency and would be gone for the rest of the day.

“You sure Erielle doesn’t own a gun?” I asked for the second time as we drove out Hamilton Pool Road. The family cabin was on the west end of Old Spicewood Road, so this route was quicker than taking Highway 71.

“I would be wildly surprised if she had a gun,” Tasha said. “I don’t think she’s ever shot a gun, or even handled one.”

“Has she ever wildly surprised you before?”

Tasha looked over at me as I drove. “I think you know the answer to that. But I still don’t think she would have a gun out there.”

“I just don’t want to get shot,” I said. “Nor do I want you to get shot. Nobody should get shot. That’s just a good rule to follow in daily life.”

“Hey, it’s something you could add to your résumé,” she said.

“Already added it,” I said. “Don’t need that merit badge a second time.”

I could feel her looking at me. “Seriously? You’ve been shot before?”

“I have, and I don’t recommend it.”

“Dude, you are a serious bad-ass, aren’t you?”

“I’m mostly just an ass.”

She laughed.

We were passing the entrance to Reimer’s Ranch, a gorgeous county park on the Pedernales River.

“You going to tell me about it or what?” Tasha asked.

“About being an ass?”

“About getting shot.”

“Okay. If you want. You remember a little girl named Tracy Turner who went missing?”

She turned quickly toward me. “Of course I do. Are you the guy who found her?”

“I am.”

“Shut up!”

“Okay.”

“If I remember right, you barged into an empty house, figuring she was in there, but knowing you might get shot.”

“More or less, but I was hoping I was wrong—about getting shot.”

“But you weren’t wrong.”

“Unfortunately, no.”

“Fucking amazing. Excuse my language.”

“And painful. Don’t forget painful.”

“Where did it hit you?”

“The shoulder.”

“Any lasting damage?”

“Not really. Just a scar on both sides. You don’t want to see me with my shirt off.”

“Since when?” she said.

I had to laugh.

We were curving our way downhill to the low-water crossing. I’d seen this stretch of the river rise by fifteen or twenty feet during a flood.

“Tell me about the property,” I said. “Describe it for me—like the shape, where the cabin is, neighbors, that sort of thing.”

“Okay, it’s a long, skinny rectangle—long from front to back. Old Spicewood Road forms our north property line and Cypress Creek is the south property line. There’s a nice, flat area in front, and then it slopes downhill to the creek. Pretty steep.”

“Where is the cabin?”

“Down by the creek, which is why the cell signal sucks there.”

“Many trees on the place?”

“Oh, yeah. Lots of them. Cedar and oak. Some parts are so thick you can’t even walk through it. Dad cleared a lot of the cedar years ago, but it’s all grown back.”

“So I’m guessing you can’t see the cabin from the road.”

“Not even close. Between the slope and the trees, it’s really isolated down there. Plus it’s pretty far.”

“How far?”

“I’d say half a mile.”

“Any neighbors down by the creek, or on the other side?”

“There’s one cabin maybe two hundred yards to the east, but those people are never there. On the other side of the creek is a big cattle ranch. You never see anybody over there, either.”

We hit the T intersection in Cypress Mill and I took a right. Thirty seconds later, I took a right on Old Spicewood Road.

“Will we be able to see tire tracks in and out?”

“I doubt it. It’s a caliche road, and since it hasn’t rained in a while, it doesn’t hold tracks very well.”

“Is the road good enough for her to drive her car all the way down?”

“Yeah, it’s okay. A little bumpy, but not too bad. She might not even be there. I could be totally wrong. So be ready for that possibility.”

“If she isn’t, then it was just a nice drive in the country,” I said.

“Fair enough. It’s up here about another fifty yards.”

“I’m guessing she won’t be able to hear us drive onto the place?”

“Not from the cabin, no.”

“Even if she’s outside?”

“She won’t be outside. Erielle is not an outside kind of girl. But even if she is, no, she won’t be able to hear—not until we’re close to the cabin.”

“Perfect.”

She pointed to the right. “That gate right there.”
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I PULLED IN and she got out to open the gate. I rolled through and she closed the gate behind me. Then she got back in and I drove slowly along the caliche driveway. She was right—it was heavily wooded. It was also a beautiful piece of property. Typical central Texas acreage, thick with cedar, several types of oak, hackberry, mountain laurel, bee bush, and various other types of trees and bushes, with native grasses growing tall in the open areas.

I eased the van forward slowly. Several minutes later, we came around a particularly thick grove of cedars and I hit the brakes.

Tasha said, “What the hell?”

Thirty yards in front of us was a medium-sized GMC motorhome. Beige, with brown horizontal stripes. It had been backed into a large grassy area on the right side of the road. We were looking at the driver’s side.

“I’m guessing that’s not your dad’s,” I said.

“Never seen it before.”

“It’s the EM-50,” I said.

“What?”

“Remember the movie Stripes? Same RV. They called it an urban assault vehicle.”

“You remember the weirdest things.”

“How far is it to the cabin?” I asked.

“Still a good ways. The land starts to slope downhill maybe sixty or eighty yards past the RV.”

We both sat silent for a moment. Every window on this side of the vehicle had been blocked with a curtain, including what I could see of the curved windshield.

“Think anybody is in there?” Tasha asked.

“Guess we need to find out.”

I killed the engine and we got out of the van. My Glock was holstered on my right hip. We stood for a moment, just listening. Then we began to walk toward the RV. Stopped about ten yards from it. I heard nothing. Saw no indication that anyone was inside.

It had been a nice RV back in its day, but now it was in pretty rough shape. Peeling decals. A cracked window. Some trim missing. The tires appeared new, though. And the grass near the tires looked freshly trampled, as if the RV had been parked here fairly recently.

“When was the last time you were out here?” I asked.

“Probably September or October.”

We were keeping our voices low, almost whispering.

“How about your parents?”

“About the same. None of us get out here much during the winter.”

The wind picked up a bit and I was hit by a powerful chemical smell. Of course, by now I had my suspicions about this motorhome.

“Eww,” Tasha whispered. “What is that?”

“Less like Stripes and more like Breaking Bad,” I said.

She looked at me, eyes wide. “Hell, no. You’re saying that’s a meth lab?”

“That would be my guess.”

“I’m not believing this. What the hell has Erielle gotten into?”

I walked to the front of the motorhome and noticed that the license plate was gone. Major red flag.

I circled to the passenger’s side and saw that all of the windows were blocked on that side, too, and the door had been padlocked shut. Evidently the locking handle on the door wasn’t good enough.

“Well,” I said. “Let’s go see if she’s here.”
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We drove slowly in the van, bouncing and swaying downhill. The trees were so thick that I couldn’t see the creek or the cabin yet.

Finally, though, the ground leveled out, the trees thinned, and now I could see the cute wood-frame cabin about sixty yards away—with Erielle’s red Mazda coupe parked out front.

The gently rippling creek was about fifty feet behind the cabin, and the scene was idyllic enough that it should’ve been captured on a postcard.

I covered the distance to the cabin, pulled up beside the Mazda, and killed the engine. We both got out, and just then the front door of the cabin opened and Erielle stepped outside.

The sisters walked toward each other and embraced in a long hug. I gave them a minute, then walked over beside them.

Erielle had her head over Tasha’s shoulder and saw me approaching. I could see tears running down her cheeks.

“Hey,” I said.

Erielle cried and laughed at the same time. She finally let Tasha go and came over to hug me, which I hadn’t expected—but I hugged her right back.

When she let me go, I said, “How about if we all go inside and have a talk?”

She nodded. Then she said, “What happened to your face?”
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We sat at an old, round, oak table inside the large front room of the cabin. There were scars and blemishes in the top of the table from cigarettes, utensils, sweating beer cans, and who knows what else. But it was a nice table. It had character. Much of the cabin was that way. Worn, but comfortable. Dated. Even the TV was an old tube model. Nothing modern. Nothing wrong with that.

I said, “Erielle, a lot of wild stuff has taken place in the past two weeks. Frankly, I can’t figure all of it out—not yet—but I will eventually. I have to be honest—I worry about what part you might have played in all this. I know Tasha is worried about that, too, because she cares about you, and she doesn’t want to see anything bad happen to you.”

I stopped talking for moment—not to let Erielle respond, but to let my words sink in. I was glad she simply stared at the tabletop, without speaking.

I said, “The best way to keep yourself out of trouble at this point is to tell the truth. About everything. Every detail. All of it. And if you do that, Tasha and I will help you however we can.”

“He’s right,” Tasha said. “No matter what you got yourself mixed up in, you’re still my sister and I still love you.

Erielle nodded, but she still didn’t say anything.

“Let me help you, okay?” Tasha said. “We’ll both help you, and you can get a fresh start. Doesn’t that sound good?”

Erielle nodded again.

I said, “Speaking from my own experience, I’ve seen a lot of people so jammed up they don’t think there’s a way out. But there usually is. You just have to make it happen. Nobody can help you unless you help yourself. You understand that?”

Erielle sniffed several times. I got the sense from her demeanor and body language that she was tired and ready to put all this behind her. Or she was playing us. She might decide to unleash an avalanche of lies and denials.

Then Erielle said, “Okay. What do you want to know?”

Was it going to be that easy?

I didn’t want to ask about the motorhome yet. Too abrupt. Better to ease into it and see what she would tell us.

I said, “I’m guessing it all began when you got back together with JD. So start there and just tell us what happened.”

“It is so important that you tell the truth,” Tasha added. “We won’t judge you or criticize you, no matter what you tell us.”

Dang. She was good at this. Of course, with a sister like Erielle, Tasha had had some practice.

Erielle gave me a pointed look. “I remember what you do for a living,” she said. “You record stuff. I don’t want any of this recorded.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

Then she spoke slowly, her eyes focused on the tabletop. “I came over to Tasha’s early last summer—probably June—and I ran into JD, and we started hanging out again. He was pretty much the same old JD, except even crazier, but it wasn’t like I was planning to marry the guy, right? Anyway, I figured out pretty quick that he was using meth. Not every day, but every now and then, and one night he admitted he was selling it, too. He had partners, and they were all making a shit-ton of money. He said he wanted to do that for another year or two and then stop, before they all got caught. Hang on, I need a smoke.”

She rose from the table, went into a bedroom in the rear of the cabin, and came back with a lighted cigarette in her right hand and the rest of the pack and a lighter in her left. She sat down again.

“So after that, he eventually told me Caleb was his partner, plus another guy named Weldon. They all knew each other from the motorcycle world.”

She took a long drag from her cigarette and blew the smoke toward the ceiling. She used a coffee mug on the table as an ashtray.

“Just the three of them?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“What about Landon Coyt?” I asked.

“That guy at Zilker Park?”

“Right.”

“I never heard that name until that happened.”

“JD never mentioned him?”

“Not that I remember.”

“Ever meet him at Caleb’s house?”

“I don’t remember ever going to Caleb’s house.”

“Okay, please go on.”

“Okay, well, the problem was, JD didn’t think he was getting his fair share of the profits. See, Caleb got a big chunk because he was the one who organized everything. He was kinda the boss from the start. Weldon got the same amount as Caleb because he did the actual cooking of the meth because he knew how to do it. And then JD was doing most of the actual selling—okay?—but he wasn’t getting an equal share. So he didn’t think that was fair.”

I glanced at Tasha and saw a pained expression on her face. She wasn’t happy to be hearing what her sister was involved with, but she knew to remain quiet for the moment.

Erielle took another long drag on her cigarette. I was relieved that Erielle was speaking more coherently than she had that day in Zilker Park. Maybe because she wasn’t high. I had to wonder if JD had gotten her into meth and she’d developed a habit. Now was not the time to ask.

I waited and she eventually continued.

“So then JD finally talked to Caleb about it at some point, basically saying they should all get equal amounts—a third each—but Caleb said hell no, and JD basically let it slide. JD always thought he was a tough guy, but when it came down to it, he was kind of a pussy. I know that sounds harsh, but it’s the truth.  So JD got madder about it, even though he didn’t say anything else to Caleb. And then he came up with a stupid idea.”

She paused, obviously wanting someone to ask, so I said, “What was it?”

“Did you see that big RV thingy on your way in?”

“We did, yeah.”

“That’s their lab. Their meth lab. JD decided he was gonna steal it.”
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NOW ERIELLE WAS shaking her head. That JD, what a nut. Can you believe such a wacky idea?

She said, “It was really stupid—and dangerous—and I told him so, but he wouldn’t let it go.”

“Where was the lab?” I asked. “Where did they keep it?”

“Caleb’s family has a ranch out near Llano and they kept it there. That was another reason Caleb got more money than JD—because the lab was on his place—and if you ask me, that makes perfect sense. He deserved it.”

Now the red dust I’d seen on JD’s truck made sense. Lots of granite out that way.

“What exactly was JD hoping to accomplish by taking the lab?” I asked.

“He said he’d learned how to make meth himself, using something called ‘shake and bake,’ where you mix everything together in a big plastic Coke bottle. It’s like an easier method or something. Anyway, he figured he could do it that way and go into business on his own. Plus, I guess, he wanted revenge, you know? To prove they couldn’t screw him around.”

“But wasn’t there a pretty good chance they’d know who took the lab?” I asked.

“That’s what I said, and he was like, ‘Who cares? What’re they gonna do about it? Call the cops?’ He said he’d quit his job if he had to. I told him he should just forget the whole thing and stop dealing entirely. I said they were all bound to get busted eventually. Or, if he wouldn’t do that, just build his own lab. I mean, he had plenty of money, right? But there was a big supply of all the ingredients inside the RV, plus a bunch of meth already made. So that’s why he wanted to take the lab. I told him the other guys would probably come after him, but he wouldn’t listen.”

It was difficult to envision a relationship in which Erielle was the voice of reason, but that said something about JD, didn’t it?

“So what happened?” I asked.

“Well, he did it anyway. He calls me one night, laughing, saying he was driving the RV down Highway 71, and asking me where he could take it.”

I wondered if JD had been knowledgeable enough about all the meth-making ingredients and chemicals to have hauled everything in a safe manner. Or had he essentially driven a rolling bomb for forty or fifty miles? Scary.

“When was this?” I asked.

“Sometime last week. I can’t remember the exact day.”

“What did you say when JD called?” I asked.

“What the hell was I supposed to say? He knew my family had this place because I brought him out one time last summer, and he figured it was a perfect spot. So I said okay, but only for a little while. I said he could only store it here, not cook meth. I didn’t want anything to do with that, and I figured if I didn’t help him out, he’d get caught for sure, because where would he put it? I mean, he was an idiot, but I didn’t want him to get killed or busted.”

I had a hunch there was a little more to it.

“Did he give you any money to store the RV here?”

“Hmm?”

“Well, if I were in your spot, I would’ve asked him to cough up some cash, and I was just wondering if you did. It only makes sense, because you were taking a risk and doing him a favor.”

She had her cigarette in her mouth again to buy some time, and after she exhaled, she’d decided it wouldn’t do any harm to own up to it. “I didn’t ask, but he offered, so yeah, I took it. Why wouldn’t I?”

“How much?”

“A thousand bucks. I said he couldn’t leave it out here for any longer than a month. So he gave me a thousand bucks cash.”

Obviously she had not been planning to share that little nugget of information voluntarily.

“Okay, so the two of you moved it out here, and then what?”

I noticed she didn’t object to my assertion that she’d helped him move it.

“A day or two later, Weldon went out to the Llano place and saw that the lab was missing, but what JD didn’t know was that Weldon had a bunch of those game cameras hidden all over the place, so he knew exactly who took it. He texted one of those photos to Caleb, and Caleb sent it to JD, saying you’d better bring the RV back or you’re a dead man.”

“What day was that?”

“I can’t remember.”

“Do you remember the day Caleb got arrested? Friday of last week?”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“That was a week ago today. Was it before or after that?”

“It was the same day.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, that was the day Weldon went out to Llano. That afternoon.”

That explained why Weldon had helped JD confront me in the parking lot of the medical complex that morning. Weldon hadn’t known at that point that JD had taken the motorhome. There was no bad blood between them yet.

“Caleb was in jail until the next morning. When did he text that photo to JD?”

“It was when we were getting ready to go to Malcolm’s funeral.”

“How did JD respond?”

“He didn’t. He laughed and ignored it. Said he had them by the balls.”

“Did Caleb send any other texts?”

“Not that I know of.”

The entire situation had disaster written all over it.

“Okay, so you went to the funeral...”

“Yeah, and JD didn’t figure Caleb would show up, but he did, right at the end, which turned into a massive fight.”

I played dumb.

“What was the fight about?”

“Some of Malcolm’s friends and family members were pissed that Caleb was there, because by then everybody thought he’d killed Malcolm. So Malcolm’s son walked right up and punched Caleb in the face.”

The guy in red riding leathers.

“What did JD think about that?”

“He didn’t want to be around Caleb, so we left pretty quick. JD was looking around for Weldon in the parking lot, but we didn’t see him.”

I said, “That was on Saturday, and the dealership was closed the next day. Were you with JD anytime Sunday?”

“No. I hung out with some of my friends instead.”

“Did you talk to JD?”

“We texted a couple of times.”

“Did everything seem okay with him?”

“Yeah, everything was fine.”

“Where was he?”

“At his apartment, but he said he wasn’t going anywhere. He just wanted to lay low.”

My radar was going off, but I let it slide for the moment.

“I guess he changed his mind that night,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said, sounding genuinely despondent.

“Do you know who killed him?” I asked.

“I’ve got no idea.”

Why wouldn’t she guess it was Caleb and Weldon when that seemed like the obvious conclusion? Because she was hiding something. Had to be.

“Why did you decide to hide out here?”

“I wasn’t hiding. I just needed a break from everything, especially after that guy Landon tried to kill me in Zilker Park.”

I think, for a moment, she didn’t realize what she’d just said—what she’d just admitted.

“Mind repeating that?” I asked.

“What?”

“You said he tried to kill you. All this time, I thought he was planning to kill me and you were just unlucky to be there. But now you’re saying he was after you instead.”

Her face was getting red.

I said, “Did you share that with the cops? Did you tell them you were the target?”

She didn’t reply.

“I’ll take that as a no. Why were they targeting you?”

“I never said that.”

“Erielle,” I said. “You’ve done real well so far. I think you’ve been telling me the truth. But now—you’re hiding something.”

“I’m not, though.”

“Why did Landon try to kill you?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you do.”

“Erielle, just tell the truth,” Tasha said. “I’ll get a lawyer to help you out. I promise.”

“How would I know any of this?” Erielle said, as petulant as a cranky six-year-old.

“Do you know who killed Malcolm?” I asked.

“Of course not.”

“Do you know who killed JD?”

“Stop asking me these stupid questions!” she shouted. “None of this even matters. Caleb will leave me alone if I give the RV back.”

“It might be too late for that,” I said.

“That’s not what he said.”

“What?”

“Caleb didn’t say it was too late.”

I sat up a little straighter. “Have you talked to him?”

“Yeah, but just once.”

“When?”

“Couple hours ago. I got tired of being cooped up out here, so I drove to the gate and called him. I said I had the RV and I’d give it back if they would just leave me the fuck alone.”

Served me right for thinking anything would ever go smoothly with a flake like Erielle. I was hoping she hadn’t screwed things up too badly.

“Did you tell him where you were?”

“Of course not. I’m not that stupid. But he didn’t believe me at first anyway.”

“He didn’t believe what?”

“That I had the RV.”

“Why wouldn’t he believe you?”

“Hell if I know, but he made me send him a photo to prove it.”

I can’t quite describe the electric chill that ran down my back at that moment.

“Listen to me, Erielle. Do you have location services turned off on your phone?”

She frowned. “I don’t even know what that is.”

I immediately stood up, went to the door, and snapped the deadbolt shut. “Close all the windows and lock them.” I said, trying not to sound panicked. “Close the curtains.”

“What’s going on?” Tasha asked, rising from her chair and going to the nearest window.

“He tricked her. Photos can carry location data. Caleb and Weldon might be on their way out here right now. In fact, they might already be here.”
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“OH, HELL,” TASHA said.

“What are you talking about?” Erielle said. “I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know.”

After we had the windows closed and curtains drawn, I walked over to Erielle and put my hand out. “Let me see your phone.”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t have time. Give me your phone. I need to check the settings.”

“But I don’t—”

“Erielle!” Tasha said. “Give him the damn phone!”

Erielle reluctantly passed her phone to me. I opened the settings and saw that the Location Services feature was turned on, but that wasn’t necessarily a problem by itself. Within that menu, I scrolled down to the toggle switch for the camera. It was also turned on. Damn. Caleb could check the metadata from the photo and that would give him the coordinates where the photo was taken. He could plug those coordinates into Google Maps and that was as good as typing in an address.

I handed the phone back to Erielle.

“What now?” Tasha asked.

“I could be wrong,” I said. “Maybe he really just wanted a photo to prove she has the RV.”

“Do you think you’re wrong?” she asked.

“No.”

“Do you think they’re coming?”

“I can only say probably. If they are, they won’t necessarily come right now. They might come tonight or tomorrow.”

By now I’d returned to one of the front windows, facing north, peering out a narrow gap between the curtain and the frame. I saw no movement. Nobody hiding behind a tree or a bush. Yet. It was possible Caleb and Weldon were driving away in the RV at this very moment.

Tasha had gone to one of the windows on the west side of the room to keep watch. I pointed toward a window on the east wall. “Erielle, go keep an eye out in that direction.”

She pouted, but she did it.

We couldn’t watch out the back, but I was fairly certain they wouldn’t wade through the creek to get at us.

“Why don’t we just leave right now?” Tasha asked.

“Because they could be out there.”

“One of us could try to go up front and call 911,” she said. “Circle around through the trees.”

“I would give that a try, but I’m not crazy about the idea of splitting up or leaving you two alone,” I said. “And if Caleb and Weldon don’t show, we’ll have gotten Erielle into an extremely tricky legal situation, for no real reason. She’s committed a couple of felonies.”

“What’re you talking about?” Erielle said.

“You took part in the theft of the RV, and now that the lab is here, the cops can implicate you as part of the drug ring.”

“That is such bullshit.”

“If by ‘bullshit’ you mean crimes you’ve committed, then yeah, it’s bullshit.”

Erielle didn’t reply.

Tasha said, “If they do show, think they’ll just take the RV and leave?”

“Maybe. It depends on what Erielle isn’t telling us.”

“God, you are such a jerk,” Erielle said. “I’ve told you everything.”

“I know this ranch inside out,” Tasha said. “How about if I make a run for the gate?”

“Please don’t,” Erielle begged. “Don’t call. We can work it out.”

I said, “I think it’s best to sit tight. One advantage we have is they don’t know that we know they might be coming.”

“That makes me feel a little better,” Tasha said. “Emphasis on ‘little.’ You good with that gun?”

“Pretty good.”

“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. ‘Pretty good.’ I’m totally reassured.”

Had to give her credit for keeping her sense of humor.

“There’s also the chance they’ll see my van and leave. They aren’t expecting anyone here but Erielle, and for all they know, I could’ve brought half a dozen people with me.”

“You sound like you’re trying to convince yourself,” Tasha said.

“A little, but can you blame a guy for—”

I saw movement just to the left of the driveway. A flash of dark blue. A shirt? A person had ducked behind a tall cedar tree about fifty yards away, just before the uphill climb to the top of the property. The canopy above him was so thick, he was cloaked in shadows.

“What?” Tasha said, because I’d stopped talking so abruptly.

“Somebody’s out there,” I said.

“Bullshit,” Erielle said.

“Come look for yourself.”

“You’re just trying to scare me.”

“Seriously, take a look.”

She didn’t move or reply.

The person peeked from behind the tree, but I couldn’t see him well.

“I think it’s Caleb,” I said. “Got any binoculars?”

Now Erielle left her window, went into the bedroom for a moment, and returned with some binoculars. She handed them to me. I focused on the tall cedar tree, and eventually the man peeked again.

“Yep. Caleb.”

“Where?”

I handed the binoculars to her and she raised them.

“See that tall cedar just to the left of the driveway?” I said.

“Oh, shit. Oh, my God.”

“Hate to say I told you so,” I said. “He’s probably not alone.”

“What’re you gonna do?” Erielle asked, still watching him.

“What would you like me to do?”

“Shoot him!” Erielle said. “Can you shoot him from here?”

“I can’t just shoot him for trespassing, especially since you stole some of his property,” I said, which was all true. “Plus, that’s a long shot for a handgun. I’d be lucky to come anywhere close.”

The growing fear on Erielle’s face was unmistakable. She handed me the binoculars and moved over by the coffee table. “But he’s going to kill me!”

“Why?” I said. “You have to tell me why he wants to kill you.”

She said something, but it was too low for me to hear.

“What?”

“Okay,” she said. “Okay! Okay, goddamn it!” She grabbed her coffee mug off the table and threw it against a wall, where it shattered. “I’ll tell you what I know, if it’ll make you happy!”

A drama queen until the end.

“It will,” I said. “Let’s hear it.”

Tasha and I had to wait patiently as Erielle lit yet another cigarette and took a drag. She exhaled the smoke with all the theatrics she could muster.

Then she said, “I saw Caleb kill JD.”

I have to admit I was thrilled to finally know the truth, but I had to remind myself I was dealing with a pathological liar who was also a complete nut job.

“Why did he do it?” I asked. “Because JD stole the lab?”

“That was part of it, I guess, but it was mostly because JD killed Malcolm and Caleb wanted to shut him up.”
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MY BIGGEST FEAR right then, to be honest, was that Caleb would do something to disrupt Erielle’s story before I could hear the rest of it.

“Please tell us how you know all that,” I said. “And you should probably keep it as short as possible.”

“I don’t even know where to start.”

She wasn’t at her window, but I was going to have to let that go so she would focus on talking.

“Why did JD kill Malcolm?” I asked.

So far, Caleb hadn’t moved. He was obviously waiting for something. Or someone. Weldon, probably. It was possible they’d devised a plan for approaching the cabin at different angles, but without the ability to text back and forth, their plan had been scuttled. Plus, seeing my van had probably knocked them off balance.

“He said Malcolm raped Shauna and had harassed a bunch of women. So JD shot him, and you know what? He did the world a favor.”

I found it believable that JD might’ve confessed to Erielle, because people who committed murder often had a hard time keeping it to themselves. They felt the need to tell someone—a friend, a relative, a cellmate—because of guilt or remorse or shame or even pride.

“How did he know what Malcolm did to Shauna?”

“Caleb told him. That was right when JD was asking for more money, and Caleb said if JD would kill Malcolm, he’d give him ten thousand bucks and make him a full partner.”

Now I saw a second person moving through the trees from the left. Big guy in a black shirt, deep in the shadows. I raised the binoculars and confirmed that it was Weldon Daughdril. He was carrying a rifle. Looked like a carbine—probably a .30-30. No scope. He stopped behind a massive oak trunk about ten feet from Caleb’s cedar tree.

I said, “Hate to say it, but Weldon is out there now.”

“Then do something!” Erielle said.

“Such as?”

“You don’t have any ideas?” Erielle said.

“I usually get by on my looks.”

That earned a laugh from Tasha. Not a big laugh, but a laugh, and my estimation of her rose even higher.

Her sister, on the other hand, said, “You’re fucking worthless.”

“What if we go out the back door and cross the creek?” Tasha asked.

“They could have someone else back there,” I said. I knew that Landon Coyt was still recovering from surgery on his leg, but Caleb and Weldon might’ve brought some other punk with them. My gut said no, but I couldn’t risk it.

“Crap,” Tasha said.

“It’s my fault for getting you into this,” I said.

“That’s bullshit,” Tasha said. “If we hadn’t come out, Erielle would be dead for sure. I wanted to come.”

I said, “Erielle, after JD killed Malcolm, what happened?”

“Caleb went back on his promise. He said JD had misunderstood—it was either the money or being a partner, but not both.”

“What did JD say?”

“He took the ten thousand dollars, but that’s when he decided to steal the lab. What are they doing out there?”

She sounded truly terrified. It was my job to calm her.

“I’m sure they’re trying to figure out what to do. The truth is, they’re in a weak position. They don’t know how many of us are in here or whether we have any weapons. It wouldn’t surprise me if they give up and leave.”

And I wasn’t lying. I noticed that Erielle moved back to her window on the east side. Maybe I’d given her some hope. She wanted to keep watch.

“Tell me about that Sunday night, when JD got killed,” I said.

“We were sitting around, bored, so we decided to go get something to eat. Then JD said he thought someone was following us. So we drove around some more, and he thought we lost them.”

As Erielle was talking, Weldon Daughdril lowered himself to the ground beside the tree and lay prone in the sniper’s position. But now he was too low and couldn’t see through the tall grass.

I wanted to ask Erielle what kind of vehicle had been following them—that and a dozen other questions—but that would have to wait.

“Then what happened?” I said.

“We stopped at a bar because somebody owed JD some money. When JD was inside, I needed some cigarettes, so I went into the convenience store next door. When I was walking back to the truck, I saw JD coming out of the bar, and when he was about halfway, a guy popped out from behind an SUV and shot him. I was so scared and freaked out, I froze right where I was. Then the guy with the gun turned and came in my direction and I saw that it was Caleb.”

Weldon stood up again and was lurking behind the oak tree. They had no idea I was watching them. As far as they knew, they had all the time in the world.

“You sure it was him?”

“Some headlights lit up his face and I could see him for sure.”

“Did he see you?”

“I thought he did, and that he was coming to shoot me, too, but then people started coming out of the bar because they heard the shots, and Caleb turned and went in a different direction, toward the street. He just walked away all casual, like nothing had happened, and nobody knew that he’d just killed JD. I wanted to scream and point at Caleb, but he was gone so quick.”

Weldon dropped to one knee and pressed the barrel of the rifle against the tree trunk. Not as good as a prone position, but if he was any kind of marksman and the rifle was accurate, that stance would work just fine. It didn’t appear that they were planning to leave.

“Why didn’t you hang around for the cops?”

“I was scared. Besides, what good would it have done? Every time they’ve questioned me about any of this stuff, I can tell they think I’m a liar.”

That’s because of all the lies you tell! I thought.

Right then, Caleb came out from behind his tree and began walking toward the cabin, just strolling, as if he were simply stopping by to say hello.

“Okay, folks, here comes Caleb,” I said.

Erielle let out another moan.

Tasha said, “Roy, I’m doing my best to keep it together, but what are we going to do?”

I couldn’t let Caleb and Weldon call the shots. I needed to throw them further off balance. Do something they wouldn’t expect. Disrupt any plan they might have. Protect Tasha and Erielle. Fortunately, Caleb was making an amateurish mistake.

“I’m going outside,” I said. “Lock the door behind me.”

I heard Tasha objecting, but I was already out the door.
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I STEPPED ONTO the porch, the Glock hanging from my right hand. I heard the deadbolt slide closed behind me. This is not where I wanted to be—exposed, and without a firm plan—but sometimes you have to improvise.

“That’s far enough,” I said to Caleb, who was no more than twenty yards away now. “Good Lord, does it get any more cliché than that? I can’t believe I said that.”

Caleb stopped where he was. I couldn’t see Weldon very well from here, but I could see the oak tree he was using for cover. I moved a few feet to my left on the porch, and now Caleb was between me and that tree. That was the mistake Caleb had made—standing right in front of the porch, rather than off to one side. Now Weldon didn’t have a clean shot at me—not that I expected him to shoot without knowing how many people were inside and whether Erielle was even here.

“Hey, there,” Caleb said, grinning. “How’s your face?” He was wearing a long-sleeved shirt, but I could see now that his right wrist was wrapped in a cast.

“I guess it was hard enough to break your hand, so it was worth it.”

He laughed and shook his head. “JD wondered about you from the start. He was right. Guess I was too dumb to listen.”

“Hey, it’s fun catching up and all, but I want you to remember something. Don’t move from that spot. If you jump or duck or run or sneeze, I will shoot you. Do you understand me?”

My warning made him realize the mistake he’d made, but he tried to cover it. “What’re you talking about. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Smart. Now tell me—why are you trespassing?”

“Erielle took something of mine.”

“The meth lab?” I asked.

“It’s a motorhome.”

“I’m sure you saw it on your way in. Take it and leave.”

“There’s a lock on the door.”

“The key is on top of the right front tire.”

We both knew it was a lie.

“Okay, but I need to talk to Erielle for a sec.”

“About what?”

“To tell her no hard feelings.”

“I’ll pass it along.”

“Erielle?” Caleb called out. “You in there?”

“She’s on her way to Houston with a friend.”

He pointed at her car. “That’s her Mazda right there.”

“They took her friend’s car. She left after she realized you might be coming out here. Apparently you aren’t her favorite person. Go figure.”

“I just want to tell her I’m sorry about JD,” Caleb said.

“What are you sorry about?” I asked.

“That he got killed.”

“You know anything about it?”

“Just what I heard on the news.” He raised his voice again. “Erielle, come on out.”

“She’s not in there.”

“So it’s just you?”

By now their plan seemed obvious: Try to draw us out of the cabin and pick us off at the same time. As long as Erielle stayed in the cabin, Weldon wouldn’t shoot. I hoped.

“I brought three of my associates,” I said.

“So there’s five of you?”

“Just four.”

“You, your friends, and Erielle. That’s five.”

“Jesus, are you slow or what? She isn’t in there. There’s just the four of us. Plus, the cops are on the way.”

“Really?” Caleb said.

“Yep.”

“With the GMC sitting out there?”

“You mean the lab?”

“You know she stole that, right? Did she tell you that part? What will the cops think of that? Plus she asked me for ten grand to get it back.”

If true, we could add extortion to Erielle’s list of felonies.

“That was a storage fee,” I said. “Must be a misunderstanding. You haven’t paid her, so why not take the RV and leave before the cops get here?”

“I don’t think they’re coming.”

“Stick around.”

“No cell signal down here.”

“I called earlier from up top when I found the lab.”

“Oh, well. If they come, they come. They can’t put anything on me. It’ll all be on her and JD. They stole the GMC together, and now it’s on her property.”

“It was originally at your place,” I said.

“I had no idea what JD was using it for. Neither did Weldon. JD was doing it all on his own.”

“Good luck with that line of BS.”

“I just want to talk to Erielle,” he said.

“Ain’t gonna happen.”

Now his eyes were cutting to his left. Erielle wasn’t coming out and he was getting desperate—thinking about jumping to the side, so Weldon would have a shot. They’d take me out, then enter the cabin, hoping Erielle wasn’t armed.

“Don’t do it,” I said.

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t move from that spot. I already told you.”

“Dude, I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Why are you so uptight?”

I nodded toward the tree line. “You think I don’t know Weldon is out there with a rifle?”

Caleb grinned again—trying to come across as the mischievous kid who isn’t really a threat. “We thought Erielle might shoot at us,” he said. “You can’t trust a thief like her. Can you blame us for being prepared?”

“Take the lab and go,” I said. “While you can.”

His eyes were really dancing now. He wasn’t going to give up.

“You don’t want to be in the middle of this,” he said. “You can leave and nobody will know you were ever here.”

“Don’t do it,” I said.

But he did it. He literally leapt to the ground, but before his elbows had touched the dirt, I raised the Glock and opened fire at the oak tree, unleashing twelve rounds in less than three seconds. Dirt flew. Bark jumped off the trunk. The birds went quiet. Weldon ducked behind the tree after the first shot.

Caleb was on the ground, cradling his head. I could see him in my peripheral vision, but my focus was on Weldon.

I said, “Caleb, if you get up, you’re a dead man.”

Weldon peeked from behind the tree, so I fired another shot, then another one, just for emphasis. Weldon disappeared behind the tree again and stayed put.

I took one second to look at Caleb and fire a single shot into the dirt about two feet from him.

“Jesus!” Caleb said. “Goddamn! I’m not moving!”

Then I watched for Weldon again.

I had a few rounds left in the magazine, but I pulled a full magazine from my pocket and quickly swapped them out.

“Caleb, you need to listen closely. You ready?”

“What?”

“Stand up.”

He stood.

“Step over here in front of me.”

He did as he was told, and now he was between me and the big oak once again.

“Now start walking toward Weldon. Slowly.”

He walked and I followed. I could see around him enough to watch for Weldon. He remained hidden behind the tree.

“You’re fucking crazy, you know that?” Caleb said.

“That’s what they said at the institution.”

When we’d reached a suitable distance, ten yards from the oak, I said. “Stop. That’s good. Don’t move. Don’t turn around.”

Caleb remained still.

I raised my voice enough to be heard clearly by Weldon. “Both of you probably know that Erielle is a pathological liar. She told me some interesting stuff, but she’s lied so many times, I don’t know what to believe. She even lies to her own sister. She lies to everybody. That means the cops and the prosecutors won’t trust anything she says.”

“So what?” Caleb said, still facing away from me.

“So your biggest problem right now isn’t her, it’s the lab. You need to haul it away and forget about Erielle.

“So you didn’t call the cops?” Caleb asked.

“You already knew that. What I’m doing here is giving you an out. And it’s not a choice. It’s what you’re going to do. Weldon, leave the rifle on the ground and come out from behind the tree.”

“Fuck, no.”

“That leaves me just one option, and you won’t like it.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“Caleb, if he doesn’t come out, I’ll be shooting you first, so you might want to talk to him.”

“Come on out,” Caleb said. “Let’s get it and leave.”

“What’s stopping him from shooting us both as soon as I come out?” Daughdril said.

“I’d like to,” I said, “but if I shoot two unarmed men, the forensic techs will figure that out in about five minutes and I’ll wind up in prison. No way I’m doing time for Erielle. She’s not worth it.”

Five seconds passed, then Weldon said, “Okay, man. I’m coming out.”

“Without the rifle,” I said.

“Without the rifle. Don’t fucking shoot, okay?”

“Stick your hands out first,” I said.

Two hands appeared from behind the oak tree.

“Okay, step out,” I said.

Weldon slowly came out. I’d forgotten how big he was.

I kept the Glock aimed at him as I went around the tree and got the .30-30. I checked to make sure a round was in the chamber. Good to go. I holstered my Glock and gestured with the rifle.

“Now let’s walk to the lab.”

Caleb and Weldon walked ahead of me, and we moved through the trees and met up with the caliche driveway. Tasha and Erielle would’ve been able to see everything that had happened so far.

As we walked up the steep slope, I weighed my limited options. Obviously, despite what I’d said, I wasn’t going to simply let them go. I could walk them to the front of the property, get a cell signal, and call 911. But it would be better if the lab weren’t found on Tasha’s family’s property. She didn’t need that.

By the time we reached the top of the hill, we were all out of breath.

“Give me a sec,” Caleb said.

“Nope. Keep moving.”

We pushed on, and a few minutes later, I saw the passenger side of the motorhome about forty yards away. Daughdril’s green GMC truck was parked near it on the caliche road, facing away from us. He’d already turned it around for a fast getaway.

By now, I had a better idea.

When we were twenty yards from the RV, I said, “Okay, stop.”

They stopped.

I said, “Just so you know, Erielle is long gone from the cabin now. She’s probably at least half a mile away and you’d never find her if you looked. So you’re gonna take the lab and we’ll call it a day. I’ll be right here with the rifle, watching. Weldon, I want you to stand beside your truck until Caleb is in the driver’s seat and is ready to roll. Then get in and drive away. Everybody understand?”

They both grunted an acknowledgment.

“Okay, then go.”

They resumed walking and now it was my turn to duck behind a nearby oak tree.

The new plan: As soon as they left, I’d call the sheriff’s office and report the rolling meth lab, accompanied by a green GMC truck. Deputies would stop them, bring a canine unit, and the subsequent search would lead to the arrest of both men. Before the cops arrived here, I’d advise Erielle to keep her mouth shut until she got a lawyer to steer her through the mess she’d created for herself.

Weldon reached the truck and stood near the back bumper. Caleb stopped at the door to the motorhome and called back to me. “I need to cut this lock off. Weldon has bolt cutters.”

“Where?” I said.

“In the bed,” Weldon replied.

“Okay, use one hand and come out slowly.”

I kept Weldon in the iron sights.

He reached into the bed with his right hand and came out with a pair of red bolt cutters. Then he walked over to the motorhome and snipped the lock off the clasp.

Before Caleb opened the door, I said, “I want to see you in the driver’s seat within five seconds.”

“Yeah, fine,” Caleb said. “Now?”

“Go ahead.”

He opened the door and stepped inside.

One second passed, and another.

I couldn’t see Caleb because all the curtains were drawn.

Three seconds.

Four.

Weldon, standing between the RV and his truck, said, “Hurry up, man.”

Five.

Six.

“Caleb!” I yelled.

It was possible there were weapons in the RV, but surely Caleb wouldn’t be that stupid.

Seven.

Eight.

“Caleb!”

Nine.

Ten.

The curtains still hadn’t moved.

Eleven.

And then the world exploded.

I was knocked onto my back, dropping the rifle, as a hot blast blew over me like a massive wave. A shrill tone filled my eardrums. My bones were vibrating.

I stared at the gray sky. Closed my eyes and opened them. Had I been knocked out?

I felt no pain.

God, the smell. Burning rubber. Electrical fire. A chemical plant.

I tried to sit up but couldn’t. Rolled onto my stomach and made it from there onto my knees.

Turned and saw that the motorhome had erupted from the inside, like a beer can blown open by a firecracker. Thick red flames and black smoke formed a swirling plume that reached high into the sky.

There was no hope for Caleb Dimmick. None. No question about that.

Weldon Daughdril was nowhere to be seen. All of the windows of the truck appeared to be shattered.

I struggled to my feet. Still no pain. Inspected myself and saw no obvious injuries. Ears still ringing, but my hearing was coming back. I heard the raging crackle of the fire.

There could be another blast, so I backed away. Turned around. Headed for the cabin.

I felt unsteady on my feet, but I covered fifty feet.

Then one hundred.

I looked back. The motorhome was no longer in sight, but the column of smoke was climbing well above the trees. It would be visible for miles.

Now I saw Tasha running toward me. The relief on her face, seeing me alive, was unmistakable.

We hugged, and now I saw Erielle coming toward us, maybe twenty yards away.

She stopped and fell to her knees, bawling and screaming.
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THE RESPONSE FROM emergency personnel was immediate and enormous. Deputies in droves. Firefighters. EMTs. Forensic techs. Hazmat crews. I think I might’ve even seen the dog catcher.

I was coherent and ambulatory, and my vital signs were strong, but the medical personnel pushed me hard for a visit to the hospital by ambulance. I declined—not because I’m a tough guy, but because I didn’t need to go, and I wanted to know what was happening here at the scene.

Lauren Gilchrist, the chief deputy with the Blanco County Sheriff’s Office, took my initial statement in her unmarked unit near the front of the property. I’d met her once before, after Mia’s ex-boyfriend Garlen Gieger had chased me out to this area in his BMW and wound up rolling it. I found Gilchrist competent and professional then, and she hadn’t changed.

“Where’s Tasha?” I asked her.

“With another deputy.”

“Erielle?”

“They took her to the hospital. Her blood pressure was really elevated, but I’m sure she’ll be fine. Now tell me what happened.”

I tried to give her a quick summary, but when she realized how complicated the situation was, she took me into Johnson City for a full interview with her and the sheriff, Bobby Garza. I answered everything as truthfully and completely as I could, but since they knew nothing about this case, it took nearly five hours. When the questions became repetitive and I had nothing to add, I politely said I was done. They could call me later or come see me in Austin if I hadn’t given them enough. By then it was dark and chilly outside, with a light rain falling.

I’d called Mia before the interview and told her I was fine. Told her not to worry about anything she might see on TV. It wasn’t as bad as it might appear. And, besides, I was fine. It appeared Caleb Dimmick was dead, and probably Weldon Daughdril, too, but did I mention I was fine?

She was waiting in the Mustang when I walked outside at 8:13 p.m.

When I got into the car, she began to cry, and she didn’t stop for ten minutes. I just held her and waited.
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I learned the next morning that they’d found the remnants of Weldon Daughdril’s body. My understanding was that it was in pieces. He’d been too close to the lab and hadn’t had a chance.

A day later, after they’d sifted through the burned-out shell of the motorhome, I learned they’d found nothing of Caleb Dimmick except bone fragments. He had essentially been cremated.

They also found the barrel of a sawed-off 12-gauge shotgun, and that might’ve explained why Caleb hadn’t reached the driver’s seat within five seconds, as I’d instructed. Had he been looking for that weapon, hoping he could still take me out? Dumb, but possible.

Fire department investigators were still trying to determine the cause of the explosion. Yes, it was a meth lab, but most explosions happen during the cooking process. Still, any open containers of the various chemicals used in meth production could have filled the RV with dangerous vapors. Or if two chemicals accidentally mixed together, that could create an explosion.

How had JD managed to drive the lab for forty miles without incident, whereas Caleb had somehow set off an explosion within fifteen seconds of entering? What had he done in there? I had another wild-ass theory, and it goes like this: After Caleb and Weldon learned that JD had stolen the lab, JD rigged some sort of simple booby-trap, like a string at ankle height that might tip over a couple of bottles.

Then, if he and Caleb and Weldon came to some sort of agreement about the lab, he’d warn them about the booby-trap. If they killed him, well, the trap would be waiting when they finally figured out where the lab was. Was I right? No idea. Would I ever know? Probably not.
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Four more days passed and Heidi let me know they’d just released a payment in the amount of $3,000,000 to Motorcycle Mania. That covered the $2,000,000 policy on Malcolm Shaw and $1,000,000 on Caleb Dimmick.

Caleb was not a beneficiary on the policy covering Shaw, and since there was no evidence his father Frankie had anything to do with the murder, there was no fraud involved. Heidi had known this was a possibility from the start.

That evening, Mia finally asked me to tell her what happened at the cabin, so I did, and I left nothing out. I kept it short and factual. I didn’t gloss over the danger. When I was done, Mia stood up, kissed me on the forehead, and went about her day without another word about it.

The next day, Ruelas called just before noon. Sometimes, after a case like this, he would treat me with grudging respect and even share some information. It usually lasted a week or two, then he was back to his usual douchebag self.

“This is all between me and you for now,” he said. “We’ll be talking to the media soon.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not kidding around. It goes no further.”

“You’ve got my word.” And I meant it.

The Travis County Sheriff’s Office had been working closely with the Austin Police Department, the Blanco County Sheriff’s Office, and the Llano County Sheriff’s Office to nail down the facts of the multiple cases surrounding Caleb Dimmick and his crew of miscreants.

Ruelas said, “These three guys were idiots, but they ran a fairly tight ship. They used Snapchat, so all their messages got deleted as soon as they viewed them. We got hundreds of phone calls between the three of them, but so what? That doesn’t help, either, and they never left any voicemails worth a damn. We’ve got a bunch of calls between JD and some numbers that can’t be identified, so we’re talking burner phones. We haven’t identified any of those and I doubt we will, but you can bet most of those are his customers, the street-level dealers.”

That, of course, was why the cops were putting so much effort into investigating the dead men—to identify their buyers and attempt to make some arrests. I’m sure it was frustrating for Ruelas and the other investigators involved to hit this dead end.

“Have you searched the ranch in Llano?”

“Of course, and you know what we found?”

“The head of Alfredo Garcia?”

“Nothing. Apparently everything was in the RV, and that burned like a damn Roman candle. Hell, I don’t need to tell you. I mean, sure, we can prove it was a meth lab, but beyond that, we don’t know where they got the ingredients or who their buyers were. We can’t pull fingerprints or DNA to try to figure out who else might’ve been in there, if anybody.”

“Daughdril had a lot of game cameras hidden around the place,” I said.

“Yep, and if you like seeing a bunch of deer and raccoons, you’re in luck. Otherwise, it’s just the three of them, and none of the cameras were aimed at the lab itself. They weren’t that stupid. And they certainly weren’t dumb enough to do any dealing at the ranch itself.”

I could hear Mia in the kitchen preparing lunch. But she was preparing more than that. She was preparing herself for the conversation we needed to have. Based on the nonverbal cues I’d picked up this morning, it was coming soon. Maybe tonight, or tomorrow, or later this week. I wasn’t sure exactly what she was going to say, but I had a hunch, and my heart ached just thinking about it.

“What about their homes?”

“Okay, that’s where we had some luck. We found a suitcase in Caleb Dimmick’s attic with forty-seven thousand bucks in it. Weldon Daughdril had a hidden compartment in his closet with about fifty grand tucked away, and JD had about twenty-four thousand stashed in his freezer.”

“Cold cash,” I said.

“Hilarious. We found some documents in Dimmick’s place that told us he was trying to buy a bar out on Lake Travis.”

“To launder the money.”

“That’d be my guess. We’re about to start digging deeper into their financial records, so we’ll see where that goes.”

Caleb, Weldon, and JD had probably realized pretty quickly it was difficult to spend abundant quantities of cash without being able to explain where you got it.

“Where does Erielle stand?” I asked.

Last I knew, she had refused all interviews through her attorney, hired by Tasha, just as she’d promised. Everyone—including a pathological liar—deserves a competent defense. However, that hadn’t stopped Tasha from giving a full statement to the police, just as I had, right after the lab explosion. She wanted her sister to have good representation, but she wasn’t willing to hamper the police investigation by remaining silent. Too many people had died. The truth needed to come out.

“She still isn’t talking, so we’ve basically got nothing on her. We can’t prove she saw JD get killed, or that she knew JD stole the lab, or that she was extorting Caleb to give it back. All we got is you and Tasha telling us what Erielle said, but her lawyer says she recants all of it. Says Erielle was just making stuff up to get you off her back. She was scared, not in her right mind, blah, blah, blah.”

“Did Erielle call Caleb a couple of hours before the explosion?” I asked.

The cynical part of me was wondering if any of this mattered. Everyone involved, except for Erielle, was dead. Even if Erielle was willing to repeat everything to the police, that wouldn’t help them build a case against anyone who bought meth from Caleb and his crew.

“She did.”

“Did she text him a photo of the RV shortly after that?”

“Yep.”

“Do you believe everything she told Tasha and me is true?”

“It doesn’t matter what I believe, it matters what we can prove.”

“Come on—live a little. What does your gut tell you?”

“I’d say most of her account sounds about right, except she wasn’t there when Malcolm got killed, so that’s all secondhand from JD—and that brings us to Landon Coyt.”

“What about him?”

“I saved that for last because I figure you deserve a little good news about that.”

“I agree. You got some?”
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AFTER MIA AND I had finished a quiet lunch on the patio, we stayed in our chairs for a few minutes, enjoying a beautiful day.

I said, “Ruelas gave me some good news earlier...if you want to hear it.”

“Of course I do.”

“That Taurus thirty-eight Landon Coyt was carrying in Zilker? The owner finally realized it had been stolen out of his truck and he reported it. That allowed both Ruelas and Randy Wolfe to get a search warrant for Coyt’s apartment. The nice thing is, Coyt is still in a rehab hospital, so he hasn’t had a chance to go home and get rid of anything. They found another stolen gun hidden under his bed—a Smith and Wesson ten-millimeter revolver. Not a very common gun—but the same kind that was used to kill Malcolm Shaw.”

Mia looked at me and arched an eyebrow hopefully.

I said, “They did some tests and it matched up. That was the murder weapon. They also found a pair of leather riding pants with tiny little blood droplets on them. Same blood type as Shaw—O negative—so they’re doing some DNA testing. They’ll know for sure in a couple of weeks.”

Now Mia was shaking her head. “If Coyt killed Shaw, why did JD tell Erielle he did it?”

“We can only guess. Maybe he was trying to impress her. At one point, talking to me, she referred to JD as a pussy. If she talked that way to his face, maybe he was trying to regain her respect. Show her he was a tough guy.”

“Okay, so how did JD know that Malcolm Shaw raped Shauna Goodwin?”

“Ruelas thinks Caleb might’ve tried to get JD to kill Malcolm, just as Erielle said, so he told JD about the rape to get him stoked up. Maybe JD agreed at first, but then he balked. So then Caleb got his old pal Landon to do it instead, which explains the meeting at Home Depot two days before Malcolm was killed. They also found nine thousand dollars and change in Coyt’s apartment. Ruelas thinks that was payment from Caleb.”

It was possible some of that cash was up-front payment for killing Erielle and me, but we’d probably never know.

After Ruelas had told me about these developments with Coyt, I’d asked him about Shauna Goodwin. The day after the lab explosion, I’d given him a copy of the secret video from my visit to the dealership.

Ruelas had said, “She ain’t talking, either. Nobody else is talking, except Raine Turner, and she’s helpful, but she only knows so much. If Malcolm Shaw raped Shauna, well, there’s not a lot we can do about it now, is there? Can’t arrest a dead guy. Shauna doesn’t have anything to gain by talking about it, except maybe an ex-husband, because he’d hear about her thing with Caleb.”

“You agree she didn’t know anything about the drug ring or the murders?”

“Based on your recording, yeah, and the interview she gave after Shaw was killed.”

“And you agree that the rape was the reason Caleb shot Malcolm the first time, and why he got Coyt to finish the job?”

“Sure looks that way. We’ve got no evidence of any other motive.”

Now, to Mia, I said, “Ruelas said Coyt isn’t talking. He might, when he hears everything they have on him—especially if the DNA on those leather riding pants comes back to Malcolm Shaw.”

“I’m glad it’s over,” Mia said, and that’s all.

“Me, too,” I said.

The sun had moved past an oak limb and was now bathing us in its warm rays.

We sat quietly for several minutes, and I wondered when we’d have the conversation. In a few minutes? Tonight? Next week?

It was coming soon—and I think I knew where it would take us.

She couldn’t handle it anymore, and I couldn’t blame her. Look what I had brought into her life. How could I expect her to live like this?

She would say we needed to postpone the wedding.

Then she would tell me, oh so gently, that she needed space. Time to think. And it wouldn’t be an excuse. It would be the truth. She did need those things. She deserved them, and I would give them to her, because I loved her.

So I would move out of her house.

As the days and weeks passed, she would realize that even though she loved me, she couldn’t stay with me.

She would take a piece of me with her, but I would wish her well. I would wish her love and happiness and peace of mind.

It would be the hardest thing I’d ever done, but I would do it, and after a hell of a long time, I would begin to heal.

I turned to look at her—to take her in—and the idea that she might not always be here, right beside me, was like a dagger piercing my heart.

She felt me looking and turned toward me.

“You okay?” she said.

“Do we need to talk?” I asked, my voice husky with emotion. I didn’t want her to put it off just to spare me the pain.

“About what?”

“Anything,” I said.

She smiled. A moment passed.

“No,” she said. “Not right now.”

She put her hand out, so I clasped it in mine, then turned my face toward the sun.
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BY THE TIME Red O’Brien finished his thirteenth beer, he could hardly see through his rifle scope. Worse yet, his partner, Billy Don Craddock, was doing a lousy job with the spotlight.

“Dammit, Billy Don, we ain’t hunting raccoons,” Red barked. “Get that light out of the trees and shine it out in the pastures where it will do me some good.”

Billy Don mumbled something unintelligible, kicked some empty beer cans around on the floorboard of Red's old Ford truck, and then belched loudly from way down deep in his three-hundred-pound frame. That was his standard rebuttal anytime Red got a little short with him. The spotlight, meanwhile, continued to illuminate the canopy of a forty-foot Spanish oak.

Red cussed him again and pulled the rifle back in the window. Every time they went on one of these poaching excursions, Red had no idea how he managed to get a clean shot. After all, poaching white-tailed deer was serious business. It called for stealth and grace, wits and guile. It had been apparent to Red for years that Billy Don came up short in all of these departments.

“Turn that friggin’ light off and hand me a beer,” Red said.

“Don't know what we’re doing out here on a night like this anyhow,” Billy Don replied as he dug into the ice chest for two fresh Keystones. “Moon ain’t up yet. All the big ones will be bedded down till it rises. Any moron knows that.”

Red started to say that Billy Don was an excellent reference for gauging what a moron may or may not know. But he thought better of it, being that Billy Don weighed roughly twice what Red did. Not to mention that Billy Don had quite a quick temper after his first twelve-pack.

“Billy Don, let me ask you something. Someone walked into your bedroom shining a light as bright as the sun in your face, what’s the first thing you’d do?”

“Guess I’d wag my pecker at ’em,” Billy Don said, smiling. He considered himself quite glib.

“Okay,” Red said patiently, “then what’s the second thing you’d do?”

“I’d get up and see what the hell’s going on.”

“Damn right!” Red said triumphantly. “Don’t matter if the bucks are bedded down or not. Just roust ’em with that light and we’ll get a shot. But remember, we won’t find any deer up in the treetops.”

Billy Don gave a short snort in reply.

Red popped the top on his new beer, revved the Ford, and started on a slow crawl down the quiet county road. Billy Don grabbed the spotlight and leaned out the window, putting some serious strain on the buttons of his overalls, as he shined the light back over the hood of the Ford to Red’s left. They had gone about half a mile when Billy Don stirred.

“Over there!”

Red stomped the brakes, causing his Keystone to spill and run down into his crotch. He didn’t even notice. Billy Don was spotlighting an oat field a hundred yards away, where two dozen deer grazed. Among them, one of the largest white-tailed bucks either of them had ever seen. “Fuck me nekkid,” Red whispered.

“Jesus, Red! Look at that monster.”

Red clumsily stuck the .270 Winchester out the window, banging the door frame and the rearview mirror in the process. The deer didn’t even look their way. Red raised the rifle and tried to sight in on the trophy buck, but the deer had other things in mind.

While all the other deer were grazing in place, the buck was loping around the oat field in fits and starts, running in circles. He bounced, he jumped, he spun. Red and Billy Don had never seen such peculiar behavior.

“Somethin’s wrong with that deer,” Billy Don said, using his keen knowledge of animal behavioral patterns.

“Bastard won’t hold still! Keep the light on him!” Red said.

“I’ve got him. Just shoot. Shoot!”

Red was about to risk a wild shot when the buck finally seemed to calm down. Rather than skipping around, it was now walking fast, with its nose low to the ground. The buck approached a large doe partially obscured behind a small cedar tree and, with little ceremony, began to mount her.

Billy Don giggled, the kind of laugh you’d expect from a schoolgirl, not a flannel-clad six-foot-six cedar-chopper. “Why, I do believe it’s true love.”

Red sensed his chance, took a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger. The rifle bellowed as orange flame leapt out of the muzzle and licked the night, and then all was quiet.

The buck, and the doe of his affections, crumpled to the ground while the other deer scattered into the brush. Seconds passed. And then, to the chagrin of the drunken poachers, the huge buck climbed to his hooves, snorted twice, and took off. The doe remained on the ground.

“Dammit, Red! You missed.”

“No way! It was a lung shot. I bet it went all the way through. Grab your wirecutters.”

Knowing that a wounded deer can run several hundred yards or more, both men staggered out of the truck, cut their way through the eight-foot deerproof fence, and proceeded over to the oat field.

Each man had a flashlight and was looking feverishly for traces of blood, when they heard a noise.

“What the hell was that?” Billy Don asked.

“Shhh.”

Then another sound. A moaning, from the wounded doe lying on the ground.

Billy Don was spooked. “That’s weird, Red. Let’s get outta here.”

Red shined his light on the wounded animal twenty yards away. “Hold on a second. What the hell’s wrong with its hide? It looks all loose and...” He was about to approach the deer when they both heard something they’d never forget.

The doe clearly said, “Help me.”

Without saying a word, both men scrambled back toward the fence. For the first time in his life, Billy Don Craddock actually outran somebody.

Seconds later, the man in the crudely tailored deer costume could hear the tires squealing as the truck sped away.

~
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Just as Red and Billy Don were sprinting like boot-clad track stars, a powerful man was in the middle of a phone call. Unfortunately for the man, Roy Swank, it was hard to judge his importance by looking at him. In fact, he looked a lot like your average pond frog. Round, squat body. Large, glassy eyes. Bulbous lips in front of a thick tongue. And, of course, the neck—or rather, the lack of one. It was as if his head sat directly on his sloping shoulders. His voice was his best feature, deep and charismatic.

Roy Swank had relocated to a large ranch southwest of Johnson City, Texas, five years ago, after a successful (although intentionally anonymous) career lobbying legislators in Austin. The locals who knew or cared what a lobbyist was never really figured out what Swank lobbied for. Few people ever had, because Swank was the type of lobbyist who always conducted business in the shadows of a back room, rarely putting anything down on paper. But he and the entities he represented had the kind of resources and resourcefulness that could sway votes or help introduce new legislation. So when the rumors spread about Swank’s retirement, the entire state political system took notice—although there were as many people relieved as disappointed.

After lengthy consideration (his past had to be weighed carefully—life in a county full of political enemies might be rather difficult), Swank purchased a ten-thousand-acre ranch one hour west of Austin. Swank was actually planning on semi-retirement; the ranch was a successful cattle operation and he intended to maintain its sizable herd of Red Brangus. He had even kept the former owner on as foreman for a time.

But without the busy schedule of his previous career, Swank became restless. That is, until he rediscovered one of the great passions he enjoyed as a young adult: deer hunting. The hunting bug bit, and it bit hard. He spent the first summer on his new ranch building deer blinds, clearing brush in prime hunting areas, distributing automatic corn and protein feeders, and planting food plots such as oats and rye. It paid off the following season, as Swank harvested a beautiful twelve-point buck with a twenty-two-inch spread that tallied 133 Boone & Crockett points, the scoring standard for judging trophy bucks. Not nearly as large as the world-renowned bucks in South Texas, but a very respectable deer for the Hill Country. Several of his closest associates joined him on the ranch and had comparable success.

Swank, never one to do anything in moderation, decided that his ranch could become one of the most successful hunting operations in Texas. By importing some key breeding stock from South Texas and Mexico, and then following proper game-management techniques, Swank set out to develop a herd of whitetails as large and robust—and with the same jaw-dropping trophy antlers—as their southern brethren.

He had phenomenal success. After all, money was no object, and the laws and restrictions that regulated game importation and relocation melted away under Swank’s political clout. After four seasons, not only was his ranch (the Circle S) known throughout the state for trophy deer, he had actually started a lucrative business exporting deer to other ranches around the nation.

Swank was tucked away obliviously in his four-thousand-square-foot ranch house, on the phone to one of his most valued customers, at the same moment Red O'Brien blasted unsuccessfully at a large buck in Swank's remote southern pasture.

“They went out on the trailer today,” Swank said in his rich timbre. He was sitting at a large mahogany desk in an immense den. A fire burned in the huge limestone fireplace, despite the warm weather. He cradled the phone with his shoulder as he reached across the desk, grabbed a bottle of expensive scotch and poured himself another glass. “Four of them. But the one you’ll be especially interested in is the ten-pointer,” Swank said as he went on to describe the “magnificent beast.”

Swank grunted a few times, nodding. “Good. Yes, good.” Then he hung up. Swank had a habit of never saying good-bye.

By the time he finished his conversation, a man who sounded just like Red O’Brien had already made an anonymous call to 911.

~ ~ ~
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