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CHAPTER 1

The receptionist was a slender blonde in her early thirties with a cute face and a bright smile.

“Can I help you?” she said.

“Jim Snow and Alice James to see Gary Hampton,” Snow said.

The woman’s smile faded. Her eyes widened. “Oh! Excuse me just a minute.” She jumped up from behind her desk and hurried down the corridor where she disappeared inside one of the offices, closing the door behind her.

“That was strange,” Alice said. “I hope this firm doesn’t have anything against black, female investigators.” She folded her arms. Alice was a tall, slender African American woman, forty-four years old, with full lips, big eyes, and high cheek bones. Her hair was styled in a page boy and she wore a grey, pinstripe skirt suit.

Snow turned his head to her. “Maybe it’s me. I don’t have a snozzberry hanging out of my nose, do I?”

Alice looked at him. Five years older than Alice, Snow was six-three with a muscular build and disheveled brown hair that was thinning on top. He wore a white polo shirt and rumpled khaki slacks.

“Your hair could use combing,” she said.

“It’s windy outside,” Snow said. He pulled his comb out and ran it through his hair. “How’s that?”

Alice peered down the empty corridor. “Better,” she said.

A few minutes later the receptionist emerged from the office, followed by a man in his fifties wearing black suit pants, a white shirt and a gold tie. Of medium build, he had thick black hair combed back.

“I’m sorry for making you wait,” the receptionist said. “This is Gary.”

They shook hands all around.

“Why don’t we talk in my office,” Hampton said.

He led Snow and Alice down the corridor to his office and gestured toward the two straight back chairs across from his desk. “Have a seat,” he said.

Behind the desk was a large bookcase filled with law books, and various other works including an entire shelf dedicated to hardcover mystery novels. To the right of the desk, mounted on the wall was a large, framed photograph of a 1960s green, Ford Mustang Fastback parked in a driveway in front of a closed garage door. On the opposite wall was a smaller framed photograph of a dog wearing a bow tie and sunglasses, holding a martini in his paw. Snow wondered if the photos were an expression of Hampton’s artistic taste, or an attempt to lull his clients into a relaxed state, feeling they were in someone’s multifunctional man cave.

Alice and Snow sat down and watched Hampton settle into his leather chair.

“I don’t believe I’ve had the opportunity to work with either of you before,” Hampton said.

“How did you hear of us?” Alice asked.

Hampton forced a smile. “To be honest with you, it was a screw up. One of our regular investigators just announced his retirement, and the other guy is on vacation. There’s another investigator I’ve used in the past with a name similar to yours—I think it’s Jones or something like that. So, I asked my assistant to get ahold of him and see if he’s available. She neglected to look him up in the database and called you guys by mistake. She didn’t realize her error until you showed up just now.” He shook his head and chuckled. “I can’t fire her, because we’re living together. You know how that works.” He held up his hands. “But, not to worry. I checked your website while you were waiting in the lobby, and your background looks quite impressive. I noticed you both have experience in homicide and that’s sort of what we’re looking for.”

Snow raised an eyebrow. “Sort of?”

“Have you handled any homicide investigations on your own?”

“You mean since we left Metro?” Alice asked.

“Yes,” Hampton said.

“Yes,” Snow said.

“How many?”

“A dozen or so,” Alice said.

“And how many of those did you solve?”

Alice thought for a moment. “Eight or nine.”

Hampton nodded. “That’s pretty good.”

“It’s a small sample size,” Snow reasoned. “If our next dozen were to go unsolved, that would be a lousy clearance rate. Of course, if we cleared all of the next dozen homicides after that, we’d be looking pretty good again.”

Hampton stared at Snow without speaking for a moment.

“Jim has an interest in statistics,” Alice chimed in. “He used to be a professional poker player.”

“Interesting,” Hampton said. “Was that before you joined the force, Jim?”

Snow shook his head. “After. I honed my skills at poker while I was working in Homicide. After a few years at it, I decided I was good enough to do it full time, so I took my twenty year retirement and supplemented my pension with my poker winnings.”

Hampton smiled. “That’s amazing. Why did you give it up?”

“The best reason in the world,” Snow said.

Hampton’s smile broadened. “A woman?”

“A six-month losing streak. It depleted my confidence and my bankroll. The woman came along afterwards and bailed me out. She offered me a partnership in a detective agency which we developed together. But I have to admit, she’s done most of the heavy thinking. She’s brilliant.”

“That’s quite a complement.” Hampton shifted his gaze to Alice. “And what do you have to say about Jim?”

“He has his moments,” Alice said, smiling amiably.

Hampton chuckled. “I won’t ask you to qualify that. I don’t like putting people on the spot outside of the courtroom.” He leaned back in his chair. “My only concern with investigators who gained most of their experience from Metro is that some of them tend to bring the bad habits they learned on the force with them when they strike out on their own.”

Snow slid his butt forward into his usual slouching position in his chair. “What kind of bad habits are you talking about, Gary?”

“Detectives focusing all of their efforts on closing cases without any regard for the people they help to wrongly convict. The impression I’ve gotten, over the years, is that homicide detectives are nothing more than high-pressure salesmen working to coerce confessions out of suspects using unscrupulous tactics.”

“What sort of tactics are those, Gary?” Alice asked.

“High pressure tactics. Buddying up to the suspect, making him believe, if he implicates someone else, he’ll get to go home. It could force the subject to lie just so he can get out of there.”

“You think otherwise he’d tell the truth?” Snow said. “Everybody lies. Suspects lie. Witnesses lie—for all kinds of ridiculous reasons. It’s like everybody has something to hide, which might have nothing to do with the crime. I’ve interviewed witnesses who didn’t want to tell me about the murders they observed because they didn’t want anyone to know they were driving past the scene of the crime, looking for prostitutes or something else illicit. They were in a neighborhood that would be difficult to explain to their spouses. I think, if the victims could come back from the dead, they’d lie too—for one reason or another.”

Hampton nodded. “People tend to be human.”

“But I understand what you’re saying,” Snow continued. “Alice and I don’t work that way. I didn’t work that way when I was in Homicide. I don’t think Alice did either. We’re not interested in clearing cases.”

“Jim means that we work hard to solve them.”

“That’s what I want to hear,” Hampton said. “And I can help you get started on this case by telling you to forget about my client as a suspect. You can cross him off your list.”

Snow pulled his spiral notebook out of his back pocket. “What’s his name? I need to write it down, so I can cross it off.”

Alice sighed. “Have you ever had a client you thought was guilty?”

“Sure, “Hampton said. “After they confess. If that doesn’t happen, I try not to judge them. That is for the jury, should the case go to trial. My job is to defend them.”

“Then what makes you think this client is innocent?”

“He’s a friend,” Hampton said. “I’ve known him all my life. I also knew the victim all my life. They were brothers. We grew up together in a little town in South Dakota.”

“What’s the name of it?” Snow asked.

“Ardus.”

“Never heard of it.”

“It’s in the wheat belt in the north central part of the state near the North Dakota border. When I was born, the population was less than a hundred. I think now it’s less than a dozen.”

“Just enough for a weekly poker game,” Snow said. “I can relate to that—I grew up in a small town in Minnesota.”

Hampton looked at Alice. “Where are you from, Alice?”

“Detroit,” she replied.

“That’s a tough place to live.”

She frowned. “It didn’t used to be.”

“Were you working in law enforcement back there?”

She shook her head. “I moved to Los Angeles to become a model. When that career dried up, I moved here to work as a cocktail waitress. From there I got into casino security and then Metro.” She tipped her head to the side. “How about you, Gary? How did you end up in Vegas?”

Hampton laughed. “It seems like everybody who lives here has a story to tell. It’s hard to believe there are two million people living here now. I got my law degree at the University of South Dakota in Vermillion. Las Vegas seemed like an exciting place to live for a young guy fresh out of law school, so I moved here, got a job with a reputable firm, and passed the bar exam on the first try.”

“Congratulations,” Snow said. “I think you picked the right city. There’s a lot of crime here.”

“There are worse places. It’s not so bad living here, if you don’t mind the heat and the lack of greenery. Sometimes I wish I’d stayed in South Dakota.”

“I don’t there’s much green there either.”

“There is in the Black Hills,” Hampton said. “Rapid City is right on the fringe of the Black Hills National Forest.”

“I know,” Snow said. “We used to drive there for vacation every summer.”

Hampton nodded. “It’s beautiful country. I’m planning to retire there.”

“Have you already bought the place?”

“No,” Hampton said. “It’s fifteen hundred miles from here. Now, if I were working in Rapid City, I could drive there on weekends. But I would have to pass the bar for South Dakota and reestablish my practice there.” He sighed. “Well, you know what they say: The other side of the fence always looks better.”

“Unless you’re looking over the fence into a graveyard,” Snow quipped. “So, what’s the victim’s name?”

“Curt Hund,” Hampton said. “His brother’s name is Lee.”

Snow scribbled. “They’re both residents of Las Vegas?”

Hampton shook his head. “Rapid City, South Dakota. They went into business together about five years after Curt graduated from high school.”

“Curt’s the older brother?” Alice asked.

Hampton nodded. “Lee is two years younger than Curt. He’s my age. They bought a dilapidated motel in Rapid City on a shoe string with the intention of flipping it. But, after they finished fixing it up, they decided to run it instead of selling it. They expanded from there, buying other motels and became quite successful.”

“Where did they get the money to buy the first motel?” Alice asked.

“Their father loaned it to them. He was a good guy. He worked as a long-haul trucker. He was seldom home, but he made sure his wife and boys were provided for.”

“Are the father and mother still alive?”

“No. Their mother died of cancer in her early seventies. Their father passed away from a heart attack a few months later.”

“Their folks were still living in Ardus when they kicked the bucket?” Snow asked.

“No. The boys bought them a nice home in Rapid City. They retired there.”

Snow straightened in his chair and looked at his notes. “What were these two brothers doing here in Vegas?”

“They organized an extended family reunion. They own the Wagon Wheel Motel on Fremont Street and they offered to put the attendees up there for twenty-five bucks a night from Friday through Labor Day.”

“How many people showed up?”

“A few dozen in the Hund extended family,” Hampton said. “And a few dozen friends of theirs who wanted to come. They had a banquet yesterday evening to kick-off the reunion at the Sunrise Gardens and it looked to me like there were seventy or eighty people in attendance there.”

Snow turned his head to Alice. “What day is this?”

“Saturday.”

Snow scribbled some more. “It’s hard to keep them straight. Seems like we work seven days a week now.”

“Are you sure you’ll have time for this investigation?” Hampton asked.

“Oh, sure,” Alice said. “We don’t have anything else that’s pressing, so we can give this our full attention.”

Snow looked up from his notes. “When was this Curt Hund murdered?”

Hampton sighed. “The body was discovered this morning. Apparently, a neighbor noticed his front door was wide open, so he went across the street to investigate. He rang the doorbell, but nobody responded, so he went inside and looked around. He went up to the master bedroom and found Curt in bed with gunshots to his chest.”

Alice glanced at Snow, then leveled her gaze on Hampton. “Why does Lee Hund believe that he needs a lawyer?”

“The detectives were working him over pretty hard in the interrogation room. He told me they’re convinced he killed his brother. So, he called me.”

“That may or may not be the case,” Alice said. “It’s not easy trying to get to the truth. Their methods can make everyone feel like they’re the main suspect. Who is the lead detective on the case?”

Hampton sat up straight and looked at the legal pad on his desk. “Nelson Banner,” he said. “You know him?”

Alice and Snow looked at each other and shook their heads.

“I was told Banner’s partner is on medical leave, so the squad leader is working with him until the guy returns. The squad leader’s name is Marcia Stevens.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Snow muttered.

“You know her, I take it.”

“She was my partner before I quit the force.”

“It sounds like you’re not impressed with her.”

Snow nodded. “She’s a piece of work. She tried to get me charged with the murder of one of my poker buddies years ago.”

“What made her think you did it?” Hampton asked.

“She knew I didn’t do it,” Snow said. “She’s just mean.”

“I certainly got that impression of her,” Hampton agreed.

“So, they promoted her to Sergeant,” Alice added. “How did this Nelson Banner impress you?”

Hampton shrugged. “I didn’t talk to them for long. He seemed to me like a ladies’ man, like he’s play-acting in a Hollywood detective series.”

“Why do they think Lee murdered his brother?”

Hampton sighed again and leaned back slightly. “There’s been a little trouble in the family. Curt Hund and his wife split up, and she and Lee sort of fell into it with each other.”

“Lee was having an affair with his brother’s wife before the separation?”

“No, I believe that happened after the break up. I think Lee was consoling her and got carried away.”

“What caused the split?” Snow asked.

“Curt found out a few months ago that he has an illegitimate son by the name of Ross Hedrick living here in Las Vegas. That must have put a little strain on the marriage. Beth Hund is a tough but fair-minded woman, but she has her quirks. I’m sure Curt was attracted to her personality and that’s why he married her. He seemed to like women with grit. Although they were only twenty-two when they got married, so hormones may have been more of a factor. Beth has always been attractive. Anyway, I heard Beth bribed Ross to stay away from her and Curt.”

“Why?”

“She found out that Ross served a little prison time for auto theft years ago. I think that started eating at her and she started seeing him differently. Beth has never been fond of anyone’s offspring—even when they haven’t served time.”

“Curt and Beth never had any kids together?”

“No. So apparently, Curt found out about Beth telling his only son to get lost and that was probably the final straw. But there could have been more to it than that.”

Alice and Snow exchanged a look.

To Hampton, Alice said, “That’s an interesting story but it doesn’t sound like there is any strong motive for murder for any of these people.”

Hampton shook his head. “No. I don’t think it does either. I believe it’s the incident at the banquet that leads the detectives to believe that Lee killed his brother.”

“What happened at the banquet?” Snow asked.

“Curt was standing at the podium delivering his monologue to the attendees and Lee threw a peanut at him. Hit him right between the eyes, just above the rim of his glasses. Could have put an eye out.”

“How could he have put an eye out if he was wearing glasses?” Snow inquired.

“Just a figure of speech I grew up with in Campbell County, South Dakota,” Hampton said.

Snow nodded. He’d grown up with the same figure of speech in Minnesota.

“What provoked Lee to throw the peanut?” Alice said.

“Curt had been drinking more than he should have,” Hampton said. “He told everyone that he’d investigated the Hund ancestry and discovered that they all came from Russia.”

“Jesus,” Snow muttered.

“What’s wrong with that?” Alice asked.

Snow looked at her and suddenly realized for the first time in years that part of her world view must be different than his. “Probably nothing,” he said.

“We all thought we came directly from Germany,” Hampton declared. “Not that that’s anything to be proud of, when you consider world history. Around the time I was born, in the sixties, nobody wanted to be from Russia. We almost went to war with them back then.”

“It’s hard to believe Curt didn’t share his discovery with Lee before he announced it to the rest of the group,” Alice said.

“Oh, he did,” Hampton said. “But Lee told him to keep it to himself. And I wish he would have. Because now I’m wondering if my own ancestors came from Germany. My parents never talked about where their grandparents lived. I think, if the Hunds lived in Russia, my ancestors probably did too. Probably nearly everybody in Campbell County, South Dakota came from Russia I imagine. Although they did move to Russia from Germany. Curt said they lived in a German Colony and they didn’t associate with the Russians. Apparently, it was a bad situation so they finally all moved to the United States and settled in North and South Dakota.” He looked down at this desk and frowned.

“What happened after Lee threw the peanut?” Alice said.

“Curt gave him the finger,” Hampton said. “Then he sat down and we had more drinks.”

CHAPTER 2

He was sitting alone at a table in an elegant downtown bar on Fremont Street. Appearing to be in his mid-fifties, he was wearing a plaid shirt and khaki shorts. He was medium in height and weight with short brown hair. Though it was dark inside Wilmer’s Lounge, he wore sunglasses which appeared to be aimed at a full martini glass on the table in front of him. He was leaning slightly forward, gripping the stem of the glass with the fingers of his right hand.

As Alice and Snow approached him, he turned his head toward them, frowning.

“Lee Hund?” Snow asked.

He nodded slowly.

“I’m Jim Snow, and this is Alice James.” Snow gave a slight nod toward Alice. “Mind if we join you?”

“That’s the reason you’re here, isn’t it?” Hund gestured toward the wooden chair across from him.

Alice and Snow sat down.

“We’re sorry to hear about your brother,” Alice said.

He nodded solemnly and took a drink of the martini. “Thanks,” he said, setting the glass down softly.

Snow leaned forward and studied Hund’s pasty complexion. “Is there something wrong with your eyes, Lee?”

“No. Why?”

“Well, it’s fairly dark in here and you’re wearing sunglasses.”

“They’re prescription,” Hund said. “It’s bright as hell outside and I don’t like carrying two sets of glasses with me all the time.”

Snow nodded. “Were you wearing those when the detectives interviewed you?”

“No,” Hund said. “I didn’t want to look suspicious. I did my best to present myself in a cooperative, professional manner. I even looked them in the eye the whole time. But it didn’t make any difference. They had me pegged as their main suspect before I walked in the door.”

“Is that why you asked for a lawyer?” Alice said.

Hund sat back and spread his hands. “Of course. Why else? You think I’m guilty too?”

“It’s too early for us to think anything,” Alice said.

“Just as a matter of procedure, I need to ask you something,” Snow said.

“What’s that?”

“Did you kill your brother?”

“Hell, no,” he snapped. “What are you asking me that for? Gary told me you’re supposed to be on my side.”

“We are on your side, Lee,” Snow insisted. “But we need to be clear about this: We can’t do anything to help you if you lie to us—especially if you were involved in any way in your brother’s murder. Because eventually we’ll find out about it.”

“I’ve got nothing to hide—no reason to lie to anybody about anything.”

That sounds like the biggest lie of all, Snow thought. “Good,” he said. “That’s what we need to hear.”

“During your interview with the detectives,” Alice said, “did they tell you anything about the investigation—anything that might be helpful to us?”

Hund shook his head. “I got the impression they didn’t want me to know anything. But they did mention that he’d been shot in his bed and a neighbor discovered the body. I asked them what the neighbor was doing over there and the male detective told me Curt’s front door was open and the neighbor went over to investigate. After he blurted that out, the sergeant pretty much told him to shut up.”

“You’re referring to Sergeant Stevens?” Snow said.

Hund nodded and took another drink of his martini.

“Your attorney mentioned that you had an altercation with your brother during the banquet,” Alice said.

Hund nodded again. “I threw a peanut at him while he was standing at the lectern, giving his after-supper address.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t like his subject matter. Before he got up to talk, everybody was having a good time, laughing, getting acquainted, and rehashing memories. He got up there and started talking about his discovery that the South Dakota Hunds all came from Russia. Apparently, that came as a shock to everyone at the banquet, because when he blurted that out, everybody was staring at him with big eyes and their mouths hanging open. He also said that he believed, through his research on the internet, that nearly everybody who ever lived in Ardus, which is our hometown, and most of the people in that whole area of northern South Dakota migrated there from Russia in the late-1800s.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Alice asked.

Hund shrugged. “I didn’t think it was a big deal. In fact, I was impressed that our ancestors were a part of history.”

“Did you know about that before Curt announced it to the reunion guests?”

“Sure. He told me about it when he found out. He said that Russia won a bunch of land in a war and they couldn’t get their own citizens to move there, because it was a shithole; probably a lot like the Indian reservations in South Dakota. So, they offered it to German citizens for free, if they were willing to move there. I guess our ancestors were poor, desperate, and stupid so they jumped at the opportunity. They helped establish the German colony of Worms in the early 1800s. They were stuck there for fifty years. They never learned to speak Russian and didn’t associate with anyone other than their own German people, so they were looked down upon by the Ruskies.”

“You say that everyone at the banquet was shocked when your brother broke the news about everyone coming from Russia,” Snow said. “You would think some of those people must have investigated their ancestors.”

“Maybe some of them did and kept their findings to themselves. But nobody I talked to ever did that. It’s costly and time-consuming.” Hund turned his sunglasses to Snow. “Have you ever investigated your ancestry?”

“No,” Snow replied. “But I’m from Minnesota.”

Alice chuckled.

Snow turned his head to her. “What’s so funny about that?”

“Nothing,” Alice said. “I guess it’s the just the way you said it.” She pushed up her shoulders and jerked her head back. “‘…I’m from Minnesota.’”

Snow smiled and shook his head. “My grandfather was Scottish and my grandmother was Norwegian. That’s all I know.”

“How did a Scottish man end up in Minnesota?” Alice wondered. “I thought everyone was Scandinavian in that state.”

“I don’t know,” Snow said. “I never asked him. Maybe he went fishing up there and met my grandmother—and she didn’t want to leave.”

Alice turned her gaze to Hund. “It sounds like life in those German colonies was an extremely difficult existence.”

“I’m pretty sure they were used to the hardship, after all the wars, poverty, and famine in Germany,” Hund said. “They had everything they needed to survive in that little colony; I guess it was kind of like living on an island of sorts.

“Eventually they found out about other Germans in some of the other colonies emigrating to the United States, and they followed them here. Our great grandfather, George Hund came over on a boat in 1884. He headed straight for South Dakota. I guess that was the sort of terrain he was used to.”

“Was he one of the founders of your hometown?”

“No, he settled in McPherson County. Our grandfather ended up in Ardus in the 1920s. I don’t think there were ever many people living there. When Curt and I were kids, the population of Ardus was less than a hundred. The members of our family were the only Hunds living in that town. The rest of the Hunds that came from Russia were scattered all along the border between North and South Dakota. Over the decades, most of them moved all over the country. Most of the reunion attendees are from outside of South Dakota.”

“That’s interesting,” Alice said. “I think it would be helpful if we could talk with the reunion guests. Would it be possible for us to get a list of them along with cell phone numbers?”

“I can leave that with the motel manager at the Wagon Wheel,” Hund said. “Just check with him for that and any other information you need.”

A waitress appeared and asked if they wanted to order.

Snow looked at Hund’s martini. He nodded at it. “I’ll have one of those.”

“Vodka or gin?” the waitress asked.

“Gin.”

“Any brand in particular?”

Snow turned his head to the waitress. “Whatever comes out of the spigot. I’m on a tight budget.”

“Olives?”

“Only if they’re free and they don’t occupy any of the space required by the gin.”

“Jim,” Alice protested. “We’re working.”

Snow glanced at his watch. “It’s 6:30 on a Saturday night. There would have to be something seriously wrong with anyone who doesn’t have a drink in front of them at this hour on a Labor Day weekend in Las Vegas. Besides, if you get me drunk enough, I might treat you to a nice dinner in a fancy restaurant down here.”

“I’m not up to a giant chili cheese dog at the Fremont Casino deli.”

“Something much nicer than that,” Snow insisted.

“You don’t know of anything nicer than that in downtown Las Vegas.”

“I’ll let you chose,” Snow said. “As long as it’s sensibly priced. Something in the price range of the prime rib at Silvey’s Steakhouse.”

Alice smiled. “In that case, I’ll have a glass of chardonnay. Something cheap; I’m on the same budget as Jim.”

The waitress giggled and walked away.

Snow leaned back in his chair and turned his gaze to Hund. “We’re so cheap, we just moved in together. I had to sell my house and donate my gym equipment to charity. Nobody wants to buy that kind of stuff used. Now I have to work out at a fitness center and there’s no place to go when we’re arguing other than the backyard or the garage.”

“Jim, we don’t argue,” Alice insisted. “We discuss things.”

Snow looked at her. “Well, at least you don’t scream and throw things at me like my two ex-wives.”

“You two are married?” Hund looked surprised behind his sunglasses.

“We’re living in sin,” Snow said. “I’m not getting married again. I no longer believe in the institution.”

Hund nodded. “I know what you mean.”

“What about you, Lee?” Snow asked. “You married?”

“I was,” he said. “She got tired of me and left.”

“Have you stayed in touch?” Alice asked.

He shook his head. “The last I heard, after the divorce, she moved to Texas.”

“Any kids?” Snow asked.

“No. We were only married three months.”

“That’s too bad. Are you involved with anybody now?”

Hund remained silent, his sunglasses fixed on Snow’s face.

“Nothing to be ashamed of,” Snow said. “Just like tumbleweeds in a storm, love rolls around all over the place.”

Alice shook her head and rolled her eyes.

Hund sighed. “I guess Gary told you. Curt’s wife Beth moved in with me. She’s a wonderful woman. She’s added a new dimension to my life that’s been missing for a lot of years.”

Snow wondered if he was referring to sex. “Did you have something going on with her before Curt and she split up?”

“No. I’m not that kind of person. I’ve always been a man of virtue. I just admired her qualities from a distance until after Curt moved out.”

“Have you talked to her since your brother’s passing?” Alice asked.

“I called her as soon as I was notified by the police this morning,” Hund replied. “Just before they took me down to the station for questioning.”

“Will she be coming to Las Vegas?”

“She’ll be flying out tomorrow morning.”

“Good,” Alice said. “We’ll need to talk to her.”

The waitress arrived with their drinks. She set them on the table and left.

Snow took a swallow of his martini, set it back down, and swirled the tiny olive-laden sword around to stir it. “Let’s get back to the peanut, Lee. You must have been pretty upset when you threw that at Curt.”

“A little,” Hund said. “I’ve thrown bigger things at him over the years. I threw a chair at him once.”

“Why?”

“I don’t even remember. We were always at odds with each other. You know how it is with brothers.”

“I never had one,” Snow said. “I only have a sister. I don’t know if we’ve ever been at odds; we pretty much stay away from each other.” Snow took another sip of his drink. “You ever hurt him?”

“No.”

“What caused most of the animosity between the two of you?” Alice said. “Just living too close together?”

“He was two years older than me,” Hund said. “He was bigger and stronger. I was really skinny. I didn’t start filling out until I got past thirty. I think he resented having to cart me around with him all the time while we were growing up. He wanted to be cool and I was just a scrawny twerp.

“There’s always been a big difference between us, other than size. He was tough, bold, and gutsy. He was the star running back on the football team. It usually took two or three guys to tackle him. Hund means ‘dog’ in German. Everybody called him Wolfman. When I was a freshman in high school, the upper classmen started calling me Wiener Dog. Wolfman and Wiener Dog, the Hund brothers. After a while they just called me Wiener for short. It’s a name that has followed me all throughout my adult life.”

“Why is that?” Alice asked.

“Because I get drunk and tell people about it. I do stupid things when I drink.”

“You don’t own the patent on that,” Snow muttered. He held up his glass in a toast and took a swallow. “What do you do for a living, Lee?”

“Curt and I were in business together. We own four motels in Rapid City—and the one motel down here—the Wagon Wheel.”

“That’s a nice motel,” Alice said. “It used to be rundown. Did you remodel it, or was that done by the previous owner before you bought it?”

“We did it after we bought it. We put a lot of money into it,” Hund said. “That was my idea. Curt pretty much wanted to leave it the way it was, but you can’t make much money catering to hookers and transients. And I wanted a nice place to stay when I come down here.”

“You didn’t ever stay with Curt at his residence?”

“Not very often. I went over there for supper and parties and stuff like that, but I never liked sleeping under the same roof with that asshole.”

“Why did you consider him an asshole?” Snow asked.

“He was an instigator. He was never happy with peace and quiet. He’d get bored and he’d feel the need to stir things up just to entertain himself. That’s why he gave that talk about the Hund family migration through Russia. Nobody wanted to hear about that. He loved seeing everyone all stirred up.”

“And that’s what happened?”

“Yeah. We were all jovial and full of good spirit when the evening began. After Curt finished his historical discourse and sat down, it was quiet for a few minutes and then everybody started arguing. That continued after the banquet ended and the party moved to Curt’s home in Summerlin.”

“Did you go to the party?”

“Of course. I think everybody did.”

“How was it?”

“It was alright after everyone calmed down. We transported everyone there and back to the motel with a limousine service we hired. Everyone appreciated that and Curt’s house is big and there’s a pool in the back.”

“How long did you stay?”

“A couple hours. I left around midnight.”

“Did you drive?”

“I have a rental car, but I rode in one of limousines to and from the party. I’d been drinking, and there was no sense driving. There wasn’t much of a wait for the limousines after the banquet. Leaving the party was a different matter. A lot of people were leaving around midnight.”

“Where did you go after you left the party?”

“Back to my room to crash. I was there the rest of the night.”

“Was your brother romantically involved with anyone?” Alice said.

“His girlfriend lives there with him at his home in Summerlin.”

“What’s his girlfriend’s name?”

“Hannah something…Hannah Lang.”

“Was she there at the banquet or the party?”

“Curt told me she’s visiting her family in Florida. He said she wouldn’t have felt comfortable at this reunion. He didn’t think she’d fit in.”

“Why?”

“She’s a former pole dancer.”

“How did he meet her?”

“At a strip club, of course,” Hund said. “She made quite a bit of money on the side performing pole dances in the bedroom, if you get my gist. Curt was spending a lot of money on her. He finally got tired of sharing her with the other clientele at the strip club and convinced her to quit. She moved in with him.”

“How long ago did that happen?” Snow said.

“It must be nine or ten months now that she’s been living with him. He’d been putting her through college at UNLV. He’d been hoping to give her a leg up to a more respectable career eventually—and he said she wanted that too.”

Alice and Snow exchanged a look.

Snow turned his eyes back to Hund. “How long had he known her?”

“Way before he and Beth split up. I don’t know how long, maybe a year. He bought the home in Summerlin so he and Hannah would have a love nest when he came down here. After she moved into it, it was a sweet deal for her.”

“Didn’t Beth ever come down here with him?”

“Beth doesn’t like flying unless she absolutely needs to, and she doesn’t like the desert.”

“Did Curt ever begin living here full time at some point?”

Hund shook his head. “He spent half his time down here after he met Hannah. He bought another home for himself in Rapid City after he moved out on Beth.”

Alice took a sip of wine. “Your attorney told us about Curt finding out about a son...”

Hund nodded. “Ross Hedrick.”

“Is he living in Curt’s home too?”

“No. He’s got an apartment somewhere.”

“What’s he like?” Snow asked.

“He seems like a nice enough guy. I never got to know him very well.”

“Was he at the banquet?”

“Yes, Curt was introducing him around. He was at the party too.”

“Do you know what time Ross left the party?”

He shook his head. “He may have still been there when I left, or he may have left before me. I don’t know.”

“Do you know if your brother had a will or any life insurance policies?” Alice said.

Hund shrugged. “I don’t know. We never talked about that sort of thing.”

Snow looked at Alice. She shook her head.

He picked up his drink and finished the last of it. Setting the glass down, he said, “That’s all we can think of for now, Lee. If we have any other questions, you mind if we call you?”

“I’m glad to help,” Hund said. “If it gets me off Metro Homicide’s list of suspects.” He picked up his drink and drained it.

“Well, try to relax. The truth has a way of working its way to the surface.”

“I’m not young enough or stupid enough to believe that’s always the case,” Hund said. “You expect me to be honest with you, yet you sit there and spew out all sorts of ridiculously optimistic bullshit.”

Snow nodded. “I’ll try to cut back on that. Alice has been setting a bad example for me in that regard.”

Alice laughed.

Hund stood up. “I’m leaving too. I’m going back to my room and lie down for a while. It’s been a rough day.”

Alice and Snow got up and followed Hund to the door.

Out on the sidewalk, Hund turned to offer handshakes. “I may sound a little brusque, but I’m not usually this way. This is a tough time for me.”

“We understand,” Alice said.

From the other side of Fremont Street, a woman hollered: “Hey!”

The three of them turned to see a tall, slender woman in her thirties with long, bleached blonde hair, a black miniskirt, and a red halter top. She was standing on the sidewalk, wiggling her fingers at them.

She blew them a kiss.

“Is that one of your friends, Jim?” Alice asked.

“Never seen her before,” Snow replied.

Alice and Snow looked at Hund.

Staring at the woman, he said, “I don’t know her either. She must have mistaken one of us for somebody else.”

“Hey, Wiener!” the woman yelled. “If you want more, you know where to find me! I’ll be around here all night, honey.”

“If that woman can help establish an alibi for you, Lee,” Snow said, “nobody needs to know the circumstances of your acquaintance with her.”

“I told you I left the party at midnight and went straight to my room where I spent the rest of the night—alone!” He put his head down and began walking briskly in the direction of the Wagon Wheel Motel.

“Well, that was interesting,” Snow said. “You want to talk to the hooker?”

“Sure, why not?” Alice said.

They looked both ways for traffic, then began to jog across the street.

Appearing startled, the woman turned and began to walk toward the Fremont Street Experience.

“Hey, can we talk to you for a minute?” Snow bellowed.

“Fuck you!” the woman hollered back over her shoulder.

“We’re not cops!” Snow said.

She stopped walking and spun around, with her hands on her hips. “Prove it.”

Walking up to her, Snow produced his wallet and extracted a business card from it. He handed it to the woman. She looked at it.

“We’re private detectives, investigating a homicide,” Snow said.

The woman’s gaze moved from the card in her hand to Snow’s face. “That guy you were talking to is a murder suspect?”

“He’s a person of interest,” Alice said.

“That means he’s a suspect,” the woman said. “Who did he murder? Some prostitute? You telling me I’m lucky to be alive?”

“Nothing like that,” Alice said. “We just need to establish an alibi for him. Were you with him last night?”

She folded her arms. “I’m not one to kiss and tell.”

“Did you spend the entire night with him?” Snow asked.

She laughed. “Do I look like somebody someone would want to pay extra to cuddle up with all night?”

“I think you’re very attractive,” Snow countered.

The laugh concluded, spreading her face into a broad smile. “Well, thank you for the compliment. For that I will tell you, that gentleman came staggering down this street last night, obviously looking for companionship.”

“What time?”

“Between 12:30 and one o’clock. I accompanied him to his room at the Wagon Wheel Motel down there around Eighth Street where I attempted to jump start his willie for nearly a half hour. Nothing worked, so I gave up on it and we had a nightcap right there in the room. We talked for a little while and then I left, probably a bit before two a.m.”

“What did you talk about?” Alice said.

“Just chit chat. For me, it was chit chat. For him it was probably deeper. He seemed like a lonely sort of fellow. He told me a little about his high school days and how everybody used to call him Wiener. It was sad. It seemed like he wanted somebody to talk to. I think that was why he was looking for some company. He sure wasn’t horny—that’s for sure.”

“He had just a left a party where there were dozens of people he knew,” Snow said.

“Isn’t that funny,” she said. “Guys get together with people they know and talk man talk instead of what’s eating them up inside. When they feel the need to get personal, some of them need to get drunk and find a stranger to talk to. Isn’t that just crazy?”

“Yeah,” Snow said. “That’s pretty crazy alright. I guess it’s difficult to find a therapeutic bartender these days.”

CHAPTER 3

Snow awoke facing the back of Alice’s head. Still feeling sleepy, he closed his eyes for what seemed like a moment. When he opened them again, she was lying on her side facing him.

She smiled. “Morning, sleepy head,” she said, smiling.

“Sleepy head? I woke up before you.”

“You were sawing lumber just now,” Alice said.

“No kidding,” Snow said. “I thought I was awake.”

“It’s Sunday. What do you want to do today?”

“I don’t know,” Snow replied. “What do you want to do?”

“We could pack a picnic lunch,” Alice said. “We could drive to the Spring Mountains, hike up to Cathedral Rock and look out over Mt. Charleston and the valley below while we eat our lunch.”

“That sounds nice,” Snow said. “It hardly ever gets above eighty-five up there in the summer. Thinking about all that hiking makes me hungry. I’ve got another idea.”

“What’s that?”

“They said on the news there’s some sort of food truck festival at Sunset Park today.”

“That does sound wonderful,” Alice said. “The only drawback to that idea, is that it would probably cost almost a hundred dollars spent at multiple food trucks to get you filled up. And the thought of us sitting at one of those concrete picnic tables surrounded by screaming kids and barking dogs, with you sweating all over your fries, doesn’t make me want to jump out of bed with gleeful anticipation.”

“It won’t be that hot. It’s not supposed to get up over a hundred and five today,” Snow said. “You got any other ideas?”

“I was just thinking you could call the section chief and try to set up a meeting with him. We could go in there and find out what they know about the Curt Hund murder.”

“That does sound like fun,” Snow admitted. “But it’s the Sunday of a Labor Day weekend. What makes you think he’ll be in his office?”

“The murder rate in Clark County is way up this year. Isn’t it? With his level of dedication and his goal to eventually run for Sheriff, I’m sure he’s doing everything he can to maintain that eighty percent clearance rate he’s always bragging about.”

“I don’t think he’s ever done much to clear any of their cases. He’s just a figurehead. He makes appearances and talks a lot. I don’t think he likes doing that on the weekends unless there’s a high-profile case getting news coverage. It’s doubtful the news media will care much about the murder of a three-star motel mogul from Rapid City, South Dakota.”

“He seems to like you,” Alice said. “He won’t mind coming in for an hour and pretending like he’ll be there all day, especially if it means getting us involved at no cost to help clear his section’s caseload.”

“That’s true,” Snow said. He rolled over onto his back, turned his head and looked at the alarm clock on the night stand. “I’ll give him a call after breakfast.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Alice said.

Snow turned his head back around and stared up at the ceiling. “You’re wondering when the last time was that we had a Sunday off?”

“Three weeks ago,” she said.

“It seems more like three months,” Snow said.

“I’m wondering if you were you serious about wanting to move out?”

Snow sighed. He turned his head to her. “I don’t know. It’s not you. There’s that old saying that the other side of the fence always looks better. I think this side of it would look and smell a lot better if there were bacon and eggs sizzling in the kitchen.”

“We don’t have any bacon,” Alice said.

“I’ll go and buy some bacon while you put the coffee on if you agree to make the bacon and eggs when I get back.”

Alice pushed herself up to a sitting position. “If that’s what it takes to put the spark back into our relationship, I don’t mind.”

Snow chuckled and climbed out of bed. “At least it’ll put the spark back in my stomach.”

CHAPTER 4

Metro Homicide section chief Lieutenant Calvin Bradley was seated behind his double-pedestal, oak desk sorting through a stack of reports when Alice and Snow appeared in his doorway. He stood up and offered them a half smile.

Bradley was a heavy-set, middle-aged man of six foot, with sloping shoulders and a thick neck that was nearly as wide as his large, square head. Combed straight back was a thick mat of black hair, streaked with gray. Wire-rimmed glasses accentuated his beady blue eyes, and his jowls hung like those of an aged bloodhound. His grey polo shirt was open at the collar. This was the first occasion Snow had ever seen the man without a dress shirt and tie. He wondered what Bradley had planned for the day before Snow’s phone call interrupted it.

“Alice…Jim,” he said. “Come in. Have a seat.”

Hands were shaken all around and Alice and Snow seated themselves in the wooden chairs in front of Bradley’s desk.

Bradley shuffled to the door. He closed it quietly, then went back behind his desk and sat down.

He adjusted himself in his chair, and then leaned forward, his forearms on his desk, his fingers interlocked. “I’m glad you called, Jim. To be frank about the situation here, we’ve been extremely busy and understaffed. As you probably know, the murder rate is way up from last year. Everyone in this section is overworked with caseloads we’re having a tough time keeping a handle on. I can’t, for the life of me, figure out what has changed to cause the homicide escalation. Do either of you have any ideas about it?”

Snow shrugged. “It doesn’t make any sense. The economy and unemployment are improving here in southern Nevada. There’s no inflation yet. You can get a twelve-pack of decent beer for ten bucks.”

“Right,” Bradley said. “Well, it’s not our job to prevent the killings. Our job is to solve them and we’ve been doing an excellent job of that. We have some talented, dedicated individuals here in this section. But we’re all tired. Each of my detectives is carrying a caseload of five or six active investigations. We’re expecting to get two new detectives around the end of the month, and that will help a little, but that will only bring the roster up to twenty-one detectives. That’s not enough, so it’s extremely helpful when talented, dedicated outside investigators, such as yourselves, who have years of experience in this section, are willing to come in and share information with us.”

“We’re happy to help,” Alice said.

“That’s what I like to hear, Alice,” Bradley said.

“It’s nice to be able to come and go without having to put in a thirty-six-hour shift,” Snow added.

Bradley stared at Snow with a furrowed brow. “Right…well, getting right down to it, this case you mentioned, I forgot the victim’s name…”

“Curt Hund,” Alice said.

“Right. Anyway, our total section caseload is so massive right now, I don’t have time to keep up with the details of each one of the investigations. So, I think it best if you get together with the team working that case and try to help each other out. What do you think about that?”

Snow fidgeted in his chair. “Marcia Stevens and some other detective?”

“Right. Nelson Banner is the other detective. His partner is out on sick leave, so his squad leader is filling in. Do you know Nelson?”

Alice shook her head.

“Never met him,” Snow said.

“He’s been with us for three years, worked patrol for nine or ten years before that. And before he joined Metro, he played third base for the 51s.” Bradley grinned.

“No kidding,” Snow said.

“Right,” Bradley said. “I wish I would have had the chance to see him play. My wife and I have always been big 51s fans, ever since we moved here. Nelson was a seventh-round draft pick out of high school and gave it up after four years in the minors. That’s when he got the calling to serve and protect instead of trying to field and hit.”

“Four years,” Snow muttered. “That’s a long time to work for peanuts.”

“Right,” Bradley agreed. “And, I don’t know if you knew, but we promoted Marcia Stevens to sergeant. Detective Banner reports to her squad.”

“He must have balls of steel to put up with her,” Snow said.

“I know you and Sergeant Stevens didn’t get along well,” Bradley said. “There are always personality conflicts when people have to interact together day after day in any sort of workplace, especially one as stressful as Metro Homicide. It’s good that you remained professional while you two were working together.”

“She was one of the reasons I quit,” Snow said.

“I think I remember you mentioning that. It was before my time here. But I thought you quit the force to play poker professionally.”

“Well, that was a bad idea,” Snow mumbled.

“Right. Well, you and Alice are doing very well now—right?”

“That’s right,” Snow said. “I guess we are.”

“Good,” Bradley said. “Now, let’s go see if we can find Sergeant Stevens.”

*     *     *

She was sitting behind her desk with her eyes trained on her computer monitor, appearing to be oblivious to the small procession approaching her office.

Lt. Bradley led the cortege, followed by Alice, with Snow bringing up the rear.

Stopping in the doorway to her office, Bradley rapped lightly on the doorjamb with his knuckles.

Detective Sergeant Marcia Stevens turned her gaze to them, her eyes half-lidded, her ruby red lips puffed outward as though she were preparing for a kiss. Without a word or a change in her nonchalant expression, she stood up and glided around to the side of her desk.

She stood erect, wearing a short black skirt and a pink, sleeveless, deep V neck blouse. Her brown hair was cut in a bob, highlighting her mascara and eyeliner. Her bare legs were tanned and toned, her figure trim. Her Metro Homicide I.D. card hung around her neck on a silver chain lanyard. Setting off the ensemble was a black, double strap, body band shoulder holster that looked like it came from Victoria’s Secret.

Snow hardly recognized this middle-aged mother of five whom he’d never seen without stretch pants and a baggy blouse to cover up what had always been a rotund physique. He couldn’t prevent himself from staring at her shapely legs. When he finally brought his gaze up to her face, he noticed she was staring at him with the dead eyes of a psychopath.

“Where’s Detective Banner?” Bradley asked.

“Right behind you, Lieutenant.”

The three of them turned to see a tall, fit man in his mid-thirties pushing a swivel chair in front of him. Wearing a red dress shirt, and white trousers, he had black hair, combed back, a short moustache, and a square jaw.

Bradley stepped out of the doorway, allowing Detective Banner to push the chair into Sergeant Steven’s office. He stopped and gave it a light shove. It rolled past Marcia Stevens and bounced softly off the back wall.

Banner turned around, facing Alice and Snow. “How’s it going?” he said.

Lt. Bradley stepped smartly inside the office and made introductions, patting Banner on the arm several times in the process.

Marcia Stevens sauntered back behind her desk and sat down. Everyone followed suit, except for Lt. Bradley.

“I’ll leave you detectives to your work.” He gave a wave, turned and headed back toward his office.

“Somebody want to shut the door?” Marcia asked.

Snow got up and closed it, then sprawled back into his chair, stretching out and folding his arms across his chest. To Marcia, he said. “You’re looking good.”

Banner grinned. “Isn’t she? She’s been working out. I think she’s got a new boyfriend. Lucky guy.”

“Probably someone sophisticated,” Snow added. “Like an accountant.”

Marcia leaned back in her chair. “I’m not seeing anybody. I’ve pretty much given up on men. You’re all a bunch of pigs.”

“Her biological clock is ticking,” Snow suggested. “This is her last chance to add to her massive litter.”

“In order to present another magnificent gift to the world,” she said, “I’d have to copulate with a male. That would be a waste of time. I had my tubes tied long before my ex-husband went off and had his sexual reassignment surgery.”

“You don’t talk about her much anymore,” Banner said. “How is she doing? Is she dating yet?”

Marcia looked at him with a sinister smile on her face. “Why? Are you interested?”

Snow laughed.

Alice sat quietly with her arms folded and her legs crossed, her foot bobbing slowly up and down.

Banner smiled at Marcia. “I only have eyes for you, Marcia. I’m not seeing anyone either. Why don’t we step out together sometime—somewhere other than a crime scene.”

She stared at him quietly for a moment. There seemed to be a sudden sparkle in her eyes.

“You flirt with every woman you meet, Detective Banner,” Marcia said. “Someday one of them will take you seriously and you’ll have your hands full.”

“I am serious,” Banner said. “I have a thing for older women. They’re less demanding and more grateful.”

“I don’t know what you’ve got that any woman would be grateful for,” Marcia countered.

Banner turned his head to Snow. “Don’t you just love a saucy woman in a position of authority?”

“Not particularly,” Snow said. “Especially when she’s trying to get me indicted for the murder of a poker buddy of mine.”

Banner’s smile faded. “Oh, yeah, I heard about that. How’d you get off?”

“I was innocent.”

“Since when does that matter?” Banner quipped.

Alice laughed.

“You need to watch your mouth sometimes,” Marcia said. “Not everyone may understand that you’re kidding.”

“I think he’s only half kidding,” Snow said.

She looked at Snow. “That goes for you too.”

“I think you’re only happy when you think you can push people around,” Snow said.

“You just need to know how to handle Marcia,” Banner declared. He raised his hands in the air and wiggled his fingers. “I would love to.”

Marcia glared at him. “You, Detective, are violating the standards of mutual trust and respect.”

“That’s not all I’d like to violate,” Banner proclaimed.

“I am your supervisor,” she retorted evenly.

“I’m thinking of buying you some spiked heels for Christmas.”

“Now you’re going too far.”

“You think so? I may even let you tie me to the bed.”

“Alright,” she demanded. “That’s it! Get out of here! Right now! Go!”

“I’m not leaving,” Banner said.

Marcia stood up. “I’m going down the hall and talk to Lt. Bradley about this incident.”

“Go ahead,” Banner said. “He’s not there. He’s probably on his way home.”

Marcia sat back down. She picked up a pen, clicking and unclicking it as she stared solemnly at her keyboard. She began scratching the side of her head with the pen.

My God, Snow thought, that woman has finally met her match. If this office had blinds, he imagined Banner and Detective Sergeant Marcia Stevens going at it like dogs on top of her desk.

Alice cleared her throat. “So…what have you two got on the Curt Hund case?”

Marcia shifted in her chair and turned her attention to Alice. “Not much.”

“Have you interviewed all of the banquet guests?”

“Most of them were questioned,” Banner replied. “We got other detectives and some uniforms involved in that. You know how that goes: big cluster fuck. Some of the attendees, maybe a dozen or so are probably spread out over the Strip or in downtown casinos with their phones off. Or they’re not able to hear their phones because of the noise.”

“Or maybe they don’t want to have to deal with the murder of one of their own,” Alice suggested.

“That too,” Banner said.

“None of them witnessed anything unusual?” Snow asked.

“They all said the same things pretty much,” Marcia said. “The victim’s brother Lee was extremely agitated and angry with him at the banquet after he gave a speech about all of their ancestors being from Russia.”

“He didn’t say they were from Russia,” Banner argued. “He said they went through Russia and stopped over for a few decades on their way here to the land of the free.”

“Semantics,” Marcia said.

“Did any of the guests say that Lee Hund was still agitated and angry at the party at Curt’s home afterwards?” Snow said.

“They said he seemed to calm down.”

“That’s not consistent with rage as a motive for murder,” Snow said.

“Rage can be present inside someone without any outward signs of it,” Marcia countered.

“That’s a valid point,” Alice said. “What time did the guests say Lee left the party?”

Marcia produced a half smile directed at Alice. “Around midnight.”

“That’s what Lee told us,” Snow said. “And that he went straight back to his room and spent the rest of the night there alone.”

“That’s what he told us too,” Marcia said.

“But that isn’t true,” Snow said.

Marcia turned her head to Snow with raised eyebrows. “Is that so? What did you find out?”

“We talked to a hooker on Fremont Street who claims she was with him from just before one to two a.m.”

“How did you manage to find her?”

“Sheer luck,” Snow said. “She called to him as we were coming out of Wilmer’s Lounge.”

“How could you be sure she was calling to him?”

“She called him by his nickname, Wiener.”

“His nickname is Wiener?” Banner said.

“Yeah,” Snow said. “He didn’t mention that during your interrogation?”

“No.”

“I guess he only lets that bit of information out of the bag when he’s drinking.”

“I’m pretty sure that having a nickname like Wiener won’t get him convicted for murder in a court of law,” Marcia said. “If this prostitute is telling the truth about being with Lee Hund from one to two in the morning, that’s no alibi. He’s got a rental car. He could have driven that back to the victim’s residence—or taken a cab—let himself in and shot him while he lay sleeping in his bed. Sometime between two and six in the morning.”

“Two to six a.m.?” Alice said. “That’s the medical examiner’s estimation of time of death?”

“Yes,” Marcia said. “Plus, the last of the guests left the party around two a.m.”

“They all left together?” Snow said.

“Yes, the last of them did. There were six of them. They all got into the same limousine together.”

“And they went back to the Wagon Wheel Motel?”

“No, they talked the driver into dropping them off at the Venetian where they partied and gambled until around seven a.m.”

“Lee told us his brother’s wife is flying in today.”

“We talked to her on the phone,” Marcia said. “She’ll be arriving before noon. We’ll try to have someone meet her flight and bring her down here for questioning.”

“Did Lee mention his involvement with her?” Alice said.

“Yes, we think that’s a strong enough motive, by itself, for murder.”

“Who is ‘we’?” Snow asked. “You and the bug that resides in your ass?”

“I know that’s your favorite retort, Mr. Snow,” Marcia snapped. “But I’m really getting sick of hearing it. You need to come up with something original sometime, instead of reciting tired, old lines from movies you’ve seen.”

“I do agree with Marcia on this one with regard to Lee Hund,” Banner admitted. “And it’s not just because I want to get into her pants.”

“But, the victim and his wife were separated when she moved in with Lee,” Snow argued.

“How often does that really make a difference?” Banner said.

Snow shrugged and nodded.

“How many people have you two interviewed?” Marcia asked.

“Just the victim’s brother Lee and the prostitute,” Snow replied.

“He probably didn’t tell you that he and Curt had been discussing splitting up their business. They’d been arguing for years about it. They were planning to take it to a third-party arbitrator, but they couldn’t agree on anyone.”

Snow cocked an eyebrow. “He didn’t tell us about that.”

“The victim’s wife stands to inherit her dead husband’s half of the business along with the rest of their assets. How convenient that she’s now residing with the owner of the other half of the business.”

“So, you believe she conspired with Lee to commit the murder?” Alice suggested.

“We’re focusing most of our efforts on those two,” Banner said.

“What about Lee’s cell phone records? Were you able to determine his whereabouts between two and six a.m.?”

“No,” Marcia said. “He’s not stupid. I imagine he knew to turn his phone off after he left his brother’s party at midnight. Besides, tower locations inside the city haven’t usually proven all that useful to us in the past. Calls don’t always go to the nearest tower. We’ve seen a lot of cell records with tower locations that don’t make sense. For instance, a call going to a tower on the east side; a minute later another call from the same phone going to a tower on the west side.”

“Maybe that individual was in a plane,” Snow said, smiling.

“That suspect couldn’t even afford a car,” Marcia said.

“If Lee Hund was planning to drive back to his brother’s home and shoot him after leaving the party,” Alice said, “why would he pick up a prostitute before he committed the murder?”

“I’ve known guys who hooked up with prostitutes before big poker games,” Snow said. “I guess it was a pleasant diversion to help them to relax.”

“Were you able to recover any physical evidence at all?” Alice said.

Marcia shook her head.

“No murder weapon or bullet casings?”

“No. There were a lot of hairs, fibers, and finger prints all over that bedroom where the body was discovered. That probably won’t do us much good. A lot of people have been in there. The guests were all over that house. Some of them admitted to going into Curt’s bedroom to use the bathroom and look around out of curiosity.”

“A neighbor discovered the body?” Snow said.

“A guy across the street who knows Curt noticed the door was open,” Banner said. “He went over to investigate. Rang the doorbell. Nobody answered, so he went in and looked around. He went up to the master bedroom and found Curt lying on his back, lying in blood. There were three .38-caliber bullet wounds to the chest. We canvassed the neighborhood, up and down the street, and nobody heard any gunshots. Something was probably used to muffle the gunshots like a rolled-up towel or something. We didn’t find anything like that with gun powder residue on it at the scene, so the perp must have taken it with him and disposed of it somewhere.”

“Lee mentioned that Curt has an illegitimate son and a girlfriend,” Snow said.

“We haven’t been able to interrogate either of them yet,” Banner said. “We haven’t been able to locate the victim’s son yet. I talked to the girlfriend over the phone and let her know about her boyfriend’s death. She has plane reservations to fly back today. She said she’ll come down and talk to us after she gets settled in a hotel room somewhere.”

“She was living in that house,” Snow said.

“We told her she can’t go back there. It’s still a crime scene.”

“How did she react when you told her the news?” Alice said.

“She was just quiet,” Banner replied. Here voice was so low, it was hard to hear her.”

“She didn’t seem distraught?”

“Some people are like that,” Banner said. “You know how it is. They just get quiet and it’s hard to get anything out of them.”

“Did you find any wills or insurance policies?” Snow said.

“Not yet. But we haven’t done a thorough search of the residence.”

“So, at this point, what do you think?”

Banner leaned forward. “I think you’re going to have a tough time finding evidence that proves your guy didn’t do this murder.”

*     *     *

The elevator door opened and Alice and Snow exited onto the ground floor of Metro Police Headquarters.

Walking toward the doors leading out to the front parking area with Alice at his side, Snow gave her a sidelong look.

“You could cut the sexual tension in that office with a chainsaw,” he said.

“You noticed that too?” Alice said. “It must have really been obvious, because you hardly ever notice anything that doesn’t have something to do with food or beer.”

“That guy Banner is nuts.”

“He is rather odd,” Alice agreed. “He doesn’t seem to care what anyone thinks about him. But he seems to be one of Lt. Bradley’s favorite detectives, so he doesn’t need to worry about Marcia complaining about his behavior. And she wouldn’t complain anyway. She seems to relish the attention he’s giving her. I’m sure she’s promoting it by the way she acts and dresses.”

“Yeah, I agree,” Snow said. “She’s pushing the guy’s buttons. You think she’s attracted to him?”

“Who knows? But she’ll drag out the dance as long as she can—until he starts to lose interest.”

“And then she’ll let him jump her bones,” Snow added.

“Probably not,” Alice said. “When he loses interest, she will too.”

“And then she’ll revert back to the same sack of guts she was before, wearing stretchy pants and baggy tops. It’s sad. I wonder why she’s going to all the trouble.”

“To give her the benefit of the doubt,” Alice said, “maybe she does see something in Nelson Banner and she wants him to see her as desirable.”

“All they need to do is get married and that’ll put an end to all that bullshit in a hurry,” Snow muttered.

Alice smiled. “You would have made quite a fatalistic marriage counsellor.”

“I’d tell them all to just go ahead and get the divorce, because all they’ll be able to do is pretend it’s getting better—and it’s hard to do that in the long term until one of them kicks the bucket.”

Alice looked at him. “You and I seem to get along pretty well.”

“That’s because we’re not married,” Snow said.

They walked along quietly until they came to the set of doors at the front of the building. Snow pushed through one of them and held it open for Alice.

“Which direction do you think we should go with this case?” Alice said.

Snow turned and continued walking toward his car. “I hate to say it, but I agree with Marcia Stevens and her new conquest. I think Gary Hampton’s client is the most likely suspect, but we can’t waste our time and Hampton’s money pursuing him. We can’t eliminate him as a suspect, but we can work around him.”

“I disagree, as usual,” Alice countered. “If Lee Hund were planning to murder his brother, he wouldn’t have gone back to his motel and then ventured out in search of a prostitute before he committed the act.”

“I don’t think he planned it,” Snow said. “I think he was frustrated because he couldn’t perform with that hooker. You add that to his drunken state along with the anger and jealousy he has always felt toward Curt and an explosion of rage probably went off in his head. So, he got in his rental car and drove over there, let himself in somehow and shot him. I’m sure he regrets it now, but that’s usually the case when you shoot somebody out of anger…so, who is your choice?”

“Curt’s estranged wife and his girlfriend were purportedly in other parts of the country. It’s not likely they committed the murder. The last of the guests all left together…”

“One of the other guests could have hidden inside the residence until everyone was gone,” Snow suggested.

“There would have to be a strong motive we aren’t aware of,” Alice said.

“Nobody needs a strong motive these days,” Snow said. “Victims get killed because somebody doesn’t like the way they look or talk. There was a guy who got shot earlier this year because he didn’t hold the door open for the perpetrator’s girlfriend.”

“I remember that one,” Alice said. “You’re suggesting we interview all of the guests who attended the party?”

“That would take forever,” Snow said. “Who is your main suspect, the illegitimate son?”

“He was at the banquet and the party,” Alice said. “His motive isn’t clear, but I think it will be as we get further into the investigation. He’s an ex-felon but, at this point, it’s only a hunch.”

Snow nodded. “Yeah, I’d put him at number two on my suspect list. I forgot. What’s his name?”

“Ross Hedrick,” Alice replied. “I’ll look up his home address in the car. We can stop at his residence on the way to interview his mother. On a Sunday, I doubt if a single man in his thirties would be at home. But a woman in her fifties most likely is.”

“In the kitchen baking cookies,” Snow said.

CHAPTER 5

Alice and Snow were walking toward the front door from Snow’s car when an older model sedan with faded green paint pulled into the driveway.

A plump woman in her fifties with silver hair opened the driver side door and ambled out. She wore a floral-pattern dress and low heels.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

They stopped walking and turned to her.

“We’re looking for Diane Blanton,” Alice said.

She shut her car door and folded her arms under her ample breasts. “That’s me,” she said, eyeing them with a frown.

“You have a son by the name of Ross Hedrick?” Snow asked.

“Yes, I do. Why?”

“He’s actually the person we’re looking for.”

“Why?”

“We have some bad news for him,” Alice said. “His father passed away.”

“Ross doesn’t have a father,” Diane said.

“Curt Hund isn’t Ross’s father?”

“Oh, that guy,” she said. “He’s never been a father—just the worthless bum who got me pregnant. What did he die from?”

“He was murdered,” Snow said.

The woman’s eyes grew wider. “Are you the police?”

“We’re sort of working with them,” Snow said. He introduced himself and Alice.

“Do you have a few minutes to talk to us?” Alice asked.

“I suppose,” she replied. “Let’s go inside.”

She walked up the sidewalk to the front door, fished her keys out of her purse, and unlocked the door. Alice and Snow followed her inside.

“Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked them.

“We don’t want to put you to any trouble,” Alice said.

“It’s no trouble,” Diane insisted. “I always enjoy a cup of green tea after church. I gave up on coffee years ago. I tried the stuff and found out I like it. It’s not acidy and bitter like coffee, it provides a nice boost and I think it’s healthier. I asked my doctor about it, but he doesn’t know anything. I don’t think he knows anything about anything. All he does is take my blood pressure and recommend pills. But I don’t go for any of that nonsense. I don’t take any pills, I just eat right and drink green tea.”

“Does your husband like green tea?” Alice asked.

“No. He drinks beer. I don’t complain about it; he doesn’t listen to me anyway.”

“A couple of beers a day is supposed to be healthy,” Snow insisted.

“Well, he drinks a lot more than that,” she said. “Not that he’s a drunk. He doesn’t drink that much beer, but he does get a little bit loopy around bedtime.”

“Your husband doesn’t go to church with you?” Alice asked.

“No. I go to church—he goes fishing. Every Sunday all day long, all year long he’s out in that boat of his. I pray in church, he does his praying out on the lake—praying that he’ll catch something. But he hardly ever does.”

“How does he stand it out in that heat?” Snow wondered.

“He’s used to it. And that’s a good thing, because if he continues skipping church and drinking beer the way he does, he’ll be going to hell in a handbasket.”

Snow let out a short laugh.

“I don’t understand that man,” she said. “Every Sunday afternoon, he walks in the door, complaining about how crowded the launch ramp was, and how shallow the channel was getting out of that harbor. He’s bent more propellers than he can keep track of. The water level in that lake keeps dropping, and they keep dredging out the channel, but the sediment or something down there keeps shifting around and he’ll expect it to be deeper than it is and bend another prop. They’ll come out and dredge it again. One thing I don’t understand is how it could be so crowded out there with such lousy launch conditions and 110-degree heat.”

“Where does he launch at?” Snow said.

“Boulder Harbor,” she replied. “I asked him why he doesn’t try a different launch ramp. He said he did, but they’re all screwed up too with the low water level on Lake Mead, and they’re even more crowded than Boulder Harbor.”

“What time does he usually come off the lake?” Snow said.

“He gets home around five and it takes him a couple hours to tow the boat to the storage lot, unhook it, and put the cover on it. Probably around three.”

“That’s the hottest time of the day,” Alice said.

“There’s no understanding the male brain,” she said. “Well, I’m going to go put the water on. Why don’t you two make yourselves comfortable at the table…you want anything to drink? I don’t have any liquor, and I don’t dare give you any of my husband’s beer. I’d never hear the end of it.”

“I’m fine,” Snow said.

“Since you’re making tea,” Alice said. “I may as well join you. I’ve always been a fan of green tea.”

Diane smiled at Alice. “I could tell you’re the smart one just by looking at you.”

“Well, thank you, Diane.” Alice gave Snow a knowing look.

They crossed the living room to the dining room table.

Alice and Snow sat down and Diane went into the kitchen.

A few minutes later she came back into the dining room with two cups. She set one in front of Alice and sat down across from them.

Diane took a sip of her tea. “So, you say Curt was murdered. Where did it happen?”

“In his home,” Snow replied. “After a party.”

She nodded. “That’s too bad.” She took another sip of tea. “Why do you want to talk to Ross? You don’t think he had anything to do with it, do you?”

“At this point we need to talk to as many people who knew Curt as possible. We never know who might know something that will point us in the right direction.”

“Well, I can tell you my son didn’t have anything to do with it. He’s got a good heart. He wouldn’t harm anyone.”

Alice took a sip of her tea. “We checked his background and noticed Ross served a year for auto theft.”

“That was fifteen years ago,” Diane said. “He was only twenty-one at the time. I had to raise him without a father figure around to set an example for him. Ross made a mistake and paid for it. He learned his lesson. He’s been on the straight and narrow ever since.”

“How did you meet his father?” Snow asked.

“We were both twenty-one,” Diane said. “I was working at the Desert Inn as a cocktail waitress. Curt was in Las Vegas celebrating his birthday with some of his friends. He started flirting with me and I thought he was funny and kind of cute. I got off at two in the morning and he waited around for me. We went out for breakfast and I invited him to my apartment. One thing led to another and we got carried away.

“After I found out I was expecting, I called him and gave him the news. He didn’t seem very happy about it. He asked me what I wanted to do. I told him I was planning to have my baby and raise it. He said he’d send me some money. He never did. I never heard from him again—until three months ago when he called me out of the blue and told me he wanted to meet his son.”

“How did he find you?” Alice said.

“He said he hired a private detective and he gave him my address and phone number. Curt wanted to know if Ross ever asked about him. I told him he hadn’t and that Ross probably wouldn’t be interested in meeting him. He insisted so I told him I’d discuss it with Ross. I did that and Ross agreed to meet him. I guess he was a little curious, so I gave Ross Curt’s phone number.”

“How did the meeting go?”

“Ross told me his father seemed like a decent sort of person, and the following weekend Curt flew Ross up to Rapid City to meet his wife. He said he had a good time, but by the end of the weekend he had decided it best if he and Curt go their separate ways, which is hard to do with Curt spending so much time in Las Vegas. I guess he owns a motel down here.”

“Curt continued to contact Ross?” Snow said.

“He kept trying. Ross kept putting him off. And then there was this extended family reunion. Curt invited Ross to the banquet. I think Ross accepted because he was curious about Curt’s relatives since they would also be related to him. So, he went.”

“Did he mention anything about the banquet or the party afterward to you?”

“He just said it was interesting. He said he met a lot of nice people. Ross is very friendly; he gets along with everyone he meets.” She smiled. “Except for every fellow I ever dated. It wasn’t until Ross moved out that I was able to forge a lasting relationship with my husband Dave. Ross was very possessive of me.”

“How does Ross get along with Dave?” Snow said.

“They’re not buddies, but they’re friendly toward one another.”

“Does Ross ever go fishing with Dave?”

“Ross isn’t crazy about fishing. He went with Dave a couple times and they didn’t catch anything. Ross is the sort to get bored easily. He needs to always be doing something.”

“Is Ross involved with anyone?” Alice asked.

“He’s seeing someone. I haven’t met her, but it may be serious. I think he’s been spending a lot of time with her.”

“Is that why he hasn’t been home this weekend?”

“What makes you think he hasn’t been home?” Diane said. “He went to Curt’s banquet and party Friday night. Saturday, he was working on his truck, and this morning he went to church with me. In fact, you two probably just missed him. I dropped him off at his apartment on the way home.”

“Does he go to church with you every Sunday?” Alice said.

“No. Once in a while—whenever I can talk him into it. But this time was different. This time he called me. Last night. And he told me he wanted to go to church with me this morning.”

“Did he mention the reason why?”

“No. I just think that it’s because he’s getting older and he’s beginning to realize he won’t live forever. He’s thirty-six now. I didn’t start going to church until I was in my forties.”

“Did Ross take his girlfriend with him to the banquet and party Friday night?” Snow said.

“No. He said she wouldn’t have felt comfortable at that reunion. And she couldn’t have gone anyway.”

“Why?”

“He told me she’s visiting her family in Florida.”

“When is she coming back?”

“This afternoon.”

“You say you haven’t met your son’s girlfriend,” Alice said. “But, I’m wondering if he mentioned her name.”

“He never told me her last name, but her first name is Hannah. I think that’s a lovely name.”

“Yeah,” Snow said. “That’s lovely, alright.”

Alice and Snow exchanged a glance.

To Diane, Alice said, “Could you do us a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Could you call him and ask him if we could stop by his apartment and chat with him? We need to cross as many people off the interview list as we can today.”

“Sure,” she said, getting up. “I’ll call him right now.”

She clomped into the kitchen out of view.

Alice and Snow listened intently, trying to decipher what Diane was saying, but her voice was too low.

Snow turned to Alice. “What are the chances of that?” he whispered. “Both the murder victim and his illegitimate son each having girlfriends with the same first name visiting family in Florida at the same time.”

“It happens all the time,” Alice whispered back. “It’s the same woman. She’s probably in her twenties.”

Snow nodded. “She hooked the old guy first and then his son came along and she threw the old man back and went after the better catch, because he’s only ten years or so older than her instead of thirty.”

“She didn’t throw Curt Hund back,” Alice murmured. “She had somebody kill him. I was right. Ross killed his biological father. She talked him into it. There’s got to be a will or life insurance naming Hannah as the beneficiary.”

Diane emerged from the kitchen, smiling.

“Well,” Snow said. “What did he say? Can we head over there?”

She stopped at the head of the table. “Ross said he’s leaving to get some lunch, and after that he has to pick up Hannah at the airport. He said he’ll give you a call and set up a time to meet with you.”

“How can he give us a call?” Snow said. “He doesn’t have our phone number.”

Diane’s mouth fell open. “Oh. That’s right. I don’t have it either. But I told him your names, Jim James and Alice Snow, so he can look you up in the phone book.”

“You got it backwards,” Snow said. “I’m Jim Snow and she’s Alice James.”

“Oh, that’s right. I’m sorry. Well, he’ll look you up in the phone book and find the number. I’m sure you’re listed in the yellow pages. Aren’t you?”

“We are,” Alice said. “But we’re listed under the James & James Detective Agency.”

“Oh,” she said. “Well, when he sees that, I’m sure he’ll figure out that’s the right listing.”

“How about if I call him back right now,” Snow said.

“He asked me not to give you his phone number,” she said. “He doesn’t like giving it out to strangers.”

“Why don’t you dial the number on your phone and put me on the line.”

She folded her arms under breasts. “I’m not going to do that. He said he’s on his way out the door. You can talk to him later.”

Snow stood up and dug a business card out of his wallet. He dropped it on the table.

He forced a smile. “Thanks for your help, Mrs. Blanton. If you need to get ahold of us for whatever reason—our phone number is on this card.”

CHAPTER 6

“What a knucklehead that woman is!” Snow declared.

He pulled his car door shut, slipped the key into the ignition, and fired up the engine.

“She’s just protecting her son,” Alice said as she fastened her seatbelt.

Snow released the brake, shifted into drive, and accelerated away from the curb. “No, I think she’s a genuine dingbat. If her son takes after her, he must be a complete moron.”

Alice leaned over and opened her carrying case and lifted out her laptop. She inserted her air card and booted up the computer. “Are you going to try and intercept Ross Hedrick?”

“We might have time to get to his apartment before he leaves,” Snow said as he rolled through a stop sign and turned onto the main road. “It’s only four or five miles, right?”

“I think it’s closer to six.”

“But we don’t even know what the bastard looks like!” Snow snapped.

“I’ve got some photos of him bookmarked,” Alice said. “Look at this one.” She turned the monitor toward Snow.

Snow looked at it. “Oh, yeah, that’s a good one. Is that from the DMV?”

“Yes.”

“My DMV photo looks more like an ex-convict than that one. What sort of vehicle does he drive?”

“I’ve got that too. It’s a 2007 Toyota Tacoma pickup.”

Ten minutes later, Snow pulled into the apartment complex. A white mid-sized truck was backing out of a parking space a hundred feet in front of them.

“Is that him?” Snow asked.

As the truck began moving toward them, Alice got a pair of compact binoculars out of the glove compartment. She put them to her eyes and adjusted the focus.

“Don’t look at him,” Snow said. “Look at the license plate.”

“That’s what I’m doing,” Alice said. “Yes, that’s Ross’s truck. And that looks like him driving, too. What do you want to do?”

“What do you think I want to do?” Snow replied. “If we try to wave him down, he’ll take off, and then we’ll be completely screwed. I’m going to turn around and follow him. Don’t look at him when he passes us. Look like we’re lost.”

“That should be easy to do,” Alice said. “We’ve had a lot of practice at that.”

Snow glanced around at the adjacent apartment buildings. He pointed at one of them in a display of mock interest. After the truck passed them, he watched it in his side mirror. As it pulled out onto the street, he pulled into a parking space and turned around.

“You better hurry up,” Alice said. “You’re going to lose him.”

“Is he looking at us?”

Alice put the binoculars up to her eyes. “No, he’s looking straight ahead.”

Snow drove slowly back to the street and turned, he came to a stop at an intersection, three cars behind Hedrick’s truck. “See,” he said. “We’re in good shape.”

The light changed to green and the pickup turned right. Snow followed for another couple miles where the pickup turned into an entrance to a fast food restaurant. The vehicle turned into the drive-through lane and stopped in front of the menu display.

Snow pulled into the lane and stopped behind the truck.

“I can’t believe this,” Alice said. “We’re directly behind him now. He can see us in his rearview mirror. And you’re tailing the target through a restaurant drive through?”

Snow glanced at his watch. “I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry, Alice. This guy is getting ready to eat. We might as well eat too. It might be hours before we get another chance.”

Alice shook her head. The truck in front of them pulled forward and turned, following the drive-through lane to the order pickup window.

Snow eased the car up to the speaker box.

The speaker crackled to life. The voice of a young woman informed them, “I’ll be right with you.”

Snow turned his head to Alice, “What do you want?”

Looking at the menu, Alice said, “I think I’ll have the grilled chicken salad.”

“You’re going to try and eat a salad while we’re tailing this guy? You’ll spill it all over my car.”

“It’ll be fine,” Alice said. “And order me a medium lemonade.”

The speaker snapped back on. “Thank you for waiting. What would you like?”

“We’ll have the grilled chicken salad with a medium lemonade. And the ultimate cheeseburger meal with the giant order of fries and iced tea.”

“Anything else?”

“Lots of ketchup,” Snow said. “I need around fifteen of them—I don’t know why they make those tiny packets so small. It’s ridiculous.”

The attendant read the order back to him and he pulled forward.

As they rounded the corner on the way to the pickup window, Alice’s voice rose. “Where’s the truck?”

“He probably pulled into one of the parking spaces up front.”

Snow pulled up to the window. It opened and a smiling teenager handed him a large bag and two drinks. Snow paid her and pulled ahead.

The Tacoma was parked in front of the building. Snow could see the man inside of it, holding a large burger in front of his face.

“There he is,” Snow said. “Where shall I park?”

Alice glanced around. She pointed to the right. “Pull out onto the street and turn into that strip mall parking lot. We can eat and watch him from there.”

Snow did as she instructed.

With the car parked, he dug into the bag, brought out his container of fries and his hamburger. He unwrapped the burger, laying the wrapper flat in his lap. He began to hurriedly rip open packets of ketchup, squirting each into the puddle forming on his hamburger wrapper. “What a pain in the ass this is,” Snow muttered. “They think they’re saving money, but look at all the plastic that’s involved in this mess.”

Alice watched him as she pulled the lid off of her salad. “I’ve never seen anyone use so much ketchup.”

“It’s good for the prostate,” Snow said. “So is popping the weasel on a regular basis. I haven’t been doing a lot of that, so I need to make up for it with the extra ketchup.”

“I hope you aren’t blaming that on me.” Alice stabbed at her salad with her plastic fork. “Such interesting conversations we have at mealtime,” she said.

“You’re the one who brought up the subject of ketchup,” Snow said. “I was just expanding on it.”

They continued to eat in silence. Snow had just stuffed the last of his burger into his mouth when the pickup backed out of its parking space and pulled out onto the street.

Snow finished chewing and swallowed. “Time to go.” He wiped his hands on a wad of thin napkins and shifted into gear.

They followed the truck to the airport terminal one passenger pickup area. The truck stopped in front a tall young woman with sunglasses, tanned legs, and blonde hair down to the middle of her back. The driver of the pickup opened his door and jumped out. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, medium build with a buzz cut.

“That’s Ross Hedrick,” Alice said. “And that looks like Hannah Lang.”

Snow turned into a lane in the parking area and pulled into a space. He left the engine running.

Hedrick gave the woman a hug and a long kiss, then hefted her suitcase and an overnight bag up off the sidewalk and set them in the bed of his Tacoma. He opened the passenger door and she climbed in. He strode around to the driver side and hopped in.

Snow followed them back to Hedrick’s apartment complex. Snow pulled into one of the parking spaces and they watched at a distance as Hedrick park the Tacoma.

“What do you want to do?” Snow said.

“I don’t want to question them while they’re together,” Alice said.

“I know,” Snow agreed. “They’ll corroborate each other’s bullshit. But, if we let them get inside that apartment, they’ll be busy for the next fifteen minutes making the bed springs squeak.”

“Maybe not,” Alice said. “Let’s wait.”

The truck doors opened and the couple got out. Snow picked up the binoculars and peered through them.

“She does look a little like her DMV photo,” he said. “But with the sunglasses on, it’s hard to be sure that’s Hannah Lang. She may just look like Hannah Lang. I wonder if fathers and sons share the same taste in women.”

“In this case the father and son shared the same woman,” Alice concluded.

They watched as Ross Hedrick swung the suitcase and overnight bag out of the bed of the truck. The woman took the lead and Ross followed behind like a dutiful Sherpa, carrying the luggage.

They crossed to the stairs, climbed them to the second-floor landing, and stopped in front of the door to what appeared to be Ross Hedrick’s apartment. The woman dug a set of keys out of her purse, unlocked the door with one of them, and stepped inside. Hedrick followed her inside and the door closed behind them.

Snow set the binoculars on top of the center console. “She’s already got a key to his apartment.”

“She moves fast,” Alice added.

Snow looked at Alice. “How long are we going to sit here? I think we should hurry up there and knock on the door before he gets all of her clothes off.”

“Just wait,” Alice said.

“For what?”

A minute later the door opened again and Hedrick passed through the threshold—alone. He shut the door and locked it behind him.

Snow started the car. “He must have forgotten something in the truck.” He began to back out of the parking space.

“She’s sending him to the grocery store,” Alice said.

“How do you know that?” Snow drove toward the truck, coming to a stop directly behind it. He put on his flashers and shut off the engine. He and Alice got out of the car.

Hedrick strode toward them with wide eyes. “You two need something?”

“Are you Ross Hedrick?” Snow said.

He stopped walking fifteen feet from Snow and put his hands on his hips. “Yes. Why?”

“Sorry to bother you,” Snow said. “I’m Jim Snow.” He hooked a thumb toward Alice as she joined him at the rear of Hedrick’s pickup. “This is my associate, Alice James. We’re private investigators working a murder case. It’s also with deep regret that I must inform you of your father’s death—just in case nobody else has.”

Hedrick scowled at Snow. “I never had a father. But my mother told me about what happened to Curt.”

“Whatever the relationship, we’re sorry for your loss,” Alice said. “What did your mother tell you?”

“Just what you told her,” Hedrick replied.

“Do you have a few minutes?” Snow said. “We need to talk to you.”

Hedrick sighed impatiently. “I’m in kind of a hurry.”

“Where to?”

“I need to pick some things up at the grocery store, if it’s any of your business.”

“Just give us three minutes,” Snow insisted.

“Why should I? You aren’t cops. I’m not required to talk to you.”

“You’re not required to talk to the police, either,” Snow said. “You can remain silent and request a lawyer instead. That’s your right. And that might be a good idea. You think you need a lawyer, Ross?”

“Why the hell would I need a lawyer?” he snapped.

“To prevent you from saying something stupid—like you’re doing now.”

“Come on, Jim,” Alice said. “Give the guy a break. Let’s show some understanding. His father just passed away.”

Hedrick shook his head angrily. “I just told you, I never had a father.”

“Sounds like there was some animosity between the two of you,” Snow suggested. “Was it mutual?”

“I never had any feelings of any sort toward him. How could I? I never knew him. He called my mother up out of the blue, thirty-six years after I was born. Three months ago. That was the first time he ever laid eyes on me.”

“Why did he want to meet you?” Alice said.

Hedrick took his hands off his hips and shoved them into the front pockets of his shorts. “I don’t even remember exactly what he said the reason was—because it sounded like bullshit. I think he was just getting old and decided he wanted to meet me before he kicked the bucket.”

“Well, he accomplished that, didn’t he,” Snow said, smiling.

Hedrick nodded. “I suppose he did.”

“When you met Curt,” Alice said. “How did that go?”

“It actually wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I was expecting the worst.”

“Why did you want to meet him?”

“I was curious.”

“What happened after that?” Snow said.

“He wanted me to fly up to Rapid City and meet his wife.”

“How did that go?”

Hedrick smiled and shook his head. “It went the way it usually goes when I tell people the truth.”

“About what?” Alice asked.

He looked down at his shoes. “My criminal record. I let them know about that over dinner. They tried to act nonchalant, but I could tell they were both shocked. Curt’s wife Beth, she was staring at me like I was a steaming pile of dog shit. The next day I was alone with her in the living room. She offered me a check from her personal account for ten thousand dollars. I asked what it was for and she told me it was nice meeting me, but she didn’t think it would be a good idea if I ever came back there to visit them again.”

“What did you say to that?”

Hedrick lifted his gaze to Alice. “I took the check and thanked her. I told her it was a pleasure meeting someone of her stature. She didn’t seem to like that comment. She looked like she wanted to slap me. Anyway, on the way to the airport on Sunday, Curt was going on and on about wanting to establish some sort of father and son relationship with me. I told him that wouldn’t be a good idea, because his wife had just given me a check to stay the hell away from the both of them.”

“How did he react to that?”

“I could tell that pissed him off. But he said his wife didn’t speak for him—only for herself. I told him it had been nice meeting him, but we should just steer clear of each other in the future—the way we had for thirty-six years.”

“Why did you attend the Hund family reunion banquet and the party at Curt’s home, if you weren’t interested in seeing him again?” Alice said.

“He called me and told me about it. He thought I might be interested in meeting some of our extended family. I mean, these people are related to him, but they’re also kin to me. I thought it would be interesting to meet them. Plus, Curt told me Beth wouldn’t be there. He said they had split up. I thought, what the hell, so I went.”

“How was it?”

“It was alright. I met a lot of people, but it was a little boring. There was a lot of small talk. It didn’t get interesting until Curt gave his speech after dinner. That got everybody riled up. I couldn’t believe they all went to the party afterwards. But the drinks were free and the limousines were nice.”

“You rode to the party in one of the limousines?” Snow said.

“No. I drove there. The guests took limousines from the motel to the banquet hall, and then from there to the party. There were no limousines going from the party back to the banquet hall. I didn’t want to leave my truck at the banquet hall and have to take a taxi from the motel to my truck after the party.”

“When you got to the party,” Snow said. “Where did you park your truck?”

“On the street in front of Curt’s house.”

“What time did you leave the party?”

“Just before midnight.”

“What did you think of your uncle Lee?”

“The first time I met him was the Friday I flew up to Rapid City. He came over for dinner. He was friendly toward me and respectful. He didn’t show any reaction when I revealed my criminal background at the dinner table that night. He and Curt didn’t seem to get along. It seemed like, when they weren’t ignoring each other, they were trading insults. It made me wonder how they could stand to be business partners. I asked Lee about that. He said he and Curt had talked about breaking up the business for years. They just couldn’t agree on how to split it up.”

“At the reunion party Friday night, was Lee still there when you left?”

“Yes, but he said he’d be leaving as soon as he finished his drink.”

“What condition was he in?”

“He was pretty drunk and so was Curt. Curt could hardly stand up. One thing I noticed those two had in common was their affinity for alcohol. And they both drink the same thing: gin martinis. Those things are lethal.”

“Were you drinking at all?”

“I had a few beers. I didn’t want to drink too much because I had to drive home.”

“What sort of mood were they in when you left?”

“Lee and Curt?”

“Yes.”

“Happy, sad, and angry—all mixed together. Telling jokes and laughing one minute and pissing and moaning the next. I think they’re both a little schizoid. Curt was loud, lively, and obnoxious and Lee was quiet, somber, and detached. It was like Curt was manic and Lee was depressed. The bipolar brothers.”

“Where did you go after you left the party?”

“Straight home. When I got here, I went to bed.”

“Your lady friend,” Snow said. “She just got back from vacation?”

Hedrick looked at Snow and nodded.

“She was in Florida?”

Hedrick’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know that?”

“Her name is Hannah Lang. Isn’t that right?”

He said nothing.

“Wasn’t she also Curt’s girlfriend?”

Hedrick sighed. “She was planning to leave him.”

“After she met you?”

“I think before that. He was treating her like a possession. She’d been getting tired of the situation.”

“How did you meet her?” Alice said. “Was she with Curt when you met her?”

Hedrick shook his head. “I didn’t even know he had a mistress. He never mentioned her to me. I met her at a grocery store. We made eye contact and we started talking. I asked her out to dinner and she accepted. It wasn’t until the third date that she told me she was living with Curt.”

“How did you feel about that?”

Hedrick shrugged. “I wasn’t exactly delighted about it; I was shocked, to be honest. But she said she was planning to leave him and I believed her.”

“So, now she doesn’t have to leave him,” Snow said. “That’s pretty convenient.”

Hedrick shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He frowned at Snow. “What do you mean by that?”

“Ross,” Snow said evenly, “I need to ask you: Did you kill Curt Hund?”

“No.”

“Do you know who did?”

“No.”

“What do you do for a living, Ross?” Alice interjected.

“I’m a roofer. I’ve been doing that for the same company since I got out of prison, fourteen years ago: Carson Roofing. It’s a small contractor, but we stay busy.”

“That must be a tough job.”

He nodded. “It is, but the pay isn’t bad. You can’t be picky when you’re an ex-convict.”

“How do you stand working out in this heat every day?”

“I got used to it,” Hedrick said. “My blood is so thin, if I cut myself shaving, I’d bleed to death. In the summer we work from five in the morning until one p.m. A hundred degrees and below isn’t bad. At 110 you start feeling it. If it gets up to 120, it’s a waste of time being out in that. You turn into a zombie. We drink a lot of water. If I stop sweating or start getting dizzy, I know to go sit in the shade and get my water level back up.”

“That sounds like hell,” Snow said.

Hedrick shrugged. “I imagine there are worse jobs that pay less. My boss is a good guy. He’s the owner, Harry Carson. I’ve been working for him since I got out of prison. I told him during the interview that I served time, that I wasn’t thinking straight when I stole that car. It was just parked there right in front of me with nobody in it and the engine was running. I was high on meth. I told Harry I kicked that stuff while I was in prison and I was on the straight and narrow after I got out. He gave me a chance, and I proved to him that I wasn’t lying.

“He’s been like a father to me—more than I can say for Curt Hund. Harry’s sixty-nine now and he’s thinking about retiring. He wants me to run the company for him. I’d make more money, but I’m thinking about starting my own roofing company eventually.”

“Well good luck with that,” Snow said.

Hedrick forced a nervous smile. “Thanks.”

Snow looked at Alice.

“Thank you for taking the time to talk with us,” Alice said.

Hedrick nodded. “No problem.”

Snow fished out his wallet and extracted a business card. He approached Hedrick with it and handed it to him. “If you learn anything or remember something you haven’t told us, give us a call.”

“Alright,” he said, taking the card.

They shook hands and Snow and Alice walked away.

CHAPTER 7

Alice stood in front of the door to Ross Hedrick’s apartment with Snow off to the side watching her.

She rang the doorbell. A moment later a woman’s tentative voice asked, “Who’s there?”

“Your neighbor,” Alice said. “I have some of your mail. It was placed in my box by mistake.”

The door opened.

Alice displayed her Nevada private investigator license. “I’m sorry, I lied,” she said. “I’m Alice James. I’m a private detective investigating the murder of Curt Hund. May I come in and ask you a few questions? I won’t be long.”

Hannah Lang hesitated. “Well…I guess so…sure, come in. Let’s get it over with.”

Snow stepped behind Alice and followed her in. “I’m Jim Snow,” he said. “I work with Alice.”

Hannah stepped back and watched as they traipsed into the apartment. “Are you working with the police?” She asked.

“Sort of,” Snow said. “We’re both former homicide detectives, so we occasionally share information with Metro Homicide.”

“Does that mean I won’t have to go in and talk to them? I promised I would.”

“We don’t share that much information,” Snow said. “Just bits and pieces. But anything you tell us is for our purposes only. We don’t need to tell Homicide anything you don’t want us to. We work on our own. So, keep that in mind.”

“OK,” she said. “But I don’t have anything to hide.”

“That’s good to hear,” Alice said. “We didn’t think you did, but we need to talk to everyone who was close to the victim. You understand, I’m sure.”

“Certainly. Would you like to sit down?”

Snow glanced around the living room. It was simply furnished with a beige sofa and a matching accent chair. There was also a black, leather recliner next to the chair.

Hannah seated herself primly on the sofa, so Alice took the chair and Snow settled into the recliner. It was comfortable but the arms were a little bit sticky; Snow wondered if Hedrick had spilled beer on them.

“You’ve been in Florida on vacation, Hannah?” Alice began.

Leaning slightly forward with her knees together, Hannah rested her forearms on her thighs and interlaced her fingers. “Yes,” she said. “That’s where I’m from. My family still lives there in Tampa, so I fly down there to visit them a few times a year.”

“You must miss them.”

“I do. In fact, I’ve been thinking about moving back there. I came to Vegas four years ago thinking I would love it here. And I did for a few months, but after a while it got to be where it seemed a lot less glamorous and very depressing. There seems to be a lot more destitution and crime here. Florida is more dynamic.”

“You don’t mind the reptiles?” Snow said.

“They’ve never bothered me. My parents found a snake in their kitchen once, but it wasn’t poisonous, so my dad just picked it up by the tail and took it outside.”

“I understand you worked as an exotic dancer.”

She shrugged and nodded. “It’s not something I’m proud of, but I made good money. I only intended to do it for a few years until I could save up a lot of money while I had the opportunity.”

“Were you successful with that?” Alice said.

“The more I made, the more I spent.”

“Were you also working as an exotic dancer in Florida?”

“No, I was a cocktail waitress while I lived there. I would never want my parents to know I was working in a strip club. So, when I move back there, I’ll go back to waitressing.”

“You’re not working now?”

“No. I met Curt Hund in the club where I was working. He took an interest in me and asked me to quit work and move in with him. He offered to pay my way through college, so I could have a better career—one that would be more respectable. It sounded good, even though he was much older than me.”

“What happened?”

She sighed and leaned back, seeming to relax somewhat. “I thought I could just make it through the four years of college and get a nice job and leave him, but I felt like I was imprisoned. He gave me a nice car to drive, a Lexus, but it was registered in his name, so he just put me on his insurance. Instead of giving me an allowance each month, he doled out cash as I needed it. I had to ask for money for each item I wanted to buy. He bought me jewelry and nice clothes and things, but I felt like pawning some of it, so I would have some extra cash—just to have it. You know? I don’t like being broke all the time.”

Alice nodded. “It sounds like you were a concubine.”

“Exactly.”

“Why didn’t you leave him and go back to stripping?” Snow asked.

“I was actually thinking about it. But I wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do, because once I quit school and walked out the door, it wouldn’t be so easy to go back. I figured he probably wouldn’t want to take me back, he’d just find someone else. So, I just stayed there and put up with the misery…and then I met Ross.” She smiled. “It was like the sun came out, the day I met him.”

“There’s a lot of that here in Vegas,” Snow said. “Sun, I mean.”

Alice gave him a look.

“How did you meet Ross?” Snow continued.

“I met him in a grocery store and we struck up a conversation.”

“That seems like quite an exceptional coincidence with Ross Hedrick being Curt’s son.”

“To be honest, it wasn’t a coincidence. Curt told me about Ross, how his wife Beth had paid Ross off to stay away from them because of his background.”

“Curt told you about Ross’s conviction?”

“Yes, and Ross told me about it too on our first date. He’s very honest and open. I’ve never met anyone like him. It’s so refreshing. He doesn’t blame anyone for anything, just rolls with the punches, and admits to his mistakes. After Curt told me about Ross, I told him I wanted to meet him. But he said Ross didn’t want anything to do with him, so I wouldn’t get a chance to meet him.

“I pictured him to be like a modern-day James Dean. And I was determined to meet him, so I found his address in Curt’s address book and drove over here. I thought about just going up and knocking on his door, but that might seem like I was desperate to meet him. So, I just sat in my car and waited. I sat there for over two hours before he came out.

“I was a little disappointed in his looks, you know, because I had imagined he looked like James Dean in that old movie with Elizabeth Taylor and Rock Hudson, where they’re living on that cattle ranch. But, anyway, I followed him in my car to a grocery store. Once I was standing face-to-face with him, he seemed much better looking. He has a charisma that is all his own.”

“So, you moved out of Curt’s house and moved in here?” Snow said.

“No, I’ve still been living with Curt. But I would just tell him I had night classes or other activities at UNLV, and I would come over here. And Ross and I would go out or just stay in. I planned to move out in two or three weeks. But I wanted to make a clean break of it. I didn’t want to worry about Curt confronting Ross or me. We were planning to move to Tampa where we could buy a house and I could get a job as a waitress and Ross could start up a roofing company. That’s his dream. He works as a roofer, and he has a lot of experience.”

Snow nodded. “That sounds like a good plan. Now it’s even better.”

She sighed. “I’ll admit I never had any feelings for Curt, but I’m truly sorry he’s dead. It makes me sad to think about it.”

“Did Curt invite you to the extended family reunion he and his brother organized?”

“No. He didn’t think it would be a good idea if I went, because it might not look good since he’s been separated from Beth for such a short time. And I didn’t really want to go anyway. So, I thought this would be a good opportunity to visit my family, being the Labor Day weekend and all.”

“It’s kind of ironic,” Alice said, “that Ross went to the banquet and you didn’t.”

“Yes,” she said. “Isn’t that funny? Curt wanted Ross to go, but not me. And Ross wanted to go, but I didn’t…well, Ross and I couldn’t have been there together. Curt would have noticed the way we look at each other.”

“I don’t think Curt noticed much of anything at the party,” Snow said. “I heard he was pretty drunk.”

“He probably pissed somebody off at the party and they stuck around and shot him after everybody left,” she said. “He’s good at that. He’s really obnoxious when he’s drunk.”

“We were told he did just that at the banquet,” Alice said. “Lee got so mad, he threw a peanut at him.”

“Ross told me about that. He thought it was funny. He said Lee was pretty drunk too. Who throws a peanut at someone?”

“I suppose that was what was in his hand.”

“Hannah,” Snow said. “Did curt have a will or any life insurance policies?”

She turned her eyes to Snow. “He didn’t mention a will.”

“What about life insurance?”

She stared at Snow, but said nothing.

“We’ll find out about all of that stuff eventually,” Snow insisted. “You might as well tell us now.”

“No, it’s alright. I’ll tell you. Before I would agree to quit my job and move in with him, I insisted he take out a policy naming me as beneficiary, in case something happened to him.”

“How much is the payout?”

“A million dollars,” she replied evenly.

“Wow,” Snow said. “You hit the jackpot.”

*     *     *

“We’ve got an opportunistic stripper,” Snow declared, “an ex-convict, a million-dollar life insurance policy, and a dead guy. Put all of that in a blender and what comes out?”

Snow started the car and shifted into reverse.

“I told you,” Alice said. “I knew Lee Hund had nothing to do with this. That gentle man wouldn’t harm a fly.”

“He might if he threw a peanut at it.” Snow began to back the car out of the parking space. “Hannah left town, so she wouldn’t be considered a suspect of the actual act of murder. She told Ross to attend the banquet and the party and then shoot Curt an hour or two after he went to bed. Ross left the party at midnight, which means he walked out the door at that time.”

“He said he parked out front,” Alice said. “He would have had to drive away.”

“Right.” Snow shifted into drive and pointed the car toward the street.

As they approached the intersection, Ross Hedrick’s Tacoma drove into view on the street and turned into the complex. Hedrick stared directly at Snow as they passed each other. Snow gave him a wave.

“He probably parked down the block and waited for everybody to leave,” Snow said. “Then he hiked back to Curt’s residence and let himself in. He snuck upstairs and shot Curt Hund where he slept, passed out in a drunken stupor.”

“How could Ross be sure all of the guests had left?” Alice said.

Snow turned onto the road and stepped on the gas. “That’s a good question,” he said. “I don’t have the answer to that one figured out yet.”

“Where to now?”

Snow glanced at his watch. “I think we’ve got time to get to Lake Mead before Dave Blanton gets his boat loaded on his trailer to head home for the day. You’ll never get an objective side of the story from the suspect’s mother. We need to talk to that mother’s husband.”

CHAPTER 8

They drove along the rows of boat trailers parked on the dirt lot to the right of the Boulder Harbor launch ramp, looking at license plates. In the second row, they found it. The Nevada plate belonged to a crème-colored, single axle trailer with chunks of paint missing and patches of rust exposed. The wooden bunks were warped and the carpeting that covered them was worn thin.

Snow drove to the opposite side of the launch ramp, parked the car, and waited.

A short time later, a mid-sized, aluminum boat with a walk-through windshield motored up beside the crowded dock. The occupant of the boat, a short man in a straw cowboy hat with spindly arms and legs and a prominent paunch, stepped out onto the dock and leaned over with rope in hand to tie the boat to the dock cleat.

With that done, he straightened up and marched to the front of the dock, up the cement launch ramp, and turned in front of a line of trailered boats being prepared to launch.

Snow and Alice watched him approach the pickup hitched to the rusted trailer they’d been watching. When the parking lights on the truck flashed as the man approached, Snow shifted into gear and headed across the launch ramp.

Rumbling slowly over the rocks in the rutted parking area, Snow braked to a stop in front of the man’s truck. He was sitting behind the wheel, staring at Snow and Alice.

Alice pushed her car door open and stepped out.

As she walked over to the driver side of the truck, he lowered his window.

“Are you Dave Blanton?” Alice asked.

“Yeah,” the man said with a worried look on his face. “What’s up?”

“I’m sorry to bother you,” she said. “I’m Alice James. My associate Jim Snow and I are private detectives investigating the Curt Hund homicide.”

“That name doesn’t ring a bell,” Blanton said.

“He was the biological father of your wife’s son.”

“Oh. Yeah. That’s right. My wife told me about him. I don’t recall her mentioning his name. She might have and it just didn’t sink in.” His eyes narrowed. “Somebody killed him?”

“I wonder if we could talk with you for a few minutes,” Alice said.

“Why do you want to talk to me? I never even met the guy.”

“We’re talking to everyone who knew the victim—or knows someone who knew him. We never know where we might uncover a lead.”

“Yeah, sure. OK. Can I get my boat loaded onto my trailer first? There are a lot of boats waiting to use that launch ramp.”

“Sure,” Alice said. “Where should we wait for you?”

He pointed to the other side of the launch ramp near the top of the hill. “Up there near that dumpster in front of the restrooms. I’ll meet you up there as soon as I get my boat loaded.”

“OK, thank you,” Alice hurried back to the car and got in. “He said he’ll meet us up by the restrooms.”

Snow began to pull forward, looking for a place to turn around. “You mean the restrooms up by the main road?”

She pointed behind her, over her shoulder with her thumb. “No up at the top of the launch ramp on the other side.”

Snow found an opening between two boat trailers and turned back toward the cement ramp. “God, this parking lot is in bad shape,” he muttered as they bounced along over rocks, ruts, and ridges. “Why don’t they pave this? Look at all the boat trailers parked here. It’s full. There must be a couple hundred trailers parked here in the dirt.”

“The Park Service probably doesn’t have money for that,” Alice said. “They don’t charge much to get in here and launching is free.”

“Good thing it doesn’t rain much. All this dirt would end up in the lake.”

“I’m sure they grate it smooth once in a while,” Alice said. “But they should at least put some gravel over it. Look how nice and smooth the launch ramp is.”

Snow drove back across the cement apron and parked near the dumpster. Thirty feet away, a Department of Wildlife pickup sat parked facing the outhouses.

They watched Blanton back his trailer into the water. He hopped out of his truck, strode up the dock to his boat. After untying it from its mooring, he backed it up enough to clear the dock, and drove it onto the trailer. Climbing over the bow, he hooked up the winch strap and cranked the bow up snug to the roller on the front of the trailer.

As he pulled his truck up alongside Snow’s car, a uniformed game warden emerged from one of the outhouses and headed back to his truck.

Alice and Snow got out and ambled over to Blanton’s truck as he climbed out and offered a handshake.

Before Snow could get a word out, the game warden came marching toward them with clipboard in hand.

“Good afternoon,” he announced.

Blanton turned and looked at the warden. He nodded at him.

The warden stopped five feet away and glanced over at the stickers attached to the side of the boat behind the registration numbers. “Did you do any fishing today?” he asked.

“No, I was water skiing,” Blanton said, his voice tinged with sarcasm.

The game warden turned his head to Blanton, back to the boat, and then back to Blanton. He let out a strangled sort of laugh that sounded like something was stuck in his throat.

Suddenly he stopped laughing. “Did you have any luck?”

“This is Vegas,” Blanton said. “Only the tourists have luck here. But I managed to catch and release a few smallmouths. I never keep anything—just catch and release.”

“Down by the wash?”

“Hell, no,” Blanton replied. “I don’t fish down there, and I’m probably the only one who doesn’t. I found a large, submerged hunk of rock up near Swallow Bay with a bunch of bass holding around it. But it’s hard to get them interested in anything other than a night crawler. I noticed a lot of shad running all over the lake. I don’t think any of those fish are hungry. They’ve got too much to eat in this stinking lake.”

The game warden nodded. “I’ve been hearing that from a lot of people. Even the fishing guides are having trouble catching much. They say they’ve been coming in with only a couple dozen or so stripers.”

“Damn!” Blanton exclaimed. “A couple dozen? How many do they usually catch?”

“Fifty or sixty,” he replied.

“You’ve seen them?”

“I’ve never asked to see them,” the game warden said. “There’s no limit on striped bass under twenty inches, and the limit is twenty for fish over twenty inches.”

“Lying bastards,” Blanton said. “I’m out on this lake every Sunday, all day. I never see anyone catching anything. You go down by the wash where nearly everybody goes to fish and there are never more than ten boats down there. And there’s nothing shaking. Last Sunday I spotted a shad boil down by the wash. Me and two other boats—we were sitting near the edge of them—flipping and pitching into and around the edges of those shad with all kinds of lures. Nobody caught anything. Everybody lies.”

“I thought you said you don’t fish down by the wash.”

“I lied,” Blanton said.

The warden laughed. “You ever take your boat out anywhere else?”

“Just Lake Mojave. Willow Beach. Launching there is a pain in the ass worse than this stinking launch ramp. There aren’t many boats there, but there’s tall grass in the water all around the launch ramp dock. I have to use my trolling motor to get in and out of there. Why doesn’t somebody cut that grass?”

“As soon as somebody invents an underwater lawn mower, I imagine the Park Service will do it.” The warden chuckled over this. “So, you don’t ever take your boat out of state, like up to Utah?”

“There’s no more fish up in Utah than there is here,” Blanton complained.

“Well they stock with trout quite a bit up there.”

“I don’t like trout,” Blanton said. “You can never get all the bones out. Even the lunkers have millions of hair-size bones that you have to pick out while you’re eating those fish. It’s a pain in the ass.”

“I thought you only catch and release,” the warden said.

“I lied about that too,” Blanton said.

The warden nodded, smiling. “Well, if you ever decide to take your boat someplace else, we set up a water tank with a hose on a trailer up by the road where you come in. It’s behind the restrooms. You can clean off your boat and fill out a form that you can take with you to show to the boat inspection stations at the borders, so you don’t have to go through the inspection process.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Blanton said. “In case I need to wash my truck.”

The warden shook his head, smiling. “Are you familiar with the AIS Prevention Program?”

“Yeah, I always wear a condom.”

“Aquatic Invasive Species Prevention Program,” the warden said. “You need to clean, drain, and dry your boat and everything in it that comes in contact with the lake, every time you take your boat out of the water.”

“Yeah, I’m familiar with that. I’ve got the pamphlet stuck to the refrigerator at home with a magnet in case I feel the urge to look something up that I might have forgotten about it.”

“So, you’re planning to clean, drain, and dry your boat today?”

“Of course. I’m just as responsible as the next guy.”

“The warden clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man. Alright, I’ll get out of your hair.” He gave a wave, turned, and walked back to his truck.

“Man, I hate lying,” Blanton said. “I’m not going to dry my boat. Look at it. Out in this arid heat, it’s almost dry already. It’s only these guys with these new bass boats that wipe them down every time they use them—to keep them shiny. My boat’s fifteen years old. I’m not about to wash it. It’s all I can do to keep it running.”

Snow looked at it. The paint was fading, along with some prominent scratches and scuffs that stood out from a distance. The carpet was peeling off from the plywood in places. The windshield was so dirty, he couldn’t imagine how Blanton could see through it.

“It looks fine to me,” Snow said. He looked down at the tiny harbor and watched two boats trying to pass each other to get in and out of the narrow channel between buoys twenty feet apart, marking hazardous rocks. “There isn’t much left of this harbor, it looks like.”

Blanton turned and looked at it. “Can you believe the marina and all those hundreds of boat slips used to occupy this tiny inlet? They had to move the whole shebang up to Hemenway Harbor nine years ago. They spent millions of dollars extending the launch ramp over at Callville, and the water level just kept dropping to the point where they can’t use it. Now boats have to launch at a smaller two-lane ramp off to the right of the big one. And you have to back your trailer in until the water is almost up to the doors of your truck to get the boat off. If the water level keeps dropping, they’ll have to shut this launch ramp down.”

“Then what will you do?” Alice asked.

“I guess I’ll just go down to Willow Beach and put up with the grass. Or, I’ll sell my boat for a couple hundred bucks and sit home drinking beer all day and put up with the wife.”

Snow smiled and nodded.

“You met her?” Blanton said.

“We talked to her this morning,” Snow said. “After she got home from church.”

“Did you manage to get any useful information out of her?”

“Not a lot.”

“She’s pretty dingy. She’s always been that way.”

“What do you think of her son?”

Blanton frowned and shook his head. “Ross is a piece of work. I’m guessing Diane spoiled him while he was growing up. You know how women are with their sons when there’s no man around to discipline the little bastard. But I also think there’s something wrong inside his head. After all, what kind of goofball steels a car, because his ride is in the shop and he doesn’t feel like taking the bus?”

“That sounds like someone who isn’t thinking about the consequences of their actions,” Alice said.

“Exactly,” Blanton agreed. He took his straw hat off and wiped the sweat off the side of his face with his shoulder.

“But that was fifteen years ago. Ross spent a year in prison and served out his parole without other infractions.”

“Nothing he’s been caught at,” Blanton said.

“You think he’s been engaging in some sort of criminal behavior?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but criminals don’t mend their ways just because they survived being incarcerated.”

“Many do,” Alice countered. “Ross has been working at the same job since he got out of prison.”

“That’s fine and dandy,” Blanton said. “But I wouldn’t turn my back on him.”

“Do you think Ross might have been involved in the murder of his father?” Snow asked.

“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Blanton replied. “That’s all I can tell you.”

“Does Ross own a gun that you know of?”

“Not that I know of, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have one. I know he could go back to prison if he’s caught with a gun in his possession, so Diane won’t allow firearms in the house. And I think it’s kind of funny that Ross can come over to our house and I can’t have a gun of my own around, but he goes over to his buddy’s house and there’s an arsenal in there.”

“How do you know that?” Alice said.

“His buddy’s a gun nut. Whenever the two of them come over to the house together that’s all his buddy talks about. He loves guns. Diane asked Ross about it, and he told her there’s no problem as long as they aren’t in his personal possession, in his truck, or in his apartment.”

“What’s his friend’s name?” Snow asked.

“Bobby Harmon,” Blanton said. “He owns a used tire store on Fremont Street. It’s called BH Tire. And I’ve heard at work that store is a front for illegal gun sales.”

“Where do you work, Mr. Blanton?” Alice said.

“I’m the store manager at a plumbing supply place. We get a lot of repeat customers in there on a steady basis—lots of plumbers. Those guys, by the nature of their work, are out and about talking to everybody. It can be like a barber shop at times in that store when we’re not too busy, with a lot of talking going on.”

“I’ve seen that tire store,” Snow said. “It’s near Charleston.”

Blanton nodded. “It’s a sleazy looking place. I tell you, if you want to talk to somebody who might know something, you ought to go in there and talk to Bobby Harmon. There’s only one problem…”

“What’s that?” Snow said.

“He probably won’t tell you anything,” Blanton replied. “And, if he does tell you something, it’ll be a string of lies.”

CHAPTER 9

Most of the bays at BH Tire were empty. The bay on the left end of the building was filled, front-to-back, almost up to the ceiling with used tires. One of the bays near the middle of the structure was occupied by a dented sedan with oxidized blue paint. The front end of the car was off the ground, supported by a pair of floor jacks. A technician was in the bay next to it, prying a bald tire off from its rim.

Snow parked in one of the vacant spaces in front. He and Alice went into the office where a man in his early forties stood behind the counter in front of an open drawer, looking through a stack of paperwork. Dressed in a light blue work shirt and grey, pleated trousers, he had a medium build and short brown hair, thinning on top, with bushy eyebrows and a square jaw. In the waiting room, which shared the same space as the office, a man in his mid-twenties with shaggy, blonde hair, wearing shorts, a T-shirt, and flip flops sat on a black leather couch, thumbing through a worn copy of Motor Trend Magazine.

Alice and Snow crossed to the counter and stood waiting as the man behind it dropped the paperwork into the drawer and closed it.

He looked at Snow. “You need some tires?” he asked with a husky voice.

“No,” Snow replied. “We’re looking for Bobby Harmon.”

“You found him. What can I do for you?”

Snow fished out his wallet and handed Harmon a business card. “I’m Jim Snow and this is Alice James. We’re investigating a homicide.”

“No shit.” Harmon studied the card. “Private investigators. Who got killed?”

“A fellow by the name of Curt Hund,” Snow said.

Harmon set the card on the counter and brought his gaze up to Snow with raised eyebrows. “I’ve heard of that guy: the bio-dad of a friend of mine.”

“Would that friend be Ross Hedrick?” Alice asked.

“Yep. I never met this Curt Hund character, but Ross told me about him.”

“What did he tell you?”

“He said he never met the guy until he called up his mom a few months ago and told her he wanted to meet Ross. Ross agreed and flew up to meet his bio-dad’s wife. The wife didn’t like him and paid him to steer clear of them.” He laughed and shook his head. “When you think about it, it was a pretty sweet deal. Ross got to meet his bio-dad and picked up ten grand in cash, to boot.”

“How did you meet Ross?” Snow said.

“Thirteen years ago he came in here looking to buy some used tires for a broken-down Chevy S10 pickup he owned. He was like a stray dog that nobody wanted anything to do with. He’d only been out of the joint for a year and was trying to put his life back together. He was spending more than he could afford on repairs for that truck of his. I felt sorry for him, so I gave him a good deal on some tires.”

“You’ve owned this shop for Thirteen years?” Snow said.

“Sixteen years,” Harmon said. “My old man owned it before me. I started working here full-time a week after I graduated from high school. My old man keeled over dead from a heart attack when he was fifty. That was when I took over.”

“I’ve seen a lot of these used tire stores on the east side,” Snow said. “I can’t imagine how they could be profitable.”

“There are a lot of people living here who can barely afford to own a car,” Harmon said. “A set of new tires, mounted and balanced can cost well over a grand. A decent set of the same brand of tires in used condition with a usable amount of tread on them might only run $150, and they might be good for five years or more.”

“I heard tires are only supposed to last five years,” Snow said.

“That baloney comes from the tire manufacturers,” Harmon said. “They’re in the business of selling tires. If you let your car sit out in the sun for five years without driving it, the tires will get dry rot. Tires need to roll now and then—that’s what helps keep them from cracking. And UV rays are hard on rubber.”

“So, you say you gave Ross Hedrick a good deal on some tires,” Alice interjected, in an attempt to get the conversation back on track. “What happened after that?”

“He told me he worked for a roofing company. My shingles were in bad shape, and he said he could talk his boss into giving me a discount on a new roof. They did a great job. After that, Ross and I started hanging out together. I like to restore classic cars. That’s one of my hobbies. I’ve usually got a project I’m working on in my spare time. Ross has always lived in an apartment. He doesn’t have many tools and he doesn’t have a place to work on his truck. So, he comes over to my place occasionally and we drink beer and do some wrenching. He’s helped out a lot with my cars so, when I sell them, I give him a cut of the profit.”

“What make of cars do you restore?” Snow said.

“Ford Mustangs. 1964 to 1968. They’re popular cars, so they’re easy to find parts for, and there’s a huge market for them after they’re rebuilt. I’ve got a three-car garage, so I’ve got room for two of them. I’ve got a ’68 Fastback that’s finished and a ’66 inline six that I’m working on. I drive the ’68 a couple times a week just for fun and to keep it in running condition. After I finish the ’66, I’ll probably sell the ’68 and drive the ’66. Then I’ll start looking for another one to buy.”

“That sounds like it takes up all of your free time.”

“Most of it,” Harmon said. “My only other hobby is collecting guns, but that doesn’t take a lot of my time.”

“Do you sell those like you do your cars?”

He shook his head. “My collection just continues to grow slowly.”

“What about Ross?” Alice asked. “Is he into guns?”

“He’s an ex-felon,” Harmon said. “I’m sure you know he’s not allowed to possess a firearm, so I’m always careful to have them locked away in my home when he’s there. I don’t ever have any of them in my car or truck when he’s riding with me—not even unloaded in the trunk.”

“Do you have a concealed carry permit?”

“I wouldn’t feel safe without it in this city.”

“I’ve heard rumors that you’re selling guns out of this tire shop,” Snow said.

Harmon chuckled. “I’ve heard that too. People come in here wanting to know where they can buy a gun. I tell them they can buy them legally at a gun show or a gun shop. That’s all I know. I’d bet they could walk into any dive bar in a shady neighborhood and ask around. There must be a large black market for stolen guns in Las Vegas.”

“That’s a problem everywhere,” Snow agreed. “Does Ross ever talk much about his biological family?”

Harmon shook his head. “He never seemed much interested in his bio-dad. I was surprised he was willing to fly up to South Dakota to meet the wife. Of course, Curt Hund was footing the bill for that, or Ross wouldn’t have gone.”

“Ross never expressed any feelings of animosity toward Curt Hund?” Alice asked.

“Never. Though he didn’t seem to have a very high opinion of him. Curt never showed any interest in Ross’s mother or him after he found out he’d gotten her pregnant. Curt owns a bunch of motels with his brother, but they’re cheap properties. Ross refers to him as a slumlord.”

“Did Ross ever ask to borrow one of your weapons?”

“No. He would never do that; he could get ten years for possession of a firearm. And I would never lend any of my guns to anybody—not even my girlfriend.”

“She doesn’t carry a gun?”

“No,” Harmon said. “And I’m glad she doesn’t. She’s got a bad temper. She’s one of the reasons I keep my guns locked up.”

“What about Ross? Does Ross have a temper?”

“No. He just always seems to go with the flow. That’s one of the things I like about the guy; he doesn’t let much of anything bother him.”

“Is there any way you can think of that would cause Ross to benefit from Curt Hund’s death?” Snow said.

“To be honest, yeah. Ross is shacking up with his bio-dad’s girlfriend. And he told me she’s the beneficiary of a million-dollar life insurance policy. But Ross Hedrick doesn’t have it in him to kill anybody.”

“Do you think it’s possible Ross hired someone to murder Curt?”

Harmon shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

“Did he hire you?”

Harmon grinned. “No. He didn’t hire me. I’m not a criminal. I’m forty-three years old and I’ve never even had a speeding ticket.”

“Did he try to talk you into it?”

“No. Absolutely not.”

“Where were you Friday night?”

“I got home around 6:30. I was there all night.”

“Can anyone corroborate that?”

“Sure. My girlfriend.”

“When is the last time you talked to Ross?”

“Saturday morning. He came over and we worked on his truck. His serpentine belt was in bad shape, so we replaced that and the tensioner. It’s always a good idea to replace the tensioner when you replace the belt. That spring inside there weakens when you pull the arm back to get the belt off and on. And also we did a little work on my Mustang.”

“How did he seem to you yesterday?”

“Like he always is, calm and friendly.”

“Did he seem the least bit anxious or nervous? A little down in the mouth maybe?”

“I didn’t notice any of that. He was his usual self.”

“Do you have any idea who might have killed Curt Hund?” Snow asked.

Harmon considered this for a moment. “If I had to make an educated guess, I would say it had to be the wife. With all those motels, and everything else that must be included in Curt Hund’s estate—that will all be going to his wife. That’s got to be millions of dollars she’ll be getting. I never met her, but it sounds like she’s a heartless, conniving woman. Anyone who would bribe her husband’s son to stay away from the family—probably wouldn’t think twice about hiring a hit man to kill somebody.”

“Maybe she hired Ross,” Snow suggested. “She already gave him one check. Maybe she gave him another one to kill her husband.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me to find out she approached Ross with a proposal like that,” Harmon said. “Ross is an ex-convict after all. But he wouldn’t even consider it—not for love or money.”

CHAPTER 10

At fifty-four years of age, Beth Hund was still an alluring woman. She appeared to be around five-eight with a trim figure and shoulder-length blonde hair. She wore a pink blouse, and a denim skirt, short enough to show off her curvy legs.

She lowered herself onto one of the client chairs in front of Alice’s desk, and crossed her legs, causing her skirt to rid up to mid-thigh.

She appeared tired and her voice sounded tense. “I can’t believe this is happening to me,” she complained. “I was at police headquarters for over two hours talking to those idiot detectives. They seem to be convinced that I’m a co-conspirator in my husband’s murder.”

“That’s typical, Mrs. Hund,” Alice said. She was seated behind her desk with Snow in his swivel chair to the right of her.

“They’ll ease up on you eventually,” Snow said. “With no evidence or witnesses to establish probable cause, they’ll lose interest in this case and move on to another one that stands a better chance for closure.”

Beth shook her head. “Now I understand why Lee stopped talking to them and called Gary Hampton. Lee said he told them everything he knew and, instead of letting him go, they just kept asking the same questions over and over again.”

“That sometimes works in obtaining a confession,” Alice said. “Two hours isn’t very long. But you’re not required to talk to them at all.”

“That’s what Gary told me. He suggested that I refuse to answer any more questions, same as he told Lee. Gary said, talking to them won’t help me at all, it will only help them. But I don’t want them to think I’m guilty of anything.”

“That’s the way most people think,” Alice said. “And there is some credence to that, but it’s possible to say something that might be taken the wrong way or to misremember something that you tell them and they accept as a fact. Memories are not always dependable.”

“The police probably have a list of your recent phone calls,” Snow said. “Are there any calls you remember that might seem suspicious to them?”

She looked up and to the left of Snow and sighed. “No. Just the usual calls to friends and businesses in Rapid City—and Lee. The calls to and from Lee probably make them believe we hatched some sort of plan to murder Curt. But Lee and I are living together now.”

“How did that happen?” Snow said.

“After Curt moved out of the house into an apartment, I was devastated, even though I was the one who asked him to move out. I have a lot of close friends who’ve been sympathetic, but Lee understands what I went through with Curt—I mean, Lee is his brother.

“Lee called me the day after Curt moved out to see how I was doing. I told him I wasn’t doing very well, so he came over to comfort me. I’ve always liked Lee. He’s the exact opposite of Curt. He’s quiet and unassuming. He listens to people without making judgements or offering advice the way most people do. And I’ve always found him attractive. So, it didn’t take long for my feelings toward Lee to expand very quickly. I ended up moving out of our house too, and I moved in with Lee. Now our house is sitting there with nobody in it.” Her eyes began to tear up. “It’s a shame. I loved that house. I guess I’ll sell it now that Curt is gone.”

Alice opened her top desk drawer, pulled out a box of tissue and slid it across the desk toward Beth. “Why did you ask Curt to move out?” Alice asked.

Beth stared at the box of tissue. “Curt and I had been drifting apart for years. Maybe if we’d had children it would have been different, but neither of us had a strong enough yearning to saddle ourselves with them. Curt started coming home from work later and later each night, and he spent more and more time here in Las Vegas, until it got to the point where he was down here half the time. And it’s not like he needed to be here. He and Lee only own the one motel here and they have a full-time manger who runs that property. I started to get suspicious, so I confronted Curt about it. And he confessed that he did indeed have a mistress down here.

“I immediately suggested he move out, and he agreed it would be best. He didn’t seem the least bit depressed about the prospect of a divorce. In fact, he seemed suddenly giddy about it. That just made me all the more depressed.”

“What about Curt’s biological son, Ross Hedrick?’ Alice said.

“That was another blow to our marriage. Curt had never told me about that—that he’d gotten some woman pregnant here on his twenty-first birthday. And, when she called to give him the news, he just ignored her and went on with his life. When he told me about that, I thought, what a jerk. And he didn’t even bother to tell me about it until three months ago, when he decided to meet his son and wanted to fly him up to Rapid City to meet me.”

“You must have been apprehensive about that,” Alice suggested.

“To say the least…but I was friendly toward him…”

“What happened?’ Snow asked.

“He told Curt and me that he wanted us to know about his past, that he had been convicted of auto theft when he was twenty-one and spent a year in prison.”

“That seems to be the magical age for screw ups for both Curt and Ross,” Snow said. “So, Curt didn’t know about Ross’s criminal past beforehand?”

“No,” she said. “He seemed to be almost as shocked as I was when Ross announced it over supper. But you can imagine how I felt. I was just trying to wrap my head around the notion of Curt having an illegitimate son, and suddenly I find out he’s a former felon.”

“So, you offered him ten thousand dollars to go back to being a stranger?” Snow said.

“That’s what everybody thinks, but it didn’t happen exactly that way. And I never told Curt the whole story.”

“Do you mind letting us in on it?” Alice said.

“As long as you keep it to yourselves,” Beth said.

“You have our word,” Alice said.

“Well, Curt got a call from one of his properties. There was a water leak in one of the pipes and Lee was busy with another problem at another of their motels. So, he had to go deal with that. Ross and I were in the living room alone, watching television and enjoying some wine together.

“I happened to look over at Ross and he was staring at me with what looked like a demented look on his face. Then he began looking me up and down, like he was undressing me with his eyes. It was chilling.”

“Was he drunk?” Snow said.

“Maybe a little tipsy. Anyway, I immediately looked back at the television, and he said something to the effect that it was obvious Curt didn’t marry me because of my cooking. I asked what was wrong with my cooking and he said, ‘Nothing.’ And then he started to get up.

“Well, I immediately jumped up out of my chair and hurried upstairs and locked myself in the master bedroom. It was while I was in there curled up on the bed, that it struck me. Maybe I could get rid of him by offering him money. So, I wrote out a check from my personal account and marched back downstairs and handed it to him. I told him, it would be best if he stayed away from us.”

“How did he react to that?” Snow said.

“He said, OK. That was that. I never told Curt about it. Unfortunately, on the way to the airport, Ross told Curt about me giving him the check. When Curt got back, he was furious. I didn’t tell him that Ross had made lewd advances toward me. I was sure he wouldn’t have believed me. That was when it struck me how badly damaged our marriage was at that point.”

“Have you ever talked to Ross since then?”

“No.”

“Did Curt have any enemies that you know of?” Alice said. “Anyone who might have wanted to harm him?”

“No one I know of,” Beth said. “But, like I said, he was spending half his time down here. I have no idea who he knew down here, other than his mistress, and he never even told me her name.”

“Did Curt have a will?”

“He never mentioned one.”

“So, you’ll stand to inherit the home you shared with Curt, any investments, savings, and his half of his motel business.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Beth said.

“Do you have any idea how much all of that is worth?” Snow said.

“No, but I’d guess, quite a bit.”

“What do you plan to do with Curt’s half of his motel business?”

“I don’t want to have to deal with running that,” she said. “I’ll just sell it to Lee or someone else at a fair price.”

Snow studied her face. “Have you and Lee talked about marriage yet?”

“Yes, but we haven’t set a date.”

“Do you think you’d probably sell Curt’s half of the business to Lee before or after you marry him?”

She frowned at Snow. “I might not even sell it to Lee. He may want to try and find another partner. He told me running five motels would be too much work for him.”

“Where are you staying while you’re here, Beth?” Alice asked.

“I’m staying with Lee,” she said. “At the Wagon Wheel.”

“How do you like it?”

“It’s not bad. Kind of rustic.”

“Is this the first time you’ve seen it?”

“Yes. And hopefully it will be the last.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I don’t like Las Vegas,” she said. “There’s a good reason they call this Sin City.”

CHAPTER 11

The skinny old man was sitting in the shade of an olive tree in a lawn chair, watching his two roofers removing shingles from a two-story residence.

“Are you Harry Carson?” Snow asked him.

Carson looked up at Snow from under the brim of his straw fedora and smiled. “You must be Jim Snow,” he said.

Snow nodded and hooked a thumb toward Alice. “This is Alice James, my partner.”

Carson craned his neck, turning his head in her direction. “Wow!” he said. “You’re a looker.”

“Why, thank you,” Alice said. “That’s kind of you to say. Do you sit out here all day?”

“No,” he replied. “I’ve got six jobs going at the same time. So, I need to make the rounds to all of them to keep these guys from sluffing off…just kidding. They’re all a bunch of hard workers. I’m just taking a break. When you’re the boss, you can do that whenever you want.”

“How long have you been the boss?” Snow asked.

“Almost thirty years. Doesn’t seem that long. The years will fly right past you if you let them. They’ll do that even if you don’t. You can’t stop the clock and call a timeout.”

Snow nodded. “How long as Ross Hedrick been working for you?”

“Well, let’s see…I guess about fifteen years, give or take. He was just a kid when I hired him. No experience. But he learned fast. He’s pretty sharp and he works hard at it. He’s one of my best workers. Hardly ever calls in sick. He’s honest, dependable, and doesn’t cause any trouble. I wish I had more like him. I had to let a guy go a couple weeks ago; he’d call in sick nearly every Monday. I think he liked to party on his days off. Nothing wrong with that. I used to do it myself, but you need to go to bed at a decent hour. You know what I mean?”

“I know what you mean,” Snow agreed.

“I’m sixty-nine now. I’m usually in bed by nine o’clock these days.”

“I know what you mean,” Snow said. “I’m pushing fifty.”

“Fifty isn’t bad,” Carson said. “It’s when you hit fifty-five, you start to notice old age creeping up on you.”

Snow nodded. “I’ll be sure to watch for that.”

“Would it be possible for us to have a few words with Ross?” Alice said.

Carson turned his head to her. “Sure thing, missy. He told me what happened to his dad. It’s a crying shame. He finally had the chance to get to know the man, and somebody up and kills him. I can tell Ross is bothered about it, though he doesn’t show it. He keeps everything inside. I told him he could take some time off to mourn properly, but he’d rather just work through his grief. Some people are like that. One guy who worked for me, when his father passed away, he went on a bender and ended up in a Mexican jail. His dad was living in El Paso and that’s where the funeral was. I guess he decided to make a trip across the border. He showed up three months later wanting to know if he still had a job. I told him I was sorry that his dad died, but I had to hire a replacement.” Carson stood up out of his chair with a grunt and hollered up at the workers on the roof: “Ross! Get your ass down here! You got company!” He lifted his fedora off his head, scratched the top of it with his free hand, and sat back down. “Here he comes,” he said.

Hedrick stepped toward the ladder, unsnapped the lanyard from his body harness and descended the ladder to the ground. He ambled across the front yard and stopped in front of them with his hands on his hips, frowning at Snow. “You want to talk to me?”

“Why don’t we go sit in the car?” Alice suggested. “It’s starting to get hot.”

“Alright,” Hedrick agreed.

He followed them to the car. The three of them got in, Snow and Hedrick in the front, Alice in the back. She pulled a bottle of water out of her purse and handed it to Hedrick.

“Thanks,” he said. He unscrewed the lid and took a drink.

Snow started the car and leaned against the door. “We finally got a chance to talk to Beth Hund,” he said. “And her version of the story about the $10,000 check is slightly different than yours.”

Hedrick raised an eyebrow and looked at Snow. “Really. What did she say?”

“She said you were looking at her in an inappropriate manner,” Snow said.

Hedrick snorted and shook his head. “That old bag! What would I want with her?”

“She looks pretty good for her age,” Snow countered.

“She said she gave you the check to entice you to stay away from her,” Alice said.

“That bitch enticed me alright,” Hedrick said. He took another slug of water. “I intended to keep this to myself, but if she wants to drag me down with her pompous lies, I don’t mind revealing what really happened in that house.”

“We’re listening,” Alice said.

“Saturday afternoon Curt got a call about a water leak at one of his motels. He had to go deal with it, which left Beth and me alone in the living room, watching TV and drinking wine. She started giving me these furtive glances and running her fingers seductively through her hair.


“She got up off the couch and told me she had to go upstairs for a minute. I said, OK. When she got to the foot of the stairs, I turned my head to look at her and she was just standing there, staring at me with her eyes half-closed and a shit-eating grin on her face. It struck me that maybe she wanted me to follow her upstairs and we’d smoke some weed or something. She didn’t say anything, so how was I supposed to know what she wanted? Anyway, I turned my head back around and focused on the TV.

“Two minutes later, she came back downstairs, walked past me, and turned facing me with her arms hanging at her sides. She still had that goofy grin on her face, but everything else was missing—she was completely naked.

“I’ll be honest with you, I’d probably had half a dozen glasses of wine up to that point, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a woman standing before me with no clothes on. So, she looked pretty good.

“I just sat there staring at her in a state of bewilderment. She said, ‘I neglected to ask you if you’d like to go upstairs with me.’ Then she sauntered over to me, took hold of my hand, pulled me up off my chair, and led me up to the master bedroom.”

He took another drink of water and sighed. He turned his head and gazed out through the passenger window. “Afterwards, we were just lying there, staring up at the ceiling. She started talking about the prospect of divorcing Curt, and how difficult it would be trying to come to a fair settlement. She started talking about how nice it would be if he just up and bit the big one, but how that wouldn’t happen without a little help in that direction from someone. Then she asked me if I would be interested in finding someone to work on that project.

“I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I thought there might be a chance I was misinterpreting her meaning. So, I asked her what she was talking about, and she said, ‘I’d like you to find somebody to kill my husband. Are you interested?’

“I was in shock. I couldn’t believe what she’d just asked me. Up to that point, I thought she’d seduced me because she was in the mood, and here was this younger, hotter looking version of her husband, ripe for the picking. But, all she wanted was somebody to kill Curt.”

“What did you tell her?” Alice said.

“I told her I wasn’t sure. I asked what would be in it for me. She said, thirty thousand dollars. Ten beforehand, and twenty after she’s notified of Curt’s death. She said I could have all of the money if I did the job myself. Or, if I wanted to sub-contract it, I could split it up any way I wanted to with the other party.

“So, we got out of bed and got dressed. She wrote out a check for ten grand and gave it to me…” he paused.

“What happened then?” Snow asked.

Hedrick turned his head around and looked out through the windshield. “We went back downstairs and drank more wine. Curt came home and we had dinner. The next morning Curt drove me to the airport.”

Snow could tell he and Alice were on the brink of hearing a confession. He couldn’t believe it was coming so easily. But that was the way it worked sometimes. Keeping his voice even, he asked, “You were actually considering murdering Curt at that point?”

“No,” Hedrick said. “I never considered doing anything of the sort. I just wanted that money. So, I played her along.”

“Why did you tell Curt that Beth gave you the $10,000 to keep you away from them?”

Hedrick blew out a breath. “I just wanted to piss the bitch off. I don’t like her. I guess I was just fucking with them.”

Snow let out a heavy sigh of disappointment. “Well, what happened after that?”

“Beth called me after I got home from the airport.” He smiled. “She was furious. She wanted to know why I told Curt the lie about her giving me the check as a bribe to keep my distance—from the family. I told her I did it in case he found out about the check and wanted to know why she gave it to me. This way, he wouldn’t wonder.”

“What did she say to that?”

“She called me an idiot and then asked me if I’d made up my mind about whacking Curt. I told her it was a big decision and I needed to sleep on it. The next morning, she called me again, and I told her I would try to find somebody competent I could trust, and that it might take a few days. She called me every day for the next four days, becoming more and more frantic.”

“Why were you putting her off?” Alice said.

“I wanted to make sure the check would clear,” Hedrick replied. “On the fifth day, when she called, I told her I’d been giving it more thought and I had changed my mind. I didn’t want anything to do with her evil plan.”

“What did she say?”

“She screamed a lot of insults at me and then asked me about the money she’d given me. I told her she could take the cancelled check and shove it up her ass. Before I hung up, I told her, if she ever called me again, I’d go to the police and tell them the whole sickening story—including the way she squealed like a pig when I gave her the bone.”

“Did you ever communicate with her again?”

“No.”

“That’s quite a story,” Snow said. “How many times did she call you?”

“Six times.”

“And how long ago was that?”

“About two and a half months ago. Mid-June.”

“Those calls should be on your phone record,” Alice said. “Can you get a copy of that to us?”

Hedrick nodded. “I’ll email it to you after I get home from work.”

CHAPTER 12

“How are you holding up, Beth?’ Alice asked.

“I feel much better this morning,” she said, settling into the client chair in front of Alice’s desk. “After talking with Gary Hampton and the two of you yesterday, I feel like I’ve been able to regain some the equilibrium that I lost in that interrogation room at the police station yesterday. So, I was able to get a really good night’s sleep, even though it looked like there were prostitutes wandering past the motel even while it was still light out.”

Snow chimed in from his seat on the right side of Alice’s desk: “Some of the tourists dress like hookers. They were probably just out getting some sun. I heard you can get more vitamin D from five minutes in the sun than you can from vitamin tablets.”

“That’s interesting,” Beth said. “Maybe I’ll talk Lee into going for a walk. What would be the best time for that?”

“Before the sun comes up,” Snow said. “If you don’t see any bats out flying around, you’re already in the danger zone with regard to intensifying heat.”

“You have bats here?”

“We sure do. You should check out the light above the Luxor. It looks like a swarm of UFOs flying around up there in that beam at night.”

“Bats are attracted to light?”

“No, the bugs are. The bats are attracted to the bugs.”

Beth smiled at Snow. “That is so funny. I know you’re just trying to get me to relax, and I have to admit it’s working. I’m beginning to feel like your office is some sort of sanctuary I can retreat to. I feel safe here.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Beth,” Alice said. “We work for your attorney, so it’s important that you trust us.”

“We’re part of your team,” Snow said.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” Alice said.

“Oh! You have a kitchenette here?”

“No,” Snow said. “I used to make coffee from the faucet in the restroom. But we aren’t here enough to make it worth the trouble. There’s a gas station down at the end of the block that sells some fairly good coffee, if you can get it fresh. I think they get a lot of commuters who stop there for gas and their morning cup of Joe.”

“Thank you, but I wouldn’t want you to bother. I had plenty of refills at Sam’s Town buffet this morning along with our breakfast.”

“You drove all the way to Sam’s Town?” Snow said. “That must be almost ten miles from your motel.”

“That was Lee’s idea,” she said. “I suggested we just walk downtown and find a nice place to eat, but he was afraid we’d get mugged.”

“That’s not a bad area between the Wagon Wheel and downtown,” Snow said. “There’s just as much crime on the Strip as there is on Fremont Street.” He wondered if Lee was afraid of getting harassed again by his street-side service provider.

“Speaking of crime,” Beth said. “How is your investigation progressing?”

“We’re moving along quite well,” Alice said. “We have a few possible leads we’re following.”

“Oh, good. Do you have any suspects?”

“It’s hard to say at this point. We’ve been talking to Ross Hedrick. Do you think it’s possible someone hired him to murder your husband?”

Her eyes widened. “I suppose it is; he’s a convicted criminal.”

“Do you have any idea who might have hired him?”

She shook her head. “I have no idea. It could have been anyone, I imagine.”

“Something else we’ve been wondering about: What Ross told us isn’t consistent with your version of the events during his visit to your home in Rapid City.”

“What did he tell you?”

“He said you offered to pay him $30,000 to kill your husband, with a check in advance for $10,000,” Snow replied.

She stared at Snow with her mouth agape. “That’s a lie!” she protested.

“Why did you give him a check for $10,000?”

“I told you why. As a bribe to keep him away from us.”

“It’s hard to believe anyone would do that,” Snow argued. “That’s a lot of money. Why not just demand that he stay away from you?”

“I wanted to give him an incentive.”

“After he left to fly back to Las Vegas,” Alice said, “were you ever in communication with him again?”

“No.”

“You never called him?”

“No.”

“I think you did,” Snow said. “You called Ross Hedrick six times; once a day over a period of six consecutive days back in June.”

“I did not!”

“We checked his phone record,” Snow lied.

She stared at Snow, but said nothing.

“You supposedly told Ross to stay away from you,” Alice said. “You gave him a check for $10,000. And then you called him six times. Why would you do that?”

Beth turned her eyes to Alice. “I can’t believe he would make up such a preposterous story.”

“Why did you give Ross Hedrick $10,000 and then call him six times?” Alice repeated.

Beth sighed. “I’m embarrassed to tell you this. It seems so foolish now. I should have hired a professional. But Ross lives down here; I expected he would easily be able to watch him in the evenings, maybe even take a few days off from work. And, I thought, Curt might even confide in Ross. Ross might be able to cajole it out of him after a few martinis.”

Snow’s eyebrows drew together, forming two vertical creases between them. “What are you talking about, Beth?”

“I gave Ross the $10,000 check as payment to spy on my husband. I had been suspecting for a long time that Curt was cheating on me. I wanted to find out for sure. I called Ross daily trying to get progress reports out of him, but he was vague. And I came to realize that he wasn’t doing anything at all. He was just taking advantage of me. So, I told him to call me when he had any information to report to me. He never called and I never bothered to waste any more of my time and energy trying to get him to help me.

“As it turned out, I was able to get the truth out of Curt a couple weeks later myself when I confronted him about his mistress. That was when I asked him to move out.”

Snow slumped down in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his chin. He let out a breath and turned his head to Alice. She met his gaze and shrugged.

He turned his head back to Beth. “Why would Ross make up such an extravagant tale, if it weren’t true?”

“To shift the focus of your investigation away from him and toward me,” she said with fire in her eyes. “He wants you to think I hired someone else to kill my husband, to remove the suspicion from him. Or maybe he’s just sick in the head and he thinks this is a fun way to get back at me.”

“Get back at you for what?” Alice asked.

“Because I rejected his sexual advances.”

“He said you made the advances and he went willingly along with them. He said that you came downstairs into the living room completely naked.”

She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I can’t believe that you would accept as fact anything that comes out of that twisted mind of his. He’s a convicted felon. He stole a car, because he didn’t want to take the bus. That’s the way he thinks.”

“We didn’t say that we believe him,” Snow countered. “At least it sounds like he has a vivid imagination—I’ll give him that much. We’re just asking questions here, trying to get at the truth.”

She glowered at Snow. “Well, if you want to get at the truth—you need to find out who hired Ross to kill my husband—because it sure wasn’t me!”

*     *     *

“Well,” Snow said, “what do we know now?”

“We can add two more proven liars to the growing list,” Alice retorted.

They had returned to their usual seats in Alice’s office after escorting Beth Hund to the door. They both sat staring with consternation at the two empty client chairs in front of Alice’s desk.

“The irony in all of this,” Snow said, “is that conducting interviews is the main strategy in the process of homicide investigation. It always has been and it always will be. So, we spend most of our time listening to hours and hours of blatant lies, hoping to be able to sift through it all looking for a few grains of truth buried in all of it that might enable us to establish probable cause.”

“OK, so what are the consistencies?” She got a notebook out of a drawer and plopped it down on her desk.

“You could write it all down on a bar napkin,” Snow grumbled.

Alice began writing. “No one disputes the existence of a check for $10,000 that Beth gave to Ross. It’s just the purpose for the check that’s still in question.”

“The victim’s illegitimate son had no feelings, in either direction, toward him.”

Alice continued to write. “No one so far is exhibiting any grief.”

“Anybody could have killed the son of a bitch,” Snow added.

Alice stopped writing. “Anything else?”

“We don’t have a pot to piss in,” Snow muttered.

Alice leaned back in her chair and looked at Snow. “What shall we do now?”

“We need information we can never get without begging for it from the very suspects we’re investigating: phone records.”

“How do you propose we collect those?”

“We can try begging for them from somebody else,” Snow suggested.

“Marcia Stevens won’t give them to us.”

“But Detective Banner might. He seems like a fair man. He doesn’t seem to care about departmental politics.”

“He doesn’t seem to be enthralled with anything other than the pursuit of the opposite sex.”

“That’s what I like about him; he’s a throwback to the days when men were men and they just lived their lives by their instincts—dealing with one fucking thing after another.”

“That conjures up a rather graphic image in my mind,” Alice said.

“Let’s get Banner on the phone.” He stood up, plucked Banner’s business card out of his wallet and dropped it on the desk.

Alice slid the phone closer to her. She punched in the number and then pressed the speaker button.

He picked up on the second ring. “Yeah.”

“Is this Detective Banner?” Alice said.

“Yeah.”

“This is Alice James; I have you on speaker with Jim Snow.”

“Oh, yeah. What’s up, guys?”

Snow leaned over the phone. “We thought we’d call and check in with you.”

“Well, thanks,” Banner said. “That’s thoughtful of you.”

“That’s us,” Snow said. “Thoughtful…you got any leads yet?”

“It’s not looking good,” Banner said. “We’ve got no physical evidence, no witnesses. We sent a bunch of forensic stuff over to the lab for evaluation according to protocol, but you know how that goes. They’ll monkey around with it for three months and conclude that nothing is conclusive. It’s like filling out a keno card and hoping you get lucky. So, we’re pretty much dead in the water at this point. How are you guys doing? You got anything yet?”

“A bunch of lies,” Snow replied.

Banner laughed.

“Have you been able to obtain any phone records yet?” Alice said.

“Oh, yeah. That’s one bit of the process that’s gotten simpler; we don’t even need a warrant anymore.”

“I read about that,” Snow said. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t help us at all. We don’t have any authority.”

“You’ve got my sympathy,” Banner mumbled. “Whose records are you interested in?”

“For now, Beth Hund and Ross Hedrick. Hedrick told us he’d email a copy of his phone record to us later today, but I’m not holding my breath.”

“No problem.”

“You’re kidding,” Snow said. “Your squad leader doesn’t mind you giving out that sort of evidence?”

“Marcia isn’t here,” Banner said. “She’s home sick in bed with the flu. I’m on my own for a few days.”

“In that case, maybe you could slip us copies of whatever you’ve got,” Snow suggested.

“Let’s see here,” Banner said. “Who do I have phone records for? I’ve got the victim, his wife, his brother, his mistress, and his misbegotten son. Anybody else you’re interested in?”

“That should be a great help to us.”

“Why don’t you stop by here. We can go over them together and brainstorm. Maybe compare notes while you’re here.”

“That would be fantastic,” Alice said. “Lt. Bradley is OK with this?”

“It was his idea for you guys to link up with us. I can give you copies of phone records, just don’t tell anybody—not even Calvin. If he finds out about it and doesn’t approve, I can just play stupid. It’s been working for Marcia all these years.”

Snow chuckled.

“The only thing Calvin is a stickler about is interrogations. He won’t allow any unauthorized people in the interview rooms or either of the video monitoring rooms. He’s worried about the upper brass taking exception to it.”

“We know,” Snow said. “We asked him about that when we were working another case.”

“You’re not concerned with the fact that we work for the other side?” Alice said.

“This isn’t a football game. Attorneys have a right to discovery after an indictment, but nobody’s even been charged yet. We have the same objective, to find the perp. You’re not going to reveal anything to anybody that will undermine our investigation. You’re pros. You know the drill, you both used to work here.”

“I like the way you think,” Snow said, puffing out his chest.

“It’s the bottom line that matters,” Banner added. “I just want to clear this case.”

CHAPTER 13

Alice and Snow took the elevator to the second floor.

They skirted the cubicles in the squad room in a circular motion, the same way they had always approached the scene of a crime.

“Alice! Jim!” The familiar voice came from the other side of the room.

Snow turned his head and saw the section chief standing outside the door to his office, smiling at them.

“How goes the battle?” Bradley asked.

“We’re losing,” Snow said.

Bradley’s smile spread into a congenial grin as he offered a thumbs-up.

Snow returned the smile and gave a short wave. “Jesus,” he muttered. “I wonder how he would react if I told him we were winning.”

“He’d probably break into song,” Alice murmured.

“You looking for Detective Banner?” Bradley asked.

Snow nodded.

Pointing, Bradley said, “He’s down at the end.”

Banner stood up in the cubicle Bradley had been pointing at. He turned toward them and waved them over.

He had a large L-shaped desk with a small, rectangular aquarium at one end of it. It was lit by an overhead light with water bubbling up out of a tube from an under-gravel filter. It contained a couple of shells, a hollow log, and various plants. A dozen or so tropical fish of similar species dodged in and out of the plants.

“Nice setup you have here,” Snow said, leaning over and peering inside the tank.

“These are the only pets I have,” Banner said. “I spend more time here than I do at home, so this is where they live.”

“It adds a cozy ambiance to your cubicle,” Alice said. “Gives it a homey feel.”

“Yeah,” Banner said. “I come back here after spending two or three hours processing a grisly scene with bloody entrails spread all over the place, and these peaceful little guys calm me right down. It took a while to figure out which varieties were compatible together. I’d leave one crime scene and walk in here and see evidence of another. I used to have angel fish that ate all of the smaller fish. But they died off. I think I had an excess ammonia problem. When I fixed that and got these replacements, I stuck with all tetras. Now my tank murder rate is at zero.”

“Nice,” Snow said. “Is it much work to maintain?”

“I have to change the water once a week,” Banner said. “I keep a five-gallon bucket under the desk along with a siphon and some other stuff. It’s a small tank, so it’s not a big job.”

“I didn’t figure you for being such a soft-hearted, animal lover,” Snow said.

Banner nodded. “If I get tired of them, I can just flush the little bastards down the toilet.”

Snow chuckled. Dark humor was a constant source of entertainment and relief in the Metro Homicide squad room.

Banner stepped toward a thin stack of phone records sitting next to a file folder on his desk. “Why don’t you two grab a seat and make yourselves comfortable.” He sat down in his swivel chair and began looking through the paperwork.

Alice and Snow moved a couple straight backed chairs closer to Banner and sat down.

“I’ve been looking through these,” Banner said. “And I have to say I didn’t see much that jumped out at me.” He handed the documents to Snow. “Those go back three months. Looks like a lot of the usual calls you’d expect between friends, relatives, and local businesses. I printed out another sheet, listing all of the phone numbers and who they belong to.”

Snow glanced over the listings. When he got to Ross Hedrick’s phone records for June he noticed the six calls in a row from the South Dakota area code. “These are the calls Hedrick told us about from Beth,” he said.

Alice, looking over his shoulder, nodded. “It looks like, after those six calls in June, she never called him again. That’s consistent with what they both told us.”

Snow continued to look through the records. “Hannah Lang has a lot of calls with both Curt Hund and Ross Hedrick, especially during the last week while she was in Florida. They must have both missed her terribly. Distance does seem to make those hearts grow fonder. But she didn’t make or receive any other calls to or from any phone numbers outside of Florida while she was there.”

“What does that tell us?” Alice said.

“Nothing,” Snow mumbled.

Snow looked at the listings for Lee Hund. Nearly all of the calls were to or from motels in Rapid City. The rest were mostly to or from Curt and Beth. “Pretty mundane stuff. Nothing suspicious with Lee,” he said. “I was expecting at least some calls to escort services.”

“I think he’s careful about who he calls,” Banner said.

“Yeah,” Snow said. “That’s why he picks up streetwalkers. There aren’t any records of the transactions.”

“He may have only gotten the urge that one time,” Alice postulated.

“I don’t know,” Snow said. “It’s those quiet ones you have to look out for.”

Banner leaned forward and rested his elbows on the arms of his chair. “I can’t find anything incriminating on that guy,” he grumbled.

“I thought you couldn’t find anything on anybody,” Snow said.

“That too,” Banner said. “But look at Beth Hund’s recent phone record.”

Snow worked his way down to it and began to look through the listing.

“A week ago she called her attorney down here, Gary Hampton, twice.”

“What’s the significance of that?”

“Hampton is a criminal defense attorney. Why would Beth Hund need to talk to him?”

“He’s a long-time friend of the family,” Alice said. “Gary, Lee, and Curt went to school together in Ardus, South Dakota. Lee and Gary are still close friends.”

“Those two times were the only times Beth called Hampton in the last three months. Curt never called him. Lee called Hampton a number of times, but they’re buddies.”

“People communicate extensively with email these days,” Alice said.

“We don’t have enough probable cause to get a search warrant for Beth’s computer. And that’s up in South Dakota. We checked the victim’s computer. Couldn’t find anything significant on that.”

“What about Curt’s computer in his residence in Rapid City?” Snow suggested.

“He just had the one laptop that he took with him wherever he went. We asked Lee Hund to bring in his laptop and give us permission to examine it, but that was just before he stopped talking to us and lawyered up.”

“So, I take it, he refused to let you examine his laptop?” Alice said.

Banner nodded. “Now we need a warrant to check that.”

“He’s probably been surfing a lot of porn with it,” Snow surmised.

“That’s not unusual,” Banner said. “It’s all over the internet and nearly all of it’s free.”

“Sounds like you’re speaking from your own demented web surfing experience,” Snow said.

“I’m only interested in reading the articles,” Banner quipped.

They both laughed.

Alice shook her head, smiling.

“Anyway,” Banner continued, “here’s what stands out to me: Beth Hund’s two phone calls to Gary Hampton. Why did she call him out of the blue?”

“Legal advice concerning divorce?” Alice guessed.

“Hampton isn’t a divorce lawyer,” Banner argued. “And, if you look at Beth’s phone record, you’ll see she made a number of calls to a divorce attorney in Rapid City.”

“Maybe she wanted a second opinion,” Snow said.

“From a criminal defense attorney? She’d get better information from her friends. By middle age and beyond most people have experience with the divorce process.”

“She should call me,” Snow insisted. “I could tell her a thing or two.”

Banner chuckled. “I have to admit, the phone calls to Hampton are a thin lead, but I don’t have anything else.”

“Why don’t you bring him in for questioning?” Snow grinned.

“Funny,” Banner said. “Seriously, I could stop by his office informally and ask him a few questions. But I wouldn’t get anything out of him.” He leveled his gaze on Snow. “I was thinking you and Alice might be more successful. Just go in there like you’re bringing him up to speed on your investigation and finagle whatever information you can out of him.”

“I honestly think that’s a waste of time,” Snow said.

“Maybe it is,” Banner agreed. “But there’s something else I found out.”

“What’s that?”

“The day after Beth Hund talked to Hampton on the phone, she flew down here to Vegas. That was Tuesday of last week. She left on a return flight the next day. I wonder what she was doing here?”

“Did you ask her?” Alice said.

“Not yet,” Banner replied. “But I’m planning to bring her in for another round of questioning. That might push her over the edge into the realm of silence, just like it did with Lee.”

“Maybe we should talk to Lee again,” Alice suggested. “Beth is living with Lee. She must have told him she was flying down here—and why.”

“I think that might be a good idea,” Banner said. “Lee stopped talking to us, but he’s still talking to you.”

“That’s true,” Snow said. “We should do whatever we can to keep from screwing that relationship up.”

CHAPTER 14

“Thanks for taking the time to drive over here, Lee,” Snow said, as he settled into his swivel chair on the right side of Alice’s desk.

Hund lowered himself into one of the client chairs. “Well, there’s really no other place where we can talk with any amount of privacy. Beth was wondering why we can’t come over here together and talk to you at the same time.”

“Interviewing a group of people together at the same time doesn’t work very well,” Alice said. One person does most of the talking and everybody else just nods in agreement. We need to find out what each person has to say without being interrupted or having to worry about objections by the others.”

Hund nodded. “That makes sense. If Beth were here, she’d do all the talking.”

“She likes to run the show?” Snow suggested.

“She’s tough-minded,” Hund said.

“When it came to the business you and your brother shared, did Beth ever have any input into that?”

“She never showed any interest in the motel business.”

“Has she ever had a career?” Alice asked.

“She just does volunteer work. At least that’s what she tells everybody. She says that gets her out of the house and she’s able to meet and interact with others. She said it makes her feel good being able to help the poor, the disabled, and the elderly.”

“You must make pretty good money,” Snow said. “Since you’re paying all the bills.”

“I’m not making any more than we need to live comfortably. Curt and I have been paying ourselves a couple hundred thousand a year each. The rest we leave in the business to expand it and make repairs and improvements.”

“You said you and Curt own five motels.”

“That’s right.”

“What are they all worth?”

“Roughly ten million.”

“If they had divorced,” Snow said, “Beth probably would have gotten a quarter of that in the settlement.”

“Something like that. And there’s the home they shared. I don’t know how much Curt had in stocks, bonds, and cash. Maybe a million or so.”

“So, she would have gotten three million after the divorce. Now, she gets six million. That’s quite a difference.”

“She could have gotten by on three million,” Hund said. “But, it doesn’t really matter, since the two of us will probably end up getting married.”

“Now that Curt is dead, you mean?” Snow said.

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” Hund protested. “Our feelings for each other have nothing to do with Curt, living or dead.”

“But, it’s a lot more splendid to be in love, when you’re rolling in dough…right?”

“I don’t think I like what you’re insinuating,” Hund mumbled.

“Did you know that Beth called Gary Hampton twice last Monday?” Alice asked.

“No, I didn’t know that. Why?”

“Why do you think she would need to call him?”

“To get advice concerning her divorce. He’s a lawyer after all.”

“A criminal lawyer.”

“Gary’s a friend,” Hund said. “Friends are full of free advice.”

“Apparently, Beth has a divorce attorney in Rapid City. Why not just ask her?”

“Maybe she wanted a more subjective opinion.”

“Beth flew down here to Las Vegas last Tuesday,” Snow said. “She flew back the next day. You must have known about that.”

Hund nodded. “She wanted to serve Curt the divorce papers personally.”

“You said she hated flying.”

“She’s a strong-willed woman and she was intent on serving him those papers herself.”

“Why?”

“She wanted to make sure there wasn’t any screw-up.”

“Was she successful?” Snow asked.

“I don’t know,” Hund replied. “I asked her about it when she got back, but she didn’t want to talk about it. She seemed stressed out about the whole ordeal and having to fly down there and back.”

“Did she see anyone else while she was here?”

“She said she went in and visited with Gary.”

“So, she flew back to Rapid City on Wednesday. What day did you get here for the reunion?”

“Thursday. Curt wanted me to get here the day before to help put the finishing touches on everything.”

Snow thought for a moment. “So, you and Gary have remained friends over the years.”

“We get together now and then. Whenever I’m down here, we go out to lunch or supper together, or I go over to his place. Sometimes we go out on the town.”

“How often do you come down here?”

“Four to six times a year for a few days at a time to check on everything at the Wagon Wheel.”

“Didn’t Curt take care of that?”

“Curt had been doing less and less over the years.”

“Curt was splitting his time between Rapid City and Las Vegas,” Alice said. “He was down here a lot. Did he and Gary hang out together at all?”

Hund shook his head. “Gary never got together with Curt unless I was there. For example, Gary flew up to Rapid City to attend Curt’s wedding when he and Beth got married, but I think he just did that to be polite and because I was there.”

“It sounds like Gary didn’t like Curt,” Alice said.

“Very few people liked Curt,” Hund said. “After he got out of high school and wasn’t scoring touchdowns anymore. Curt was selfish and obnoxious. I think I told you that. Aside from that, Gary and I are the same age, so we hung out together growing up. Like I told you, Curt was two years older. That’s a big difference when you’re a kid. And Curt’s friends used to make fun of me.”

“You told us they called you Wiener,” Snow said.

“Yeah, and since Gary hung out with me, they made fun of him too.”

“Did they have a nickname for Gary?”

“They called him Pipsqueak. He was even smaller than me. He didn’t start growing until he was sixteen. In the sixth grade, he tried flirting with one of the girls and she punched him in the stomach. The whole class got a laugh out of that. She was something like four inches taller than him.”

“Did Beth grow up in Ardus?” Alice asked.

“No, Beth was from Huron, South Dakota. She got a liberal arts degree from Dakota State University in Madison, then moved to Rapid City to work as a claims adjuster for an insurance company.”

“How did she meet Curt?”

“They told everybody they met in a church after the Sunday morning service, but I think they met in a bar. Everybody Curt ever dated, he usually met in bars.”

“Do you own a gun?” Snow asked.

“I’ve had various handguns in the past when I was younger. But I sold them all, because the bullets were so expensive.”

“What about Curt? Did he own any handguns?”

“He had a .38 Smith & Wesson and a nine-millimeter that he kept in his home in Rapid City.”

“Did he keep any in his home here in Vegas?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Does Beth own a gun?” Alice said.

“No.”

“Does she know how to use one?”

“Sure. Curt took her to the gun ranges with him. Why are you curious about that? Beth couldn’t have shot Curt. She was in Rapid City.”

“That’s true,” Alice said. “I’m just wondering whether she’s comfortable around guns. Some people don’t like to handle them—and don’t even want them around.”

Hund shrugged. “I’m sure Beth never had any problem having guns around. She understood their function. A gun is a tool.”

Snow leveled his gaze at Hund. “Yeah, but when it comes to tools, I’d rather have a raving maniac chasing me with a circular saw—than a gun. Even with an extension cord, I could probably outrun that blade. You can’t outrun a bullet.”

Hund stared back at Snow for a moment. He lowered his gaze to his hands, resting in his lap. “I wonder what it’s like,” he mumbled.

“What?” Snow said.

“Getting shot.”

“I think it looks worse than it feels,” Snow said. “I’ve known guys who got shot, and they usually didn’t feel anything at first. The body goes into shock. And it depends on where you get hit. Soft tissue isn’t so bad, but when a bullet hits a bone that can hurt like hell.”

“Like a rib bone,” Hund said. “I wonder if any of the bullets hit Curt in the ribs.”

“He was probably so drunk and the wounds were so severe that I doubt your brother even knew what was happening,” Snow said.

“Your brother didn’t suffer,” Alice said. “It was over very quickly.”

“I know,” Hund said. He looked at Alice with tears welling in his eyes. “But it’s not over for me. I can’t get the image out of my mind.”

CHAPTER 15

Gary Hampton’s assistant greeted Alice and Snow with a smile in the lobby. She escorted them back to Hampton’s office where Hampton stood up behind his desk and leaned over the top of it to shake hands.

“How’s the investigation going?” Hampton asked as he sat back down. “Are you making any headway?”

“We’ve got a few leads,” Snow said, shifting his position in the chair. “But this is a tough one. There was no obvious physical evidence left at the scene, and no witnesses. The crime lab is working on forensics, but that’s not a high priority for them, because they weren’t given anything significant to work on.”

Hampton leaned back in his chair. “It sounds like the perfect crime.”

“Everyone knows there’s no such thing as a perfect crime,” Snow mused with a lopsided grin on his face.

“Uh-huh.” Hampton chuckled politely. “Have you discussed the case with the detectives at Homicide?”

“We have,” Alice said.

“And were you able to gauge their level of optimism in their ability to obtain an arrest warrant?”

“They don’t have any more to go on than we do,” Snow said.

“But you said you have some leads…”

“We always say that,” Snow said. “Got to stay positive in front of the client. Right? I’m not going to walk in here and tell you we can’t find our asses with both hands.”

“You might be successful if you both work together on that.”

Hampton and Snow both laughed over this retort. Alice smiled amiably.

“I haven’t tried to guide your efforts in any one direction or the other, because this isn’t the usual situation where our client has been indicted and we need to run around gathering information to disprove whatever the prosecution might present. I’m just attempting to offer peace of mind to Lee, with Homicide coming down so heavily on him. This is all new to him and he’s always been a bit insecure and apprehensive about everything he has to deal with. This is overwhelming for him.”

“What’s your opinion of Beth?” Alice asked.

“I don’t know her as well as I do Lee, but she seems confident, vehement, and tenacious at this point. She’s like a pit bull.”

“What’s your connection with her?”

“I wouldn’t say that we have one,” Hampton replied. “She’s romantically involved with Lee now, and I consider him to be a good friend, so she also now fits into that category.”

“When she was married to Curt,” Snow said, “you didn’t want anything to do with her?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Hampton said. “Curt Hund and I were never on common ground, so I had no reason to interact with Beth.”

“You didn’t like Curt?” Alice suggested.

“To be honest, no I didn’t, for one very good reason. To put it in layman’s terms, Curt was a complete asshole. He did whatever he wanted and he didn’t care who he hurt in the process.”

“How did Beth manage to put up with him for all those years?”

“Beth is resilient,” Hampton replied. “She had a good situation with Curt in spite of his personality. He made a lot of money. They had a nice home, a lot of nice things, and she never had to earn a living. I think a lot of women would put up with quite a bit in order to have that.”

“What changed?” Snow asked.

“Curt started cheating on her, and she felt that she’d lost control. Beth is the sort of woman who needs to be in control.”

“She called you twice last Monday,” Alice said.

Hampton nodded. “Yes, she did.”

“Why?”

Hampton sighed and leaned forward. “She had some questions about process service. She wanted to come down here and serve Curt with their divorce paperwork herself. I told her that wouldn’t be a problem as long as he was willing to accept them. As it turned out, she drove out to his home, and he wouldn’t open the door. He told her to get lost.”

“How did she react to that?”

“She was pretty upset. I think she doesn’t usually show it, but she seemed to be hurt and seething inside. She wanted to know what she could do and I told her to hire a professional process server. I gave her some names and phone numbers, people I’ve used in the past. They know how to get the job done when the recipient is uncooperative.”

“But, why wouldn’t Curt sign the papers?” Snow asked. “He was the one who moved out initially.”

“I think Curt wanted the divorce,” Hampton said. “I don’t think he wanted to speak to Beth.”

“Why?”

“My feeling about it after talking with Beth, was that she ultimately wasn’t interested in divorce. I think she wanted to reconcile with Curt, get him to break it off with his mistress and put their marriage back on track. I also think that Beth, like a lot of women, has some sort of sixth sense about these things and she felt that, with Curt’s mistress being a former stripper, that their relationship was on shaky ground and it would be easy for her to drive a wedge between them.”

“But she’s got the same sort of lavish lifestyle with Lee,” Snow said. “Why not just let Curt go and continue on to the next chapter with Lee?”

Hampton spread his hands. “Lee is a very nice fellow. He’s thoughtful, compassionate, kind, and generous. Curt was a rascal. Some women seem to be attracted to that bad boy image, and I think Beth is that sort. Men can be that way too. And it’s hard to give up on a relationship that has endured for a lot of years. That familiarity is comforting on a certain level.

“I knew a fellow who came home from work unexpectedly one day and found his wife in bed with the paperboy. He was furious and devastated. He filed for divorce and they went their separate ways. Eventually he started seeing her again. One thing led to another and they remarried.”

“That’s incredible,” Snow said. “Are they still together?”

“No, the husband passed on,” Hampton said. “She shot him with his own gun and tried to convince a jury that it was an accident that occurred while he was cleaning it. I defended her at trial, and it was a losing case right from the opening statements. Gun powder residue was found on both of her hands. There was none on her husband, and the medical examiner concluded that he’d been shot from at least ten feet away.

“She was hoping for a sympathetic jury, so I tried to put a panel together comprised of people of faith. I had her dress like a Sunday school teacher and instructed her to carry a Bible with her to and from the courtroom. But they found her guilty. She’s now serving life in prison.”

“That’s a sad story,” Snow said. “It makes me realize how lucky I am never to have met a similar fate. It makes me want to call up my ex-wives and thank them both for not killing me.”

Hampton nodded solemnly.

“I’m wondering,” Alice said. “If Beth was indeed interested in reconciling with Curt, do you think Lee might have sensed that?”

“Lee is extremely bright,” Hampton said. “I’ve known a lot of intelligent men who were stupid when it came to matters of the heart. I’ve had clients who have committed robbery out of a mixture of devotion and passion. And I’ve defended others who killed for it. I’ve also defended the spouses of men who were murder victims because they were so blinded by their affection that they couldn’t see that their betrothed was a psychopath.”

“Do you think it’s possible,” Alice continued, “that Lee murdered his brother to keep from losing Beth?”

Hampton shook his head. “I’ve known Lee all of my life. He doesn’t have it in him to harm anyone. Fortunately most people are like him in that way—otherwise there would be blood in the streets.”

Hampton’s assistant appeared in the doorway to his office. “Sorry to bother you, Tiggy,” she said. “Jordan Stilwell is on the phone again. I told him you’re in conference, but he doesn’t believe me. He said some vile things to me. He sounds like he’s high on something…”

“Thanks, Ashley,” Hampton said. “Go ahead and put him through. I’ll straighten him out.”

“Thanks, Tiggy,” she said, then turned and headed back down the hallway to her desk.

Hampton sighed. “I’m sorry. This will only take a minute.”

“No problem,” Snow said.

A moment later Hampton’s phone rang. He punched a button on the phone and picked up the handset, putting it to his ear.

“What’s up, Jordan?” He listened for moment. “No. I was in the restroom. What’s the problem?” He listened. “I told you that wasn’t my fault…no…no…I told you there was no way that prosecutor would accept a plea deal reducing armed robbery to shoplifting. That’s absurd.” He listened. “Calling me names like that won’t get you anywhere, Jordan. I don’t appreciate you calling my assistant a bunch of filthy names, and I don’t intend to sit here and let you call me a backstabbing cocksucker. I don’t have anything against you; that’s ridiculous. I was your lawyer. I wanted the best possible outcome for you. Getting the best plea agreements possible is always my top objective. It’s not good for my business to get anything less than that.” He paused. “No…no…look, you fucking asshole, you are violating the terms of your parole by calling me and harassing me with your vulgar abuse. Now, if you call here again, I’ll send the police over to your home and have you arrested. You’ll be back in Indian Springs by nightfall. You got that? Now calm down, you sick fuck, and pull yourself together!” He slammed the phone down.

Hampton stood up. “I apologize. I got a little carried away there. You’ve got to know how to handle these guys. You need to speak their language in order to get through to them. Otherwise they won’t respect you. Could you excuse me for a minute?”

“Of course,” Alice said.

He hurried out of the office.

A few minutes later he returned, looking more relieved, and sat back down.

Leaning back in his chair, he sighed. “I’m sorry. I always get the urge to run to the bathroom when I get excited. I’ve got an enlarged prostate, BPH they call it. It’s caused a real problem for me, especially in the courtroom. It’s embarrassing to have to always ask the judge for a recess whenever I get a sudden urge to water my lizard. It’s the main reason I always dread taking a case to court. I’ll do anything to convince my clients to take a plea agreement, so I don’t have to go through the daily agony.”

“That must be horrible,” Alice said.

“It is,” Hampton agreed. “I had one case where my teeth were floating, and the judge was going on and on with her instructions to the jury. It was unbearable. One of the female jurors suddenly interrupted her and blurted out, ‘Excuse me! I have to go to the bathroom. I’ve been holding it for over an hour.’ Everybody, including the judge, laughed at that poor juror’s humiliation. I felt like running over there and kissing that woman. But I ran to the bathroom instead.”

“That’s the sort of brutal torture civilization has driven us to,” Snow muttered. “They should just hang a urinal on the wall in those courtrooms. When the urge strikes, you just mosey over to it and go.”

“What would the women use?” Alice said.

“They could put an enclosed stall next to it,” Snow replied. “They could leave the top off it so you could sit there and listen to closing arguments while you’re answering nature’s call.”

“Some days I wish I were a dog,” Hampton declared.

*     *     *

“That’s the strangest criminal defense attorney I’ve ever met,” Snow said.

“I think he acts a little like you,” Alice added.

“You don’t see me cussing at clients over the phone,” Snow countered. “I wait until after I hang up.”

“You’d think he’d be more careful. He’s dealing with dangerous criminals on a daily basis. They don’t appreciate being disrespected. I don’t know how anyone could handle a job like that. Maybe he’s losing his mind.”

“What are you talking about?” Snow said. “We both had jobs like that in Homicide. We dealt with murderers every day. And we still do—once in a while.”

“But we show them respect when we’re interacting with them.”

“I think calling somebody a killer is pretty much lacking in reverence.”

“Many of them consider that title an accolade,” Alice said.

Snow unlocked the car with his key fob. They got in and he started the engine and air conditioner. He turned his head to Alice. “What’s our next step? We’ve interviewed all of our possible suspects, some more than once. We interrogated our client. It seems like the more we learn, the less we know. We were further ahead with this case before we started working on it.”

“I feel the same way,” Alice agreed. “I don’t like taking cases like this one. If we can’t close them, I feel like we’re taking the client’s money for nothing.”

“The up side on this one is, if we don’t solve it and Metro doesn’t clear it, then Gary Hampton’s client can just take the body and go home. That’s the objective, isn’t it? And Lee Hund doesn’t seem intent on anyone finding his brother’s killer.”

“I agree,” Alice said. She fastened her seatbelt and stared out through the windshield.

“That doesn’t make him the shooter,” Snow said. “He doesn’t seem like the vengeful sort.”

“I know,” Alice agreed. “Why don’t we go back to square one.”

“What’s at square one? Bacon and eggs?”

“The neighbor who discovered the body.”

“Banner and Stevens already talked to him. They said he noticed the front door open and went inside. That’s all they said.”

“There has to be more to it than that,” Alice said. “Either they weren’t very thorough conducting their interview, they overlooked something, or they didn’t bother to tell us.”

“I can’t imagine Marcia Stevens neglecting to provide us with helpful information,” Snow said.

“She was probably neglected as a child. That may be why she’s the way she is.”

“Her parents probably had to hang a pork chop around her neck when she was a kid to get the dog to play with her.”

“If her parents hung a pork chop around her neck, she would eat it—and tie the bone to the dog’s tail.”

“Yeah,” Snow said. “I think, if she hadn’t become a homicide detective, she would have gone on to be a serial killer.”

Alice laughed. “That’s a bit of a stretch.”

CHAPTER 16

Brett Landon was a strapping six-footer in his mid-thirties with blonde hair. He had a kind face with a lazy smile that produced a pair of dimples at the corners of his mouth.

He led Alice and Snow into his great room where he turned off his massive TV and settled into an accent chair.

Alice and Snow took the end of the couch adjacent to him.

Snow stretched out his legs and leaned sideways against the arm of the sofa. “You decided to stay in town over the holiday weekend,” Snow said.

“We usually stick around for big weekends,” Landon said. “That’s when we’re busiest.”

“What do you do?” Alice said.

“I’m a freelance bartender. I work all kinds of events, big and small, so when most people are off, I’m generally on.”

“That sounds interesting. How did you get into that?”

“Just by luck,” Landon said. “I was tending bar at The Mirage when I decided to quit and go off on my own. It pays to be in bed with a talented events planner. I have a couple of friends who were engaged and they asked me to tend bar at their reception. I did it for free as a wedding gift. The planner for their wedding took note of my bartending skills and suggested I start working events on a contract basis.

“I told her I had no experience with that sort of thing and wouldn’t know how to get work. She said she could book me at as many jobs as I wanted. So, I quit the Mirage and started working the next weekend. Six months later, Katie hired a bartender for a personal event of our very own: our wedding.”

“Oh, congratulations!” Alice said.

Landon beamed. “So, this is a business I just fell into, and I don’t even need to market it. My wife now picks and chooses the best jobs for me.”

“You must be a topnotch mixologist,” Snow said.

“It pays to have a good memory and dexterity. It always makes a good impression when a guest comes back for a refill, and I remember the exact contents of his drink. It makes him feel distinguished. It also pays to remain sober.” He leaned forward. “Would you like a beer?”

“Sure,” Snow replied. “It’s close enough to the cocktail hour.”

“Alice?” Landon stood up.

“Maybe some water,” Alice said.

Landon strode off toward the kitchen.

He returned a few minutes later carrying two bottles of Japanese beer in one hand and a glass of ice water in the other. He handed the ice water to Alice and one of the beers to Snow. “Would you like a glass?”

“The bottle is fine,” Snow said. “Thanks.”

Landon went back to his chair and sat down. “I hope you like Japanese beer,” he said. “I used to loathe it when I was in my early twenties. But I’ve developed a taste for it. I like the dark brown bottles. Beer in clear or green bottles tends to get skunky very quickly when left out in the light.”

“I developed a liking for that skunky taste,” Snow said. “You ever try Chinese beer?”

Landon nodded. “It’s not bad.”

“I like to set it out in the sun for a day or two to really get the skunkiness ramped up.”

“I’ve never heard of that,” Landon said. “I suppose that’s why so many of the brewers bottle their beer in translucent glass. There must be a lot of beer drinkers in the world with a similar palate as yours. I met someone once who told me he favors beer in a can, because he likes the tinny bite it produces.”

“That’s the goofiest thing I’ve ever heard,” Snow insisted. He took a swig of his beer. “Was your neighbor a beer drinker at all, or did he just stick with the hard stuff?”

“You’re talking about Curt Hund?”

Snow nodded.

“He drank anything he could get his hands on, but he preferred gin martinis. He invited Katie and me over for dinner frequently, I suspect because he liked the way I made the martinis for him. Most people don’t drink martinis at home, because it’s a lot of work. And Curt impressed me as the lazy sort.”

“It doesn’t sound like you were impressed with him.”

“That’s true, I wasn’t,” Landon said. “He was loud, obnoxious, arrogant, and rude.”

“Why did you socialize with him?” Alice wondered.

“None of those traits bother me. I’m a bartender. I’m used to that sort of behavior. Alcohol doesn’t intrinsically bring out the best in people. Curt had a twisted sense of humor, and sometimes he could be entertaining. Especially when his brother Lee was in town and the two of them would exchange barbs over copious amounts of gin and vermouth. Although it was nearly always Curt hurling the insults. Lee would just sit there and glare at him through his fermented haze. Through all of their banter, it was hard for me to discern even a glimmer of brotherly love transmitted between them. I suppose Lee tolerated Curt for the same reason most people share drinks and break bread with those they despise: They are family.”

“The police told us you were the one who discovered Curt’s body,” Alice said.

“Yes,” Landon said. “I have to tell you, that was the most gruesome scene I’ve ever laid eyes on. I stood there and stared at it for what seemed like a long time before I thought to get my phone out and call 911.”

“Did you notice anything out of place?”

“No,” Landon said. “But I didn’t look around much. I could see the front door was ajar through the rear window of my car as I was backing out of my garage. I was on my way to pick up some coffee from Starbucks; when I noticed the door, I ran over to check on it. I rang the doorbell and there was no sound from inside, so I hollered Curt’s name, and still no response—so I opened the door fully and went inside.”

“Did you look around at all?”

“A little. I just noticed as I passed through the foyer on my way to the stairs that the great room and the dining room were still a mess with bottles, glasses, and napkins strewn everywhere. I figured Curt would still be in bed, so I went upstairs directly to the master bedroom and, indeed, found him in his bed. Though I didn’t expect to see the holes in his chest and all of the blood spread out underneath him.”

“And nothing in the room appeared to be disturbed?”

“Only Curt. But I didn’t look around the bedroom. I just called 911 and got out of there as fast as I could. I waited for the police outside near the street.”

“Were you at home the night of the party?” Snow asked.

“No,” Landon said. “I was at the party.”

“Oh…so Curt invited you and your wife to come over and join in?”

“I was tending bar. I also tended bar at the banquet. Curt and Lee hired me for the night. They also engaged Katie to manage the events.”

“Did Katie go with you to the party?”

“We drove separate cars,” Landon replied. “Katie needed to be at the banquet hall long before the guests began to arrive, in order to oversee everything. She was still at the banquet hall when I left, because I needed to be at Curt’s home to prepare the bar by 9:30. Curt wanted me standing at the ready when the first guests emerged from their limousines.”

“There must have been a lot of booze flowing,” Snow postulated.

Landon nodded. “Those people drank like it was the end of Prohibition.”

“How was the mood at the party?”

“It started out tense, but loosened up gradually. Curt gave a pernicious presentation about the Hund forefathers settling in Russia after dinner at the banquet. That caused some consternation among the guests—and especially with Lee. He threw a peanut at Curt.”

“We heard about that,” Snow said. “So, what time did you leave the party?”

“It was around two a.m.; Curt wanted to close the bar at 1:30, so everyone could finish their drinks and clear out around two. There weren’t a lot of people left after one o’clock. And the last of them got in the limousines, maybe a few minutes after two.”

“At that point you and Curt were alone in the house?” Alice said.

“Yes.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“Well, I didn’t run around, checking all of the rooms…”

“What happened after the last of the guests left?” Snow asked.

“Curt asked me if I wanted to join him in a nightcap. At that point he was swaying from side to side like a small boat in rough seas, so I thought it best if he just went to bed. Katie had come home at midnight, leaving the party with the horde that stumbled out the door looking for limousines. There weren’t enough cars for all of them to get into, so a lot of them came back inside to increase their level of inebriation while they waited for more limousines to arrive.

“I was thinking of Katie curled up in bed and that seemed inviting to me after being on my feet all night. I asked Curt if he needed any help getting up the stairs. He said he would be fine, so I wished him a good night and left him standing at the front door with an empty martini glass in his hand.”

“Did he lock the door behind you?” Alice said.

“I don’t know. I didn’t hear a click, so maybe he didn’t.”

Snow took a drink of beer and thought for a moment. “Was there anything that happened at the banquet or the party that stands out in your mind?”

“Lee throwing the peanut at Curt, and then Curt giving him the finger…”

“Anything other than that? Any sort of suspicious behavior?”

“Yes, there was something that caught my attention. I told the detectives about this, but they just shrugged it off as unimportant: I was passing through the master bedroom on my way to a bathroom break, when I noticed Curt’s son, Ross Hedrick, looking over the books in the bookcase near the bed. He appeared to be intent on finding one particular book. And, when he turned his head and saw me watching him, he flinched. He looked nervous which I thought was odd. When I came out of the bathroom, he was gone. I never saw him again for the rest of the evening.”

“Do you remember what time that was?” Alice said.

“I think it was just before midnight,” Landon said. “It was just before the mass exit toward the limousines.”

CHAPTER 17

Alice was sitting behind her desk as Snow escorted Lee Hund into her office for the second time that day.

“Have a seat, Lee,” Snow said, as he crossed to his swivel chair and seated himself.

Lee stretched out in one of the client chairs and folded his arms. “I should just bring a sleeping bag over and crap out. It would save me driving back and forth.”

“We would have been happy to meet you over by your motel,” Alice suggested.

“I don’t feel comfortable discussing my brother’s murder in a coffee shop. This isn’t something I’ll be doing for the rest of my life, so I can just put up with it until somebody figures out who killed Curt.”

“I think we’re making some progress finally,” Snow said.

Hund elevated an eyebrow. “I’m glad to hear that. What did you find out?”

Snow leaned forward. “How well do you know Ross Hedrick?”

“Like I told you before, not very well at all. I met him the weekend he flew up to Rapid City to meet Beth. Curt invited me over to supper that Friday night. He seemed pretty honest. He dropped a bomb on the three of us while we were passing around the fried chicken and mashed potatoes. He said he went to prison for a year for auto theft when he was twenty-one. He said he was all messed up on drugs at the time and thought he was invincible. He said his truck was in the shop and he didn’t feel like taking the bus, and here was this car right in front of him with the engine running. So, he jumped in and took off.

“I can’t relate to that sort of behavior. I wouldn’t have been tempted to steal anything at any age. That’s not the way I was brought up. I had parents I respected who taught Curt and me right from wrong. Ross said he never had a father while he was growing up, and that’s why he was so messed up when he was younger. But he said he’d learned his lesson, and had been working hard for a roofing company since he got out of prison.

“I don’t like to judge people, because none of us is perfect, and it can be hard to understand the way everybody thinks. We all come from different backgrounds and upbringings. But I was really impressed that he would sit there and confess the mistakes he’d made while we were all sitting there together sharing a chicken supper. He could have just kept the dark corners of his past a secret and none of us would have been the wiser. I could tell Curt was proud of him, but that’s not saying much since Curt was a piece of work in his own right.”

“How did Beth react?” Alice said.

“You never know with Beth,” Hund said. “She usually has the same expression on her face no matter what. I’ve never been able to figure that woman out. She’s one of the unsolved mysteries of the universe. That may be one of the reasons I’ve been drawn to her. A lot of women seem to like to act mysterious—but with Beth it’s no act.”

“At the party at your brother’s residence,” Alice said, “did you talk much to Ross?”

“He was making the rounds, talking to everybody, being sociable. He stopped by and talked to me for five or ten minutes. He wanted to know what it was like growing up with Curt in our little town of Ardus. I told him his dad was a star running back on the football team. That he was big and strong and I was the little runt everybody called Wiener Dog. I asked Ross if he’d had a nickname the kids called him in school, and he said they just called him Ross. That made me think, maybe kids are different these days. Maybe they aren’t as mean as they were when Curt and I were growing up.”

“Did Ross seem apprehensive or nervous?” Snow said.

“Not that I noticed. He didn’t seem to be drinking much. Nearly everybody else was pretty much plastered by midnight.”

“There is a bookcase in Curt’s master bedroom,” Alice said. “Is that correct? Do you remember that?”

Hund thought for a moment. “Yeah. A small one near the foot of the bed.”

“Do you know what Curt kept in that bookcase?”

Hund shrugged. “Some books. Not a lot of them. Curt wasn’t a big reader. They were mostly travel books for Nevada and the southwest. He had some picture books of Las Vegas and the surrounding area, the Grand Canyon, Zion, stuff like that. He had some nonfiction books about the mob in Las Vegas, Benny Binion. Stuey Ungar, and some other infamous people who made their names in Vegas. I don’t think he read any of them; the last time I saw Curt reading something, it was the Daily Racing Form in a sports book.”

“Is there anything else in that bookcase?” Alice said.

“Yeah, some atlases and road maps and a bunch of nik-naks: coffee mugs, decorative rocks, small wood carvings, miniature slot machines, ball caps…”

“Nothing else?”

“And a phony dictionary.”

“A phony dictionary?”

“Yeah, it’s actually a small, metal safe with a lock. You wouldn’t know it by looking at it. It looks authentic until you pull it out to look up a word. You open the cover and there it is, a metal box. It’s pretty clever.”

Alice and Snow exchanged a look. Snow cocked an eyebrow.

“How did you find out about it?” Snow asked.

“We got back from a night of gambling. We went into the master bedroom to get a blanket for my bed in one of the guest rooms. I took the blanket in my room and put it on the bed, then went back into Curt’s bedroom and he had the dictionary out. He had it open and was putting cash in it. I asked him what the hell it was and he showed me. It was stuffed full of money.”

“How much do you think was in there?”

“Just guessing I’d say thirty to forty thousand, maybe more. It was all hundreds. I asked him what he was doing keeping so much cash in something so insignificant as a fake dictionary. It didn’t even have a name on it, you know, like Webster or American Heritage. It just said, English Dictionary. He told me no thief is ever going to pay attention to a dictionary. He said burglars are all illiterate and stupid. They go right to your dresser and night stand. He said guys keep their important possessions in their sock drawer, underneath a pile of socks.

“I have to admit, that’s where I hide my cash. When we were growing up, Curt and I both kept our valuables under a stack of socks in our sock drawers. We called them our C-C drawers: cash and condoms. I was always in that sock drawer getting cash out, but I never had any use for the condoms, except to look them—they were like collectibles.”

“Well, Lee,” Snow said. “I have to tell you: Anybody willing to reveal something like that has to be believable. So, tell me why you decided to pick up a prostitute after you got back from the reunion party?”

Hund let out a slow breath and shook his head. “I just didn’t feel like going right to bed when I got back to the motel. I felt like I needed a distraction of some sort, to take my mind off of things.”

“What kind of things?”

Hund shrugged. “Everything,” he said quietly. “Just…everything.”

CHAPTER 18

He answered on the second ring: “Yeah.”

“Is this Detective Banner?” Alice said.

“Yeah.”

“This is Alice James; I have you on speaker with Jim Snow.”

“Oh, yeah. What’s up, guys?”

Snow leaned over the phone. “We thought we’d call and check in with you.”

“Well, thanks,” Banner said. “That’s thoughtful of you.”

“That’s us,” Snow said. “Thoughtful…you got any new leads yet?”

“I’m getting a feeling of déjà vu here,” Banner said. “Didn’t we have this conversation already—or did I dream that?”

“Yeah, but this is a new day,” Snow replied. “Same conversation, different day.”

“I should have been a trash collector,” Banner grumbled. “At least in that job, when you do the same thing over and over again, you accomplish something.”

“We found someone,” Alice chimed in.

“Who?”

“You,” Alice said. “Somebody who complains more than Jim. You two are kindred spirits.”

“That’s great,” Banner said. “I’ll log that in my journal. After I pen my memoir and they make a movie from it—who do you want to play you, Snow?”

“Pee Wee Herman,” Snow said. “I think he’s mature enough now for a serious role. But make sure he drives a sporty car in the chase scenes. It should be OK to spice the film up, taking advantage of a little artistic license.”

“What model car do you drive, Snow?”

“Hyundai Sonata.”

“What possessed you buy one of those?” Banner said. “We don’t even hand those out to our rookies.”

“I’m not a rich man,” Snow said. “And I like to blend in with the other citizens on the east side of Las Vegas.”

“If that’s the case, you should be taking the bus.”

“In my pajamas,” Snow added.

Banner laughed. “What did you find out?”

“About what?” Snow asked.

“The attorney. Did you talk to him?”

“We did,” Alice said. “Gary Hampton told us that Beth Hund flew to Las Vegas last Tuesday to serve Curt with their divorce papers.”

“Who is Curt?” Banner asked.

“The victim,” Alice replied.

“Oh, right, right…here it is. It’s hard to remember names when I’m working six cases at the same time—and feeding my fish.”

“How are they doing?” Snow asked.

“My caseload?”

“No, your fish.”

“They’re fine,” Banner said. “It’s my caseload that needs help.”

“We’re doing all we can for you,” Alice said.

“I appreciate that. So, back to the lawyer. As I remember, Beth Hund called him on Monday…”

“She had questions about process service.”

“Process service? Nothing sexy about that,” Banner said. “Did she stop in and see Counsellor Hampton or anybody else while she was in town?”

“Hampton said she stopped in to ask his advice. She couldn’t get her husband to come to the door, so she couldn’t serve the papers. Hampton said she seemed to want to win the guy back. I think the main reason she went to talk to Gary Hampton is probably because she sees him as a disinterested party she can talk to—like a minister or a priest.”

Banner sighed. “Well, if she was bent on winning her husband back, that diminishes her motive for murdering him.”

“That’s the conclusion Jim and I came to,” Alice agreed.

“But that brings us back to the brother, Lee Hund. The question is: Did Lee know that Beth wanted to move back in with her husband. That’s a strong motive for murder, right there.”

“We brought up that point too,” Snow said. “Coincidentally, we just finished interviewing Lee Hund again.”

“Did he confess?”

“No. But we have some new information that could prove fruitful.”

“What sort of information?”

“While you were processing the crime scene,” Alice said, “did you notice a bookcase near the bed?”

“Yeah, I remember that it didn’t contain a lot of books. It had a nice spittoon sitting on top of it. I was admiring that.”

“Did you notice a dictionary in with the other books?”

“A dictionary,” Banner said. “Why would that be significant?”

“Just indulge us for a minute,” Alice said.

“OK, no. I don’t recall seeing a dictionary. That doesn’t mean there wasn’t one there. Let me check the crime scene photos. I’m sure there is at least one of that bookcase. You know how those technicians are with their cameras. They tend to get carried away…let me pull that up here...OK, here we are…yep, here’s a straight-on shot of the bookcase…no…no, there’s no dictionary in that bookcase. So, what does that mean?”

“Brett Landon,” Snow said. “The neighbor who discovered the body. He tended bar at the party.”

“Yeah.”

“He told us he saw Ross Hedrick, the illegitimate son, looking over the bookcase. He said he seemed jumpy and nervous.”

“He was jumpy and nervous,” Banner suggested, “because he was looking for a dictionary. They must have been playing Scrabble downstairs and he needed to look up a word.”

“Lee told us Curt kept a cash box disguised as a dictionary in the bookcase,” Snow said. “He thinks there might have been thirty to forty grand inside of it.”

Banner whistled softly. “Now that’s a dictionary of a different color. I need to get Mr. Ross Hedrick in here for questioning.”

“This is our lead,” Snow insisted. “We should be allowed to talk to him first.”

“Too bad Calvin won’t allow you in the interview rooms,” Banner said. “OK. I’m a fair man. Let’s all go. We can interrogate him at his residence. What time shall I meet you there?”

“We’re leaving now,” Alice said.

“OK,” Banner said. “So am I. Don’t start without me.”

“We’ll look for you,” Snow said. “What are you driving?”

“Nothing special. A white Ford Escort. The better cars are either spoken for or they’re in the shop.”

“Jesus,” Snow muttered. “And you give me grief about driving a Hyundai.”

CHAPTER 19

The three of them were standing on the walkway in front of the door to Ross Hedrick’s apartment. Banner stood in the middle, facing the door.

He pressed the doorbell button.

It was quiet for a moment, followed by the tread of footsteps within the apartment.

Then came Hedrick’s tense voice, “What do you want?”

Banner unclipped his badge from the waistband of his trousers and displayed it in front of the peephole. “I’m Detective Banner with Metro Homicide,” he announced. “I’d like to ask you some more questions.”

The door opened slowly, with Hedrick standing in the opening, staring at Banner with wild eyes and a mournful frown. In the living room behind him, Hannah stood with her arms folded. Her eyebrows were drawn, and her hand covered her mouth.

“You want to come in?” Hedrick said. “Or do you want to stand there and talk to me in the doorway?”

The three of them looked at Hannah.

Banner turned his eyes back to Hedrick. “We’d prefer to talk to you in private.”

“This is private,” Hedrick argued. “This is my apartment. It doesn’t get any more private than that—unless you want to interrogate me while I’m sitting on the crapper.”

“You want to go get a beer, Ross?” Snow offered. “I’m buying.”

Hedrick looked at Snow. His expression softened. “Alright, let me get my wallet.”

He turned and crossed the living room to the short corridor leading to the bedrooms. He disappeared from view inside one of them. A minute later, he reappeared.

Hannah gave him a worried look as he passed her in the living room. “How long will you be gone, babe?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” Hedrick mumbled.

Banner led the procession with Hedrick behind him and Alice and Snow bringing up the rear.

“Where are we going?” Hedrick asked, apprehensively.

“Where would you like to go?” Snow said. “You know of any places nearby?”

“The Tap Room.”

Over his shoulder, Banner said, “Is that where you hang out, Ross?”

“I don’t hang out anywhere,” Hedrick replied. “I do my drinking at home. I don’t need a DUI.”

“Which car are we taking?” Banner asked.

“Yours,” Snow said. “If I’m paying for beers, the city can at least pay for gas.”

They squeezed into the Ford, with Banner and Snow in front, and Alice and Hedrick in back. They drove in silence to the Tap Room.

It was a solitary wood-frame building with half a dozen cars parked out front. A dozen customers were scattered about inside, two of them shooting pool.

“What does everybody want?” Snow asked as they strode into the bar.

“I’ll take anything on tap that isn’t light,” Banner said. “I’m on duty, so you better give me a shot of bourbon to get me through the shift.”

“Any label in particular?” Snow asked.

“Hold the label,” Banner replied. “No sense spending extra for quality; it’ll pass right over my taste buds as it crashes into my stomach.”

“I like the way you think,” Snow said. “I’d better have one too.” Snow turned his head to Alice.

“I guess, for once, I’ll have the same thing,” she said.

“Same for me,” Hedrick said.

Snow clapped Hedrick on the shoulder. “I’d hold off on that confession. We might have to take you to lockup in a taxi.”

Hedrick scowled at him and shook his head.

Snow went to the bar, the rest of them crossed to a booth and slid into it. Snow joined them a minute later with a tray holding four shots and four beers. He squeezed in next to Alice and picked up his shot glass, tossing back the contents. Banner did the same.

Hedrick sat glaring at his beer with his arms folded and his elbows braced on the table.

“You don’t look very happy,” Banner said to him after a sip of beer. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Long day.”

“You always work on holidays?”

Ross unfolded his arms and took a sip of beer. “Not always. We’re behind schedule. The overtime money is good.”

“You worked on Labor Day, why not Sunday?” Snow said.

“I promised my mother I’d accompany her to church. She’s been harping on me to go with her, so I decided yesterday would be a good day for that.”

“Why yesterday?”

“I had to pick Hannah up at the airport, so the day was pretty much shot anyway.”

“It’s good to have a day of rest now and then,” Banner said. “All work and no play can ruin your disposition.”

“Nothing wrong with my disposition,” Hedrick said evenly.

“Saturday must have been a long day for you after that party Friday night.”

“I left the party early.”

“What time?”

“I told you. Around midnight. How many times are you going to ask me that?”

“Were there many people still there when you left?” Alice said.

“A bunch of them were getting ready to leave. They were walking around rattling their keys in their pockets.”

“Why were they rattling their keys? I thought they all rode in the limousines.”

“They did,” Hedrick said. “I’ve noticed people do that when they want to leave, juggle their keys in their pockets. People give out signals without realizing it. A guy I knew in prison told me, when he was looking for a mark, he’d always look for somebody patting his wallet. That usually meant he had a lot of money it. Or, if he’s patting one of his front pockets, that’s where his bankroll is.”

Banner took a drink of beer. “Amazing the stuff you learn in prison, right, Ross?”

Hedrick said nothing, just stared at his beer.

“Any of your fellow inmates give you advice on how to dust somebody?” Banner asked.

“Nothing worth listening to,” Hedrick said. “Some of what I heard was interesting to pass the time, but I decided the day I heard my sentence passed down that I wouldn’t be making any more mistakes like I did when I jumped in that car.”

“You said you were high on meth when you stole it,” Alice said. “In all the years since you stopped using it, have you ever had the impulse to indulge yourself even just once?”

Hedrick met Alice’s gaze. “Of course. But I know better than to give in to it. I wasn’t acting myself on that stuff. It took going to prison for me to realize it. You think you’ll never get caught—until you do—and then your whole world comes crashing down on you. A year in prison may not sound like much to somebody who’s never done the time. I got sentenced to three years, because it was considered carjacking, even though the owner was standing twenty feet away. After my first day in prison, I crawled into my rack and lay there trying to calculate 365 times three. That’s over a thousand days and nights in hell. It took all of my willpower to keep from breaking down during that first day. Just thinking about having to deal with over a thousand more just like it or worse was not something I would ever want to put myself through again.”

“But what if the temptation was too strong to resist,” Banner suggested. “I’m not talking about meth. I’m talking about forty thousand bucks in cash.”

Hedrick eyed his shot glass full of whiskey. “Somebody would have to rob a bank to get that kind of money,” he said. “That would be really stupid.”

“Not necessarily,” Snow chimed in. “Robbing a bank would be tough. You’ve got all those witnesses and cameras, and exploding dye packs. Not to mention the bullet-proof teller windows the banks have been installing. But just picking up a small cash box and walking out the door. That’s easy pickings…”

Banner jumped back in: “Unless the guy you’re stealing it from wakes up and recognizes you before you can get out the door. Then you have to shoot him.” He leaned in on Hedrick. “Right?”

Hedrick glanced at Banner, then shifted his gaze back to the shot glass. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“You shot that poor bastard, didn’t you, Ross?” Banner said.

Hedrick picked up the shot glass and tossed back the whiskey. He set it back down and licked his lips. “I didn’t shoot anybody.”

Snow shook his head. “Ross, I don’t think you did either,” he said. “I think you just stole the cash box and left. Somebody came in later and shot Curt Hund. Isn’t that right?”

“I didn’t steal anything,” Hedrick insisted.

“We know that you stole the cash box,” Banner said. “We’ve got an eyewitness who saw you eyeballing it in that bookcase. And guess what else we figured out: it’s gone. The cash box is gone. I think we’ve got probable cause here for first degree murder, Snow. What do you think?”

Snow took a drink of beer. He belched softly. “I don’t agree with one part or your scenario, Banner.”

Banner looked at him. “Which part?”

“The part where the victim wakes up and sees Hedrick with the cash box, so Hedrick shoots him. I think Hedrick shot the victim shortly after he entered the bedroom to make sure he wouldn’t wake up. I didn’t see any photos of the scene, but I’m guessing the victim was lying flat on his back in his bed when his body was discovered.”

“Good thinking, Snow.” Banner took another drink of beer and sighed. “I knew it was a good move bringing you along for this interview. But you screwed up just now.”

Snow looked at Banner, incredulous. “How?”

“You just revealed a detail that only the perpetrator would know.”

“I didn’t reveal anything. I just guessed. How would I know what position the body was in?”

“I thought I told you about that,” Banner said. “If not, I apologize.”

“Anybody can make a mistake,” Snow said. “But for that, you’re buying the next round.”

“I don’t think we’ll be here that long.” Banner turned his attention back to Hedrick. “So, how about it, Ross? You ready to confess? Alice and Jim can find you a talented mouthpiece, or the court can appoint one for you if you can’t afford one.”

“You’d better read him his rights,” Alice said.

Banner held up a finger. “Good point.” He leaned to the side and got out his wallet. Producing a card from it, he began to read the Miranda warning. He finished by saying, “Once you have a lawyer, he can get together with a deputy DA and negotiate a sweet plea deal for you. Get that sentence reduced way down. What do you say?”

Hedrick stared at Banner with wide eyes. “I told you I didn’t shoot anybody. I don’t have a gun. I’ve never owned a gun.”

“Did you borrow one from your friend at the used tire store?” Alice asked.

Hedrick scowled at her. “Bobby Harmon? Hell no!”

“Anybody can get a gun,” Banner suggested. “All you have to do is ask around.”

“I’ve never even held one,” Hedrick said.

“Are you going to also tell us you didn’t take that cash box?” Snow said.

Hedrick said nothing. He leaned forward, lowered his head and stared at the table.

“Ross,” Alice said quietly, “did you come back after everybody left the party to steal the cash box?”

“No!”

“Ross,” Alice continued, “if you stole something from that house and that’s the extent of your crime—we don’t care about that. Even if it was tens of thousands of dollars in cash.”

“That’s right,” Banner agreed. “I don’t work in Robbery, I work in Homicide. If you didn’t kill anybody—I shouldn’t say this—but I really don’t give a shit. I’m investigating a murder, not a robbery. I’m not about to traipse over to the robbery section and announce: Hey, any of you guys need some extra work? They’d throw me out of there. Without a report of a crime, there’s no investigation.”

“Besides,” Alice said, “Hannah lives in that house too. Who’s to say that fake dictionary and whatever’s inside of it doesn’t belong to her?”

“That’s right,” Snow added. “Curt won’t be arguing that point. He’s dead.”

“Now, did you take the cash box?” Banner asked. “Because, if you did, that’s fine. You can just tell us the truth about that and we’ll work around it in search of our perpetrator.”

Hedrick shook his head.

“Ross,” Alice said. “Did you take it?”

Hedrick sighed heavily. “OK…OK…yes…I took the cash box.”

“Good,” Banner said. “That’s good! We’re making progress. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s talk about the shooting. What can you tell us about the shooting?”

Hedrick leveled his gaze on Banner. “I can’t tell you anything about the shooting, because I don’t know anything about it. I’m telling you the truth here: I had a key to the front door, and the plan was for me to come back after everyone left and steal the cash box while Curt was passed out. But I didn’t want to do that and risk waking him up. I remember the bartender watching me at that bookcase. That freaked me out. So, after he went into the bathroom, I decided to just grab that dictionary and get the hell out of there.”

“What time was that?” Alice said.

“Right around midnight, just like I said. I saw the cash box and I decided to grab it and walk out with it—like it was no big deal. Everybody was so drunk, I figured they wouldn’t notice. Besides, they were all just there for the reunion. It wasn’t like any of them were close friends of Curt. They’d all be heading home today. Who would give a shit about somebody walking out the door with a dictionary?”

“Did anyone notice?” Alice asked.

“Yes. In fact, an elderly woman with frizzy grey hair looked at the dictionary in my hand. She asked me if I intended to do a little light reading. I just smiled and nodded to her and walked out the door.”

“Then what?” Banner asked.

“I got in my truck, drove home, and went to bed.”

“What did the woman look like?” Snow asked. “The old woman with the frizzy hair.”

“She was a little plump and wore dangling earrings. That’s all I remember about her other than her frizzy grey hair.”

“That sounds like just about every little old lady I’ve ever met,” Banner said. “Did she have any distinguishing features like a tattoo or a missing arm or something like that. It would be a lot easier to find her if we knew we were looking for a one-armed, tattooed old woman.”

Hedrick shook his head. “I just remember the frizzy grey hair and the dangling earrings.”

“Women over fifty generally don’t have tattoos,” Alice said.

“If you can figure out who she is and talk to her,” Hedrick said. “She’ll tell you she saw me walking out of Curt’s home with that fake dictionary around midnight. Only I’m sure she didn’t know it was fake, because of the way I was carrying it.”

“How were you carrying it?” Banner asked.

“Like a football.”

“How did you find out about the cash box?” Alice asked.

“Hannah told me about it. She said she noticed it the day she moved in with Curt. She’s pretty observant. She noticed it didn’t have a name. It just said English Dictionary on the cover which she thought was odd. She picked it up and noticed it was a cash box. She shook it and it felt pretty substantial, like there was a lot of money in it.

“It wasn’t her idea to take the cash box. That was my idea. She doesn’t have any money. Curt never gave her any. He just doled it out to her as she needed it to buy groceries, or get her oil changed, or her hair done, or whatever. She was like a pet to him. She deserved that money in that cash box. So, I decided to get it for her. Since she was out of town, Curt wouldn’t suspect her of taking it.”

“She didn’t know that you planned to steal it?” Alice said.

“No. No way.”

“Then how did you get a key to the front door of Curt’s residence?”

Hedrick looked at Alice as if he were confused. “OK,” he said. “She gave me the key. I talked her into it. But she was against the idea the whole time.”

“How much was in that phony dictionary?” Snow asked.

“I’d rather not say.”

“Come on,” Banner said. “We’re not going to take it from you. That money is yours and Hannah’s now. We’re just curious.”

“Forty-two thousand, six hundred dollars,” Hedrick said.

“Wow,” Snow said. “That’s a good haul.”

Banner nodded. “That is a good haul.”

CHAPTER 20

“What I don’t understand,” Snow said, “is that Hannah Lang will receive a life insurance payout of a million dollars. Why would she care about a piddling $42,600?”

“Ross said Hannah’s broke,” Alice said. “And he probably doesn’t have anything except his pay from that roofing company. They’ll need some cash to tide them over until the big money rolls in. Besides, why leave that money behind? Ross won’t get any of Hannah’s insurance payout, but they’ll probably split the money in the cash box between them.”

“The other possibility is that Hedrick didn’t kill Curt. Maybe there is a grey-haired old woman who saw him walk out of the party at midnight with that dictionary.”

“Then why aren’t we calling all of the guests on that list we got from Lee to find her?” Alice said.

“Because Banner said he’d get some of the troops at Metro to do it. He’s got more manpower.”

“He won’t do it,” Alice said. “He’s probably working another of his six open cases right now. He’ll forget all about calling the guests.”

“Well,” Snow said. “The other answer is that I tend to agree with you. I think Hedrick is our man. I just wish Banner would help us out and commit some uniforms to help us canvass all these residences.”

“We won’t get it done sitting here. Let’s go.”

They climbed out of Snow’s car and looked up and down the street.

“How do you want to do this?” Snow asked.

“I’ll take this street.” She pointed to the street down the block that crossed it. “You take that one. Don’t waste any time with small talk. We’ll cover as many residences as we can before ten o’clock.”

“Alright.”

Snow walked to the adjacent street, looked both directions, then decided to turn left. He worked his way down the block, ringing doorbells and pounding on the doors in case the doorbells didn’t work.

Nobody he talked to could remember seeing a white Toyota Tacoma pickup parked on the street between midnight and dawn, Saturday morning.

A little over an hour into the task, a silver-haired, elderly man answered his door holding a pipe in his hand.

“I can’t remember seeing a white truck of any sort parked on this street lately, except utility trucks. Not many vehicles park on this street, because most of us have enough garage and driveway space to accommodate all the vehicles in the neighborhood. If you don’t mind my asking, why are you wondering about a white pickup truck parked around here. Somebody commit a crime in this neighborhood?”

Snow told him about the murder at Curt Hund’s residence.

“Well, that’s disturbing,” the old man said. “I didn’t know about that. We must have been just getting home when that happened. We were driving back from a week up near Bryce Canyon. Pulled into our driveway around three a.m. Saturday morning. I didn’t see a white pickup, but I did see something fishy, if you’re interested in hearing about it.”

“Sure,” Snow said.

“There was a green Mustang parked down the block.” He pointed in the direction he was talking about. It was a nice one from the sixties, in good shape with a shiny paint job. It was maybe fifty or so feet away.”

Snow cocked an eyebrow. “A green Mustang.”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t know which year it was?”

“No. I’m not a car expert. But it was from the sixties like that one Steve McQueen drove in that movie where he was chasing those guys through San Francisco and their car crashed into those gas pumps and exploded.”

“I think that was a Fastback in that movie,” Snow said. “Was this car you saw a Fastback?”

“I couldn’t tell,” the old man said. “It was parked with the front of the car facing this way, so I couldn’t see the back end of it.”

“What was so fishy about a classic Mustang parked on this street?”

“It wasn’t the car,” the old man said. “It was the fellow driving it. He came walking up the sidewalk at a pretty brisk pace, almost running. He had a small rolled up towel in his hand, like he was coming from swimming in somebody’s pool and had his swim trunks rolled up in the towel. That’s what I was thinking. But he looked kind of anxious, like he’d gotten into an argument with somebody and was in a hurry to get in his car and go.”

“You saw him get in the car and drive away?”

“Yep.”

“What did he look like?”

“He was medium size, probably over forty, wearing dark-colored slacks and a light-colored shirt.”

“What colors?”

“I don’t know. I’m colorblind.”

“You’re colorblind,” Snow said.

“Yep. Didn’t find out until I joined the navy and took my physical at the Entrance and Examining Center.”

“If you’re colorblind, how do you know the Mustang was green?”

“Because I’m not completely blind to colors. I just have problems with some of the less brilliant shades like browns and dark greens that don’t stand out. But this car was a bright metallic green. It was parked right under a street lamp.”

“Your wife was with you, you say?”

“Yep.”

“Did she see the guy?”

“No. She was asleep.”

“She didn’t wake up when you pulled into your driveway?”

“She sleeps like a rock. If I hadn’t woken her up, she would have slept in the car all night.”

“Could you tell what color hair the guy had?”

“No. He was wearing a bright red ball cap. It had UNLV printed across the front of it in black letters with white trim around the letters. I’ve got one just like it. Got it last time the wife and I went to a Runnin’ Rebels basketball game. They’ve got a lousy team, but nice caps.”

“Anything else?” Snow asked.

“Yeah,” the old man said. “Their football team sucks too.”

*     *     *

Walking briskly back to the car, Snow got his phone out and speed-dialed Alice’s number.

She answered on the third ring. “What?”

“I’ve got something?”

“What?”

“A green 1960s Mustang. It was parked on this street I’m walking down right now. I’m guessing it was about a half mile from Curt’s residence. An old man saw someone in his forties or older, medium height and weight, in a hurry, carrying a rolled-up towel, walking to the Mustang. And that was around 3 a.m. Saturday morning.”

“What color hair did he have?”

“The old guy doesn’t know. This person was wearing a red UNLV ball cap. He probably found it in Curt’s bedroom and put it on to partially cover his face.”

“And the towel may have been used as a silencer for the gun.”

“I’ll bet the gun was rolled up inside the towel,” Snow said. “So, who do we know who owns a restored, green 1960s Mustang?”

“Bobby Harmon,” Alice said. “He said it’s a 1968 Fastback that he owns, but we don’t know that it’s green. He didn’t mention a color and that’s not listed on the registration in DMV’s database.”

“We’ll just have to get him to show it to us,” Snow insisted.

“How do we do that without raising his suspicion?”

“We’ll tell him we’ve been thinking about that car after he told us about it, and that we remember he said he’ll eventually sell it. We’ll tell him I might want to buy it.”

“That might work,” Alice said. “Just don’t bring your checkbook. You’re a sucker for a good sales pitch.”

“I am not!”

“Remember how you ended up with your Sonata? We went to interview the employees at that dealership about the cars being stolen off their lot?”

“Uh-huh,” Snow said. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, my Sonata is one of the cars that got stolen off that lot that day—by me!”

“Yeah,” Alice said. “I remember the way the salesman was crying when we drove away—crying with joy.”

CHAPTER 21

It was a little after nine p.m. when Alice and Snow rang Bobby Harmon’s doorbell. He opened the door and gave them a welcoming nod with a slightly surprised look on his face.

“Sorry to bother you again, Bobby,” Snow said. “I called the tire store and the guy who answered the phone said you’d left for the day. He wouldn’t give me your home or cell phone numbers. We just thought we’d take a drive over here and take a chance on you being home.”

“How did you get my address?”

“We have access to that sort of information on the internet,” Alice said. “We were able to find your address, but not a phone number.”

“What do you need?”

“Alice and I were talking about that Mustang you said you restored,” Snow said. “I remember you saying that you eventually sell them. I was wondering when you’ll be thinking about selling the one you restored.”

“You’re in the market for a vintage Mustang?”

“I was thinking it might be a fun car to tool around town in.”

“Have you checked on the internet? There must be hundreds of them for sale.”

“No. I haven’t looked. I didn’t think there would be so many. What do they usually go for?”

“Anywhere from ten grand to hundreds of thousands. There’s a lot to take into consideration.”

“What about yours?”

“Mine’s in pretty good shape. It’s got a rebuilt 302 V-8 in it. 95,000 miles on the odometer. New upholstery, brakes, tires, ball joints, tie rod ends, alternator, battery, fuel pump. Quality paint job.”

“Could we look at it?”

“Sure. I get a kick out of showing it off. Go around to the driveway. I’ll open the garage door.”

They walked to the driveway and stood waiting next to a late model, grey Dodge pickup.

After a minute, the garage door began to slowly rise against the complaint of creaking springs. It revealed something they hadn’t expected. It was a 1968 Mustang Fastback alright. With candy apple red paint.

The older model Mustang next to it was torn down, with the hood and wheels missing, supported by jack stands. It looked like someone had hand painted the body flat black using spray cans.

“What do you think of her?” Harmon came striding out between the two cars, grinning. “Nice, isn’t she?”

“It’s red,” Snow said.

“What’s the matter, you don’t like red?”

“Not particularly,” Snow said. “I was thinking of a subtle color like green. You know anybody who has a green one?”

“You like green?” Harmon said. “Puke green? No, I don’t know anybody who has a green one for sale. You want me to pop the hood so you can look at the engine?”

Snow looked at his watch. “I’d hate to bother you any more than we have already.”

Harmon looked at Snow with raised eyebrows. “A green Mustang. You’re looking for a green Mustang. Somebody must have seen one parked near the scene of the crime of that murder you’re investigating. Is that it? You jumped to the conclusion that I own a green Mustang, because I told you I restore Mustangs. Do you know how many vintage Mustangs there are in southern Nevada? I can’t even guess. Probably thousands.” Harmon put his hands on his hips. “You’re some kind of an idiot. You know that?”

Snow nodded. “Sorry to have bothered you.”

“I don’t mind that you rang my doorbell and asked me to show you my car. If you would have just told me the truth—that you suspected me of murder—I would have happily shown you that my Mustang is red.” He waved a hand toward the car. “See, it’s red.”

Snow nodded. “I can see that. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Harmon said. “Now get the fuck out of here.”

“Thanks again,” Snow said.

He and Alice turned and began the walk down the driveway to Snow’s car.

Halfway there, Harmon hollered at Snow from inside the garage: “Hey, Jim Snow!”

Snow and Alice stopped walking and turned around.

“If you’re ever in the market for some quality used tires, keep me in mind. I’ll give you a good price. You won’t believe how much money you’ll save at BH Tire.” He gave Snow a wave.

Snow waved back.

“I hope we never need to interview him again,” Alice said.

“If we do,” Snow said. “We’ll pretend we’re looking for used tires.”

*     *     *

“One thing we can be fairly sure of,” Snow said as they drove along West Tropicana Avenue. “The green vintage Mustang in question isn’t a rental car. Whoever owns it probably lives in the area. But not necessarily someone who was at the reunion party.”

“They would have had to have known about the party.”

“Not necessarily,” Snow said.

“You think it’s coincidence the victim was murdered forty-five minutes after the last guests left?”

“That’s a good point. 2:45 a.m., fifteen minutes before the guy with the red ball cap was seen driving off in a vintage green Mustang a half a mile away.”

“There isn’t a long list of locals who attended the party,” Alice said. “Ross Hedrick, the bartender, and Gary Hampton. That’s about it, I think.”

“The bartender didn’t need a getaway car,” Snow said. “He lives across the street. Maybe Hedrick stole a vintage green Mustang. That’s his area of expertise. He’s a convicted car thief.”

Alice turned her head and looked at Snow. “Do you remember those pictures in Gary Hampton’s office?”

“Yeah,” Snow said. “Picture of a dog in sunglasses, drinking a martini…”

“And a picture of a Mustang. I think I remember it being a green Mustang.”

“That’s right,” Snow said. “I don’t remember it being green, but I remember it was a vintage Mustang. We need to find out who owns the car in that photo.”

“Well, who do you think owns the car in that photo?” Alice said.

“How would I know?”

“Think about it,” Alice said. “The photo is hanging on Gary Hampton’s wall.”

“I know a guy who has a framed photograph of an aircraft carrier hanging on his wall in his man cave,” Snow said. “I don’t think he owns an aircraft carrier. I don’t think he was even in the navy.”

“Why does he have a picture of an aircraft carrier? Did you ask him?”

“He said he likes aircraft carriers,” Snow said. “Some guys are just weird that way.”

Alice got out her laptop, plugged everything into it, and booted it up.

“What are you looking up?”

“What do you think I’m looking up?’

“Pictures of aircraft carriers.”

“Ha, ha, ha…you’re not the least bit curious?”

“After the dead end with that last Mustang lead, I’m not getting my hopes up.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes as Alice worked her keyboard and touchpad.

“Ah-ha,” she said finally.

“What?”

“Gary Hampton owns a BMW.”

“I told you. You don’t see me sitting here with my hopes up.”

“He also owns a 1966 Ford Mustang.”

“But we don’t know that it’s green.”

“The Mustang in the photo on Gary Hampton’s wall was green. That is his car in the picture.”

“I hope you’re right,” Snow said. “I don’t remember that car being green in the photo. It could have been brown.”

“Sometimes I wonder if you’re colorblind,” Alice said.

“You never know,” Snow said. “I’ve never been tested. Maybe I’ve been looking at the world in the wrong hues. That could be why my world view is so bleak.”

“I think it’s all those years working in Homicide. And then trying to make a living at poker.”

“If I had it all to do over again,” Snow said, “I’d be just as confused and misdirected as I am now.”

“In olden times, with that mindset, you could have gotten a job sorting mail for the Postal Service. These days they have machines to do that.”

“The only other possible career path is politics,” Snow said. “That would be more boring than sorting mail for the Postal Service.”

CHAPTER 22

Snow wandered into Alice’s office, pushing his swivel chair in front of him. He wheeled it over to the right side of Alice’s desk and sat down in it.

Alice finished her phone call and replaced the handset on the cradle.

She leaned back in her chair and looked at Snow. “Did you find out anything?”

“The bartender doesn’t know what time Gary Hampton left the party. He thinks the last time he saw him was around one o’clock. I was able to get through to most of my half of the reunion guests, but they weren’t much help. Hardly any of them remember who Hampton was, and the guests who did remember him can’t recall for sure what time they last saw him at the party. Nobody saw him walking out the front door.”

“I got the same results with my half,” Alice said. “I just got off the phone with Beth’s divorce attorney in Rapid City. She told me Beth couldn’t have served Curt their divorce papers, because she hasn’t filed yet. Beth has only been getting legal advice from her up to this point.”

“That’s interesting,” Snow said. “So, what was Beth doing down here last week? Why did she call Hampton twice last Monday and what did she talk to him about on Tuesday?”

“It’s still possible Hampton told us the truth about what they talked about. She could have used the divorce paper yarn as a ruse to try to get Curt to talk to her.”

There was a knock at the front door to their suite.

Snow rose up and made his way to the door. He opened it to see an anxious Lee Hund standing there. Snow waved him in and escorted him back to Alice’s office.

“Have a seat, Lee,” Snow said as he crossed to his swivel chair and lowered himself into it.

With his hands resting on the arms of his chair, Hund pulled his feet under the chair and began to jiggle his left knee nervously up and down. “What’s up?” he asked.

“We think we might be onto something finally,” Alice said. “The good news is that it doesn’t appear to involve you, but we need your help answering some more questions.”

Hund’s knee stopped jiggling. “Alright. I’ll do what I can for you.”

“Whose idea was it for Gary Hampton to hire us?” Snow asked.

“Mine,” Hund said. “He didn’t think it was necessary, because there hasn’t been a warrant for my arrest issued. He just wanted to wait and see what happens. But I told him I was paying for it, so I wanted a detective on my side.”

“It’s beginning to look like that was a smart move,” Snow said.

Hampton’s eyes narrowed. “Why, what have you learned?”

“Lee,” Alice said. “There’s photograph of a car on the wall in Gary Hampton’s office. Have you seen it?”

“Sure,” Hund said. “I see it every time I stop in there.”

“Who does that car belong to?”

“It’s Gary’s car. He bought it five or six years ago.”

“What color is it?” Snow asked.

“Metallic green.”

Alice gave Snow a look.

“How often does he drive it?” Snow said.

“He takes it out on the weekends. The rest of the time he drives his BMW. He doesn’t like to leave his Mustang parked anywhere but inside his garage for very long. He’s afraid somebody will ding it with a car door or back into it, even though it cost less than his BMW. But that Mustang is his baby.”

“Did he drive that Mustang to the reunion party?” Alice asked.

Lee stared at her, his eyes widening. He said nothing.

“Lee?”

“I don’t know,” Hund said. “I didn’t see which car he drove. I was already inside the house when Gary arrived. Why?”

“What about at the banquet?”

“I got to the banquet hall before Gary too. So, I didn’t see him drive up.”

“You left the banquet hall before Gary,” Snow said. “Right?”

“Yes. I said I was inside Curt’s house when he arrived.”

“Did you notice Gary’s Mustang parked in the banquet hall parking lot when you left the banquet?”

“No, but it’s not like I was looking for it. I went straight over to the line of limos and got in the first one. I didn’t see Gary’s BMW either. I didn’t look around. I just got in a limo and left for the party.”

“Do you remember what time Gary left the party?” Alice said.

“He was still there when I left. Why? Do you suspect Gary of shooting Curt? Is there a witness of some sort?”

“What motive would Gary have?” Snow asked.

Hund’s knee began to jiggle again. “I can’t think of one.”

“Were there any feelings of animosity between Gary and Curt?”

“Well, Gary didn’t like Curt. I don’t know anyone who did? A few weeks ago, I talked to Curt about the possibility of Gary buying out Curt’s half of the business. We’d been trying to figure out an equitable way to split it up, and I thought Gary buying him out would be a good solution. I told Curt, he could just take the money and start over again on his own. But Curt said he didn’t want to start over, so that nixed that idea.”

Alice leaned forward and placed her forearms on her desk. “Why would Gary be interested in getting involved in the motel management business with you?”

“He’s been talking about it for quite some time. His law practice has been going downhill. He’s tired of dealing with criminals and the court system. He’s also been having medical issues. He’s got high blood pressure, high cholesterol, insomnia, panic attacks, and BPH. He can’t go more than an hour without taking a bathroom break. And we get along pretty good. I think we’d make a good team.”

“We checked,” Alice said, “and we discovered that Gary owns a .38-caliber handgun. He also has a concealed carry permit for it. Do you know if he always carries that firearm with him?”

Hund nodded. “He has an ankle holster. He said he has that gun with him everywhere but in the courthouse and anywhere else where they’re prohibited. When he’s in his office, he puts it in his top desk drawer. He’s always worried about some nut coming in there and threatening him with a gun.”

“If that were to happen,” Snow said. “I doubt they’ll let him get his gun out of the drawer before they open fire.”

“I think it was the sense of security it gave him.”

“How was Gary dressed for the party?” Alice said.

“Dark blue, pleated slacks and a cream-colored dress shirt.”

“Did your brother own a red ball cap?” Snow asked.

“Yes, it was on top of the stack of caps he kept in his bookcase. It said UNLV across the front of it in black letters. He was proud of that cap, because Hannah gave it to him. I think it was the only gift he ever got from her.”

CHAPTER 23

“Hampton Law Office.” It was a young woman’s voice.

“Is this Ashley?” Alice said.

“Yes.”

“Ashley, this is Alice James with the James & James Detective Agency. I have Jim Snow with me. We’re working for Gary on the Curt Hund homicide. We have you on speaker. Do you have a minute to talk to us?”

“Yes, of course.”

“We’re trying to piece together a timeline of events leading up to and following the murder,” Snow said. “Gary told us you and he are cohabitating.”

“Yes, we’re living together.”

“We’re trying to figure out approximately what time the reunion party at Curt’s residence concluded. Do you know what time Gary got home?”

“No, I’m sorry, I don’t,” she said. “I was asleep when he got home. I woke up around four a.m. and he was in bed at that time. He’s in his office. Would you like to speak with him?”

“No, that’s alright,” Alice said. “We don’t need to bother him.”

Ashley said nothing.

“Ashley, are you still there?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, I was just thinking…are you investigating Gary? Is that why you’re calling?”

Alice and Snow exchanged a look.

“We’re investigating everyone who attended the party,” Alice replied.

“Oh, because ever since Gary told me about what happened to Curt Hund, I can’t help thinking…”

“Thinking what, Ashley?” Alice said.

“That it’s possible Gary might have had something to do with it.”

“Why do you say that?”

She sighed. “He’s been acting kind of weird for the last week. I mean, he’s been getting grumpier over the last few years. I’m sure that comes with age and possibly side effects from all the medications he’s taking. But during the last week, he’s been confrontational and hostile. He flies off the handle for no reason.”

“What do you think caused that?” Snow asked.

“I noticed that it started after Beth Hund left his office last Tuesday. When Gary came out of his office with Beth and escorted her to the door, he looked visibly shaken and nervous. He looked pale—like he’d just gotten some terrible news. It made me wonder what they’d been talking about in his office.”

“What do you think they were talking about in Gary’s office?” Alice said.

“I have no way of knowing whether or not it’s true,” Ashley said. “But I just have this horrible, sinking feeling that Beth asked Gary to murder her husband.”

“It’s just a gut feeling you have?” Snow said.

“No, it’s more than that. I don’t like to tell people about this, because usually they think it’s hogwash, but there are times when I can sense things. Like thoughts people are thinking, or things that have happened—or will happen. One time I went to get my mail out of my mailbox and, as I walked up to it, the thought struck me that there was a letter from my mother in the mailbox, and sure enough there was. I hadn’t been expecting it.

“Another time a friend of mine and I were playing roulette. We were both really drunk and, for a while, as the ball was rolling around the top of the wheel, a sudden thought would enter my mind that it was going to be a red number or a black one. I must have won over twenty bets in a row before it stopped happening.

“Another time we were playing craps and I would watch the dice and, just before they hit the rail, the thought would pop into my head: Oh, no! Seven is coming up. And it did, every time. So, I stopped watching the dice. I would just look away from the table and concentrate as hard as I could on a number I wanted to come up—and it would—almost every time.”

“That’s interesting,” Snow said. “You must be making a killing in the casinos.”

“It doesn’t happen all the time,” Ashley said. “Only when I’m really wasted, but usually not even then.”

“Had you been drinking when you got the letter in your mailbox from your mother?” Alice said.

“No. And I hadn’t been drinking when Beth and Gary came out of his office together last Tuesday. But the thought was as clear as day when I looked at both of them. It felt like I could read their minds. I thought: That woman just asked Gary to kill her husband.”

“Ashley,” Alice said. “We know that Gary owns a .38-caliber handgun. Do you know about that gun?”

“Yes. He carries it to and from the office in an ankle holster.”

“Was he wearing it when he left home this morning?”

“I don’t know. We used to drive to work together, but lately he’s been getting up and leaving before me, so we take separate cars.”

“When is the last time you saw that gun?” Snow asked.

“I don’t recall.”

“Where does he keep it?”

“In the bedroom, in his sock drawer. He hangs the ankle holster in his closet. When he gets to work, he takes the gun out of the holster and puts it in his top desk drawer.”

“Do you think the gun is in his desk drawer right now?”

“Yes. I’m certain of it.”

“How do you know that, if you haven’t seen it in a while.”

“I can sense it,” she said. “I can sense that the gun is there. The feeling is very strong.”

CHAPTER 24

He answered on the second ring: “Yeah.”

“Is this Detective Banner?” Alice said.

“Yeah.”

“This is Alice James; I have you on speaker with Jim Snow.”

“Oh, yeah. What’s up, guys?”

Snow leaned over the phone. “Have you made any headway on the Curt Hund case?”

“I’ll be honest with you,” Banner said. “I’m not even working on it right now. I’ve got a couple of slam dunks that I’m working my butt off to clear right now. I’m going for the low hanging fruit. One is a family dispute that escalated out of control at a picnic they were having at a park. Dozens of witnesses, but nobody saw anything. You know how that goes. I’ll just keep working on them until one cracks, and then they’ll all magically remember who shot the poor bastard.

“The other one is a drug deal gone bad. The shooter is in the hospital with a bullet wound. I’m just waiting for the attending surgeon to dig the bullet out of his leg, so I can send it over to the lab to see if it came out of the victim’s gun. I hate to leave you two in the lurch like this, but I’m up to my neck in alligators. Dead ones.”

“That’s fine,” Alice said. “We don’t need much of your time. We’re just calling to let you know that we think we have probable cause for a search warrant.”

“No shit! That’s great! Three in a row. If I get one more that’ll give me a grand slam. What have you got?”

Alice told him.

“So, we’re looking for the murder weapon. And you’re convinced it’s in the lawyer’s top desk drawer, because his live-in administrative assistant is sensing it with her telepathic mind. I don’t think I’ll be putting that part of the equation in my request to the judge for a search warrant.”

“Lee Hund also told us Gary Hampton keeps his gun in that top desk drawer.”

“I think this is wishful thinking on your part,” Banner said. “If it were me, and I had shot someone to death with my own gun—I’d drive out in the desert and bury it somewhere off the beaten path. Why wouldn’t Hampton do that?”

“He’s a bit looney,” Snow said. “He probably is certain he won’t be suspected. You know how some people are with their guns. They become attached to them the way normal people do with their kids, their pets, and their beer memorabilia.”

“I know what you mean,” Banner agreed. “OK. I’ll word it so it sounds reasonable. I’ll leave out the part about the crackpot admin assistant. I expect you’ll want this warrant executed pronto.”

“Please,” Alice said.

“OK. I’ll drop everything I’m doing right now and get this thing going. Give me an hour or two. I’ll call you when it’s signed. How do you want to proceed after I’ve got the warrant?”

Snow explained the plan.

“OK,” Banner said. “Wait for my call.”

CHAPTER 25

Gary Hampton was sitting at his desk when Alice and Snow strode into his office.

Without bothering to get up, he muttered, “What have you two been up to?”

“We want to let you know we’re finally making some progress with the Curt Hund investigation,” Alice said.

Hampton’s eyebrows rose. “Is that so. What have you got?”

“Rather than confuse you with the details,” Snow said, “I think it would be better to wrap it all up and present you with our complete report after an arrest is made.”

“Whose name will be on the arrest warrant?” Hampton said.

Snow shifted his position in his chair and looked at the photo of the Mustang on the wall. He could see now that it was definitely a metallic green Mustang Fastback.

“Nice car,” he said. “What year is it?”

“1966,” Hampton replied.

“Has that got the 302 in it?”

“It has the 289 V-8,” Hampton said. “I don’t think the 302 came out until 1968.”

“Whose car is that?”

“It’s mine.”

“Did you drive it to the reunion party Friday night?” Alice said.

“No,” Hampton said. “I drove my BMW. I would never leave that car parked on the street for more than fifteen minutes.”

“I don’t blame you,” Snow said. “That’s a nice car. Did you restore that yourself?”

“No, I’m not good mechanically. I bought it fully restored—probably paid too much for it, but it’s in excellent shape. Why? Are you interested in a car like that for yourself?”

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Snow lied. “I like those vintage Mustangs. Nice look, and they’re easy to get parts for.”

“Coincidentally, I’ve been entertaining thoughts of selling that car, if I can get a fair price for it.”

Snow met Hampton’s gaze. “Why? You getting sick of it?”

“I need the money,” Hampton said. “I haven’t been promoting my law practice the way I used to when I had more energy and ambition. I’m not making the money I used to. So, I need to forego the luxuries I used to enjoy in my younger years. Lee showed an interest in the car, but he can’t make up his mind, so I’m entertaining other offers.”

“Well, Lee must have a lot of money,” Snow said. “I’m sure he can afford a car like that one. And you should be able to as well, after Beth sells you her interest in the motel business.”

Hampton leaned forward. “What are you talking about?”

“Lee told us you’re looking to shut down your law practice and throw in with him investing in and managing his five motels. He said he approached Curt with an offer for you to buy out his half of the business.”

Hampton stared at Snow without responding.

“Is that true?” Alice asked.

Hampton leaned back. “Yes, I have been thinking about getting into a different sort of business. I have to say, I’ve had my fill of dealing with criminals on a daily basis. Lee and I discussed the prospect. Since he and Curt were looking for a way to split up, my buying Curt out seemed like an amenable solution. But Curt wasn’t interested.”

“So, you talked to Beth about it?”

“Why would I talk to Beth about it? Curt owned and ran the business with Lee.”

“Beth and Curt were separated and considering divorce,” Alice said. “After their divorce, Beth would have ended up with a quarter of the business. You could have bought that from her. But then you’d have a bigger mess: three discontented partners instead of two. Although you and Lee would have a little more leverage to try to push Curt out.”

“Much easier to just kill him,” Snow suggested.

“What are you talking about?” Hampton snapped.

“Did you murder Curt Hund?” Snow asked.

Hampton pointed at Snow, his face draining of color. “You little weasel. You two work for me. You don’t come into my office and accuse me of the very crime I hired you to investigate.” He let his hand fall to his desk. “This is ludicrous.”

“I didn’t accuse you of anything,” Snow argued. “I simply asked you if you killed him. I ask everybody that question.”

“You’re working for me, dammit!”

“Actually, we’re working for Lee,” Alice said. “You hired us, but he’s your client, and it was his idea for you to hire us.”

“It was not his idea. It was my idea. But aside from that, I instructed you not to investigate my client as a suspect.”

“You didn’t say we couldn’t investigate you,” Snow said evenly. “You own a Smith & Wesson .38-caliber, J-Frame revolver. Where is that gun now?”

“That’s none of your business!” Hampton bellowed.

“I think it’s in your desk drawer,” Snow said. “What do you think, Alice?”

“I think it is too,” Alice concurred.

“Or maybe you’re wearing it. You got it strapped to your leg with your ankle holster?”

Hampton shook his head, furious. “I made a big mistake. I obviously hired the wrong detective agency!”

“You told us that when you offered us the job,” Snow said. “You gave it to us anyway.”

“You’re both fired! Get the fuck out of my office!” he yelled.

Snow shifted his weight in his chair. “We’re not finished here,” he said.

“You’re finished when I tell you you’re finished. Get out of here before I call the police!”

“Let me help you with that.” Snow leaned to the side and pulled his phone out of his pocket. He began to input a number.

Hampton stood up. “What are you doing?”

Snow sighed. “I need to call a tow truck. My car broke down two blocks from here. I couldn’t get it restarted.” He placed his call and put the phone to his ear, looking at Hampton’s anguished expression. “Gary, do you have any jumper cables in the trunk of your BMW by chance?”

“Jumper cables? You think that’s funny?”

He answered on the second ring: “Yeah.”

“I need a tow,” Snow said. “When can you get here?”

“Thirty seconds.”

“That’ll be fine. Thank you.” Snow ended the call. “Great thing about these phones. They give out your GPS coordinates, so you don’t even need to tell the tow truck dispatcher your location.”

He slipped the phone back into his pocket.

Hampton stared at him with a mixture of disbelief and horror. He said nothing.

Half a minute later, Detective Nelson Banner and two uniformed officers strode into the office.

Banner stopped in the middle of the room and held up a sheet of paper. “I’ve got a warrant to search your office, Counsellor. I’ve got another one to search your home, if need be. Please come out from behind your desk and pull up your pant legs.”

With wild eyes and his mouth hanging open, Hampton stepped out from behind his desk and pulled up his pant legs, exposing a pair of black cotton socks covering two hairy legs.

“OK,” Banner said. “You can let your pants down.” He motioned one of the uniforms over to Hampton. “Check him for weapons.”

The officer began to frisk Hampton while Banner stepped behind the desk and pulled out the drawers, one by one. He got down on his hands and knees and looked up at the underside of the desk. Regaining his feet, he put his hands on his hips and glanced around the office.

“Nothing here, Snow,” Banner said. “This looks like a wild goose chase. Only I don’t even see any goose shit.”

Snow stood up and faced Hampton. “Where’s your J-Frame, Gary?”

“I can tell you where it is,” Banner said. “He buried it out in the desert somewhere. What kind of nut leaves the murder weapon in their desk drawer?”

Alice stood up too. “I’ve seen it happen.”

“Well, so have I,” Banner admitted. “I’m just saying, the likelihood is small. But that doesn’t matter. We don’t need the gun. We’ve got probable cause for an arrest warrant without it. We’ve got motive, means, opportunity—and an eye witness.”

“What eye witness?’ Hampton said, his voice incredulous.

“At three a.m., Saturday morning, you were seen running to your car, a green Mustang, with a rolled-up towel in your hand, presumably containing the murder weapon. What else, Snow?”

“It was the same car that’s in this picture.” Snow nodded at it. “A 1966, green Mustang Fastback. Although he wasn’t running, he was walking briskly, less than a half a mile from the scene of the crime. He was wearing a red UNLV ball cap, dark blue slacks, and a crème-colored shirt.”

“Who said I was dressed like that?” Hampton protested.

“The witness and your client, Lee Hund.”

“That son of a bitch!” Hampton said. “That’s what he was wearing.”

Snow raised an eyebrow. “Is that so. What were you wearing?”

“I was wearing khaki pants and a dark green shirt.” Hampton shook his head, scowling at Snow. “That son of a bitch. I never thought he was capable of that. I thought she hired somebody else. He did it and now he’s trying to incriminate me.”

“What are you talking about?” Snow said.

Hampton let out a long sigh. “I need to sit down. You mind if I sit down?”

“Go ahead and sit down,” Banner said.

“Let’s all sit down,” Snow said. He went back to his chair and eased into it.

Alice settled in next to him.

Snow looked around. “There aren’t enough chairs.”

“We don’t need to sit down,” Banner said. “I don’t plan on being here very long. I think we may need to take you in for questioning, Counsellor. Do I need to read you your rights?”

“As an attorney, I can tell you it’s not necessary. I have nothing to hide. And when I finish telling you everything I know, you’ll realize I’m a witness, not a suspect.”

“You’ve got our attention,” Banner said. He stepped back to the wall next to the photo of the Mustang and leaned against it, his arms folded.

Hampton rubbed his face briskly with both hands, dropped them in his lap and began: “Beth Hund called me a week ago Monday and asked me some general questions about the attorney-client privilege. I was curious why she was asking such questions, but I didn’t press her about it. I knew, if she wanted me to know what she wondering about, she would tell me. I know it’s best not to pry into people’s affairs, even when the person in question is a friend or, in this case, a friend of a friend. So, we talked for a bit and she hung up.

“A little later on she called again and asked if it would be alright if she flew down here to Las Vegas the next day and came in to the office to discuss something with me. I told her that would be fine.

“So, she walked in here and started talking about Curt’s half of the motel business. She said Lee had told her I was interested in buying Curt out, and she wanted to know if that was still the case. I told her I was indeed interested.

“Then she started talking about Curt, about how convenient it would be if he weren’t around anymore. She wanted to know if I could find someone interested in killing Curt for money. She thought I must know a lot of former clients who would be interested in such a task, because they’re all criminals. I told her, they’re not all criminals, a small percentage of them are innocent, but that’s a moot point.

“She said she’d be willing to pay $30,000 to get the job done, and then she would be willing to sell me Curt’s half of the business at a discounted price once it cleared probate.

“She had rattled off nearly all of this proposal before I was able to recover from shock and told her to shut up. That she was committing a felony by making this offer to kill her husband.

“Beth thought, since I was an attorney, an offer to join in a conspiracy to murder her husband was not against the law, because it must be sworn to secrecy under the attorney-client privilege.

“I told her that she wasn’t officially my client, because she hadn’t retained me. I also told her that proposing the execution of a crime is outside the bounds of the attorney-client privilege. But that I would forget everything she had said to me, and that she shouldn’t say anything more about it. I told her to forget about it and go home…” He paused, attempting to maintain his composure.

“So, what happened then?” Banner asked.

Hampton sighed. “I excused myself and got up to go to the restroom. When I came back, we chatted briefly about innocuous subjects—and then she left. I was convinced I had talked her out of her scheme.” He rubbed his face with his hands again and continued on. “That evening, as I was preparing to leave for the day, I opened my top desk drawer and noticed my revolver was missing. I asked Ashley if she’d seen it. She said she hadn’t. So, I knew that someone had taken that gun out of my desk drawer, and the only person who had had the opportunity was Beth Hund. She took the gun while I was in the restroom.”

“Did you confront her about it?” Alice asked.

“No,” Hampton replied. “She would have just denied it. I didn’t want to open that can of worms.”

“Are you sure you brought it to the office with you that morning?” Snow said.

“Yes. I was wearing my ankle holster. I wouldn’t have just strapped on my ankle holster without putting my gun in it. I’m not that absent minded yet.”

“Why didn’t you contact the police?” Alice said.

“I know I should have. But it was just my word against hers. I know the police would have wanted to set up a sting operation with me wearing a recording device and trying to get Beth to repeat what she’d told me. But she’s not that stupid. And I didn’t want to aid in the arrest of the loved one of a close friend.”

“Instead you let her orchestrate the murder of an innocent man.”

“I honestly didn’t believe she would go through with it. I thought she would come to her senses. I realize now that was stupid of me.”

“Is that it?” Banner asked. “That’s all you’ve got to tell us?”

“No,” Hampton replied. “There’s more. When Lee Hund arrived in town on Thursday for the family reunion, I invited him to my home for dinner. He told me he’d been thinking about buying my Mustang, since I had hinted to him in the past that I might be interested in selling it. He wanted to know if he could take it out on the road during the weekend, and drive it up and down the Strip to get a feel for the way it drove and handled. I said, sure. So, he left his rental car in my driveway and took the Mustang with him. He had that car in his possession from Thursday night until Saturday morning.”

“He brought it back Saturday morning?” Snow said.

“Yes. When I opened the front door to retrieve the paper off the front stoop. I saw the Mustang sitting in my driveway. I went to check on it. The key was in the ignition. The rental car was gone.”

The three detectives glanced around the room at each other.

Hampton’s administrative assistant appeared in the doorway. She was holding a cardboard box in front of her with both arms.

“Gary,” she said quietly. “I’m taking an early lunch.”

“That’s fine, Ashley,” Hampton said.

“And I’m not coming back.”

“Why don’t we talk about this, Ashley,” Hampton pleaded.

“That won’t do any good,” Ashley said. “I put up with your mood swings, your angry outbursts, your erectile dysfunction. And now the police come in here with a search warrant. I’ve had enough. I’m moving in with my sister. I left her address on my desk. You can send my final check there.”

She turned and walked away.

There was silence in the office for a moment.

Finally, Snow spoke. “What about the gun? We still don’t have the murder weapon.”

“It’s buried out in the desert somewhere,” Banner proclaimed.

“I don’t think so,” Hampton said. “Beth just hasn’t had the opportunity yet to return that gun to my possession without me knowing about it. I think she feels, if she could somehow get that revolver back in my desk drawer—she won’t have any loose ends to worry about. I think that gun is in their possession—probably in their motel room at the Wagon Wheel.”

Banner scratched his head. “Alright, I’ll get another search warrant.” He pointed to the two uniforms. “I want both of you to stay here with this guy. Don’t let him answer the phone or make a call.” He turned to Snow. “How about if you and Alice get ahold of Lee and Beth and keep them company until I can get the warrant. Give me a couple hours.”

Snow nodded. “OK.” He looked at his watch. “We can take them to lunch.”

Hampton raised his hand. “I just have one simple request.”

Banner turned to him. “What’s that, Counsellor?”

“I need to use the bathroom,” Hampton said.

CHAPTER 26

Lee and Beth were standing outside their motel room at the Wagon Wheel Motel when Alice and Snow drove into the lot.

Snow circled around and stopped in front of them, and they climbed into the backseat.

“What is it you want to tell us?” Beth said, her voice quivering with apprehension.

“We’ve got some good news for you,” Snow said, as he pulled up to the street and waited for the passing traffic to clear.

“I figured it must be good news for us,” Lee Hund said. “This is the first time you’ve wanted to talk to us together.”

Alice gazed through the windshield, a knowing smile on her face.

“Yes,” Snow said. “The interrogations are over—at least for this case. Detective Banner called us. He’s getting an arrest warrant signed. I’m sure it’s a small consolation during this time of grief you’re both feeling for Curt. But at least now you can move forward with the mourning process and get on with your lives.”

“Oh, my God, yes!” Beth squealed. To Snow it sounded like an orgasm.

No response from Lee. Snow glanced at him. He sat speechless, staring out of his window.

Snow pulled onto the road and turned left.

“Who is he?” Beth asked, with excitement building in her voice.

“Ross Hedrick,” Snow said.

“I told you, Lee!” Beth exclaimed. “Didn’t I tell you it was him?”

“Yeah, you told me, baby,” Lee mumbled.

“A rotten apple doesn’t change its spots. They just get bigger. I knew that kid was no good from the moment I met him. I think our prison systems are mostly to blame. They don’t make any effort to rehabilitate these wayward souls. They just throw them all in there together like a can of rotten mixed nuts, teaching each other the advanced craft of murder and mayhem. But there’s more to it than that. Let me tell you what there is.”

“Yeah, you tell us, baby,” Lee said.

“I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but Curt dug his own grave ignoring that kid. If you tie a dog up out in the yard and leave it there alone, it’ll turn mean. And that’s what happened with Ross.”

“Oh, for crying out loud, baby,” Lee protested.

“It’s the truth,” Beth said. “I’ve read articles about it. It’s sad really. Very sad…so…what evidence did the police find?”

“Detective Banner wouldn’t say,” Snow said. “That’s how they are. They’re really secretive until they get an indictment.”

“It sounds like he must be quite confident that he’ll get one.”

“He sounded like it. And that’s good enough for me. We talked to your attorney and he’s pulling us off the case as a result of the arrest warrant. So, Alice and I thought we’d take you two out for a celebratory lunch somewhere.”

“Oh, that sounds wonderful!” Beth chirped. “Doesn’t that sound wonderful, Lee?”

“Yes, that sounds wonderful,” Lee mumbled.

“Where would you like to go?” Alice asked them

“Oh, I don’t know. We’re not particular. You two live here, so you must know all the good places.”

“You like Italian? Chinese? Mexican? Meat and potatoes? What do you like? I’m buying,” Snow said.

“Oh, that’s wonderful of you!” Beth said. “Anything will be fine. Why don’t you decide. I’m just so glad this business is all finished. I can go back to sleeping at night.”

“How about the buffet at the Boulder Nugget,” Snow said. “My favorite restaurant is Silvey’s Steakhouse, but it doesn’t open until five.”

“So, the buffet at the Boulder Nugget is your second favorite?” Beth said.

“No,” Snow said. “But it’s not bad. I’ve got some coupons.”

CHAPTER 27

They were walking out to Snow’s car when his cell phone chirped. He pulled it out of his pocket, checked the number, and put it to his ear.

“Did you get the warrant?” Snow asked.

“I got it,” Banner said.

“That’s good news.”

“Yeah. What’s the matter you can’t talk?”

“That’s right,” Snow replied.

“Alright, listen. We’ll head over to the Wagon Wheel right now. We should be there in twenty minutes. You got the subjects with you?”

“Yes, indeed. That sounds good.”

“OK. We’ll meet your there.”

“OK,” Snow said. He ended the call.

Alice looked at Snow, smiling. “What was that all about?”

“Banner got the arrest warrant signed. They’re taking that bad boy off the streets.”

“Oh, thank goodness!” Beth said. “I feel safer already.”

*     *     *

Driving into the motel parking lot, Snow passed a white Ford Escort. He turned his head briefly and saw two men getting out.

He pulled into an empty parking space a few doors down from Lee and Beth’s motel room on the bottom floor.

Snow shut off the engine and unbuckled his seat belt. “So, what are you two planning to do for the rest of the day?”

“I think we should start calling around to make funeral arrangements,” Beth replied. “I imagine the coroner will be releasing Curt’s body to us pretty soon, so we’ll need to have it transported to Rapid City. Or we could just have him cremated and scatter the ashes somewhere. What do you think, Lee? What would Curt like?”

“I don’t think Curt much cares at this point,” Lee said. “He’s dead.”

A black and white squad car passed behind them and pulled into a vacant space further down. An attractive, young female officer got out of the car and glanced around the lot.

Snow and Alice got out of Snow’s car.

Lee and Beth climbed out of the backseat.

The four of them stepped to the sidewalk in front of the car.

“Well, thanks again for lunch,” Beth said. “It was wonderful.”

The female uniformed officer approached from the left, Detective Banner and Lt. Calvin Bradley converged from the right.

“Oh, look who’s here,” Snow said, with mock enthusiasm.

Beth turned her head to them and smiled. “Nice to see you, Detective Banner—under these much more pleasant circumstances. Congratulations on your warrant.”

“Thanks,” Banner said. “I’ll need your full cooperation while I execute it.” He held the sheet of paper up in front of Beth’s face.

Her smile turned down in a deep frown and her eyes widened. “What is this?”

“A search warrant,” Banner said. “For your room, your rental car, and your personal effects. Now, please hand your purse to the uniformed officer. She’ll also need to search you. And I’ll need to search Lee.”

The female officer stepped toward her.

Beth gripped her purse firmly, her face contorted in distress. “No. I won’t!”

Banner took hold of the purse strap and pulled.

Beth pulled from the other side. She grunted and struggled to hold on.

Alice stepped in front of Beth and looked into her face. “Beth, you are not helping your situation,” she said quietly. “Let them have the purse. There is nothing you can do.”

She let go.

Banner spread the purse open with both hands and peered inside. “I need your help, Lieutenant,” he said.

The section chief produced a clear, plastic evidence bag from his pocket with a rubber glove inside. He plucked the glove out of the bag and pulled it on over his right hand. With the gloved hand, he reached inside the purse and pulled out a compact-size revolver. He gripped it between his thumb and two fingers, examining it.

“Well, look at this,” he said. “A .38-caliber J-Frame. I used to carry one of these as a backup piece. They’re great for close encounters. You don’t have to worry about them jamming.”

Lee Hund stared at the gun in horror. “For Heaven’s sake, Beth! You’ve been carrying that in your purse? You crazy, woman!”

“What was I supposed to do with it?” Beth screamed at Lee. “I couldn’t leave it in the motel room! The maid would find it!”

CHAPTER 28

The next day there was a new receptionist working the counter at Gary Hampton’s law office. She looked to be in her early-twenties with long, blonde hair and big blue eyes.

She smiled at Alice and Snow as they walked in the door.

“We have an appointment to see Gary,” Alice said. “The James & James Detective Agency.”

The receptionist pressed a button on the phone, and through the tiny microphone of the headset she wore, she spoke quietly, letting Hampton know about their arrival.

Hampton emerged from the short hallway and shook hands all around.

He escorted them back to his office, shut the door behind them, and gestured in the direction of his straight back chairs. “Have a seat, you two.”

Everyone sat down. Hampton pulled his chair up to his desk and smoothed out his tie.

“You’ve got a new receptionist already,” Snow said. “You work fast.”

“She’s a temp,” Hampton said. “You can call the agency and they’ll have somebody over here within hours if you want one that fast. If she works out, I can offer her a permanent position eventually.”

“You don’t think there’s a possibility of Ashley changing her mind and wanting to come back?”

“That’s why I brought in a temp,” Hampton said.

“It pays to plan for all eventualities,” Snow said.

“Yes, you never know what might happen. By the way, I want you to know I think things got out of hand in here yesterday and I want to apologize for that.”

“Not a problem,” Alice said. “In our line of work things seldom go smoothly. We never take it personally.”

“Even when someone is shooting at us,” Snow added.

“Well, fortunately that didn’t happen. But I know what you mean. That’s why I always kept my J-Frame close at hand.”

“Hopefully you’ll get it back soon.”

“Sooner than I expected,” Hampton said. “I’m working on plea agreements for both Lee and Beth. Now that they’ve recovered my gun, there is insurmountable evidence against both of them.”

“After all that has happened they’re keeping you on as their attorney?” Alice said.

Hampton smiled. “I’m the one who should be disgruntled. They tried to implicate me, using my car and my gun. But I don’t hold grudges and this is a business I’m running here.”

“This is your chance to get out of it,” Snow said. “Curt is dead. His wife and his brother are going to prison. Nobody is free to run their motel business. You could buy the whole kit and caboodle from Lee and Beth.”

“I don’t have the money,” Hampton said. “I could borrow it, but I don’t have the experience to manage a motel business by myself. Now that I have the opportunity presenting itself under these unusual circumstances, it doesn’t look so appealing. I have to look at my strengths. I’m a lousy trial lawyer. I’m good at plea deals. I need to specialize in that.”

“What do you think you’ll get the charges dropped to for these two?”

“Unfortunately, I don’t think there’s much I can do to get Beth’s sentence reduced much lower than life in prison for second degree murder. She started planning Curt’s murder months ago. She is one cold-hearted woman.”

“Nobody ever seems to notice that in a person they get involved with until it’s too late,” Snow mused.

“Beth has always been an alluring woman,” Hampton said. “And I imagine she can be charming in bed.”

“She didn’t try to seduce you while she was down here trying to enlist your help for her cause?”

“We’re both too old for that. I don’t understand people sometimes—hell most of the time. How someone could risk the rest of their life on a roll in the hay.”

“That was Lee’s motive?”

“It appears to be. He was a lonely guy. I think she brainwashed him. That and the Twinkie defense may open the way to a reduced sentence that could include probation for Lee.”

“The Twinkie defense?” Snow asked.

“You haven’t heard of that?”

“Sure. That guy who murdered the San Francisco city supervisor and the mayor, because he was subsisting on a diet of Twinkies. How would that apply to Lee Hund?”

“In his statement, Lee says that Beth talked him into killing Curt after the last of the guests left the party, using my gun, which she stole out of my desk drawer while I was in the bathroom.

“During the party, Lee changed his mind and decided he didn’t want to do the job for Beth. He realized he didn’t have the heart to kill his brother. So, he took a limo back to his motel with the intention of going to bed. When he got there, he was overwhelmed by feelings of loneliness, because he knew Beth would want nothing more to do with him after she found out he hadn’t killed his brother.

“So, he went out and found a prostitute. He took her back to his motel room and tried to have sex with her, but that didn’t work. She told him she had something else he might like. She pulled out some nose candy and they did a line—which Lee paid for, of course.

“Other than alcohol, Lee had never experimented with any sort of drugs before, but he was depressed and drunk, so he figured, what the hell.

“Turned out he liked it. It made him feel confident and invincible. The hooker sold him some more of the stuff. After she left, he suddenly decided the murder was back on. He went out and got in my Mustang and drove over there. He parked on that side street, did another line of blow while he was sitting inside the car, and hustled over to Curt’s home. He let himself in with a key Beth had given him.”

“How did Beth get a key to that house?” Alice asked.

“When Curt bought it, he told her he intended for them to come down here together and stay there. So, he gave her a key. But Beth never came down. He knew she wouldn’t. She hates Las Vegas.”

“So, your legal argument is, if it hadn’t been for the cocaine, Lee would have just gone to bed, and Curt would still be alive.”

Hampton nodded. “Exactly. That’s the essence of the Twinkie defense. I wouldn’t want to take it to trial. These jurors in Las Vegas are tough. This isn’t San Francisco.”

“No doubt,” Snow said. “It could be below freezing outside, but you see people walking along the sidewalks in shorts and flip flops like they’re in Honolulu.”

“Dealing with these prosecutors can be quite beneficial when they feel it will be a challenging case for them,” Hampton said. “They don’t ever want to go to trial unless they have no other option. It’s always a losing proposition for them. You know how it is.”

Snow nodded.

“They’ll figure, if Beth ever gets out, she might kill again. But not Lee. Lee basically has a good heart.”

“That’s right,” Snow agreed. “You just need to keep the stupid bastard away from women and cocaine.”

-End-

Jim Snow’s adventures continue with Maya (Jim Snow Mystery Book 1) followed by Missing Evidence (Jim Snow Mystery Book 2).
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