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            Prologue

         

         Did you think you were going to die?”

         The Major pursed his lips with disapproval. “That question wasn’t on the list I approved.”

         “Which is why I didn’t ask it while the cameras were rolling. But there’s no one here now but us. I’m asking off the record. Were you in fear of your life? Did dying cross your mind?”

         “I didn’t stop to think about it.”

         Kerra Bailey tilted her head and regarded him with doubt. “That sounds like a canned answer.”

         The seventy-year-old gave her the smile that had won him the heart of a nation. “It is.”

         “All right. I’ll respectfully withdraw the question.”

         She could graciously pass on it because she’d got what she’d come for: the first interview of any kind that The Major had granted in more than three years. In the days leading up to this evening’s live telecast from his home, he and she had become well acquainted. They’d engaged in some lively discussions, often taking opposing views.

         Kerra looked up at the stag head mounted above his mantel. “I stand by my aversion to having the eyes of dead animals staring down at me.”

         “Venison is food. And keeping the herd thinned out is ecologically necessary to its survival.”

         “Scientifically, that’s a sound observation. From a personal and humane standpoint, I don’t understand how anyone could place a beautiful animal like that in the crosshairs and pull the trigger.”

         “Neither of us is going to win this argument,” he said, to which she replied with matching stubbornness, “Neither of us is going to concede it, either.”

         He blurted a short laugh that ended in a dry cough. “You’re right.” He glanced over at the tall gun cabinet in the corner of the vast room, then pushed himself out of his brown leather La-Z-Boy, walked over to the cabinet, and opened the windowpane front.

         He removed one of the rifles. “I took that particular deer with this rifle. It was my wife’s last Christmas present to me.” He ran his hand along the bluish barrel. “I haven’t used it since Debra died.”

         Kerra was touched to see this softer side of the former soldier. “I wish she could have been here for the interview.”

         “So do I. I miss her every day.”

         “What was it like for her, being married to America’s hero?”

         “Oh, she was super-impressed,” he said around a chuckle as he propped the rifle in the corner between the cabinet and the wall. “She nagged me only every other day about leaving my dirty socks on the floor rather than putting them in the hamper.”

         Kerra laughed, but her thoughts had turned to The Major’s son, who’d made no bones about his aversion to his father’s fame. She’d felt an obligation to invite him to appear on the program alongside The Major, perhaps just a brief appearance in the final segment. Using explicit language that left no room for misinterpretation, he had declined. Thank God.

         The Major crossed to the built-in bar. “So much talking has made me thirsty. I could use a drink. What would you like?”

         “Nothing for me.” She stood and retrieved her bag from where she’d set it on the floor beside her chair. “As soon as the crew gets back, we need to hit the road.”

         The Major had ordered a cold fried chicken picnic supper from a local restaurant for her and the five-person production crew. It was delivered to the house, and, after they’d eaten, packing up the gear had taken an hour. When all was done, Kerra had asked the others to go gas up the van for their two-hour drive back to Dallas while she stayed behind. She had wanted a few minutes alone with The Major in order to thank him properly.

         She began, “Major, I must tell you—”

         He turned to her and interrupted. “You’ve said it, Kerra. Repeatedly. You don’t need to say it again.”

         “You may not need to hear it again, but I need to say it.” Her voice turned husky with emotion. “Please accept my heartfelt thanks for…well, for everything. I can’t adequately express my gratitude. It knows no bounds.”

         Matching her solemn tone, he replied, “You’re welcome.”

         She smiled at him and took a short breath. “May I call you every once in a while? Come visit if I’m ever out this way again?”

         “I’d like that very much.”

         They shared a long look, leaving the many insufficient words unspoken, but conveying to each other a depth of feeling. Then, to break the sentimental mood, he rubbed his hands together. “Sure you won’t have a drink?”

         “No, but I would take advantage of your bathroom.” She left her coat in the chair but shouldered her bag.

         “You know where it is.”

         This making the fourth time she’d been to his house, she was familiar with the layout. The living area looked like a miniature Texas museum, with cowhide rugs on the distressed hardwood floor, Remington reproductions in bronze of cowboys in action, and pieces of furniture that made The Major’s recliner seem miniature by comparison.

         One of the offshoots of the main room was a hallway, and the first door on the left was the powder room, although that feminine-sounding name was incongruous with the hand soap dispenser in the shape of a longhorn steer.

         She was drying her hands at the sink and checking her reflection in the framed mirror above it, making a mental note to call her hairdresser—maybe a few more highlights around her face?—when the door latch rattled, calling her attention to it. “Major? Is the crew back? I’ll be right out.”

         He didn’t respond, although she sensed someone on the other side of the door.

         She replaced the hand towel in the iron ring mounted on the wall beside the sink and was reaching for her shoulder bag when she heard the bang.

         Her mind instantly clicked back to The Major taking the rifle from the cabinet but not replacing it. If he’d been doing so now and it had accidentally discharged…Oh, my God!

         She lunged for the door and grabbed hold of the knob, but snatched her hand back when she heard a voice, not The Major’s, say, “How do you like being dead so far?”

         Kerra clapped her hand over her mouth to hold back a wail of disbelief and horror. She heard footsteps thudding around in the living room. One set? Two? It was hard to tell, and fear had robbed her of mental acuity. She did, however, have the presence of mind to reach for the switch plate and turn off the light.

         Holding her breath, she listened, tracking the footsteps as they crossed rugs, struck hardwood, and then, to her mounting horror, entered the hallway. They came even with the bathroom door and stopped.

         Moving as soundlessly as possible, she backed away from the door, feeling her way past the sink and toilet in the darkness, until she came up against the bead board wall. She tried to keep her breathing silent, though her lips moved around a prayer of only one repeated word: Please, please, please.

         Whoever was on the other side of the door tried turning the knob and found it locked. It was tried a second time, then the door shook as an attempt was made to force it open. To whomever was trying to open it, the locked door could only mean one thing: Someone was on the other side of it.

         She’d been discovered.

         Another set of footsteps came rushing from the living area. The door was battered against with what she imagined was the stock of a rifle.

         She had nothing with which to defend herself against armed assailants. If they had in fact fatally shot The Major, and if they got past that door, she would die, too.

         Escape was her only option, and it had to be now.

         The double-hung window behind her was small, but it was the only chance she had of getting out alive. She felt for the lock holding the sashes together, twisted it open, then placed her fingers in the depressions of the lower sash and pulled up with all her might. It didn’t budge.

         Bambambam! The rapid succession of blows loosened the latch and splintered the wood anchoring it.

         Because silence was no longer necessary, Kerra was sobbing now, taking in noisy gulps of air. Please, please, please. She whimpered the entreaty for salvation from a source stronger than she because she felt powerless.

         She put all she had into raising the window, and it became unstuck with such suddenness that it stunned her for perhaps one heartbeat. Another violent attempt to break the latch separated metal parts of it. She heard them landing on the floor.

         She threw one leg over the windowsill and bent practically in half in order to get her head and shoulders through. When they cleared the opening, she launched herself out and dropped to the ground.

         She landed on her shoulder. A spike of pain took her breath. Her left arm went numb and useless. She rolled onto her stomach and pushed herself up with her right arm. After taking a few staggering steps to regain her balance, she took off in a sprint. Behind her she heard the bathroom door crashing open.

         A blast from a shotgun deafened her and sheared off an upper branch of a young mesquite tree. She kept running. It fired again, striking a boulder and creating shrapnel that struck her legs like darts.

         How many misses would they get before hitting her?

         There were no city lights, only a sliver of moon. The darkness made her a more difficult target, but it also prevented her from seeing more than a few feet ahead of her. She ran blindly, stumbling over rocks, scrub brush, and uneven ground.

         Please, please, please.

         Then without warning, the earth gave out beneath her. She pitched forward, grabbing hold of nothing but air. She was helpless to catch herself before smashing into the ground and rolling, sliding, falling.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Six days earlier

         

         Trapper was in a virtual coma when the knocking started.

         “Bloody hell,” he mumbled into the throw pillow beneath his head. His face would bear the imprint of the upholstery when he got up. If he got up. Right now, he had no intention of moving, not even to open his eyes.

         The knocking might have been part of a dream. Maybe a construction worker somewhere in the building was tapping the walls in search of studs. An urban woodpecker? Whatever. If he ignored the noise, maybe it would go away.

         But after fifteen seconds of blessed silence, there came another knock-knock. Trapper croaked, “I’m closed. Come back later.”

         The next three knocks were insistent.

         Swearing, he rolled onto his back, sailed the drool-damp pillow across the office, and laid his forearm over his eyes to block the daylight. The window blinds were only partially open, but those cheerful, skinny strips of sunshine made his eyeballs throb.

         Keeping one eye closed, he eased his feet off the sofa and onto the floor. When he stood, he stumbled over his discarded boots. His big toe sent his cell phone sliding across the floor and underneath a chair. If he bent down that far, he doubted his ability to return upright, so he left his phone where it was.

         It wasn’t like it rang all that often anyway.

         Holding the heel of his hand against his pounding temple, and with one eye remaining closed, he managed to reach the other side of his office without bumping into the bottom drawer of the metal file cabinet. For no reason he could remember, it was standing open.

         Through the frosted glass upper half of the door, he made out a form just as it raised its fist to knock again. To prevent the further agony that would induce, Trapper flipped the lock and opened the door a crack.

         He sized her up within two seconds. “You’ve got the wrong office. One flight up. First door to the right off the elevator.”

         He was about to shut the door when she said, “John Trapper?”

         Shit. Had he forgotten an appointment? He scratched the top of his head, where his hair hurt down to the follicles. “What time is it?”

         “Twelve fifteen.”

         “What day?”

         She took a breath and let it out slowly. “Monday.”

         He looked her up and down and came back to her face. “Who are you?”

         “Kerra Bailey.”

         The name didn’t ring any bells, but it would be hard to hear them over the jackhammer inside his skull. “Look, if it’s about the parking meter—”

         “The one in front of the building? The one that’s been flattened?”

         “I’ll pay to have it replaced. I’ll cover any other damages. I would have left a note to that effect, but I didn’t have anything on me to write—”

         “I’m not here about the parking meter.”

         “Oh. Hmm. Did we have an appointment?”

         “No.”

         “Well, now’s not a good time for me, Ms.…” He went blank.

         “Bailey.” She said that in the same impatient tone in which she’d said Monday.

         “Right. Ms. Bailey. Call me, and we’ll schedule—”

         “It’s important that I talk to you sooner rather than later. May I come in?” She gestured at the door, which Trapper had kept open only a few inches.

         A woman who looked like her, he hated turning down for anything. But, hell. His head felt as dense as a bowling ball. His shirt was unbuttoned, the tail hanging loose. He hoped his fly was zipped, but in case it wasn’t, he didn’t risk calling attention to it by checking. His breath would stop a clock.

         He glanced behind him at the disarray: suit jacket and tie slung over the back of a chair; boots in front of the sofa, one upright, the other lying on its side; one black sock draped over the armrest, the other sock God only knew where; an empty Dom bottle precariously close to rolling off the corner of his desk.

         He needed a shower. He really needed to pee.

         But he also really, really needed clients, and she had “money” written all over her. Her handbag, literally so. It was the size of a small suitcase and covered in designer initials. Even if she had been looking for the tax attorney on the next floor up, she would have been slumming.

         Besides, when had he ever been known to say no to a lady in distress?

         He stepped back and opened the door, motioning her toward the two straight chairs facing his desk. He kicked the file cabinet drawer shut with his heel and still got to his desk ahead of her in time to relocate an empty but smelly Chinese food carton and the latest issue of Maxim. He’d ranked the cover shot among his top ten faves, but she might take exception to that much areola.

         She sat in one chair and placed her bag in the other. As he rounded the desk, he buttoned the middle button of his shirt and ran a hand across his mouth and chin to check for remaining drool.

         As he dropped into his desk chair, he caught her looking at the gravity-defying champagne bottle. He rescued it from the corner of the desk and set it gently in the trash can to avoid a clatter. “Buddy of mine got married.”

         “Last night?”

         “Saturday afternoon.”

         Her eyebrow arched. “It must have been some wedding.”

         He shrugged, then leaned back in his chair. “Who recommended me?”

         “No one. I got the address off your website.”

         Trapper had forgotten he even had one. He’d paid a college kid seventy-five bucks to do whatever it was you do to get a website online. That was the last he’d thought of it. This was the first client it had yielded.

         She looked like she could afford much better.

         “I apologize for showing up without an appointment,” she said. “I tried calling you several times this morning, but kept getting your voice mail.”

         Trapper shot a look toward the chair his phone had slid underneath. “I silenced my phone for the wedding. Guess I forgot to turn it back on.” As discreetly as possible, he shifted in his chair in a vain attempt to give his bladder some breathing room.

         “Well, it’s sooner rather than later, Ms. Bailey. You said it was important, but not important enough for you to make an appointment. What can I do for you?”

         “I’d like for you to intervene on my behalf and convince your father to grant me an interview.”

         He would have said Come again? or Pardon? or I didn’t quite catch that, but she had articulated perfectly, so what he said was, “Is this a fucking joke?”

         “No.”

         “Seriously, who put you up to this?”

         “No one, Mr. Trapper.”

         “Just plain Trapper is fine, but it doesn’t matter what you call me because we don’t have anything else to say to each other.” He stood up and headed for the door.

         “You haven’t even heard me out.”

         “Yeah. I have. Now if you’ll excuse me, I gotta take a piss and then I’ve got a hangover to sleep off. Close the door on your way out. This neighborhood, I hope your car’s still there when you get back to it.”

         He stalked out in bare feet and went down the drab hallway to the men’s room. He used the urinal then went over to the sink and looked at himself in the cloudy, cracked mirror above it. A pile of dog shit had nothing on him.

         He bent down and scooped tap water into his mouth until his thirst was no longer raging, then ducked his head under the faucet. He shook water from his hair and dried his face with paper towels. With one more nod toward respectability, he buttoned his shirt as he was walking back to his office.

         She was still there. Which didn’t come as that much of a surprise. She looked the type that didn’t give up easily.

         Before he could order her out, she said, “Why would you object to The Major giving an interview?”

         “It’s no skin off my nose, but he won’t do it, and I think you already know that or you wouldn’t have come to me, because I’m the last person on the planet who could convince him to do anything.”

         “Why is that?”

         He recognized that cleverly laid trap for what it was and didn’t step into it. “Let me guess. I’m your last resort?” Her expression was as good as an admission. “Before coming to me, how many times did you ask The Major yourself?”

         “I’ve called him thirteen times.”

         “How many times did he hang up on you?”

         “Thirteen.”

         “Rude bastard.”

         Under her breath, she said, “It must be a family trait.”

         Trapper smiled. “It’s the only one he and I have in common.” He studied her for a moment. “You get points for tenacity. Most give up long before thirteen attempts. Who do you work for?”

         “A network O and O—owned and operated—in Dallas.”

         “You’re on TV? In Dallas?”

         “I do feature stories. Human interest, things like that. Occasionally one makes it to the network’s Sunday evening news show.”

         Trapper was familiar with the program, but he didn’t remember ever having watched it.

         He knew for certain that he’d never seen her, not even on the local station, or he would’ve remembered. She had straight, sleek light brown hair with blonder streaks close to her face. Brown eyes as large as a doe’s. One inch below the outside corner of the left one was a beauty mark the same dark chocolate color as her irises. Her complexion was creamy, her lips plump and pink, and he was reluctant to pull his gaze away from them.

         But he did. “Sorry, but you drove over here for nothing.”

         “Mr. Trapper—”

         “You’re wasting your time. The Major retired from public life years ago.”

         “Three to be exact. And he didn’t merely retire. He went into seclusion. Why do you think he did that?”

         “My guess is that he got sick of talking about it.”

         “What about you?”

         “I was sick of it long before that.”

         “How old were you?”

         “At the time of the bombing? Eleven. Fifth grade.”

         “Your father’s sudden celebrity must have affected you.”

         “Not really.”

         She watched him for a moment, then said softly, “That’s impossible. It had to have impacted your life as dramatically as it did his.”

         He squinted one eye. “You know what this sounds like? Leading questions, like you’re trying to interview me. In which case, you’re SOL because I’m not going to talk about The Major, or me, or my life. Ever. Not to anybody.”

         She reached into the oversize bag and took out an eight-by-ten reproduction of a photograph, laid it on the desk, and pushed it toward him.

         Without even glancing down at it, he pushed it back. “I’ve seen it.” For the second time, he stood up, went to the door, opened it, and stood there with hands on hips, waiting.

         She hesitated, then sighed with resignation, hiked the strap of her bag onto her shoulder, and joined him at the door. “I caught you at a bad time.”

         “No, this is about as good as I get.”

         “Would you consider meeting me later, after you’ve had time to…” She made a gesture that encompassed his sorry state. “To feel better. I could outline what I want to do. We could talk about it over dinner.”

         “Nothing to talk about.”

         “I’m paying.”

         He shook his head. “Thanks anyway.”

         She gnawed the inside of her cheek as though trying to determine which tactic to use to try to persuade him. He could offer some salacious suggestions, but she probably wouldn’t go that far, and even if she did, afterward he’d still say no to her request.

         She took a look around the office before coming back to him. With the tip of her index finger, she underlined the words stenciled on the frosted glass of the door. “Private Investigator.”

         “So it says.”

         “Your profession is to investigate things, solve mysteries.”

         He snuffled. That was his former profession. Nowadays, he was retained by tearful wives wanting him to confirm that their husbands were screwing around. If he managed to get pictures, it doubled his fee. Distraught parents paid him to track down runaway teens, whom he usually found exchanging alleyway blowjobs for heroin.

         He wouldn’t call the work he was doing mystery-solving. Or investigation, for that matter.

         But to her, he said, “Fort Worth’s own Sherlock Holmes.”

         “Are you state licensed?”

         “Oh, yeah. I have a gun, bullets, everything.”

         “Do you have a magnifying glass?”

         The question baffled him because she hadn’t asked it in jest. She was serious. “What for?”

         Those pouty pink lips fashioned an enigmatic smile, and she whispered, “Figure it out.”

         Keeping her eyes on his, she reached into an inside pocket of her bag and withdrew a business card. She didn’t hand it to him, but stuck it in a crack between the frosted glass pane and the door frame, adjacent to the words that spelled out his job description.

         “When you change your mind, my cell number is on the card.”

         Hell would freeze over first.

         Trapper plucked the business card from the slit, flipped it straight into the trash can, and slammed the office door behind her.

         Eager to go home and sleep off the remainder of his hangover in a more comfortable surrounding, he snatched up the sock on the armrest of the sofa and went in search of the other.

         After several frustrating minutes and a litany of elaborate profanity, he found it inside one of his boots. He pulled on his socks but decided he needed an aspirin before he finished dressing. Padding over to his desk, he opened the lap drawer in the hope of discovering a forgotten bottle of analgesics.

         That damned photograph was there in plain sight where he couldn’t miss it.

         But whether looking at it, or acknowledging it in any manner, or even denying its existence, he was never truly free of it. He had lied to Kerra Bailey. His life was never the same after that photograph went global twenty-five years ago.

         Trapper plopped down into his desk chair and looked at the cursed thing. His head hurt, his eyes were scratchy, his throat and mouth were still parched. But even realizing that it was masochistic, he reached across the desk and slid the photo closer to him.

         Everyone in the entire world had seen it at least once over the past quarter century. Among prize-winning, defining-moment editorial photographs, it ranked right up there with the raising of the flag on Iwo Jima, the sailor kissing the nurse in Times Square on V-E Day, the naked Vietnamese girl running from napalm, the twin towers of the World Trade Center aflame and crumbling.

         But before 9/11, there was the Pegasus Hotel bombing in downtown Dallas. It had rocked a city still trying to live down the Kennedy assassination, had destroyed a landmark building, had snuffed out the lives of 197 people. Half that number had been critically injured.

         Major Franklin Trapper had led a handful of struggling survivors out of the smoldering rubble to safety.

         A photographer who worked for one of Dallas’s newspapers had been eating a Danish at his desk in the city room when the first bombs detonated. The blast deafened him. The concussion shook his building and created cracks in the aggregate floor beneath his desk. Windows shattered.

         But like an old fire horse, he was conditioned to run toward a disaster. He snatched up his camera, bolted down three flights of fire stairs, and, upon exiting the newspaper building, dashed toward the source of the black plume of smoke that had already engulfed the skyline.

         He reached the scene of terror and chaos ahead of emergency responders and began snapping pictures, including the one that became iconic: Franklin Trapper, recently retired from the U.S. Army, emerging from the smoking building leading a pathetic group of dazed, scorched, bleeding, choking people, one child cradled in his arms, a woman holding onto his coattail, a man whose tibia had a compound fracture using him as a crutch.

         The photographer, now deceased, had won a Pulitzer for his picture. The act of heroism he had captured on film immediately earned him and the photo immortality.

         And, as Trapper well knew, immortality lasted for fucking ever.

         The story behind the photograph and the people in it wouldn’t come to light until later, when those who were hospitalized were able to relate their individual accounts.

         Though, by the time the tales were told, the Trappers’ front yard in suburban Dallas had become an encampment for media. The Major—as he came to be known—had been ordained a national symbol of bravery and self-sacrifice. For years following that day in 1992, he was a sought-after public speaker. He was given every honor and award there was to be bestowed, and many were initiated and named for him. He was invited to the White House by every subsequent administration. At state dinners he was introduced to visiting foreign dignitaries who paid homage to his courage.

         Over time, new disasters produced new heroes. The fireman carrying the toddler from the Oklahoma City bombing overshadowed The Major’s celebrity for a time, but soon he was back on TV talk show guest lists and the after-dinner speaker’s circuit. September eleventh gave him a new slant to address: his random act of heroism compared to those performed every day by unsung heroes. For more than two decades he kept his story timely and relevant.

         Then three years ago, he stopped cold turkey.

         He now lived very privately, avoiding the limelight and refusing requests for public appearances and interviews.

         But his legend lived on. Which was why journalists, biographers, and movie producers emerged now and again, seeking time with him to make their particular pitch. He never granted them that time.

         Until today none had ever sought out Trapper’s help to gain access to his famous father.

         Kerra Bailey’s audacity was galling enough. But damn her for snagging his interest with that remark about the magnifying glass. What could he possibly see in that photograph that he hadn’t seen ten thousand times?

         He longed for a hot shower, an aspirin, his bed and soft pillow.

         “Screw it.” He opened his desk’s lap drawer and, instead of reaching for the bottle of Bayer, searched all the way to the back of it and came up with the long-forgotten magnifying glass.

         Four hours later, he was still in his desk chair, still reeking, head still aching, eyes still scratchy. But everything else had changed.

         He set down the magnifier, pushed the fingers of both hands up through his hair, and held his head between his palms. “Son of a bitch.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         It’s called Gringos, so you should fit right in.”

         John Trapper’s remark had been snide, but after the terse phone call when he’d given Kerra a place and time to meet him, she dressed down, replacing the pantsuit she’d worn earlier to his office with a pair of jeans and a plaid wool poncho.

         She hoped he would at least shower.

         She arrived at the restaurant early, put her name on the wait list for a table, and claimed a stool at the bar where she had a view of the entrance. She hoped for an opportunity to observe him before he became aware of it.

         But the instant he walked in, he homed in on her as though by radar with eyes that belonged in a spectrum of blue all their own. Electric. Like neon light. And when he looked at her, antagonism radiated from them.

         The hostess greeted him. He gave her a slow grin and said something that made her giggle. She indicated Kerra. He nodded and walked toward her.

         He had swapped the wrinkled suit pants he’d obviously slept in for a pair of jeans with knees almost worn completely through. The hems were stringy against the vamp of his cowboy boots. He had on a black leather jacket over a white western-cut shirt with pearl snaps instead of buttons. He wore the shirttail out.

         When he reached her, he didn’t speak, just stood there looking down at her. He wasn’t clean-shaven, but he had showered. He smelled of soap. And leather. His dark hair was clean, but he hadn’t tried to tame its natural growth pattern. The thick swirls were as tousled as they had been this morning, and Kerra found herself thinking: Why mess with a good thing?

         They continued to stare each other down until the bartender approached. “I’m fixin’ the lady a margarita rocks. How ’bout you, cowboy?”

         “Dos Equis, please.”

         “Want ’em brought to your table?”

         Before she could reply, Trapper said, “That’d be great. Thanks.”

         He wrapped his hand around Kerra’s elbow, hauled her up off the barstool, and propelled her toward the hostess, who was waiting with menus the size of overpass signs. She led them to a table for two.

         “Do you have a booth?” Trapper asked. “Where we can hear ourselves think?” He gave her a wheedling smile, and she smiled back, and without delay they were led deeper into the restaurant where the lights were dimmer and the mariachi music wasn’t blaring.

         Once they were seated across from each other, Kerra said, “Still hung over?”

         “The beer should help.”

         “Do you get drunk often?”

         “Not near often enough.”

         To avoid meeting his hostile gaze, Kerra looked around, taking in the strands of Christmas lights strung across the ceiling and trying to think of a topic of conversation neutral enough to alleviate the tension. “When did you move from Dallas to Fort Worth?”

         “When Dallas got too far up its own ass.”

         The topic wasn’t the problem, she decided. He was. Anything she said would rub him the wrong way. As soon as the cocktail waitress delivered their drinks, she figured she had just as well skip cordiality and get on with it. “You saw it?”

         “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

         “Did you actually use a magnifying glass?”

         Before he could answer, a waitress arrived with a basket of tortilla chips and a bowl of salsa. “Ready to order?”

         Daunted by the scope of the menu, Kerra opened it and scanned the first page. “So many choices,” she murmured.

         “You eat meat?”

         He asked as though she would get demerits if she didn’t. She bobbed her head once.

         He took her menu from her and handed it along with his to the waitress. “Double fajitas, half chicken, half beef, all the trimmings, split the tortillas fifty-fifty, and I want a side of beef enchiladas, chili on top. Queso’s okay, but don’t come near me with the ranchero.” Then he smiled at her, winked, and added, “Please.”

         After the simpering waitress withdrew, he folded his forearms on the tabletop and leaned toward Kerra. No smile, no wink. “I want to know two things from you.”

         “Only two?”

         “Why’d you come to me?”

         “The reason should be obvious. You’re his only living relative.”

         “Well, what isn’t obvious, at least to you, is that I’m a dismal disappointment to him. If you’re thinking that my intervention on your behalf will make a dent, you’re sadly mistaken. In fact, my involvement would work against you.”

         “That’s a chance I have to take. I don’t have a choice.”

         “How’s that?”

         “His property is posted. If I showed up on his doorstep unannounced and unaccompanied, he could have me arrested for trespassing before I even introduce myself. If you’re with me—”

         “He’ll kick you off his place twice as fast.”

         “He can’t. Your name is on the deed. When your mother died, her share bypassed him and went straight to you. You share ownership of the land.”

         With anger, he plucked a chip from the basket, dunked it in the salsa, and popped it into his mouth, chewing as he studied her. “You did your homework.”

         “You’re damn right I did.”

         “By bringing your secret to light, what do you hope to achieve?”

         “Achieve?”

         “Come on,” he said. “You caught me drunk, but I’m not dense.”

         “Is that the second thing you want to know? What I hope to achieve?”

         “No. I’ve got that figured.”

         “I doubt it.”

         “You want to rock the world.”

         They were interrupted again when the waitress returned with a sizzling platter of grilled meat, which she set in the center of the table then crowded the side dishes around it. Kerra passed on his offer to share the enchiladas, but they each built a fajita.

         “Delicious,” she mumbled around the first bite.

         “You oughta come to Cowtown more often. In Dallas you get Tex-Mex with mushrooms.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Second thing I want to know.”

         “I’m listening.”

         “How long have you been sitting on this?”

         “A while.”

         “A while. That’s vague enough. Why jump on it now?”

         “It’s not as sudden as it seems,” she said. “I’ve been trying for months to contact The Major. He wouldn’t have it, and now I’m out of time. This coming Sunday is the twenty-fifth anniversary of the bombing. Perfect timing. It would make for amazing television.”

         “Ratings, all that shit.”

         “Shit to you maybe, Mr. Trapper. Not to me.”

         “Just plain Trapper.” He ate for a time, then, “You realize that Sunday is six days from now.”

         “The clock is ticking. When The Major hung up on me yesterday for the thirteenth time, I looked you up. I’m desperate.”

         He stopped eating. “Well, that explains what brought you tap-tap-tapping at my chamber door. Desperation.” When she didn’t deny it, he made a scornful sound and went back to his food. “I already told you, nothing I say will sway him.”

         “Fair enough. Escort me as far as his threshold. You do that, I’ll take it from there.”

         He bounced his fork against his plate and looked her over in a way that made her feel uncomfortably hot inside her clothes. She reached for her margarita and sipped through the salt rim. “How long did it take you?”

         “To figure it out, you mean?”

         She nodded.

         “Longer than it should have. I’m out of practice.”

         Despite the mule’s kick of the margarita, she took another sip for courage. She was approaching a slippery slope. Or more like reaching for the lion’s tail dangling from between the bars of his cage. “There’s quite a bit about you online.”

         At first he didn’t act as though he’d heard her. He finished a bite, washed it down with a swig of beer, then looked across at her, his eyes like blue flame. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

         “You were with the ATF.”

         “Um-hm.”

         “For five years.”

         “And seven months.”

         “Before your anger issues got you fired.”

         “I quit.”

         As the waitress passed by, she paused and asked if they needed anything. Without taking his eyes off Kerra, Trapper thanked her, but gave an abrupt shake of his head.

         After she moved on, Kerra said quietly, “You told me today that The Major’s overnight celebrity had no effect on your life. But it did, didn’t it?”

         “Yeah. Huge. I was the only kid in my grade who got fifty-yard-line tickets to all the Cowboys’ home games. Couple of times we were invited to the owners’ suite.”

         “If you weren’t influenced by the Pegasus, why did you choose a career with a federal bureau that investigates bombs and explosions?”

         “The group insurance. Most plans don’t include dental.”

         She frowned. “Please stop joking. I’m serious.”

         “So am I,” he said in an angry whisper. “Stop interviewing me. I’ve got nothing to say to you about this.”

         “Then why’d you call and meet me tonight?”

         He didn’t have a ready response. Score! She mentally high-fived herself. “You’re an investigator by profession and inclination. You like puzzles and can’t tolerate one going unsolved. When you were with the ATF, you worked cases tirelessly until you had the answers, found the culprits. You were let go because of insubordination, not for lack of talent or initiative.”

         “My, my. For somebody who’s never laid eyes on me until a few hours ago, you sure know a lot. Or think you do, anyway.”

         “I know that you couldn’t help but be intrigued by the challenge I left you with today. I also know that what you discovered was much more significant than what you bargained for. Wasn’t it? Trapper? Correct me if I’m wrong.”

         He didn’t say anything, just took a drink from his beer and held on to it when the busboy arrived to clear away their plates. Kerra used her credit card to settle the tab as soon as the waitress brought it.

         Through all that activity, a hostile silence teemed between them. When they were left alone again, Kerra shook the ice cubes in her glass. She used the wedge of lime to draw circles around the rim of it. When she next looked across at Trapper, his eyes were tracking the motion, and it made her feel…funny. She placed her hands in her lap under the table and took a moment to get grounded. “What were you angry about?”

         “When?”

         “When you got fired.”

         “I quit.”

         “Before they could fire you. What was it over?”

         “Didn’t you research that part?”

         “I didn’t get to the specifics.”

         “Nobody else did, either.” He mumbled that as though to himself. Then he shifted his legs beneath the table and leaned forward again. “I got really specific the day I walked out. I told my boss where he could shove his job.”

         She could believe it. He looked coiled and ready to strike now. Speaking softly, she said, “I think you still have anger issues.”

         “I do. Big time. And what pisses me off quicker than anything is being played by somebody who thinks she’s real cute and clever. Why didn’t you just come out and tell me?”

         “Did you actually use a magnifying glass?”

         He scowled at the taunt and tipped his head toward her drink. “You gonna finish that?”

         “No.”

         He picked up the glass, tossed back what remained of the margarita, then pointed her out of the booth. His wide hand stayed at the small of her back as they wove their way through the crowded restaurant. Kerra felt as though she was being herded but didn’t make an issue of it, not wanting him to know she was even aware of his hand.

         As they walked past the hostess stand, the young woman gazed at Trapper dreamily and wished them a good night. Outside Kerra inhaled a deep breath to counteract the effects of the tequila.

         “Thanks for dinner,” he said.

         “You’re welcome.”

         “Where’s your car?”

         “We haven’t settled anything.”

         “Hell we haven’t. Where’s your car?”

         “I Ubered here.”

         He took his phone from the pocket of his jacket and pulled up the app.

         “I can order my own car.”

         Ignoring her protest, he asked for her address. She gave it to him. He ordered the car.

         “He’ll be here in two minutes. Ralph in a silver Toyota. Let’s wait over there out of the wind.”

         Taking her elbow, he guided her around the corner of the building. “This is better,” she said, shivering inside her poncho. “The temperature has dropped—”

         She broke off when he placed his hands on her shoulders and backed her against the exterior brick wall. Before she recovered from the shock of that, he leaned in, and she forgot all about being cold. But she struggled less against his hold on her than she did against her reaction to it. “What the hell are you doing? Get away from me.”

         He lowered his face close to hers. “You listen and learn,” he said in a low thrum. “I’m not him. I’m not noble, not a gentleman, not a hero, understand?”

         “That wasn’t so hard to deduce.”

         She thought the putdown would anger him, but he retaliated by gently placing his palm against her cold cheek. He brushed his thumb across her beauty mark.

         “I noticed this right off, and the whole time you were sitting there in my shabby office, wearing your city get-up, acting all sassy and know-it-all, you want to know what was going on in my mind?” He ceased the stroking motion of his thumb, stopping it right on the small mole. His mouth lowered to within a hair’s-breadth of hers and he whispered, “Figure it out.”

         Then he released her and said over his shoulder as he sauntered away, “Ralph’s here.”

         
              

         

         The minute he got to his apartment, he went into the bedroom, tugged off his boots, stripped down to his jeans, and, sitting on the edge of the bed, called his friend Carson Rime.

         The defense lawyer had a ground-floor office in the same building as Trapper’s. His practice was on the wrong side of the freeway to attract criminals who bathed regularly and stood accused only of white-collar malfeasance. But being close to the courthouse, county jail, and bail bondsmen, the location was convenient for Carson’s clients who were unwashed and felonious.

         Trapper had to call him three times before he answered. “What the hell, Trapper? Stop calling me. I’m on my honeymoon, for crissake. Or have you forgotten I got married last Saturday?”

         “Like that’s a big deal. Isn’t this your fourth?”

         “Fifth. Have fun at the wedding?”

         “Not the wedding. The reception.”

         “What I meant. Quite a blowout, huh? You catch the garter?”

         “No, the bridesmaid.”

         “Which one?”

         “She was blond.”

         “Big tits or the skinny one?”

         “I can’t remember. Have you ever heard of Kerra Bailey?”

         “The one on TV?”

         “You know who she is?”

         “Sure. She’s a local reporter, but she also shows up every once in a while on that—”

         “She came unannounced to my office today.”

         After a stunned silence, his friend chortled, “Holy shit! Are you kidding?”

         “No.”

         “She came to see you?”

         “Yes.”

         “What for?”

         Trapper withheld mention of the photograph and its startling revelation. He told Carson only that Kerra wanted to interview The Major. “She asked me to pave the way for her.”

         “To which you said?”

         “Several expletives that boiled down to no. But she’s not done asking.”

         “How do you know?”

         “She gives off a vibe.”

         “She vibrates? This just got interesting. Hold on.” Trapper could hear Carson murmuring an apology to the new Mrs. Rime, followed by several seconds of rustling, then a closing door. “Tell me everything.”

         Over the sound of Carson noisily peeing into the toilet, Trapper gave him a condensed version of Kerra’s unexpected arrival. When he finished, Carson asked, “Does she understand that you and the pater aren’t exactly simpatico?”

         “She does now. But that didn’t sway her. She still believes I could be useful.”

         “Are you going to help her?”

         “Depends.”

         “On?”

         “Look, Carson, I realize it’s your honeymoon and all, but if I hadn’t taken you to happy hour at that topless club, you and your bride never would’ve met.”

         Carson was quick on the uptake. He sighed. “What’s the favor?”

         
              

         

         After he and Carson disconnected, Trapper shucked his jeans and got into bed, but he took his laptop with him.

         He went on to YouTube and watched every story and interview featuring Kerra Bailey that he could locate. He had wished to find fault, had hoped to see a struggling amateur. But on camera she came across as poised, smart, and informative, but also warm and personable. She had a sharp wit, an incisive toughness without meanness, but she didn’t allow professionalism to overshadow compassion.

         After watching clips for almost two hours, Trapper paused a video on a close-up of her face and stared at the beauty mark, the giveaway, the thing he’d seen ten thousand times, but had never really looked at until it had been magnified ten thousand times on his computer screen.

         Though he hadn’t known her name until today, he had resented her since he was eleven years old when she had replaced him as the most beloved child in his father’s heart.

         Because of her, Trapper had lost his dad to the world.

         Because of her, his life had become one long game of catch-up at which he continually lost.

         Because of her: the little girl his father had carried from the burning ruin of the Pegasus Hotel.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Kerra was switching between networks to get a sampling of the morning news shows when her cell phone rang. “Hello?”

         “I’m outside.” Those two words, and Trapper hung up.

         Kerra tossed her phone onto the bed, muttering, “Rude jerk.”

         She had already showered, so it didn’t take her long to dress. But she dawdled an extra five minutes, not wanting it to look like she’d rushed down in response to his ill-mannered summons. She should ignore him altogether and find some other way to breach The Major’s self-imposed seclusion.

         But she’d already lost another day. Between now and Sunday, every minute counted.

         Besides, she couldn’t let Trapper think that he’d intimidated or scared her off with his manhandling last night.

         The condo building’s revolving door emptied her into brilliant sunlight and a frigid north wind that made her eyes water. Even so, she couldn’t have missed Trapper. Directly across the street from the building, he was leaning against the passenger side of his car, recognizable by the deep dent in its grill roughly the size of a parking meter post. He exuded supreme confidence that she would appear as summoned.

         He was dressed as he’d been the night before except that, beneath the leather jacket, today’s shirt was blue chambray, and he’d added a pair of sunglasses. Ankles and arms crossed, he looked impervious to the wind whipping his dark hair.

         She amended her earlier summation: He was a sexy rude jerk.

         She waited for a delivery truck to lumber past, then crossed the street mid-block and walked straight toward him. “Isn’t Texas supposed to be hot?”

         “Not in February.”

         “I moved here from Minneapolis–St. Paul to get away from winter.”

         “Live here long enough, you learn we have weather extremes.” He opened the passenger door and motioned her in, then went around. In order to get in on the driver’s side, he had to squeeze past a no parking sign.

         Kerra called his attention to it. “Your car could get towed.”

         “They’re welcome to it. Smoke has started coming out from under the hood. I figure the radiator’s busted.”

         “It fared better than the parking meter.”

         He didn’t comment on that as he propped his left shoulder against the driver’s window and turned toward her. After looking at her for what became an uncomfortably long time, he said, “For twenty-five years people have been trying to identify the little girl in that picture.”

         “You were so annoyed last night, you never told me exactly how you discovered the birthmark.”

         “I took a picture of the picture with my phone, downloaded it onto my computer, and enlarged it to the max. I went over it a square inch at a time with a freaking magnifying glass. Twice. More than half your face is buried between The Major’s chest and arm, but in the part that’s visible you can see the speck near your eye.”

         “Eureka!”

         “That wasn’t my first reaction,” he said. “My first thought was that you’d doctored the print.”

         “You doubted my integrity?”

         “Doubted? No. You drop out of nowhere and hit me with this? I was sure you were a fraud.”

         “What convinced you otherwise?”

         “I checked other prints, early ones, including the cover of Time. If you know to look for it, the mark can be seen on every reproduction of the photo. Not as large or as dark as it is now, but there. You’re about to put an end to all the speculation about the mystery child.”

         “Some of the theories regarding my identity were pretty wild,” she said with a soft laugh. “I heard a TV preacher once say that I wasn’t flesh and blood. That I was an angel who’d been miraculously captured on film. That I’d been sent to escort home all the children who’d died in the explosion. Can you believe that?”

         “I don’t believe in miracles.” He paused, then added, “You’re definitely flesh and blood, and I’m also willing to bet that you’re no angel.”

         She hadn’t expected an answer to her rhetorical question. She certainly hadn’t expected his answer to feel like he’d lightly scratched her just below her belly button. Because of the dark sunglasses, she couldn’t read in his eyes whether or not he’d meant the remark to be suggestive. She was probably better off not knowing.

         He continued. “It didn’t irk you when imposters came forward, claiming to be you?”

         “Amused more than irked.”

         “Amused, because you knew they’d have their fifteen minutes and then be debunked. They couldn’t prove their claim. You can.”

         She touched the spot beneath her eye. “It’s irrefutable.”

         “I should buy stock in magnifying glasses. Once you make the big reveal, there’s sure to be a run on them.”

         “Oh, so we’ve circled back to what I hope to achieve.”

         “Fame and fortune would be my guess.”

         “Well, you’d be wrong.”

         “You don’t expect to benefit?”

         “Naturally I’ll benefit.”

         “No shit.”

         “But that’s not the only reason I’m going public.”

         “Then enlighten me.”

         “I want to thank the man who saved my life,” she said with heat. “Don’t you believe The Major is due my gratitude?”

         “Past due. So what’s taken you so long? Oh, wait, I know. You’ve been waiting on the twenty-fifth anniversary for the big ta-da.”

         “No, I’ve been waiting till my father died.”

         Whatever he’d been about to say, he bit back. He looked aside for several seconds, then removed his sunglasses and flicked a glance at her. “Recently?”

         “Eight months ago.”

         He didn’t voice regret, but she saw it in his expression.

         “It was a blessing,” she said. “He had suffered for a long time and had no quality of life.”

         Trapper settled his gaze on her, a question in it.

         “Shall I back up and start at the beginning?” she asked.

         “The day of the bombing?”

         “Do you want to hear it?”

         “Yes.”

         “Are you going to continue making snide editorial comments?”

         “I’ll ration them.” When she gave him a reproving look, he added softly, “I’m kidding.”

         “You’re so good at sarcasm, it’s hard to tell.”

         “I want to hear your story.”

         She took a deep breath and began. “It was a couple of weeks past my fifth birthday. We lived in Kansas City. Daddy had to be in Dallas for a business seminar. Mom and I came along so they could take me to Six Flags as a belated birthday present.

         “Staying in the hotel was an adventure in itself. I’d never had room service before. Mom let me order our breakfast. After we’d eaten, we all rode down the elevator together. Daddy kissed us goodbye and got off on the mezzanine level for his meeting. Mom had planned a shopping trip for the two of us. She and I got off on the ground floor. I was skipping across the lobby toward the entrance when the bombs went off. The doorman was smiling at me, about to say something. I saw him just…disappear.”

         Trapper turned his head away and looked through the windshield as he ran his hand over his mouth and chin. “Ten-forty-two. The first of them, ten-forty-two thirty-three to be exact.”

         “How do you know that?”

         “Because every ATF agent studies the Pegasus Hotel bombing. It’s textbook. All together there were six bombs, set to detonate simultaneously, but they staggered by several seconds.”

         “It was like one huge blast to me.”

         “What do you remember most clearly?”

         “The fear. I couldn’t hear anything. I was unable to see for the smoke and dust. I couldn’t breathe without choking. I was screaming for my mother but couldn’t find her. Things were falling all around me. Crashing. I was too young to be afraid of death. The terror of being lost is my most vivid memory.”

         “For a kid, that makes sense.”

         “My mother was alive when firemen found her, but her chest had been crushed. She had extensive internal injuries and died in the hospital within an hour. My father survived, but his head and spinal injuries were so severe, he was paralyzed from the neck down. He lived hooked up to a respirator in a permanent care facility for the rest of his life.”

         “Jesus.” Trapper looked away again before coming back to her. “None of the casualties were named Bailey.”

         “Elizabeth and James Cunningham.”

         “So how’d you wind up with a different name?”

         “My injuries were comparatively minor, but I spent two nights in the hospital. Daddy was in ICU and on life support, so I was released from the hospital into the care of my aunt, my mother’s sister, and her husband, who’d been notified as next of kin and had flown to Dallas immediately.

         “I’ve been told that there was a frenzy, especially among the press, to identify the little girl in the photo, which had already been reproduced by every news agency in the world.

         “My aunt and uncle foresaw additional trauma for me if my identity became known, so they insisted to the hospital staff and the authorities that my name not be released. They wanted to protect me from the onslaught of media attention that The Major, you, and your mother were already being subjected to.

         “My aunt whisked me off to Virginia, where they lived. For months after, my uncle commuted back and forth, overseeing Daddy’s care here in Dallas until he could be relocated to a place near their home.

         “My uncle settled my family’s affairs in Kansas City, sold everything to help offset the expense of Daddy’s care. There was a memorial service held for my mother, but Daddy wasn’t well enough to attend. Because of his infirmity, and predictably short life span, he urged my aunt and uncle to legally adopt me and change my name to theirs. They had no other children. They reared me as their own.”

         “What was going on inside your head?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Were you messed up by all the upheaval?”

         “I was too young to fully grasp the magnitude of the tragedy. All I knew was that we’d been through something terrible. Mommy had gone to heaven and Daddy was very sick, and we didn’t live in our house any more. In Kansas I’d had a pet parakeet. I never knew what became of it. I missed my swing set until my uncle installed one for me in their backyard.

         “Basically, I was a happy, normal child. But whenever I was taken to visit Daddy, he would sob inconsolably. Nothing unsettles a child more than seeing an adult cry. That was the worst of it. And the nightmares.”

         “You had nightmares?”

         “Yes. They subsided over time, but early on they were horrible, harsh reminders of the bombing, although I didn’t know to attach that word to it. I dreamed about smoke and choking and seeing blood. My mother was there, saying my name over and over. I would wake up screaming, telling my aunt and uncle that they were wrong, that she hadn’t died. She was alive. I could see her, hear her, feel her reaching for me and tightly squeezing my hand until…”

         Trapper remained silent and still.

         She swallowed. “Until her hand let go of mine. She used it to wave at a man running past us. She was crying, yelling at him to stop. Please. Help. He stopped and picked me up.”

         “The Major.”

         “I remember being hysterical. Fighting him. Trying to get back to my mother. I remember him clutching me against his chest and telling me that everything would be all right.”

         “That was a lie, though, wasn’t it?”

         “Yes, but he lied out of kindness.”

         Trapper didn’t say anything for a moment, then asked her when she had put two and two together. “When did you realize that your nightmare was actually a memory of the ‘something terrible’?”

         “Not for years.”

         He gave her a sharp look.

         “I can tell you don’t believe that, but it’s true. No one around me ever referenced the bombing. I was a child. I watched Sesame Street, not 60 Minutes. The Oklahoma City bombing came a few years later, and I remember the grown-ups in my life being terribly upset, but it was irrelevant to me.”

         “You never matched the date of the Pegasus bombing with the day your mother died?”

         “That’s precisely how I eventually became aware. I was in middle school, about twelve or thirteen. On an anniversary of the bombing, one of my teachers mentioned it. When I got home from school, my aunt was sitting in the living room, looking at a picture of herself and my mother together. I asked her why she was crying. ‘I always get sad on this date,’ she said. ‘It’s the day your mother died.’ Suddenly it clicked. I realized why I had such vivid nightmares of smoke and fire, of my mother letting go of me and being carried away from her.

         “My aunt and uncle were reluctant to confirm it. Justifiably, as it turned out, because once I knew, I became obsessed with the bombing. I wanted to learn everything about it. I read all the books, watched all the films and interviews with survivors. I’d seen that famous photo, of course, but I’d never paid much attention to it, because, again, it had no relevance to me.

         “But when my aunt pointed me out, I saw not only myself, but also the face of the man who’d saved me. The Major became real when, up to that point, he was only the stranger in my dreams who’d responded to my mother’s dying plea.”

         “Why didn’t you blurt it to the world then?”

         “My aunt impressed upon me what an awful ordeal it would be for my dad. The Major had stepped into the role of hero naturally, as though born to it. But my dad was a soft-spoken, self-effacing man. Given his circumstances and frailty, it would have been cruel to thrust him into the spotlight. I swore to my aunt, and to myself, that I wouldn’t go public with it as long as Daddy was alive. I upheld that promise.”

         “For what? Thirteen years?”

         “Roughly. During that time, I went on with my life, a happy, healthy, normal girl. I finished school, entered adulthood, pursued my career.”

         “You were preparing for the day.”

         “You make it sound more calculated than it was, Trapper. Unfairly. I didn’t want my dad to die. But he did. And yes, by then I had press credentials and an excellent forum. I began reaching out to The Major.”

         He ruminated on all that, then said, “The name ‘Bailey’ wouldn’t have meant anything to him. You never told him who you were or why you wanted to interview him?”

         “He never gave me a chance to speak more than a few words before hanging up.”

         “You could have sent him an email. A letter.”

         “I wanted to introduce myself in person. Besides, how many correspondences has he received over time from women claiming to be the rescued little girl?”

         “Good point.”

         “He would have thought I was just another opportunist.” She held up her hand palm out. “Don’t say it.”

         “I won’t. Too easy.” The comeback had been as quick as all his were, but his dark brows were furrowed and there was no humor in his expression. “How many people know that you’re that girl?”

         “My aunt and uncle and me. You make four.”

         “If you go through with this, everybody will know.”

         “Oh, I’ll go through with it, Trapper. With or without your help, I’ll find a way to make it happen.”

         He swore under his breath and looked out the windshield again. He could have read the tow warning sign a hundred times during the amount of time he stared at it. She didn’t break his concentration.

         When at last he turned back to her, he said, “You’ll have to do it without me.”

         “Trapper—”

         “Sorry.”

         “I’m not giving up until I have a face-to-face with The Major.”

         “Up to you if you want to try, but I’m having no part of it.” He slid on his sunglasses and started the car’s engine. “I hope you take rejection well. The Major won’t let you get your foot in the door before running you off. Have a nice life, Kerra.”

         She had thought that hearing about the bombing from the viewpoint of a five-year-old survivor would have softened him. There had been a few moments when she felt that she’d struck a human chord, snagged a sensitive thread in his caustic soul, but apparently not.

         He wasn’t even angry and edgy as he’d been last night. He was cool and indifferent. Further argument would only provide him more opportunities to be ornery and insulting, and she’d be damned before giving him that satisfaction.

         “I wish I could say that it’s been a pleasure, Mr. Trapper. But all you’ve been is crude, rude, and a waste of precious time. Thanks for nothing.” She yanked the handle of the car door and pushed it open.

         “One thing, though,” he said.

         She turned back. “What?”

         “If I had it to do over, I’d kiss you like you wanted me to.”

         “Go to hell.” She slammed the car door, crossed the street, and didn’t look back.

         She stormed through the entrance of her building and made a beeline for the resident concierge. The smiling young woman asked how she could be of service.

         Kerra requested that her car be brought from the garage. “An hour from now.”

         
              

         

         “What’d you get?”

         “What happened to ‘Hello, how are you? I’m sorry for butting in on your honeymoon.’”

         “I’m not in the best of moods, Carson, so cut the crap.”

         Trapper had watched Kerra jog across the street and disappear through the glassy entrance of her apartment building. He then drove away, but only covered a couple of blocks before pulling into an empty loading zone and punching in his friend’s number.

         Last night the favor he’d asked of Carson was to use every available resource to run a background check on Kerra Bailey.

         “I didn’t get anything you couldn’t have gotten on your own,” Carson complained.

         “I’ve been busy.”

         “Like I haven’t?”

         “And I have to go through legal channels to get information.”

         “If you start nitpicking, then—”

         “I repeat. What did you get?”

         “I emailed it all about thirty minutes ago.”

         “Thanks, but I’m driving,” Trapper lied. “Can you give me the bullet points?”

         Carson huffed in exasperation but began. “When she was five years old, she was adopted by her aunt and uncle.”

         “Do you know what happened to her real parents?”

         “Court records of the adoption were sealed.”

         The aunt and uncle truly had protected her identity and history. “Okay.”

         “Grew up middle class. Apple pie Americana. No scandal. Straight and narrow and boring, if you want to know the truth.”

         “Okay.”

         “She attended junior college in her home town in Virginia before transferring to Columbia.”

         “South Carolina?”

         “No, Columbia University in New York. Graduated with a BA in journalism. She hopped around to various and sundry TV stations, never staying long at one before moving on, always to a larger market, till she landed this gig in Dallas early last year. Local network affiliate. She gets a lot of face time. Network uses her for regional stories that go national. There’s a bunch of her stuff on YouTube.”

         Trapper didn’t admit to having watched hours of it.

         “I have her car tag and driver’s license numbers.”

         “If they’re in the email, I don’t need them now.”

         Carson rumbled on. “She lives in downtown Dallas, one of those glassy condo buildings near Victory Park.”

         Trapper didn’t tell Carson he’d just been there, but he did ask, “Alone?”

         “The condo’s in her name, and that’s the only name on the mailbox. I made up some gobbledygook and talked to the concierge of her building. No roommate since she’s lived there. Let’s see…what else? Oh, she was arrested once in Seattle.”

         “What for?”

         “Protest march. There were numerous arrests. At her arraignment, she pled guilty, paid the fine.”

         “What was she protesting?”

         “A colleague was jailed for contempt of court because he wouldn’t reveal a source. She was guilty of passion for her profession and First Amendment rights, and that’s as sinister as she gets, Trapper.

         “She’s square with the IRS. No debt other than her mortgage. Pays her bills on time. She’s ambitious. She’s got the goods. I gather an interview with The Major would be a real plum. End of story.”

         Like hell it is, Trapper thought. “Anything else?”

         “Nothing noteworthy. Bits and pieces. You want details, they’re in the email.”

         “Thanks, Carson.”

         “Can I get back to honeymooning now?”

         “Just one more request.”

         Carson groaned.

         Trapper said, “Do this and then you can screw yourself blind.”

      

   

OEBPS/images/9781455572076_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepageebook_online.jpg
SEEING
RED

RRRRRRRRRRRR
llllllllll





