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Chapter 1 – Anywhere But Here
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TAWNY LINDHOLM ROSENBAUM longed to be anywhere else except sitting at the defense table in a courtroom beside an accused rapist. 

At the opposite end of the table sat her husband Tillman Rosenbaum, whom some people called the most famous attorney in Montana. Others called him the most notorious. 

His client, Claude Ledbetter, slouched in a chair between them. He wore an orange jail jumpsuit and rolled a ball of lint between his fingers. 

This preliminary hearing would determine whether or not he went on trial. 

At times like this, Tawny regretted that she worked as Tillman’s assistant. She caught herself twisting the tail of her auburn French braid and quickly dropped her hand to her lap. Nervous gestures in court were as damaging as tells in a poker game. 

The victim, Amelia Craft, sat in the witness box like a Marine at inspection. The thirty-eight-year-old mother of two worked at a convenience store. She fixed her stare on the county attorney, not daring a side-glance at the man accused of raping her. 

Amelia’s words carried strong in the courtroom: “I was by myself on the late shift. The guy who was supposed to be working with me didn’t show up. I’d done the closing procedures, turned out the lights, and set the alarm. I was walking to my car at the far end of the parking lot. It was real dark. There’s a security light back there but somebody had shot the bulb out and it hasn’t been replaced.” 

Tawny glanced at Ledbetter. He appeared bored, still rolling the ball of lint. 

She looked past him to Tillman. Half-glasses down his nose, he made notes on a legal pad while he simultaneously studied his tablet, his dark gaze flicking back and forth between it and the woman on the stand. His agile mind multi-tasked while Tawny’s dyslexia forced her to focus on only one task at a time. 

Amelia Craft continued: “I got to my car and saw it had a flat. I opened the trunk for the spare and was trying to call my husband on my cell. Then somebody jumped me from behind. He threw a jacket over my head. I was struggling but he yanked something real tight around my neck. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream. He dragged me into the vacant lot behind the store.” 

Tawny side-eyed Ledbetter. Now he plucked a loose thread from the seam of his jumpsuit and added it to the lint ball.  

“He threw me down on the ground on my stomach.” Amelia’s tone turned tight. “Slammed his knee into my back. Hurt real bad like my ribs were broke. All his weight was crushing me. I was close to passing out. He yanked down my jeans and...” 

For the first time during her testimony, Amelia faltered. 

County Attorney Mavis Dockerty said, “Take your time.” She picked up a box of tissues from the prosecution table and handed it to Amelia. 

The woman dabbed her eyes, blew her nose, then straightened in the witness chair, her shoulders again squared. In a clear, resolute voice, she said, “He raped me. It went on for a couple of minutes. I’d start to pass out but I forced myself to stay awake. Then, all of a sudden, he got off me and I heard his footsteps running away.” 

Ledbetter crossed his legs, shifting closer to Tawny. His proximity tightened her muscles. She wanted to move her chair but knew she shouldn’t.

Amelia went on: “I sat up and tried to pull the jacket off my head but it was really hard because he’d knotted the sleeves around my neck. Finally, I got them loose and could breathe again. Then I saw headlights. My boss, the store manager, jumped out of his car and ran over to me. He grabbed my arms and asked if I was all right. I was still gasping for air. Then he took off running across the vacant lot. When he came back, he said the guy got away. He called nine-one-one. While we waited for the paramedics, he kept saying, ‘You shouldn’t have been by yourself, Amelia. Damn that Ricky.’ Ricky’s the guy who was supposed to work with me that night. Then the rescue truck took me to the hospital.” 

“Thank you, Mrs. Craft,” said the county attorney. “Do you need a few minutes before cross-examination?”

Amelia took a sip of water. “I’m all right.” 

Tillman rose from the defense table, six-foot-seven-inches of intimidating lawyer. Even though the judge sat atop an elevated platform, Tillman could almost look him in the eye. He approached the witness box. His James Earl Jones baritone didn’t boom as it normally did. He spoke quietly. 

“Mrs. Craft, you have been through a traumatic experience. I’ll make my questions as brief as possible.” 

She looked up at him and nodded. 

“Did you ever see the face of the man who attacked you?” 

“No.” 

“Did he have any recognizable physical characteristics that you could identify? By that I mean his height, weight, skin color, facial hair, or anything else unusual you saw.” 

“No. Except he was heavy. When he shoved his knee in my back, it broke a rib.” 

“So, you cannot identify the man who attacked you because you did not see him. Is that correct?” 

“He was behind me the whole time and he had my head covered with the jacket. I couldn’t see anything.” 

Tillman reiterated, “You never saw the man. Is that correct?” 

“Yes.” 

“Thank you, Mrs. Craft. I’m sorry you went through this. No further questions.” Tillman returned to his chair. 

Tillman always played close to the vest. Even though Tawny performed investigative tasks, she often didn’t know his strategy for a case until his closing statement. This time, he hadn’t clued her about the ace he planned to play. 

Mavis Dockerty excused Amelia. 

Moments later, Dockerty launched into her summation. An awl had been found in Ledbetter’s SUV that was likely used to puncture Amelia’s tire. The jacket was identified as his. At 9 p.m. that evening, he had been captured on the store’s security video. Semen collected for the rape kit was his. He was arrested a block from the attack, urinating on the street beside his SUV. 

When it was Tillman’s turn, he rose and faced the judge. “Your Honor, the evidence is only circumstantial. Mr. Ledbetter previously stated earlier that day his jacket was stolen from his unlocked SUV. The awl is a tool Mr. Ledbetter regularly uses for leatherworking and there is no proof it was used to puncture the tire. There is nothing out of the ordinary about him appearing on video because he is a regular patron of that store. The victim, Mrs. Craft, is unable to positively identify her attacker. Most important...” He paused for effect. “The DNA sample was contaminated with another sample at the crime lab, making it unusable and inadmissible as evidence. There is insufficient evidence to bind Mr. Ledbetter over for trial. I respectfully request that Your Honor dismiss the charges and release the defendant from jail.” 

Tawny caught abrupt movement out of the corner of her eye. In the gallery, Amelia Craft had grabbed her husband’s arm, her face pale. 

The husband blurted, “That’s bullshit!”  

The judge sent the man a warning look and held up one hand. “Sir, no outbursts.” He flipped through the evidence list, a grim set to his mouth. Then he faced the spectators. “I find this decision abhorrent to make but I have no choice. The law is clear. The DNA evidence is flawed and must therefore be suppressed.” He glowered at the county attorney. “Without the DNA, Ms. Dockerty, you have no case. Charges are dismissed. The defendant is released from custody.” 

A plaintive animal cry rang out from Amelia. “Please, God, no.” Her husband held her, glaring at Ledbetter. 

The defendant smirked and flicked the ball of lint across the table. 

Tillman shot to his feet, blocking Ledbetter’s view of the victim. Tillman bent to whisper in his client’s ear, one hand on his shoulder. Tawny caught the vise-grip pinch of his fingers digging in. Ledbetter’s face lost its smug expression and his eyes lowered. 

The judge left the bench and disappeared through the side door.

The bailiff took charge and led Tillman’s client to be processed out of jail. 

Tawny remained seated, arms crossed over her stomach that had begun to churn. Tillman gathered his papers and tablet into his briefcase then faced her. 

She knew her expression gave away her disgust and shame. She couldn’t help it. 

He waited a few seconds. 

She didn’t move. 

Without a word, he turned and left the courtroom to face the reporters on the sidewalk outside the Flathead County Justice Center. 

Justice Center, my ass, Tawny thought. 
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Chapter 2 – Crooked Toes
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THE STRANGER AT THE front door said, “I’m your brother.” 

Neal Lindholm, always wary after more than a decade soldiering in Afghanistan and Iraq, studied the young man before him who was shifting from one foot to the other. The boards creaked on the covered wooden porch of the old Craftsman bungalow that belonged to Neal’s mom, Tawny. 

The guy was white, in his mid-twenties, about ten years younger than Neal. Five-eight. A stale smell hovered around him. He wore a baseball cap with the loose hood of his sweatshirt pulled up over it. Pudgy yet his skin looked flabby with an unhealthy, yellowish tinge and no muscle tone. Likely a druggie whose brain would be oatmeal by the time he reached forty. 

“My brother, huh?” Neal said. “What gives you that idea?” 

“He told me.” The man pulled a phone from his sagging jeans and flicked the screen with a blunt, chubby finger. “Here are DNA results.” He held the screen up. 

The words were out of focus but Neal wasn’t about to turn his back on this dude to retrieve his readers from the breakfast bar. He started to close the door. “Sorry, buddy, not interested.” 

“Wait. Please.” The man did not make a move to hold the door. 

Good thing. If he had, Neal would have flipped him over the porch rail into the lilac bushes. 

“My name is Dave Palantine,” the stranger continued. “My mom is Barbara Palantine. My dad is Dwight Lindholm.” 

Neal didn’t slam the door on the weirdo although he probably should have. “Dwight Lindholm is dead.” His tone stayed flat despite the pinch in his gut. Almost five years and he still thought of his dad. Every single day. 

“I know,” said the kid. “I found his obituary on Google. Sorry. I mean, if I’d have known sooner, I’d have, well, you know...” 

No family resemblance that Neal could see. 

His mom Tawny always remarked that the older Neal got, the more he looked like his dad. Barrel-chested, brown hair, square jaw. In contrast, Neal’s younger sister Emma was a double for their mom—tall, willowy, with long, copper-colored hair and smiling eyes.  

Neal knew for certain there were only two Lindholm kids—himself and Emma. 

“What the hell do you want?” Neal asked. 

The punk peered down at grubby sandals, bare toes sticking out between leather straps. 

A crooked big toe on his left foot. 

A frisson of doubt skittered up Neal’s back. Dad had a similar twisted toe. So did Neal. Made it damn hard to buy boots that fit. 

Neal’s toes curled inside his leather moccasins. 

Nah. Couldn’t be. 

The punk’s greenish-brown eyes flicked side to side. 

Same color as his sister’s. 

“You looking for money?” Neal pulled a five from his pocket. “Here. Now, get lost.”  

The man shook his head, one rounded shoulder lifting. “My mom just died. I don’t have any other family left. Guess you could say I’m searching.” 

“Search someplace else.” Neal closed the door and turned the deadbolt. 

He left the living room and went down the hall to Emma’s old bedroom facing the porch. Through the mini blinds, he watched the guy paw through the pockets of his slobby jeans and pull out a slip of paper. He bent to slip it under the doormat then descended the porch steps. He scuffed down the sidewalk, past the next-door neighbor’s big blue spruce, and out of sight.

Neal returned to the front porch, scooped up the paper from under the mat, and walked to the curb. Half a block away, the guy had gotten into an aging Honda, parked across the avenue. Horse-chestnut and maple trees shaded the car.  One fender was primer, the rest of the paint a dusty, faded black. 

Washington plates. Lots of those here in Kalispell, Montana, with Spokane only four hours away. Too damn many out-of-state plates from all over these days as people fled big cities for rural areas. 

Neal squinted hard to memorize the numbers. His eyes were getting worse. A constant headache gripped his skull like a too-tight metal helmet. Souvenirs courtesy of IEDs. 

The guy appeared to be fidgeting with something in the passenger seat. After a moment, the car started, smoke puffing from the tailpipe. Needed a ring job. He drove away. 

Neal watched until it disappeared around a corner. 

What was this weirdo’s scam? 

Back inside the house, at the breakfast bar, Neal scrawled the license number on a notepad.  Then he put on his readers and studied the paper the man had left. Dave Palantine. A phone number with a 509 area code in Washington state.

That went along with the plates on the car, although that didn’t necessarily mean much with cell phones. People usually kept the same number no matter where they moved. Neal’s own number had remained area code 406—Montana—even though he hadn’t lived in this house or the state since he’d joined the Army fifteen years ago. 

Had Dad really cheated on Mom? 

This dude would upset her bigtime. Neal had to keep Palantine away from his mom. 

He flicked on his device and entered Palantine’s number in a reverse-directory lookup site. 

Name matched the number. Spokane address. 

Neal grabbed a Moose Drool beer from the fridge and settled on the bar stool to dig into Dave Palantine’s profile. For seventeen bucks he could access online criminal records. He tapped that link. 
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Chapter 3 – Yin and Yang
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TAWNY AND TILLMAN WAITED at the crosswalk a half block north of the Flathead County Justice Center while a steady line of vehicles streamed past, ignoring the pedestrian crossing sign. 

Tawny looked up at him. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

His deep, rumbling baritone rose above traffic noise. “So you could distract me with a lecture about right and wrong, good and evil?” 

“You know he’s guilty,” she said. “The judge practically said so.” 

His dark gaze, half sexy, half scary, pinned her. “The cops botched the evidence collection. The crime lab mishandled the DNA samples. It’s not my responsibility to help the county attorney prove her case. It’s full of holes bigger than the Berkeley mine pit.” 

“But he’s guilty,” Tawny repeated. “He assaulted that poor woman. That doesn’t bother you?” She dearly loved her new husband but sometimes she didn’t like him very much. 

Amazingly, a rust bucket pickup stopped at the crosswalk. Tillman strode forward. 

Tawny paused long enough to wave thanks to the driver who nodded. She caught up to Tillman, his long legs making short work of the two-block walk back to the law office of Rosenbaum and Landes. 

As she stepped over chunks of sidewalk lifted by tree roots, the ache in Tawny’s gut worsened. Stress was the occupational hazard of working side-by-side with Tillman.  

He stopped in the shade of a maple tree overhanging the alley behind the office. “I did my job, Tawny. That’s how the system is set up. Presumed innocent until proven guilty. Mavis didn’t prove Ledbetter guilty. And the fee Ledbetter paid me allows me to take on more pro bono cases.” 

He didn’t say like yours but the unspoken words hung heavy in the late summer air. 

They had met several years earlier when Tillman protected Tawny from overzealous feds and kept her out of prison. She was broke from her late husband’s medical bills and unemployed with no way to pay this high-powered lawyer. Nevertheless, he’d crusaded for her, extracted her from ruination, then hired her as one of his investigators. They’d fallen in love and the rest was history.

“This is what I do, Tawny.” Tillman ran a hand through his crown of tight black curls. “This is how I pay for Mimi’s law school tuition and Arielle’s trips to Ethiopia looking for our ancestors. Or finance Judah if he ever decides what to do with his life.” 

Tillman had been a good provider to his three children from his previous marriage, if not necessarily a good father. 

He’d also untangled Tawny’s flighty daughter from several stupid messes she’d gotten herself into. Emma was in her thirties going on thirteen, flitting through life like a mosquito, annoying Tawny. Why couldn’t she grow up like her steady, dependable big brother, Neal, with his solid Army career?    

Tillman unlocked the back door of the ninety-year-old home that housed the law office.  Tawny followed him inside, through the kitchen to the reception area. 

Although she wanted to glare at Tillman, she couldn’t. From the day they’d met, he had never pretended to be anything but what he was: a ruthlessly effective defense attorney with few losses during his twenty-five-year career. 

She went straight to her workstation in a corner of what had once been the living room. Grabbing a new bottle of antacid tablets, she broke the cellophane seal, peeled back the foil top, and used a letter opener to dig out the cotton ball. Breaking through tamperproof packaging gave her something to focus on besides the uncomfortable conversation with her husband. She popped a chalky tablet in her mouth. 

Tillman headed for his private office, formerly a bedroom, and kicked the door closed with his foot. A half-hearted slam. A couple of years ago, it would have crashed hard enough to shake the house. He was trying to control his temper.  

From the opposite workstation, Esther, Tillman’s bookkeeper and case manager, directed a shrewd, knowing gaze at Tawny. Esther had put up with Tillman many more years than Tawny had and read his moods better than Tawny did. “Court must have gone well.” Her cigarette-hoarse voice grated with sarcasm. 

Tawny pressed back in her chair. “Went well for Ledbetter. Not so well for justice.” 

Esther directed a mock salute at Tillman’s door. “Score one more for the Invincible Asshole from Billings.” 

After Tillman’s initial wins in Kalispell, Flathead County Attorney Mavis Dockerty had bestowed that nickname on him, which didn’t bother him a bit. In fact, Tawny suspected he liked it.  

A new headache settled behind her eyes, the pressure making them feel like they were bulging. “When the judge threw the case out, that poor woman was crushed. Her husband looked ready to peel off Ledbetter’s skin and dunk him in alcohol. I wouldn’t blame him if he had.” 

“Maybe you shouldn’t go to court,” Esther said. “Tillman’s a big boy. He can handle it by himself.” 

Tawny studied the bookkeeper’s heavily lined face, battle-hardened and cynical—like Tillman. “You might be right, Esther. I’m not cut out for criminal law.” 

Tawny and Tillman made an unlikely team, both professionally and in marriage. Him—brilliant, highly educated, aristocratic, confrontational, and cynical. Her—barely a high school diploma, blue-collar background, soft-spoken, shy, and too trusting. 

Her yin, his yang. 

Most of the time, their partnership worked, although not without problems. 

Tawny knew the system. Yet, her conscience still chafed that the victim had been denied justice 

“You know he’s cut way down on criminal work.” Esther’s comment brought Tawny back to the present. 

“I know.” 

“He’s doing that because of you.” 

“I know.” Expanding his practice into other areas besides criminal law was one of the many accommodations Tillman had made since they’d been together. Tawny had to keep reminding herself of that. Give and take. Compromise. That’s how her marriage to Dwight had stayed strong for thirty-two years until his death. 

Dwight. God, she still missed him. 

They hardly ever fought, rarely even disagreed because they shared the same values, the same goals. They’d had problems but always worked them out together. Until their last problem—cancer. That had no solution. 

She’d had total faith and trust in Dwight, something she couldn’t always say about Tillman, who tended to be secretive.  

Her son, Neal, looked like Dwight at that age, strong, vigorous, in his prime. 

Neal was in Kalispell on leave from the Army for a rare visit. Damn, in the three days her son had been home, the longest time she’d spent with him was the twenty-minute drive from the airport. Sure, she understood he wanted to catch up with high school friends. But still...Tawny couldn’t help feeling a twinge of hurt. 

On impulse, she texted him: Prime rib 2nite at 7? A roast waited in the fridge for a celebration dinner that hadn’t happened yet. 

His reply dinged: Can’t tonight. Rain check?  

She tapped K. 

What else could she say? 

Drop what you’re doing and visit your mommy right this minute!

Hardly. 

She’d already had one disappointment, when Neal declined to stay in the beautiful, sprawling, ranch-style house that Tillman had bought when they married because it had enough bedrooms for all their kids. Instead, Neal opted to sleep at Tawny’s creaky old bungalow in the historic district—the home where he’d grown up and still felt comfortable. 

The hollow bedrooms of the new house sometimes made Tawny melancholy, wishing Tillman’s two daughters and his son visited more often. But that was the way with grown children. 

Tillman emerged from his office wearing his unreadable courtroom face. “Let’s call it a day.” To Esther, he said, “Close up early if you want.” 

Esther shook her head. “Gotta do billing. By the way, you’ve got ninety-five grand in receivables that are sixty to ninety days delinquent. Want me to sic the collection agency on them?” 

“Print out an aging report,” he answered. “I’ll make notes for the collector. Some clients I want to let ride.” 

Esther grunted. “Yeah, right.” 

As irritated as Tawny was at him right now, she had to smile. Tillman’s millionaire and billionaire clients paid fat retainers up front. But for regular folks, he’d carry them far longer than Esther approved. 

Tawny shut down her computer and grabbed her tote that doubled as a purse and briefcase. She waved goodbye to Esther and followed Tillman out to the alley where his white Jeep Gladiator truck was parked. 

When he started the engine, news came over the radio—an interview with Amelia Craft’s husband, the man’s voice cracking with outrage. “Why is that [bleep] walking around free after raping my wife...” 

Tillman quickly changed the channel to E Street Radio. The Boss was singing “My Hometown.” 

Tawny leaned against the passenger door, putting as much distance as possible between them. 

When the song ended, Tillman said, “If you wanted a lawyer who represents only innocent people, you should have married Perry Mason. This is how the system works. What can be proved versus what can’t be, what evidence is admissible versus what isn’t. I use the law as it’s written to defend my clients.” 

Tillman was hard to argue with. That’s why he was so good.

A heavy silence hung over the rest of the drive home. 

Once inside the kitchen, Tillman shrugged out of his suit coat, loosened his tie, and flipped through the mail. 

She hung her blazer on the back of a barstool beside the granite island countertop. Even though Neal wasn’t coming, she decided to cook the roast anyway and lifted it out of the refrigerator. 

Tillman set down the mail. “Why don’t we go out to dinner tonight? You had a hard day.” His normally piercing eyes had softened. 

Thank goodness they’d broken the impasse. “OK.” She walked around the island to lean her forehead against his chest. His long, sinewy arms wrapped around her, holding her close. They rocked side to side. 

“You’re such a Pollyanna,” he murmured but without his usual sardonic tone. 

“I just feel bad for that poor victim.” 

“It’s not a justice system, Tawny. It’s a legal system. Right and wrong, good and evil. None of that comes into play.” 

His sensuous fingers trailed down the backs of her bare arms, raising tingles up to her neck. She lifted her face to him. “You’re just too damn good at your job.” 

A half-smile played across his lips. “Want to see how good I am at my husband job?” 

She twined her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. And another, deeper and warmer. 

~~~
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CLAUDE LEDBETTER BOUGHT a bottle of Four Roses on the way home. In the liquor store parking lot, he cracked open the seal and lifted the bottle skyward in a toast. To no one in particular, he said, “To that smart Jew lawyer who got me out.” After two dry weeks in county jail, his taste buds welcomed the bourbon and his body celebrated all the way down to his belly. 

In the past, he’d spent a few overnights locked up. Like when that jackass neighbor called deputies on him after Lureen had been giving him shit. One little love tap and she’s screaming like the world’s ending. After that, he learned to adjust her attitude down in the basement so nobody’d hear her whining. 

Other times, deputies talked to him and took him to a motel for the night because the jail was overcrowded. When he’d get home the next morning, he taught those kids a lesson. Damn them—calling 911 on their father that housed, fed, and provided for them. Ungrateful brats. 

These past two weeks locked up had been damned unpleasant. 

Yeah, that lawyer was one smart dude. And his wife was a fox. Claude would like to show her a good time. Sitting beside her in court gave him a woody. Later, he’d driven past their office, hoping for a glimpse of her but their Jeep truck was gone. 

He headed for his house in the north end of Evergreen. Nice house that he’d owned free and clear until he had to take out a loan on it to pay the lawyer. That pissed him off. Still, it was worth it. 

Tomorrow, he’d be back at work at the post office, back to the grind. But this evening, he enjoyed freedom. He took a longer route than usual, breathing in the scent of the river that snaked through the area. In spring, sometimes it overflowed its banks, flooded nearby houses, and screwed with septic systems. But, now in late summer, it was just plain pretty and peaceful. He parked off the road and pulled on the bottle again. 

He rubbed the area between his collarbone and shoulder that was still sore from where the lawyer had grabbed hold of him. All he’d done was smile at the store clerk—what was her name? Emily or Amanda or something. 

As Rosenbaum’s fingers dug in, he’d whispered in Claude’s ear, “Lose the smirk before I rip the lips off your face.” 

Claude took another drink and gazed at the surroundings. Everywhere you looked, more damn new houses were eating up good farmland. By the time dusk fell, the bottle was half empty. He left the river and drove the back way through a different subdivision, not his usual route. 

Ahead, he spotted a young blond picking up her mail from a bank of central boxes. As she paged through ad circulars, he slowed the truck to watch. 

Nice. Very nice.

She started walking along a street that led toward much older homes. The area was thick with trees and close to a slough. Claude wouldn’t be stupid enough to buy a house there—too likely to flood. 

She turned on a walkway to a duplex. 

Nice ass, long legs and long hair sweeping over her back. 

Yeah, he’d remember her.   

~~~
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TAWNY AND TILLMAN SAT close at a cozy corner table at the golf course restaurant, her hand hidden by the linen cloth as she massaged his thigh. 

“Hell, we’re in our fifties, not fifteen,” he said. “It’s only been an hour. How come I’m ready to take you back to bed again?” 

She smiled and sipped her frozen Margarita. Despite their disagreements, the honeymoon thrill hadn’t worn off. 

A man at the bar rotated his stool to stare at them. Or maybe just at Tillman. 

He wore a polo shirt the color of lime sherbet. His face looked sunburned but redness might have been broken capillaries spidering his skin. He appeared unsteady even though he was seated, reminding Tawny of the way her alcoholic dad used to sway on a bar stool. 

At the entrance to the dim restaurant, a familiar silhouette appeared, backlit by the setting sun. Tawny’s pulse tripped. For an instant, she thought it was Dwight, come back to life. Then reality returned. 

It was Neal. Her heart swelled. 

He paused to joke with the hostess. Same charmer. Like his dad. Never met a stranger. 

Tawny faced Tillman. “What’s he doing here? Earlier he turned me down for dinner at home. Did you invite him?” 

One side of Tillman’s mouth lifted. “I texted him to meet us.” 

She squeezed his thigh. “That’s sweet.” The two men she loved most didn’t always get along. She secretly wondered if her husband was the reason Neal had been so scarce. 

But Tillman’s olive branch had worked. 

Neal spotted them and crossed the room. Tillman rose and they shook hands. When Neal slid into the chair beside Tawny, she clasped his face between her palms. “This is such a wonderful surprise.” 

He cast an approving gaze at her lacy blouse and silk scarf. “You clean up pretty good for a Montana farm girl.” 

“Brat. I should turn you over my knee.” 

He winked then opened the leather-bound menu. “So, what are we having? Tillman, you’re buying, right? Steak and lobster sounds good.” 

~~~
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THEY BANTERED THROUGH dinner, split a mud pie three ways for dessert, and were complaining about eating too much when Tawny caught yet another glimpse of the man at the bar who had watched them throughout dinner. 

He nudged the fellow sitting beside him and jerked his chin in Tillman’s direction.

Even though all the bar stools were full, conversation was muted. Inside the club, the patrons were quiet and usually more sober than the boisterous golfers who gathered outside on the deck to settle their bets.  

Now the man spoke loudly to his companion. Tawny couldn’t make out his slurred speech but caught the word Rosenbaum. 

“Do you know that guy?” she asked. 

Tillman glanced over the rim of his scotch glass. “No.” He bent toward her ear. “I’m the new kid on the block. This is your town. You’re supposed to know everybody.” 

He had spent most of his life in Billings and knew generations of secrets and scandals there but was still adjusting to life in much smaller Kalispell. 

“Hey, Mom, didn’t he used to own a sporting goods store years ago?” Neal asked. “Sold out to that chain. Dad bought fishing gear from him.” 

Tawny studied the man. “He doesn’t look familiar. Except for the way everybody starts looking familiar in a small town.” 

The man rotated his stool to face them and yelled, “Hey, Rosenbaum! You’re the expert in getting people off on technicalities, aren’t you?” 

Diners swiveled at the outburst. 

Blood heated Tawny’s cheeks. Tillman’s face remained expressionless as he sipped scotch. Neal leaned back in his chair, assessing. 

The drunk punched the shoulder of his companion then again faced Tillman. “Say I need to knock off somebody. You can get me freed on a technicality, can’t you, Rosenbaum?” A bleary grin. “That’s your specialty, isn’t it? Getting murderers and rapists off.” 

A slow smile spread across Tillman’s face. He stood. 

Tawny touched his hand. “Please, no.” 

He glanced down at her. “This isn’t the first asshole to call me out.” He moved from behind the table and strode toward the bar. 

Instead of confronting the drunk, Tillman walked the length of the bar, past the man, ignoring him. He turned into an alcove where the restrooms were and disappeared from sight. 

The drunk slid off the stool. His companion grasped his shoulder but the drunk pulled free and followed Tillman, his steps weaving. 

Tawny turned to Neal. “Shouldn’t you go with him?” 

Neal rubbed his chin, unperturbed. “He’s six-seven. He doesn’t need help.” 

Tawny’s heart thudded in her ears. What the hell was Tillman up to? No question he could tear the jerk in half and stuff him down the toilet if he chose to. 

She scanned the dining room, looking for a manager but no one seemed to be in charge. The servers exchanged glances with one another but continued to uncork wine bottles and ferry trays of grilled salmon and steak. 

She waited, expecting the crash of a body slamming into a wall. 

Nothing. 

After a moment, diners went back to eating, drinkers back to drinking. The sedate atmosphere again settled over the restaurant. 

Tawny faced Neal. “What do you think is going on?” 

Neal shrugged and spooned up the last of the melting ice cream from the mud pie. 

Ten minutes later, Tillman emerged from the hallway, unruffled as always, and returned to their table. 

When he sat down, she asked, “What happened?” 

“I settled his bill, called him an Uber. Wanted to make sure he arrived home safely.” 

“But he never came out.” 

Tillman smoothed the linen napkin across his lap. “The manager’s office is adjacent to the men’s room. There’s a back exit. She didn’t want the guy making a scene any more than we did. By the way, she’s comping our dinners.” 

“Why?” 

“His bar tab was three hundred bucks. He’d been buying drinks for his golfing buddies since noon. Now I’m his new best friend. Too bad he won’t remember that tomorrow.” 

How the hell did Tillman avoid a fight with a belligerent drunk and make the problem vanish out the back door? 

With smarts and money. 
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Chapter 4 – Beware of Strangers
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LATER THAT NIGHT, NEAL sat nursing a dark ale when the door to the brew pub opened. Tillman filled the entrance, nodded to him, and crossed to the bar to order. 

All evening, Neal had wanted to talk to Tillman about the strange visit from Dave Palantine. But, sure as hell, not in front of Mom. If she found out Dad might have cheated on her, she’d be crushed. 

Tillman set his growler on the high-top table and lowered his lean frame onto the stool across from Neal. “I dropped your mom off at home. What’s up?” 

“She didn’t think it was weird we’re going out for a drink?”  

A half-smile. “She was glad. She thinks we don’t like each other.” 

“She’s right.” Neal still worried about the lawyer’s sleazy clients that had put his mom in danger more than once. If this asshole ever allowed her to be hurt again...

“I told her we’re gonna do some male bonding.” Tillman made air quotes.

Neal scoffed. “She believed that?” 

“Pollyanna wants everybody to be one big happy family.” 

Neal didn’t like the sarcastic slight to his mom. But Tillman was right—she hoped for the best, no matter how unlikely. The guy could be obnoxious as hell but he talked straight and would tell you the truth whether or not you wanted to hear it. And he was smart. 

“Listen,” Neal said, “something weird happened this afternoon. A dude came to the door at Mom’s house and said he’s my dad’s son. Claims to have DNA proof.” He caught the almost-imperceptible eye twitch in Tillman’s impassive expression. Mom had told him that Tillman was jealous of Dad. 

Tillman waited, silent. 

“Name’s Dave Palantine, address in Spokane. Checked him out on social media. Went to the community college there. Apparently has no job. Mother’s name is Barbara. Found her obituary. Died last year of COVID. Can’t find any mention of a father.”

“What does he want?” Tillman asked. 

“That’s what I need to figure out. What’s his angle? Scammer?” 

“How old is he?” 

“Twenty-four.” 

“Where was your dad twenty-five years ago?” 

“Here in Kalispell. Running the diesel repair business. With Mom. He supervised the shop, she kept the books. They were joined at the hip.”

“Ever take any out-of-town trips by himself?” 

“I don’t know. Mom would remember but damned if I’m gonna ask her.” 

Tillman’s expression remained unreadable, his deep voice flat. “You think there’s a chance he is your dad’s son?” 
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