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​Prologue

​If I Owned Half That Truck
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From Muddle’s Ledger:

A nickname is a verdict rendered by people too lazy to hear testimony.

Cedar Spur was not big enough for a man to make a fool of himself in private.

The town had one main street, two side streets worth naming, a courthouse old enough to smell like paper, dust, and grudges, and a square of businesses that survived because nobody wanted to drive thirty-seven miles for nails, coffee, aspirin, feed, or gossip.

Most mornings, gossip came easiest.

It gathered on the courthouse bench before nine, spread to Bell’s Diner by ten, crossed to Pritchard Hardware by noon, and by supper had been corrected, embroidered, misremembered, and repeated as fact.

That was the way Cedar Spur kept records before the county clerk got around to stamping anything.

On the morning Tobin Harrow became Muddle, he was twenty-nine years old, newly licensed, overdressed for the heat, and carrying a legal folder nobody had asked to see. His jacket had come from a sale rack in Abilene. His shoes were too polished for Main Street dust. His tie had already lost its fight with the weather.

He had come to the courthouse to file a motion in a boundary dispute between two brothers who had not spoken civilly since their father died and left them land, cattle, and just enough resentment to make lawyers necessary.

Tobin believed in the law.

That was his first public mistake.

He believed a deed meant what it said, not what the loudest man wanted it to mean. He believed records mattered. He believed a good question could turn a crooked story straight if the person asking had patience enough to wait through the lying.

Cedar Spur did not dislike those beliefs.

It simply found them inconvenient.

“Morning, Counselor,” Earl Pritchard called from the courthouse bench.

Earl had owned Pritchard Hardware for forty years and had spent at least thirty-nine of them seated somewhere outside it, watching other people work. He was long, narrow, sun-dried, and built like a fence rail with opinions. Nobody in Cedar Spur knew whether Earl had ever read a whole book, but he quoted dead writers with enough confidence to make correction feel rude.

Tobin stopped at the courthouse steps. “Morning, Mr. Pritchard.”

“Don’t Mr. Pritchard me. Makes me sound ready for burial.”

“You’re sitting outside the courthouse before business hours. That’s either retirement or evidence.”

Earl grinned. “That mouth’ll cost you one day.”

“It already has.”

On the bench beside Earl sat Hardy Lumm, who ran the tire shop, and Miss Odette Crane, who had come to renew a vehicle tag and stayed because the bench had shade. Newly badged Deputy Wade Sutter stood near the courthouse door with a paper cup of coffee and the posture of a man pretending he had not been listening.

Across the square, Luther Bragg stood outside Bragg Credit & Land in a pale shirt and polished shoes, talking to Clay Rimmer beside a flatbed hauler. Clay was broad, rough-handed, and built like a man who could move machinery, livestock panels, dead vehicles, or bad news without asking what any of it meant. He did hauling work for Bragg sometimes. Repossessions too, when paper needed wheels.

Nobody thought much of that.

Cedar Spur was full of men who made trouble portable.

Bragg said something. Clay nodded once, slow and practical, then climbed into his hauler and drove off toward the west road.

Tobin barely noticed.

He had a motion to file and no reason to care about Clay Rimmer.

For now, everyone on the bench was looking down Main Street.

Tobin turned to see why.

A truck came rolling toward the square like a mechanical insult.

It had once been blue. That could not be proved in court, but there were hints. The hood was primer gray, the passenger door was red, the driver’s side fender was the color of old mustard, and the tailgate had been replaced with a sheet of plywood painted with the words KING OF THE ROAD in letters large enough to suggest the road had not consented.

The truck sat too high in the front, too low in the rear, and leaned left as if ashamed of itself. Its muffler had been removed either by intention or divine mercy. Every time the engine coughed, the diner windows rattled and the courthouse flag gave a nervous snap.

Behind the wheel sat Buck Tolver, a man who had never owned anything quietly. He wore mirrored sunglasses, a straw hat, and the satisfied expression of someone arriving with bad taste and expecting applause.

He pulled up in front of the courthouse, missed the curb by two feet, corrected badly, and parked crooked across enough lines to make the county painter feel insulted.

The engine died with a final bang.

Silence followed.

Not respectful silence.

Assessing silence.

Earl leaned forward.

Hardy Lumm scratched his jaw.

Miss Odette pursed her lips the way women did when they had already condemned a thing but were waiting for the Lord to agree.

Buck climbed down from the cab and slapped the hood.

“Boys,” he said, “there she is.”

Hardy looked at the truck. “There what is?”

“My new rig.”

“New to who?”

Buck ignored that. “Got her off a man over in Larkin County. Said she just needed finishing.”

Miss Odette said, “Finishing with what? A funeral?”

Deputy Wade choked on his coffee.

Buck’s grin weakened. “Y’all laugh now. This truck’s got character.”

“It’s got several,” Earl said. “None of ’em baptized.”

Tobin should have gone inside.

That was the proper thing. The wise thing. The lawyerly thing.

He had a motion to file, a boundary line to defend, and two brothers waiting to pay him in installments if they remembered. No judge had ordered him to inspect the vehicle or render an opinion.

But Tobin looked at the truck.

Really looked at it.

He saw the crooked frame. The mismatched tires. The lifted front end. The plywood tailgate. The rust along the cab seam. The way the thing sat like it had been assembled during a dare.

Then he said, mostly to himself, “If I owned half that truck, I’d crush my half.”

The courthouse square went still.

Buck blinked.

Hardy turned his head slowly. “What?”

Tobin realized too late that the sentence had escaped without supervision.

He cleared his throat. “I said if I owned half that truck, I’d crush my half.”

Miss Odette stared at him. “How do you crush half a truck?”

“That depends which half you own.”

“Either way, it’s still attached to the other half.”

“Not after crushing.”

Deputy Wade lowered his coffee.

Buck pointed at Tobin. “You threatening my truck?”

“No,” Tobin said. “I’m expressing relief at not owning a legal interest in it.”

Hardy looked at Earl.

Earl looked at Miss Odette.

Miss Odette looked toward the courthouse as if hoping a judge might come outside and restore order.

Buck frowned harder. “That don’t make sense.”

“It does,” Tobin said, and then made his second mistake.

He tried to explain.

“If two men owned a thing equally,” Tobin said, “and one man found his portion offensive to public decency, he ought to be allowed to destroy his interest in it.”

Buck stared. “That don’t help.”

“It rarely does.”

Hardy Lumm began laughing first. He bent forward, slapped his knee, and made a sound like a tire losing air. Wade joined him. Miss Odette fought hers for three seconds and lost.

Earl did not laugh right away.

Earl was too busy seeing opportunity settle on the sidewalk like a dropped coin.

He took off his cap, wiped his forehead, and said, “Mark Twain was a prophet.”

Tobin looked at him.

Hardy asked, “What’s Twain got to do with Buck’s truck?”

Earl nodded toward Tobin. “Every town eventually gets the fool it deserves.”

“He ain’t a fool,” Miss Odette said.

“No,” Earl said. “He’s worse. He’s Muddle.”

The laughter changed.

Before that moment, they had been laughing at the sentence.

After it, they were laughing at the man.

Tobin felt the difference.

Buck Tolver liked the nickname immediately because it moved attention off the truck. Hardy Lumm repeated it because he liked the sound. Wade Sutter said it once under his breath and grinned into his coffee. Miss Odette pretended she would not repeat it, which meant the women at the church pantry would have it by noon.

Tobin stood on the courthouse steps with his folder under one arm and heat rising under his collar.

He could have argued.

He could have said the logic was plain enough if a person followed it. He could have pointed out that absurdity was not the same as confusion. He could have explained that ownership, taste, liability, and public mercy had collided briefly in his sentence.

But Cedar Spur had already decided to laugh.

So he said nothing.

That made it worse.

“Muddle,” Earl repeated, testing the word like a hinge. “That suits him.”

“It does not,” Tobin said.

Hardy grinned. “Now, Muddle, don’t complicate it.”

And there it was.

The name landed, took root, and began its work.

By noon, Bell’s Diner had it.

By three, the feed store had improved it.

By five, someone had told it as if Tobin had offered to saw Buck’s truck in two and sue himself for damages.

By Sunday, the choir director knew.

By Monday morning, a man from the tax office called across the courthouse hall, “Muddle, you lose your half of any vehicles today?”

People laughed.

Tobin kept walking.

That was how he survived it at first. He kept walking. He filed motions. He drafted wills. He handled land transfers, small claims, bond hearings, bad divorces, fence-line disputes, cattle-sale arguments, unpaid invoices, and family disagreements that arrived wearing legal clothes.

The town kept the name.

It outlasted Buck Tolver’s truck, the joke that made it, and half the people who first laughed.

Tobin stopped correcting them.

Not because it quit hurting.

Because after a while, he learned something useful.

People underestimated a man they thought they had already named. They talked too freely around him. They mistook patience for slowness, silence for confusion, and questions for clutter. They handed him truth in pieces because they did not believe he knew how to assemble it.

That was their mistake.

Years later, when Luther Bragg turned up dead with clean shoes and Cedar Spur found itself another man to name before it knew him, the town would learn what it should have learned the day Buck Tolver parked that truck outside the courthouse.

A man can be laughed at for seeing a thing crooked.

That does not mean the thing is straight.
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​Chapter 1

​The Lawyer Nobody Hired First
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From Muddle’s Ledger:

A man hired last may be the first one to read the paper.

By thirty-nine, Tobin Harrow had learned that a nickname could attach to a man like a lien.

It did not matter how old the debt was. It renewed itself every time somebody said it with a grin.

Muddle.

Children had called him that before they knew why. Old women said it with pity over casserole pans. Men on courthouse benches used it when they wanted to sound clever without working too hard. More than one client had walked into his office, hat in hand, trouble in his pocket, and opened with, “Now, I know folks call you Muddle, but...”

Tobin usually let them finish.

People were easier to understand when they thought he had already surrendered.

His office sat between a closed barber shop and a taxidermist who kept irregular hours and a bobcat in the window that looked more alert than most defendants. The lettering on Tobin’s front glass read:

TOBIN HARROW

ATTORNEY AT LAW

DEEDS • WILLS • DEFENSE • CIVIL DISPUTES

Somebody had once taped a note below it that said:

MUDDLE LAW — WE MAKE IT WORSE FIRST

Tobin had left it up for three days.

Not because it was funny.

Because the adhesive was cheap, and he wanted to see who would confess.

Nobody did.

On Tuesday morning, he stood behind his desk with a biscuit in one hand and a survey plat in the other, trying to decide which one had been handled more poorly.

The biscuit had come from Bell’s Diner. The plat had come from Truett Ware, whose cattle had crossed through a disputed gate, wandered into his cousin’s millet field, and eaten enough to become evidence.

Truett sat across from him, hat turning in both hands.

“I didn’t hire you first,” Truett said.

“I saw the Larkin firm’s letters.”

“They charged me twice.”

“They were wrong both times.”

Truett looked ashamed. “Can you fix it?”

“No.”

His face fell.

Tobin set the biscuit down. “I can tell the judge what happened. That’s not the same thing.”

“What happened is my cousin locked a gate that ain’t his.”

“That is what you believe happened.”

“That’s what did happen.”

“Your belief is not evidence. Your anger is not evidence. Your cousin being a jackass is not evidence, though I am willing to concede the possibility.”

Truett blinked.

Tobin turned the plat around and slid it across the desk.

“The old fence line is not the boundary. It never was. Your grandfather let the fence sit wrong because it kept cattle out of the creek bottom. The deed describes the line by the creek bend and the rock shelf, not the wire.”

Truett stared down at the plat as if it had betrayed him personally.

“But that fence has been there forty years.”

“Long enough to confuse everybody. Not long enough to rewrite the deed by itself.”

“Then I’m beat.”

“Not exactly.”

Tobin tapped the corner of the plat. “Your cousin locked the gate because he thinks the fence proves ownership. It does not. But you have an access easement across the old wagon trace. He blocked that too. That is the better argument.”

Truett squinted. “So the fence ain’t mine, but the road matters?”

“Your right to use it matters.”

Truett leaned back, thinking hard enough to sweat. “Folks said you’d muddle it.”

Tobin picked up his biscuit again. “Folks were optimistic.”

At ten-thirty, they walked to the courthouse.

Cedar Spur had warmed into its daily arrangement of engines, dust, coffee, and talk. The town had grown just enough in ten years to install two new stop signs and resent both of them. Main Street still looked like one argument stretched between a courthouse and a grain elevator. The side streets wandered off toward modest houses, old barns, feed sheds, mechanic lots, and pasture roads that ran out of pavement before they ran out of opinion.

The courthouse stood at the center of it all, limestone-faced, copper-domed, too dignified for the business it heard most days.

Three men sat on the bench out front, all retired from jobs they now supervised for free. Earl Pritchard occupied the middle spot like a judge who had misplaced his robe.

He watched Tobin climb the courthouse steps with Truett behind him.

“Well,” Earl said, “if it ain’t Muddle Law arriving with a map. Somebody better warn the county.”

One of the men laughed.

The other said, “He’ll have that fence in the creek and the cows in probate by lunch.”

Truett’s ears reddened.

Tobin kept walking.

Earl called after him. “You found your half of any trucks lately?”

“No,” Tobin said without turning. “But I remain hopeful.”

That earned a better laugh than Earl wanted to give him.

Inside, the courthouse smelled of waxed floors, old files, burned coffee, and paper waiting for years to become important. A woman at the metal detector waved them through after checking Tobin’s briefcase with the weary familiarity of someone who knew every pen he carried.

The civil hearing room was small, paneled, and overlit. Four rows of benches sat behind the counsel tables. The county seal hung crooked behind the judge’s chair. Nobody fixed it because everybody had gotten used to leaning their eyes.

Truett’s cousin, Dane Ware, sat at the opposite table with his lawyer, a smooth man from Larkin County wearing a gray suit too expensive for a gate dispute and shoes that had never met cow manure professionally.

Dane gave Truett a look meant to say blood did not excuse trespass.

Truett gave him one back that said millet was not worth betrayal.

Tobin opened his folder.

The Larkin lawyer smiled.

That was usually the first mistake.

“Mr. Harrow,” he said.

“Mr. Bellweather.”

“I was told you’d taken over this matter.”

“You were told correctly.”

“Good. Perhaps we can simplify it.”

“That would be new.”

Bellweather’s smile thinned.

The judge entered before he could answer. Judge Amos Creed was not a dramatic man. He had the compact build of someone who had spent his youth lifting things and his later years listening to people misuse the word principle. He sat, adjusted his glasses, and looked over the file.

“Ware versus Ware,” he said. “Temporary access dispute, crop damage claim, and request for injunctive relief. Which one of you is going to make this longer than it needs to be?”

Bellweather rose. “Your Honor, I believe the facts are straightforward.”

Judge Creed sighed. “That is not an answer, but it is a warning.”

Bellweather laid out the obvious story with clean hands. Truett’s cattle had crossed a fence. Dane’s crop had been damaged. Truett had no right to use the gate, no right to the field edge, no right to pretend family history outranked property lines.

Then Bellweather did what a competent lawyer would do.

He addressed the easement before Tobin could raise it.

“To the extent any old access easement ever existed,” Bellweather said, “it has been abandoned through nonuse. The route has not functioned as a shared passage in years. My client has maintained the fence, maintained the field, and borne the costs while Mr. Ware now attempts to revive a dead wagon trace because his cattle caused damage.”

He produced photographs of trampled millet, a repair invoice, and a copy of the survey.

It was tidy.

Too tidy usually meant somebody had swept in one direction.

Tobin listened without taking notes.

Truett leaned close. “Ain’t you gonna write anything down?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I heard him.”

Judge Creed looked at Tobin. “Mr. Harrow?”

Tobin stood.

He did not pace. He did not object for sport. He did not raise his voice. He set one old deed, one plat, and one enlarged county road map on the table.

“Your Honor, Mr. Bellweather is right about the fence.”

Truett turned his head sharply.

Dane smiled.

Bellweather’s shoulders relaxed.

Judge Creed stared at Tobin over his glasses. “That is not where I expected you to begin.”

“I’ve disappointed men with better posture.”

A small laugh moved through the benches.

Tobin pointed to the plat. “The fence is not the boundary. My client is wrong about that.”

Truett whispered, “Lord help.”

“But Mr. Bellweather’s abandonment argument has a problem. The old wagon trace appears in the county road book as an access path and is reserved in the 1978 deed transfer as a shared ingress and egress route for livestock, equipment, and maintenance.”

Bellweather stood still.

Tobin handed up the deed copy. “Page two, third paragraph. The language is ugly, but it is there.”

Judge Creed took the document.

Bellweather said, “Your Honor, ugly language does not prove present use.”

“No,” Tobin said. “But your photographs do.”

Bellweather frowned. “Excuse me?”

Tobin lifted one of the photos Bellweather had introduced.

“The tire tracks in your photograph run through the old wagon trace. Fresh enough to cut wet clay. If Mr. Ware wants to argue abandonment, he should avoid submitting evidence of use.”

Judge Creed looked at the photograph.

Dane shifted in his chair.

Tobin continued, “My client’s cattle did enter the millet. That damage should be calculated honestly. But the locked gate forced the cattle along the broken south wire instead of through the established route. Mr. Dane Ware created part of the condition he now wants compensated.”

Bellweather said, “That assumes the gate was blocked.”

“No,” Tobin said. “It relies on the photograph Mr. Bellweather did not introduce.”

He placed a final image on the table.

“This was taken by the feed delivery driver Monday morning. It shows the gate chained, the old trace blocked, and Dane Ware’s tractor parked across it.”

Dane muttered something low.

Judge Creed heard the shape of it if not the words. “Mr. Ware, silence is usually cheaper.”

The room settled.

Bellweather reached for the photo, looked at it, then looked at Dane.

That was when Tobin knew the Larkin lawyer had not been told everything.

It happened often. Clients lied to their own lawyers more faithfully than they paid them.

Judge Creed leaned back. “Mr. Harrow, what are you asking for today?”

“Temporary access restored. Chain removed by sundown. No equipment blocking the wagon trace. Crop damage reserved for independent estimate. Both parties stop treating fence history as Scripture.”

Judge Creed took off his glasses.

“The court will enter a temporary order consistent with that,” he said. “Gate open. Trace unobstructed. Independent estimate on crop damage. Nobody parks anything across that route unless he wants to explain contempt before breakfast.”

Dane’s lawyer sat down carefully.

The temporary order took eleven minutes.

Truett owed something for crop damage, less than Dane wanted. Dane had to unlock the gate by sundown and keep the trace open. Both men were warned that if they returned over the same foolishness, Judge Creed would make the next hearing educational and expensive.

Outside the hearing room, Truett looked at Tobin as though unsure whether he had won, lost, or been disciplined by a sermon.

“So I owe him money.”

“Yes.”

“But he has to open the gate.”

“Yes.”

“And the fence ain’t the line.”

“No.”

“But the road matters.”

“Yes.”

Truett rubbed his forehead. “You did muddle it.”

“No,” Tobin said. “It was already muddled. I labeled the pieces.”

Truett thought about that.

Then he nodded once, grudging. “I appreciate you.”

“Pay your invoice.”

“I appreciate you within reason.”

Tobin watched him leave.

A voice behind him said, “You made both cousins unhappy. That is usually how I know justice got near the building.”

Tobin turned.

Sable Devereaux stood at the records counter with a stack of folders against one hip and a look that had never asked permission to enter a room.

She was tall and thin, dressed in a black skirt, cream blouse, and dark blazer sharp enough to make the courthouse look careless. Her skin was deep black, her hair pulled back clean, her gold hoops small, her expression smaller.

Men twice her age called her Miss Devereaux and did not smirk when they said it.

She ran records like a woman guarding the county’s memory from fools with signatures.

“Sable,” Tobin said.

“Tobin.”

Most people called him Muddle.

Sable did not.

Not unless he deserved it.

That made her dangerous.

She set the folders on the counter. “You let Bellweather argue the fence when you knew the easement was better.”

“He seemed attached to it.”

“You enjoy watching expensive shoes step in holes.”

“Only when the holes are public record.”

One corner of her mouth moved. Not enough to be a smile. Enough to prove she had considered one.

Behind them, Bellweather came out of the hearing room with Dane Ware close behind him. Dane’s jaw was tight. Bellweather’s face had gone polite in the way lawyers got when they were billing anger by the tenth of an hour.

Earl Pritchard entered from the front doors at the same time, hat in hand, eyes bright with fresh news he had not earned.

“Well?” Earl asked.

Truett, already near the exit, pointed at Tobin. “He won and lost me both.”

Earl looked delighted. “That’s Muddle Law if I ever heard it.”

A clerk laughed.

Dane did not.

Sable’s gaze flicked to Tobin. “You going to correct that?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Mr. Pritchard has waited years to say something almost original. I hate to interrupt progress.”

Sable turned away before the smile could fully show.

Earl pointed a finger. “I heard that.”

“You were meant to.”

The courthouse hallway laughed. It was not cruel exactly. Not kind either. It was habit. Cedar Spur had many sins, but habit was the one it baptized.

Tobin gathered his files and stepped to the records counter.

“I need to pull the Bragg lien index for the past five years,” he said.

Sable stopped sorting.

“Business or curiosity?”

“Business. I have a client asking about a secured note Luther Bragg claims was renewed. Client says he never signed the renewal.”

“Name?”

“Purl Kessick.”

Sable’s eyes sharpened slightly. “Kessick still has land north of Miller Cut?”

“Forty-two acres and a barn that leans toward prayer.”

“Bragg has paper on half the county.”

“He seems proud of that.”

“Pride is not rare in men who lend money.”

“It becomes interesting when they lend it with missing signatures.”

Sable held his eyes for a beat.

Then she turned to the terminal behind the counter.

“Public index only,” she said. “If you need images of the instruments, request them properly. If you need anything sealed, confidential, probate-restricted, or not yet scanned, you file what you need to file and let a judge decide. I am not losing my job because you finally found trouble worth dressing badly for.”

Tobin looked down at his tie.

“What is wrong with my tie?”

“It has surrendered.”

He considered that. “Harsh but supported.”

She typed without looking pleased with herself.

Behind Tobin, the courthouse doors opened again.

The hallway changed.

Not loudly.

Cedar Spur did not need noise to recognize importance. It adjusted around it.

Vernon Slate walked in wearing a tan suit, polished boots, and the easy expression of a man who believed every public room improved when he entered. He owned Slate Development, chaired the hospital foundation, sponsored the high school scoreboard, shook hands at funerals, and remembered names just long enough for people to feel seen.

He stopped near Earl.

“Mr. Pritchard.”

“Vernon.”

“Beautiful morning.”

“It was, till folks started using it.”

Vernon smiled as if Earl had charmed him. Men like Vernon treated jokes from old men as local color, not warning.

He looked toward Tobin. “Counselor.”

“Mr. Slate.”

“I heard you had a lively morning.”

“News travels fast when it has nothing better to do.”

“Small towns.” Vernon’s smile held. “We are cursed with concern.”

Sable did not look up from the computer.

Vernon turned to her. “Miss Devereaux.”

“Mr. Slate.”

“I believe Mr. Bragg sent over a set of filings yesterday. Development option renewals, access agreements, some lien assignments. If anything needs additional fee payment, have your office call mine.”

“My office will follow county procedure.”

“Of course.”

He said it smoothly, but a small hardness moved underneath.

Tobin noticed.

Sable did too.

Vernon rested a hand lightly on the records counter. “Efficiency helps everyone.”

“Accuracy helps longer,” Sable said.

The hallway cooled by one degree.

Vernon withdrew his hand.

“Always a pleasure,” he said.

“Then you are easily pleased.”

Earl made a coughing sound that failed to hide amusement.

Vernon’s smile stayed intact. A real smile moved when wounded. Vernon’s held its pose.

As Vernon walked toward the clerk’s office, Clay Rimmer came out of the side hall with a folded receipt book tucked under one arm. He gave Vernon a short nod and left without stopping.

Tobin noticed only because Sable did.

Then she went back to typing.

The printer began to hum. She pulled the first sheet and slid it toward him.

“Bragg lien index. Five years. Public record.”

Tobin scanned the names.

Luther Bragg appeared often. Too often for a man Cedar Spur described as generous. Liens, renewals, satisfactions, partial releases, amended notes, security instruments, assignments. Farmers. Mechanics. Widows. Small contractors. Landowners who had borrowed against acreage because rain was late, cattle prices dipped, tractors broke, or sickness came before harvest.

Debt left cleaner footprints than blood.

“You see something?” Sable asked.

“Not yet.”

“That means yes.”

“It means not yet.”

“Tobin.”

He looked up.

Sable’s face had changed slightly. Not fear. Attention.

“Bragg’s paperwork has been busy lately,” she said.

“That a professional observation?”

“That is a public-records observation made by a woman with eyes.”

“How busy?”

“Busy enough that if you ask me improperly, I will refuse you properly.”

He almost smiled.

“I would not want to create extra work.”

“You would survive the disappointment.”

The second page printed.

At the far end of the hall, Vernon Slate laughed at something inside the clerk’s office. Warm. Public. Well placed.

Sable glanced toward the sound, then back to the records.

Tobin followed her eyes.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Earl called from near the doors, “Muddle, you done saving civilization one wrong fence at a time?”

Tobin folded the lien index and placed it in his folder.

“No,” he said. “But civilization has requested a continuance.”

Earl grinned. “See? That right there is why people worry about you.”

Sable handed Tobin the final page.

“They don’t worry,” she said quietly. “They underestimate.”

Tobin looked at her.

She did not look away.

“Different habit,” she said.

“Same town.”

“Maybe.”

He tucked the papers into his folder.

“Thank you, Miss Devereaux.”

“You are welcome, Mr. Harrow.”

Most people would have made that formal on purpose.

With Sable, it sounded like accuracy.

Tobin left the courthouse with the Bragg index under his arm, the nickname trailing behind him, and the uncomfortable sense that the morning’s fence dispute had not been the real business of the day.

Outside, Main Street looked harmless in the late sun.

Bell’s Diner served pie. Pritchard Hardware sold nails. Trucks rolled through town with hay, feed, lumber, and secrets tied down under fraying rope.

Tobin stood on the courthouse steps and looked toward the clerk’s office window, where Vernon Slate’s polished reflection briefly crossed the glass.

Then he looked at the papers in his hand.

Luther Bragg’s name appeared twelve times on the first page alone.

That proved nothing.

But Tobin had learned to distrust paperwork that leaned too neatly in one direction.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2

​A Dead Man with Clean Shoes
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From Muddle’s Ledger:

When a story arrives too neatly dressed, check its shoes.

Luther Bragg had been generous in the way a hook was generous to a fish.

He gave men money when weather turned mean, when cattle prices dropped, when tractors quit in the field, when hospital bills arrived with numbers that looked made up by cruel people. He signed checks across his wide oak desk, smiled like a banker in a church bulletin, and told desperate folks he believed in helping neighbors.

Then he wrote the note.

Then he secured it against land.

Then he waited.

By Wednesday morning, Tobin Harrow had read enough of Bragg’s lien index to understand two things.

First, Luther Bragg did not lend money.

He planted himself.

Second, Bragg’s paperwork did not move randomly. It gathered around certain parcels, access roads, families, and old debts like crows finding the same field.

Purl Kessick’s forty-two acres north of Miller Cut sat inside that pattern.

So did two adjoining parcels.

So did an old feed road.

So did one access agreement tied to Slate Development.

That did not prove anything.

But it made Tobin put on a cleaner shirt.

Rain had come before dawn, hard enough to rinse dust off storefront windows and wake every tin-roofed shed in Cedar Spur. By eight-thirty, the gutters were still dripping, the low places on Main Street held shallow brown water, and red clay clung to tires like bad memory.

Tobin left his office with the Bragg index folded in his inside jacket pocket and walked toward the courthouse. He wanted certified copies of three filings, and Sable Devereaux would not forgive him if he asked for them wrong after she had already told him once how to ask properly.

He made it half a block before he heard the siren.

Not loud.

Close.

A single short pulse, then silence.

People on Main Street turned their heads the way small towns turned when trouble announced itself without explanation. The hardware store door stood open. The diner windows held faces.

Earl Pritchard stepped out of Pritchard Hardware carrying a box of brass hinges nobody had ordered.

He looked toward the south end of town.

“Well,” Earl said, “somebody’s morning just got official.”

Two sheriff’s vehicles sat angled in front of BRAGG CREDIT & LAND, their lights turning slow blue and red against wet brick. A volunteer fire truck idled near the curb. Behind the building, just visible beyond the side alley, yellow tape moved in the damp wind.

Tobin stopped.

Earl looked at him. “That’s Bragg’s place.”

“I can read.”

“Then read faster. Sheriff don’t put tape up for bookkeeping.”

Tobin crossed the street.

“Now, Muddle,” Earl called after him, “don’t go solving something before they know what happened.”

Tobin did not answer.

Bragg Credit & Land occupied the old mercantile building near the south end of Main, where the street stopped pretending to be town and started becoming equipment yards, storage sheds, and gravel lots. Bragg had restored the front in polished brick and dark green trim, but the back remained practical: a private garage, a loading bay, a crushed-rock drive, and a red-clay service lane that curved toward the feed road.

That was where the tape was.

Sheriff Hollis Vane stood beside the rear garage door in a rain jacket, hat brim low, jaw set in the expression of a man trying to keep a scene from becoming a town meeting. Deputy Wade Sutter guarded the alley mouth, one hand on his belt, the other keeping curious men behind the tape without touching them.

Near the side wall, Purl Kessick stood soaked from the knees down, face gray, cap crushed between both hands.

Purl was already Tobin’s client. He had come in two days earlier about a disputed note Bragg claimed had been renewed.

That changed Tobin’s walk.

Purl saw him and swallowed. “Mr. Harrow.”

Tobin stepped close enough to speak without raising his voice. “Purl.”

“I just come to ask him about that note.”

“Do not tell me anything else here.”

Purl blinked.

Tobin kept his voice even. “Not one sentence. Not one helpful detail. Not one explanation you think will make you look innocent. Stand here. Breathe. Say nothing unless I tell you to.”

Purl’s mouth opened, then closed.

That was the smartest thing he had done all morning.

Deputy Wade noticed Tobin and grimaced. “You can’t come past the tape.”

“I’m not trying to.”

“You always look like you’re trying to.”

“That’s a facial misunderstanding.”

Wade did not smile. His eyes moved to Purl. “Sheriff may need to talk to your client.”

“Then Sheriff can ask. My client can decline.”

Purl whispered, “Can I?”

“Yes.”

Wade shifted. “This ain’t court.”

“No,” Tobin said. “That’s why I’m being polite early.”

Behind him, the rear garage door stood half open. The concrete threshold was wet near the edge where rain had blown in. A dented metal toolbox lay on its side inside the garage. Water had gathered under the downspout and run in crooked lines through the red clay beside the building.

Then Tobin saw Luther Bragg.

Not fully.

Enough.

Bragg lay on his back near the service lane, partly shielded by two deputies, the county medical examiner, and a gray tarp not yet unfolded. His dark suit coat had ridden up on one side. His white shirt had gone dull with rain and dirt. Blood had dried dark above his left temple, then blurred where the rain touched it.

His right hand was open.

His left was curled near his belt.

His shoes were black, polished, and wrong.

Tobin looked at the ground around him.

Red clay everywhere.

Wet gravel.

Mud along the lane.

Brown water standing in the low tire ruts.

Bragg’s pant cuffs were marked. His coat was marked. Clay smeared one sleeve. But his shoes did not match the ground: polished uppers, clean welts, soles without the packed red clay that should have been there.

Sheriff Vane followed Tobin’s eyes.

“Muddle.”

“Sheriff.”

“You here for a reason?”

“I was going to the courthouse.”

“This ain’t it.”

“No.”

Vane walked closer to the tape. He was broad through the shoulders, silver at the temples, and carried himself with the tired authority of a man who had broken up more family fights than robberies. He was not stupid. That was inconvenient for everyone who wanted the world simple.

His gaze dropped to Purl.

“Mr. Kessick, I need to ask you a few questions.”

Tobin said, “Not here.”

Vane looked at him. “He found the body.”

Purl made a weak sound.

Tobin turned his head slightly. “Purl.”

Purl shut his mouth.

Vane’s patience thinned. “This is an active death investigation.”

“Then preserve it. Separate witnesses. Record statements. Do not let half of Cedar Spur hear Purl explain himself badly beside a body.”

For a second, the sheriff’s irritation gave way to reluctant agreement.

Then it came back wearing a badge.

“I know how to run a scene.”

“Yes,” Tobin said. “Then run it.”

That answer held less humor than Vane expected.

The sheriff looked past Tobin toward the growing crowd. People had gathered at the mouth of the alley and under awnings, pretending rain protection required proximity to murder.

Vane pointed at Wade. “Move them back.”

Wade obeyed.

From inside the garage, a voice called, “Sheriff.”

A deputy stepped out holding an evidence marker and a clear bag. Inside the bag was a heavy, long-handled tire iron darkened near one end.

Sheriff Vane’s face changed.

Not surprise.

Possibility.

That was enough.

Tobin looked at Purl.

Purl stared at the bag like he had never seen an object become danger so fast.

Vane turned toward the deputy. “Where?”

“Inside the garage. Under the workbench. Looks wiped, but I can’t say.”

“Photographed first?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bag it as possible evidence. Lab will tell us what it is.”

The deputy nodded and carried it toward the cruiser.

Tobin watched the movement, then looked again toward Bragg’s shoes.

Clean.

The tire iron might matter. The blood might match. The suspect might be obvious.

But the shoes were wrong.

Sheriff Vane saw him looking.

“What?”

“His shoes.”

Vane glanced back at the body. “What about them?”

“They’re clean.”

“Rain’ll do that,” Wade said from near the tape.

“Rain cleans the tops,” Tobin said. “Not the soles. Not clay from the welt. Not gravel dust from the seams.”

Sheriff Vane stared at him.

Tobin kept his voice low. “If he walked there, his shoes should show it.”

“Maybe he didn’t walk.”

“That would interest me.”

“This is not your investigation.”

“No.”

“Then be interested from the public side of the tape.”

“I am.”

Vane looked like he wanted to say more, but Dr. Lyle Benning straightened near the body and lifted one hand.

The medical examiner was thin, balding, and permanently disappointed by human fragility. He had practiced family medicine for thirty years before the county began calling him for people who no longer needed advice.

“Sheriff,” Benning said, “I need photos from the east side before we move him.”

Vane pointed at one deputy. “Get it done.”

Then he stepped away from Tobin.

A blue tow truck pulled hard to the curb at the far end of the block.

Tobin turned.

Doyle Cafferty climbed out before the engine stopped rocking.

That was unfortunate.

Doyle owned Cafferty Garage on the west side of town, where engines went to be repaired, cursed at, or abandoned. He was big through the chest, thick in the arms, with a beard kept short because grease gave no mercy. His temper had gone public often enough that Cedar Spur treated it like weather: expected, regrettable, and sometimes dangerous.

He moved toward the alley fast.

Wade stepped in front of him.

“Doyle. Stop.”

Doyle did not stop until Wade’s hand touched his chest.

“What happened?” Doyle demanded.

Wade said, “You need to back up.”

“That Bragg?”

“Back up.”

Doyle looked past him.

Saw enough.

The anger drained from his face so quickly it left something worse underneath.

“Hell,” Doyle said.

Sheriff Vane turned at the sound.

Doyle pointed toward the garage. “What happened?”

Vane walked toward him. “Where were you this morning?”

Doyle’s eyes sharpened. “What?”

“Answer the question.”

“I was at my shop.”

“Anybody with you?”

“Not first thing.”

The crowd heard that.

Tobin heard the crowd hear it.

Doyle did too.

His face hardened. “Why you asking me like that?”

“Because you threatened Luther Bragg yesterday in front of six witnesses.”

Doyle’s jaw set. “He stole my rollback.”

“He repossessed it.”

“He stole it with paper.”

“That paper was signed.”

Doyle stepped forward. Wade blocked him harder.

“I told him I’d drag him through his own garage,” Doyle said, too loud, too angry, too honest for his own good. “I didn’t say I’d kill him.”

That sentence settled over the alley like wet ash.

Sheriff Vane’s eyes did not move.

Doyle realized too late what he had given them.

Purl Kessick whispered, “Lord.”

Tobin said, “Purl.”

Purl shut up again.

Vane looked at Doyle. “I’m going to need you to come with me.”

Doyle laughed once. Not because anything was funny.

“You think I did this?”

“I think you need to come answer questions.”

“I ain’t going nowhere like I did something.”

“Doyle.”

“You better look at somebody else.”

“We will look where the evidence points.”

“That’s funny, Sheriff, because evidence always points where rich men leave it.”

The crowd liked that line for half a second.

Then they remembered Bragg was dead.

Vane’s voice flattened. “Hands where I can see them.”

Doyle looked insulted.

Then furious.

Then afraid.

That was the order men usually chose when pride did not let them start with fear.

Tobin stepped closer to the tape. “Doyle.”

Doyle turned his head.

“You got counsel?”

“I don’t need a lawyer.”

“That is rarely said by men making good decisions.”

Vane shot Tobin a look. “Do not interfere.”

“I’m not. I’m asking a question from the public side of the tape.”

Doyle looked from Vane to Tobin. His chest rose and fell.

“I didn’t kill him.”

“I did not ask if you did,” Tobin said. “I asked if you had counsel.”

Doyle said nothing.

Vane nodded to Wade. “Take him to the office. Not cuffs unless he makes us.”

Doyle’s pride almost made them.

Almost.

Wade guided him toward the cruiser. Doyle did not fight, but he made every step look like a promise he might regret keeping.

As they passed Tobin, Doyle muttered, “I didn’t touch him.”

Tobin said, “Then stop talking like you want folks to wish you had.”

Doyle glared.

But he stopped talking.

That was something.

Sheriff Vane watched Doyle enter the cruiser, then turned back toward the garage. He was building the case already. Tobin could see it in the set of his shoulders.

Public threat.

Fresh anger.

No alibi.

Possible weapon.

Garage.

Dead creditor.

Cedar Spur loved a story that came assembled.

Sable Devereaux arrived before the rain quit dripping off the courthouse clock.

She did not hurry. Sable never moved like panic had authority over her. She came down the sidewalk under a black umbrella, her records-office badge clipped to her blazer, her shoes avoiding mud with the precision of a woman who respected both leather and evidence.

She stopped beside Tobin, outside the tape.

“Bragg?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Dead?”

“Yes.”

“Purl found him?”

“Yes.”

“Doyle just got put in a cruiser.”

“Yes.”

Sable lowered the umbrella slightly and looked at Tobin. “You are having an eventful week.”

“I prefer paperwork.”

“No, you don’t.”

He almost answered.

Didn’t.

Her gaze moved toward the body, then to the service lane, then to the muddy tire ruts near the garage. She saw the same things he had seen. Maybe not all. Enough.

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“His shoes.”

She did not ask him to explain twice.

She looked again.

The medical examiner and deputies shifted, giving a clearer view for one brief second. Bragg’s shoes caught a dull patch of morning light.

Black.

Polished.

Clean.

Sable’s expression did not change, but her eyes sharpened.

“He did not walk through that mud,” she said.

“No.”

“Maybe he was dropped there.”

“That would make the scene less simple.”

“And Cedar Spur does enjoy simple.”

“Only when it hurts the right person.”

Sable looked toward the cruiser where Doyle sat behind the glass. “Doyle is the right person?”

“He is the easy one.”

“That was not my question.”

“No,” Tobin said. “It was mine.”

A deputy began photographing the ground near the service lane. Dr. Benning crouched again near the body. Sheriff Vane took a call, listened, and looked toward Doyle’s blue tow truck.

The tow truck’s front bumper was dented. The left front tire carried wet red clay in the tread. That meant nothing in Cedar Spur after rain, but people liked visible evidence.

It gave judgment something to point at.

Across the street, Vernon Slate stood under Bell’s awning with two council members and Marnie Quill, Luther Bragg’s bookkeeper. Marnie wore a blue raincoat buttoned wrong, one side higher than the other. Her face was pale, her hands clasped hard in front of her.

Vernon’s hand rested lightly between her shoulder blades.

Comforting.

Possessive.

Possibly nothing.

Possibly not.

Sable saw it.

“So,” Tobin said, “Marnie knows.”

“She worked for Bragg for eleven years.”

“People can work eleven years and not mourn.”

“I did not say she was mourning.”

Across the street, Vernon bent his head near Marnie’s ear. Marnie nodded.

Sheriff Vane ended his call and crossed toward them. “Miss Devereaux.”

“Sheriff.”

“You got any reason to be here?”

“I saw half the town leaving its responsibilities and thought I should identify the cause.”

Wade, standing near the cruiser, looked away fast.

Vane did not laugh. “You process any filings for Bragg yesterday?”

Sable’s face went still in the professional way.

“If you need courthouse records, Sheriff, make a proper request.”

“I am asking whether he filed anything.”

“I am telling you there is a process.”

“This is a murder investigation.”

“And I am a county employee, not a gossip pump.”

The sheriff’s mouth tightened.

Tobin looked at the wet pavement.

This was why careless men disliked careful women. They mistook procedure for attitude because attitude was easier to resent.

Vane said, “Fine. Expect a request.”

“I will.”

He turned to Tobin. “And you. Don’t start.”

Tobin said nothing.

That bothered Vane more.

“Tobin.”

The use of his real name made the warning heavier.

Vane stepped closer, lowering his voice. “I have a dead man, a public threat, a possible weapon, and a suspect who just admitted he hated the victim in front of half the town. If Doyle Cafferty hires you, defend him. Until then, stay out of my scene.”

“That is fair.”

Vane looked surprised.

Tobin added, “Mostly.”

“There it is.”

“I have one question.”

“No.”

“Did anyone check the soles before rain could change them?”

The sheriff’s eyes flicked toward Bragg’s body.

That small movement told Tobin the answer.

Not yet.

Vane recovered. “Go to your office.”

Dr. Benning called for the tarp. The deputies moved with more care now. Someone in the crowd crossed himself. Someone else pretended not to cry. Bragg had not been loved widely, but death made people respectful before it made them truthful.

Purl Kessick stood alone under the edge of an awning, looking like a man who had come to ask about a note and found the note had turned into a corpse.

Tobin walked to him.

“Purl.”

“I didn’t touch him.”

“I know you want that sentence to help. It does not.”

Purl wiped rain from his upper lip. “They gonna think I done it too?”

“They may think many things before lunch.”

“What do I do?”

“Go home. Write down everything you remember from this morning. Time you left your house. Route you took. Where you parked. What you touched. What you saw. Do not embellish. Do not correct yourself into sounding smarter. Do not talk to Earl, Hardy, your sister, the diner, the feed store, or any man who begins a sentence with ‘between us.’”

Purl nodded too fast.

“And if Sheriff Vane asks for a formal statement, you call me first.”

“What if he says I don’t need to?”

“That is how you know you do.”

Purl swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

Tobin watched him leave through the rain-streaked morning.

Sable stood beside him again.

“You think Purl is in trouble?”

“I think everyone tied to Luther Bragg’s paper is in trouble.”

“That includes half the county.”

“Yes.”

She looked toward the body being covered.

“And Doyle?”

“He is in the most immediate trouble.”

“You think he did it?”

Tobin looked at the service lane, the garage threshold, the possible evidence bag now resting in a deputy’s vehicle, the tow truck down the street, the crowd deciding what it already believed.

Then he looked at Bragg’s shoes one more time before the tarp came over them.

“No,” he said.

Sable’s face did not change.

“Why?”

“Because Cedar Spur got comfortable too fast.”

The tarp covered Luther Bragg.

Rain ticked from the awning, slow and steady.

Across the street, Vernon Slate guided Marnie Quill into Bell’s Diner with one hand still at her back.

Sheriff Vane spoke into his radio.

Deputy Wade closed the cruiser door on Doyle Cafferty.

Earl Pritchard watched from the hardware awning, storing every detail he could misunderstand later.

Tobin stood on the public side of the tape with Sable Devereaux beside him, both of them looking at a dead man the town had already begun to explain.

After a while, Sable said, “Muddle Law?”

He looked at her.

She did not smile.

Not quite.

“When everybody agrees too quickly,” she said, “check what they skipped.”

Tobin watched the cruiser pull away with Doyle inside.

“That is not a bad start.”

“No,” Sable said. “It is a dangerous one.”

The cruiser turned north toward the sheriff’s office.

Behind it, Doyle’s tow truck sat abandoned at the curb, muddy tires angled toward the street as if it had arrived in a hurry and never expected to be left alone.

Tobin looked back at the clay near Bragg’s body.

Then at the clean shoes now hidden under the tarp.

The town wanted a killer.

The town had found one.

That did not mean the dead man had.
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​Chapter 3

​The Obvious Man
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From Muddle’s Ledger:

Some men look guilty because innocence has bad posture.

Doyle Cafferty looked guilty before anybody asked him to.

That was the problem with certain men. They carried old anger like a visible weapon. They walked into rooms already convicted by posture, beard, boots, and reputation. They had yelled in public too many times, broken too many things they later regretted, and said enough foolishness in front of witnesses that innocence had to fight uphill just to introduce itself.

Doyle had all of that working against him.

He also had Luther Bragg dead behind a garage.

By ten-thirty, half of Cedar Spur had settled the matter.

By eleven, the other half had heard it from the first half and improved the evidence.

Tobin Harrow returned to his office long enough to put the Bragg index in his desk drawer, take out a yellow legal pad, and write three words at the top:

DOYLE CAFFERTY — POSSIBLE

Then he sat there looking at them.

Possible client.

Possible fool.

Possible innocent man.

Possible man so determined to look guilty that the truth would have to chase him down and tackle him.

Outside his office window, Main Street went on pretending it was normal. Trucks rolled past. A woman carried dry cleaning from her car to the back of the funeral home. Someone across the street laughed too loud, then remembered a man was dead and lowered it into a cough.

Tobin picked up the phone and called the sheriff’s office.

Deputy Wade Sutter answered.

“Sheriff’s office.”

“Wade, it’s Tobin.”

Silence.

Then, “You calling as Muddle or as a lawyer?”

“Depends how you answer.”

“That sounds like Muddle.”

“Is Doyle Cafferty there?”

Another pause.

“You representing him?”

“Has he asked?”

“No.”

“Then I am calling to determine whether he needs representation.”

“That ain’t how it works.”

“It is often how it starts.”

Wade lowered his voice. “He’s here. Sheriff’s talking to him.”

“Has Doyle been Mirandized?”

“I’m not discussing procedure with you.”

“Then tell Sheriff Vane I called and that if Doyle asks for counsel, I am available.”

“You think he did it?”

“No.”

The silence changed.

“You always answer too quick,” Wade said.

“Only when the wrong answer is popular.”

Wade hung up.

Tobin set the receiver down and looked at the legal pad again.

Then the bell over his office door rang hard enough to sound accused.

A woman stepped inside wearing jeans, rain-dark boots, and a work shirt with CAFFERTY GARAGE stitched above one pocket. Her hair was tied in a careless knot, her face flushed from weather or fear, and her eyes had the sharp exhausted look of somebody used to fixing things men made worse.

Tobin stood.

“Willa Cafferty.”

She closed the door behind her. “You know me?”

“I know your brother owns the garage. I know you run the books because Doyle thinks invoices are suggestions. I know you once made Hardy Lumm pay for two rebuilt alternators after he claimed both failed by coincidence.”

“That man lies through his teeth.”

“He does have many exits.”

Her mouth twitched, but fear took the space back quickly.

“I need you to help Doyle.”

“Did he ask for me?”

“No.”

“Then I’m not his lawyer yet.”

“He’s too proud to ask.”

“That condition has no known cure.”

Willa stepped closer to the desk. “He didn’t kill Bragg.”

“Sit down.”

“I don’t want to sit.”

“Then stand carefully.”

She looked like she might snap at him, then pressed both hands on the back of the chair instead.

Tobin picked up his pen. “What do you know?”

“I know my brother is a fool.”

“That is not a defense.”

“I know he threatened Bragg yesterday.”

“That is also not a defense.”

“I know the rollback is gone, and that’s the thing nobody in this town understands.”

“The tow truck?”

“The big flatbed. His money truck. Insurance calls, county rotation, heavy hauls, all of it. Without that rollback, Doyle’s just a mechanic with too many bills and a bad mouth.”

“Who took it?”

“Doyle says Clay Rimmer.”

Tobin wrote the name though he already knew it.

“Under whose authority?”

“Bragg’s paper.”

“Security interest?”

“That’s what Bragg would’ve called it. Doyle called it stealing with a stamp on it.”

“When was it taken?”

“That’s what I don’t know. Doyle called this morning saying it was gone.”

“What time?”

“Seven-twelve. I looked because I was already mad before I answered.”

“What did he say?”

“That Bragg had sent Clay to take his rollback.”

“Did he say Clay’s name?”

“Yes.”

“Was Clay there when Doyle called you?”

“No. Doyle said there were tracks and an empty space where the rollback was supposed to be.”

Tobin wrote:

7:12 — Willa call. Doyle says rollback gone. Clay?

“Then?”

“Doyle called Bragg’s office.”

“At what time?”

“Seven-sixteen or seven-seventeen. He called me again after.”

“Did Bragg answer?”

“No. Voicemail.”

“What did Doyle say?”

Willa closed her eyes.

“Tell me exactly,” Tobin said. “Not better. Not cleaner. Exactly.”

“He said, ‘You paper-stealing son of a bitch, I’ll drag you through your own garage if you don’t bring my truck back.’”

Tobin wrote it down.

“That was before eight?”

“Yes.”

“And yesterday’s public threat?”

“That was about the note and the rollback both. Bragg had been pressing him, and Doyle was already half-crazy over it.”

“Half?”

Willa gave him a look.

“Fair,” Tobin said.

She pushed out a breath. “There’s something else.”

“That usually means there are several things.”

“Doyle had a long-handled tire iron missing yesterday morning.”

Tobin’s pen stopped.

“Yesterday?”

“Tuesday. Before the rollback mess this morning. Before Bragg was dead.”

“Why did that matter?”

“It didn’t. Tools walk off at that shop. Men borrow them, forget them, lose them under seats. Doyle throws things where they don’t belong and then blames ghosts, Democrats, gravity, or whoever happens to be close.”

“Tire iron from where?”

“The bay wall. Long-handled one. He was working on Valdez’s pickup. Needed leverage. Couldn’t find it. I ordered a breaker bar from Pritchard Hardware because he was about to break a smaller wrench and then blame the wrench for lacking character.”

“Who heard him complain?”

“Valdez, maybe. Tommy Pritchard if he delivered the parts. Maybe me on the phone. I’d have to think.”

“Think carefully.”

“I am.”

The bell rang again.

Both of them turned.

Sheriff Hollis Vane stood in the doorway.

He looked at Willa first, then at Tobin, then at the legal pad.

“Counselor.”

“Sheriff.”

“Miss Cafferty.”

Willa’s face went pale with anger. “Where’s my brother?”

“At the office.”

“Is he under arrest?”

“Not at this moment.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is exactly an answer,” Tobin said.

Vane looked at him. “You representing Doyle now?”

“Not unless Doyle says so.”

Willa pulled a folded twenty from her pocket and set it on the desk.

Tobin did not touch it.

“This gets me to the sheriff’s office as someone contacted by family,” he said. “It does not make me Doyle’s lawyer unless Doyle chooses me.”

“Then get there before he chooses prison,” Willa said.

Sheriff Vane rubbed one hand over his jaw.
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