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It wasn’t so much the cockroach that made her scream as the chipped fingernail. The cockroach was small. The chip was a dilly. On her manicured nail it looked as deep and jagged as the Grand Canyon.


Alex swatted at the cockroach with the laminated card that displayed the motel’s limited room service menu. The reverse side advertised the Friday night Mexican buffet and The Four Riders, a country and western band currently performing in the Silver Spur Lounge nightly from seven till midnight.


Her swipe at the cockroach missed by a mile and it scuttled for cover behind the wood veneer dresser. “I’ll get you later.”


She found a nail file in the bottom of the cosmetic case she had been about to unpack when the metal clasp had wrecked her fingernail and the cockroach had come out to inspect the new tenant of room 125. The room was located on the ground floor of the Westerner Motel, three doors down from the ice and vending machines.


Once the nail had been repaired, Alex gave herself one last, critical look in the dresser mirror. It was important that she make a stunning first impression. They would be astonished when she told them who she was, but she wanted to create an even stronger impact.


She wanted to leave them stupefied, speechless, and defenseless.


They would undoubtedly make comparisons. She couldn’t prevent that; she just didn’t want to come out on the short end of their mental measuring sticks. If she could help it, they would find no flaws in Celina Gaither’s daughter.


She had carefully chosen what to wear. Everything—clothes, jewelry, accessories—was in excellent taste. The overall effect was tailored but not severe, smart but not trendy; she exuded an aura of professionalism that didn’t compromise her femininity.


Her goal was to impress them first, then surprise them with what had brought her to Purcell.


Until a few weeks ago, the town of thirty thousand had been a lonely dot on the Texas map. As many jackrabbits and horned toads lived there as people. Recently, town business interests had generated news, but on a comparatively small scale. By the time Alex’s job was done, she was certain Purcell would capture newspaper headlines from El Paso to Texarkana.


Concluding that nothing about her appearance could be improved upon short of an act of God or very expensive plastic surgery, she shouldered her handbag, picked up her eel attaché case, and, making certain she had her room key, closed the door to room 125 behind her.


During the drive downtown, Alex had to creep through two school zones. Rush hour in Purcell began when school dismissed. Parents transported their children from school to dentists’ offices, piano lessons, and shopping centers. Some might even have been going home, but the sluggish traffic and clogged intersections indicated that no one was staying indoors that day. She didn’t actually mind the stop-and-go traffic. The delays gave her an opportunity to gauge the personality of the town.


Black and gold streamers fluttered from the marquee outside Purcell High School. The caricature of a black panther snarled at the passing cars on the highway and temporary letters spelled out POUNCE PERMIAN. On the field inside the stadium, the football team was working out and running plays. The marching band, its instruments flashing in the sun, was rehearsing Friday night’s halftime show on a practice field.


The activity looked so innocent. For a moment, Alex regretted her mission and what its outcome would most likely mean for the community. She dismissed her guilty feelings quickly, however, when she reminded herself why she was here. A harvest of rejection, as well as her grandmother’s harsh accusations, were stored in her mind if she ever, even for a second, forgot what had brought her to this point in her life. She could ill afford the slightest sentimental regrets.


Downtown Purcell was almost deserted. Many of the commercial buildings and offices facing the square were closed and barred. Foreclosure signs were too plentiful to count.


Graffiti was scrawled across plate-glass windows that had once been filled with enticing merchandise. There was still a hand-lettered sign on the door of a deserted laundry. Someone had scratched out the r, so that the sign now read, 3 SHI TS/$1.00. It crudely summed up the economic climate in Purcell County.


She parked in front of the county courthouse and fed coins into the meter at the curb. The courthouse had been built of red granite quarried in the hill country and hauled by rail to Purcell ninety years earlier. Italian stonecutters had carved pretentious gargoyles and griffins in every available spot as if the amount of decoration justified the expense of their commission. The results were ostentatious, but gaudiness was one of the edifice’s attractions. Atop its dome the national and Texas state flags flapped in the brisk north wind.


Having worked in and about the state capitol of Austin for the last year, Alex wasn’t intimidated by official buildings. She took the courthouse steps with a determined stride and pulled open the heavy doors. Inside, the plaster walls showed peeling paint and signs of general disrepair. The aggregate tile floor had faint cracks in it that crisscrossed like the lines in the palm of an ancient hand.


The ceiling was high. The drafty corridors smelled of musty record books, industrial-strength cleaning solution, and an overdose of perfume that emanated from the district attorney’s secretary. She looked up expectantly as Alex entered the outer office.


“Hi, there. You lost, honey? I love your hair. Wish I could wear mine pulled back in a bun like that. You have to have real tiny ears. Wouldn’t you know it, I’ve got jug handles sticking out from the sides of my head. Do you put henna on it to give it those reddish highlights?”


“Is this District Attorney Chastain’s office?”


“Sure is, honey. Whatcha need him for? He’s kinda busy today.”


“I’m from the Travis County D.A.’s office. Mr. Harper called on my behalf, I believe.”


The wad of chewing gum inside the secretary’s cheek got a rest from the pounding it had been taking. “You? We were expecting a man.”


“As you can see…” Alex held her arms out at her sides.


The secretary looked vexed. “You’d think Mr. Harper would have mentioned that his assistant was a lady, not a man, but shoot,” she said, flipping her hand down from a limp wrist, “you know how men are. Well, honey, you’re right on time for your appointment. My name’s Imogene. Want some coffee? That’s a gorgeous outfit, so high-fashion. They’re wearing skirts shorter these days, aren’t they?”


At the risk of sounding rude, Alex asked, “Are the parties here yet?”


Just then, masculine laughter erupted from the other side of the closed door. “That answer your question, honey?” Imogene asked Alex. “Somebody prob’ly just told a dirty joke to let off steam. They’re just bustin’ a gut to know what this hush-hush meeting is all about. What’s the big secret? Mr. Harper didn’t tell Pat why you were coming to Purcell, even though they were friends in law school. Is it something to do with ME getting that gambling license?”


“ME?”


“Minton Enterprises.” She said it as though she was surprised Alex was not familiar with the name.


“Perhaps I shouldn’t keep them waiting any longer,” Alex suggested tactfully, sidestepping Imogene’s question.


“Shoot, just listen to me running off at the mouth. Did you say you wanted some coffee, honey?”


“No, thank you.” Alex followed Imogene toward the door. Her heart started beating double-time.


“Excuse me.” Imogene interrupted the conversation by poking her head into the room. “District Attorney Harper’s assistant is here. Y’all sure are in for a treat.” She turned back toward Alex. One set of eyelashes, gummy with navy blue mascara, dropped over her eye in a broad, just-between-us-girls wink. “Go on in, honey.”


Alex, bracing herself for the most crucial meeting in her life, entered the office.


It was obvious from the relaxed atmosphere that the men in the room had been expecting another man. The moment she crossed the threshold and Imogene pulled the transomed door closed, the man seated behind the desk sprang to his feet. He ground out a burning cigar in the thick, glass ashtray and reached for his suit coat, which had been draped over the back of his chair.


“Pat Chastain,” he said, extending his hand. “ ‘Treat’ is an understatement. But then, my good buddy Greg Harper always did have an eye for the ladies. Doesn’t surprise me a bit that he’s got a good-lookin’ woman on his staff.”


His sexist remark set her teeth on edge, but she let it slide. She inclined her head in acknowledgment of Chastain’s compliment. The hand she clasped in a firm handshake was so loaded down with gold-nugget jewelry it could have anchored a fair-sized yacht. “Thank you for arranging this meeting, Mr. Chastain.”


“No problem, no problem. Glad to be of service to both you and Greg. And call me Pat.” Taking her elbow, he turned her toward the other two men, who had come to their feet out of deference to her. “This here is Mr. Angus Minton and his son, Junior.”


“Gentlemen.” Confronting them, meeting them eye to eye for the first time, had a strange and powerful impact on her. Curiosity and antipathy warred inside her. She wanted to analyze them, denounce them. Instead, she behaved in the expected civilized manner and extended her hand.


It was clasped by one studded with calluses. The handshake bordered on being too hard, but it was as open and friendly as the face smiling at her.


“A pleasure, ma’am. Welcome to Purcell County.”


Angus Minton’s face was tanned and weathered, ravaged by blistering summer sun, frigid blue northers, and years of outdoor work. Intelligent blue eyes twinkled at her from sockets radiating lines of friendliness. He had a boisterous voice. Alex guessed that his laugh would be as expansive as his broad chest and the beer belly that was his only sign of indulgence. Otherwise, he seemed physically fit and strong. Even a younger, larger man would be loath to pick a fight with him because of his commanding presence. For all his strength, he looked as guileless as an altar boy.


His son’s handshake was softer, but no less hearty or friendly. He enfolded Alex’s hand warmly, and in a confidence-inspiring voice, said, “I’m Junior Minton. How do you do?”


“How do you do?”


He didn’t look his forty-three years, especially when he smiled. His straight white teeth flashed and a devilish dimple cratered one cheek, suggesting that he behaved no better than any given occasion called for him to. His blue eyes, a shade deeper than his father’s but just as mischievous, held hers long enough to intimate that they were the only two in the room who mattered. She withdrew her hand before Junior Minton seemed ready to relinquish it.


“And over yonder is Reede, Reede Lambert.”


Alex turned in the direction Pat Chastain had indicated and located the fourth man, whom she hadn’t noticed until now. Flouting etiquette, he was still slouched in a chair in the corner of the room. Scuffed cowboy boots were crossed at the ankles, their toes pointing ceilingward and insolently wagging back and forth. His hands were loosely folded over a western belt buckle. He unlinked them long enough to raise two fingers to the brim of a cowboy hat. “Ma’am.”


“Mr. Lambert,” she said coolly.


“Here, sit yourself down,” Chastain offered, pointing her toward a chair. “Did Imogene offer you some coffee?”


“Yes, but I told her I didn’t care for any. I’d like to get to the purpose of the meeting, if we could.”


“Sure enough. Junior, pull that other chair over here. Angus.” Chastain nodded for the older man to sit back down. When everyone was reseated, the district attorney returned to his chair behind the desk. “Now, Miss—Well, I’ll be damned. During all the introductions, we failed to get your name.”


Alex held center stage. Four pairs of eyes were trained on her, curiously waiting to hear her name. She paused for dramatic effect, knowing that divulging it would cause a profound reaction. She wanted to witness and catalog their individual reactions. She wished she could see Reede Lambert better. He was sitting partially behind her, and the cowboy hat hid all but the lowest portion of his face.


She took a breath. “I’m Alexandra Gaither, Celina’s daughter.”


A stunned silence followed the announcement.


Pat Chastain, befuddled, finally asked, “Who’s Celina Gaither?”


“Well, I’ll be a sonofabitch.” Angus flopped backward in his chair like a collapsing inflatable toy.


“Celina’s daughter. My God, I can’t believe it,” Junior whispered. “I can’t believe it.”


“Somebody want to fill me in, please?” Pat said, still confused. Nobody paid him any attention.


The Mintons openly stared at Alex, searching her face for resemblances to her mother, whom they had known so well. From the corner of her eye, she noticed that the toes of Lambert’s boots were no longer wagging. He drew his knees in and sat up straight.


“What on earth have you been doing with yourself all these years?” Angus asked.


“How many years has it been?” Junior wanted to know.


“Twenty-five,” Alex answered precisely. “I was only two months old when Grandma Graham moved away from here.”


“How is your grandma?”


“She’s currently in a Waco nursing home, dying of cancer, Mr. Minton.” Alex saw no merit in sparing their sensibilities. “She’s in a coma.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“Thank you.”


“Where have y’all been living all this time?”


Alex named a town in central Texas. “We lived there all my life—at least, as far back as I can remember. I graduated high school there, went to the University of Texas, and then, straight into law school. I passed the bar a year ago.”


“Law school. Imagine that. Well, you turned out fine, Alexandra, just fine. Didn’t she, Junior?”


Junior Minton turned on his charming smile full blast. “I’d say so. You don’t look a thing like you did last time I saw you,” he told her teasingly. “Best as I recall, your diaper was wet and you didn’t have a single hair on your head.”


Considering the reason for this prearranged meeting, his flirting made Alex uneasy. She was glad when Pat Chastain intervened again. “I hate to butt into such a touching reunion, but I’m still in the dark.”


Angus enlightened him. “Celina was a classmate of Junior’s and Reede’s. They were best friends, actually. Rarely did you see one of them without the other two when they were in high school. Crazy kids.”


Then, his blue eyes turned cloudy and he shook his head sorrowfully. “Celina died. Tragic thing.” He took a quiet moment to collect himself. “Anyway, this is the first time we’ve heard a word about Alexandra since her grandma, Celina’s mother, moved away with her.” Smiling, he slapped his thighs. “Damned if it’s not great to have you back in Purcell.”


“Thank you, but—” Alex opened her briefcase and took out a manila envelope. “I’m not back to stay, Mr. Minton. Actually, I’m acting in an official capacity.” She passed the envelope across the desk to the district attorney, who looked at it with puzzlement.


“Official capacity? When Greg called me and asked if I’d help out his top prosecutor, he said something about reopening a case.”


“It’s all in there,” Alex said, nodding down at the envelope. “I suggest that you peruse the contents and thoroughly acquaint yourself with the details. Greg Harper requests the full cooperation and assistance of your office and local law enforcement agencies, Mr. Chastain. He assured me that you would comply with this request for the duration of my investigation.” She closed her attaché with a decisive snap, stood, and headed for the door.


“Investigation?” District Attorney Chastain came to his feet. The Mintons did likewise.


“Are you working with the racing commission?” Angus asked. “We were told we’d be carefully scrutinized before they granted us a gambling license, but I thought we had already passed muster.”


“I thought it was all over except for the formalities,” Junior said.


“As far as I know, it is,” Alex told them. “My investigation has nothing to do with the racing commission, or the granting of your horse-racing license.”


After a moment, when she didn’t elaborate, Chastain asked, “Well, then, what does it have to do with, Miss Gaither?”


Drawing herself up to her full height, she said, “I am reopening a twenty-five-year-old murder case. Greg Harper asked for your help, Mr. Chastain, since the crime was committed in Purcell County.”


She looked into Angus’s eyes, then into Junior’s. Finally, she stared down hard at the crown of Reede Lambert’s hat. “Before I’m finished, I’m going to know which one of you killed my mother.”
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Alex peeled off her suit jacket and tossed it onto the motel bed. Her underarms were damp and her knees were ready to buckle. She was nauseated. The scene in the D.A.’s office had shaken her more than she wanted to admit.


She had left Pat Chastain’s office with her head held high and her shoulders back. She hadn’t walked too fast, but she hadn’t dawdled. She had smiled good-bye to Imogene, who had obviously been eavesdropping through the door because she stared at Alex bug-eyed, her mouth agape.


Alex’s exit line had been well rehearsed, well timed, and perfectly executed. The meeting had gone just as she had planned it, but she was vastly relieved that it was over.


Now, she peeled off one cloying piece of clothing after another. She would love to think that the worst was behind her, but she feared it was yet to come. The three men she had met today wouldn’t roll over and play dead. She would have to confront them again, and when she did, they wouldn’t be so overjoyed to see her.


Angus Minton seemed as full of goodwill as Santa Claus, but Alex knew that nobody in Angus’s position could be as harmless as he tried to pretend. He was the richest, most powerful man in the county. One didn’t achieve that status solely through benign leadership. He would fight to keep what he’d spent a lifetime cultivating.


Junior was a charmer who knew his way around women. The years had been kind to him. He’d changed little from the photographs Alex had seen of him as an adolescent. She also knew that he used his good looks to his advantage. It would be easy for her to like him. It would also be easy to suspect him of murder.


Reede Lambert was the toughest for her to pigeonhole because her impressions of him were the least specific. Unlike the others, she hadn’t been able to look him in the eye. Reede the man looked much harder and stronger than Reede the boy from her grandma’s picture box. Her first impression was that he was sullen, unfriendly, and dangerous.


She was certain that one of these men had killed her mother.


Celina Gaither had not been murdered by the accused, Buddy Hicks. Her grandmother, Merle Graham, had drummed that into little Alex’s head like a catechism all her life.


“It’ll be up to you, Alexandra, to set the record right,” Merle had told her almost daily. “That’s the least you can do for your mother.” At that point she usually glanced wistfully at one of the many framed photographs of her late daughter scattered throughout the house. Looking at the photographs would invariably make her cry, and nothing her granddaughter did could cheer her.


Until a few weeks ago, however, Alex hadn’t known who Merle suspected of killing Celina. Finding out had been the darkest hour of Alex’s life.


Responding to an urgent call from the nursing home doctor, she had sped up the interstate to Waco. The facility was quiet, immaculate, and staffed by caring professionals. Merle’s lifetime pension from the telephone company made it affordable. For all its amenities, it still had the gray smell of old age; despair and decay permeated its corridors.


When she had arrived that cold, dismal, rainy afternoon, Alex had been told that her grandmother was in critical condition. She entered the hushed private room and moved toward the hospital bed. Merle’s body had visibly deteriorated since Alex had visited only the week before. But her eyes were as alive as Fourth of July sparklers. Their glitter, however, was hostile.


“Don’t come in here,” Merle rasped on a shallow breath. “I don’t want to see you. It’s because of you!”


“What, Grandma?” Alex asked in dismay. “What are you talking about?”


“I don’t want you here.”


Embarrassed by the blatant rejection, Alex had glanced around at the attending physician and nurses. They shrugged their incomprehension. “Why don’t you want to see me? I’ve come all the way from Austin.”


“It’s your fault she died, you know. If it hadn’t been for you…” Merle moaned with pain and clutched her sheet with sticklike, bloodless fingers.


“Mother? You’re saying I’m responsible for Mother’s death?”


Merle’s eyes popped open. “Yes,” she hissed viciously.


“But I was just a baby, an infant,” Alex argued, desperately wetting her lips. “How could I—”


“Ask them.”


“Who, Grandma? Ask who?”


“The one who murdered her. Angus, Junior, Reede. But it was you… you… you…”


Alex had to be led from the room by the doctor several minutes after Merle lapsed into a deep coma. The ugly accusation had petrified her; it reverberated in her brain and assaulted her soul.


If Merle held Alex responsible for Celina’s death, so much of Alex’s upbringing could be explained. She had always wondered why Grandma Graham was never very affectionate with her. No matter how remarkable Alex’s achievements, they were never quite good enough to win her grandmother’s praise. She knew she was never considered as gifted, or clever, or charismatic as the smiling girl in the photographs that Merle looked at with such sad longing.


Alex didn’t resent her mother. Indeed, she idolized and adored her with the blind passion of a child who had grown up without her parents. She constantly worked toward being as good at everything as Celina had been, not only so she would be a worthy daughter, but in the desperate hope of earning her grandmother’s love and approval. So it came as a stunning blow to hear from her dying grandmother’s lips that she was responsible for Celina’s murder.


The doctor had tentatively suggested that she might want to have Mrs. Graham taken off the life support systems. “There’s nothing we can do for her now, Ms. Gaither.”


“Oh, yes, there is,” Alex had said with a ferocity that shocked him. “You can keep her alive. I’ll be in constant touch.”


Immediately upon her return to Austin, she began to research the murder case of Celina Graham Gaither. She spent many sleepless nights studying transcripts and court documents before approaching her boss, the district attorney of Travis County.


Greg Harper had shifted the smoking cigarette from one corner of his lips to the other. In the courtroom, Greg was the bane of guilty defendants, lying witnesses, and orderly judges. He talked too loud, smoked too much, drank in abundance, and wore five-hundred-dollar pinstriped suits with lizard boots that cost twice that much.


To say that he was flashy and egomaniacal would be gross understatements. He was shrewd, ambitious, ruthless, relentless, and profane, and would therefore probably carve out quite a niche for himself in state politics, which was his driving ambition. He believed in the reward system and appreciated raw talent. That’s why Alex was on his staff.


“You want to reopen a twenty-five-year-old murder case?” he asked her when she stated the purpose of the conference she’d requested. “Got a reason?”


“Because the victim was my mother.”


For the first time since she’d known him, Greg had asked a question he didn’t already know the answer to—or at least have a fairly good guess. “Jesus, Alex, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.”


She gave a slight, dismissive shrug. “Well, it’s not something one advertises, is it?”


“When was this? How old were you?”


“An infant. I don’t remember her. She was only eighteen when she was killed.”


He ran his long, bony hand down his even longer, bonier face. “The case remains on the books as officially unsolved?”


“Not exactly. There was a suspect arrested and charged, but the case was dismissed without ever going to trial.”


“Fill me in, and make it short. I’m having lunch with the state attorney general today,” he said. “You’ve got ten minutes. Shoot.”


When she finished, Greg frowned and lit a cigarette from the smoldering tip of one he’d smoked down to the filter. “Goddamn, Alex, you didn’t say that the Mintons were involved. Your granny really believes that one of them iced your mother?”


“Or their friend, Reede Lambert.”


“By any chance, did she provide them with a motive?”


“Not specifically,” Alex said evasively, loath to tell him that Merle had cited her, Alex, as the motive. “Apparently, Celina was close friends with them.”


“Then why would one of them kill her?”


“That’s what I want to find out.”


“On the state’s time?”


“It’s a viable case, Greg,” she said tightly.


“All you’ve got is a hunch.”


“It’s stronger than a hunch.”


He gave a noncommittal grunt. “Are you sure this isn’t just a personal grudge?”


“Of course not.” Alex took umbrage. “I’m pursuing this from a strictly legal viewpoint. If Buddy Hicks had gone on trial and been convicted by a jury, I wouldn’t put so much stock in what Grandma told me. But it’s there in the public records.”


“How come she didn’t raise hell about the murder when it happened?”


“I asked her that myself. She didn’t have much money and she felt intimidated by the legal machinations. Besides, the murder had left her drained of energy. What little she had went into rearing me.”


It was now clear to Alex why, since her earliest recollections, her grandmother had pushed her toward the legal profession. Because it was expected of her, Alex had excelled in school and had ultimately graduated from the University of Texas Law School in the top ten percent of her class. The law was the profession Merle had chosen for her, but thankfully it was a field that intrigued and delighted Alex. Her curious mind enjoyed delving into its intricacies. She was well prepared to do what she must.


“Grandmother was just a widow lady, left with a baby to raise,” she said, building her case. “There was precious little she could do about the judge’s ruling at Hicks’s competency hearing. With what money she had, she packed up, left town, and never went back.”


Greg consulted his wristwatch. Then, anchoring his cigarette between his lips, he stood up and pulled on his suit jacket. “I can’t reopen a murder case without a shred of evidence or probable cause. You know that. I didn’t snatch you out of law school ’cause you were stupid. Gotta confess, though, that your shapely ass had something to do with it.”


“Thanks.”


Her disgust was obvious and it wasn’t because of his sexism, which was so brassy she knew it was insincere. “Look, Alex, this isn’t a teensy-weensy favor you’re asking of me,” he said. “Because of who these guys are, we’re talking earth-shattering shit here. Before I stick my neck out, I’ve got to have more to go on than your hunch and Granny’s ramblings.”


She followed him to the door of his office. “Come on, Greg, spare me the legal lingo. You’re only thinking of yourself.”


“You’re goddamn right I am. Constantly.”


His admission left her no room to maneuver. “At least grant me permission to investigate this murder when I’m not actively involved in other cases.”


“You know what a backlog we’ve got. We can’t get all the cases to court as it is now.”


“I’ll work overtime. I won’t shirk my other responsibilities. You know I won’t.”


“Alex—”


“Please, Greg.” She could see that he wanted her to withdraw the request, but she wouldn’t capitulate to anything less than a definite no. Her preliminary research had piqued her interest as a prosecutor and litigator, and her desperate desire to prove her grandmother wrong and absolve herself of any guilt further motivated her undertakings. “If I don’t produce something soon, I’ll drop it and you’ll never hear of it again.”


He studied her intent face. “Why don’t you just work out your frustrations with hot, illicit screwing like everybody else? At least half the guys in town would accommodate you, married or single.” She gave him a withering look. “Okay, okay. You can do some digging, but only in your spare time. Come up with something concrete. If I’m going to win votes, I can’t look or act like a goddamn fool, and neither can anybody else in this office. Now I’m late for lunch. ’Bye.”


Her caseload was heavy, and the time she had had to spend on her mother’s murder had been limited. She read everything she could get her hands on—newspaper accounts, transcripts of Buddy Hicks’s hearing—until she had the facts memorized.


They were basic and simple. Mr. Bud Hicks, who was mentally retarded, had been arrested near the murder scene with the victim’s blood on his clothing. At the time of his arrest, he had had in his possession the surgical instrument with which he had allegedly killed the victim. He was jailed, questioned, and charged. Within days there was a hearing. Judge Joseph Wallace had declared Hicks incompetent to stand trial and had confined him to a state mental hospital.


It seemed like an open-and-shut case. Just when she had begun to believe that Greg was right, that she was on a wild-goose chase, she had discovered a curious glitch in the transcript of Hicks’s hearing. After following up on it, she had approached Greg again, armed with a signed affidavit.


“Well, I’ve got it.” Triumphantly, she slapped the folder on top of the others cluttering his desk.


Greg scowled darkly. “Don’t be so friggin’ cheerful, and for crissake, stop slamming things around. I’ve got a bitchin’ hangover.” He mumbled his words through a dense screen of smoke. He stopped puffing on the cigarette only long enough to sip at a steaming cup of black coffee. “How was your weekend?”


“Wonderful. Far more productive than yours. Read that.”


Tentatively, he opened the file and scanned the contents with bleary eyes. “Hmm.” His initial reading was enough to grab his attention. Leaning back in his chair and propping his feet on the corner of his desk, he reread it more carefully. “This is from the doctor at the mental hospital where this Hicks fellow is incarcerated?”


“Was. He died a few months ago.”


“Interesting.”


“Interesting?” Alex cried, disappointed with the bland assessment. She left her chair, circled it, and stood behind it, gripping the upholstered back in agitation. “Greg, Buddy Hicks spent twenty-five years in that hospital for nothing.”


“You don’t know that yet. Don’t jump to conclusions.”


“His last attending psychiatrist said that Buddy Hicks was a model patient. He never demonstrated any violent tendencies. He had no apparent sex drive, and in the doctor’s expert opinion, he was incapable of committing a crime like the one that cost my mother her life. Admit that it looks fishy.”


He read several other briefs, then muttered, “It looks fishy, but it’s sure as hell not a smoking gun.”


“Short of a miracle, I won’t be able to produce any concrete evidence. The case is twenty-five years old. All I can hope for is enough probable cause to bring it before a grand jury. A confession from the real killer—because I’m convinced, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Bud Hicks did not murder my mother—is a pipe dream. There’s also the slim possibility of smoking out an eyewitness.”


“Slim to none, Alex.”


“Why?”


“You’ve done enough homework, so you should know. The murder took place in a barn on Angus Minton’s ranch. Say his name anywhere in that county and the ground trembles. He’s a big enchilada. If there was an eyewitness, he wouldn’t testify against Minton because he’d be biting the hand that feeds him. Minton runs about a dozen enterprises in an area of the state where they’re gasping their last breath, economically speaking.


“Which brings us to another delicate area, in a case riddled with delicate areas.” Greg slurped his coffee and lit another cigarette. “The governor’s racing commission just gave Minton Enterprises the green light on building that horse-racing track in Purcell County.”


“I’m well aware of that. What bearing does it have?”


“You tell me.”


“None!” she shouted.


“Okay, I believe you. But if you start slinging accusations and casting aspersions on one of Texas’s favorite sons, how do you think that’s going to sit with the governor? He’s damn proud of his racing commission. He wants this pari-mutuel thing to get off the ground without a hitch. No controversy. No bad press. No shady deals. He wants everything above reproach and squeaky clean.


“So, if some smart-ass prosecutor starts shooting off her mouth, trying to connect somebody his hand-picked commission has given their coveted blessing to with a murder, the governor is going to be royally pissed off. And if said prosecutor works in this office, who do you think he’s going to be the most pissed off at? Moi.”


Alex didn’t argue with him. Instead, she calmly said, “All right. I’ll resign from this office and do it on my own.”


“Jesus, you’re theatrical. You didn’t let me finish.” He pressed his intercom button and bellowed to his secretary to bring him more coffee. While she was carrying it in, he lit another cigarette.


“On the other hand,” he said around a gust of smoke, “I can’t stand that bastard who’s living in the governor’s mansion. I’ve made no secret of it, and it works both ways, though the sanctimonious sonofabitch won’t admit it. It would tickle me pissless to watch him squirm. Can you imagine him justifying why his commission picked, from the hordes of applicants, somebody associated with a murder?” He chuckled. “I get a hard-on just thinking about it.”


Alex found Greg’s motivation distasteful, but she was ecstatic that he was granting her permission. “So, I can reopen the case?”


“The case remains unsolved because Hicks was never brought to trial.” He lowered his feet, and his chair rocked forward jarringly. “I have to tell you, though—I’m doing this against my better judgment, and only because I trust your gut instincts. I like you, Alex. You proved yourself when you were interning here as a law student. Great ass aside, you’re good to have in our corner.”


He looked down at the material she’d compiled and fiddled with a corner of one folder. “I still think you’ve got a personal grudge against these guys, the town, whatever. I’m not saying it’s unjustified. It’s just not something you can build a case around. Without this shrink’s affidavit, I would have turned down your request. So, while you’re out there where the buffalo roam and the deer and antelope play, remember that my ass is in a sling, too.” He raised his eyes and stared at her balefully. “Don’t fuck up.”


“You mean, I can go to West Texas?”


“That’s where it happened, isn’t it?”


“Yes, but what about my caseload?”


“I’ll put interns on the preparations and ask for postponements. Meanwhile, I’ll talk to the D.A. in Purcell. We were in law school together. He’s perfect for what you’re trying to do. He’s not too bright, and he married above himself, so he’s always striving to please. I’ll ask him to give you whatever assistance you need.”


“Don’t be too specific. I don’t want them forewarned.”


“Okay.”


“Thank you, Greg,” she said earnestly.


“Not so fast,” he said, snuffing her enthusiasm. “If you trap yourself out there, I’ll disclaim you. The attorney general has made no secret that I’m his heir apparent. I want the job, and I’d like nothing better than to have a good-looking, smart broad as chief of one of my departments. That goes down good with the voters.” He pointed a nicotine-stained finger at her. “But if you fall on your ass now, I never knew you, kiddo. Got that?”


“You’re an unscrupulous son of a bitch.”


He grinned like a crocodile. “Even my mama didn’t like me much.”


“I’ll send you a postcard.” She turned to leave.


“Wait a minute. There’s something else. You’ve got thirty days.”


“What?”


“Thirty days to come up with something.”


“But—”


“That’s as long as I can spare you without the rest of the natives around here getting restless. That’s longer than your hunch and flimsy leads warrant. Take it or leave it.”


“I’ll take it.”


He didn’t know that she had a much more pressing deadline, a personal one. Alex wanted to present her grandmother with the name of Celina’s killer before she died. She wasn’t even concerned that her grandmother was in a coma. Somehow, she would penetrate her consciousness. Her last breath would be peaceful, and Alex was certain she would at last praise her granddaughter.


Alex leaned across Greg’s desk. “I know I’m right. I’ll bring the real killer to trial, and when I do, I’ll get a conviction. See if I don’t.”


“Yeah, yeah. In the meantime, find out what sex with a real cowboy is like. And take notes. I want details about spurs and guns and stuff.”


“Pervert.”


“Bitch. And don’t slam—ah, shit!”
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Alex smiled now, recalling that meeting. She didn’t take his insulting sexism seriously because she knew she had his professional respect. Wild man that he was, Greg Harper had been her mentor and friend since the summer before her first semester of law school, when she had worked in the prosecutor’s office. He was going out on a limb for her now, and she appreciated his vote of confidence.


Once she had gotten Greg’s go-ahead, she hadn’t wasted time. It had taken her only one day to catch up on paperwork, clear her desk, and lock up her condo. She had left Austin early, and made a brief stop in Waco at the nursing home. Merle’s condition was unchanged. Alex had left the number of the Westerner where she could be reached in case of an emergency.


She dialed the D.A.’s home number from her motel room.


“Mr. Chastain, please,” she said in response to the woman’s voice who answered.


“He’s not at home.”


“Mrs. Chastain? It’s rather important that I speak with your husband.”


“Who is this?”


“Alex Gaither.”


She heard a soft laugh. “You’re the one, huh?”


“ ‘The one’?”


“The one who accused the Mintons and Sheriff Lambert of murder. Pat was in a tailspin when he got home. I’ve never seen him so—”


“Excuse me?” Alex interrupted breathlessly. “Did you say Sheriff Lambert?”















Chapter 3
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The sheriff’s department was located in the basement of the Purcell County Courthouse. For the second time in as many days, Alex parked her car in a metered slot on the square and entered the building.


It was early. There wasn’t much activity in the row of offices on the lower level. In the center of this warren of cubicles was a large squad room, no different from any other in the nation. A pall of cigarette smoke hovered over it like a perpetual cloud. Several uniformed officers were gathered around a hot plate where coffee was simmering. One was talking, but when he saw Alex, he stopped in midsentence. One by one, heads turned, until all were staring at her. She felt glaringly out of place in what was obviously a male domain. Equal employment hadn’t penetrated the ranks of the Purcell County Sheriff’s Department.


She held her ground and said pleasantly, “Good morning.”


“Mornin’,” they chorused.


“My name is Alex Gaither. I need to see the sheriff, please.” The statement was superfluous. They already knew who she was and why she was there. Word traveled fast in a town the size of Purcell.


“He expectin’ you?” one of the deputies asked belligerently, after spitting tobacco juice into an empty Del Monte green bean can.


“I believe he’ll see me,” she said confidently.


“Did Pat Chastain send you over?”


Alex had tried to reach him again that morning, but Mrs. Chastain had told her that he’d already left for his office. She tried telephoning him there and got no answer. Either she had missed him while he was in transit, or he was avoiding her. “He’s aware of why I’m here. Is the sheriff in?” she repeated with some asperity.


“I don’t think so.”


“I haven’t seen him.”


“Yeah, he’s here,” one officer said grudgingly. “He came in a few minutes ago.” He nodded his head toward a hallway. “Last door on your left, ma’am.”


“Thank you.”


Alex gave them a gracious smile she didn’t feel in her heart and walked toward the hallway. She was conscious of the eyes focused on her back. She knocked on the indicated door.


“Yeah?”


Reede Lambert sat behind a scarred wooden desk that was probably as old as the cornerstone of the building. His booted feet were crossed and resting on one corner of it. Like yesterday, he was slouching, this time in a swivel chair.


His cowboy hat and a leather, fur-lined jacket were hanging on a coat tree in the corner between a ground-level window and a wall papered with wanted posters held up by yellowing, curling strips of Scotch tape. He cradled a chipped, stained porcelain coffee mug in his hands.


“Well, g’morning, Miss Gaither.”


She closed the door with such emphasis that the frosted-glass panel rattled. “Why wasn’t I told yesterday?”


“And spoil the surprise?” he said with a sly grin. “How’d you find out?”


“By accident.”


“I knew you’d show up sooner or later.” He eased himself upright. “But I didn’t figure on it being this early in the morning.” He came to his feet and indicated the only other available chair in the room. He moved toward a table that contained a coffee maker. “You want some?”


“Mr. Chastain should have told me.”


“Pat? No way. When things get touchy, our D.A.’s a real chickenshit.”


Alex caught her forehead in her hand. “This is a nightmare.”


He hadn’t waited for her to decline or accept his offer of coffee. He was filling up a cup similar to his. “Cream, sugar?”


“This isn’t a social call, Mr. Lambert.”


He set the cup of black coffee on the edge of the desk in front of her and returned to his chair. Wood and ancient springs creaked in protest as he sat down. “You’re getting us off to a bad start.”


“Have you forgotten why I’m here?”


“Not for a minute, but do your duties prohibit you from drinking coffee, or is it a religious abstinence?”


Exasperated, Alex set her purse on the desk, went to the table, and spooned powdered cream into her mug.


The coffee was strong and hot—much like the stare the sheriff was giving her—and far better than the tepid brew she’d drunk in the coffee shop of the Westerner Motel earlier. If he had brewed it, he knew how to do it right. But then, he looked like a very capable man. Reared back in his chair, he did not look at all concerned that he’d been implicated in a murder case.


“How do you like Purcell, Miss Gaither?”


“I haven’t been here long enough to form an opinion.”


“Aw, come on. I’ll bet your mind was made up not to like it before you ever got here.”


“Why do you say that?”


“It would stand to reason, wouldn’t it? Your mother died here.”


His casual reference to her mother’s death rankled. “She didn’t just die. She was murdered. Brutally.”


“I remember,” he said grimly.


“That’s right. You discovered her body, didn’t you?”


He lowered his eyes to the contents of his coffee mug and stared into it for a long time before taking a drink. He tossed it back, draining the mug as though it were a shot of whiskey.


“Did you kill my mother, Mr. Lambert?”


Since she hadn’t been able to accurately gauge his reaction the day before, she wanted to see it now.


His head snapped up. “No.” Leaning forward, he braced his elbows on the desk and gave her a level stare. “Let’s cut through the bullshit, okay? Understand this right now, and it’ll save us both a lot of time. If you want to interrogate me, Counselor, you’ll have to subpoena me to appear before the grand jury.”


“You’re refusing to cooperate with my investigation?”


“I didn’t say that. This office will be at your disposal per Pat’s instructions. I’ll personally help you any way I can.”


“Out of the goodness of your heart?” she asked sweetly.


“No, because I want it over and done with, finished. You understand? So you can go back to Austin where you belong, and leave the past in the past where it belongs.” He got up to refill his coffee mug. Over his shoulder he asked, “Why’d you come here?”


“Because Bud Hicks did not murder my mother.”


“How the hell do you know? Or did you just ask him?”


“I couldn’t. He’s dead.”


She could tell by his reaction that he hadn’t known. He moved to the window and stared out, sipping his coffee reflectively. “Well, I’ll be damned. Gooney Bud is dead.”


“Gooney Bud?”


“That’s what everybody called him. I don’t think anybody knew his last name until after Celina died and the newspapers printed the story.”


“He was retarded, I’m told.”


The man at the window nodded. “Yeah, and he had a speech impediment. You could barely understand him.”


“Did he live with his parents?”


“His mother. She was half batty herself. She died years ago, not too long after he was sent away.”


He continued to stare through the open slats of the blinds with his back to her. His silhouette was trim, broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped. His jeans fit a little too well. Alex berated herself for noticing.


“Gooney Bud pedaled all over town on one of those large tricycles,” he was saying. “You could hear him coming blocks away. That thing clattered and clanged like a peddler’s wagon. It was covered with junk. He was a scavenger. Little girls were warned to stay away from him. We boys made fun of him, played pranks, things like that.” He shook his head sadly. “Shame.”


“He died in a state mental institution, incarcerated for a crime he didn’t commit.”


Her comment brought him around. “You’ve got nothing to prove that he didn’t.”


“I’ll find the proof.”


“None exists.”


“Are you so sure? Did you destroy the incriminating evidence the morning you ostensibly found Celina’s body?”


A deep crease formed between his heavy eyebrows. “Haven’t you got anything better to do? Don’t you already have a heavy enough caseload? Why did you start investigating this in the first place?”


She gave him the same catchall reason she had given Greg Harper. “Justice was not served. Buddy Hicks was innocent. He took the blame for somebody else’s crime.”


“Me, Junior, or Angus?”


“Yes, one of the three of you.”


“Who told you that?”


“Grandma Graham.”


“Ah, now we’re getting somewhere.” He hooked one thumb into a belt loop, his tanned fingers curling negligently over his fly. “While she was telling you all this, did she mention how jealous she was?”


“Grandma? Of whom?”


“Of us. Junior and me.”


“She told me the two of you and Celina were like the three musketeers.”


“And she resented it. Did she tell you how she doted on Celina?”


She hadn’t had to. The modest house Alex had grown up in had been a veritable shrine to her late mother. Noting her frown, the sheriff answered his own question. “No, I can see that Mrs. Graham failed to mention all that.”


“You think I’m here on a personal vendetta.”


“Yeah, I do.”


“Well, I’m not,” Alex said defensively. “I believe there are enough holes in this case to warrant reinvestigation. So does District Attorney Harper.”


“That egomaniac?” he snorted contemptuously. “He’d indict his own mother for selling it on street corners if it would move him any closer to the attorney general’s office.”


Alex knew his comment was partially true. She tried another tack. “When Mr. Chastain is better acquainted with the facts, he’ll agree that there’s been a gross miscarriage of justice.”


“Pat had never even heard of Celina until yesterday. He’s got his hands full chasing down wetbacks and drug dealers.”


“Do you blame me for wanting justice? If your mother had been stabbed to death in a horse barn, wouldn’t you do everything possible to see that her killer was punished?”


“I don’t know. My old lady split before I was old enough to remember her.”


Alex felt a pang of empathy for him that she knew she couldn’t afford. No wonder the pictures she’d seen of Reede had been of a very intense lad with eyes much older than his years. She’d never thought to ask her grandmother why he looked so serious.


“This is an untenable situation, Mr. Lambert. You are a suspect.” She stood up and retrieved her purse. “Thank you for the coffee. I’m sorry to have bothered you so early in the morning. From now on, I’ll have to rely on the local police department for assistance.”


“Wait a minute.”


Alex, already making her way toward the door, stopped and turned. “What?”


“There is no police department.”


Dismayed by that piece of information, she watched as he reached for his hat and coat. He stepped around her, pulled open the door for her, then followed her out.


“Hey, Sam, I’m leaving. I’ll be across the street.” The deputy nodded. “This way,” Reede said, taking Alex’s elbow and guiding her toward a small, square elevator at the end of the hall.


They got into it together. The door creaked when he pulled it closed. The sound of grinding gears wasn’t very reassuring. Alex hoped it would make the trip.


She tried to help it along by concentrating hard on their ascent. All the same, she was fully aware of Reede Lambert standing so close to her that their clothing touched. He was studying her.


He said, “You resemble Celina.”


“Yes, I know.”


“Your size, your mannerisms. Your hair’s darker, though, and it has more red in it. Her eyes were brown, not blue like yours.” His gaze moved over her face. “But there’s a striking resemblance.”


“Thank you. I think my mother was beautiful.”


“Everybody thought so.”


“Including you?”


“Especially me.”


The elevator jerked to an abrupt stop. Alex lost her balance and fell against him. Reede caught her arm and supported her long enough for her to regain her balance, which might have taken a little too long, because when they separated, Alex felt light-headed and breathless.


They were on the first floor. He shrugged into his jacket as he guided her toward a rear exit. “My car’s parked out front,” she told him as they left the building. “Should I put more money in the meter?”


“Forget it. If you get a ticket, you’ve got friends in high places.”


His smile wasn’t as orthodontist perfect as Junior Minton’s, but it was just as effective. It elicited a tickle in the pit of her stomach that was strange and wonderful and scary.


His quick grin emphasized the lines on his face. He looked every day of his forty-three years, but the weathered markings fit well on his strong, masculine bone structure. He had dark blond hair that had never known a stylist’s touch. He pulled on his black felt cowboy hat and situated the brim close to his eyebrows, which were a shade or two darker than his hair.


His eyes were green. Alex had noticed that the moment she had walked into his office. She had reacted as any woman would to so attractive a man. He had no paunch, no middle-aged softness. Physically, he looked two decades younger than he actually was.


Alex had to keep reminding herself that she was a prosecutor for the sovereign state of Texas, and that she should be looking at Reede Lambert through the eyes of a litigator, not a woman. Besides, he was a generation older than she.


“Were you out of clean uniforms this morning?” she asked as they crossed the street.


He wore plain denim Levi’s—old, faded, and tight—like the jeans rodeo cowboys wore. His jacket was brown leather, and fitted at the waist like a bomber jacket. The fur lining, which folded out to form a wide collar, was probably coyote. As soon as they’d stepped into the sunlight, he’d slid on aviator glasses. The lenses were so dark that she could no longer see his eyes.


“I used to dread the sight of a uniform, so when I became sheriff, I made it clear that they’d never get me in one of those things.”


“Why did you always dread the sight of one?”


He smiled wryly. “I was usually trying to outrun it, or at least avoid it.”


“You were a crook?”


“Hell-raiser.”


“You had run-ins with the law?”


“Brushes.”


“So what turned you around, a religious experience? A scare? A night or two in jail? Reform school?”


“Nope. I just figured that if I could outchase the law, I could outchase the lawbreakers.” He shrugged. “It seemed a natural career choice. Hungry?”


Before she had a chance to answer, he pushed open the door of the B & B Café. A cowbell mounted above it announced their entrance. It was the place where things were happening, it seemed. Every table—red Formica with rusted chrome legs—was full. Reede led her to a vacant booth along the wall.


Greetings were called out to him by executives, farmers, roughnecks, cowboys, and secretaries, each distinguished by his attire. Everyone except the secretaries wore boots. Alex recognized Imogene, Pat Chastain’s secretary. As soon as they passed her table, she launched into an animated, whispered explanation of who Alex was to the women seated with her. A hush fell over the room as word traveled from one table to the next.


No doubt this microcosm of Purcell gathered every morning at the B & B Café during coffee-break time. A stranger in their midst was news, but the return of Celina Gaither’s daughter was a news bulletin. Alex felt like a lightning rod, because she certainly attracted electric currents. Some, she sensed, were unfriendly.


A Crystal Gayle ballad about love lost was wafting from the jukebox. It competed with “Hour Magazine” on the fuzzy black-and-white TV mounted in one corner. Male impotence was being discussed to the raucous amusement of a trio of roughnecks. The nonsmoking movement hadn’t reached Purcell, and the air was dense enough to cut. The smell of frying bacon was prevalent.


A waitress in purple polyester pants and a bright gold satin blouse approached them with two cups of coffee and a plate of fresh, yeasty doughnuts. She winked and said, “Mornin’, Reede,” before ambling off toward the kitchen, where the cook was deftly flipping eggs while a cigarette dangled between his lips.


“Help yourself.”


Alex took the sheriff up on his offer. The doughnuts were still warm, and the sugary glaze melted against her tongue. “They had this waiting for you. Is this your table? Do you have a standing order?”


“The owner’s name is Pete,” he told her, indicating the cook. “He used to feed me breakfast every morning on my way to school.”


“How generous.”


“It wasn’t charity,” he said curtly. “I swept up for him in the afternoons after school.”


She had unwittingly struck a sore spot. Reede Lambert was defensive about his motherless childhood. Now, however, wasn’t the time to probe for more information. Not with nearly every eye in the place watching them.


He devoured two doughnuts and washed them down with black coffee, wasting neither food, nor time, nor motion. He ate like he thought it might be a long time before his next meal.


“Busy place,” she commented, unself-consciously licking glaze off her fingers.


“Yeah. The old-timers like me leave the new shopping mall and fast food places out by the interstate to the newcomers and teenagers. If you can’t find who you’re looking for anyplace else, he’s usually at the B & B. Angus’ll probably be along directly. ME’s corporate headquarters is just one block off the square, but he conducts a lot of business right here in this room.”


“Tell me about the Mintons.”


He reached for the last doughnut, since it was obvious that Alex wasn’t going to eat it. “They’re rich, but not showy. Well liked around town.”


“Or feared.”


“By some, maybe,” he conceded with a shrug.


“The ranch is only one of their businesses?”


“Yeah, but it’s the granddaddy. Angus built it out of nothing but acres of dust and sheer determination.”


“What exactly do they do out there?”


“Basically, they’re a racehorse training outfit. Thoroughbreds mostly. Some Quarter Horses. They board up to a hundred and fifty horses at a time, and get them ready for the track trainers.”


“You seem to know a lot about it.”


“I own a couple of racehorses myself. I board them out there permanently.” He pointed down to her half-empty coffee cup. “If you’re finished, I’d like to show you something.”


“What?” she asked, surprised by the sudden shift in topic.


“It’s not far.”


They left the B & B, but not before Reede said good-bye to everyone he’d said hello to when they came in. He didn’t pay for the breakfast, but was saluted by Pete the cook and given an affectionate pat by the waitress.


Reede’s official car, a Blazer truck, was parked at the curb in front of the courthouse. The space was reserved for him, marked with a small sign. He unlocked the door, helped Alex up into the cab of the four-wheel-drive vehicle, then joined her. He drove only a few blocks before pulling up in front of a small house. “That’s it,” he said.


“What?”


“Where your mother lived.” Alex whipped her head around to stare at the frame dwelling. “The neighborhood isn’t what it was when she lived here. It’s gone to pot. There used to be a tree there, where the sidewalk dips slightly.”


“Yes. I’ve seen pictures.”


“It died a few years ago and had to be cut down. Anyway,” he said, slipping the truck back into gear, “I thought you’d want to see it.”


“Thank you.” As he pulled the Blazer away from the curb, Alex kept her eyes on the house. The white paint had grayed. Hot summer suns had faded the maroon awnings over the front windows. It wasn’t attractive, but she swiveled her head and kept it in sight as long as she could.


That’s where she had lived with her mother for two short months. In those rooms, Celina had fed her, bathed her, rocked her, and sang her lullabies. There, she had listened for Alex’s crying in the night. Those walls had heard her mother’s whispered vows of love to her baby girl.


Alex didn’t remember, of course. But she knew that’s how it had been.


Tamping down the stirring emotions, she picked up the conversation they had been having when they had left the B & B. “Why is this proposed racetrack so important to the Mintons?”


He glanced at her as though she’d lost her senses. “Money. Why else?”


“It sounds like they’ve got plenty.”


“Nobody ever has enough money,” he remarked with a grim smile. “And only somebody who’s been as poor as me can say that. Look around.” He gestured at the empty stores along the main thoroughfare they were now traveling. “See all the empty businesses and foreclosure notices? When the oil market went bust, so did the economy of this town. Just about everybody worked in an oil-related occupation.”


“I understand all that.”


“Do you? I doubt it,” he said scornfully. “This town needs that racetrack to survive. What we don’t need is a wet-behind-the-ears, blue-eyed, redheaded female lawyer in a fur coat to come along and screw things up.”


“I came here to investigate a murder,” she lashed out, stung by his unexpected insult. “The racetrack, the gambling license, and the local economy have no relevance to it.”


“Like hell they don’t. If you ruin the Mintons, you ruin Purcell County.”


“If the Mintons are proven guilty, they’ve ruined themselves.”


“Look, lady, you’re not going to uncover any new clues about your mother’s murder. All you’re going to do is stir up trouble. You won’t get any help from locals. Nobody’s gonna speak out against the Mintons, because the future of this county is riding on them building that racetrack.”


“And you top the list of the loyal and close-mouthed.”


“Damn right!”


“Why?” she pressed. “Do the Mintons have something on you? Could one of them place you in that horse barn well before you ‘discovered’ my mother’s body? What were you doing there at that time of day, anyway?”


“What I did every day. I was shoveling shit out of the stables. I worked for Angus then.”


She was taken aback. “Oh, I didn’t know that.”


“There’s a lot you don’t know. And you’re far better off that way.”


He whipped the Blazer into his parking slot at the courthouse and braked, pitching her forward against her seat belt. “You’d do well to leave the past alone, Miss Gaither.”


“Thank you, Sheriff. I’ll take that under advisement.”


She got out of the truck and slammed the door behind her.


Cursing beneath his breath, Reede watched her walk up the sidewalk. He wished he could relax and just enjoy the shape of her calves, the enticing sway of her hips, and all else that had immediately captured his notice when she had entered Pat Chastain’s office yesterday afternoon. Her name, however, had robbed him of the luxury of indulging in pure, masculine appreciation.


Celina’s daughter, he thought now, shaking his head in consternation. It was little wonder that he found Alex so damned attractive. Her mother had been his soul mate from the day in grade school when some snotty kid had hurtfully taunted her because she no longer had a daddy after her father’s sudden death of a heart attack.


Knowing how ridicule about one’s parents could hurt, Reede had rushed to Celina’s defense. He had fought that battle and many others for her in the ensuing years. With Reede as the bearer of her colors, no one dared speak a cross word to her. A bond had been forged. Their friendship had been extraordinary and exclusive, until Junior had come along and been included.


So he knew he shouldn’t be surprised that the assistant D.A. from Austin had churned up such emotions inside him. Perhaps his only cause for alarm should be their intensity. Even though Celina had borne a child, she had died a girl. Alexandra was the embodiment of the woman she might have become.


He’d like to pass off his interest as purely nostalgic, a tender reminder of his childhood sweetheart. But he’d be lying to himself. If he needed any help defining the nature of his interest, all he had to do was acknowledge the warm pressure that had developed inside his jeans as he had watched her lick sugar off her fingertips.


“Christ,” he swore. He felt as ambiguous toward this woman as he’d felt toward her mother, just before she had been found dead in that stable.


How could two women, twenty-five years apart, have such a pivotal impact on his life? Loving Celina had almost ruined him. Her daughter posed just as real a threat. If she started digging into the past, God only knew what kind of trouble would be stirred up.


He intended to trade his sheriff’s job for one that would generate wealth and status. He sure as hell didn’t want his future shadowed by a criminal investigation.


Reede hadn’t worked his butt off all these years to let the payoff slip through his fingers. He’d spent his adult life overcompensating for his childhood. Now, when the respect he’d always wanted was within his grasp, he wasn’t about to stand by and let Alex’s investigation remind folks of his origins. The sassy lady lawyer could wreck him if she wasn’t stopped.


The people who said material possessions weren’t important already had plenty of everything. He’d never had anything. Until now. He was prepared to go to any length to protect it.


As he left his truck and reentered the courthouse, he cursed the day Alexandra Gaither had been born, just as he had on that day itself. At the same time, he couldn’t help but wonder if her smart mouth wouldn’t be good for something besides spouting accusations and legal jargon.


He’d bet his next win at the track that it would.















Chapter 4
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Judge Joseph Wallace was the Prairie Drugstore’s best customer for Mylanta. He knew as he pushed away from the lunch table that he’d have to take a swig or two of the stuff before the afternoon was over. His daughter Stacey had prepared the meal for him—as she did every day of the week except Sunday when they went to the country club buffet. Stacey’s dumplings, light and puffy as always, had landed like golf balls in his stomach.


“Something wrong?” She noticed that her father was absently rubbing his stomach.


“No, it’s nothing.”


“Chicken and dumplings is usually one of your favorites.”


“Lunch was delicious. I’ve just got a nervous stomach today.”


“Have a peppermint.” Stacey passed him a cut-glass candy dish, conveniently kept on a dust-free cherrywood coffee table. He took out a wrapped piece of red-and-white-striped candy and put it in his mouth. “Any particular reason why your stomach is nervous?”


Stacey had become her father’s caretaker when her mother had died several years earlier. She was single and rapidly approaching middle age, but she had never exhibited any ambition beyond being a homemaker. Because she had no husband or children of her own, she fussed over the judge.


She had never been a raving beauty, and age hadn’t ameliorated that unfortunate fact. Describing her physical attributes with tactful euphemisms was pointless. She was and always had been plain. Even so, her position in Purcell was well established.


Every important ladies’ league in town had her name on its roster. She taught a girls’ Sunday school class at the First Methodist Church, faithfully visited residents of the Golden Age Home each Saturday morning, and played bridge on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Her activities calendar was always full. She dressed expensively and well, though far too dowdily for her age.


Her etiquette was above reproach, her decorum refined, her temperament serene. She had weathered disappointments in a style that was noble and worthy of admiration. Everybody assumed that she was happy and content.


They were wrong.


Judge Wallace, a sparrow of a man, pulled on his heavy overcoat as he made his way toward the front door. “Angus called me last night.”


“Oh? What did he want?” Stacey asked as she pulled the collar of her father’s coat up around his ears to guard against the wind.


“Celina Gaither’s daughter turned up yesterday.”


Stacey’s busy hands fell still, and she took a step away from her father. Their eyes met. “Celina Gaither’s daughter?” The voice coming from her chalky lips was high and thin.


“Remember the baby? Alexandra, I believe.”


“Yes, I remember, Alexandra,” Stacey repeated vaguely. “She’s here in Purcell?”


“As of yesterday. All grown up now.”


“Why didn’t you tell me this last night when I came in?”


“You were late coming home from the chili supper. I was already in bed. I knew you’d be tired, too, and there was no need to bother you with it then.”


Stacey turned away and busied herself picking the empty cellophane wrappers out of the candy dish. Her father had an annoying habit of leaving the empties. “Why should the sudden appearance of Celina’s daughter bother me?”


“No reason in particular,” the judge said, glad he didn’t have to meet his daughter’s eyes. “On the other hand, it’ll probably upset the whole damn town.”


Stacey came back around. Her fingers were mutilating a piece of clear cellophane. “Why should it?”


The judge covered a sour belch with his fist. “She’s a prosecutor in the D.A.’s office in Austin.”


“Celina’s daughter?” Stacey exclaimed.


“Helluva thing, isn’t it? Who would have guessed that she would turn out that well, growing up with only Merle Graham for a parent.”


“You still haven’t said why she’s come back to Purcell. A visit?”


The judge shook his head. “Business, I’m afraid.”


“Does it have any bearing on the Mintons’ gambling license?”


He looked away, and nervously fidgeted with a button on his coat. “No, she’s, uh, she’s gotten the D.A.’s okay to reopen her mother’s murder case.”


Stacey’s bony chest seemed to cave in another inch. She groped behind her, searching for a place to land when she collapsed.


The judge, pretending not to notice his daughter’s distress, said, “She had Pat Chastain arrange a meeting with the Mintons and Reede Lambert. According to Angus, she made this grandstand announcement that before she was finished, she would determine which one of them had killed her mother.”


“What? Is she mad?”


“Not according to Angus. He said she appears to be razor sharp, in complete control of her faculties, and dead serious.”


Stacey gratefully lowered herself to the arm of the sofa and laid a narrow hand against the base of her neck. “How did Angus react?”


“You know Angus. Nothing gets him down. He seemed amused by the whole thing. Said there was nothing to worry about—that she couldn’t present any evidence to a grand jury because there isn’t any. Gooney Bud was the culprit.” The judge drew himself up. “And no one can question my ruling that the man was incompetent to stand trial.”


“I should say not,” Stacey said, rising to his defense. “You had no choice but to commit Gooney Bud to that hospital.”


“I reviewed his medical records every year, took depositions from the doctors who treated him. That facility isn’t a snake pit, you know. It’s one of the finest hospitals in the state.”


“Daddy, nobody is pointing a finger at you. Good Lord, all anybody has to do is review your record as judge. For more than thirty years, your reputation has remained unblemished.”


He ran his hand over his thinning hair. “I just hate for this to come up right now. Maybe I should retire early, not wait till my birthday next summer to step down.”


“You’ll do no such thing, Your Honor. You’ll stay on that bench until you’re ready to retire, and not a day before. No little upstart fresh out of law school is going to run you off.”


For all her starchy show of support, Stacey’s eyes revealed her anxiety. “Did Angus say how the girl… what she looks like? Does she resemble Celina?”


“Some.” The judge went to the front door and pulled it open. On his way out he regrettably mumbled over his shoulder, “Angus said she was prettier.”


Stacey sat woodenly on the arm of the sofa for a long time after the judge left, staring into space. She completely forgot about cleaning the noon meal dishes.
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“Hello, Judge Wallace. My name is Alex Gaither. How do you do?”


Introductions were unnecessary. He had known who she was the minute he had stepped into the office outside his chambers. Mrs. Lipscomb, his secretary, had nodded toward a chair against the opposite wall. Turning, he saw a young woman—twenty-five, if his calculations were correct—sitting in the straight chair with all the poise and self-confidence of royalty. It was an air she had inherited from her mother.


He hadn’t had much personal interaction with Celina Gaither, but he knew all about her through Stacey. The girls had been classmates through eleven years of public schooling. Even whittling away Stacey’s typical adolescent jealousy, he’d still painted an unflattering picture of a girl who knew she was beautiful, well liked, and who held all the boys in the class in the palm of her hand, including the only two who really mattered, Junior Minton and Reede Lambert.


Too many times to count, Stacey’s heart had been broken because of Celina. For that reason alone the judge had despised her. And because this young woman was her daughter, he disliked her on sight.


“How do you do, Miss Gaither.”


Judge Wallace shook her proffered hand, but no longer than was necessary to serve propriety. He found it difficult to consider this fashionable woman his colleague. He preferred lawyers who wore white shirts and worsted wool, not chic, short-skirted suits and fur. Viable members of the bar should emanate the faint smell of cigar smoke and leather-bound tomes, not a delicate perfume.


“Has District Attorney Chastain briefed you on why I’m here?”


“Yes. This morning. But I heard from Angus last night.”


She tilted her head, as though to say that that information was interesting and worth storing away for future consideration. He could have kicked himself for volunteering it.


The truth was, he was rather dazzled. Angus Minton had been right. Alexandra Gaither was better looking than her mother.


When she moved her head, a shaft of sunlight coming through the window blinds set her dark hair afire. The collar of her fur coat brushed her cheek, giving her complexion a glow as fresh and delectable as ripe apricots. Stacey had a similar coat, but it turned her complexion the color of cold ashes.


“Could I have a moment with you in your chambers, Judge Wallace?” she asked politely.


Needlessly, he consulted his wristwatch. “I’m afraid that’s out of the question. Actually, I just stopped by to pick up my messages. I’ve got an appointment out of the office for the rest of the afternoon.” Mrs. Lipscomb started with surprise, a dead giveaway that he was lying.


Alex pondered the toes of her shoes for a moment. “I hate to insist, but I must. This is very important, and I’m anxious to get the investigation underway as soon as possible. Before I can move forward, I need to verify some facts with you. It won’t take very long.” The corners of her mouth turned up into a smile. “I’m certain your cooperation will be appreciated by my office in Austin.”


Judge Wallace wasn’t stupid; neither was Alex. She couldn’t very well pull rank on him, but she could make him look bad with the Travis County D.A., who hobnobbed with the powers that be in the capitol.


“Very well, please come in.” He shrugged off his overcoat, asked Mrs. Lipscomb to hold his calls, then followed Alex into his chambers. “Have a seat.”


“Thank you.”


His stomach was burning in the center of his gut like a crashed meteor. He’d drunk two swallows of antacid on his way back to the courthouse, but he could stand another kick. Alex didn’t appear the least bit rattled. She sat down across the desk from him and gracefully shrugged out of her coat.


“Let’s get to it, Miss Gaither,” he said imperiously. “What do you want to know?”


Alex opened her briefcase and withdrew a sheaf of papers. Inwardly, the judge groaned. “I’ve read the transcript of Bud Hicks’s hearing, and I have some questions about it.”


“Such as?”


“What was your rush?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Bud Hicks was arraigned on a charge of first-degree murder and held without bail in the Purcell County jail. His competency hearing was held three days later.”


“So?”


“Isn’t that a rather brief period of time in which to weigh a man’s future?”


The judge leaned back in his cordovan leather chair, which had been a gift from his daughter, hoping to impress the young attorney with his composure. “Maybe the docket was loaded and I was trying to clear it out. Or maybe it was a slack time and I was able to act quickly. I don’t remember. It was twenty-five years ago.”


She lowered her eyes to the notepad resting on her lap. “You had only two psychiatrists examine Mr. Hicks.”


“His retardation was obvious, Miss Gaither.”


“I’m not questioning that.”


“He was, to put it unkindly, the town idiot. I don’t mean to sound cruel, but that’s what he was. He was tolerated. People saw him, but looked through him, if you know what I mean. He was a harmless fixture—”


“Harmless?”


Again the judge could have bitten his tongue. “Until the night he killed your mother.”


“No jury convicted him of that, Judge.”


Judge Wallace wet his lips, chagrined. “Of course.” He tried to avoid her level gaze so he could collect his thoughts. “I felt that two psychiatric analyses would be adequate, in this particular case.”


“No doubt I would agree with you, if the analyses hadn’t been so divergent.”


“Or, if your mother hadn’t been the victim of the crime,” the judge said, getting in a shot.


She bristled. “I’m going to disregard that, Judge Wallace.”


“Well, isn’t that what this is all about? Or do you, for some reason unknown to me, want to question my integrity and undermine a judgment I made twenty-five years ago?”


“If you’ve got nothing to hide, then you’ve got no reason to believe that your excellent record will be marred by my asking a few questions, do you?”


“Proceed,” he said stiffly.


“The two court-appointed psychiatrists disagreed on Mr. Hicks’s mental condition the night of my mother’s murder. This was the glitch that first intrigued me. After calling District Attorney Harper’s attention to it, he agreed that the case should be reinvestigated.


“One psychiatrist clearly believed that Hicks was incapable of committing such an act of violence. The other said he was. Why didn’t you seek a third, tie-breaking opinion?”


“It wasn’t necessary.”


“I disagree, Judge.” She paused a moment, then looked up at him without lifting her head. “You were golf partners with the doctor who ruled in favor of. The other psychiatrist was from out of town. That was the first and only time he ever appeared in your court as an expert witness.”


Judge Wallace’s face became red with indignation. “If you doubt my honesty, I suggest you consult with the doctors themselves, Miss Gaither.”


“I’ve tried. Unfortunately, both are deceased.” She met his hostile gaze coolly. “I did, however, consult with the last doctor to treat Mr. Hicks. He says you punished the wrong man, and has given me an affidavit to that effect.”


“Miss Gaither.” He rose partially from his chair and slapped the top of his desk. He was angry, but he also felt naked and vulnerable. The soft knock on his door was a godsend. “Yes?”


Sheriff Lambert strolled in.


“Reede!” Alex wouldn’t have been surprised if the judge had rushed across the room and embraced him. He seemed that glad to see him. “Come in.”


“Mrs. Lipscomb said you weren’t to be disturbed, but when she told me who was with you, I convinced her that I might be of service.”


“To whom?” Alex asked tartly.


Reede sauntered to the chair next to hers and dropped into it. Insolent green eyes moved over her. “To anybody who needs servicing.”


Alex chose to ignore the double entendre and hoped he would ignore the mounting color in her face. She directed her attention to the judge.


“Miss Gaither was curious to know why I ruled Mr. Hicks incompetent to stand trial. Since she didn’t know him, she can’t appreciate how easily he fit the criteria of being unable to understand the charges against him and assist in his own defense.”


“Thank you, Judge Wallace,” she said, seething, “but I know the criteria. What I don’t know is why you made the ruling so hastily.”


“I saw no need for a postponement,” the judge replied, obviously more at ease now that Reede was there. “I told you earlier that most people in town merely tolerated Hicks. Your mother, to her credit, was kind to him. Gooney Bud latched on to her, in a pathetic way. I’m sure he was often a nuisance, the way he followed her around like a devoted little puppy. Right, Reede?”


The sheriff nodded. “Celina wouldn’t let anybody pick on him when she was around. He used to give her presents, you know, mesquite beans, rocks, stuff like that. She always thanked him like he’d given her the crown jewels.”


“I figure that Gooney Bud mistook her kindness for a deeper emotion,” Judge Wallace said. “He followed her into the Mintons’ stables that night and, uh, tried to force his attentions on her.”


“Rape her?” Alex asked bluntly.


“Well, yes,” the judge said, flustered. “And when she rebuffed him, he couldn’t handle the rejection, and…”


“Stabbed her thirty times,” Alex supplied.


“You force me to be insensitive, Miss Gaither.” Joe Wallace looked at her reproachfully.


Alex crossed her legs. Her stockings made a slippery, silky sound that drew the sheriff’s attention to them. She caught him staring at her hemline, but tried not to let it bother her as she continued to question the jittery judge.


“Let me make sure I understand. It’s your contention that the murder wasn’t premeditated, but a crime of passion?”


“As you said, it’s conjecture.”


“Okay, but for the sake of argument, let’s say that’s the way it was. If Bud Hicks was acting out of extreme provocation, outrage, uncontrollable lust, wouldn’t he have utilized a pitchfork, or a rake, or something else that was handy? What was he doing with a scalpel if he didn’t enter that stable with the intention of killing her?”


“That’s easy,” Reede said. Alex looked at him sharply. “A mare had foaled that day. It was a difficult birth. We called the vet in to assist.”


“How? Did he have to do an episiotomy?” she asked.


“In the long run, no. We were finally able to pull the foal. But Doc Collins’s bag was right there. The scalpel could have fallen out. I’m guessing, of course, but it’s logical to assume that Gooney Bud saw it and picked it up.”


“That’s a very broad assumption, Sheriff Lambert.”


“Not so broad. As I’ve told you, Gooney Bud collected all kinds of stuff like that.”


“He’s right, Miss Gaither,” Judge Wallace hastened to say. “Ask anybody. Something as shiny as a surgical instrument would have attracted his attention the moment he went into the stable.”


“Was he in the stable that day?” she asked Reede.


“Yes. There were people coming and going all day, Gooney Bud among them.”


Alex wisely decided that it was time to retreat and regroup. She gave the judge a peremptory thank-you and left the chambers. The sheriff followed her out. As soon as they’d cleared the anteroom, she turned to confront him.


“From now on, I’ll thank you not to coach whoever I’m questioning.”


He assumed an innocent look. “Is that what I was doing?”


“You know damn well it was. I’ve never heard such a flimsy, farfetched explanation of a murder in my life. And I would eat alive any attorney who attempted to defend a client with it.”


“Hmm, that’s funny.”


“Funny?”


“Yeah.” She was subjected to another sly, arrogant once-over. “I was thinking you were the one who looked good enough to eat.”


Blood rushed to her head. She attributed it to outrage. “Don’t you take me seriously, Mr. Lambert?”


His insolence dissolved along with his insinuating smile. “You’re damn right I do, Counselor,” he whispered fiercely. “Damn right I do.”
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