
  
    
      
    
  


  Also by Lisa Jackson


   


  The Morning After


  The Night Before


  You Don’t Want to Know


  Running Scared


  Twice Kissed


  Deep Freeze


  Fatal Burn


  Without Mercy


   


  Hot Blooded


  Cold Blooded


  Shiver


  Absolute Fear


  Lost Souls


  Malice


  Devious


   


  Left to Die


  Chosen to Die


  Born to Die


  Afraid to Die


  Ready to Die


   


  Unspoken


   


   


  Lisa Jackson


   


   


  [image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


   


   


  www.hodder.co.uk


  First published by in USA in 1999 by Kensington Publishing Corp.


  First published in Great Britain in 2013 by  Hodder & Stoughton


   


  An Hachette UK company


   


  2


   


  Copyright ©  by 1999 Susan Lisa Jackson, copyright © 2012 Lisa Jackson LLC


   


  The right of Lisa Jackson to be identified as the Author of the


  Work has been asserted by her in accordance with


  the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


   


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


  stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


  means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


  otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


  in which it is published and without a similar condition being


  imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


   


  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


  to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


   


  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


   


  Ebook ISBN 9781444780291


  Paperback ISBN 9781444780284


   


  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


  Carmelite House


  50 Victoria Embankment


  London EC4Y 0DZ


   


  www.hodder.co.uk


   


   


   


  This book is dedicated to my sons, Matthew and Michael Crose, who are, without a doubt, the lights of my life. Thanks, guys! You’re the best!


  Acknowledgments


  I would like to express my thanks and appreciation to all the people who helped in the research and structuring of this book. Without their help and support it would not have been written. Thanks to my friends and family and especially Ann Baumann, Nancy and Ken Bush, Matthew Crose, Michael Crose, Alexis Harrington, Mary Clare Kersten, Ken Melum, Betty and Jack Pederson, Sally Peters, Tess O’Shaughnessy, Robin Rue, John Scognamiglio, Linda and Larry Sparks, and Mark and Celia Stinson. Muchas gracias!


  Prologue


  Blanco County Courthouse Texas


  From his seat at the defense table, Ross McCallum sent a prayer to Heaven, to a God he’d never trusted, and silently bargained for his freedom. In his hasty words with God, Ross vowed that if he was found innocent of the murder conviction, he’d turn over a new leaf, walk the straight and narrow, go door to door giving out Bibles, even become a preacher, a reformed sinner who had quit his lawless ways.


  Shifting in his chair, his leg shackles clinking loudly, he was reminded that his chances of beating this trumped-up charge were slim to none. Not after Caleb Swaggert’s damning testimony. The old son of a bitch had sat right up on the witness stand and lied through the few teeth still in his mouth.


  He’d only hoped that the jury, at least one damned person, would see through Swaggert’s lies. The juror he’d pinned his hopes on was an older woman, well north of seventy, from the looks of her, with white, kinked hair and deep grooves in skin tanned by years in the sun. During Caleb’s testimony, juror seven had seemed to dislike what she’d heard, wrinkling her nose and shaking her head, just slightly. She’d even sent McCallum worried, but encouraging, glances. She,


  alone, seemed to be on his side.


  That was enough. Just one vote in his favor.


  The decision to find him guilty had to be unanimous.


  He was counting on juror number seven.


  Now, the courtroom was sweltering, here in this county courthouse where the air-conditioning had given out, and the lazy Texas sun was beating down with a ferocity that melted the tar in the streets and burned through the windows of this hundred-year-old building.


  He felt a trickle of sweat roll down from his temple, but didn’t lift his hands to swipe it away as his wrists, too, were bound. Behind him, in the seats positioned behind the railing, he heard the whispers and felt dozens of pairs of eyes staring at the back of his head, their accusatory gazes drilling through his skull. The courtroom was filled to capacity and he imagined there were people waiting outside on the steps, in the shade, in cars. Newspeople as well as the curious, all wanting to see him punished for this crime.


  Well, let ’em look!


  Of course, she was among those who hoped his soul rotted in hell.


  Shelby Cole, daughter of Judge Jerome “Red” Cole, who probably played cards with the bastard who was presiding over his case, the Honorable Judge Leonard Fry. McCallum didn’t glance behind him, just kept his eyes fixed straight ahead to the carpet in front of the bench.


  The members of the jury filed in and the courtroom became quiet—deathly quiet. Every muscle in McCallum’s body tensed, but he forced his face to remain calm, emotionless. The jurors wouldn’t look his direction, not even the little granny with the kinky white hair and the weathered face. He’d counted on her, but she avoided eye contact with him, as did all the others.


  Not a good sign. Was it possible? Had they really decided to convict him on the flimsy, circumstantial evidence that the prosecution had thrown at them? No murder weapon had been found and nothing linked Ross McCallum to the crime except the flimsy testimony of an old geezer known for his love of whiskey.


  And yet, he felt his guts clench with a new desperation.


  “Has the jury reached a verdict?” Judge Fry, a beanpole of a man in heavy black robes, asked the foreman of the twelve men and women who’d been chosen to determine the course of Ross McCallum’s life.


  “We have, Your Honor,” the foreman responded. Wearing glasses that were always tinted gray, the heavyset man in his Western-cut suit handed the bailiff the paper that would change the course of Ross McCallum’s life forever. Ross followed the motion without any expression. But his heart pounded with dread, and sweat drizzled down the side of his face.


  Reading over the tops of his half glasses, the judge read the papers and the next few minutes were a blur as McCallum was urged to his feet by his court-appointed attorney, a snotnosed kid fresh out of law school who was smart enough, just unwilling to bend the rules, and the foreman read the verdict of “Guilty.”


  The word echoed through the courtroom and around him, people began to talk. Like bombs exploding, the verdict blasted through his head. Guilty! For the murder of Ramón Estevan, a miserable bastard who deserved to die! Oh, Jesus. No! No! No!


  Vaguely conscious of each member of the jury being polled, he somehow remained standing, his jaw set, his legs feeling as steady as sand. He only realized it was time to move when the guards came to usher him away.


  For the rest of his miserable life.


  If he let them.


  But he wouldn’t.


  He glanced over his shoulder and saw the spectators, all staring back at him and, sure enough, Shelby Cole was there, looking down her straight nose at him, defying him, feeling a glimmer of satisfaction at his doom. He forced a grin he knew was a leer, and felt the same heat rise in him that he always did when his gaze landed upon her.


  “I’ll be back,” he whispered under his breath. “I’ll be back and when I do, I’ll find you.”


  As if she’d heard him, she visibly started and for the briefest of seconds, she remembered. Just as he did. All that had happened between them. The hot night. The hotter sex. The fear.


  His grin widened and she turned ashen, as if she might just faint.


  That was a good start.


  A damned good one.


  “Hey!” One of the guards pulled at him, but not before he lifted his hands, clasped together, only his two index fingers pointing outward. He aimed them straight at Shelby Cole, then blew her a kiss.


  The bitch had the audacity to shake her head at him, as if she wasn’t afraid. But he knew better. And his cock threatened to get hard just at the thought.


  “Let’s go, McCallum!” the burly guard in the sweat-stained uniform ordered as he pushed his charge roughly toward the side door.


  Oh yeah, McCallum thought in silent fury, I’ll be back, you fuckers! And when I return, I’m gonna extract my vengeance . . . slowly, and surely, on each and every one of you who set me up. Get ready. ’Cause you’ll see me coming. You’ll know your fate, you sorry sons of bitches. And Shelby-girl, you better take note. You’re at the top of my list.


  I swear to God, Bad Luck, Texas, will never be the same!


  Escorted out of the courtroom, he realized that his prayers at the defense table had been for naught.


  As it turned out, once again, God wasn’t listening.


  Chapter 1


  Bad Luck, Texas


  Heat sweltered over the dry acres of range grass. Shade was sparse, the smell of dust heavy in the summer air. Nevada Smith took aim. Closed his bad eye. Squeezed the trigger.


  Bam!


  The old Winchester kicked hard against his bare shoulder, and his target, a rusting tin can, jumped off its fence post to land on the hard ground. The longhorns in the next field didn’t so much as twitch, but a warm feeling of satisfaction stole through Nevada’s blood as he took a bead on the next target, an empty beer bottle he intended to shatter into a million pieces.


  He hoisted the rifle again. Cocked it. Set his jaw and narrowed his eyes. His finger tightened over the trigger, but he hesitated.


  He sensed the truck before he heard it. As he craned his neck, he spied a plume of dust trailing the fence posts along the lane just as he heard the rumble of a pickup’s engine. Squinting through scratched Foster Grant lenses, he studied the make and model and recognized Shep Marson’s red Dodge.


  Shit.


  What the hell did that old bastard want? Shep was a deputy with the Sheriff’s Department, a hard-ass who was leaning heavily toward running for county sheriff. As crooked as a crippled dog’s hind leg, Shep was a nephew of a county judge, was married to the daughter of a once-rich cattle rancher and was about to be elected by a landslide. Crime in this neck of Texas Hill Country was about to take an upswing.


  Nevada’s nerves were strung as tight as bailing twine, and it wasn’t just because Shep was one mean, bigoted son of a bitch who had no business being this far out of his jurisdiction.


  The simple fact of the matter was that Shep just happened to be Shelby Cole’s shirttail cousin, a man with whom Nevada had worked briefly and a man who had once threatened him at gunpoint. Nope, there never would be any love lost between Nevada and Shep.


  Hauling the rifle in one hand, Nevada walked past an old rose garden with overgrown bushes going to seed. He snagged the worn T-shirt he’d hung over a fence post and hooked it with one finger, slinging the faded scrap of cotton over his shoulder.


  A wasp was working busily building a nest in the eaves of the two-room cabin he called home, and his crippled old dog, a half-breed with more border collie than Lab in him, lay in the shade of the sagging front porch. His tail gave a hard thump to the dirt as Nevada passed, and he lifted his head and gave off a disgruntled “woof ” at the sound of the Dodge.


  “Shh. It’ll be all right,” Nevada lied. He tried and failed to ignore the throb of a hangover that had lingered past noon and seemed to get worse rather than better as the sun rode high in the western sky and heat shimmered in undulating waves as far as the eye could see. Nevada’s stomach clenched as the truck roared closer. His bad eye ached a bit, and he swatted at a stupid horsefly that hadn’t figured out that the herd was three hundred feet west, huddled behind a thicket of scrub oak and mesquite trees, each lazy horse standing nose to buttocks with another and flicking at flies with its tail.


  Marson’s truck slid to a stop in front of the old toolshed and he cut the engine.


  The muscles at the base of Nevada’s neck tightened—the way they always did when he was confronted by the law. At one time he’d been a member of the ranks; now he was an outcast.


  Shep climbed from behind the wheel. A big bear of a man whose lower lip was always extended with a chaw of tobacco, Shep sauntered around the front of his bug-spattered truck. In snakeskin boots, faded jeans and a Western-cut shirt that was a little too tight around his belly, Shep made his way up the dusty path leading to the cabin. Two cans of Coors, connected by plastic strapping that had once held six sixteen-ouncers, dangled from his thick fingers.


  “Smith.” He spat a stream of black juice through his front teeth as he reached the gate. “Got a minute?”


  “Depends.”


  “On?”


  “Is this official business?”


  “Nah.” Shep wiped the back of his free hand over his lips. The beginning of a mustache was visible on the freckled skin over his upper lip. “Just two old friends chewin’ the fat.”


  Nevada didn’t believe him for a second. He and Shep had never been friends—not even when they’d been part of the same team. They both knew it. But he held his tongue. There was a reason Marson was here. A big one.


  Shep yanked one can from its holder and tossed it to Nevada, who caught it on the fly. “Hell, it sure is hot,” Shep grumbled, popping the top and listening to the cooling sound of air escaping. With a nod he hoisted the can and took a long draught.


  “It’s always hot.” Nevada opened his beer. “Summer in Texas.”


  “Guess I forgot.” Shep chuckled without a drip of humor.


  “C’mon, let’s sit a spell.” He hiked his chin toward the front porch where two plastic chairs were patiently gathering dust. Sweat trickled down the side of Shep’s face, sparkling in skinny sideburns that were beginning to gray. “Y’hear about old Caleb Swaggert?” he asked, eyeing the horizon where a few wisps of clouds gathered and the dissipating wake of a jet sliced northward.


  The warning hairs on the back of Nevada’s neck prickled. He leaned against a post on the porch while Shep settled into one of the garage-sale chairs. “What about him?”


  Shep nursed his beer for a few minutes while looking over the eyesore of a ranch Nevada had inherited. With a grunt, he said, “Seems old Caleb’s about to die. Cancer. The docs up in Coopersville give him less than a month.” Another long swallow. Nevada’s fingers tightened over his Coors. “And lo and behold, Caleb says he’s found Jesus. Don’t want to die a sinner. So he’s recantin’ his testimony.”


  Every muscle in Nevada’s body tensed. Through lips that barely moved, he asked, “Meanin’?”


  “That Ross McCallum is a free man. Caleb’s testimony sent the ol’ boy to prison in the first place, his and Ruby Dee’s. Ever’b’dy in these parts knows what a lying whore Ruby is, and now it looks like she might admit that she was just settin’ Ross up.”


  Nevada felt sick inside. A bit of a breeze, hot as Satan’s breath, brushed the back of his neck.


  Shep hoisted his can again, nearly drained it. “Now I know it was you who arrested the sum-bitch, Smith, you who sent him up the river, but I thought I should let you know Ross’s gonna be out in a couple a days, dependin’ on who’s reviewin’ the case, and I don’t have to tell ya that he’s got a short fuse. Hell, he was in more fights around here when he was growin’ up than you were. Half the time they were with you. Ain’t that right?” When Nevada didn’t answer, Shep nodded to himself and took another long swallow, finishing the Coors. “When he gits out, he’s gonna be mean as a wounded grizzly.” Holding the can, he managed to point an index finger at Nevada. “No doubt he’ll come lookin’ fer you.” Crushing the empty sixteen-ouncer in one meaty fist, Shep added, “The way I figger it, forewarned is forearmed. Y’know what I mean?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Good.” He tossed his empty onto the half-rotten floorboards of the porch and stood. “Y’know, Nevada, I never did understand it much. You two were best friends once, right? He was the quarterback on the football team and you his wide receiver. Well, before he got throwed off. But what happened between you two?”


  Nevada lifted a shoulder. “People change.”


  “Do they now?” Shep’s lips flattened over his teeth. “Maybe they do when a woman’s involved.”


  “Maybe.”


  Shep walked down the two steps of the front porch and then, as if a sudden thought had struck him, turned to look over his shoulder. “That’s the other news, son,” he said, and his tone was dead serious.


  “What is?”


  “There’s a rumor that Shelby’s headin’ back to Bad Luck.”


  Nevada’s heart nearly stopped, but he managed to keep his expression bland.


  “That’s right,” Shep said as if talking to himself. “I heard it from my sister. Shelby called her this mornin’. So, if she does happen to show up, I don’t want no trouble, y’hear? You and Ross did enough fightin’ over her years ago. I remember haulin’ both of you boys in. You were cut up pretty bad. Lost your eye. Ended up in the hospital. And Ross, he had a couple a cracked ribs and a broken arm after wrasslin’ with ya. Seems to me he swore he’d kill ya then.”


  “He never got the chance.”


  “’Til now, son.” Shep glanced around the sorry yard and drew a handkerchief from his back pocket. He mopped his face, and the grooves near the corners of his eyes deepened as he squinted. “Like I said, I just don’t want no trouble. I’m gonna run fer sheriff of Blanco County next year, and I can’t have my name associated with any wild-ass shit.”


  “Don’t see how you’d be.”


  “Good. Let’s just keep it that way.” He started toward his truck again, and Nevada told himself that he should just let sleeping dogs lie, pretend no interest, seal his lips. But he couldn’t.


  “Why’s Shelby comin’ back to Bad Luck now?” he asked.


  “Now, that’s a good question, ain’t it?” Shep paused and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Sweat stained the underarms of his shirt. “A damned good question. I was hopin’ you might have an answer, but I see ya don’t.” He looked off into the distance and spat a long stream of tobacco juice at the sun-bleached weeds growing around the base of a fence post. “Maybe Ross knows.”


  Nevada’s headache pounded.


  “Seems odd, don’t ya think, that both he and Shelby are gonna be back in town at the same time? Kind of a coincidence.”


  More than a coincidence, Nevada thought, but this time, he held his tongue as the older man ambled back to his truck. As far as Nevada could see, Shelby Cole—beautiful, spoiled, the only daughter of Judge Jerome “Red” Cole—had no business returning to the Texas Hill Country. No damned business at all.


  Shelby stepped hard on the gas pedal of her rented Cadillac. Brush, scrub oak, dying wildflowers and prickly pear cactus flew past as she pushed the speed limit. Road kill, predominantly armadillos with a few unlucky jackrabbits thrown in, was scattered along the gravel shoulder of the highway. It reminded her that she was closing in on Bad Luck, a tiny town not far from Austin, a town she’d sworn she’d never set foot in again.


  The sunroof was open, harsh rays beating down on the top of her head, strands of her red-blond hair yanked from the knot she’d twisted to the base of her skull. She didn’t care. She’d kicked off her high heels at the airport and was driving barefoot, her eyebrows slammed together in concentration, the notes of some old Madonna song barely piercing her consciousness.


  She took a corner a little too fast, and the tires on the Caddy screeched, but she didn’t slow down. After ten years of being away, ten years ostracized, ten years of living life her way in Seattle, she couldn’t wait to pull up to the century-old home where she’d been raised. Not that she’d stay long. Just do her business and get the hell out.


  Her fingers tightened over the wheel. Memories flooded her mind, memories that were trapped in another time and space, recollections of promises and lies, making love in a spring thunderstorm and feeling the aftershocks of betrayal. And then the grief. The soul-shattering grief that still in the long lonely nights returned to scrape at the hollow of her heart. She swallowed hard. Refused to walk down that painful path.


  She snapped off the radio and shoved a pair of sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose. Right now she didn’t need to hear anything the least bit maudlin or romantic. Not today. Probably not ever. She glanced at the bucket seat next to her, where she’d tossed her briefcase. From the side pocket, the corner of a manila envelope was visible; inside was a letter—written anonymously—with a San Antonio postmark. It was the reason she’d demanded a leave of absence from the real estate company where she was employed, packed one overnight bag, driven to Sea-Tac Airport and taken the first available flight to Austin.


  Less than twenty-four hours from the time she’d received the damning letter, she was driving through the grid of streets in the center of the small town she’d called home for the first eighteen years of her life.


  Nothing much had changed in Bad Luck.


  The drugstore looked the same, down to the original hitching post still planted in front of the side door. With a wry smile, she remembered carving her initials in the underside of that same post and wondered if they were still there, aged by time and weather, a silly little carving that proclaimed her love for a man who had ended up breaking her heart.


  “Fool,” she muttered, stopping at the single red light in town and waiting as a pregnant woman pushed a stroller with a crying toddler across the street. Heat rose from the pavement, distorting her vision and threatening to melt the asphalt. Lord, it was hot here. She’d forgotten. Sweat prickled her scalp and the air seemed heavy as it pressed against her cotton blouse. Beneath her khaki skirt her skin was moist. She could close the damned sunroof, roll up the windows and blast the air-conditioning, but she didn’t want to. No. She wanted to remember Bad Luck, Texas, for the miserable scrap of ground it was. Named appropriately by an old prospector, the town had grown slowly and only a few of the citizens had prospered—her father being the most visible. Once she’d shaken the dust of Bad Luck from her heels, she’d sworn she’d never return.


  And yet she was back.


  With a vengeance.


  Unerringly she drove down sun-baked side streets and turned the corner at a cement-block motel boasting low rates, air-conditioning, Wi-Fi and cable TV, then nosed the Caddy past a mom-and-pop grocery where scattered cars glinted in the pockmarked lot. Farther on, past small bungalows, some with FOR RENT signs in the windows, the street curved around a statue of Sam Houston in the park and wound through a residential area where shade trees offered some relief from the sun and a few of the older homes had a veneer of nineteenth-century charm.


  Far from the center of town, closer to the hills, were the more prestigious and widely scattered homes.


  Her father’s Victorian was the grandest of the lot, a mansion by Bad Luck standards. Nestled on five acres in the sloping hills a mile from town, with a creek meandering through ancient pecan trees, the house was three stories of cut stone and brick, flanked on all sides by wide, covered porches. Ornate grillwork and tall windows were graced by hanging baskets of fuchsias exploding with color. The grass was cut, green and edged, the flowering shrubs trimmed, and she imagined that the kidney-shaped pool in the back was still a shimmering man-made lake of aquamarine, a testament to Judge Red Cole’s wealth, power and influence.


  Shelby frowned and remembered the taunts she’d heard as a child and teenager, the whispered words of awe and scorn that she’d pretended had never been uttered.


  “Rich bitch.”


  “Luckiest girl west of San Antonio.”


  “Can you imagine? She has anything she ever wanted. All she has to do is ask, or blink her baby-blues at her daddy.”


  “Rough life, eh, darlin’?”


  Cringing even now as she had then. Shelby felt her cheeks burn with the same hot shade of embarrassment that had colored them when she’d been told not to play with Maria, the caretaker’s daughter, or warned that Ruby Dee was a “bad girl” with a soiled reputation, or learned that her Appaloosa mare was worth more than Nevada Smith had made in a full year of working overtime at her father’s cattle ranch located eight miles north of town.


  No wonder she’d run. She braked at the garage, slipped on her heels, cut the engine and tossed the keys into her briefcase. Muttering, “Give me strength,” under her breath to no one in particular, she climbed out of the car, ignored the fact that her blouse was sticking to her back and marched up the brick walk to the front of the house. She didn’t bother raising the brass knocker that was engraved proudly with the Cole name as she remembered the sickening spoof of a nursery rhyme she’d heard in grade school.


  Old Judge Cole


  Was a nasty old soul


  And a nasty old soul was he.


  He called for his noose


  And he called for his gun


  And he called for his henchmen three.


   


  The front door opened easily and the smells of furniture polish, potpourri and cinnamon greeted her. Italian marble, visible beneath the edges of expensive throw rugs, gleamed as sunlight streamed through tall, spotless windows.


  “Hola! Is someone there?” an old familiar voice asked in a thick Spanish accent. From the kitchen, soft footsteps sounded, and as Shelby rounded the corner to the kitchen she nearly ran smack-dab into Lydia, her father’s housekeeper.


  Dark eyes widened in recognition. A smile of pure delight cracked across her jaw. “Señorita Shelby!” Lydia, whose once-black hair, neatly braided and wound into a bun at the base of her neck, was now shot with streaks of silver, smiled widely. Wiry strands that had escaped their bonds framed the face that Shelby remembered from her youth. Lydia’s waist had thickened over the years but her face was unlined, her coppery skin stretched over high cheekbones as smooth as ever.


  “Dios!” Lydia threw her arms around the woman she’d helped raise. “Why did you not tell anyone you were coming home?”


  “It was kind of a quick decision.” Unwanted tears burned the back of Shelby’s eyes as she hugged Lydia. Black dress, white collar, white apron and sensible sandals—Lydia’s attire hadn’t changed in all the years Shelby had been away. And she still smelled of vanilla, talc and cigarette smoke. “It’s . . . good to see you.”


  “And you, niña.” She clucked her tongue. “If I had known you are coming, I would have cooked all your favorites—ham and sweet potatoes and for dessert pecan pie. I’ll make it this day! It is still your favorite?”


  Shelby laughed. “Yeah, but please, Lydia, don’t go to any trouble—I don’t know how long I’ll be staying.”


  “Hush. We will not talk of your leaving when you just walked through the door. Ahh, niña!” Tears brightened the older woman’s eyes. Blinking rapidly, she said, “You are like a fantasma, the ghost of your mother.” Sighing, Lydia held Shelby at arm’s length and looked her up and down. “But you are too skinny—Dios! Do they not know how to cook up north?”


  “Nope. No one does,” Shelby teased. “Everyone’s skin and bones in Seattle. They just drink coffee and huddle against the rain and climb mountains. That sort of thing.”


  Lydia chuckled. “This, we will fix.”


  “Later. Right now I want to see the Judge,” Shelby said, refusing to be deterred by the housekeeper’s kindness or any ridiculous sense of nostalgia. She had a mission. “Is he at home?” She extracted herself from Lydia’s embrace.


  “Sí. On the veranda, but he is with clients. I will tell him you are—”


  Too late. Shelby had already started for the French doors leading to the backyard. “I’ll do it myself. Thanks, Lydia.”


  She walked past the shining mahogany table that, with its twelve carved chairs, occupied the dining room. A floral arrangement of birds of paradise, her mother’s favorite flowers, graced the lustrous table, just as a new arrangement had every week since Jasmine Cole’s death over twenty years earlier. Crystal and china, sparkling and ready for a sit-down party, were visible through the glass panes of a massive china closet.


  Nothing seemed to change in Bad Luck, Shelby decided as she opened the French doors and stepped onto the tile veranda that overlooked the pool. Fans mounted in the ceiling of the porch swirled the air lazily, and shade from the live oaks and pecan trees eased some of the summer heat that rose from the terra cotta that skirted the pool and reflected in sharp rays off the shimmering blue water.


  Her father was seated at a small table. Dressed in a black suit and white shirt, a black Stetson on the table, his cane with its carved ivory handle lying across his lap, he was deep in conversation with two men. Not three henchmen, but, she supposed, two yes-men dressed in jeans and shirts with their sleeves rolled up. One had a brown mustache and thinning hair, the other wore a silvering goatee and dark sunglasses.


  At the sound of the door closing behind her, they all looked up. Two faces scowled slightly, then gave her the once-over as if in tandem. Their sour expressions ebbed slowly to interest.


  She ignored them both.


  Her father looked over his shoulder. “Shelby!”


  She ached inside when she saw the pure joy that lit his face. God, he’d aged. His face had become jowly with the years, his belly larger than it had been. His eyelids had sagged a bit and lines weaved through his neck and across his forehead. His red hair had faded and grayed, but he was still an imposing man, and as he pulled himself to his full height of six feet, three inches, she remembered how intimidating he’d been on the bench.


  “My God, girl, it’s good to see you.” He opened his arms wide, but Shelby held her ground and stood away from him.


  “We need to talk.”


  “What the hell are you doin’ here, darlin’?” Disappointment clouded his blue eyes, and a part of her wanted to run to him and throw her arms around his neck and say oh, Daddy, I’ve missed you. But she didn’t. Instead she swallowed back the urge to break down altogether and stiffened her spine. She was no longer a frightened little girl.


  “Alone, Judge. We need to talk alone.” She stared pointedly at his latest gofers.


  The men, dismissed by a nod from their boss, kicked out their chairs, and with muffled words and hasty assurances from Judge Cole that they’d get together later, walked stiffly around the back of the house and through a gate. In the ensuing stillness, when the sound of bees humming and a woodpecker drumming were all that could be heard, Shelby didn’t waste any time. She reached into her briefcase, pulled out the manila envelope, ripped it open and spilled its contents onto the glass-topped table where the ice in three half-consumed drinks was still melting.


  The black-and-white photo of a girl of nine or ten stared up at them, and the Judge sucked in his breath as he slowly sat down again. Shelby noticed that his wedding band had cut a groove in the ring finger of his left hand, a ring that hadn’t been removed in over thirty years, and on his right, he sported a flashy diamond that most Hollywood brides would envy.


  Shelby leaned over the table so that the tip of her nose was nearly touching her father’s. With one finger she pointed to the black-and-white picture. “This is my daughter,” she said, her insides quaking, her voice unsteady. “Your granddaughter.”


  She looked for any sign of recognition in the old man’s face. There was none. “She looks just like me. Just like Mom.”


  The Judge glanced at the photo. “There’s a resemblance.”


  “No resemblance, Judge. This girl is a dead ringer.


  And here”—she edged a piece of paper from beneath the photograph—“this is a copy of her birth certificate. And this . . . the death notice of her as a baby. Read it—Elizabeth Jasmine Cole. She was supposed to have died, Judge— of complications, heart problems—right after birth. You . . . you told me she hadn’t made it. That those ashes I spread in the hills . . . oh, God, whose were they?” she asked, her voice cracking, the immense pain rising up again. Shaking her head, not wanting to hear any more lies, she said, “Don’t . . . oh, God.” Shelby’s throat was clogged and she thought she might throw up. “You lied to me, Dad. Why?”


  “I didn’t—”


  “Don’t! Just don’t, okay!” She held both her palms outward, in his face, and stepped back. Bile roiled in her stomach. Beneath her skin, her muscles were quivering in rage. “Someone, and I don’t know who, sent me all this. I got it yesterday, and so I came back here to clear it up. Where’s my daughter, Dad?” she demanded through teeth that were clenched so hard her jaw ached. “What the hell did you do with her?”


  “Now, darlin’—”


  “Stop it! Right now! Don’t call me darlin’, or sweetie, or kiddo, or missy or any of those cute little names, okay? I’m all grown up now, in case you hadn’t noticed, and you can’t smooth-talk your way out of this, Judge. I’m not a little girl. I know better than to believe a word that passes through your lying lips, and I only came back here to find my child, Judge—my daughter.” She thumped her chest with her thumb.


  “Yours and who else’s?” he asked, his smile having disappeared and the old, hard edge she remembered coming back to his voice.


  “That—that doesn’t matter.”


  “Doesn’t it?” The Judge scattered the papers across the table and frowned, his eyes narrowing behind wire-rimmed reading glasses. “Odd, don’t you think? You get proof that you’ve got a kid during the same week that Ross McCallum is going to be released from prison.”


  “What?” Her knees nearly buckled. McCallum couldn’t be given his freedom. Not yet. Not ever. Fear congealed her blood. She was suddenly hot and cold all at once.


  “Oh, so you didn’t know?” The Judge settled back in his chair and played with the ivory handle of his cane. He looked up at her over the tops of his glasses. “Uh-huh. Ross is gonna be a free man. Oh . . . and Nevada Smith, he’s still around.”


  Her stupid heart skipped a beat, but she managed to keep her face bland, her expression cool. Nevada was out of her life. Had been for a long, long time. Nothing would change that. Ever.


  “Yep,” the Judge went on, fingertips caressing the smooth knob, “inherited a rocky scrap of land that he’s tryin’ to ranch. No one knows how he’ll handle Ross’s freedom, but the word is that there is certainly gonna be hell to pay.” He bit his lower lip and scowled thoughtfully, as he’d often done while hearing long-winded summations when he was on the bench. “And now someone sends you bait—a little chum in the water to lure you back to a town you’ve sworn you’d never return to. Someone’s playin’ you for a fool, Shelby,” he said, slowly nodding his head, as if in agreement with himself, “and it ain’t me.”


  For once she believed him.


  She’d flown back here on a cloud of self-righteous fury and determination to find her child. That hadn’t changed. But now she felt manipulated, and yes, as her father had said, played for a fool. Unwittingly, she’d stepped into a carefully laid trap set by an unknown individual with purposes of his own.


  Well, tough!


  Beneath the blouse that stuck to her skin, her shoulders squared.


  She’d find a way to get herself out of this damned snare. Come hell or high water, she’d leave Bad Luck, Texas, and the pain it wrought behind her once and for all.


  And this time, by God, she’d take her daughter with her.


  Chapter 2


  “But you can’t leave. Niña, please, you just got here!” Lydia was nothing if not persistent. It was her one quality that hadn’t changed over the years. Oh, her hair may have grayed and a few pounds had thickened her waist and ankles, but she was just as determined as she had been for as long as Shelby could remember. “The Judge, he needs you,” she said, puffing to keep up with Shelby’s quick steps as she marched through the house to the front door.


  “He doesn’t need anyone.”


  “I thought you were here to visit.”


  “Nope. Business.” Shelby shook her head; she couldn’t stay here, not in this house, this huge tomb where her own mother had taken her life, where she’d grown up an only child with the stern Judge as her father, where faceless people with special requests of the Judge had slunk in and out of the house at all hours, unaware that Shelby had watched in the shadows of the upper landing, hidden in a niche near the linen closet behind the ficus tree and peeking through the lacy branches to the foyer below.


  “But Shelby . . .” Her voice broke, and Shelby stopped as she reached the door. Turning, she saw genuine sadness in


  Lydia’s dark eyes. “. . . I’ve missed you, niña. The house has been cold since you’ve been gone.”


  The ice around Shelby’s heart cracked, for this was the woman who had raised her from the time that Jasmine Cole had made the decision that she preferred death to the dishonor of divorce. It was Lydia’s arms that had surrounded her when she’d been scared, Lydia’s ample breasts on which she’d cushioned her head and heard the steady beat of a true heart, Lydia who had encouraged her to be anything she wanted to be and comforted her when she’d failed. Lydia Vasquez had applied iodine to her scraped knees and scolded her in rapid-fire Spanish when she’d made a mistake and winked, then turned a blind eye, when she’d “borrowed” the keys to her father’s 1940 Pontiac for a joyride.


  “I can’t stay here,” she said now, holding Lydia’s fleshy upper arms in her hands.


  “Not forever, no. But for a few days? It would bring such comfort . . . such joy to him.” She cocked her head toward the back of the house and the patio where the Judge still sat by the pool. “And, to me, as well. Por favor. A few days. A semana.”


  “A week?” Shelby said. “No way. I can’t.”


  “What would it hurt? Your father, he would like it and


  I . . . I would see to it that you gained a little weight. Things have changed since you’ve been gone.” Her lips pursed, little lines visible around the edges. “He is not the . . . the . . . what did you call him? The monstruo.”


  Shelby couldn’t help but smile. “Ogre, Lydia. Not monster. Get it right.”


  “Sí. Ogre.”


  “I’ll . . . I’ll think about it.”


  “Do and I will pray. To the Holy Mother and—”


  “She’ll do fine. You don’t have to call up all the saints,”


  Shelby said, and at the look of sheer horror on Lydia’s round face at the sound of her blasphemy, Shelby laughed and gave the older woman a quick kiss on her cheek. “Just let me handle this my way, okay? I don’t need you or the Sacred Virgin, or God Himself, to try and tell me what to do.”


  As Shelby reached for the handle of the front door, Lydia crossed herself with the dexterity and fervor of the truly religious and was muttering in Spanish about headstrong, irrational young women who didn’t know their rightful place on this earth. Shelby only understood half of it. But she got the gist and closed the door with finality.


  She didn’t want to stay in the same house as her father, couldn’t imagine reliving all the hopes, dreams and disappointments that she’d endured during the first eighteen years of her life, and yet it would only make sense to stay here, in close proximity to the man who had so callously destroyed her life—to find out exactly what had gone on ten years ago, to find out how involved he was in this mammoth deception. The ache in her heart, the agony of losing her child still remained and reminded her of the horrendous deception of which her father was a part.


  Her legs were a tad wobbly as she made her way to the Cadillac, but she didn’t falter and slid behind the wheel, the bucket seat hot against the backs of her legs. Twisting on the ignition, she glanced at the house and swore a curtain moved in the den. Her father? Lydia? Someone else?


  Not that it mattered. Slipping her shades onto the bridge of her nose, she nearly backed into the corner of the garage, then threw the car into drive and gunned the engine. In some ways it would be easier to stay with her father, and yet she wasn’t ready to eat that kind of crow. Not yet.


  Where better to uncover his secrets? To talk to him, hope that he’ll open up and tell you the truth?


  “Damn it all,” she muttered under her breath and guided the huge car toward the heart of town and the old stone building where Doc Pritchart had once housed his practice. As she drove, her head pounded. Ross McCallum was going to be out of jail.


  Her fingers were suddenly clammy over the wheel, her heart a drum. The bitter taste of bile rose in the back of her throat, and she clenched her jaw tight. Desperately she tried to concentrate on driving into the heart of Bad Luck and the clinic where she’d once been treated for everything from bronchitis to pink eye.


  The building hadn’t changed. It rose four stories from sidewalks where bits of glass winked in the sunlight. The windows were paned, the glass reinforced by wire. An ash canister stood near the front door as it always had. Air-conditioning had been added; inside, the once-linoleum hallways had been carpeted with a brown industrial weave. On the second floor, the glass door that had once been the portal to Pritchart’s office now was lettered with the name of an insurance company.


  Disappointment settled over Shelby’s shoulders, but she twisted the knob and stepped inside to a cool reception area decorated in shades of blue. A pert receptionist with hair that matched the silvery blue of the walls and enough jewelry to put Mr. T to shame, looked up from her computer as Shelby entered. The name plate on the desk read Roberta Fletcher.


  “I’m looking for Dr. Ned Pritchart,” Shelby said, before the woman could ask to help her. “I was a patient of his years ago, when he occupied this office.”


  The woman’s smile was sugary sweet, though her eyes, wide with contacts, held little warmth. “Doc Pritchart? He’s been gone a long time, nearly ten years, I think. We’ve been here six and before that there was a lawyer—a Mr. Blackwell. Arthur Blackwell.”


  “Do you know who took over his practice, or where I might find him?”


  Ms. Fletcher shrugged, rolling her palms to the ceiling. “No idea. But I heard he’d quit working, moved away, though I can’t recall where. I never really knew him, at least not to speak to him. Just saw him around town occasionally.” She paused for a second, her eyes appraising. “Say, aren’t you Judge Cole’s daughter? Shelby? I remember you . . . oh, my but you’re the spitting image of your mama, may she rest in peace.”


  “Yes. Thank you.” So this was how it was going to be; everyone in Bad Luck would recognize her.


  “A pity about her. You know, honey,” she said, suddenly Shelby’s friend, “she was a wonderful woman.”


  “Yes. I do know. I remember.”


  “How’s your father? I haven’t seen him for a while.”


  “Fine. He’s—uh, fine,” Shelby said.


  “How long are you in town?”


  “A while,” Shelby hedged, remembering one of the pitfalls of a small town: everyone knew everyone else’s business. “I’m not sure exactly.”


  Realizing she was getting nowhere on her quest and not wanting to answer any more questions, Shelby thanked the receptionist, made her way downstairs and threw open the front door to the scorching heat of mid-afternoon. Across the street was the only pharmacy in town, originally a Rexall drugstore complete with soda fountain in the back. She’d hung out there as a preteen in that netherworld between childhood and adolescence. Shelby hated to think how many cherry Cokes she’d sipped there while rotating on the red-topped stools, swinging her legs and dipping French fries in catsup laced with lemon and Tabasco sauce, while dreaming of some teen idol or TV heartthrob whose name she could no longer remember. It seemed a lifetime ago, a carefree time before all the trouble began.


  She jaywalked as there wasn’t much traffic and rounded the corner to the side entrance where the hitching post, battle-scarred and glorious, stood guard. Cigarette burns marred its smooth, time-worn wood, and as she felt beneath the log, she traced the etched-in heart with the tips of her fingers— still there after all these years.


  God, she’d been a fool over Nevada Smith. She’d been in high school at the time but he’d been older, home from a short stint in the army when she’d fallen for him.


  “Not the smartest move of your life,” she reminded herself now as she straightened and dusted her hands. She wasn’t about to be caught up in silly reminiscence, not when she was pressed for time. And pressed she was. Each day that slipped through her fingers was another twenty-four hours gone without meeting her daughter.


  As she had before, she accessed the Internet on her smart-phone and tried once again to locate Dr. Ned Pritchart. Googling him, she found a few old articles about him, but nothing of interest or any reference at all within the past ten years. Certainly, there was no phone number or address for the man. It was as if he’d become a ghost.


  She decided, when all else failed, she’d have to go “old school.”


  Setting her jaw, she crossed an alley to a solitary phone booth and flipped through the torn and crinkled yellow pages of the directory, searching through the listing for physicians, hoping to find Dr. Ned Pritchart’s name.


  No such luck. She ran her fingers down the columns of names, hoping that she might remember a partner or underling, or someone connected with Pritchart, but none of the listings rang any bells in her mind. The wind kicked up, hot as a blast furnace, pushing scraps of paper and dry leaves down the street. A mottled gray cat slipped from a doorway to the shade beneath a sun-baked Chevrolet that looked as if it had been parked in that same spot for the last twenty years.


  Yep. The lazy pace of Bad Luck was a far cry from the bustle of Seattle, where pedestrians, bikes, cars, trucks and buses clogged the steep streets leading to the waterfront. Seagulls wheeled and cried over crowds of tourists, harbor seals threatened the salmon runs and huge ferries chugged through the choppy gray waters of Puget Sound as sailboats, their sails filled with a rough, northern wind, skimmed across the surface. That city was alive, filled with a raw, vibrant energy drawn from an eclectic blend of citizens who inhabited, worked or visited that Northwest town where skyscrapers clustered near the shoreline as they knifed toward the sky. The air there was fresh, smelling of the brine of the ocean, the streets often rain-washed, pedestrians huddled in raincoats and parkas as they walked briskly, heads bent against the brace of the wind, in stark contrast to the slow tempo of summer in Bad Luck.


  As she stepped out of the phone booth and walked to the pharmacy, she wiped the sweat from her forehead with her fingers and sensed eyes watching her. She looked down the length of the street to a far corner, where a battered pickup was parked and a man tossed a bag of grain into the bed. But his eyes, hidden by sunglasses, were focused directly on her.


  She’d recognize him anywhere.


  Her breath was lost for a second, stopping as memories, some bitter, some sweet, seared through her brain like flashes of lightning. Nevada Smith. He didn’t so much as smile, just started walking her way in that same easy, athletic gait that was so deceptively quick. In worn, sun-faded Levi’s, dusty boots, a frayed, once-dark green T-shirt, he didn’t stop until he was standing in the shade thrown from the pharmacy, just inches from her. Sweat dampened his hair.


  “Shelby Cole.” Distaste laced his voice. “Well, well,” he drawled, giving her a slow once-over. “I heard a rumor you were comin’ back here.”


  “Did you?” Why was her heart pumping so wildly? What they’d once shared was over. A long time ago. And that was the way she intended to keep it. This rugged cowboy was a stranger to her.


  “Bad news travels fast in Bad Luck.” He rested a lean, jean-clad hip against the hitching post.


  “Bad news travels fast anywhere.”


  “S’pose so.” Behind his lenses he surveyed her. His chin was still strong, blackened by the stubble of a few days’ growth of beard, his arms muscular, covered with bronzed skin, his attitude still irreverently sarcastic. “What brings you back to Bad Luck?”


  She’d actually considered confronting him. After all, he had the same right to know that she did. Somewhere he had a daughter, one he’d never known existed, a nine-year-old he hadn’t had the chance to love or reject. At least she’d convinced herself over the years that the child was his. There was a slim chance . . . Her stomach roiled at the horrid thought, the unthinkable possibility.


  A minivan cruised past, windows open, a frustrated mother yelling at her children, and farther up the street a crow with shiny black wings was nervously strutting along the gutter, looking for a morsel.


  He was still waiting. Insolently. She cleared her throat. “I came back for a couple of reasons,” she admitted, squinting up at him and deciding it was now or never. “One involves you. When you’ve got a minute, we should talk.”


  “That all it’ll take? A minute?” He regarded her through those damned glasses and she wanted to rip them from his face.


  “Ten . . . twenty at the most.”


  “How about now?”


  Her throat closed for a second. So many nights she’d wondered if she’d ever approach him, tell him the secret she’d buried in her heart for nearly ten years. She’d never come up with a viable answer. Until now. Probably because she had no choice. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. Better to get this off her chest and let the chips fall where they may.


  “Okay. Yeah, why not now?” she said, then glanced down


  the hot asphalt street.


  “I’ll buy you a drink. You’re legal now, right?”


  “Well past,” she said.


  Hitching his chin toward the Last Stand Saloon, he started walking and Shelby screwed up all her courage to tell him the truth. He held the door open for her; it creaked on ancient hinges and she walked into a dark, tomblike room where the exposed crossbeams were black from years of cigarette smoke, and the antiquated air-conditioning system hummed and wheezed noisily as it fought a losing battle with the heat. Overhead a few lazy paddle fans pushed the thick, warm air around while tinny music flowing from hidden speakers vied with the distinctive click of pool balls in the back corner. Ice cubes rattled in glasses, and the stale odor of booze filled Shelby’s nostrils. As she passed the length of the bar, she felt more than one set of interested eyes follow her to a back booth.


  “Beer?” Nevada asked as she sat.


  “Fine.” It didn’t matter. As she dropped her sunglasses into a side pocket of her purse, he walked back to the bar and motioned with two fingers to the bartender, a thin, brittle-looking woman with fried blond hair, exaggerated eyebrows and faded lipstick.


  “Two, Lucy.”


  “You got it.”


  He slid onto the bench across from her and tossed his sunglasses onto the table. In the dim light she noticed that his eyes were slightly different, one pupil larger than the other—the result, she remembered, of his run-in with Ross McCallum a long time ago. “Shoot,” he said. “What is it, Shelby? What’s suddenly so important that you hightailed it back here?”


  Anxiously she glanced over her shoulder and told herself that she would have to face this day sooner or later. It was best to get it over with. “There’s something I should have told you a long time ago,” she admitted and saw the cords in the back of his neck tense. “Something important.”


  “What?”


  Lucy came, dropped a couple of paper coasters decorated with a map of Texas on their table, then placed two long-necked bottles of beer and a couple of glasses in front of them. As an afterthought, she reached across the bar and slid a small basket of peanuts in shells across the battle-worn tabletop. It stopped a hairbreadth from the napkin holder. “Anythin’ else?” she asked.


  “Don’t think so,” Nevada said.


  “Y’all let me know if ya change yer minds.”


  “Will do.” Nevada poured his glass as she sauntered off and his eyes found Shelby’s. “Go on.”


  She felt her spine stiffen and she kept her voice as low as possible. “You and I. We . . . we had a baby,” she admitted.


  He was reaching for a peanut, but his hand stopped in midair. Every muscle in his body froze. His eyes narrowed on her with the same intensity as if he was sighting through his rifle. “What?” he demanded, his voice harsh.


  “It’s true.” Oh, God. “A . . . a girl.”


  For a second there was silence. Deafening, condemning silence. His eyes sought hers, looking for a hint of a lie.


  “And you didn’t tell me?” he finally whispered, the skin over his face stretched taut. Thunderclouds gathered behind his eyes.


  “No.”


  “Where is she?” His lips barely moved.


  “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know?” The peanut and his drink were both forgotten. He looked as if he were about to climb over the table and shake her. “What do you mean?”


  “I . . . I thought she was born dead,” she stammered, trying to stay calm.


  “What? You thought? Weren’t you there?” he demanded, stunned, silently accusing her of lying through her teeth.


  Oh, it all sounded so feeble now and inside she felt the crushing weight of her pain. “That’s what I was told by everyone, but now . . . now I think I was lied to, and that she’s alive, but I don’t know where. She was probably adopted through the black market.”


  “Wait a minute!” One of his hands shot up, palm out, silencing her. He glanced toward the bar, and Shelby realized that Lucy, obviously eavesdropping, was mopping the long, glossy surface of the bar and had inched closer.


  With a silent warning Shelby didn’t mistake, Nevada reached into his pocket, found his wallet and threw a couple of bills onto the table. “Come on,” he ordered, half dragging her from the booth and sweeping up his sunglasses. “Keep the change,” he shot at Lucy while propelling Shelby toward a narrow back hallway wedged between the restrooms and the kitchen. He shouldered the door open.


  The heat was a hellish blast; the sunlight blinding. Flies and bees swarmed around a Dumpster pushed against the back of the building. A parade of slow-moving cars and trucks rolled along the alley.


  Strong, determined fingers surrounded the crook of Shelby’s elbow as he propelled her across a pockmarked asphalt parking lot.


  “Where are we going?” She yanked hard on her arm, but his grip only tightened.


  “To my place.”


  “And where’s that?”


  She realized that he was shepherding her toward his truck. “Outside of town a few miles.”


  “No way.”


  “You’d rather talk here?” he asked, stopping short on the sidewalk where two kids rode their bikes past a row of parking meters and half-a-dozen cars and trucks were pulling away from or easing up to the curbs. Several curious glances were cast in their direction.


  One man wearing aviator sunglasses and a Dallas Cowboys baseball cap pulled low over his eyes stared with undisguised interest from the open window of his flatbed truck.


  Shelby felt suddenly as out-of-place as she looked.


  “People do recognize you, you know,” Nevada warned.


  “Oh, I know.” She hesitated only a second. “Let me take my car, okay?”


  He dropped her elbow. “Follow me.”


  She didn’t need any further incentive. As the guy in the flatbed shot a stream of tobacco juice onto the pavement, Shelby hurried to the rented Caddy and unlocked the door. The interior was blistering. Cranking the air-conditioning to high, she rolled down her window, then pulled a U-turn. As Nevada’s old truck eased away from the curb, she tucked in behind him.


  Right on his tail and swearing under her breath, she donned her sunglasses again. This is insane, she told herself. What do you think you’re doing, going to Nevada’s place, for crying out loud? Teeth clenched, she followed him through town and west into the open hill country, where the air-conditioning finally kicked in.


  The surrounding ranch land was guarded by barbed wire, and sumac trees vied with the live oaks. Herds of goats, sheep and cattle roamed the dry, dusty acres grazing on sparse grass and weeds. Miles flew by. Past a dry gulch where there had once been a stream, Nevada turned his pickup into a thicket of live oaks. Down a lane of gravel and potholes she followed his truck to the heart of his ranch.


  The Caddy bounced over weeds that grew between the twin ruts and scraped the underside of her car.


  “Great,” Shelby muttered under her breath, her hands clenched over the wheel.


  So this was where Nevada had ended up. A scrap of a


  ranch with a cabin that defied the definition of rustic and a few hundred fenced, dry acres. A smattering of longhorns ambled through the fields and a few horses sporting dusty hides tried to graze while their tails switched at the ever-present flies.


  Not exactly heaven on earth.


  She ground the Cadillac to a stop by a small pump house and rammed it into park. While the dust from her car was still settling and before her confidence could flag, she dragged her briefcase with her and climbed out of the Caddy.


  Nevada was waiting for her.


  So was the dog. He started barking his fool head off.


  Nevada leveled his shaded eyes in the animal’s direction. “Crockett, hush! It’s all right.” The mutt of a dog stood, legs apart, the hairs at the scruff of his neck bristling, his teeth flashing as he growled low in the back of his throat. “Enough!” The snarling abated, but dark, suspicious eyes didn’t leave Shelby. Every muscle beneath his rough black-and-white coat was still stiff and taut, ready should he be given the command to spring. “I mean it,” Nevada warned, then reached down and scratched the dog behind his ears. “Come on in,” he said, opening a screen door. The mesh had been patched and the paint was beginning to peel.


  Shelby walked into a house that wasn’t any cooler than outside. The furniture was worn and tossed haphazardly around a rag rug that covered a linoleum floor. Nothing matched. Everything was secondhand. If Nevada Smith had a dime to his name, it wasn’t invested in creature comforts. A few magazines were strewn across a coffee table that had seen better days but didn’t have enough class to be called retro.


  He walked her past a postage stamp of a kitchen and through a back door. The porch was shaded, enclosed with screens and gratefully cooler by at least ten degrees. A faded Burma-Shave sign that had to be nearly a century old was tacked to the siding on one side of the door, and next to it a thermometer, starting to rust, registered a sweltering ninety-three degrees. “Sit,” he suggested, and she slid into a plastic chair near a small table. “Iced tea?”


  “You got?” She was surprised. She really didn’t want any bit of hospitality from him, but her throat was parched and she was as nervous as a bumblebee landing on a Venus flytrap.


  “I can make it. Instant.”


  “Fine.”


  He disappeared inside and Shelby had a chance to scan the backyard, where scattered patches of dry grass surrounded a horseshoe pit and a stone barbecue that was beginning to crumble. A clothesline stretched from a corner of the house to a pole in the yard. Beyond the fence a couple of horses, coats gleaming in the sun, were drinking from a cement watering trough. The screen door creaked, the old dog thumped his tail and Nevada emerged from the kitchen. He carried two mismatched glasses filled with ice and a cloudy amber liquid that she doubted most people would consider any relation to tea.


  He handed her a glass. “Now, you were telling me about your baby.” Expression unforgiving, he settled into a chair and rested the worn heel of his boot on the top of a barrel near the door. “Our daughter.”


  Shelby’s shoulders stiffened a fraction. She wasn’t going to be intimidated and plowed on. “That’s right, Nevada. As I said, I thought she was dead.”


  “Weren’t you there—didn’t you see her delivered?”


  “I . . . I was medicated.”


  “Hell.” He tossed her a look that said volumes, then rotated his wrist quickly, indicating that she should continue.


  Shelby cleared her throat. “I have copies of a birth certificate and a death certificate.”


  “Who gave ’em to you?”


  “I got both signed by Doc Pritchart at the hospital.”


  “The guy’s a crook.”


  “The guy’s missing,” she replied, then took a sip from her tea. Condensation dripped down the sides of the glass. “I’ve searched the Internet, looked everywhere I think he might be, and can’t find a trace of him.”


  “He left town not long after you did.”


  “Figures.” Fishing in her briefcase, she found the manila packet that had changed her life. “Take a look at these,” she said, handing him the file and wondering why she was making the mistake of letting him look over the documents, letter and picture of Elizabeth Jasmine Cole, the name she’d given her daughter.


  “You never saw the baby?” His voice held no inflection, but a muscle worked near the corner of his jaw.


  “Never.”


  “Why not?”


  “I told you. I was drugged, not conscious when the baby arrived.” Tears of outrage stung the back of her eyelids, but she refused to break down. She didn’t have time for self-pity. Not now.


  His eyes narrowed. “You’re saying that there was some kind of conspiracy against you, that—what? Doc Pritchart slipped something into your IV?”


  “No . . . I don’t think so. I mean . . .” She didn’t want to go into the details and slid her jaw to one side. “I was stupid, all right? I went horseback riding in my eighth month, took a spill and the baby decided to come early.” She looked away to the haze gathering over the low hills and a solitary hawk circling over a cropping of mesquite. No reason to explain about the pain, the fear, the river of blood that had scared her to death. He didn’t need to know about the ambulance ride that her father hushed up or the fact that Doc Pritchart had smelled of alcohol, or the simple truth that for ten years she’d felt as guilty as sin for the death of her child.


  “When I woke up, everyone told me that the baby was dead, and my father, who was still my legal guardian as I was underage, had ordered the autopsy and cremation.”


  “And you didn’t question it?”


  “I was seventeen.” Turning, she pinned him in her furious glare. “I didn’t think he’d lie.”


  “That was your first mistake.”


  “Not my first.” Frost chilled each one of her words, and she noticed the muscles at the base of his neck constrict. “I seem to have made more than my share back then.”


  “Didn’t we all?”


  Her heart twisted, but she hid it. She’d come to tell him the truth and having done that, there wasn’t a lot more to say.


  He studied the glossy picture in his hands as if looking for some kind of evidence that the child was his. “Have you talked to the Judge?”


  “You bet.”


  “And?”


  “He denies it all.”


  “But you don’t believe him.”


  “Not for a second.”


  “You’re learning.”


  “Let’s hope so.” She finished her drink in one swallow and set her empty glass on the table. “I’ve grown up a lot since this all happened.” Standing, she reached for the snapshot and papers.


  “Who sent these to you?” He took one last look at the smiling girl in the photograph, then slid the photograph and other papers into the envelope.


  “That’s why I’m here. To find out.”


  Eyebrows coming together thoughtfully, he flipped the packet over and eyed the postmark. “San Antonio.”


  “Yep. Not far from here.”


  He slapped the envelope into her waiting palm.


  “So I can’t help but wonder if she’s around Bad Luck . . . if by any chance Elizabeth grew up here or in the next town, or on some ranch in the country, or if the postmark was a deliberate red herring meant to bring me back here when really she’s in California or Mexico or Quebec or God only knows where. . . .” The painful old lump filled her throat again, the same thickness she’d felt throughout the years when she’d thought of the daughter she’d lost. But falling apart now would solve nothing. She slipped the envelope into a side pocket of her briefcase.


  “You gonna talk to the police?” He stared up at her from his insolent position in the chair, but, she guessed, despite his outwardly calm demeanor, he was turning every piece of this new information over in his mind.


  “The police? I don’t know,” she admitted. “I just received the envelope yesterday. Who would I contact? The San Antonio police? The Sheriff’s Department? The Rangers?” Her headache throbbed as she thought about it. “No . . . I think I’ll handle this on my own right now. I don’t want the press involved until I do some checking on my own. I only told you because I ran into you.”


  “Surprised you did.”


  “Why?”


  One arrogant eyebrow raised. “I really didn’t think you had the guts.”


  “Then you don’t know me very well, do you?”


  Crossing his arms over his chest, he leaned his chair back against the weathered siding beneath the porch light and gave her the slow once-over. Down. Up. His gaze finally ended up where it had begun, at her eyes. “I know you well enough.”


  “Did, Smith. Did. I was just a kid then.”


  “A pretty nice kid, if I remember right.”


  “I was certainly naive,” she said, refusing to be seduced by his words, “and probably stupid.”


  He stood and rubbed the stubble of his chin. “You didn’t waste much time gettin’ here.”


  “Nine years. Long enough.” She picked up her briefcase as if to leave.


  “You stayin’ with your pa?”


  She hesitated. “Don’t know.”


  “Call me when you make a decision.”


  Her spine stiffened and she glared at him through her dark lenses. “Why?”


  “I’d like to keep in touch.”


  “I don’t think that would be such a hot idea. Really.”


  “Well, I don’t see how it can be avoided.”


  “The town isn’t that small.”


  “That’s not what I’m talking about and you know it. You just breezed into Bad Luck and dropped a bomb at my feet— told me I might have a kid somewhere. If that’s true—”


  “It is,” she said vehemently, feeling her cheeks burn.


  “If that’s true, then I’d say I have a stake in it.” Steely eyes assessed her. “I’ll want to meet my daughter.”


  “I’ve got to find her first.”


  “Correction: we’ve got to find her.”


  “But—”


  “And we will.” He said it so matter-of-factly. “I want copies of everything you’ve got.”


  A drop of dread slid down her spine. She didn’t want to get caught up in the trap that was Nevada Smith again. No way. No how. The man was a loser—still sexy, she’d grant him that, but no one she wanted to deal with. And yet he seemed as immovable as granite, standing in front of her, all male, muscle and determination. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “No, Shelby. You’ll do it.”


  Her back teeth clenched. The man’s gall was unbelievable. But then, it always had been. “Let’s get one thing straight, Nevada. You can’t order me around.”


  One side of his mouth lifted—as if he enjoyed the challenge. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he drawled. “Could I have copies of everything.” A pause. “Please?”


  Blatantly mocking her, he smiled with that thousand-watt Texas grin she’d fallen victim to so many years before. Pinpoints of amusement suddenly lighted his eyes.


  “I’ll think about it.”


  “Do.”


  She reached for the door handle and hesitated. There was business between them yet undiscussed. Cringing inwardly, she said, “The Judge said something about Ross McCallum getting out of prison soon.”


  “Real soon.” Nevada’s nostrils flared slightly. “Seems as if ol’ Caleb Swaggert is recantin’ his testimony and claims Ross didn’t kill Ramón Estevan after all.”


  “So who did?”


  “That, Shelby-girl, is the million-dollar question.”


  “One of them.”


  “Right. Here’s one that’s bothering me: Why is it, on the very week McCallum is to be released, you get all this information about a child you thought was dead?”


  “I don’t know,” she admitted.


  “Maybe we should find out.”


  “We?” She was instantly wary. There it was again. That word binding her to him.


  “Oh, yeah.” He placed one arm on the door, holding it closed and cutting off all chance of her leaving. Close enough that she could smell him—mingled scents of sweat and soap and dust—he leaned even nearer. Her heart pumped stupidly and she noticed the few dark hairs on the backs of his hands and the irregular shape of the pupil of his bad eye. His breath was warm and featherlight. Beads of sweat ran down her back. Coming here, being alone with him, had been a mistake. A huge mistake. She swallowed hard and tried not to stare at his lips as he continued, “If the girl in the picture is my daughter, you damned well know that I’m gonna be involved.”
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