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            PROLOGUE

         

         The President put one hand at the First Lady’s elbow, giving it a brief squeeze before rising to join the governor at the dais. Brilliant light bathed the podium, which was flanked by the most prominent men in Florida politics.

         Governor Rossner and his wife applauded politely, as did the dozen or so others basking in the delight of pulling off such an important political coup. Rossner straightened his tie as he turned in his seat and recrossed his legs. The seat right damned next to the President of the EN-tire U-Nighted friggin’ States of America, he gloated in silence. His barrel chest puffed beneath his suit coat. He wondered what his father would think, him just sitting there with the freakin’ most important man in the free world. And that man was about to tell everyone in the crowd that he—Gil Rossner—deserved another term. Stifling his grin, Gil folded his hands in his lap and stared at the president’s profile.

         He took caution not to catch Maddison’s eye. His campaign manager-slash-brother-in-law shared his disdain for the party leader and current commander-in-chief. It simply would not do for the two men to erupt in laughter behind the man’s back, though he was sorely tempted. Gil enjoyed belittling the liberal Yankee in the White House.

         President Kent Rawlings wasn’t much by Gil’s standards, yet women seemed to lose their good common sense whenever he was around. His guess was the rumors about Rawlings were true. He stifled a laugh by covering his mouth and quietly clearing his throat. Rawlings was too refined. He and his wife were snobby and polished. Definitely made for television. Gil tried to imagine the prissy man in the sack with that shapely, young First Lady of his. He wondered if the president screamed when he—

         Pop!

         Gil’s eyes bulged as incredible pain seared through him. He slumped slowly to the side. Sweet Jesus! were the only words his brain could conjure. There were two more popping sounds. Gil was now lying prone on the floor. A spray of blood blurred his vision. Then he felt crushed beneath a heavy weight as the dead president fell on him. Gil heard his own wife scream as he expelled his final breath.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         TWENTY YEARS LATER

         Conner Kavanaugh wasn’t normally given to bouts of chivalry, but then there was something decidedly different about the hot blonde currently trying to fend off Frankie’s interest. Frankie, an off-duty bartender, may have been born into money, but he was still white trash.

         The round stool beneath Conner squealed when he turned back to rest his elbows against the scarred and lacquered bar. He put the long-neck bottle to his lips, taking a long pull and allowing the beer to slide down his throat.

         He watched the scene in the mirror behind the bartender. Frankie had one dirty boot on the stool next to the blonde. His hat was pushed back on his head. To her credit, the blonde wasn’t even looking at him. Conner snorted and took another sip of his beer. She was obviously thinking that subtlety would work on a guy like Frankie, but Conner knew better. Frankie didn’t comprehend anything less subtle than a two-by-four against his temple.

         She didn’t exactly fit the type of woman who came trolling at The Grill. First off, her clothes were all wrong. Her Harvard sweatshirt was loose enough to cover all but the faintest outline of her breasts. And those jeans, he thought as he took another pull of beer. Though they were faded from wear, the material held a distinct crease—a dry-cleaners crease, he figured with an amused shake of his head. Well, at least she had spruced up her fanciest duds for her night out.

         When she finally lifted her eyes, he felt the impact as if he’d been slapped. Even in the smoky haze of the bar, they were the greenest he’d ever seen. Clear, emerald green. And shimmering with anger.

         Frankie apparently wasn’t seeing it that way. Conner watched the large man anchor himself on the stool as he pushed it just inches from his quarry. Why, he wondered, couldn’t this broad have picked a safer place to find Mr. Right Now? With her looks she could have sauntered up to the Dairy Queen and found someone eager to spend the night with her. Maybe she liked slumming, he considered as he finished off his drink. He watched as Frankie continued to move in on her. The man had less finesse than a teenager on prom night in the front seat of his father’s pickup. His big palm gripped her wrist, wrestling her hand to his sloppy mouth.

         The woman’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t seem to put up much of a fight. Conner’s chivalrous thoughts were dismissed when he realized he’d been wrong. “Happens,” he muttered with a shrug. Some women just liked ’em nasty.

         He’d no sooner turned his attention away from them when he heard the familiar sound of a bottle being smashed. “Damn!” he sighed. He was off duty and he sure as hell wasn’t in any mood to break up a drunken bar fight.

         Expecting to find a couple of townies squared off by the pool tables, he looked there first. It wasn’t the townies. He shifted his gaze in the opposite direction. It wasn’t Frankie. No, the hand holding the jagged glass weapon belonged to the Harvard blonde.

         “You gonna do something?” the bartender fairly pleaded.

         “Think I should?” Conner countered without taking his eyes off the standoff. “It’s my night off,” he mentioned almost casually.

         “C’mon,” Bart groaned. “I can’t afford no more fights in here. Councilman Tuppman and his holier-than-thou wife are just itching for a reason to get my liquor license pulled. Anybody gets hurt, I can kiss this place good-bye.”

         Now that would be a loss, Conner thought as he slowly got to his feet. His boots scraped the worn floor as he closed the space between himself and where Frankie stood, apparently ready to pounce on the woman or the weapon she brandished—or both.

         Conner slipped his hand onto Frankie’s tense shoulder. A small semi-circle of interested folks gathered around the participants.

         “You don’t want to get into a brawl with a woman, do you, Frankie? It sure would give Tarrant County a bad name.” Conner kept his eyes on the weapon.

         “You gonna let that bitch get the best of you?” someone taunted.

         “Yeah, Frankie!” another voice echoed. “Can’t be letting no woman kick your ass!”

         “Take that bottle away from her, Frankie!” someone else called. “Show her what a real man does when a woman gets outta line!”

         Conner knew ’ol Frankie would rise to the bait. Frankie was one of those individuals destined to spend his entire life being goaded by others. His past was testimony to that. His father had been leading him around by the nose for years. It didn’t seem to matter that Frankie was pushing forty-three.

         “You really don’t want to do that, Frankie,” Conner said calmly. “Doesn’t take much of a man to beat up on a little thing like her.”

         Now Frankie turned and snarled at him with eyes that were narrow and angry—just like the guy’s brain. Amazingly, the Harvard blonde was shooting him a pretty hostile look as well. Apparently, everyone was having a bad day.

         Frankie snarled. “This ain’t your concern, Kavanaugh.” He puffed out his muscled chest and added, “’Sides, you’re in no position to tell me what to do in here.”

         Conner sighed. “I see it a little differently,” he countered. “My mamma was real clear on the rules about boys hitting girls.”

         “Your mamma was a whore,” Frankie spat.

         Conner’s first response was an audible, deep sigh. “Frankie, I don’t think you want to make me mad just now. Do you?”

         Conner saw a faint flicker of uncertainty pass in the smaller man’s eyes. “You don’t scare me, Kavanaugh. Never have, never will.”

         “I’m not trying to scare you. I’m trying to reason with you. Surely you have something better to do tonight than pick a fight with a girl.”

         “Girl?” the Harvard blonde scoffed.

         The broken bottle never wavered from her target, not even when she tossed some of that long, thick hair over one shoulder. “I am not a girl. I don’t know why you feel the need to play Knight in Shining Armor, but I can assure you, I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

         Conner grinned. “That must be why you’re standing in the middle of a barroom full of sloppy-drunk men with a broken bottle in your hand.”

         She stiffened with indignation and he wished he had just stayed out of the whole situation. “Suit yourself, sweetheart. Sorry for interrupting your fun.”

         Her eyes burned like fire as she glared at him.

         “Go on, Frankie!” one of the men yelled as Conner began to move backward toward the bar. “Teach her some manners!”

         Conner had every intention of leaving her to her own devices: let her learn a small lesson so long as it didn’t get truly bad. That lasted only until he saw the smallest flicker of fear on her face. He should have ignored it. She had basically told him as much. He should have let the foolish woman get her due. Lord knew she’d asked for it by coming to a place like this and giving Frankie the time of day. But as he thought about her small body being manhandled by a pig like Frankie, he knew he was going to help her. Even if she didn’t want him to.

         “I’m sure you’re right capable of taking care of yourself,” he began as he stepped between her and Frankie. “But I wouldn’t be much of a gentleman if I—”

         He hadn’t finished the sentence when he felt an explosion in the area of his ribs. His breath billowed in his cheeks. He heard the Harvard blonde’s sharp shriek. He was almost sorry that Frankie hadn’t decided to sucker-punch him in the mouth. At least then he would have had the satisfaction of bleeding all over the dim-witted woman. As far as he was concerned, this whole situation was her fault.

         “That,” he warned Frankie between clenched teeth, “wasn’t real smart.”

         With a speed belying his size, Conner caught the other man around the mid-section in a move that sent them spraying atop the pool table. Bracing his forearm across Frankie’s throat, Conner turned and glanced at the blonde. He caught a faint whiff of her perfume. Annoyed at the world in general and at her specifically, he asked, “May I borrow your bottle, please?”

         Stunned, the woman relinquished it to his free hand. Ignoring her for the moment, Conner stared down at the menacing, red face of his opponent. The room had gone still and silent. He was able to hear every rasp of breath. Conner placed the jagged edge of the bottle to the base of Frankie’s throat.

         “This ain’t your fight, Kavanaugh,” Frankie gasped in a whisper.

         Conner eased his pressure hold on the man. “I beg to differ.” He allowed the glass to pierce Frankie’s sweaty skin. “You threw the first punch.”

         “But I didn’t mean no harm.”

         “Sure.” Conner put more weight into his hold. The action caused Frankie’s watered-down blue eyes to bulge in their sockets. “I don’t take kindly to having my ribs punched.”

         Frankie’s thin lips pulled back to expose two rows of capped teeth. He managed to shrug defeat from beneath Conner’s hold and the threat of the jagged glass.

         Conner moved close to the man’s ear. “When I let you up, you’ll head on out the door. Understand?”

         Frankie was glaring, but he nodded. Somehow, Conner didn’t find his attitude very reassuring. He decided Frankie might need just a bit more persuasion. Bracing one leg firmly on the floor, he brought his knee up and applied attention-getting pressure to Frankie’s crotch. “I didn’t catch your answer.”

         The combination of the bottle against his jugular, the band of muscle against his throat, and the distinct threat to his privates, apparently made Frankie see the error of his ways.

         “I didn’t really want that frosty bitch anyways,” Frankie puffed, casting his eyes in the direction of the woman. “I like my women a whole hell of a lot softer than her.”

         “Then there won’t be a problem,” Conner acknowledged.

         Slowly, he eased off the man, but kept the broken bottle raised just in case Frankie got another attack of the stupids. He knew from prior experience that ninety percent of Frankie’s decision-making was fifty-percent stupid.

         Luckily, this wasn’t one of those times. Conner placed himself and the weapon between the Harvard blonde and Frankie while the latter collected his hat. Shoving through the visibly disappointed group of men, Frankie stomped out of the bar. Expelling a breath, Conner had a sinking suspicion this wasn’t quite over. Frankie was short on brains but long on memory.

         Absently, he kneaded his ribs, relieved when he felt only mildly uncomfortable. Cracked ribs were a pain in the ass. Speaking of pains in the ass…He turned, wanting an explanation from Miss Harvard Blonde.

         What she apparently lacked in common sense, she definitely had in looks. He felt the beginnings of a smile. Her hair was beautiful, spilling well below her shoulders in a simple, no-frills style. Judging from the way she had smashed the beer bottle to challenge a man twice her size, Conner assumed her hair was simply an extension of her personality—blunt.

         “Come here often?” he remarked casually.

         She regarded him with something amazingly akin to defiance. He could see it in the subtle thrust of her chin and the small fists balled at her sides.

         “You didn’t need to come to my rescue,” she responded tightly.

         Her accent was southern, but not North Florida southern.

         “I could have controlled the situation.”

         “It didn’t look like that from where I was sitting,” he told her. Hell, he didn’t expect her to fall into his arms and kiss him with gratitude, but it annoyed him that she couldn’t so much as say thanks. She owed him that. She could at least show him the courtesy of civility.

         “You could have hurt him.”

         Was that censure he heard in her tone? “Excuse me?”

         Her hands moved to her hips. “The broken bottle would have allowed me to make a quick, gracious exit. There was no need for you to hold it against his throat and incite a fight.”

         His blood pressure went up a notch or two. “I prevented a fight, sweetheart.”

         “Not from where I was sitting,” she returned in a near-perfect imitation of his drawl.

         “This is crazy!”

         “No,” she countered. “You’re crazy.”

         She breezed past him as if he was nothing more than a minor annoyance. A gnat she might swat, had she been so inclined to donate some of her precious time.

         The few men who still lingered parted as if she was royalty. Of course, given the regal way she swayed her tight little derrière, it didn’t surprise him. It just made him madder than hell.

         “Wait a minute!”

         Her step faltered at his thunderous command but she still pushed the door open and walked out into the night. He should just leave this alone. Chalk it up to a good deed for which he would eventually be rewarded. But he didn’t feel much like waiting for eventually. She owed him, and he believed in collecting on his debts.

         Depositing the broken bottle on the bar as he strode by, Conner stormed after her. Like it or not, the woman was going to get his short lesson on manners.

         Cool, fresh air welcomed him as he stepped from The Grill. It took him less than a second to find her. It was easy. He simply followed the chirping sound made as she disarmed her Lexus in the dark parking lot.

         She really is slumming, he grumbled inwardly as he jogged over to her car. He got there just in time to see her settle in behind the wheel and blocked the closing of her car door with his body.

         When she angled her head up at him, Conner felt his annoyance double at the exasperation plainly visible in the tiny lines at the corners of her full lips.

         “Stop being a jerk,” she warned, impatient.

         “A jerk?” he parroted.

         “Okay,” she amended, batting her long lashes at him. “Stop being a complete asshole.”

         Her condescension didn’t bother him so much as her voice. This woman had a cultured cadence, the kind of speech pattern learned only in the finest schools. It was the kind of speech that didn’t usually include the names and expletives she had so easily tossed at him.

         “If I’m such an asshole, how come you’re looking to get laid in a dive like this?”

         She blinked once. “And who told you I was looking to get laid, as you so coarsely put it?”

         “Why else would a woman like you come to a place like this?”

         “For a beer?” she suggested.

         “Were they all out at the country club?”

         “I’ve got news for you,” she said as she reached for the door handle. “I don’t belong to any country clubs, but I do enjoy a beer now and again.”

         “I would suggest you enjoy it someplace other than here.”

         “Oh, I get it!” she said in a breathy, sarcastic rush. “This is one of those quaint ‘men only’ places.”

         “You could say that.”

         She gave him an exaggerated dumb-blonde sigh. “Gee, I guess I should have checked the corners of the building for urine. Isn’t that how most lower animal species mark their territory?”

         Conner chuckled. She was quick. “Would you have liked it better if I would have let ’ol Frankie have you?”

         “Frankie would not have had me.”

         “There’s not a whole lot of you, sweetheart. That bottle trick would have protected you for a while, but not forever. Frankie and his friends would have seen to that.”

         “Perhaps,” she said. “But I still believe I could have handled it myself.”

         Placing his palms on the polished roof of the fancy car, Conner leaned down. The red interior of the car smelled new. She smelled fresh, like the air after a shower.

         “I’m willing to concede that you might have been able to pull it off, if you’re willing to concede that it was damned neighborly of me to intervene on your behalf.”

         Her lashes fluttered against her cheeks. The action caused his body to respond with alarming speed. Her skin was pale, flawless, and slightly flushed from the cool evening air. She was a tiny thing but the word “vulnerable” didn’t even enter his mind.

         She hesitated, then said, “Okay. Thank you for being neighborly, Mr.—”

         “Conner Kavanaugh. Conner to my friends.”

         “Mr. Kavanaugh,” she said. A small smile curved the corners of her mouth.

         “And you are?”

         “About to leave,” she answered, gently tugging on the door.

         Ignoring the feel of metal against the backs of his calves, Conner remained planted in the spot. “I’d like to know your name. Telling me would be the neighborly thing for you to do.”

         “I guess I’m just not as neighborly as you are.” Some of the annoyance had returned to her eyes.

         “I don’t know,” he drawled. “You impress me as a lady with potential.” Conner gave her his best grin. The one that had talked his fair share of women out of their panties.

         She looked as volatile as a fast-approaching tornado. “Potential?”

         He nodded. “Knew it the minute I set eyes on you.”

         The lips he’d been admiring pulled into a tight smile.

         “I get it. You’re under the impression that since you defended my honor—so to speak—I’m now fair game?”

         “I’m game if you are,” he teased, hoping to get her to lighten up.

         “I hate to disappoint you,” she said in a tone that told him she didn’t mind disappointing him at all.

         “I wasn’t interested in spoils,” he insisted.

         “And I’m not interested, period.”

         “Sure you are,” he told her without conceit. “Or your eyes wouldn’t be flickering between my face and my—”

         “My eyes have not flickered.”

         Her voice was stiff and haughty. Still he sensed just a trace of wariness behind her brave words. The lady wasn’t as immune as she was letting on. That knowledge filled him with a hefty dose of male pride.

         “Suit yourself. But I’d be right flattered if they did.” Conner moved and she closed the door. She surprised him when she lowered the window.

         “You’re either desperate or a bigger jerk than I originally thought.”

         “Careful, sweetheart,” he said as his fingers reached out to brush the soft underside of her chin. Her skin was silky soft and he wondered what the rest of her body felt like. He also wondered why she hadn’t so much as flinched at the contact. Perhaps this lady liked games. Specifically the “convince me” game. “You don’t want to hurt my feelings, do you?”

         “I really don’t give a flaming hoot about your feelings, Kavanaugh.”

         His fingers traced the delicate outline of her throat until he encountered the edge of her collar. His eyes followed his hands, inspiring all sorts of fantasies.

         Then he heard an unmistakable click.

         His gaze moved toward the sound. His fingers stilled as he found himself looking down the barrel of a small-caliber gun.

         “Take your hand off me,” she said calmly.

         The fingers gripping the gun were as steady as her gaze. Conner wondered how he had managed to get himself into such a mess. So much for chivalry, he thought as he slowly pulled his hand back. He knew the answer; he’d been thinking with the wrong part of his anatomy. Stupid.

         “Do you always use a gun as persuasion?” He was careful to keep his tone conversational. Apparently she didn’t like that. He could tell by the flash of surprise in her eyes. She must have thought her little Annie Oakley moment would have had a more intimidating effect. Of course, he still wasn’t sure she wouldn’t shoot, but he’d gnaw off his own tongue before admitting that to her.

         “If you’ll recall, Kavanaugh, I asked you nicely first.”

         “I guess I wasn’t listening right,” he said, stepping away from the car.

         He heard her start the engine. She propped the gun on the window frame. Her eyes never left him. Not for an instant.

         “Perhaps in the future you’ll remember that no actually means no.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Damn it to hell.” This was the second time Emma McKinley had had to wipe off and redo the eyeliner on her left eye. “Come on!” The more she hurried so she wasn’t late for her first day, the more she screwed up her makeup and had to start over. “Breathe. Less haste, more speed.” Good pep talk.

         It was nearly eight o’clock by the time she finished dicking around with her makeup. Standing back from the full-length mirror, she gave herself a critical head-to-toe, toe-to-head inspection; Makeup—after three attempts—perfect. She’d chosen the pale gray suit and soft white silk blouse with calculating care the night before. She knew how to play the game. Two years in the Manhattan P.D.’s Office, followed by the fiasco at Gunderson-Halloway and Belk had served as excellent training. After New York, this backwater place in Florida would be like returning to kindergarten.

         She’d woven her streaky blond, shoulder-length hair into a neat, efficient French braid. Classic, classy, and businesslike, she expected to be taken seriously. Looking professional was a lesson she’d learned long before graduation. Contrary to its public appearance, the legal system, in many ways, was more sexist and elitist than the real world.

         In order to play down her looks, she followed a few simple rules. No bows of any kind, anywhere. No jewelry, except for her watch. Minimal cosmetic enhancements—liner and a touch of blush, some mascara and a hint of gloss on her lips.

         Definitely no perfume. It was a Catch-22. If she smelled like a cosmetic counter, her credibility stunk. But this was her reality. A reality she detested.

         Minutes later, keys dangling from between her teeth, she carried a travel mug of hazelnut coffee and her briefcase in one hand as she pulled the door closed behind her with the other. An insect chirp hung in the cool, already muggy, early morning air. A low-level mist floated just above the ground, making her secluded lawn and drive look like a dry ice special effect. There was a fragrance in the late March breeze; something sweet that could have come from any of the dozen or so flowers battling for space in her untended flowerbeds.

         “Note to self,” she said after taking her keys from her mouth. “Get a book on gardening after unpacking the house.”

         Emma slipped into her racing-red Lexus. The car was just one of her trophies. More like a consolation prize, she acknowledged as she started down the still-unfamiliar streets of Purdue. For some reason, her victory over Gunderson-Halloway and Belk didn’t seem to matter so much anymore. Grimacing as she swallowed, she made another note to self: “Find someplace that sells coffee without chicory!” Even the hazelnut flavoring she’d added couldn’t mask the bitterness.

         Located northeast of Tampa, the town was home to about seven thousand residents. It was nestled in the swamps and bayous that few people thought of when they thought of Florida. No, most people thought sandy beaches or Disney magic—but in truth, North Florida was mostly pine swamp and was more like Louisiana than the postcard version of Florida.

         Emma was definitely an outsider. Being raised in the north Georgia mountains wouldn’t count for much in these parts. The townsfolk of Purdue were proud of their land, their heritage, and their secrets. Well, she thought as she pulled into the rutted parking lot adjacent to the Purdue Municipal Building, she might just have to do something about those secrets.

         Her attaché case was more for show, as much of a prop as her tailored suit. The heels of her gunmetal pumps clicked a melodic rhythm against the polished, square-tiled floor of the building’s lobby. Every time the exterior door opened, cigarette smoke joined the smell of musty papers, bacon, and stale coffee.

         A rotund man in his mid- to late fifties sat perched on a stool just inside the lobby. The floor beneath his feet was scuffed, indicating he might have occupied that exact post since the dawn of time. An overhead light reflected off the small bald circle at his crown. Reading his name tag, Emma offered a polite smile.

         “Good morning, Mr. Posten, I’m Emma McKinley.”

         “The new girl,” he stated with a nod.

         Swallowing the annoying memory of Kavanaugh calling her a girl, she said, “I have an 8:30 meeting with Elgin Hale.”

         “Take the elevator to the third floor. Double doors will be to your left.” He flipped his head in the general direction, then went back to reading his newspaper.

         She felt Posten’s small, brown eyes on her back as she walked away. She wondered if she could expect the same sort of politically incorrect treatment from all the men in Purdue. She hoped not; she’d already slayed the dragon of the narrow-minded power brokers in New York. If she had to do that again, she’d probably opt instead for a quick falling on her sword.

         The upper floor of the building was only slightly more plush than the lobby. The carpet was a godawful shade of beige, but it was clean and cushiony beneath her feet. Hearing no sounds as she made her way down the narrow hall, she passed about five closed doors inscribed with names of assistants in the office before she got to the one marked RECEPTION.

         At the very end of the hallway, she found her target. ELGIN HALE, COUNTY PUBLIC DEFENDER was painted on the center panel of a set of massive doors. The gold paint was beginning to flake.

         She peered into the office but saw no signs of life. Sucking in a breath of fortification, Emma knocked three times.

         Nothing.

         She tried again; this time she put more force behind the action.

         Still nothing.

         Irritation rumbled in her empty stomach. The man had said 8:30 sharp. So where was he? To her, tardiness was a freaking sign of rudeness.

         Grabbing the polished brass knob, she was a little startled to find the door unlocked and pushed it open.

         A large, cluttered, rectangular desk covered with listing stacks of file folders dominated the office. A multi-line telephone sat dormant. A dated computer and its peripherals sat on a nicked credenza behind the desk. The rest of the space was devoted to a montage of photographs. The faint smell of Old Spice hung in the air.

         “Hello?” she called. There were two closed doors on the far side of the room.

         “Damn it, Bill!” she heard a male voice yell. “Can’t your wife stay home today? I can’t be in two places at one time. The new chick starts today!”

         A chick and a girl. Emma checked her watch. And all before nine in the morning. This day just gets better and better. Plastering a smile on her face, Emma knocked on the bellower’s door. “C’mon in, Jenny,” he barked. “And I hope you’ve got the coffee started. Oh, and let me know when that bro—”

         Crossed at the ankles, his sock-covered feet were perched on the edge of the desk. He’d been tapping them to some unheard tune as she stepped through the door. Elgin Hale, phone cradled between his shoulder and ear, stared at her with his mouth open. His blue eyes fixed on her face.

         Pulling the receiver away from his mouth, he asked, “What can I do for you, honey?”

         Chick, girl, honey? Didn’t anyone in Tarrant County understand political correctness and/or basic feminist protocol? “I’m Emma McKinley.”

         Hale lowered his legs and she heard noises suggesting he had found his shoes. One large hand fumbled with the receiver, then he sat straight in his leather swivel chair. “Right, Bill,” he said into the phone. “See what you can work out and call me back.” There was a pause, then he said, “Make it quick. Judge Crandall isn’t likely to grant a postponement on this one. You know him. Call back when you’ve gotten your shit together.”

         While Hale finished his call, Emma deposited her attaché and purse in one seat, then sat in the other directly across from her about-to-be new boss. Her eyes scanned the walls behind him. Generic undergraduate degree, generic law school, and none of the gold and black magna cum laude ribbons that edged her own diplomas. However, the man across from her had a decent reputation. She knew; she’d checked before making the trip to Purdue. Not that his credentials made any difference to her decision.

         He could have had a degree from eBay. She’d still have come. In his twenty-plus years in practice, Hale had earned some amount of respect among his peers. There were several framed commendations as well as some framed news articles praising him cluttering his walls. Most of the frames were crocked, and all of them were dusty.

         “Miss McKinley.” He rose from behind his desk and stretched out a beefy hand. “Glad to finally meet you.”

         “Thank you.” She shook his outstretched hand. Pleasantly, she added, “Though it sounds as if you’d be happier if I was Bill.”

         His weathered face softened under a smile. Expelling a breath of frustration, Hale explained. “Bill has a full court calendar and a kid with the chicken pox. He says it’s his turn to stay home. Christ,” Hale groaned, then ran his stubby fingers through the shock of his thick, white hair. “What the hell ever happened to a mother staying home with her sick kid?”

         A new century? Emma thought, yet held her tongue.

         Shuffling through a stack on his desk, Hale extracted a file and set it in front of him. Without looking up he asked, “You don’t have kids, do you?”

         “No.” But thanks for asking question number one on the “Do not ask applicants this question” list.

         She listened to the ticking of a naval clock perched on an overcrowded bookcase as Hale continued to shuffle files and papers. His brows were drawn together when he looked up at her. Meeting her eyes, he half-asked, half-said, “Larry Grisom recommended you for this job?”

         “Yes. Larry was one of my professors in law school. He taught several courses on criminal law.”

         “At Harvard?” His tone was a blend of admiration and mild amusement. “Larry should be in a courtroom, not a classroom.”

         She nodded. “He was a wonderful litigator. I learned a lot from him.”

         “Then if you don’t mind my asking, why is a Harvard grad who—according to your résumé—did a great job for the New York Public Defender’s Office and a swanky New York defense firm interested in a low-paying job as an assistant PD in Purdue?”

         “I’m something of a pariah in New York these days. I came to Purdue to practice law. It’s something I do very well.”

         “So I read,” Hale acknowledged. “But why here?”

         “Why not?” she responded. She punctuated her answer with a bright smile she hoped would end the mini-inquisition.

         “Fair enough,” he said, reclining to stroke the second of his three chins.

         He sized her up. The PD may have donned the relaxed air of a simple country lawyer, but the clear intelligence she read in his eyes belied the façade.

         “Then,” Hale began as he dove into the stacks of files, “since you’re here and Bill isn’t, you can take care of this.” He passed her a rather thin file. “You have been admitted to the Florida State Bar, right?”

         “Last week,” she informed him.

         Hale stood. “The courthouse is across the street. You’ll find your client in the basement floor holding cell. Judge Crandall takes the bench at ten. Calls the first case at ten-o-one.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Six minutes later, she was on her way to meet her first client. The courthouse was a stately old building with iron railings and Georgian columns. It was warm inside, making Emma wonder what it would be like in the heat of summer.

         With any luck, I won’t be here in the summer.

         After she displayed her credentials to him, a tall, young deputy escorted her down into what he called the “dungeon.” The name was apt. The air was stagnant and damp. It smelled like an old tennis shoe. Following him down the cinderblock, canyonlike hall, Emma tuned out the muffled voices from the prisoners within the locked, dank cells.

         She was walking and reading at the same time. Luckily the case file was thin—just a charging document, some letters, copies of the arresting officer’s report, and a docket sheet.

         The deputy ushered her into one of the cells. Emma was instantly struck by the appearance of the person seated at the chipped Formica table. He had dark hair falling over one eye, and a soft new growth of fuzz above his lip and in patches around his chin. He had the look of youthful innocence, like he should be the poster child for some skateboard manufacturer. He didn’t look like a criminal, but then she knew how deceiving appearance could be.

         Tossing his head back, he treated Emma to an insolent smile. But she saw a trace of curiosity behind the bravado. “Who are you?”

         She dismissed the deputy. “Emma McKinley. I’m your court-appointed attorney. I’ll be defending you.”

         “You?” he scoffed, tilting his chair so it balanced on the back two legs.

         “Bill’s kid has the chicken pox, so you’re stuck with me. Is there some problem with that”—she paused to consult the file—“David?”

         The Segan boy shrugged his lanky, seventeen-year-old shoulders with forced disinterest. “Depends on if you’re any good.”

         “There are people who think I’m an exceptional attorney,” she answered blandly. She read his arrest record and the most recent letter from the State’s Attorney. “The State is willing to lower the charge against you to a misdemeanor if you’ll name your drug supplier.”

         “Right,” David sneered. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

         “No.” She met his gaze. “Does that make a difference?”

         “If you were a local girl, you would understand how it is.”

         Okay, maybe I can make some headway with Purdue’s next generation. “Don’t call me a girl ever again. You think I don’t understand the ramifications of you taking the plea offer?”

         “Right the first time.”

         She rolled her eyes. “This may be a small town, but I’m pretty familiar with your situation. I’m guessing that if you rat on your friends, then you won’t have any friends. And you don’t want to be where you aren’t wanted, right?”

         “Yep,” David agreed. His initial tough guy exterior began to fade. “’Sides, it really was the first time I ever tried to score any weed.”

         And pigs fly. “So you just had the misfortune of committing your first felony in front of Deputy…Hammond?”

         “He’s an ass,” David slurred with derision.

         “He may be an ass. Don’t know and I don’t much care. But you aren’t in any position to be calling anyone an ass. You were the one lame enough to be caught buying a bag of sale-weight grass at nine in the morning.” She met his gaze. “Are you a user?”

         David averted his eyes and gripped his soda can tightly. There was a large black bruise beneath the nail of the thumb he was using to trace the outline of the soda’s logo.

         “Are you?”

         “Not really. I mean, sometimes I use…recreationally.”

         “Want to know how many people I’ve met that were ‘recreational’ drug abusers at seventeen and dead by twenty?”

         “What are you? My lawyer or a fucking DFS social worker?”

         She fished in her purse for her glasses. It was a stall tactic. So David was acquainted with the Department of Family Services. She put on her glasses and answered. “Your lawyer. Which is why I need to know these things.” She flipped through his arrest record. “You’ve got some Juvie fines for loitering, truancy, runaway, and a trespass on government property.”

         “Told you I wasn’t a druggie,” he retorted, crossing his arms in front of his shirt.

         “Then you shouldn’t dress like one,” she suggested. She noticed him flinch out of the corner of her eye. His black DEATH RULES T-shirt and grunge-style jeans wouldn’t exactly curry favor with the judge. “Is anyone bringing you clothes?”

         Her question shattered the pretense of toughness. David’s insolent eyes lowered as he took a sip of his drink. “No one I know is particularly interested in my appearance, Miss McKinley.”

         Checking her watch, Emma knew there wasn’t enough time to spruce her client up before court.

         Strike one. 

         “What about school?”

         “Bailed last year.”

         Strike two.

         “Work?”

         His defiant expression returned. “Nothing yet. I’m holding out for something with decent health insurance and a 401K plan.”

         Strike three, he’s out. Closing the file, Emma said, “If you’re bright enough to know what a retirement plan is, then you should be bright enough to find a job.”

         His chair came forward with a resounding thud. “It isn’t all that easy here in Purdue. This isn’t Tampa or Miami, Miss McKinley.”

         “I’m sure it isn’t easy, but that isn’t an excuse for not trying to do something with your life.”

         “Jeez, lady!” he griped. “Mr. Whitley didn’t lecture me when he came here.”

         “What did he do?” Emma asked.

         “He said I should take the deal.”

         “Then what?”

         David blinked.

         “Then what were you going to do?” she pressed.

         He shrugged and crossed his arms on top of the table. This time he traced the obscenity carved into the tabletop. “I guess I’ll go on doing what I’ve been doing.”

         Frustrated, Emma snapped, “Listen, Rebel-Without-A-Clue. You’re too old to play these idiotic games.” She shot him a look designed to convey her disgust with his childish behavior. “I have a personal policy never to waste my time on idiots.”

         She stood, gathered her papers, briefcase, and purse. Her glasses dangled between her thumb and forefinger. “I’ll see you upstairs where you will not take the plea and probably be found guilty.”
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