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Dedication

As usual, to my family, Bill, Josh and Molly, and Ben, as well as my terrific, supportive editor, Lindsey Faber. And to the legendary Texas singer/songwriter Steve Earle, whose wonderful song “Tom Ames’ Prayer” is the source of my hero’s name.

Chapter One

Tom Ames could never figure out the attraction of the Dew Drop Inn. It was dark. It was dirty. The beer on tap tasted like dishwater and the bottled stuff was overpriced. The barmaids looked like they ought to be performing community service, and they acted like they were.

Tom took a sip of his draft, holding back his grimace with an effort. Ingstrom, the owner, was watching him from the bar. No doubt he wondered why the owner of the Faro Tavern was in his place at five on a weekday. Maybe he thought Tom was trying to steal his trade secrets. Tom wondered briefly what trade secrets Ingstrom could lay claim to, besides the flattest beer he’d ever tasted.

The Faro, his bar, had this place beat by a mile. The draft beer was cold, and the bottled stuff included all the regulars plus some microbrews. The barmaids, if not exactly Hollywood material, were still better looking and better tempered than the two women working the bar at the Dew Drop. Now if Tom could only convince the citizens of Konigsburg, Texas, of those facts, maybe he could start doing the kind of business he wanted to do.

Not that the Faro was doing badly, particularly on the weekends when they had music in the beer garden outside. Tom was more than satisfied with the Faro’s take. But the customers were still mostly tourists, out-of-towners. They were drawing young professionals from Austin and the weekend music fans from San Antonio. He wished he had more Konigsburgers drinking in the evening. Sooner or later the tourists always went home. The Konigsburgers stuck around.

Of course, the Konigsburgers all remembered what the Faro had been like before Tom took over. The weekly fights. The scary customers who were more interested in doing some black market deals in the back than sipping cold beer out front. And they all remembered good ol’ Kip Berenger, former owner and all-around shady character, now long gone.

Tom surveyed the customers at the Dew Drop, most of whom were locals. Of course, none of the tourists would put up with the place. But the Dew Drop had longevity. It had been around a lot longer than the Faro, or at least the Faro in its most recent incarnation. God only knew who the customers had been when the Faro had been a barbeque joint back in the eighties. Sometimes he thought the place still had a lingering mesquite smoke musk from that period. However, what little repute the place might have had once had gone missing when Berenger had taken over.

Arthur Craven, the head of the Konigsburg Merchants Association, sat at a table three or four feet from Tom. He’d joined the association after he bought the Faro, but he’d never been asked to do much. Maybe that was because Craven always stopped off at the Dew Drop on his way home from work. And Ingstrom, the Dew Drop’s owner, had been a member of the association longer than Tom had.

The mayor, Horace Rankin, was sitting with his wife in a booth at the side. Rankin was a vet in his normal life, but these days he spent most of his time running the town. The previous mayor was under indictment for fraud, and Horace had a lot of mopping up to do. Drinking a beer at the Dew Drop might make that more palatable, but given the quality of the beer, Tom doubted it. He had a feeling Horace might appreciate some of the IPAs he was getting from Colorado.

The next booth held the Toleffsons, or two of them anyway. Tom squinted in the gloom, trying to identify which of the Toleffson brothers was sitting there tonight, given that they were all the same size—massive—and all had the same dark hair and eyes. He thought the one with his back to him was the County Attorney, Peter, and the other one was maybe the accountant, Lars. Lars Toleffson actually did Tom’s books, and he was damn good at it. But in the darkness of the Dew Drop, it was hard to tell who was who.

The third man at the table was the dentist, Steve Kleinschmidt, the one everybody called Wonder, although Tom could never figure out why. He was smirking, as usual. Tom thought it was a miracle nobody had pushed some of Wonder’s teeth down his throat by now, given the man’s tendency to lethal sarcasm. Maybe that was why he’d gone into the dental business in the first place.

If Tom could only come up with some way to entice the Toleffsons to the Faro, he’d probably be able to siphon off at least some of the Dew Drop’s business. Besides the County Attorney and the accountant, another Toleffson was Rankin’s partner in the veterinary business and the fourth was the chief of police. Anywhere the Toleffsons congregated would be popular with a significant number of the citizens of Konigsburg. If he could build it, they would come.

Of course, uprooting the Toleffsons from the Dew Drop was the problem. They’d been sitting in that booth ever since the first one had moved to Konigsburg from Iowa. Getting them to change their habits would take something special. Something more than he had to offer at the moment.

Tom sighed. He could probably ask Chico Burnside or Clem Rodriguez for advice. He probably should do that—they were both Konigsburg natives, and they could help him figure out the town. But he knew in his heart he wouldn’t. The Faro was his bar, his place. The first place he’d ever really had that was all his. He’d figure out a way to get the Konigsburgers to give it a try, and he’d do it on his own. His bar, his responsibility.

A barmaid approached his table through the gloom. She had on a violently turquoise T-shirt with the Dew Drop’s logo, such as it was—a circle with something that was probably supposed to be a drop of liquid in the middle. For some reason it reminded Tom of post-nasal drip. Maybe it was the way the T-shirt stretched across the barmaid’s significant rack. A nametag was placed low on the breast nearest his nose.
Ruby
, it said.

Tom did his best not to stare. Ruby’s biceps looked almost as significant as her boobs.

“Ya want somethin’ else?”

Actually, of course, he did want something else. Anything, as far as that went, instead of the watery beer in front of him. He shook his head. “Nope. Got to get going.”

He started to slide out of his booth, but the barmaid didn’t budge. If he kept sliding, he’d smash into her, something neither of them would probably enjoy. He dug into his pocket and dropped a limp dollar bill on the table.

The barmaid lifted her upper lip in a sneer, but she moved fractionally to the side to let him out. He headed for the door.

“So long, Ames,” Ingstrom called. “Come back any time.”

Tom let his lips slide into a sour grin, but he didn’t bother to answer. With any luck, he’d be able to stay out of the Dew Drop for most of the foreseeable future.

With any luck.

Big John Brandenburg was having one helluva good day. His technology branch, B-Tech, had landed yet another federal contract, this time writing and administering some software for the GSA. Big John could see years of subcontracts and maintenance work ahead. His energy consortium, KMB, was closing in on a contract to set up a wind-power farm in Eastern Europe. And even the small part of Brandenburg, Inc. that was still part of the oil business was flourishing. Life was good.

He tuned out the droning presentation from the accounting division—he’d already read the report, no need to endure the accountant’s monotone—and studied the others at the board table. In particular, one other.

His daughter, Dee-Dee, was taking notes, her forehead puckering slightly as she wrote. As if she really was interested in what the accountant was saying. Oh, she probably had some kind of academic understanding of what was going on—she had that degree from that expensive business school, after all, and her grades had been high enough to get her into some kind of fancy-schmancy business honors association. But, as Big John knew only too well, what you learned in school only went so far. And thus far Dee-Dee hadn’t shown she had much going for her as a businesswoman beyond the book learning he’d paid for.

Dee-Dee. His mouth twisted slightly. She’d told him a few weeks ago she didn’t want to be called Dee-Dee anymore. He was supposed to call her Deirdre, for god’s sake. Okay, it was her name, but hell, half the people she worked with wouldn’t be able to pronounce it. Why he’d let Kathleen give her that name he’d never know.

His expression softened as it usually did whenever his thoughts turned to Kathleen. Deirdre looked more like her every day, with her black hair and dark blue eyes. Nobody on the Brandenburg side looked like that. She’d picked up some of the Brandenburg size, but not as much as her cousin Docia, thank the lord. There was something unnatural about women who were six feet tall, like Docia and her mother, Big John’s sister Reba.

The accountant droned on, flipping to the next PowerPoint slide. Big John’s gaze slid to the man across from Dee-Dee. Now there was somebody who looked just right at six-foot-whatever. Craig Dempsey. Former running back for the Dallas Cowboys, traded to Tampa Bay, injured in his final season, probably a sure thing for the Hall of Fame. He was one of Big John’s smartest hires. Good publicity for the company, and somebody who knew the benefits of team play. He was shaping up nicely as a junior exec, and Big John made certain Dempsey was visible whenever Brandenburg, Inc. had something public to do. Dempsey had even had the original idea about the wind farms in Eastern Europe, which had surprised the hell out of Big John. He’d never thought the kid had that much imagination where business was concerned.

Dempsey wasn’t watching the presentation—he was watching Dee-Dee. As well he should. He was currently Big John’s leading candidate for son-in-law. Not that they’d ever discussed it in so many words, but Big John had seen the two of them together, and Dee-Dee didn’t seem exactly averse to the idea. Once Big John managed to get the two of them married, it would take a weight off his mind. There’d be somebody to run Brandenburg, Inc. whenever Big John decided he was ready to retire. He didn’t want the company to move out of the family, and he sure as hell couldn’t pass it on to Dee-Dee. Nobody would accept a woman running the show, even if her name was Brandenburg. Dempsey would do nicely.

At the podium, the accountant was wrapping up. Dee-Dee flipped another page of the slide printouts, jotting down a note quickly as the last slide flashed onto the screen. Big John glanced at the printouts in front of Dempsey. So far as he could tell, he hadn’t turned the pages or written anything. A tiny prickle of doubt edged through Big John’s consciousness. He suppressed it ruthlessly. Dempsey had probably already looked at the report, just as Big John had done himself. Why take notes if you already understood the points being made?

Yeah, that was probably it.

The accountant cleared his throat and glanced at Big John expectantly. Hell, he must have asked if he had any questions, and Big John hadn’t been listening enough to know.

At the other side of the table, Dee-Dee waved a hand. “Mr. Kaltenburg,” she began in her soft voice.

The accountant didn’t hear her at first, and then glanced her way with more annoyance than interest. Big John frowned. Dee-Dee might be a female, but she was a Brandenburg female. He cleared his throat and watched a flush spread across the accountant’s face.

“Yes, ma’am.” He turned toward Dee-Dee.

“I have some questions about your third quarter projections. If you’ll go back to slide six…”

Big John sighed inwardly. This meeting had already stretched longer than he’d expected, but he supposed he needed to give Dee-Dee her chance to ask whatever was on her mind. He settled back in his chair.

Her questions took up another twenty minutes. Across from her, Dempsey was tapping his pencil on the table, his eyes glazed. Big John had to work to keep his own eyes open.

“If that’s all?” Kaltenburg, the accountant, had an edge to his voice that Big John didn’t like. On the other hand, the man probably didn’t appreciate being questioned by some little girl, no matter how close she was to the boss.

“Just one more thing…” Dee-Dee began.

“I think that’s enough.” Big John managed to drown her out. Kaltenburg turned off his computer gratefully, while Dempsey tossed his pencil on the table as he stood.

Big John glanced at Dee-Dee. She still sat at the table, frowning down at her notes. Probably some hurt feelings there. Oh well, he’d apologize later. He picked up his folder as his administrative assistant scrambled to gather up his papers. The girl needed to get a life of her own, something outside the business. The sooner Dempsey got on the stick, the better.

Deirdre stayed in her seat until the boardroom was empty, giving an excellent imitation of someone reading through her notes one more time. In reality, the notes had blurred in front of her eyes long before the last man had stepped through the door.

If she’d had any doubts about what she needed to do, her father’s ham-handedness in the meeting had firmed her resolve. She was apparently the only one who’d understood the shaky reasoning behind the accountant’s projections, but she was also the only one her father would never listen to.
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