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November 15, 1982

At approximately 7:10 p.m., twelve-year-old Libby Coleman, freshly released from the rigors of her cotillion dance class, slides out of the backseat of a navy blue Lincoln Town Car. With youthful exuberance, she slams the door behind her before turning to grin at the occupants. Madeline Weintraub, driver of the car and mother of Libby’s best friend, winces at the force of the slam, fearing for the continued integrity of the vehicle’s trim. Her husband prizes the car, which is new.

“I’ll call you when I get home!” Allison Weintraub rolls down the rear window to tell Libby.

“Go on in, Libby. I don’t want to leave until you’re inside,” Madeline rolls down her own window to instruct. The warm air, scented with just mowed hay, caresses her face. It is a beautiful night, Madeline thinks, admiring the vast rolling lawn, like jade velvet in the darkness, and the neatly clipped lines of the boxwood hedge that shelters the stone path from driveway to porch. A huge yellow ball of a moon, which she has learned the locals call a Hunter’s Moon, hangs low over the horizon. A few stars blink against the midnight silk of the sky.

“Okay, Mrs. Weintraub. Hey, Allie, did I tell you what you-know-who said after you danced with him?” Libby’s grin broadens in anticipation.

“Russell Thompson? What did he say?” Allison squeals excitedly.

“Libby can tell you when you call her,” Madeline says, beginning to roll up both windows with the master control switch as a way of terminating the chatter between the girls, which she knows from experience can go on all night.

“Mo-o-om!” Allison wails.

“We have to pick up Andrew, remember?” Madeline reminds her. “Go inside, Libby.”

“I’m going. ’Night, Allie. Thanks for bringing me home, Mrs. Weintraub.”

Libby waves, then turns and trots for the house. It is a large house, a mansion in fact, because Libby Coleman is the daughter of one of the premier horse farm-owning families in Kentucky’s Bluegrass region. Madeline Weintraub, a relative newcomer to the area, feels fortunate that Libby has chosen Allison to be her best friend. She congratulates herself yet again for persuading her husband to enroll their only daughter in the expensive private school she and Libby attend. Libby’s friendship is a social coup for Allison. Madeline expects to reap increasingly important benefits from it as the girls grow older. For the sake of those benefits, she is glad to act as chauffeur, and prepared to wince in silence over a few slammed car doors.

“Who is Russell Thompson?” Madeline asks her daughter over her shoulder, watching with half an eye as Libby starts up the wide stone steps that lead to the six-columned front porch. Really, she thinks, to anyone who didn’t know their pedigrees, slender, blond-haired Allison would appear the old-moneyed blue blood. Chunky, rosy-cheeked Libby, with her satin bow askew in her untidy brown hair and her white, beruffled party dress splotched with orange Hi-C, certainly does not look to the manner born.

Allison giggles, and clambers over the seat back to plop down beside Madeline.

“He likes me,” she confides, then wrinkles her nose. “Libby says. But sometimes I think he’s kind of gross.”

“Oh, yes?” Madeline murmurs encouragingly, hoping her daughter will continue. Allison’s preadolescent view of the world is a source of never-ending interest to her. It is hard to remember ever being that young herself. Certainly she was never that carefree.

“When he laughs and drinks at the same time, Hi-C shoots out his nose.” Allison shakes her head with disgust. “Can we go, Mom?”

Having watched Libby gain the safety of the lamp-lit porch, Madeline nods and shifts the car into reverse. Her last impression of Libby is of her bouncing dress, bouncing curls, bouncing hairbow as she skips toward the front door.

Though Madeline doesn’t realize it as she backs down the long driveway, this image will be seared on her consciousness forevermore. She will resurrect it countless times, for Libby’s family, for the police, for half a dozen private detectives, for an army of newspaper reporters, neighbors, and friends.

Because that view of Libby Coleman skipping happily across her own front porch is the last anyone will ever have of her.

From there, she simply vanishes.

Despite a massive search, public pleas by her frantic family, and offers of a huge and continually growing reward for information as to her whereabouts, Libby Coleman is never seen again.
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October 11, 1995

“Hey, Will! Will! Would you look at that?”

Will Lyman responded to his partner’s urgent whisper by opening his eyes a slit and glancing up at the monitor installed in the ceiling of the van. He was slightly groggy, and it took him a second to remember where he was: parked outside a barn at Keeneland Race Course in Lexington, Kentucky, charged with bringing to justice a gang of the pettiest crooks it had ever been his displeasure to chase. He, who had pursued big-time names from Michael Milken to O. J. Simpson and worked on big-time cases from the Hillside Strangler to the Oklahoma City bombing, had been assigned to get the goods on a gang of has-been horsemen who had taken to supplementing their income by substituting fleeter-footed “ringers” for the broken-down Thoroughbreds they were scheduled to race.

How the mighty are fallen!

It was just before 4:00 a.m., and dark as the inside of a grave in the van. The gray glow of the monitor’s screen provided the only illumination. The picture was grainy, old black-and-white TV quality, but the image it conveyed was unmistakable: a slender young woman in skintight jeans had entered the previously empty tack room in the barn they had had under surveillance since dark. Back to the camera, she was in the act of bending over the bait: a large burlap feed bag stuffed with five thousand dollars in cash.

When Wyland Farm manager Don Simpson took it home with him, they had him. Case closed.

Only this girl was not, by any stretch of the imagination, Don Simpson.

“Who the hell is she?” Wide-awake now, Will shot off the dilapidated couch that filled one side of the lawn service van that was their cover to stand staring in disbelief at the monitor. “Do we have a file on her? Lawrence never mentioned a girl. He said Simpson would pick up the money himself.”

“Nice ass,” Murphy said, staring at the screen. The comment was detached. Murphy, fifty-two-year-old father of five, had been more or less happily married for thirty-some years. When it came to female flesh, he was looking, not buying.

“We got anything on her? Do you know who she is?” Irritated that Murphy had forced him to notice the small, firm, unmistakably feminine butt that was thrust almost in his face as the girl bent at the waist, backside toward the camera, Will spoke with an edge to his voice.

“Nope. Never seen her before in my life.”

“Well, don’t go into a panic over it.” Will spared a second to glare at his partner. Murphy never hurried, never worried, never got into a state about anything. The trait was about to drive Will insane.

“Okay, okay.” With a grin, Murphy swiveled sideways in his chair, turned on the computer that rested on the narrow work station built into the wall opposite the couch, and started punching computer keys. “Caucasian, female, between, oh, twenty and twenty-five years old, five feet seven, wouldn’t you say, and maybe a hundred fifteen, hundred twenty pounds.… What color’s her hair?”

“How the hell should I know? The damn picture’s in black and white.” With an effort, Will controlled his irritation and took a closer look. “Dark. Not blond.”

“Brown,” Murphy decided, typing it in.

“She’s opening the bag!”

The clicking of the computer keys ceased as Murphy swung around to watch too. The girl on the monitor now crouched in front of the sack, which rested on the speckled linoleum floor in the corner directly opposite the hidden camera. Her hands were busy untying the frayed piece of hemp that was wrapped tightly around the sack’s twisted neck. Her back was still to the camera, but at least her butt was down. A thick curtain of shoulder blade-length hair kept Will from getting a look at her face. Though her butt was certainly memorable enough for him to be able to pick it out of a lineup if he ever had to.

“Can you get me something on her, please?” Perilously controlled annoyance at both himself for noticing and Murphy for existing tightened his lips.

Murphy turned back to the computer.

“She’s found the money.” Will hadn’t really meant to say it aloud, because he didn’t want Murphy distracted. But the circumstances were so damned unexpected that his mind was not operating with its usual efficiency. He needed an ID, pronto. To decide what to do, he had to know who she was. Did the girl, who sank back on her heels to stare at the bundles of cash she had uncovered, work for the target of their investigation, or did she not?

The clicking stopped as Murphy, as expected, glanced around at the monitor. Will shot him a look that should have singed his eyeballs. Murphy hunched a shoulder guiltily, and started typing again. The girl reached into the sack to finger first one then another rubber band-bound bundle of twenties.

“Nothing … nothing … nothing,” Murphy grunted as the screen blinked a couple of times, then shone a maddeningly blank fluorescent green. “No woman fitting her description in the files. Unless I’ve done something wrong.”

That cheerful admission made Will want to tear out his hair. For a quick-talking, quick-thinking, quick-acting type A personality like himself, being teamed with a laid-back kind of guy like Murphy was a penance. Which was probably just what Dave Hallum had in mind when he paired the two of them up. Will’s boss was still mad over the loss of his cabin cruiser. Hell, Will couldn’t help it if the crooks he’d been chasing had thought the damned thing belonged to him, and decided to blow it up.

Hallum always had been one to hold a grudge.

Clearly this assignment, complete with Murphy, signaled payback time.

“She’s taking the money!” Will watched as the unidentified girl, after retying the sack and casting a quick glance around that afforded him the merest glimpse of her profile, stood up with their bait in her arms. Then she turned, finally facing the camera, and walked straight toward them. Her face, Will discovered to his disgust, was as memorable as her butt: fine-boned and beautiful. He blinked in pure self-defense, and in that brief time she—and the Bureau’s money—were out of camera range, and presumably out the door.

Murphy, leaning back in his chair, wolf-whistled appreciatively. “Whoa! Fox-y lady!”

Ignoring him, Will pressed a button beneath the monitor, and waited for the second camera panning the barn itself to pick up the action. All he got was a screenful of snow.

“Doesn’t look like it’s working,” Murphy observed as Will frantically twirled dials and pressed buttons.

No kidding. Will gritted his teeth, abandoned the monitor, and with a dagger-glance at his partner snatched up the phone.
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The burlap bag held place of honor in the center of the picnic table that served her ramshackle family as a kitchen gathering place. Molly felt queasy every time she glanced at it. She had stolen five thousand dollars from Barn 15’s tack room. Had anyone missed the money yet?

Dumb question. It was just after noon, and she’d walked out of that barn before 4:00 a.m. Of course someone had missed the money. Who in his right mind wouldn’t miss five thousand dollars?

The question was, how long ago had they called the police?

If she got caught, she could go to prison for years.

Or worse.

She wasn’t stupid. That much money stuffed in a burlap feed bag and left sitting around in a corner of a deserted tack room in the middle of the night sure wasn’t a bank deposit. It almost had to be somebody’s ill-gotten gains. But whose? For months there’d been rumors around the stable that something dirty was going down. But what? Drugs? Illegal gambling? Fixing races? Who knew? Molly didn’t want to know.

If that money was dirty, whoever it belonged to wouldn’t—couldn’t—call the police. What was the alternative? Visions of hired hit men on her trail made Molly feel light-headed.

But no one had any way of knowing that she had taken the money. She no longer groomed for Wyland Farm. Four days ago she had quit, in a fit of fiery temper that fifteen minutes later she remembered she and her family simply could not afford. Even if Thornton Wyland, obnoxious college-boy grandson of the stable owner, had grabbed her butt.

Last night—or rather this morning—she’d arrived at the barn to pick up her last check. Which Don Simpson would make her beg for, she knew, and might not even give to her though he owed her two weeks pay. He didn’t like people quitting on him, and he had a vindictive streak a mile wide.

She’d thought maybe she might even screw up her courage to the point of asking for her job back. Not that it was likely to do any good. As he often said, Don Simpson didn’t believe in second chances.

She should never have lost her temper. The thing to have done in such circumstances was simply knock away the hand groping the back of her jeans, and laugh the whole incident off.

Not punch the farm owner’s grandson in the gut, and threaten to render him genderless if he ever touched her again.

And then tell her boss what he could do with himself and his job when Simpson, ignoring Thornton Wyland completely, snarled at her for yelling in the barn and spooking the horses.

Temper, temper. It had gotten her in trouble before, and no doubt it would do so again. But this time she should have thought about the consequences before she shot off her big mouth.

Not thinking before she acted was something she did too often. Just like she hadn’t thought it through before taking the money from that tack room.

The question was, what did she do now?

Except for the horses, and a gimlet-eyed cat, the barn had been deserted when Molly entered it. Simpson always arrived for work at 4:00 a.m. sharp, and it was a good half-hour earlier than that. The groom who was supposed to be on duty throughout the night was nowhere around. She had seen no one. No one had seen her. No one knew she had been in that barn. No one knew she had the money.

Should she take it back?

Yeah, right, a little voice inside her head sneered. Just wait till 3:45 a.m. tomorrow, sneak back inside the barn with the money, and leave it where you found it. Like no one’s even missed it yet. Like they won’t even notice it’s been gone.

What if they caught her taking it back? Molly shuddered at the thought. That would be the same as being caught stealing it. The consequences didn’t bear thinking about.

Besides, she couldn’t take it back. She had already spent one of the twenties. Unable to help herself, entranced by the fact that she actually had that rarity, real cash money that wasn’t already earmarked for rent or food or something, in her possession, she had stopped by the Dunkin’ Donuts on Versailles Road on the way home. The kids had woken up to fresh doughnuts and milk. What a treat! All of them, even fourteen-year-old Mike, who lately had been way too cool to show enthusiasm for anything, had reacted with delight.

Whatever happened, even if she did end up going to prison—or worse—Molly just couldn’t regret those doughnuts.

Anyway, they needed the money. It was wrong to steal, but it was better than starving, especially since they would soon be kicked out of their house, which came with her job at a reduced rent of a hundred and fifty dollars a month. The job had been all that kept the roof over their heads and food on the table for herself and four kids—and she didn’t have that job anymore.

What she did have was five thousand dollars, cash.

But she sure didn’t want to go to jail. Or worse. What would the kids do then?

Footsteps on the wooden boards of the ramshackle porch brought Molly’s head around. Firm footsteps. I-mean-business footsteps. Not one of the kids playing hooky. Not a utility company man, come to collect what they owed or turn off the electricity or gas. Not a social worker, or a truant officer, nosing around about the kids. From bitter experience, Molly knew what all those footsteps sounded like.

These sounded serious.

She jumped up from the picnic table bench from which she had been nervously eyeing the evidence of her guilt and snatched the burlap bag off the table. She barely had time to stuff it in the cabinet under the sink and grab the shotgun that was kept on the far side of the refrigerator before the knock sounded on the door.

The gun wasn’t loaded—she was afraid to keep a loaded gun around the kids, so she hid the shells in a hole in the underside of the mattress in her bedroom—but whoever was at the door wouldn’t know that. Anyway, intimidation was what she had in mind, not murder.

Creaking springs and a ferocious burst of barking announced that Pork Chop had heard the knock too. A huge animal, part German shepherd and part who-knew-what, Pork Chop was ferocious-looking enough to freeze the devil himself in his tracks. Black and tan, with a long, springy coat that added inches of bulk to his already impressive size, Pork Chop was in reality as harmless as a kitten.

But whoever was at the door wouldn’t know that.

Toenails scrabbling on the linoleum, Pork Chop almost knocked Molly down in his mad dash for the door. His hackles were up and he was making enough noise to wake the dead.

Ox, Molly accused him silently as she moved to stand beside him. Then, the gun butt snuggled firmly under her armpit, she opened the flimsy wooden door and grabbed Pork Chop by the collar as if she was scared he’d devour whoever was on the other side of the still-latched screen if she let go.

The spicy scents of perfect Indian summer weather greeted her. Ordinarily the sheer beauty of the day would have gone a long way toward soothing any agitation she might be feeling. She loved October, loved the way the bright sunlight looked spilling over the carpet of red and gold leaves covering the yard, loved the mild temperature, loved the smell of woodsmoke that tinged the air. But the agitation she was suffering at that particular moment was far from ordinary, and so she barely noticed what would on most days have given her a great deal of pleasure.

There was a man on the other side of the screen door. Making no move to open it, Molly held firmly on to Pork Chop’s collar as he lunged at the barrier of fine black mesh. The dog’s huge jaws parted as he threatened the visitor, revealing rows of teeth that would not have been out of place on a Tyrannosaurus rex. Eyes widening, the man on the porch took a single look at Pork Chop, then stepped back a pace.

A glance told Molly that she’d never seen the man before. Fortyish, of average height and lean build, he had sandy hair cut ruthlessly short, a deep tan, and piercing blue eyes. He wore a dark suit and tie and looked grim. A hit man? She let go of Pork Chop’s collar and leveled the shotgun at the man’s belt buckle. Pork Chop barked hysterically.

“What can I do for you, mister?” Her greeting was hostile.

“Miss Butler?” He had to raise his voice to be heard over Pork Chop’s ear-shattering din. Molly battled the urge to tell Pork Chop to shut up. The animal was deafening her—but he was also clearly worrying the man on the other side of the screen. On balance, it was worth it.

“Nope.” He wasn’t looking for her. Or the kids. As she registered that the person he asked for was unknown to her, Molly relaxed. With her knee she shoved Pork Chop back from the screen, preparing to shut the door in the stranger’s face.

“Miss Molly Butler?”

Molly froze. The name was close. Too close. He was looking for her. He just had the name a little wrong. Molly fixed him with a wary gaze, her fingers tightening around the barrel of the gun. Without waiting for her to say anything more, he reached into an inside pocket of his jacket and produced a leather wallet.

“Will Lyman, FBI,” he said, opening the wallet to flash a badge and some sort of identification card at her. “I need to talk to you, Miss Butler. Could you please put down the gun, and call off your dog?”

She might have tried—he was with the FBI, after all—but calling off Pork Chop was easier said than done. Anyway, it was too late. Pork Chop’s attention suddenly found an object worthy of focus. Molly’s only warning came when the volley of barking ended in a high-pitched yelp. With that the dog leaped right through the screen, his hundred-pound body as deadly as a missile to the flimsy mesh. Landing clumsily on four huge, bunched paws, now in full cry, he leaped skyward again, exploding past the unwelcome visitor in a frenzied bound. Knocked clean off his feet, the FBI man went down with a yell and a crash. His head just missed the rusting metal glider.

The neighborhood cat that had inspired such passion took one look at the behemoth tearing up the ground behind her, and swarmed up the gnarled trunk of a huge oak.

At the foot of the tree, Pork Chop leaped and snapped at the intruder, who calmly settled herself on a lower branch and proceeded to wash a calico paw, twitching her black-tipped tail with disdain. A single leaf, turned gold by autumn, fluttered down to land on Pork Chop’s nose. He shook it off, and went mad at the indignity of it all.

“Shut up, Pork Chop!” Molly yelled. For all the good it did, she might as well have saved her breath.

The screen door, never very solid (she had put it up herself), had been knocked awry by Pork Chop’s assault. It was open now, the wooden frame hanging lop-sidedly from its hinges, stopped from closing by its low-dipping front corner, which was snagged on a board protruding from the uneven porch floor.

She would have to get Mike to help her fix the door when he got home from school, she thought distractedly. Mike would complain as he did about almost everything nowadays, but he could hold the door up while she tightened the hinge screws. And she would have to buy new mesh.

Thank goodness for the five thousand dollars. Without it, the mesh would have to wait.

But she couldn’t think about that right now. Her first priority was to get rid of the man sprawled on her porch.

Molly looked him over assessingly. He lay flat on his back, eyes closed, arms outflung, unmoving, utterly silent. It occurred to her that perhaps he was seriously hurt, even dead. A squiggle of fear invaded her consciousness at the latter possibility. What would she do with a dead FBI man on her porch? Under the circumstances, she didn’t dare call the police. She sure didn’t want to draw attention to herself with five thousand stolen dollars concealed under her sink.

The FBI man opened his eyes, blinking up at the porch ceiling, and that particular fear was laid to rest. Molly could almost see the instant when he regained complete awareness, because the muscles underlying his face tightened visibly. He sat up, scowling. Warily she watched as he ran the fingers of his right hand through his close-cropped hair. His wallet with the badge and ID lay open against the worn boards about two feet from his left hand. He saw the wallet, reached for it, and got to his feet clutching it, brushing off his suit with his other hand. His tie was crooked. It was navy with a tasteful maroon paisley pattern, Molly noted. The shirt was expensive-looking white cotton, now adorned with a streak of dirt.

His gaze collided with hers through the intact mesh of the upper half of the screen door. His expression, hard before, turned downright stony.

Molly couldn’t help herself. She grinned.

Clearly he didn’t like being the object of her amusement. His mouth tightened as he restored the wallet to his jacket pocket and moved toward her.

“Miss Butler, I should tell you that we know you took five thousand dollars in cash from a barn at Keeneland Race Course this morning. Now may I come in?”

Without waiting for an answer, he stepped past the damaged screen door, curled a hand around the barrel of the shotgun, and jerked it from her grasp with complete disregard for whether or not it might go off. Tucking the weapon beneath one arm, he walked past her into the house.

Or maybe, Molly thought, stalked was a better word.
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Rendered speechless by the bombshell he had just dropped, Molly swiveled to find the FBI man in her kitchen with his back to her, looking down the open barrel of her shotgun. Having ascertained that it was unloaded, he snapped the gun closed and set it down against the far wall. Then he turned, ignoring her as he glanced around the room.

It was clean, but that was about all that could be said in its favor, Molly realized as she imagined seeing the kitchen through his eyes. The old linoleum was an indeterminate color, somewhere between brown and gray. The walls were mustard yellow and the counter-tops were nicked green laminate. A hodgepodge of washed breakfast dishes air-dried in a plastic rack beside the sink. A pair of hand-sewn, green-checked kitchen towels served as curtains for the one small window. The cabinets were dark brown wood veneer. The gas stove, chipped white enamel, contrasted with the newer refrigerator, which was Harvest Gold. The picnic table that they had long ago hijacked from a nearby park because they couldn’t afford to buy furniture stood in the center of the room, painted white. One of its pair of benches jutted out at an angle where Molly had jumped to her feet at his approach. A broom, dustpan, and mop took up the narrow space between the refrigerator and the far wall. The “pantry,” a freestanding unit of metal industrial shelving painted white to match the table, held what was left of the jars of tomatoes and green beans and corn that Flora Atkinson, a neighboring farmer’s wife, had given Molly for helping to get her house ready for her daughter’s wedding last spring. Three pounds of weeks-old hamburger, excavated from the depths of the freezer before Molly had left for Keeneland that morning, thawed in the sink for supper. A covered metal trash can, also painted white but badly chipped from much use, stood in the far corner next to the pantry. Nobody viewing the room could doubt for a minute that the people who lived in it were poor.

Which was just fine, Molly decided with a lift of her chin. Being poor was nothing to be ashamed of. A lot of real fine people were poor. The Ballards included.

“Come in, Miss Butler. And shut the door.” The FBI man was unsmiling. Deep lines, probably from too much sun, bracketed his mouth. Crow’s feet radiated from the corners of his eyes. Probably it was the way they contrasted with his tanned skin that made their blueness seem so unsettling.

He couldn’t know about the money. Nobody had been in that barn. Nobody. Not even the groom. Just the horses, and a cat.

But somehow he did know.

Molly shivered. For an instant she toyed with the idea of darting out the door and just taking off running as fast as she could. He would never catch her. She was as fleet-footed as they came, and he was a stodgy old man in a suit. But then she thought of the kids and the thousand and one other ties that bound her to this place and realized that there could be no running away. She had to face him down, to do her best to convince him that he was wrong.

But the FBI? Talk about sending a tank to swat a fly! She’d expected the police or even a hit man if she was found out, but not a federal agent! The butterflies in her stomach took wing.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and not taking so much as a step closer. “Anyway, if you’re looking for a Miss Butler, you’ve got the wrong person. That’s not my name.”

“What is your name, then?” He had the quick, clipped speech of somebody from the North. He sure wasn’t from around there.

“You’re the one who’s supposed to be from the FBI. You tell me.”

“You took the money.”

“I told you, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t play games with me, Miss Butler. I don’t have the patience for it right now.”

“Oh, my, did Mr. FBI man fall down and go boom? And did it make him cranky? I wonder what hurts more, your dignity or your bum?”

He didn’t like that, Molly could tell. Instead of replying directly to her defiance, he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a cellular phone, which he held up in a fashion that was clearly meant to be a threat.

“If you’re not going to cooperate with me, Miss Butler, you leave me no choice but to have you placed under arrest. All it takes is one phone call.”

Molly almost hooted. “You guys pack phones now? At least on Hawaii Five-O, the FBI agents carried guns.”

His mouth tightened. “Are you going to cooperate?”

“How do I even know you’re really with the FBI? Anybody can get a fake ID.”

“In the circles you run with, that’s probably true. But my ID happens to be the real thing. If you want to, you can call the Bureau and check. I’ll give you the number.”

Molly pursed her lips, then took the two steps it took to convey her to the kitchen phone. “I think I’ll call the police instead,” she said sweetly, looking at him as she brandished the receiver.

“Go ahead,” He returned his phone to his pocket, crossed his arms over his chest, and fixed her with a steady gaze, clearly waiting.

Her bluff called, Molly hesitated. What now? He saw it, too, the quick flash of panic in her eyes before she could school her expression. No way was she going to drag the local cops into this if she could help it. First of all, there was the small matter of the burlap bag full of cash stashed on top of the cleaning supplies in her cabinet. Then there was the fact that her friendly neighborhood police department would be all too ready to believe the worst of her—of any of the Ballards. She’d had run-ins with them before, mostly over the kids. Just this past summer they had caught the eleven-year-old twins throwing eggs at passing cars, and last Christmas, Mike had been arrested for shop-lifting a Pearl Jam tape. Only the kindness of the music store owner had saved him from prosecution. Versailles was a small town, where everybody knew everything about everybody else. Everybody fit into a category, and the category that she and her family occupied was troublesome poor white trash.

No, she definitely didn’t want to call the local cops in on this. Left to their tender mercies, she’d be in jail before she could sneeze, and the kids whisked off into foster homes. Again.

“Well?”

Molly had the uneasy sensation that he could read her mind. The notion made her nervous. She hung up the phone.

“All right, so maybe you are from the FBI, but I tell you you’ve got the wrong person. My name is not Butler.”

“You got a VCR?”

“What?” The question was so unexpected, it threw Molly. He repeated it.

“What if I do?”

Actually, Mike had a VCR. Last June he’d worked helping old Mr. Higdon set out his tobacco, and the used VCR had been part of his payment. Working for something, as Molly had tried her best to impress on him, was a whole lot better than shoplifting it. They didn’t put you in jail for working.

How was she ever going to be able to take the high moral ground with Mike now, with that five thousand dollars hanging over her head? Unless, she thought, she was going to serve as a living example of the wages of sin by spending the next few years of her life behind bars.

Those butterflies in her stomach did flips.

“Where is it?” Impatient with waiting for an answer, he turned and walked through the narrow rectangular doorway that opened into the living room. Not wanting to let him out of her sight, Molly followed.

The downstairs of the dilapidated clapboard farm-house consisted of three rooms: the kitchen and the living room, side by side in front, and Molly’s bedroom in back. The one bathroom was in a shedlike addition stuck onto the kitchen as an obvious afterthought; the remains of the outhouse still stood some little distance up a slope in back.

The living room was as haphazardly put together as the kitchen. Time-darkened hardwood floors were covered in the center by a worn, oval-shaped braided rug in shades that had once been brown, green, and rust. A tweedy orange couch with a sagging middle, rescued from a Salvation Army donation bin, sat against one fake-wood paneled wall. Flanking it were an ancient brown Naugahyde recliner, the rips on both arms repaired with black electrical tape, and a brown-painted Adirondack chair with floral cushions Molly had made from pillowcases. Two mismatched battered wood tables were topped by cheap white bean-pot lamps. Faded gold drapes, opened wide to let as much light as possible into the dark room, adorned the single large window. A nonworking fireplace fronted by a black wood-burning stove on a round brick pedestal was built into the far wall.

The TV with the VCR claiming pride of place on top was impossible to miss. It was placed against the short wall the living room shared with the kitchen. When Molly reluctantly appeared in the living room doorway, the FBI man had already found it, and was in the act of pulling a tape from an inside jacket pocket. Sending a quick glance her way, he continued with what he was doing. He pressed a button on the VCR, popped the tape into the machine, pressed another button and turned on the TV. Then he crooked a finger at her. Molly took a couple of unwilling steps forward, into the room, as the screen, for those first few seconds, showed nothing but gray snow. A moment later, to her horror, the picture appeared in vivid detail. Molly stood transfixed, watching speechlessly as her video self found and made off with a burlap feed sack containing bundles of cash.

Somehow he’d gotten the whole thing on tape!

He watched her as she watched the screen, and as soon as he saw he’d made his point he turned it off.

“Well?” he said again, straightening to look at her.

Molly clamped her shock-parted lips together, crossed her arms over her chest, and tried to ignore the icy cold that crept along her limbs. Her gaze met his. He had her and they both knew it. How could she deny what was right there on tape? Claim she had an evil twin?
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“Okay,” Molly said at last. “So maybe I did take the money.”

“I don’t think there’s any maybe about it.”

Molly said nothing.

“Where is it?” he asked.

Without a word Molly turned and walked into the kitchen. Pausing only to remove the tape from the machine—she could hear the funny little noise the VCR made when it ejected a tape—-he followed. Of course he wouldn’t be stupid enough to forget the evidence. Tape in hand, he watched from the living room doorway as Molly retrieved the burlap sack from beneath the sink, and with poor grace plopped it onto the center of the table. Restoring the tape to his coat pocket and joining her at the table, the FBI man untied the sack and glanced inside, as if to make sure the money was still there. Then, apparently satisfied, he twisted the neck into a knot.

“Why’d you take it?”

That was such a stupid question that it angered Molly. “For fun,” she said, hugging herself. “For kicks. Why else would a rich girl like me steal a bag full of money?”

His lips compressed. “I’d cut the sarcasm if I were you, Miss Butler. You’re in big trouble here.”

“Are you going to make that call and have me arrested now?” The question was pure bravado. As she waited for the answer Molly felt sick with fear.

“What you did is a felony offense,” he said. “You’re looking at big-time time here. Maybe fifteen, twenty years.”

Oh, God. Molly felt light-headed. With the best will in the world not to let him see how scared she was, she couldn’t keep her body from reacting. Her knees gave out, and she sank bonelessly down on the bench where she’d been sitting when she had heard him coming. Lips parting, she drew in a great, shuddering breath.

“Maybe,” he said slowly, watching her, “I could get them to go easy on you—if you cooperate. I need to know who sent you to pick up the money.”

Molly glanced up at him in surprise. He was intent, frowning at her and leaning forward on one strong brown hand that rested on the table. She could see the black strap of a wristwatch peeking from beneath the crisp white cuff of his shirt. His watchband was leather, the watch’s face rimmed in gold. His suit was fine wool. His tie was silk. His clothing, like his whole demeanor, proclaimed that he was part of the privileged establishment. No way would he be able to understand what it was like to be her, to be young and poor and caught up in a daily life-or-death battle just to put food on the table.

No way would he be able to understand what it was like to be her now, looking up at him, scared to death.

His eyes burned brightly blue at her. Meeting their gaze, Molly decided that any further attempt at lying about what she had done was a waste of time and energy. With that tape, he had her cold.

“Nobody sent me,” she said.

“I can’t help you if you won’t tell me the truth.”

“That is the truth. I took the money because we—I—needed it. Nobody told me to.”

“What were you doing in that barn at three forty-five in the morning?” He hurled the question at her as if it were a brick.

“I—I work there, for Wyland Farm. At least I did.”

“What do you mean, you did?”

“A few days ago, I got mad about something and quit. I went by the barn this morning to pick up my last check.”

“What did you get mad at?”

To Molly’s fury, embarrassed heat crept up her face. “A guy grabbed me, and I didn’t like it.”

“Who? Don Simpson?”

“No, not Mr. Simpson. Thornton Wyland. His people own the stable.”

He took a minute to digest that, then began again on another tack. “So you went to the barn to pick up your last check at three forty-five a.m.?”

“I always start—started—work at five. Three forty-five is not real early in the horse business.”

“Who were you supposed to pick up the check from?”

“Mr. Simpson.”

“He wasn’t there.”

“He usually gets there around four. He likes to be the first one to arrive. I came a little early because I didn’t want to miss him. I needed—need—that check.”

“So you arrived early. What time? Who did you see? Who was in the barn?”

“I guess I got there about three-thirty. I didn’t see anyone. There’s usually a groom on duty all night, but “if he was there I didn’t see him.”

“So, tell me, Miss Butler, what did you do in a deserted barn between three-thirty and the time you entered that tack room?”

“I checked on the horses, and talked to Ophelia.” There didn’t seem much point in correcting him about her name again. Besides, she thought it might be a good idea to allow him to retain that small area of ignorance. She didn’t quite see how at the moment, but it was always possible that his misapprehension about her name might be turned to her advantage.

“Talked to who?”

“Ophelia. She’s a burro. She was hurt not too long ago and she’s been nervous of people ever since. She trusts me. I wanted to make sure she was all right.” Actually, Ophelia had been the victim of a vicious attack about two months before. While loose in the Wyland Farm fields one night, she had been slashed numerous times across the hindquarters with what, from the size and shape of the wounds, appeared to have been a straight razor. The attacker had not been identified. Security had been stepped up around the farm, though concern was blunted by Ophelia’s lack of value. She was not a Thoroughbred, after all. The burro was only permitted at Keeneland because she had a calming effect on Tabasco Sauce, Wyland Farm’s great bay hope. Ophelia was his best buddy.

“What do you—did you—do for Wyland Farm?”

“I’m a groom.”

“You said Don Simpson is your boss. Is that all? What kind of personal relationship do you have with him?”

Molly didn’t like the implication of that. She looked him straight in the eye. “We don’t have anything going on, if that’s what you’re asking me.”

He didn’t even have the grace to look abashed. “So you don’t have any kind of personal relationship with Simpson, is that what you’re telling me?”

“That’s what I’m telling you.”

“Anybody else?”

“What?” Her eyes widened.

“Are you—dating—anybody else?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your business. If you’re thinking about asking me out, the answer’s no.” He wasn’t, and she knew it. She just couldn’t seem to resist the urge to be smart-mouthed.

“I’m not planning to ask you out, Miss Butler, believe me. I’m merely asking a question: Who do you see socially? Who do you date? Who’s your boyfriend?”

“What do you want to know that for?”

He frowned. “Miss Butler, if you want to stay out of jail, you’re going to answer any questions I ask you. Truthfully. Got that?”

She scowled right back at him. He apparently took her expression as an affirmative answer to his last question, which in fact it was. “Boyfriends? Dates? Male social acquaintances?”

“I go out with Jimmy Miller sometimes. His dad owns Miller’s Garage in town. And Tom Atkinson. He’s a neighbor. And some others, when they ask and I’m free.”

“Do you have any personal involvement with Bernie Caudill?”

“Bernie Caudill?” The name sounded familiar, but Molly couldn’t quite place it.

“He identifies the horses running at Keeneland.”

“Oh, you mean the fat old guy who checks the horses’ mouth tattoos?”

“That’s him.”

“No. I barely know him.”

“Tim Harden? Jason Breen? Howard Lawrence?”

To each name, local trainers all, Molly responded with a negative shake of the head.

The FBI man was silent for a minute. “So what you’re telling me is that you were in that barn at three forty-five in the morning for no other reason than because you wanted to pick up your paycheck.”

“That’s right.”

“So what were you doing in the tack room? Seems a strange place to visit at that time of day.”

“I was going to get a handful of sweet feed for Ophelia. She loves it.”

“Ophel—oh, yes, the donkey.”

“She’s a burro.”

He dismissed that distinction with an impatient twitch of his mouth. “You had no idea the money was there, who it was for, or anything. You just saw it and took it because you needed it, is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“So tell me something else: Why did you look in the feed sack?”

“Because it wasn’t the right brand. We always use Southern Farms. The sack was Bentons’ brand, which is an inferior feed. It wasn’t supposed to be fed to our horses, which means it had no business being in our tack room, because somebody might use it by mistake. The wrong feed upsets the horses’ digestive tracts. With Thoroughbreds, you have to be careful. I was going to get it out of there just to be safe, but when I picked the sack up I knew immediately that it didn’t have feed in it. So I looked inside.”

“Were you surprised to find money in there?”

That was the understatement of the decade. “Oh, yeah.”

He was silent for a moment, his expression pensive. His gaze moved over her face and down as much of her slim, blue jean-clad body as he could see with her sitting down on the opposite side of the table. It was clear to Molly that he was weighing her words, trying to decide if she was telling the truth.

“How old are you?” he asked abruptly.

“Twenty-four.”

“You live here with your brothers and sisters, is that right? You have several of them?”

“Four. Two brothers, two sisters.”

“And you’re the oldest.”

“What did you do, check me out before you came? Of course you did. You’re the FBI, right?” Resentment laced the words. “In that case, you already know I’m the oldest, so why ask?”

Her bristling clearly had no effect on him. His next question was, “Where are your parents?”

Molly stiffened. This was going too far, into the realm of the personal, where she never allowed anyone to penetrate. “Look, do you really care? Where my parents are doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

“I want to know.”

Well, she wanted a lot of things, like for him to go away. But she wasn’t going to get it, not since he had that tape and she couldn’t order him out of her house. That tape gave him the upper hand—and the right to demand answers, no matter how sensitive the questions. “My mom’s dead. My dad took off into the sunset when I was a baby. Okay?”

He regarded her without speaking for a moment. Then his mouth twisted wryly. “Today is your lucky day, Miss Butler. I’m going to believe you’re telling me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. I’m going to take the money and go away and forget you ever stole it. Unless I find out you lied to me. In that case, I’ll be back.”

He picked up the bag of money by its knotted neck, inclined his head toward her, and started walking. Unable to believe that she was really about to be let off the hook just like that, Molly swiveled on the bench to watch as he headed out the damaged screen door.

“Have a nice day, Miss Butler,” he called back over his shoulder, just as if theirs had been the friendliest of casual encounters. Though vaguely peeved at the jauntiness of his farewell, Molly’s overwhelming emotion as she watched him go was a flood of relief. She was not going to go to jail after all.

Though he still didn’t know about the missing twenty.

Even as she entertained the thought, the FBI man came to an abrupt halt some two feet shy of the steps. Had he changed his mind? she wondered in a sudden panic. Could he read her mind? Was he coming back?

Her question was answered as Pork Chop walked stiff-legged into view, neck fur bristling, gleaming white teeth exposed. Apparently the dog had been napping on the porch.

To his credit, the FBI man stood his ground. He held out a hand and let the huge animal sniff his fingers, saying something that Molly couldn’t quite decipher in a quiet, soothing voice. At the attention, Pork Chop melted like the marshmallow-hearted idiot he was. He wagged his tail—clearly now that the man had let him sniff his fingers he must be a friend—and got his head patted for his pains.

Finally the FBI man stopped patting her traitorous animal, stepped off the porch, and walked out of sight. And, Molly devoutly hoped, out of her life.
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The news that greeted Will when he called Murphy from a pay phone at the 7-Eleven on Versailles Road was bad: Howard Lawrence was dead. Lawrence was the trainer for Cloverlot Stables, and their stool pigeon. He was the one who had confirmed the details of the scam for Will, who had fingered Don Simpson and the others, and who had left the bag of cash, supposedly a payoff on a ringer run in a previous race, in Barn 15’s tack room. At this point, Howard Lawrence was their case. Thanks to the interference of the sexy little number to whom Will had just, to his own disgust, given a major break, they had not yet managed to secure a shred of evidence against anybody else.

“What do you mean, dead?” Will demanded, outraged, when Murphy broke the news.

“You know, as in kicked the bucket, deceased, dearly departed?”

“He’s dead?”

“That’s what I said.”

“How in the name of all that’s holy did that happen?”

“He killed himself.”

“He killed himself?”

“Yup.” Murphy sounded glum.

“You were supposed to have him under surveillance!”

“I did. I was following him, and he pulled in for a burger, went through the drive-in window, then stopped in the parking lot to eat. He looked like he was fixed there for a little bit, so I drove up behind the building and ran inside to use the bathroom. When I pulled around again, he was still in his car. I could see him clear across the parking lot. He was kinda leaning back in the seat with his eyes closed, but I didn’t think anything about it. I thought he was just taking it easy for a minute! How was I supposed to know he’d blown his brains out, right there at Dairy Queen?” Murphy was clearly aggrieved at being blamed.

“Shit!”

“That’s what I said.”

“Damn it to hell, Murphy, you shouldn’t have let it happen!”

“What could I do? There wasn’t anything I could do!”

“Shit!” Will said again.

“Man, I’m sorry.”

Will could almost see Murphy’s apologetic shrug over the phone. He ground his teeth.

“I suppose the local yokels are on top of it?”

“Oh, yeah. Fact is, one of the girls who works at the place found him. She was carrying out a special order and when she walked past his car she dropped the food and started screaming. Police were there in under five minutes.”

“You talk to them?”

“Naw. Once the girl started screaming, I never got out of the car. When the cops got there, I drove away. Didn’t want to tip them off that we had an interest in Lawrence.”

“Are you sure—positively sure—he’s dead?”

“Yeah.”

“If you never got out of the car after the girl started screaming, how can you be sure?” Will’s patience was being sorely tried. Damn Hallum for saddling him with this bonehead!

“I saw the whole thing on The News at Noon. It was their big story: local horseman commits suicide at Dairy Queen. Believe me, he’s dead. Funeral arrangements are pending.”

“It was on TV? Christ!”

“At least nobody knows he was connected to us.” Murphy sounded as if he was offering comfort. “Anyway, he already told us everything he knew. We still got a case.”

Will closed his eyes briefly. “You’re wrong, Murphy. We don’t ‘still got a case.’ We had the goods on Lawrence, but he’s dead. Without his testimony, we’ve got nothing on any of the others. Nothing, do you understand that? No witness, no evidence, nothing. Nothing on nobody, except a lot of hearsay.” Which translates to a whole heck of a lot of hard work straight down the drain, he thought savagely.

“Maybe we can scare one of the others into confessing or something. Bring them in, and tell them that Lawrence told all before he died.”

“And if they don’t confess, which they won’t if they’ve got the sense God gave a goose, we have nothing. Except egg on our faces, and a big-ass expense account bill with nothing to show for it. Plus we’ll have tipped them off that their little scheme has been found out, which means they will immediately knock it off. Leaving us with nothing again.”

“At least they won’t be committing any more crimes.”

“Oh, I’ll tell Hallum that. Maybe he’ll put us up for Citizens of the Year.”

“Nothing we can do to change anything now.” Again Will could almost hear Murphy’s shrug.

Will did not speak for a moment. He couldn’t. Traffic whizzed past on the four-lane highway not far from where he stood. A couple of rubes in overalls came out of the 7-Eleven and climbed into a beat-up pickup, revving the engine loudly as they drove off. A vapor trail of malodorous exhaust wafted toward Will’s nostrils. He leaned back, out of its way.

Overhead, the sky was a gorgeous cerulean blue with fluffy white clouds floating across it. Unseasonably warm air caressed his face. In downtown Chicago toward the middle of October it would have been twenty degrees cooler, the air crisp like it was supposed to be in autumn. The streets would have been crowded with people bustling about real business. Wind would have whistled through the canyons created by the skyscrapers …

“Etheline, don’t forget my cigarettes! You hear?” A fat woman in an idling Chevy shouted the admonition at her equally large teenage daughter, who was walking into the convenience store and who answered her with a dismissive wave. In Chicago, nobody smoked anymore. Here, the damned state motto might as well have been Tobacco is a vegetable. Half the population lit up. God, he wished he were back in civilization again! His idea of hell was to be stuck here for the rest of his life.

“You sure it was suicide?” he asked Murphy desperately.

“The News at Noon said the gun was found inside the car with Lawrence’s fingerprints all over it. No one was with him. What else could it be?”

What else indeed? Just because Lawrence’s death was awfully convenient for the men he was ratting on didn’t mean it was murder. But still … “You copy down the license numbers of the cars in the lot?”

“No.” Murphy sounded surprised. “Should I have? I didn’t think about that, with it being a suicide and all.”

You didn’t think, period, Will growled, but he didn’t say it aloud.

“You recover the money?” Murphy asked.

“Yeah.” Deep in thought, Will responded with scarcely more than a grunt.

“Uh, Will …” There was a pause.

“What?” That pause caught Will’s attention. He could feel more bad news heading his way.

“The girl’s name is Ballard, not Butler. Molly Ballard. I guess I read it wrong.” Murphy sounded sheepish.

“Thanks for telling me.” Will’s voice was dry. With Murphy, he was becoming inured to screwups. At least the girl had been telling the truth when she had insisted she wasn’t Miss Butler. Will grimaced as he remembered. He hated being made to look a fool. Thinking that, he had an abrupt vision of himself lying flat on his back on her porch.

In the looking-foolish sweepstakes, getting his suspect’s name wrong paled in comparison.

“You got the money back, so I guess it didn’t matter,” Murphy said hopefully.

Will lifted the receiver from his ear and contemplated it for an instant. Then he replaced it and said carefully, “No, I guess when you look at it that way it didn’t.”

“You want me to make some calls and try to get the coroner’s report on Lawrence, or anything?”

“No,” Will said, feeling a sensation close to panic at the idea of Murphy’s doing anything more. “Stay put. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

Without giving Murphy a chance to reply, he hung up.

As he started back to his car, Will discovered to his disgust that there was gum stuck to the bottom of his shoe. A big, fat, grimy pink globe, with long, slimy strings stretching from his expensive leather sole to the remnants of the goo left on the asphalt. He wasn’t even surprised. Just about all the locals who didn’t smoke chewed gum, and spat it out wherever it suited them.

This day had gone wrong right from the beginning, from the moment the girl made off with the bag of cash that was to provide their filmed evidence of Don Simpson receiving a payoff. From there, though Will wouldn’t have believed it possible, events had spiraled rapidly downhill. And now he had gum on his shoe.

As the saying goes, sometimes you eat the bear, and sometimes the bear eats you.

Or as Will more succinctly expressed it to himself, sometimes life sucks.

He scraped the gum off onto the raised edge of the sidewalk as well as he could, walked to the nondescript, company-sanctioned white Ford Taurus that in his mind stood out like a sore thumb precisely because it was so bland, and headed toward Lexington, some ten miles away.

A sudden craving for a glass of cold milk, a bagel, and a copy of the Chicago Tribune hit him. Since he’d given up caffeine in deference to the ulcer that intermittently plagued him, fifteen minutes with milk, a bagel, and the paper had become his method of choice for handling stress.

It beat pounding on walls.

These people had never even heard of bagels. When he had tried to order one, in a variety of local delis and restaurants, what he got most often was a blank stare. His favorite response came from the clown who told him to check in the pet shop up the street. Bagels, beagles, get it, ha-ha.

The locals sure had a great sense of humor. He’d better be careful or he’d die laughing.

He had been in the sticks just a little over a week, and he could already feel his blood pressure shooting through the roof. Big-city life was in his genes, he’d decided days ago. “Fresh” country air—actually it was ripe with more than a hint of manure—nauseated him. Give him a couple of lungfuls of smog anytime.

It was bad enough that he was suffering so on behalf of a two-bit horse race-fixing ring that nobody would have given a damn about if Senator Charles Paxton, D-Ky., and his buddies hadn’t lost a bundle at the local track last spring, but it was much worse that the investigation now seemed to be thoroughly blown. If he couldn’t salvage something from the wreckage, he was going to have a black mark on his record. His career would be damaged, and all over a nothing case that wasn’t even important enough to merit an “official” investigation. He and Murphy were checking out the scam strictly as a favor to the senator. Nobody but Dave Hallum knew they were there.

Driving toward Lexington, Will turned the case over in his mind, desperately looking for a fresh angle from which to approach it. The facts were these: Senator Paxton, quite rightly as it turned out, had suspected that something was rotten in Thoroughbredland when he kept losing where he usually won. He had asked George Rees, Hallum’s boss at the Bureau and Paxton’s close friend, to check it out. Rees had in turn passed the ball to Hallum, who had, with malice in his heart and a wicked grin, lobbed it to Will, who’d been on his shit list at the time because of the splintered cabin cruiser.

When Will had protested that agents from the field office in Louisville were the ones to handle the case, he was informed that he was mistaken: Everybody knew everybody else down there, including the local FBI agents. Under those circumstances it would be almost impossible to keep secret an investigation involving the region’s most famous horse-breeding operations.

What was needed was an outsider—namely, Will. He would be assisted by John Murphy, a recent transferee to the Chicago office from West Virginia, where he’d spent the past fifteen years coasting by on the occasional marijuana bust, from what Will could gather.

Will hadn’t liked the assignment, or his new partner, but that was life with the Bureau. Accompanied by Murphy, he’d flown down, set up shop in the nearest Executive Suites hotel, and promised himself he would have the whole mess sorted out by the time Keeneland’s three-week racing season ended on October 29.

He would have made his self-imposed deadline too. It hadn’t required a lot of brains to focus on the track’s recent consistent winners as the preliminary targets of his investigation. A little electronic surveillance, a little sifting through trash at Keeneland and various stables associated with it, and he had a rough idea of what was going on, along with a quintet of suspects. What he lacked was proof, as well as some way of busting all five and making the charges stick.

The background checks he did on the targets yielded pay dirt: One of his prime suspects, Howard Lawrence, was sleeping with an underage girl. That was all the leverage he needed. He visited Lawrence, terrifying him with the specter of being charged with statutory rape and transporting a minor across state lines for immoral purposes (the idiot had taken the girl with him on a jaunt to Nashville a month previously). He then revived him with the possibility of avoiding that fate and being financially well rewarded for his cooperation in an ongoing investigation, and promised him both protection from reprisals by his fellow conspirators and immunity from prosecution for his part in the scheme. Lawrence was intelligent enough to recognize that under the circumstances his choices were limited. He spilled everything he knew, and agreed to help set the others up.

The scheme was strictly penny-ante stuff, designed not to make anybody rich but just to supplement the salaries of those involved. Its mechanics were simple: Four local horse trainers—Lawrence, Don Simpson of Wyland Farm, Tim Harden of Greenglow Stables, and Jason Breen of Sweet Meadow Stud—had formed an unholy alliance with identifier Bernie Caudill, whose job it was to match the lip tattoo identifying each racehorse with the Thoroughbred’s registration papers. This was the process by which bettors were assured that the horse that was supposed to run in a particular race was the horse that actually ran. The trainers were using “ringers,” substituting Thoroughbreds that outclassed the competition and running them at long odds intended for the lesser horses supposedly entered in the race. The horsemen then bet heavily
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