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DEATH ON THE MOVE
Chapter 1
“You gotta come to the funeral home right now.” Clyde Ballinger’s voice on the telephone was urgent. “It’s important.”
Sheriff Dan Rhodes knew that Ballinger wasn’t kidding. Whatever he wanted would have to be important to keep Ballinger away from his usual Saturday-morning rounds, which consisted of visiting every garage sale within a ten-mile radius of Clearview and looking for old paperback books.
“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Rhodes said. “What’s the problem?”
“I don’t want to talk about it on the phone,” Ballinger said. He had lowered his voice considerably. “It’s something to do with business.”
Business? Rhodes thought. Had there been a murder that he didn’t know about? Ballinger’s business as a funeral director brought him into contact with nearly every dead body in Blacklin County, and he and Rhodes had formed a sort of friendship on the basis of their occasional encounters.
Rhodes hung up and turned to Hack Jensen, the dispatcher, general flunky, and resident wit of the county jail.
“I’m going to run over to the funeral home,” Rhodes said.
“Might get there quicker if you’d take the car,” Jensen said, without cracking a smile.
Jensen seemed to think that part of his job was to find jokes to make, and when he got together with Lawton, the jailer, Rhodes often found himself thinking he was trapped in some vaudeville routine. Fortunately, Lawton was back in the cellblock and Jensen was having to go it alone today. Rhodes didn’t resent their playfulness: for what the county was paying them, they deserved a little fun.
“Good idea,” Rhodes said. “I think I’ll do that. I’ll give you a call back after I talk to Ballinger to see if anything else’s come up.”
“You tell Clyde I said hello,” Jensen said. “But that’s all. He’s been looking at me too close lately, like he’s measurin’ me for one of those boxes of his.”
Rhodes wasn’t sure exactly how old Jensen was, but he was far beyond retirement age. That was why the county got him so cheap. He was willing to work for next to nothing as long as they gave him a place to keep busy. He had to be well over seventy, though he didn’t look it, and Rhodes was sure that Ballinger wouldn’t be measuring him for any box for a long time.
Rhodes went out to the car. It was a beautiful day for January, almost no clouds, the sky so blue that it seemed to go on forever. The temperature was in the middle sixties, and
Rhodes didn’t even need a jacket. He knew that a norther could blow in any day and drop forty degrees off the thermometer in a few hours, but he was hoping that wouldn’t happen for a long time. It wasn’t much of a hope, though. January wasn’t a month in which you could count on many sixty-degree days.
He drove on over to the funeral home in the county car. He didn’t stop in the front. He knew that if Ballinger wanted to talk to him in private, he would be in the little house behind the main building. The funeral home had once been one of the finest private homes in Clearview, and Ballinger had converted the old servants’ quarters to his own hideaway after he bought and renovated the place.
Rhodes tapped on the door and Ballinger let him in. As always, Rhodes was amazed by the room. The walls were lined with shelves of paperback books by obscure authors, and Ballinger had read most of them. His special favorite, however, was Ed McBain, and he never seemed to tire of telling Rhodes about the exploits of the members of the 87th Precinct. In fact, there was a hardcover book on Ballinger’s desk. The title was Tricks, and McBain was the author. He was the only author Ballinger bought in hardback.
Ballinger looked uncommonly glum, but he cheered up momentarily when Rhodes mentioned the book. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s pretty good. Better than the last one, that’s for sure. It’s about Halloween, and people start finding arms and legs and things in trashcans.” He paused and looked at Rhodes. “Matter of fact, it reminds me a little of what happened around here not so long ago.”
Rhodes didn’t want to hear about it. He remembered all too well the episode to which Ballinger was referring, and it wasn’t necessarily a pleasant memory.
“I guess you didn’t call me to talk about that, though,” Rhodes said.
Ballinger looked around the small room as if someone might be hiding behind a book and listening to them. “No,” he said. “I didn’t call you about that.” He walked over and stood behind his desk, looking down at the McBain book.
He seemed almost at a loss for words, a situation which rarely occurred. People often thought of funeral directors as taciturn men, gloomy and professionally suave, but Ballinger wasn’t like that at all. He was always cheerful, always ready with a joke, almost a glad-hander. Rhodes had never seen him so quiet.
“Maybe you ought to sit down,” Ballinger finally said.
There was an old rocking chair across from the desk, and Rhodes sat in it, moving a copy of a paperback Western titled Saddle the Storm to make room for himself. He put the book on the desk beside Tricks.
“You want to tell me about it?” Rhodes asked.
“Not really,” Ballinger said. “But I guess I better.”
They sat there in silence. After what must have been at least a minute, Rhodes said, “Well?”
Ballinger sighed. “I got the Storms over there in the other building. You know the Storms?”
“Jack Storm?” Rhodes asked.
“That’s him. Him and his wife, Elva. They’re sitting over there waiting on us, but I don’t know how to face them. Nothing like this has ever happened before.”
“Like what?” Talking to Ballinger today was almost as bad as talking to Jensen and Lawton. He could never get a straight story out of them, either.
Ballinger looked around the room again. “Theft,” he said.
Rhodes didn’t think there was anything new about theft. “Who’s the thief?” he said.
“I don’t know,” Ballinger said, shaking his head. “That’s the trouble. The Storms think it’s me.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Rhodes said. “What would you steal?”
“Nothing,” Ballinger said. “But if I didn’t steal it, who did?”
“Steal what?” Rhodes said.
“You think Tom Skelly would steal?” Ballinger asked. Skelly was Ballinger’s partner.
“Slow down a little bit,” Rhodes said. “I think I must be losing the thread of the story.”
“It’s not a story,” Ballinger assured him. “It’s the truth.”
“Okay, it’s the truth. But let’s find out what the truth is. Something’s been stolen, I got that much. But I don’t know who stole it or what it is. I’m not even sure who’s getting accused of being the thief. At first I thought it was you, but now I think it might be Tom. The guys at the 87th would have you in the back room and be getting out the rubber hoses by now.”
“They don’t do things like that.” Ballinger looked offended. “They do good, honest police work.”
“I’m sure they do. But then maybe they manage to get a straight story anyway.”
Ballinger stood up, walked over to his bookshelf, and started idly running his hand over the spines of his collection. “I’m sorry, Sheriff,” he said. “It’s not that I don’t want to tell you about it. I guess I’d make a lousy writer.”
“You don’t have to write it. Just tell me. Start at the beginning and go right on through to the end.”
Ballinger returned to his seat. “I guess it all started when Jane Storm died.”
“That’s Jack’s sister?” Rhodes asked.
“Right. She died yesterday afternoon. The funeral’s supposed to be on Sunday.”
“Supposed to be?”
“Yeah. The Storms came in to see her this morning, see how she was laid out, see if we did a good job. You know.”
Rhodes knew. He nodded.
“Of course we always do a good job. Tom’s one of the best in the business. Never too much makeup, always just the right expression on the face. A real artist.”
Rhodes didn’t say anything. He was sure Tom Skelly did good work, but it wasn’t an art that Rhodes wanted to think about. He remembered how his wife had looked, and all the art in the world couldn’t have made her look the way she really had, the way he remembered her.
“Anyway, they came in to look at her,” Ballinger went on. “They noticed right off.”
Now they were getting to it, Rhodes thought. “Noticed what?” he said.
“Noticed that her ring was missing,” Ballinger said. His voice was hushed, and he looked down at the desk.
“Her ring?”
“It was one her mama gave her—gold band, big diamond solitaire in the middle. She never did get married, Jane didn’t, so when she was about thirty-five her mama gave her the ring. Figured she wasn’t ever going to get one any other way, I guess.”
“Storm tell you all this?”
“Right. After he found out it was missing, he did.”
“And it was on her when they brought her in?”
“Well, no,” Ballinger said. “But they brought it by later. They wanted her to be buried with it on.”
“Do people do that much?” Rhodes said. “Bury their family in their jewelry?” He had buried his wife in her wedding ring. He remembered that.
“All the time,” Ballinger said. “Except for the greedy ones.”
“And the ring’s not on her now.”
“No. And her earrings aren’t on her, either.”
“Earrings?”
“Gold ones, with diamonds. Came along a few years after the ring,” Ballinger said.
“Anything else?” Rhodes wondered.
“Her necklace,” Ballinger said. “Pearls.”
“Pearls with diamonds?” Rhodes said.
“We don’t question their taste,” Ballinger said. “We just do what they ask us to do.”
“And Tom put the jewelry on her when he dressed her.”
“That’s what he says. And I believe him. We’ve been partners for years, and we make a good living out of this place. Why would we want to steal something like that?”
“But somebody stole it,” Rhodes said.
“I guess so. It couldn’t just disappear.”
“And you want me to talk to the Storms.” It wasn’t a question.
“They’re talking about a lawsuit,” Ballinger said.
“I guess we better walk on over there, then,” Rhodes said.
“Thanks,” Ballinger said.
“All part of the job,” Rhodes told him.
Jack and Elva Storm were sitting in the Peace and Grace Room, on the back row of the metal folding chairs that sat on the thick gray carpeting. The walls were painted a peaceful bluish gray, and soft music was being piped into the room over several discreetly concealed speakers. Rhodes thought he recognized “Peace in the Valley.”
The casket holding the mortal remains of Jane Storm sat on a dais in front of the room. It was supported from underneath, probably by sawhorses, Rhodes thought, but you couldn’t tell because whatever was holding it had been concealed by a cloth drapery.
Jack Storm heard them enter the room and stood up, turning to meet them. He was a tall, thin man with very white hair and a red face. He was wearing a dark suit that looked as if it had been bought twenty years before but not worn very often.
He stuck out his hand, and Rhodes shook it. “Heighdy, Sheriff,” he said.
“Hello, Jack,” Rhodes said. “I understand there’s some trouble here.”
Storm looked over to where his wife was sitting. She was short and plump, and she sat with her hands clasped in her lap. She was looking at the floor, or maybe she had her head bowed for prayer. Rhodes wasn’t sure which.
“Maybe we could step outside,” Storm said. “All this has hit Elva kinda hard.”
“Of course,” Ballinger said. He ushered them outside the room to stand in the hallway, which was covered with the same thick carpeting.
“You have some property missing?” Rhodes said when they were outside the room. He noticed that he was whispering, which he guessed was only natural, considering the surroundings.
“That’s right,” Storm said, looking accusingly at Ballinger. He was whispering, too, but his whisper was harsh and throaty. “My sister’s ring, her earrings, and her necklace. They was worth a lot of money, too, Sheriff. A lot of money. Sure, we was gonna bury ‘em with her, but that was sentiment. If somebody stole ‘em,”—he paused and looked at Ballinger again—”well, we’d have to sue. After you put the thief in jail, that is.”
“I think I understand how you feel, Jack,” Rhodes said. “But I think Clyde, here, is an honest man. Something’s wrong, all right, and I’m going to find out what it is. Maybe it’s just a mistake.”
Storm didn’t look even halfway convinced. “What kind of a place is it where there could be a mistake like that?” he said.
“It might be something else,” Rhodes said, but he didn’t know what. “Don’t worry. I’ll find out.”
“What about my sister?” Storm said.
“Your sister?”
“Yeah, my sister. What about her funeral? You don’t think we’re gonna let this fella”—he glared at Ballinger—”put her in the ground without her jewelry on, do you?”
Rhodes hadn’t thought about it, to tell the truth. “It might be possible to delay the funeral,” he said.
“Better not be much of a delay,” Storm said.
“We’ll do all we can,” Rhodes said.
“I hope so,” Storm said. “I want this taken care of right now.” He turned and went back to join his wife in the Peace and Grace Room.
“Where’s Tom,” Rhodes asked when Storm was out of earshot.
“You go on back out to the office,” Ballinger said. “I’ll get him.”
Rhodes walked across the asphalt parking lot and entered the office. While he waited, he thumbed idly through one of Ballinger’s books, River Girl, an old Gold Medal book by someone named Charles Williams. Rhodes started reading a passage about a man weighing down a dead body with an outboard motor in order to dump him in a lake. Ballinger and Skelly came in, and Rhodes put the book back on the shelf. “That’s a pretty good story,” Ballinger said. “I think the guy who tells the story is a deputy sheriff. He gets involved with this woman, and then he—”
“Never mind,” Rhodes said. “How are you, Tom?”
Skelly looked more like a funeral director was expected to look. His suit was dark black, and his face was thin and drawn. He looked as if he had never smiled, though he wasn’t frowning. His mouth just seemed to turn down naturally at the corners.
“Not too good,” he said. “I guess Clyde’s told you what happened.”
“He told me about the missing jewelry,” Rhodes said, “but he didn’t tell me how it happened.”
“I guess he couldn’t,” Skelly said. He had a deep voice, like the bass singer for a country quartet. “We don’t know what happened, exactly.”
“Did you ever see the jewelry?” Rhodes asked.
“Sure. I’m the one who put it on her,” Skelly said. “I always do those things. It’s my job.”
“You’re sure you remember doing it?”
“Sure I’m sure. I don’t forget something like rings and necklaces.”
“When was the last time you saw her?”
Ballinger spoke up. “We put her in Peace and Grace around two o’clock. We could look at the register to see what time she started having visitors.”
“And she had the jewelry on then?”
“She must’ve,” Skelly said. “But I don’t remember checking.”
“And I didn’t bother to check,” Ballinger said. “Tom’s never made a mistake about anything like that in his life.”
“So between somewhere around two o’clock yesterday afternoon and this morning whenever the Storms came in, the jewelry was stolen,” Rhodes said. “Is that about right?”
“That’s about right,” Ballinger said. “Unless . . .”
“Unless what?” Rhodes said.
“Well, I hate to say something like this, but do you think maybe they took it? The Storms, I mean.”
Rhodes thought about the Storms and everything he’d ever heard about them. It didn’t amount to much, but he’d certainly never heard anything about them that would lead him to think they would steal jewelry off a dead woman. In fact, he couldn’t think of anyone he’d ever heard of who would do a thing like that.
“They do seem pretty anxious to sue us,” Skelly said. “Maybe they need money real bad right now. They could sell the jewelry, and get the insurance, too.”
“I’ll check into it,” Rhodes said. “See what I can find out. At least you’ve got insurance.”
“We won’t have much of a reputation, though,” Ballinger said. “Not if this gets out.”
“That’s true,” Rhodes said. “Let me check up on Jack Storm’s finances. Then I’ll talk to him, see if I can find out anything.”
“You do that, Sheriff,” Ballinger said. “We’re counting on you. It’s times like this I wish we had the 87th Precinct down here in Texas. I bet Carella and Hawes could get right to the bottom of it.”
“I’ll try to do halfway as well as they could,” Rhodes assured him, but Ballinger didn’t look too hopeful.
As Rhodes drove out of the parking lot, he looked back and saw both Skelly and Ballinger standing there, looking after him. It was hard to say which one of them looked the more depressed.
Chapter 2
As soon as he was out of the lot, Rhodes called Hack on the radio. He intended to stop somewhere to get a Dr Pepper if nothing was happening at the jail. Then he wanted to see what he could find out about the finances of Jack Storm. And, though he hated to think that someone like Ballinger could be involved in theft, he thought he should probably check on him and Skelly, too.
Things were not, however, going smoothly at the jail.
“You better get on back,” Hack said. “Ruth’s here, and she has a few things to tell you about.”
Ruth meant Ruth Grady, one of Rhodes’s deputies.
“What things?” Rhodes asked.
“Not things we want to talk about on the radio,” Hack said.
Uh-oh, Rhodes thought. He could imagine all the scanner owners in the county wondering just what the heck was going on at the sheriff’s office. Rhodes didn’t blame them. He was wondering, too. He headed for the jail. When he got there, Ruth Grady was talking to Hack. Their relationship had improved considerably since she had come to the department. Hack had been a little reluctant to accept a female deputy at first.
“What’s the trouble?” Rhodes asked. He walked over to sit in his swivel chair, which no longer squeaked, thanks to Ruth’s application of WD-40.
“It’s kind of a long story,” Ruth said. She was short and stout and in Rhodes’s opinion an excellent deputy. Maybe he was prejudiced, considering who she had replaced, but he didn’t think so. It was true that Johnny Sherman had been something of a disgrace to the department, but Ruth had more than proved her worth, and she would have been an asset to anyone’s law-enforcement operation.
“I’ve already heard one of those today,” Rhodes said. “I guess another one wouldn’t hurt anything.”
“Something funny going on down at the funeral home?” Hack said.
Rhodes could tell that the old man was curious, but when he thought about all the times that Hack had made him wait to hear a story, he decided not to tell anything yet.
“I’ll tell you later,” Rhodes said. “You first,” he said to Ruth.
“Well,” Hack said, “I got this call while you were out—”
Rhodes looked at Ruth. “I thought you were the one with the story.”
She grinned. “Hack has part of it, too. Maybe he ought to start.”
Now he’s got her doing it, Rhodes thought, but he didn’t say anything. It would only encourage them.
“Yeah, I ought to start,” Hack said when he saw that Rhodes wasn’t going to stop him. “I got this call while you were out, from old lady McGee out at the lake.”
“Which old lady McGee is that?” Rhodes asked.
“Sammie,” Ruth said. “She lives out at the lake since her husband died. His name was Ferris.”
“Ever’body called him Fibber,” Hack said. He looked at Ruth. “I bet you don’t know why.”
“Sure I do,” Ruth said. “They used to call everybody Fibber if his last name was McGee. It was because of some old guy on the radio. He had a closet that was so full he never wanted to open it.”
Rhodes could tell that Hack was impressed. “I didn’t think you’d be old enough to remember that,” Hack said.
“I’m not,” Ruth told him. “I heard about it from my grandfather.”
Hack looked miffed. “Well, anyway, that’s what they called him. He bought one of those lots out at the lake back in the Fifties, before the dang things got so high that nobody could afford ‘em. He was always goin’ to move out there, but he never did. So after he died, his wife decided that she’d go. They had a couple of kids, but neither one of ‘em stayed around here. I think the boy is out in California—”
“Wait a minute,” Rhodes said. “What’s her family history got to do with this?” He hated to interrupt Hack, but he was afraid they’d never get to the point of the story.
“Nothin’, I guess,” Hack said. “I just thought you might be interested in hearin’ about it.”
“I am,” Rhodes said. “Just not right now.”
“Humpf,” Hack said, and turned back to his radio.
“She called in right after you left for Ballinger’s,” Ruth said, “or about then. Hack told me you’d just left. She wanted to report some prowlers.”
“Out at the lake?” Rhodes said.
“That’s right. Her husband built a little house out there right after he bought the property, and that’s where she’s living. There’s quite a little community, but it’s pretty deserted a lot of the time. People build houses out there and then live in them on the weekends.”
Hack turned back to them. “Most of those folks ain’t even from the county. Most of ‘em are from Houston or Dallas, and they just come down here to fish or hunt.”
“That’s part of the problem,” Ruth said. “To get to the place, you have to turn off the highway and go down that gravel road that winds back around the far side of the lake and then go across the dam. It’s a pretty little area, but there are a lot of trees. It’s hard to see one house from another one, and there’s hardly ever anybody around.”
Rhodes knew what she was getting at. “The houses are vulnerable to break-ins,” he said.
“That’s right. And Mrs. McGee thought someone was doing just that—breaking in.”
“What made her think so?”
“It mighta been the moving van,” Hack said. “That’s usually a pretty good clue.” Hack was still mad at being interrupted and also at being compared to Ruth’s grandfather.
“What moving van?” Rhodes said.
“I was coming to that,” Ruth said. “For the last couple of days, there’s been a moving van traveling around some of the roads out there. She’s seen it twice.”
Rhodes was familiar with the area she was describing. “Those roads are pretty twisty and narrow for a moving van,” he said.
“I don’t think she really meant it was like a Mayflower Truck,” Ruth said. “She described it to me as being more like one of those rental jobs. Green and white, with a pack mule painted on it.”
“I’ve seen those,” Rhodes said. “U-Truck-’Em.”
“That’s the one.”
“So she’s afraid some of the homes may have been burglarized.” Rhodes had it figured out now. “Did you check any of them or just talk to her?”
“I thought I might need more than just her suspicion to enter a home,” Ruth said.
“She needed to talk to somebody with authority,” Hack said.
Rhodes ignored him. “All right. Let’s drive on out there and have a look around. There’s no need to start calling the owners and getting them all excited until we check it out. It might be that someone’s just moving into a home out there.” He looked at Hack. “If you need us, you know where we’ll be.”
“That’s right,” he said. “I sure know where you’ll be.”
The lake wasn’t at its best in January. In the summer, the tall pecan trees were green and thick with leaves, but now their branches were stark and black. The water was a muddy brown, and most of the aquatic vegetation had disappeared from its surface. Though the day was relatively warm, the water did not look as inviting as it often did to Rhodes, who sometimes contemplated what life might be like if he had a bass boat and the time to use it. He had often wanted to cruise along the shore, guiding his course with a trolling motor, and fish some of the minuscule coves, drag a lure beside some of the submerged tree stumps or try a topwater near the riprap of the dam. But not today. The bare trees, the muddy water, and the barren shoreline had no appeal for him.
They drove across the dam and down a winding gravel road. The houses were set back in the trees. Though you could see one from another, even without leaves, the trees pretty much obscured the view. He wondered why anyone like Sammie McGee would want to live out here all alone.
“Did Mrs. McGee have any idea where that truck might’ve been going or where it might have come from?”
“Maybe you ought to talk to her,” Ruth said. “She lives right down here.”
She turned the car into a gravel drive, and Rhodes could see the house through the tree trunks. It was small, built up off the ground on thick pilings in case the lake ever flooded, and had a porch running all along the front.
“That’s her, sitting on the porch,” Ruth said.
High, thin clouds had begun to mar the blue of the sky, but there was still plenty of sun. Rhodes saw a figure sitting in a chair in a patch of sunlight. Despite the unseasonably warm temperature, the figure was swathed in several layers of clothing. Ruth stopped the car near the porch, and she and Rhodes got out.
“Hello, again, Mrs. McGee,” Ruth said, as they climbed the steps and walked down to where the old woman sat. “I brought the sheriff out to talk to you.”
Mrs. McGee looked up at Rhodes from her seat in the chair. She had a crocheted afghan, red and blue and black, wrapped around her, and she was wearing a red knit cap pulled down low on her forehead. She had watery blue eyes and thick jowls that quivered when she spoke.
“I hope you can do something about this, Sheriff,” she said. “I’m just sure that something bad’s going on around here.”
“Why is that Mrs. McGee?” Rhodes said.
“I’ve been sittin’ out here on my porch, seein’ that truck,” she said. “Nobody around here’s got a truck like that. Somebody’s up to no good.”
“Have you seen the truck stop at anyone’s house?” Rhodes asked. He looked around. He could see only the top of one other house through the trees.
“Nope,” she said. “Can’t see that good. But I’ve seen it on the road. What else would a movin’ truck be doin’ out here?”
“We’ll have a look around, then,” Rhodes said. He was thinking that the old woman was just jumpy, as who wouldn’t be, living out here practically in isolation like she was. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to have a look.
“We’ll let you know if we find anything,” he said.
“You do that,” the old woman said. “Not that it worries me.”
She lifted the afghan and gave Rhodes a glimpse of what looked like an old Frontier model Colt’s .44. He couldn’t be sure; she dropped the afghan back too quickly for him to get a good look.
“I can take care of myself,” she said. “I just like to know what I’m up against.”
When they got back in the car, Ruth said, “Admit it. You were feeling sorry for the poor, defenseless old lady.”
“You knew she had that cannon, didn’t you?” Rhodes said.
Ruth laughed. “She showed it to me earlier. I didn’t think to mention it. I think she knows how to handle it.”
“She probably does,” Rhodes said. “I don’t guess we have to worry about her as much as we do anybody who tries to sneak up on her.”
“That’s the truth,” Ruth said “I wouldn’t want to try it.”
They drove to the house whose top Rhodes had been able to catch sight of from Mrs. McGee’s porch. Although it wasn’t more than a city block from her property as the crow flies, they had to drive back to the road and turn down another drive to get to it. The mailbox said, The Washburn’s.
“I never could figure out why people use apostrophes like that,” Ruth said.
“Maybe they want to let you know that somebody named Washburn owns that mailbox,” Rhodes said.
They parked in front of the house and Rhodes got out. The drive was covered in fallen leaves, and he kicked through them as he went to the front door. This house was a small wooden-frame structure, no larger than Mrs. McGee’s and not built up on pilings as hers had been. Either the Washburn had more confidence that the area wouldn’t flood or they had better flood insurance.
There were two steps up to the door. Brown leaves lay on them almost as thickly as on the drive. Rhodes knocked, but he was sure no one was there. The owners might not have cleared the drive if they had been in residence, but surely they would have knocked the leaves off the steps. Also, there was no car to be seen.
No answer came to Rhodes’s knock. The door had rattled loosely in its frame. He looked at it, then tried the knob. The door was unlocked.
Rhodes went back to the car. “Call Hack,” he said. “Let him know where we are and tell him we’re going inside.” He went back to the house and opened the door, letting it swing inward.
He stepped through and looked around. He was standing in what was obviously the living room or den. He couldn’t tell which one for sure because there was no furniture. In fact, the room was completely bare. There were no pictures on the walls, no chairs or couch, no carpeting on the floor.
Ruth Grady came into the room behind Rhodes. He glanced back to see that she had her .38 drawn and ready. He didn’t object. She had gotten him out of more than one bad situation where he had gone in carelessly or too quickly.
“Looks like they moved out,” she said.
“Maybe,” Rhodes said.
They went through the entire house. It didn’t take long. There was one other large room—a bedroom probably—a bathroom, and a kitchen. All of them were as bare as the first room had been. There hadn’t even been any medicine in the cabinet in the bathroom, though Rhodes had noticed a roll of toilet tissue sitting beside the commode. In the kitchen there was a length of copper pipe sticking out from the wall, the end crimped.
“Looks like they had an icemaker on the refrigerator,” Ruth said. She had holstered her pistol and was looking curiously around the room. “Wonder why they didn’t just cut off the water?”
“There’s no cutoff in here,” Rhodes said. “It must be outside. Maybe it was too much trouble.”
“Maybe they didn’t move out, either,” Ruth said.
“Let’s hope they did,” Rhodes said. “We’d better check another house or two.”
The next house over belonged to the Claytons.
“There must have been a mailbox painter who gave them a special deal,” Ruth said as she steered the car down the winding drive.
The Claytons had a better location than either the Washburns or Mrs. McGee. Their house backed up right on the water, and there was a sturdy-looking wooden pier running out into the water. The house was built of rough-cut boards and had a much more impressive facade than the others. The drive and front yard were strewn with leaves. Rhodes could tell as soon as he stepped out of the car that the front door was open. It was swung about halfway back into the house.
“Call Hack,” he said.
The house was as bare as the other one had been. This refrigerator had had an icemaker, too, and again the end of the copper tubing was neatly crimped.
“Looks like everybody’s moving out,” Ruth said. She kept looking around. “The only difference in this place and the other one is the smell.”
Rhodes had noticed the smell, too. “Maybe an animal died under the house,” he said.
Ruth looked at him. “You think that’s what it is—something dead?”
Rhodes was sure. It was the kind of odor you never forgot once you had smelled it. “Did we look everywhere in here?”
“I think so. The closets and everywhere. There was nothing in them.”
As they stood there, the odor seemed to get stronger. “What about that door over there?” Rhodes said.
“That looks like a pantry,” Ruth said. “Or maybe that’s where the hot-water heater is.”
“I guess we’d better check it,” Rhodes said.
He didn’t want to, but he walked over and put his hand on the knob. The odor seemed stronger than ever, but he told himself that it was just his imagination. He turned the knob and opened the door. If he hadn’t stepped aside, the mummy would have hit him as it fell into the room.
It wasn’t really a mummy, of course, though Rhodes’s first thought had been of Boris Karloff chasing after Zita Johann. This was even worse—a real human being, or what had once been a human being, completely wrapped up in silver duct tape.
The duct tape had broken in a few places where the pressure of the gases in the body had been too much for it. That was the source of most of the smell. The color of the viscous fluids on the outside of the tape was too much for Rhodes to take in, and he looked away. He could still hear the plopping sound the mummy had made as it hit the floor. Several strands of the tape had burst at that moment, releasing more of the odor into the room.
When Rhodes turned back, trying not to breathe too deeply, Ruth Grady was kneeling down examining the body, or what she could see of it. “Hard to tell even if it’s a man or a woman,” she said.
Rhodes wondered how she could be so calm. He could feel his own heart beating a mile a minute, and he promised himself a session on the exercise bike as soon as he got home. He hadn’t been riding regularly lately, and he was really out of shape. He knew that being out of shape had nothing at all to do with the way he was feeling however.
“You go call Hack,” he said to Ruth. “Get him to send an ambulance and the JP for this district.”
Mrs. McGee had been right, he thought. Something bad was going on around there.
Chapter 3
Rhodes could remember when there hadn’t been a Clearview Lake.
He stood on the pier behind the house and looked out over the muddy water. There was a huge bank of dark blue, almost purple clouds building in the north, and he knew that the norther he had been thinking about earlier would be blowing through any time now. Already the wind was kicking up a little, and the water was slapping gently against the pilings of the pier.
The lake had been built more than thirty years before by damming the river that flowed through the southwestern part of the county. Rhodes supposed it had been a project of the Corps of Engineers, but he didn’t remember for sure. The lake had become a part of the county’s everyday life since then—a place for picnics, fishing, and boating. A few people lived here, but most of them, as Hack had observed, were not residents of the nearby towns. They lived in the city during the week and visited the lake on Saturdays and Sundays, or made it a sort of summer home-away-from-home.
The locals had become so familiar with the place that they had dropped the first part of the name. To them it was just the lake. Nobody called it anything else, not even after the big county lake had been built by the power companies down below Thurston.
As far as Rhodes could remember there had never been any trouble at the lake. The county cars made it part of their regular patrol, but there had never been any reason to pay it special attention. After thirty years, people could get a little lax, but it was too late to worry about that now. He walked back toward the Clayton house, the sound of his heels hollow on the boards of the pier.
Dr. White had come, along with the ambulance crew and the JP. Rhodes was glad that Hack had thought to notify the doctor. Ruth hadn’t specified the problem over the radio, but Hack had known what the trouble was from her request for an ambulance and justice of the peace. Those two things almost always added up to a death of one kind or another.
Dr. White hadn’t liked the scene. Peeling the tape off the body was going to be a truly messy job, and there wasn’t going to be any possibility of identification from physical features. Rhodes didn’t particularly want to think about what the person under the tape looked like.
He stepped onto the lake shore. Most of the work in the house had been done, the measurements made, the time and circumstances recorded. Ruth Grady was taking a last look around in case they had missed anything the first time, though Rhodes didn’t think that likely.
Now came the hard part. Checking out the other houses in the area to see how many of them had been burgled, notifying the owners, and trying to figure out just who the body was—or had been.
There was no county morgue. Dr. White did his work at Ballinger’s and that was where Rhodes found him.
“The body was that of a well-nourished white female, about thirty-five years of age,” Dr. White said.
Rhodes had noticed that in the last few years, Dr. White had begun to talk like an autopsy report.
“Any clothing? Any identification? Anything at all to tell us who she was?” Rhodes asked.
“Nothing. She was completely nude.” The old doctor shook his head. “I tell you, Sheriff, I never saw anything like it. When I peeled the tape back, her skin . . . Never mind. Let’s just say that I won’t be able to talk to you about any identifying marks.”
Rhodes could imagine what the body must have looked like. “That’s all right,” he said.
“I didn’t really look for them,” Dr. White said. “After the first few rounds of tape peeling, well, I didn’t peel anymore. I just cut through it as if it were the skin.”
“How did she die? Any idea?”
“Oh, yes. That’s the easy part. She was shot. I have the bullet for you. It looks like a .38.”
They were sitting in Ballinger’s office, surrounded by books with titles like Scream Bloody Murder, The Killer Inside Me, and Some of Your Blood. It was an appropriate place, Rhodes thought, but he wondered just how many people Ballinger allowed in there. There were a lot of folks in Clearview who might not have understood their funeral director’s reading habits.
“One shot?” Rhodes said.
“In the right temple. Massive trauma to the brain. She must have died instantly.”
“And then someone wrapped her in duct tape and put her in a closet.”
“Not exactly,” Dr. White told him. “At least I would say not.”
“What, then?”
“From the way that blood had pooled in her buttocks and legs, I would say that she had been lying in a reclining position for quite some time before being placed in the closet. At least if your impression is correct.”
“What impression?”
“That the body was standing in the closet and fell forward as you opened the door.”
“That’s the way it happened, all right. How long would you say that she’s been dead?”
“A difficult question,” Dr. White said, “and one that brings up another question. Why the tape?”
“I’d been wondering about that,” Rhodes said.
“I can only speculate, of course,” Dr. White said.
“I’ll settle for that.”
“All right. I can’t really give a very good estimate of the time of death. The main problem is the tape. Did you happen to notice how tightly it was wrapped around the body?”
“I noticed,” Rhodes said.
“It might have been done that way to slow down decomposition,” Dr. White said. “No air could get to the body, or at least certainly not as much air as if the body had been exposed completely. The tape may also have slowed down the usual bacteria.”
“So what’s your best guess?”
“I prefer to call it an estimate,” Dr. White said.
“Estimate, then.”
“It’s been unusually warm lately, the body was inside. I’d say three weeks. Approximately.”
“I won’t hold you to it,” Rhodes said. He thanked Dr. White and went back to the jail.
Ruth Grady had finished getting in touch with the owners of most of the houses. She and Rhodes found five others that had been entered and stripped of everything that could be carried away. They also talked to the homeowners who lived there. None of them had noticed anything out of the ordinary, and none of them had seen the U-Truck-’Em van.
“This is really something,” Hack said after Rhodes filled them in on Dr. White’s report. He had forgotten his earlier irritation. “Looked just like a mummy, huh?”
“That’s right,” Rhodes said. “What about the Claytons, Ruth?”
“They’re the only ones I haven’t been able to contact,” she said. “All the others will be here this afternoon or tomorrow to check on their property. It’s going to be really crowded around here.”
Rhodes wasn’t looking forward to that. “We’ve got to get to the Claytons. The corpse was in their house.”
“I’ll keep trying,” she said. “It’s not easy to find people on the weekends. I’m surprised that none of them were down here at the lake.”
“Not the right kind of weather,” Hack said. “I bet they all wish they’d been coming up every week to check on their houses, though.”
“You know who’s going to get the blame for that,” Rhodes said.
Hack smiled. “That’s why they pay you a big salary,” he said.
“Sure it is. And there’s something else we have to worry about.” He told them about the robbery of the corpse at the funeral home.
“Now who would do a thing like that?” Hack said.
“Exactly what I’d like to know,” Rhodes said. “You heard any gossip about Skelly or Ballinger being in financial trouble?”
“Now surely you don’t think one of those old boys would rob corpses.”
“No, I don’t. But I don’t know who else would, either.”
Lawton came in through the doorway leading to the cell area. “Who else would do what?” he said.
He had a smooth, round face, and Rhodes had always thought he resembled the comedian Lou Costello. In fact, Rhodes thought that Hack resembled Bud Abbott and that when Hack and Lawton got together vaudeville lived again. He was never sure that their routines were practiced, but he often suspected they were.
“We were talkin’ about what happened over at the funeral home,” Hack said, then explained to Lawton, more or less straightforwardly, what had occurred.
“Wouldn’t neither of those two fellas do a thing like that,” Lawton said.
Ruth Grady hung up the phone. “I still can’t contact anyone,” she said. “Do you want me to get in touch with the police department?”
“Good idea,” Rhodes told her. “Have them notify Clayton and ask them to have him get in touch with us.”
She turned back to the phone. Rhodes could hear her dialing.
“They got people cleaning up over there at Ballinger’s,” Lawton said. “You talk to them?”
Rhodes had to admit he hadn’t. He wondered why Ballinger hadn’t thought of that himself, instead of suggesting Skelly. “I’ll get on it,” he said.
“You’d think a man in a high-payin’ job like his would’ve thought of that,” Lawton said to Hack.
Hack was feeling generous. “It would’ve come to him, but he’s got bigger things on his mind.”
Rhodes knew Hack was willing to excuse him, then let him off the hook so easily because no one had told Lawton about the dead woman in the cabin. Neither Hack nor Lawton liked to be the last to find out anything that happened around the office, and each one delighted in getting ahead of the other. Now Hack would feel one up on Lawton for days, or until something else happened that Lawton found out about first.
While Hack told his story with relish, Rhodes turned back to Ruth Grady.
“They’re going to notify Clayton,” she said. “I talked to an Officer Ferguson. She said she’d take care of it. I didn’t know those Dallas police were so nice.”
“Is she going to tell him about the body?”
“She’ll leave that to us. She thinks she might know this Ted Clayton, though, and she’s going to check on him for us, see if he has a record or something.”
“If we had us one of them computers, we could do that for ourselves,” Hack said. He had been agitating for a computer for several months. “We could just plug into the state and local networks and get all that information lickety-split.”
“I’ve been talking to the commissioners,” Rhodes said. “If the budget can stand it, we may get a computer this year.”
“About time,” Hack said.
Lawton wasn’t saying anything. He was sulking. After a few seconds he turned and went back into the cell area. “Gotta sweep up,” he said over his shoulder as he slunk out.
Rhodes left Ruth Grady to deal with the property owners who would be coming in later in the day. He wanted to drive back out to the lake and look for signs of the rental van. It just might be that it was someone local and the van was parked right there in some garage or driveway. Ruth had already tried to check with the rental company. She was informed that the company had gone out of business six months before and all the vans sold at auction. The auction firm would forward a list of the buyers. There’d been a lot of them.
“Won’t take long,” Hack had said. “They’ll prob’ly just punch it up on their computer and print it right out.”
Rhodes wondered just when Hack had learned so much about computers, and if Hack knew as much about computers as he seemed to think he did. Rhodes also hoped that when and if the commissioners came through with the money he wouldn’t have to be the one who learned to use it. He wasn’t sure he could, in spite of Hack’s assurances that even little kids did it all the time. Still, it would be a real convenience if it worked out.
The wind was blowing hard now, and the temperature had dropped by at least twenty degrees. It would be down below freezing by nightfall. Rhodes drove around the shore of the lake, across the dam, and down among the houses that looked so deserted in the bare trees. The wind swirled the dead leaves in the road and scraped them across the windshield. Rhodes could see why the houses had appeared to be easy pickings to the burglars. They could come in the middle of the day and no one would notice. Still, he suspected that most of their work had been done at night. He had checked the patrol schedule, and the county cars went through every night, but only once—twice on Saturdays. Park the van behind the house and it would never be spotted. Park it in front and it might have been, but only might.
This driving around was getting him nowhere, so he pulled in at Mrs. McGee’s. She was no longer sitting on the porch, which came as no surprise. In the mild temperature of the morning she had been wrapped up as if preparing for an expedition to the Arctic.
Rhodes stopped the car and got out. The raw wind whipped through his pants legs as if the material were fishnet, and gusted a piece of grit into his eye. He climbed up on the porch, turned his back to the wind, and rubbed until his eye teared up and washed out the tiny particle. He knocked on the door. When Mrs. McGee answered, he was greeted by a blast of heat that felt as if he had just opened the door of an oven.
“Come in, Sheriff,” Mrs. McGee said. “Don’t stand there and let all the heat out.”
He stepped inside. The room was small and neat, the hardwood floor polished to a high gloss and the area rugs placed precisely in the right places. Rhodes wondered if a floor like that wasn’t dangerous for an old woman, but he didn’t say anything about it. Mrs. McGee, despite the heat in the room, was still dressed as she had been while sitting outside, the knit cap still pulled down on her brow.
“Come have a seat,” she said. “No need to stand up.”
There were a couple of old-fashioned rocking chairs pulled close to a Dearborn heater, which had been turned up about as high as it would go. The wooden arm of the chair Rhodes sat in was hot to the touch. He moved the chair back a bit and turned so that his legs would not get scorched. Mrs. McGee, on the other hand, drew herself closer.
“When you get old, your blood thins out,” she said. “It gets harder to take the cold every year.”
“I’ve heard that,” Rhodes said, and he had. He wasn’t quite sure that he believed it, though.
“You didn’t come here to talk about an old woman’s thin blood, I guess,” she said. “Is it about those burglaries?”
“Yes,” Rhodes said. He told her about the body in the Clayton house.
“Land alive,” she said. “The world is gettin’ to be a terrible place these days.”
Rhodes agreed. “I just wanted to let you know that we’ll be stepping up the patrols through this area. I don’t think you have anything to worry about, since they’ve obviously been avoiding houses where people are living, but I thought you ought to know about the dead woman.”
“I still got my gun,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about me. Fibber taught me how to use it before he died.”
Rhodes hoped her husband had been a good teacher and wished the old woman didn’t seem so eager to use her pistol. She might use it on the wrong person.
“Did you know the Claytons, by any chance?” he said.
“Never saw ‘em,” she said. “Folks out here aren’t very sociable. I mostly sit on my porch or watch TV.” She looked over to a corner of the room, where there was an old console color TV set with a rounded picture tube. Rhodes hadn’t seen very many of those lately.
“You saw the moving van go by while you were outside?” he said.
“That’s right. In the fall and winter I can see the road real good. I know a lot about who comes and goes around here.”
“Didn’t you think that van was an unusual sight?”
“Nope. You never can tell what you might see, and people move in and out all the time.”
“You saw it during the day, though? Not at night?”
“I sit out on my porch a lot when it’s pretty weather. But that’s in the daytime, not at night. Sometimes in the summer I can sit out there till right past sunset, but it starts to get cool about that time and I have to come in.”
There were days in the summer when the temperature in Blacklin County stayed in the nineties until ten o’clock in the evening or later, but Rhodes didn’t think it was worth mentioning. Besides, he’d noticed that the room wasn’t quite as warm as he’d first thought. The old house wasn’t well insulated, and he could feel an occasional cold breath of air on the back of his neck. He was glad of that. It probably meant that at least Mrs. McGee wouldn’t suffocate.
“So you wouldn’t have seen the van if it came by here after dark?”
Mrs. McGee looked at Rhodes as if he were particularly stupid. “That’s what I said.”
“And you didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary, like a gunshot?”
“I don’t hear much that goes on when I’m in the house,” she said. “I can hear that wind whinin’ out there, but that’s about all.”
They both listened to the wind for a minute as it buffeted the house and whistled in the cracks.
“How do you like living out here?” Rhodes asked.
Mrs. McGee laughed. “What you mean is, why does an old woman like me want to live all the way out here by myself? Am I right?”
“I guess so,” Rhodes said. He smiled sheepishly.
“Listen,” she said. “I got me a good car parked out in the back, and I can go into town whenever I want to. Truth is, I don’t want to much. Mostly I like to sit out here on my porch and look at things. Trees. Birds. Squirrels. Things like that. I like ‘em a lot better than most of the people I see in town.”
Rhodes had to admit she had a point. He told her to take care of herself and went back to town.
Chapter 4
When Rhodes walked into the jail, Lawton was looking almost happy, which Rhodes interpreted as a bad sign. The only thing that could have cheered Lawton up after his previous besting by Hack would be something that Rhodes wasn’t going to like hearing about.
Hack was sitting by the radio. He turned when Rhodes walked in. Hack was smiling too, and Rhodes decided that Hack was going to let Lawton bring up the latest disaster in order to make up for what had occurred earlier. Though there was a form of competition between the two old men, they were really friends, and neither wanted the other to feel bad for long.
“All right,” Rhodes said. “What is it?”
“You want the good news or the bad news?” Lawton said.
Rhodes knew for sure that he was in for it then. “Who’s got the good news?” he said.
“I do,” Lawton told him.
“All right,” Rhodes said. “Let’s have it.”
Lawton pretended to look carefully around the office. “Ruth ain’t around, is she?”
As a matter of fact she wasn’t. Rhodes wondered where she might have gotten off to, but knew he would find out sooner or later.
“I don’t see her,” Rhodes said.
“Me neither,” Hack said.
“I guess it’s okay, then,” Lawton said. “You remember that little item that got stolen from Dr. Packer’s last week?”
Rhodes knew then why Lawton had made the show about looking for Ruth. There were certain things that neither he nor Hack liked to talk about in front of her, even if she had seen and experienced nearly everything that a law officer could. And that covered a lot of territory.
“The veterinarian’s,” Rhodes said. “It was an ejaculator.”
Lawton looked around the room again. It was a small room, cluttered with three desks, six chairs, and a gun cabinet. There was no place where Ruth could have been hiding.
“That wasn’t all they took,” Lawton said.
“I know that,” Rhodes said. “Mostly they took drugs. But that was what you were talking about, wasn’t it?”
Hack interrupted before Lawton could answer. “I never could figure out just why a man would want to take drugs that were supposed to be used on horses or somethin’.”
“Some of those drugs can affect humans in strange ways. Some of them are powerful aphrodisiacs, for instance. But never mind. What about that ejaculator?” Rhodes asked.
“They found it,” Lawton said.
Rhodes waited patiently. He knew that both Lawton and Hack were hoping that he would ask who they were, but he was determined to wait them out. A minute passed before his nerve cracked.
“Who is this they?” he said.
“Miz Sunday’s little girls, Suzanne and Sarah,” Lawton said.
“Oh,” Rhodes said.
“See,” Hack said, “the way we figger it, the thief just took that thing because it was layin’ around. He didn’t know what it was or anything—”
He broke off. Lawton was glaring at him from across the room.
“Uh, anyway,” Hack said. “Never mind.”
Lawton picked up the theory. “He didn’t know what it was or anything, so he just chucked it out when he was drivin’ down the road. It landed in the bar ditch in front of Miz Sunday’s house, and that’s where those two little girls found it.”
“How old are the little girls?” Rhodes said.
“Suzanne must be eleven now,” Lawton said. “Little Sarah’s about eight.”
“So they probably didn’t know what it was any more than the thief did,” Rhodes said.
“Maybe not,” Lawton said, “but their mama sure did. She was brought up on a farm, and she was mighty upset that a ‘jaculator had wound up in the bar ditch in front of her house, I’ll tell you.”
“Is that where Ruth went?”
“Yep,” Lawton said. “I ain’t at all sure it’s right, her pickin’ up evidence like that. I mean . . . well . . .”
“She’ll be all right,” Rhodes said. “Did any of those homeowners come by yet?”
“Not yet,” Hack said. “I guess you’ll have to deal with ‘em if they show up now.”
“And that’s the bad news,” Rhodes said.
“No,” Hack said. “That not the bad news.”
Rhodes hadn’t really thought so. He had hoped so, though. “Okay,” he said. “Tell me the bad news, then.”
“That Officer Ferguson called back from Dallas,” Hack said.
Rhodes waited. This time he was determined not to be the one to speak first.
Hack finally gave in. Being second had made him less patient than Lawton. “She said they knew about that Clayton fella, all right.” He paused again and waited.
Rhodes waited too.
Hack relented. “He didn’t have a record, but he’d been in to the station before.”
This time Rhodes didn’t wait. “Why?” he said.
“It was about his wife,” Hack said. “Seems he turned in a missing persons report on her.”
Somehow, Rhodes wasn’t surprised. “When was that?”
“January second,” Hack said.
Exactly three weeks before. Dr. White would be pleased, Rhodes thought.
The door of the jail swung open, and the wind grabbed it, swinging it hard into the wall. A fat man about five feet six inches tall stood in the doorway. “What’s this about my house being robbed out at the lake?” he demanded.
Rhodes sighed. It was time to deal with the public again.
When Rhodes got home it was after six o’clock. Speedo, his dog, whose real name was Mr. Earl, was in the backyard, waiting patiently to be fed. The cold weather didn’t bother Speedo much. In fact, he seemed to enjoy it. Rhodes got the bag of Ol’ Roy out and fed him, then went into the house.
He walked into the living room, where the TV set was. Sitting on top of it was the brand new VCR that Ivy Daniel had given him for Christmas. He had often thought about buying one, but never had. He liked to tell himself that old movies, the kind he preferred to watch, were best viewed at the time of night the TV stations deigned to show them.
Now he knew that he had been kidding himself. He hadn’t bought a VCR because he had a fear of technology, which if he were going to be honest about it was probably also the reason he had never really pushed the county commissioners about the computer that Hack seemed to think was such a necessity. It was a foolish fear. Rhodes had learned to program the VCR with very little difficulty, and the night before he had taped one of his favorite old movies, White Heat.
There was one problem. It was a colorized version. He wondered if his dislike of the coloring of black-and-white movies was another example of his fear of technology, but he didn’t think so. He just didn’t think they looked very good. He had to admit that one he had seen, The Charge of the Light Brigade, hadn’t been too bad, but he wasn’t sure about White Heat. Still, there was a chance that the last scene, where the oil refinery blows up, might be really spectacular in color.
Ivy was coming over to watch it with him, and he suddenly remembered that there was nothing to eat in the house. That is, there was nothing if you didn’t count the bologna in the refrigerator, and Ivy wouldn’t count that. She was constantly trying to get him to do something about his diet, but somehow he never seemed to have the time to put together a proper meal.
Then it occurred to him that not only had he not bought anything for supper, he hadn’t eaten lunch, either. He realized that he was very hungry and wondered how it was that a man who hardly ever seemed to eat, and who was on the go most of the time, could develop a stomach that was beginning to bulge over his belt.
The bicycle. He had promised himself he would do a few rounds on the exercise bike, but there wasn’t time now. He had to go out and find something to fix for supper in a short time. Ivy would be here by seven-thirty.
Rhodes got in his own pickup, preferring not to take the county car to the grocery store. It wasn’t that anyone would say anything about it; he just didn’t think it was a good idea.
Speedo wanted to go, so Rhodes let down the tailgate. The dog took a running start and jumped in the pickup bed.
Rhodes slammed the tailgate shut. Speedo liked to put his front feet up on the side of the bed and hang his head over in the wind. Why even a dog would want to do that on a day like this one, Rhodes couldn’t figure out.
Rhodes drove to the big Brookshire Brothers store and parked in the lot. He left Speedo in the pickup. There was a large sign in the store’s front window that said, “No Dogs Allowed except Seeing-Eye Dogs.” As far as Rhodes knew, there wasn’t a single seeing-eye dog in all of Blacklin County, but there the sign was anyway.
Rhodes went into the store. He didn’t mind grocery shopping, though he was told that most men hated it. He simply never had time to do it; and when he did, only enough time to pick up something easy to fix, like bologna. Bologna didn’t require much fixing.
He picked out a couple of steaks and some potatoes to bake. He wasn’t very good at salads, but he got a head of lettuce. Put a little salad dressing on it, and it would do. He hoped.
Outside, once more, the wind felt even colder. It was going to be a really cold night. He hoped Speedo would be comfortable in his barrel and wondered if there was enough straw in it.
Rhodes drove home slowly, thinking about the murdered woman. This was a case almost without clues. All he had was a .38 bullet. The house had been as clean as a preacher’s plate. Whoever was taking everything out of those places was extremely neat about it.
The lack of clues in itself didn’t bother Rhodes much. He worked a lot more on his instincts than on clues, for one thing. He liked to talk to people and keep talking to them, until things began to come together. One of the problems in this case so far was that there wasn’t really anybody to talk to, except for Mrs. McGee, and she didn’t appear to know anything. You could never be sure about something like that, though. Rhodes would talk to her again. Sometimes people knew more than they thought they knew, or more then you thought they knew.
He got home, romped around the yard with Speedo for a minute, then took the food in. It was too cold and windy to spend any more time outside than absolutely necessary.
He turned on the oven, ran the steaks under the broiler, washed the potatoes, and wrapped them in foil. He stuck them in the oven with the steaks. It was his theory that you couldn’t cook either a steak or a potato too much. He would fix the salad after Ivy got there. He hoped he had time to wash up and get ready.
He was worried about the dead woman, too. There didn’t seem to be much doubt about who she was, and when Ruth had come back with the ejaculator he had asked her to call Dallas and have them find Ted Clayton as soon as possible. Clayton was someone Rhodes wanted very much to talk to.
Also, he had begun to wonder just how long the burglars had been operating around the lake. He supposed it was possible that they had been in the area for quite some time. The fact that no one had reported the truck meant very little. After all, it appeared to be just a normal rental truck, and for all Rhodes knew, it was. He put out the word to the other deputies to be on the lookout for it, however.
As he was combing his hair, he heard a knock on the door. It was just as well. He had been standing there for at least two minutes, wondering if there weren’t a lot more hair in the comb than usual. He hoped he wasn’t going to start losing his hair. It was bad enough that he couldn’t seem to control his weight.
He went to the door and let Ivy in. She looked very pretty to him, with her short, graying hair and her bright smile. He wondered why it was that on her, gray hair looked good. He was afraid that his own would turn that dirty yellow color that seemed to plague so many men.
Ivy was wearing jeans and a Western shirt, and on the third finger of her left hand was the emerald ring that Rhodes had bought her for Christmas. The emerald had been a big disappointment to Hack and Lawton, both of whom had been thinking that Rhodes would buy her a diamond, but at least it was a ring. They would probably have killed him if he hadn’t given her a ring. Since both he and Ivy had been married before, he somehow felt that an emerald was more appropriate than a diamond. She had told him that she was having her other rings made into a dinner ring.
Now that they were more or less officially engaged, at least in the eyes of the jail staff, Rhodes had been thinking very seriously of marriage—something that he realized he had been trying to avoid thinking about throughout most of his relationship with Ivy. Actually, he had thought of it, but mostly in a negative way. It was beginning to seem more and more like a good idea to him, however.
“What’s that smell?” Ivy said as she came in the door.
“Steaks,” Rhodes said. “I’m broiling some steaks and baking a couple of potatoes.”
“Let’s check on them,” Ivy said.
Rhodes followed her into the kitchen, where she rescued the potatoes and flipped over the steaks. “Shouldn’t be too much longer,” she said.
“I like mine well done,” Rhodes said.
“So do I,” Ivy told him, “but it still won’t be long.”
“Good,” Rhodes said. “I’ll fix the salad.” He got the lettuce out of the refrigerator, quartered it, and set two of the quarters on salad plates. “Lettuce wedges,” he said, getting a jar of salad dressing from the refrigerator. He always had salad dressing because he liked to spread it on the bread when he made bologna sandwiches.
“They may be a little too big,” Ivy said. She got the knife and cut each of the wedges in half, returning the rest to the refrigerator.
Rhodes rummaged around, looking for steak knives, finally finding them in the back of a drawer. He wasn’t comfortable in domestic situations, and he hoped that Ivy would offer to set the table. He was never sure which side of the plate to put the forks on. Unfortunately, she didn’t offer. She was busy checking on the steaks, so Rhodes set the plates and put out the silverware. He hoped he got it right.
The steaks turned out to be very good, done just the way Rhodes liked them—no pink on the inside, but not completely dried out the way he usually cooked them when he had the nerve to try. It was probably a good thing Ivy had come when she did.
While they ate, he told her about the missing jewelry at the funeral home and the burglaries at the lake. He also told her about the dead woman. He had gotten into the habit of discussing his cases with her, and in fact she had been very helpful to him more than once. She was a good listener and often made good suggestions. She even helped him interview witnesses on occasion.
“What do you think?” she said. “The Clayton woman caught the thieves in the act and they killed her?”
“It’s possible,” Rhodes said, trying to deal with his lettuce wedge. “They’re the kind who don’t leave any loose ends, that’s for sure. Those houses look like they’ve been gone over by a vacuum cleaner. That’s how clean they are. Whoever cleaned them out even crimped the ends of the copper tubing that attached to the refrigerator ice-makers.”
“You have any ideas about who did it?”
Ivy took a drink of ice water. Rhodes would have preferred Dr Pepper—he hadn’t had one all day—but he thought it might look bad to have Dr Pepper with a meal, so he was drinking water, too.
“None,” he said. “We’re going to get a printout of the names of people who bought those trucks, but I don’t know how much that will help, unless of course it turns out that someone who lives right around here is on the list. That would narrow it down. And of course I’ll talk to Clayton. He might have some information for us.”
“Is he a suspect?”
“When a wife is murdered, the husband is always a suspect,” Rhodes said. “Hard to believe he’d just stash her right there in his own house, though.”
“What about the problem at Ballinger’s?”
Rhodes shook his head. “That one really bothers me. I’d think it was just the family trying to cash in if Tom Skelly hadn’t told me that he put the jewelry on Mrs. Storm himself. I’ve got to talk to the people who work there, cleaning up and so on. I’m convinced that Tom and Clyde wouldn’t take anything, no matter what it was.”
“I don’t know,” Ivy said. “That Clyde Ballinger has pretty strange reading habits. I remember that time I was in his office, and some of those books of his were very unusual. Guerrilla Girls was one of them. And he reads a lot of mystery novels. Maybe he got the idea from one of them.”
She had just about finished her steak and potato. Rhodes noticed that she ate the skin of the potato, and he was glad. He thought that was the best part, himself.
“He may read those things, but they don’t give him any ideas,” Rhodes said. “Except that he thinks we ought to be solving crimes down here in Blacklin County the same way they do in somewhere called Isola.”
“Isola?”
“It’s a place in those books he reads. It’s a lot like New York City.”
“And he thinks we ought to be like that?”
“Not exactly. He just admires the crime-fighting efficiency of the police force there.” Rhodes did, too, for that matter. He had read one of the books himself, and he thought it wouldn’t be bad to be as good as the men of the 87th. Or the eight-seven, as they probably called it.
“I think you do just fine,” Ivy said. “Is there any dessert?”
Rhodes hadn’t thought about dessert. “Uh, no,” he said. “I’m trying to watch my weight.”
Ivy laughed as she got up from the table. “I don’t know why you worry about that so much. You look just fine.”
Rhodes sneaked a downward glance. He couldn’t see his belt buckle, but there wasn’t really that much of an overhang, he guessed. Besides, he was sitting down, and that always made him kind of spread out more than was really natural.
He stood up and started to gather up the plates.
“If you treat me right, I might give you a hand with the dishes,” Ivy said.
Rhodes was grateful for her help. He was generally pretty clumsy with plates and glasses, yet another reason why he preferred bologna sandwiches. You could eat them off a paper towel or a napkin and not feel bad about it. In fact, they were better if you ate them that way.
It didn’t take long to get things squared away, but Rhodes dreaded the job of cleaning the oven. He didn’t often broil anything, and when he did, it seemed to make a big mess, what with all the popping and splattering. He made a firm resolution to stick to sandwiches as much as possible.
He washed and Ivy dried. When everything was put away, they went in to watch the movie.
Rhodes turned off the timer and pushed the rewind button.
“What’s this one about?” Ivy said. She was perfectly willing to watch the movies with him, but she’d not heard of most of them before. Neither she nor her late husband had been movie buffs.
“James Cagney plays a gangster,” Rhodes said. “Goes to prison, breaks out. He has this thing for his mother.”
“You’re kidding?” Ivy said as she made herself comfortable on the couch. “James Cagney?”
“That’s right. It’s pretty good, though. This is the colorized version. I kind of want to see how the ending looks.”
It didn’t look very good at all. The color was so washed out that in fact the ending would have been more spectacular in the original black and white. Rhodes was very disappointed.
He didn’t consider the evening a total loss, however. No evening spent on the couch with Ivy Daniel could ever be called that.
Chapter 5
Rhodes always went down to the jail on Sunday mornings to check on things. Saturday nights brought in an assortment of inmates picked up on charges ranging from creating a disturbance to DWI. Most of the offenses were minor, and most of the offenders would see the judge on Monday, pay a fine, and go home.
The jail was hardly ever crowded, except on Sundays, a situation that had led the governor to consider paying the smaller counties to house prisoners for some of the larger ones. Those large jails were filled to overflowing because the Texas Department of Corrections didn’t have room in the prison units for any more prisoners. As a result, prisoners were being released from the TDC units with some regularity, just to take in new offenders. Some criminals were serving very short sentences, and citizens were complaining. No matter how much they complained, however, Rhodes hoped he wouldn’t have to be taking in prisoners from places like Harris or Dallas. His jail wasn’t equipped for it, and neither was his staff.
It was a bad day to be in jail, if there ever could be a good one. The sky was thickly overcast, and the gunmetal clouds seemed almost low enough to touch. The temperature was in the high twenties and not likely to get any higher, which meant that the cells would be unpleasantly cool. The wind was still blowing hard and would be screeching through the cracks and crevices, of which there were plenty.
Hack, however, looked fairly comfortable. He was wearing an old gray pullover sweater with holes in the front, either torn or eaten by moths, Rhodes wasn’t sure which, and a red-and-black plaid flannel shirt.
“Anything exciting going on?” Rhodes asked.
“Not much,” Hack answered. “We had the usual run last night, nothin’ special to speak of. Nothin’ we needed to bother you about.”
Rhodes thought he detected the hint of a smile with the last sentence, but he wasn’t sure. It wasn’t worth commenting on, anyway.
Rhodes went to his desk and read through most of the reports. Nothing seemed to warrant any special attention, though there had been a domestic disturbance that could have turned nasty. Then he went through the stack of reports filed by the owners of the homes at the lake, concentrating on the descriptions of stolen property. One of the men, Miles Emmit, had been more thorough than the others. He had brought with him Polaroid prints of most of the items that had been in his house. Rhodes paid special attention to those things that he might recognize later—a .44 Colt revolver with checkered grips, a VCR with a wired remote. He was going through the photos when the phone rang.
It was Clyde Ballinger. “You caught those thieves yet?” he asked.
Rhodes didn’t have to ask which thieves he meant. “No,” he said. “Who do you have cleaning up over there?”
“We can talk about that when you get here,” Ballinger said. “It’s happened again.”
Ballinger and Tom Skelly were in Ballinger’s office when Rhodes got there. “I just can’t figure it out,” Ballinger said. “You try to run an honest business, you do the best you can, and this is what you get—ripped off.”
“Who is it this time?” Rhodes said.
“Mrs. Minnie West,” Skelly said.
“I don’t think I know her,” Rhodes said.
“Lived out in Milsby. Her husband’s Woody West,” Skelly said.
Rhodes didn’t know him either.
“Never mind that,” Ballinger said. “Tell him what happened.”
“She came in Friday night,” Skelly said. “In fact, she was in the Blessed Assurance room yesterday when you were talking to the Storms. I went in to look at her this morning, since the funeral’s supposed to be this afternoon, and that’s when I noticed.”
“Noticed what?”
“That her damn jewelry was gone, that’s what,” Ballinger said. “He called me and I came right down. There’s no doubt about it. It’s gone, all right.”
“What’s missing?” Rhodes said.
“Earrings again,” Skelly said. “Wedding band. A couple of other rings, too. One of them had diamonds in it, or what looked like diamonds.”
Rhodes looked at them. “Does her husband know?”
“Hell, no,” Ballinger said. “Not yet. I guess we’re going to have to tell him, though. It wouldn’t be right just to bury her without letting him know.”
Rhodes wondered if Ballinger had considered taking the chance.
“Besides,” Skelly said, “he might notice.”
“That’s not the point,” Ballinger said. “The point is, we’re responsible. His wife was in our care, and we’re responsible for what happens to her. Ballinger’s has always given the best of care.”
After that speech, Rhodes’s faith was restored. Ballinger surely hadn’t ever considered burying the woman without informing her husband of the loss. Rhodes wondered if sometimes he was too suspicious.
“What about the hired help?” he said.
“That might’ve been a pretty good idea when it was just Miss Storm,” Skelly said. “But not now.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m pretty sure the jewelry was all on Mrs. West last night when I left,” Skelly said. “And now it’s gone. There wasn’t anyone here last night except for old Don Spooner, who’s kind of our night watchman, and he wasn’t here when the other stuff went missing. So unless he’s working as somebody’s partner, it’s not anybody who works here.”
That didn’t sound promising. “Who else would have access to the jewelry, then?” Rhodes said.
Ballinger looked glumly at his partner and shook his head. “That’s the problem,” he said. “Nobody does.”
“Then where did it go?” Rhodes said.
“That’s your job,” Ballinger said. “You tell us.”
“Are there any other bodies in there that I should know about?” Rhodes said.
“No,” Skelly told him. “You’re not going to try to say they’re stealing from each other, are you?”
Rhodes didn’t bother to answer. He didn’t blame the two men for being upset.
“There’s bound to be a logical answer,” Ballinger said. “I just hope you can figure it out.”
“I’ll keep working on it,” Rhodes said.
But he didn’t have any very good ideas. To tell the truth, he didn’t have any ideas at all. He left the two partners with their worries and went back to the jail. Ted Clayton was waiting for him when he got there.
Clayton was a big man, with broad shoulders and a deep chest. He had rugged features and a firm grip and reminded Rhodes of someone who might have played football in his younger days.
“Glad to meet you, Sheriff,” Clayton said. “Sorry I was so hard to find yesterday, but I was working. I sell insurance, and there’s never a day off if you have a prospect to visit.”
Rhodes offered Clayton the chair by his desk and both men sat down.
“What kind of insurance do you sell?” Rhodes asked.
“I know what you’re probably thinking,” Clayton said. “The Dallas police have already been over some of this with me. You mind if I smoke?”
Rhodes didn’t mind. He rummaged through the papers on his desk and came up with a glass ashtray surrounded by what looked like the world’s smallest tractor tire. He had gotten it somewhere for nothing; it was an advertising gimmick.
Clayton brought a package of Marlboro Lights out of his shirt pocket and lit one with a navy blue Bic. “The thing is,” he said, “I don’t sell life insurance. If Sula, that’s my wife, was anything, she was underinsured. I sell health insurance to small businesses, do a little workman’s comp, things like that. The firm I work for sells life insurance, sure, but that’s not my line.”
He blew out a nervous stream of white smoke. “I know what the law usually thinks in a case like this, and like I said, the Dallas police have already talked to me. Right off they started asking me about insurance and things, especially after they found out that I sold it. But all I had on Sula was a small policy for ten thousand.”
Rhodes watched him tap his cigarette on the edge of the tractor tire. “That’s not very much for a man in the business,” he said.
Clayton looked around the office. Hack was bent over the radio as if working on some part of it. Rhodes knew he was listening to every word, but Clayton seemed reassured.
“Look,” Clayton said, “I wouldn’t want my boss to hear me say this, but I don’t really believe in life insurance. That’s why I don’t sell it. I figure it’s a gamble, and win or lose, you lose. That’s why I stick to health insurance. Now that’s a necessity these days, what with the high cost of medical care, and it’s something I can sell because I believe in it. Life insurance? Uh-uh.”
Rhodes decided to change the subject before Clayton sold him a policy for major medical. “What happened between you and your wife?” he said.
Clayton tapped ash off the end of the cigarette, then looked around the room again. Hack was still hunched over the radio.
“I don’t know if I ought to say,” Clayton said. “I still don’t know if that’s really her that you found at my place, do I?”
“No,” Rhodes said. “You don’t. But it seems like a very good possibility.”
“Will I have to identify her?” Clayton said, a quaver in his voice.
Rhodes thought about the way Dr. White had described the condition of the body. “No,” he said. “That probably won’t be necessary. We’ll have to request your wife’s dental records, and we can make the identification that way. Do you know the name of her dentist.”
Clayton thought about it for a minute and then came up with the name. Rhodes had him write it on a piece of note paper.
“I don’t know the address, though,” Clayton said. “Just the name of the street.”
“That ought to be enough,” Rhodes said. “We can call him on the phone.”
Clayton wrote the street name on the paper.
“What makes you so sure it’s really my wife that you found?” Clayton said, crushing out his cigarette and lighting another one.
“She was in your house,” Rhodes said. “She’s been missing for three weeks. It seems to be a logical conclusion that it’s her body.”
Clayton sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I guess I ought to tell you about it, then,” he said.
Rhodes didn’t say anything, just looked at him encouragingly.
“I looked for her down here, you know,” Clayton said. “First thing.”
“No,” Rhodes said. “I didn’t know that.” He wondered why the Dallas cops hadn’t gotten in touch with him.
“I didn’t tell anybody. It was something I didn’t want to talk about. But I checked here before I went to the police. She wasn’t here then.”
“Maybe you just didn’t look carefully enough,” Rhodes said, thinking of where he and Ruth Grady had found the body.
“I just can’t believe she’s dead,” Clayton said. “And that the house has been robbed. Do you think that whoever stole all my stuff is the one who killed her?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Rhodes said. “You say you searched for her here?”
“Yes.”
Clayton looked as if he might have more to say on that subject, so Rhodes waited him out. One thing he had to say for working with Hack and Lawton—it had taught him patience.
Clayton took a long drag on his cigarette and sighed out the smoke. “I guess I might as well tell you about it,” he said. “You’d find out anyway, and it just might be that the sonofabitch killed her.”
Rhodes kept waiting. Sometimes that worked better than prodding.
“It’s that fella Washburn,” Clayton said. “The one that owns the house next to mine.”
“What about him?”
“He’s a smooth character,” Clayton said. He crushed out his Marlboro and reached for another one. Then he thought better of it and shoved the pack back in his pocket. “He put the moves on Sula.”
“How do you mean?”
“She’s a good-looking woman, Sheriff. Or she was, if that’s really her over at your funeral parlor. Men were attracted to her, but she never paid them much attention, until that Washburn came along.”
“What was so special about him?” Rhodes asked. He was trying to remember if he had talked to Washburn the day before and decided that he hadn’t. Ruth must have been the one to interview him, and she must have done it after Rhodes had gone home. He made a mental note to check over Washburn’s property inventory very carefully.
“I don’t know that he was so special,” Clayton was saying when Rhodes turned back in to him. “He didn’t look like anything special to me, but then what do I know? I still don’t know why women like that fella on Moonlighting so much. He doesn’t look much to me either.”
Rhodes had seen Moonlighting only once, but he agreed with Clayton.
“Anyway,” Clayton went on, “she liked him. He had a way of kidding around that she thought was real cute. And he was good looking, I guess, if you like his type.”
“What type is that?”
“Sort of greasy and smiley,” Clayton said. “I guess you know what people think of insurance salesmen. Well, he looks like what most people think an insurance salesman would look like. Gives the profession a bad name.”
“Is he from around here?” Rhodes said.
“No. He just stays in that house on the weekends sometimes, like we did. I think he’s from Houston.”
That would make it harder for Rhodes to talk to him, especially if he had driven up only the day before to discuss the burglaries. It was a pretty good drive up to Clearview from Houston.
“So he and your wife were interested in one another,” Rhodes said.
“I guess you could put it that way.”
“And when she disappeared, you thought she might have come down here.”
“I thought she might’ve been meeting him down here.”
“Did she announce that she was leaving, or did she just sneak out in the middle of the night?”
Clayton fished out another Marlboro and lit it. “It wasn’t exactly like that,” he said.
“How was it, then?”
“We went to this party on New Year’s Eve,” Clayton said. “I had a little too much to drink. I admit that. I usually don’t drink much at all, and when I do, I have a tendency to say too much. I get a little aggressive and say things I shouldn’t say.”
“What did you say that time?”
“She started it. She said something about me drinking too much and paying too much attention to some of the other woman at the party. So I said a few things about her and that Washburn. We got pretty loud about it. She slapped me and walked out. That was the last time I ever saw her.” He looked down at the ashtray as if trying to make something of the pattern in the ashes.
“I guess some of the people at the party saw what happened,” Rhodes said. “I’ll need the names of the people who were there.”
“Sure,” Clayton said. “I understand. I can give you the names of the hosts.” He wrote the names and address on the same paper with the name of his wife’s dentist.
“Can you think of any reason Washburn might have for killing your wife?” Rhodes said.
“I’ve been thinking about it all the way down here,” Clayton said. “I can just come up with one thing. I think that after the party, Sula drove down here in her own car and probably called Washburn. Then he came up from Houston and they got together at my place. I don’t even want to think about what they might have done there.” He shook his head. “But after that, I like to think she came to her senses. And that’s when he killed her.”
“For coming to her senses?” Rhodes didn’t quite follow the logic.
“It wasn’t that. Maybe she told him she’d made a mistake, that she wanted to come back to me. He probably couldn’t take that. So he killed her.”
Rhodes had heard worse motives, but then he had heard much better ones. He would reserve judgment until he had talked to Washburn, and maybe longer.
“You said something about her coming down here in her car,” Rhodes said. “There was no car out there when we checked the place.”
“That means they stole the car, too,” Clayton said. “It must’ve been there.”
Rhodes asked Clayton to provide him with a list of the property that was missing, including the car, which turned out to be a red 1986 Ford Escort.
“That’s all I can think of,” Clayton said when he finished writing the list. “There’s probably more, but I can’t remember it right now.”
“You’ll need a complete listing for the insurance company, too,” Rhodes told him. “I’m not going to ask you not to leave the county, but you’ll have to keep yourself available through the Dallas police. I might need to talk to you again.”
“I will,” Clayton said. “Look. Are you sure that’s my wife you found in the house?”
“I don’t know who else it could be,” Rhodes said. “We’ll know for sure when we get the dental records and make a comparison. But I wouldn’t hold out too much hope if I were you.”
Clayton wiped a hand across his face and looked down at the floor.
“I’m sorry,” Rhodes said. “I wish I could tell you differently, but it’s just not likely that the body is anyone else.”
“I understand,” Clayton said. “I guess I was just hoping . . .”
Rhodes didn’t know what else to say. There was no need to give the man false assurances. Who else could the body be?
Clayton shook his head. “This seems so senseless. Burglars, or that Washburn fella. How could it happen?”
“There’s never a reason that makes sense to somebody on the outside,” Rhodes said.
Clayton shook his head again. “I’ll be where you can reach me. And I’ll get in touch about the funeral arrangements if it turns out that Sula really is the one they . . . have.”
“All right,” Rhodes said. “I’ll help out with that if I can.”
“Thanks, Sheriff,” Clayton said. He put out his hand, and Rhodes shook it. “I appreciate that.”
Then he went outside into the cold.
Chapter 6
“Well,” Rhodes said to Hack. “What did you think?”
“About what?” Hack said. “I was busy with this here radio.”
“I didn’t notice any calls coming in.”
“Maybe that’s because there weren’t any . . . Well, the fella seems all right to me. A little upset about his wife, but not too upset, if you know what I mean.”
Rhodes knew what he meant. He had seen Lawrence Olivier’s movie version of Hamlet one night on the PBS channel, and he remembered the line about protesting too much.
“You reckon there’s any chance that ain’t his wife?” Hack said.
“If you were a betting man—” Rhodes began.
“Which I ain’t,” Hack said.
“—it would be a good idea to get your money down on Sula Clayton being the one we found wrapped up in the tape,” Rhodes finished.
“That’s too bad,” Hack said. “Course it’d be too bad if it was anybody at all killed like that, not just that fella’s wife. You think it happened like he said it did?”
“Who knows?” Rhodes said. “It might have. It might not. I’ll find out.” He hoped he sounded confident, although he didn’t feel especially cocky about his chances.
The telephone rang.
Hack grabbed it. “Sheriff’s office.”
He listened for quite a while.
“Yes’m,” he said. Then he said it again. “Yes’m. Sheriff’ll be right out.”
He hung up. “That was Miz McGee,” he said. “She said to tell you she saw that moving van again. It went down the road right in front of her house. I told her—”
“I heard you,” Rhodes said. “I’m on my way.”
“You want some backup?” Hack said. “You know, you’ve gotten yourself in some fixes before by goin’ out without any.”
“I’ll try to stay out of trouble,” Rhodes said as he started through the door. Then he turned back. “One thing. While I’m gone, have Ruth call that Officer Ferguson and see if Clayton happens to have a .38 registered to him.”
“It’s her day off,” Hack said.
“Then you call,” Rhodes said.
“Talkin’ to those big-city cops ain’t in my job description,” Hack said.
“A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do,” Rhodes said as he went out.
The wind rocked Rhodes’s car as he drove toward the lake. He hoped he could get there in time to catch up with the van. If he were lucky, he might even catch them in the act. He wanted to stop by Mrs. McGee’s first, to ask her which way the van was headed, and he was curious to know how she had spotted it. Surely she hadn’t been sitting out on her porch on a day like this one.
He turned down her drive in a swirl of leaves. The trees had been nearly bare before, and every leaf that had remained was now stripped off and blowing around the ground and into the air.
Mrs. McGee was not on her porch. Rhodes got out, the wind slamming his door for him, and climbed the steps to knock on the door.
She opened it and let him in quickly. “I declare,” she said. “It’s not a fit day to be out.”
Rhodes agreed with her, though he was almost as comfortable in the biting wind as in the oppressive heat of her house. If anything, she had turned up the Dearborn heater even higher than the day before.
“I’m glad you got here so soon,” Mrs. McGee said. She was still wrapped up in several sweaters, a scarf, and her knit cap. “I don’t want those thieves to get away.”
“They may already have gotten away,” Rhodes said. “Which way were they traveling?”
“Let’s see. I was standing at that window.” Mrs. McGee indicated a window near the door. “I think my left would be the north and my right would be the south, so that means they were going toward the south. I think that would be right.”
“Yes,” Rhodes said. “That would be right. You’re sure it was the same van?”
The old woman looked at him. “Of course I am. You think I can’t tell one moving van from another one?”
“I didn’t mean it that way,” Rhodes said apologetically.
“That’s all right,” she said. “You just get after him.”
Rhodes assured her that he would.
He went to his car, got in, and headed south after he left the drive. He didn’t know much about the area, but he thought there were several houses in that direction that hadn’t yet been broken into. He should have checked the patrol schedule before he left the jail to see if any of the deputies was out in the area, but it was right in the middle of the day and he doubted that anyone would be around. They really hadn’t thought the burglaries were occurring in broad daylight.
Rhodes followed the narrow, winding gravel road, looking through the trees at the sparsely scattered houses as he drove. The road gradually moved away from the lakefront, and as the property became less desirable the houses were even more scattered.
Passing one house, he thought he caught a glimpse of green through the black tree branches. He knew it wasn’t leaves, so he braked the car to a stop and backed up. He wasn’t certain, but it appeared to him that there was indeed such a patch of color behind the corner of the house.
This house had the look of one long abandoned. The mailbox had fallen from the top of its post and was lying in a stand of tall dead weeds. Its lip hung open, and the whole box looked rusted. Rhodes couldn’t see the name on the side because of the weeds. The house itself, what he could make of it, was in bad need of a fresh coat of paint. The roof could have used a few shingles here and there, and one of the windows looked broken. Rhodes wondered just how long it had been since the owner checked on it.
He turned down the drive and when he came to the end pulled the car up crossways to block it. There was a little room on either side, but the trees there should be enough to stop anyone from trying to get by. He got out and drew his 38. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use it, but you could never tell. Some burglars could get pretty feisty when threatened with the law.
He walked toward the front door of the house, listening for any noise from inside. He didn’t hear a thing. He’d made too much noise of his own while driving up, and whoever was in there would have already had plenty of time to get quiet, hide, or prepare to escape.
The front door was not ajar, but there was a rusty screen door hanging from the bottom hinge and drooping across the doorway. Rhodes wasn’t going to attempt an entrance by the front door, however. He walked down to the corner of the house and slipped around it suddenly, his pistol at the ready.
There was no one in sight, and no sign of the truck. If it was really behind the house, the vehicle was now completely hidden from sight. Maybe he had only imagined the patch of green.
Well, even if he had, he still had to check it out, though why anyone would want to burglarize this particular house he had no idea. There was certainly nothing to recommend it.
Or, he thought, maybe that was exactly what did recommend it—the very fact that it looked so long uninhabited. If the thieves had noticed the increased patrols, they would have been doubly careful about choosing their targets.
Rhodes had worked his way to the back corner of the house. He stepped around, his gun leveled. Then, something clubbed him in the wrist. The pistol went flying. Rhodes’s first thought was that he should have listened to Hack and brought some backup. He was forever getting himself into difficult situations, and there was no excuse for it. If any of his deputies had done the same thing, he would have spoken to them pretty harshly, but he always thought he could handle things.
He looked to his left and saw someone moving behind a dark window. Whoever it was had been waiting for him and had probably struck him with something like a baseball bat. He was lucky they had hit his wrist and not his head.
The pain in his wrist made itself felt just about then, or maybe everything was happening at the same time and he was just picking up the events separately. He doubled over and was almost sick to his stomach as he wondered vaguely if his wrist was broken.
He looked up when he heard the doors of a truck slam. It was the big green truck, all right. The engine turned over and caught. Then the truck was angling its front bumper in his direction.
He didn’t have time to pick up the pistol. He started back the way he had come, moving considerably faster now.
The truck rumbled closer, right behind him.
He turned at the corner of the house and headed for his car. There was a shotgun in the car, if he could get there in time. He didn’t think he could make it, though, and swore that if he got out of this one he would put in some serious time on the Huffy Sunstreak. He held his injured arm across his stomach as he ran.
The truck plowed over a dead tree limb, and Rhodes heard the crack of it snapping in two. He didn’t look back. The truck sounded as if it must be right behind him with the driver intent on running him down.
Rhodes made it to the car, but it was too late to get the shotgun. It was too late to do anything except find a place to hide. Unfortunately, there was no such place.
He dived for the car and landed across the hood, suppressing a groan as his wrist banged into the metal. He scrabbled for a hold with his good hand and tried to turn around. He knew he was safe now. He was sure the driver couldn’t possibly get past the car.
He was wrong—or he was right. It all depended on how you looked at it.
There wasn’t room for the driver to get by the car, that much was obvious even to the driver, but it didn’t seem to bother him any. He kept coming. When Rhodes saw what was about to happen, he groaned again, not from pain but from anticipation.
There was not room for the truck between the car and the trees, so the driver was going to make room in the only way he could—by moving the car. The hard way.
There was nothing at all that Rhodes could do. He didn’t even have time to get a good grip on the windshield wipers.
The truck hit the front end of the county car with considerable force, throwing it aside and sending Rhodes flying through the air. He remembered thinking that the county commissioners were really going to be upset with him, and then he hit a tree.
Rhodes wasn’t out long, but by the time he came to, the truck was long gone. He knew that he had muffed a chance to arrest the burglars, and he felt both foolish and guilty. His wrist hurt, his head hurt, and he didn’t know where the .38 was.
He sat up and tried to assess the damage to his body. He couldn’t even think about the damage to the car yet.
Luckily, he seemed relatively intact. There was going to be a knot on his head, his pants were torn, and there was a bad scratch across the back of his left hand. Add the right wrist to that inventory and you had the lot. It could have been worse.
It was time to find out if he could stand . . . . He could, so he walked over to the car.
The front fender was mashed into the tire, and he was going to have to pull it away. Otherwise, he would have to radio for help, and he really didn’t want to do that. The bumper was mangled, the headlight broken, and the hood was sprung. He hoped the engine would start. There didn’t seem to be any leakage from the radiator, so maybe the damage wasn’t too extensive.
Before attempting anything to the car, he had to find his pistol. He walked slowly to the back of the house. The .38 was lying about where he had thought it would be, and it didn’t look as if it had been run over by the truck. At least there was that to be thankful for.
He picked up the pistol and holstered it, thinking that he might as well have a look inside the house while he was back there. He was sure the back door would be open.
It was, and he went inside.
He must have caught the burglars right at the beginning of their work. Most of the furnishings seemed to be in place, not that they really merited stealing.
The kitchen looked as if it had been furnished with garage-sale items. There was a Formica-topped table, surrounded by four tubular metal chairs with red vinyl seats and bottoms. The vinyl was torn in several spots and gray stuffing peeked out. He guessed that the refrigerator was about a 1947 Crosley.
Rhodes looked in a couple of the other rooms, and the furniture there wasn’t much better. This place must have been a real disappointment to the thieves. Rhodes secured the back door and went outside.
His wrist hurt, and he was beginning to feel some aches and pains throughout other parts of his body from the fall. He still hoped to be able to pull the fender away from the tire, however.
He got a good grip on the fender with his left hand and one that was not quite so sturdy with his right. He could feel the gritty dirt and grease that had accumulated underneath the car and was sorry that he didn’t have anything to clean up with afterward. A lot of cops carried rubber gloves and antiseptics in their cars now, thanks to the almost universal fear of AIDS, but Rhodes hadn’t yet begun to do so.
He gave a quick, hard pull, and the fender came away from the tire with a groan and a pop. He was pretty sure that if the car had been as sturdy as the ones he remembered from his childhood, he would never have been able to do the job. His grandfather had driven a 1941 Chevy with fenders that looked like they had been made from cast iron.
He pulled again and the fender moved a little more into line. It still looked terrible, and the bumper stuck out at a weird angle, but he thought he could drive back to town.
He wiped his hands on his pants, then regretted it. He was the one who would have to pay for cleaning and mending them, and he had left a long grease mark down one leg. He sighed. The only good thing that had resulted from the whole experience was that the exercise had made him forget just how cold it was.
He got in the car and started back to town, turning on the radio and hoping that it would either distract him or help him think. He picked up a country station playing a song by Randy Travis, one of the new country stars that gave Rhodes hope for the music. Travis actually sounded like a country singer and not someone trying out for a lounge job in Las Vegas. Along with Dwight Yoakum, George Straight, and a few others, Travis was making country worth listening to again. It was about time, in Rhodes’s opinion. He had been listening to too many violins for too many years.
A song by John Conlee came on next. Rhodes thought Conlee’s “Rose-Colored Glasses” was one of the great country songs, though the singer hadn’t come up with one nearly so good in quite a while. This one was something about suburban living, and Rhodes mentally tuned it out and tried to concentrate on the burglary-in-progress that he had interrupted.
He could be almost certain now that there was an active gang of thieves operating in the area. He wondered just how many people had been in the truck. He really hadn’t had time to look carefully, or even to catch a glimpse of the license plate. There had been a driver and someone in the seat beside him, but Rhodes hadn’t seen either of them clearly.
It was also obvious that the thieves were nearing the end of their stay in Blacklin County, or at least in this section of it. The house where they had been spotted was hardly worth the effort. Rhodes was afraid that if he didn’t stop them soon they would be long gone. In fact, his interruption of their efforts could have made them skittish, and they might decide to take off even sooner. It would now be clear to them that the law was breathing down their necks.
The car ran just fine all the way back to town, with the exception of a slight scraping noise when Rhodes turned a tight corner. The noise was bothersome, but Rhodes didn’t think it meant much. Just the tire touching the fender, he told himself. Nothing to be concerned about. He preferred to believe that it wasn’t scraping enough to damage the tire—or at least not enough to damage it too much.
“Good Lord,” Hack said when Rhodes walked into the jail. “What happened to you?”
“It’s a long story. You don’t want to hear about it.”
“I sure do,” Hack said. “You look like you went a couple of rounds with a buzz saw. But I ain’t got time to hear anything now. You get over to the funeral home. Clyde Ballinger just called. There’s big trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?”
Rhodes didn’t feel like going over to the funeral home again. He wanted to go home and take a hot bath, eat some lunch, which he had forgotten to do again, and rest. At least his wrist was feeling better. He had forgotten about his vow to take a few minutes exercise on the stationary bike.
“He didn’t say, but he sounded fairly desperate. There was a lot of noise in the background, like people yellin’ and goin’ on real loud. Not the kinda behavior you oughta have at a funeral parlor, if you ask me.”
“Can’t somebody else go?” Rhodes said.
“Maybe in an hour or so, but not right now. Ever’body on duty’s too far off to get there. Except for you.”
“And that’s why they pay me the big money,” Rhodes said. “Right?”
Hack didn’t smirk. He wasn’t capable of smirking. He did look very self-satisfied, however.
“That’s right,” he said. “You’re the High Sheriff.”
“Right,” Rhodes said.
The hot bath would have to wait.
Chapter 7
Rhodes could see about fifteen cars parked outside the funeral home as he approached. He drove to the rear and parked, entering through the back door. He could hear the ruckus Hack had mentioned. It sounded as if it might be coming from the direction of the Peace and Grace Room, so Rhodes headed that way.
There were twenty-five or thirty people in the room, and all of them were talking very loudly. The only quiet one, Rhodes thought, was the late Miss Storm, who still lay in her casket at the front of the room. The casket was open, and Rhodes could see Miss Storm’s face staring placidly up at the ceiling. Everyone appeared to be dressed in his or her Sunday best, and Rhodes suspected that they were all there for Miss Storm’s funeral service, which had apparently been interrupted for the shouting match.
Jack Storm and his wife were standing near the casket, talking to Clyde Ballinger or—more accurately—shouting at him. Storm’s face was even redder than when Rhodes had seen him the day before, and that made his hair seem even whiter. He was standing toe to toe with Ballinger, wagging a thin finger in the funeral director’s face. His mouth was open, and he was clearly expressing a strong opinion, which Rhodes could not hear because of all the other noise and milling around. Storm’s wife was standing behind him, clearly giving him all her moral support, but her mouth was closed. She was apparently satisfied to let her husband do the talking.
Ballinger looked like a man who was trying his utmost to keep from exploding. As Storm continued to rant and wave his finger, Ballinger seemed to swell almost visibly. His chest expanded in his expensive suit, and even his face had begun to puff up.
Rhodes made his way through the crowd. He recognized a few of the people vaguely but hoped he wouldn’t be called on to speak their names. They were people he had seen around the town and possibly even met, but with whom he wasn’t well acquainted.
“Excuse me,” he said, brushing by a portly man in a gray pinstripe.
The man was saying something very loudly about the color of the rouge on Miss Storm’s face. “Too red! They always get it too red here!”
He was talking to a tiny woman, no more than five feet tall. She was swathed in black and had on a black hat with a short black veil. Rhodes hadn’t seen a woman in a hat in quite some time, but this woman was old enough to have worn the hat when it was first in style.
She didn’t quite seem to understand the portly man’s remarks. “Red! I’ll have you know that Jane Storm was a member of the D.A.R. for thirty-five years! She was a better American than anybody in this whole room!”
She looked menacingly at the man from under the short veil, and his hands went up as if to protect himself from her.
Rhodes pressed on and into the middle of another argument, this one between two thin women wearing identical fur jackets. Or maybe the fur was not real. Rhodes never was sure these days. The women looked as much alike as their jackets, and he wondered if they were twins.
“They say Clyde Ballinger stole all her jewelry, every last piece of it,” the one on the right said. “Went right in her house and took it out of her dresser drawers. She always kept it in her dresser drawers, right under her—” She saw Rhodes and clamped her mouth shut in a thin red line.
“Clyde Ballinger never did such a thing,” the other woman, the mirror image, said, ignoring Rhodes. “That Tom Skelly, he might, but Clyde never would.”
As Rhodes moved by them, he gathered that the theft of the jewelry was the general topic of the conversation all over the room. He didn’t have time to listen in, however, as the discussion near the casket seemed to be heating up. Storm had stopped waving his finger and was now tapping Ballinger in the chest with it, forcing the funeral director backward. Ballinger thrust up a hand, but Storm ignored it and continued to poke with his bony finger.
Rhodes thought that Ballinger might make a stand, but before he could, it was too late. The funeral director’s calves struck the edge of the dais and he lost his balance. His arms flailed the air momentarily, but he was unable to save himself. Rhodes stretched out his arm as if to catch him, but the sheriff was still a good ten feet away. There was nothing he could do except watch in horrified fascination as Ballinger tumbled backward into the casket.
He didn’t strike hard, but he hit the casket with enough force to dislodge it from its base. As Ballinger fell onto the dais, the casket began to wobble.
Rhodes pushed two or three people aside, trying to get there in time, but there was no way that he could. The casket’s support had already begun to collapse, starting at its foot. The box turned sideways, dumping Miss Jane Storm’s mortal remains right beside Clyde Ballinger, who lay there as if stunned.
He probably was, Rhodes thought, mentally if not physically.
If the crowd had been noisy before, they were virtually hysterical now. Rhodes could hear women sobbing, men yelling, and Mrs. Storm, Jack’s wife, screaming. Rhodes couldn’t understand what she was saying, which was probably just as well.
He reached the dais and stepped up, trying to think of some way to quiet the crowd. For some reason he drew his pistol, though he certainly was not even remotely considering firing it. The weight of it hurt his sore wrist, but he raised his hand anyway. Maybe it would give him the look of authority.
“My God,” someone screamed. “He’s got a gun!”
“Maniac! Maniac! Hit the floor!”
There was the clatter and crash of folding chairs being knocked this way and that and the thud of bodies falling to the carpeting. In the next instant, the only people Rhodes saw still standing were Tom Skelly, whom he had not noticed before, and the very short woman. Skelly was staring at him openmouthed, but the woman was advancing on the dais, her hands balled into tiny fists.
“Go ahead and shoot, you cowardly sonofabitch,” she said, stepping over the portly man, whose rear end stuck up in the air for a distance that looked half her height. “Shoot a poor defenseless little old lady, if you dare. But you better shoot straight, or I’ll bust your teeth out.”
Now that everyone—well, nearly everyone—was on the floor, the room was remarkably quiet.
“It’s all right,” Rhodes said in a loud voice. “I’m the sheriff. You people have been disturbing the peace, and I’m going to see that this matter is straightened out.”
He looked to the back of the room. “Tom, I want you to clear everyone out of here except for Clyde and the Storms. We need to talk. Take them down to some other room and keep them quiet.”
Skelly walked to the front, trying to maintain a dignified bearing. Under the circumstances, he did a pretty good job of it. When he got there, he began speaking in hushed but sonorous tones, directing everyone to rise and go down the hall to the right and gather in the Sweet Repose Room.
There was a great deal of shifting and mumbling, but gradually everyone got to his feet and began to leave the room, except for the tiny woman, who stood with her fists clenched as she glared at Rhodes.
“Go ahead and shoot me,” she said. “But if you do, the members of the D.A.R. will tear you to pieces.”
“No one is going to shoot anyone,” Tom Skelly said soothingly. “Now come along, Miss Tremont.”
Miss Tremont continued to glare at Rhodes for a moment, then turned to follow the others. Clyde Ballinger had managed to sit up and was holding his head in his hands when Jack Storm jumped for him. He got his hands on Ballinger’s shoulders, forcing him backward and bumping his head on the casket. It made a hollow bonging noise.
Rhodes holstered his sidearm and bent down to separate them. “Stop it, you two,” he said. “Let’s have a little dignity here. It’s your sister’s funeral, after all, Mr. Storm.”
Mrs. Storm let out a wail. “Yes! And just look at the poor thing!”
Rhodes had to admit that it wasn’t a pretty sight. Miss Storm’s hands and arms had been crossed on her breast, but now they had flopped out to her sides. Her carefully arranged hair was mussed, and a spray of flowers had somehow fallen across her legs.
“I want you and Jack to go sit down,” Rhodes told Mrs. Storm. “As soon as Mr. Ballinger and I get this straightened up, I’ll want to talk to you. Face the back of the room, why don’t you.”
Mrs. Storm reluctantly obeyed, and Rhodes gave Jack a little prod to help him on his way.
When they were seated, Rhodes knelt down and put his hand on Ballinger’s shoulder. “You OK?” he asked.
Ballinger shook his head, more to clear it than to indicate a negative answer. “I think so.” He looked around him. “What a mess. We’ll never recover from this. Never.”
“Sure you will,” Rhodes told him. Privately, however, he had his doubts.
“Let’s see if we can do something about the mess,” Ballinger said, standing up.
Together they righted the sawhorses and rearranged the flowing material that served to cover them and act as a border around the casket. Then the two of them lifted the casket up and placed it on the sawhorses—no easy job for two men—but Storm evidently hadn’t bought one of the deluxe models. It was painful to Rhodes’s wrist, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to call attention to what they were doing.
Then they had to deal with the late Miss Storm, and there was just no dignified way to do it. Rhodes looked at the body and then at Ballinger. Ballinger looked at Rhodes.
“You’re the expert,” Rhodes said at last.
He glanced at Mr. and Mrs. Storm. They sat with their stiff backs turned on the scene.
“All right,” Ballinger said, after a glance of his own in the same direction. “You grab her feet. I’ll get the shoulders.”
Rhodes moved the spray of flowers and pulled down Miss Storm’s gown. Then he took hold of the ankles.
Ballinger took her shoulders and they lifted.
Miss Storm sagged a little in the middle. She was heavier than she looked, but they managed to get her up over the edge of the casket and inside it again.
Ballinger smoothed out the lining. “We’ll never recover from this,” he said again.
“What happened?” Rhodes asked.
“You want my side or their side?” Ballinger looked out at the Storms.
“Both, I guess,” Rhodes said. “Let’s go talk to them.” They stepped down from the dais and walked to where the Storms sat in rigid silence.
Rhodes pulled up two chairs.
“You don’t look so good, Sheriff,” Storm said. “Been in a fight?”
“You mean, besides this one?” Rhodes said.
“Wasn’t a fight. Just a disagreement.”
“That’s what I want to hear about,” Rhodes said. “The disagreement. Who would like to start?”
“It was all his fault,” Storm said, with an accusatory look at Ballinger.
“I don’t agree with that,” Ballinger said.
“There’s the problem, all right,” Rhodes said. “Except that neither one of you is being very specific about just what you don’t agree on.”
“I’ll try to explain, Sheriff,” Ballinger said. “You see, yesterday after you left, I talked to Mr. Storm about the funeral. I told him that while I had a great deal of faith in you as a lawman, I didn’t think that it would be possible even for you to solve the problem of who stole his sister’s jewelry in one day. And I told him that the funeral really should go on as scheduled. When he left, I thought he understood.”
Storm was turning redder, but he didn’t say anything.
“Is that how it was?” Rhodes asked.
“Nope, it wasn’t,” Storm said. “The way it was, I thought he’d be sure we were satisfied before he done anything. But he didn’t make sure. He just went right ahead with the funeral.”
Ballinger couldn’t restrain himself at that point. “But you showed up here for the funeral, right on time. All your friends were here. Why didn’t you tell them it was all off if you thought it was?”
“Well, when you didn’t call me one way or the other, I thought things had been made right,” Storm said. “I thought you must’ve got some more jewelry and replaced Jane’s, or something like that. It’s your fault it’s gone, that’s for sure.”
“I’m not admitting that,” Ballinger said. “But even if I did, and even if I do have a legal responsibility, I only filed the insurance claim yesterday. I don’t see how you could expect me to have made any replacements this soon.”
“Thought you mighta done it out of your own pocket,” Storm said. “That’s what you oughta do, if you cared about your business.”
“Now you listen to me,” Ballinger said.
“I ain’t gonna listen to you. It’s all your fault.” Storm was getting worked up again.
His wife plucked gently at the sleeve of his suit jacket. “Jack? Is Sis all right?”
It seemed to be the first that Storm had thought of his sister. He looked toward the dais. “She looks fine,” he said. “Why don’t you go check on her.”
Mrs. Storm walked off in the direction of the casket.
“Look,” Ballinger said. “I’m sorry we had this misunderstanding, but the only decent thing to do is to go on with the funeral. If we ever do recover the jewelry, we can decide then what to do with it. But right now, the important thing is to get this over with and go on with our lives.”
Storm got a stubborn look on his face, and his mouth set in a firm line. Rhodes thought it was time for him to break in.
“Clyde’s right,” he said. “It’s possible that the thieves are long gone from here, and your sister’s jewelry with them. They might have melted it down and sold it to some gold dealer by now.”
Storm was horrified. “They better not have,” he said.
“It’s a possibility that you should consider,” Rhodes said. “I think you should go on with the services. Everyone’s here, everything’s ready. It’s the best thing to do.”
“Well . . .” Storm said.
Ballinger saw that he had a chance. “Believe me, Mr. Storm, the sheriff’s right. Let’s get it done.”
Storm gave in. “All right,” he said. “But you better do what you can to get that jewelry back, Sheriff. It’s important to me.”
“I will,” Rhodes said.
“And you better get to checking on your insurance,” Storm told Ballinger. “I’m gonna have satisfaction, one way or the other.”
“Don’t you worry,” Ballinger told him. “One way or the other, you’ll get it.”
“I’ll go get everyone,” Rhodes said. He left the two men together and went to find Skelly and the others.
Skelly had everyone calmed down, and the minister who was to conduct the funeral was reading some soothing verses from the Psalms—maybe it was Proverbs. Rhodes wasn’t sure. Rhodes explained the situation to Skelly and told him that he would be leaving.
“You sure you don’t want to stay?” Skelly said. “This might get rowdy again.”
“I don’t think so,” Rhodes said. “I need to get back to the jail.”
“Well, all right, if you think so.”
“I’m sure things will go just fine,” Rhodes said. He wanted to get out of there and have a Dr Pepper and maybe a bologna sandwich.
He stopped at the first place he came to, a GasQuik store, which had Dr Pepper in cans and some kind of packaged sandwiches that were full of various kinds of lunch meat and cheese. He preferred Dr Pepper in bottles, and he knew that the sandwich would taste like cardboard, but he didn’t have time to go home.
While he was eating the sandwich, which tasted more like cellophane than cardboard, he thought of something that he should have thought of before. He knew that he would have to go back to the funeral home to check it out, but he decided to go to the jail first, to see if anything had come up. The funeral home could wait. After all, he didn’t want to interrupt the services. They had already been interrupted enough.
Rhodes finished his Dr Pepper and sandwich, got in his car, and drove on over to the jail.
Chapter 8
Several thousand had happened at the jail during Rhodes’s absence. The most obvious evidence of this was that Hack and Lawton were waiting for him, both wearing looks of eager anticipation.
“He don’t look so bad,” Lawton said. “Not near as bad as I thought he would, from the way you talked.”
“He looks better now,” Hack said. “I bet he’s cleaned up some.”
“Never mind that,” Rhodes said, cutting them off. “What about that call to Dallas?”
“I took care of it,” Hack said. “Didn’t take long. They prob’ly just looked in their computer.”
“So what did you find out?”
“That Clayton doesn’t own a gun of any kind, much less a .38. For whatever that’s worth.”
Rhodes knew it wasn’t worth much. Guns were easy to come by in Texas—at garage sales, flea markets, and even burglaries like the ones that had been occurring at the lake. These weren’t guns obtained through proper channels, and none would be registered to the current owner, if they were registered to any owner at all. Thinking about this, Rhodes got still another idea that would have to be checked out.
The thought slipped from his mind as he looked at Hack again. He could tell that the two men weren’t through with him yet—not by a long shot.
“There’s something else, isn’t there?” Rhodes said.
“I guess you could say that,” Lawton said. “I guess you could say there’s something else. Ain’t that right, Hack?”
“That’s right,” Hack said. “You could sure say there’s something else.”
Rhodes had forgotten whose turn it was to work him over, so he just waited.
“Miz Sterling called,” Hack said at last, watching Rhodes’s face.
Rhodes tried not to give anything away. “Oh,” he said. Miss Sterling was a retired school teacher who lived on her retirement check and spent a great deal of her time calling the sheriff’s office. “What did she want this time?”
“Says there’s a peepin’ tom in the neighborhood,” Hack told him. “Says he’s been lookin’ at her for a long time now, and she wants something done about it.”
“She’s gettin’ to be afraid of him, she says,” Lawton put in. “Says that—”
Hack took over again. “Says that she thinks he might do something to her, and she wants you to get over there right away.”
Why me? Rhodes thought, but he knew the answer. Everyone else was on patrol and too far away. Or that’s what Hack would tell him, anyway.
“You might want to clean up a little first,” Lawton said. “You still don’t look as good as a sheriff oughta.”
Rhodes ignored him and went out to the car.
Lawton was right behind him. “Hack and I been wonderin’ how you got so banged up. Now I guess I know.” He was looking at the car.
“I had an accident,” Rhodes said. He got in the car.
As he drove away, he could see a look of pure joy on Lawton’s face. He was really one up on Hack now, and Rhodes knew he would have to tell them the whole story sooner or later.
On his way to the Sterling house, he reflected that one of the real problems with life was that you never had time to concentrate all your abilities on the really major problems. There were always the little, niggling things that came up and drained your energies.
Like right now. He had a murder on his hands. That was the major thing, but there were the burglaries, which were a major item in themselves and seemed to be tied in to the murder. If Clayton was telling the truth, then the murder suspects included the burglars and a man named Washburn, who Rhodes hadn’t even met and who didn’t live in the county. If Clayton wasn’t telling the truth, and there was no particular reason to believe that he was, then he could be added to the list of suspects. That gave Rhodes two suspects living outside the county, along with the burglars. And then there were the thefts at Ballinger’s. While not as big a problem as the burglaries, and certainly not as big as the murder, the thefts were definitely something to think about. Particularly if you were Clyde Ballinger.
But you couldn’t devote yourself to thinking about those things all the time, especially if you’d done something foolish like wrecking one of the county cars and knew you’d be called to account for that. You couldn’t even worry much about that, since you had to go see what was the matter with Mrs. Sterling.
Mrs. Sterling was glad to see Rhodes at her door. “Come on in, Sheriff,” she said.
The front room was furnished like Rhodes expected of a retired teacher. There was a free-standing bookcase loaded with old textbooks with titles like Adventures in Literature and The Literature of Britain. The magazines on the coffee table included National Geographic, U.S. News and World Report, and Mature Years, and looked as if they had been lined up with a T square.
Mrs. Sterling herself was a formidable lady and reminded Rhodes of some of the teachers he had experienced as a child. At about five-eight and in the neighborhood of a hundred and eighty pounds, she looked capable of eliciting a fearsome respect from her pupils. Her thick gray hair was piled up on her head in a roll and held in position with a number of huge plastic hairpins, the kind Rhodes’s grandmother had used. He suspected that Mrs. Sterling had rarely had discipline problems in her classes.
“What seems to be the trouble, Mrs. Sterling?” Rhodes asked.
“He’s watching me,” she said.
“Who?” Rhodes said. “Dan Rather? The newsman?”
She nodded. “That’s the one.”
Rhodes didn’t get it. “Are you sure it’s not just someone who looks like him?”
“Oh, no,” she said. “It’s him. There’s no doubt about that.”
“How can you be so sure?”
Mrs. Sterling looked at Rhodes as if he were the one not making sense. “Why they say his name all the time. It’s him, all right.”
“Uh . . . who says his name?”
“I don’t know that.” Mrs. Sterling sounded impatient. “What difference does that make?”
“Uh . . . none. None. You’re sure he’s watching?”
“Of course I’m sure. I wouldn’t have called if I weren’t sure. Have I ever called you when I wasn’t sure?”
She has me there, Rhodes thought. She was always sure, even the time when she called about the man shooting electronic rays into her house. He had been a line repairman for the electric company.
“He watches me at the same time every day,” Mrs. Sterling went on. “The same time.”
Rhodes saw a remote-control device on the coffee table with the magazines. In one corner of the room there was a fairly new RCA ColorTrak set.
“At five-thirty?” Rhodes asked.
“Why, that’s right. How did you know?”
“Just a hunch. He watches you?”
“Every move I make. He stares right at me, sitting there in his pullover sweater like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. But he’s watching me. He can see me even when I’m in the kitchen.”
Rhodes stepped over to the TV set. From where he stood he could look through a connecting door and into the kitchen. He could see the porcelain sink and part of the counter top.
“I want it stopped,” Mrs. Sterling said. “I don’t want him watching me anymore.”
“I’ll tell you what, Mrs. Sterling,” Rhodes said. “I don’t think he’ll watch you if you don’t turn on your TV set at five-thirty.”
“You’re sure?”
“Pretty sure.”
Mrs. Sterling looked relieved. Then she thought of something. “But how will I keep up with the news?”
Rhodes thought of a happy news team that spent so much time looking at one another they wouldn’t bother Mrs. Sterling. He told her the channel. “Try watching that at six o’clock instead,” he said.
“Well, if you think it will help,” she said.
“If it doesn’t, give me a call,” he said, and immediately regretted it.
“Oh, I will, Sheriff. I will,” she said, as she ushered him out the door.
He knew that wasn’t an idle promise.
Before he went back to the jail, Rhodes drove by the funeral home. The service for Miss Storm was over, and the funeral party had moved on to the cemetery for the graveside ceremony. Tom Skelly hadn’t gone with them, however, and Rhodes asked about events after the earlier altercation.
“It went all right,” Skelly said. “There were no more outbursts, anyway.”
“Good,” Rhodes said. “I need to pick up something.”
“What’s that?”
“The tape off that body that came in yesterday. I want to get it fingerprinted.”
“You want to fingerprint the tape?”
“Right. The sticky side of it especially.”
They went into the room where Dr. White had worked. Sure enough, he had laid the tape out neatly—or as neatly as possible.
“I don’t think you’ll be getting any prints off the sticky side,” Skelly said. “There’s too much already stuck to it.”
“I’ll send it off to a forensic lab,” Rhodes said. “It’s something I have to try.”
Rhodes had brought in several large evidence bags, and he tagged and bagged the tape while Skelly watched.
“There’s one other thing,” Rhodes said when he was finished.
“What’s that?”
“You have a register for people to sign if they attend the funeral,” Rhodes said. “Do they sign one if they come in for a viewing?”
“Sure,” Skelly told him. “Lots of times people can’t make it to the funeral or don’t want to come, so they just view the body. Sometimes the family’s here and sometimes not. We get everybody to sign in.”
“I’d like to look at the Storm and West registers,” Rhodes said.
“Sure,” Skelly said. “Why?”
“I’m not sure. I can tell you more after I have a look.”
“Why don’t you go out to Clyde’s office and wait. I’ll bring the registers out there,” Skelly said.
While Rhodes waited he thumbed through some of Ballinger’s books. He was reading the first page of The Diamond Bikini when Skelly came in with the registers.
“That’s a pretty funny book,” Skelly said when he saw what Rhodes was reading. “It’s about this guy named Uncle Sagamore, and he—”
“Not you, too,” Rhodes said, putting the book back on the shelf.
Skelly looked sheepish, an expression Rhodes found incongruous on the funeral director’s normally respectably solemn face. “Well, Clyde’s always telling me how good they are. So I read one or two, and by golly, he’s right. They are pretty good. Anyway, here’s those registers you wanted to look at.”
He handed Rhodes two leather-bound books, which Rhodes put on the desk and opened. He ran his finger down the list of names in the Storm book and then in the West book. He still wasn’t sure what he was looking for, and whatever it was, he didn’t find it.
“When you give these books to the Storms and the Wests,” he told Skelly, “I want you to ask them to go over the lists very carefully, looking for the names of people they never heard of. If there are any, tell them to let me know as soon as possible.”
“Why would someone they never heard of sign the registers?” Skelly asked.
“Maybe to steal their jewelry,” Rhodes said. “You didn’t happen to see the same people in both rooms at any time, did you?”
Skelly gave it some thought, but he couldn’t come up with anything. “I don’t think so,” he said.
“Well, it was just a shot,” Rhodes said. “Be sure to get those registers to the families and tell them to go over them. Today or tonight, if possible.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Skelly said.
Rhodes thanked him and went back to the jail.
Hack was not in a particularly good mood, because Lawton had scooped him, so Rhodes had to calm things by relating the entire episode to them.
“Told you you shoulda had a backup,” Hack said self-righteously. Rhodes could tell that saying it made him feel better.
“You were right,” Rhodes said. “Either one of you know anything about the country down below the sound end of the lake?”
“There’s some folks livin’ in those parts that you don’t want to mess with, I know that much,” Hack said. “You ever done much travelin’ back in there?”
“Not to speak of,” Rhodes said.
“Just as well,” Hack said, and Lawton nodded agreement. “There ain’t no votes in that part of the county, or anything else but trouble.”
“How do you mean?”
“There was a book out a long time ago, right after the War, seems like,” Hack said.
Rhodes knew he meant World War II. For Hack, that was the War.
“Tobacco Road,” Hack said. “You ever read it?”
Rhodes admitted that he hadn’t.
“I saw the movie, though.”
“Me, too,” Hack said. “These people I’m talkin’ about—the ones down below the lake—well, they live like that. In shacks like that, or worse.”
“I’ve seen ‘em,” Lawton said. “He’s right about it.” Rhodes had seen them, too, now that he thought about it.
“There’s a whole nest of ‘em back in there,” Hack went on. “They don’t live that way because it’s the best they can do. They live that way because they like it. I guess you could say they’re the closest thing to outlaws we got in this day and age.”
Rhodes was thinking that he should have looked there for the truck in the first place, but it was easy to forget the existence of places like that, as long as there was no trouble. The people Hack had described weren’t outlaws in the sense that they were constantly in trouble with the law—only in the sense that they had chosen to live outside the regular stream of life, making their own rules and regulations. They probably had never paid taxes, never voted, never done any of the usual little things most citizens took for granted. Rhodes wouldn’t have been surprised if they owned one or two license plates among them, which they would change from truck to truck or car to car whenever they took a trip into town.
“I guess I should go down there and look around,” Rhodes said.
“I wouldn’t go today,” Hack said. “It’s gettin’ too late, and after dark you could come into some real trouble.” He looked at Rhodes’s torn pants and the scratch on the back of his hand. “Not that you don’t do a pretty good job of that in the broad daylight.”
“I’ll wait,” Rhodes said. “And when I go, I won’t go alone.”
“They won’t bother you, ‘less you bother them,” Lawton said. “What’ve you got in mind?”
“I’m just going to look for the truck,” Rhodes said. “I guess it would be too much to hope for that the name of the truck buyer would be the name of somebody living back down there.”
“If some of them bought a truck, you can bet their name won’t be on the list. Or on the title, either,” Hack said. “And if they know you saw the truck, which they surely do, you won’t find it anywhere around. You can count on that.”
“It’s too good a truck to get rid of completely, though,” Rhodes said. “They might just try to hide it.”
“They might be better at hidin’ than you are at findin’, though,” Lawton said. “When they see that county car, that truck’ll be long gone.”
Lawton was right, Rhodes knew. One of the reasons there was never any trouble from that area of the county was that the people there took care of it themselves and never exposed it to the view of the rest of the world. It was entirely possible that anyone causing trouble there would simply disappear from sight, never to be seen again. It was suddenly quite plausible that the burglars could also be killers.
With that thought in mind, Rhodes ended the conversation. He spent the rest of the afternoon working on a report about the wrecked car, wondering how he could make it look reasonable to the commissioners.
Chapter 9
“So,” Ivy said. “When do you think we should get married?”
“Uh,” Rhodes said. It was the best he could do under the circumstances. He found himself wondering why she had started her sentence with the word so. He had heard lots of people on TV begin sentences that way, but he had never heard anyone in Texas do it. He wondered if they had been watching too much TV. Then he realized that his mind was seeking refuge in irrelevancy and tried to drag it back to the subject at hand. Marriage. How had that come up?
They were at his house again, watching The Hired Gun, in which Rory Calhoun was playing a gunfighter hired to track down Anne Francis. Rhodes had always liked Calhoun. He had even read a book Calhoun had written, a Western novel published by some paperback company in California. He wondered if Calhoun was still writing books. It had been quite a while since he read that one, and he couldn’t recall the name of it. Probably Ballinger would know. He might even have a copy. Rhodes would have to ask him about it the next time he saw him.
Chuck Connors was in the movie, too. Rhodes had seen him recently in a TV show, playing a werewolf. It wasn’t a very good show, but—
Ivy poked her fingers into Rhodes’s ribs.
“When?” she said.
It wasn’t that the subject hadn’t entered his mind. He’d thought about it a lot. Or he had thought around the edges of it. He somehow just couldn’t quite bring himself to think about it. Even when he had given her the ring, he hadn’t set a date, not even in his mind.
Ivy jabbed him again.
“Last chance,” she said.
“February twenty-seventh,” he said. It just popped out. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. For a horrible moment there he had almost said February twenty-ninth. It would have been just a joke, but there really was a February twenty-ninth coming up, and it was possible that Ivy wouldn’t have appreciated the joke. At least he thought it would have been a joke. Maybe he was serious, but February twenty-seventh was over a month away. A lot could happen in a month.
“That sounds fine,” Ivy said. “I didn’t mean to be pushy.”
“It’s all right,” Rhodes said.
He didn’t think she was pushy. He just thought that he was wishy-washy. He knew he wanted to marry her; he just couldn’t make himself say the words. Now he didn’t have to worry about it.
“You have to admit it’s about time,” Ivy said.
They weren’t watching the movie anymore, but Rhodes didn’t mind. In fact, he felt better than he had in a long time. He knew that they were doing the right thing, and he wondered why he had put it off for so long. He wondered if he would have ever made the move if Ivy hadn’t poked him in the ribs. Probably not, he decided. It was a good thing that Ivy wasn’t shy about things like that. It wasn’t that she was aggressive. Just sensible.
“I’ll have to write my daughter,” he said.
“I don’t think she’ll be too surprised,” Ivy said. She was probably right.
“I’ll have to tell Hack and Lawton, too.” Preferably while they were both in the room at the same time, he thought. “And the deputies.”
Aside from that, there weren’t many people he should inform. He didn’t have much of a social life, and never had. There was too much to do on the job, and whenever he really tried to get away, he got called back almost immediately. His free time was spent mostly at home, watching the old movies he enjoyed so much, within easy reach of the telephone when it rang. A great deal of that time had once been spent with Clare, his first wife, and now he was sharing it with Ivy. It looked as if he would be sharing even more of it with her in the future.
“We can get the judge to marry us,” Ivy said. “I don’t think we need any kind of formal service, do you?”
Rhodes didn’t. “I have to see the judge tomorrow anyway,” he said. The county judge presided over the meetings of the county commissioners, and Rhodes would have to tell him about the wrecked car.
Ivy hadn’t heard the story of the car, so Rhodes told her.
“I’d hate for you to get killed before the wedding,” she said. “Can’t you be a little bit more careful?”
“I am careful,” he said. “It seems like these things just keep happening to me.” One of the reasons he hadn’t asked Ivy to set a date, he told himself, was that his job was extremely dangerous. He didn’t want to leave her a widow a second time.
“What about the truck that hit you?” she asked. “Did you try to follow it?”
“No. By the time I picked myself up and got going, it was too late.”
He decided it might be best not to mention that he had been knocked unconscious. He hadn’t told that part of the story to Hack or Lawton either. They would have insisted that he go to the emergency room and get checked out, and Ivy would have felt the same way. Rhodes didn’t want anyone taking care of him.
“But you saw which way they went?”
“Yes,” he said, which wasn’t exactly true, but he was virtually certain they had gone south, to the area he had discussed with Hack and Lawton. He told her about that.
“And no doubt you’re planning to go in there and see if you can find the truck.”
“Well . . . yes,” he said.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
It was the best idea he had. He wasn’t going to send anyone else, that was for sure. “Maybe not,” he said. “But it’s all I can come up with.”
“Be careful, then,” she said.
That was all she said, and he was grateful. He wouldn’t have known how to handle it if she had told him not to go or to send a deputy. He had been afraid that the setting of an actual date might have made her overly protective, but he should have known better. She wasn’t going to change.
“I’ll be careful,” he said.
“Good. Now, are we going to live in your house or my house?”
The norther had blown through by the next day. The sun was shining, the sky entirely blue, and the temperature in the low thirties. It was a beautiful day, but still cold.
Rhodes dressed in a pair of faded jeans, a brown-and-blue flannel shirt, and an old down jacket that at sometime in the past had developed a large rip on the right side and had never been repaired.
He went out into the yard and called Speedo, who poked his nose out of his barrel tentatively then raced around the yard, barking. Rhodes broke the ice that skimmed the top of the water bowl and poured some Ol’ Roy in the food dish. Speedo wolfed down the food and lapped the water noisily.
“How would you like to do a little undercover work?” Rhodes said.
Speedo raised his head and looked at Rhodes questioningly.
“It might be dangerous,” Rhodes said.
Speedo wagged his tail as if to say he didn’t care.
“All right, then,” Rhodes said. “Let’s go.” He walked over to the pickup and let down the tailgate.
Speedo jumped in, his toenails clicking on the metal as he tried to get a grip.
“We’ll get started on our secret mission in a little while,” Rhodes said. “First, we have to see the judge.”
When they got to the courthouse, Rhodes told Speedo to stay in the pickup. Speedo didn’t appear thrilled by the suggestion, but he didn’t try to jump out.
Rhodes walked down the broad marble hall, climbed the wide stairs to the second floor, and went to the judge’s chambers. It was still early, barely eight o’clock, but he had a feeling that Jack Parry would already be in.
Rhodes tapped on the door.
“Come on in,” a voice called.
Jack Parry was sitting behind the large wooden desk, already smoking a big cigar. Rhodes didn’t mind. He liked the smell of cigars. Parry had on a dark blue three-piece suit and was studying a piece of paper. He looked as if he had been at work for hours already. When elected to his office, he had worn a full beard, but he had shaved it recently and looked several years younger, though the bareness of his face emphasized the baldness of his head.
Rhodes ran his hand through his hair, an unconscious gesture.
Parry put down the paper. “Well, Sheriff, how’s it going?”
“All right, I guess,” Rhodes said.
“I know we don’t have a county dress code, but aren’t you dressed a little casually for a sheriff?” The cigar danced as Parry talked.
“I’ve got a little undercover work to do,” Rhodes said.
“I see. Say, did you hear the one about the Aggie and the Longhorn that were rooming together for the summer?”
“I don’t think so,” Rhodes said.
“They made a bet about how many women they could get over the weekend. Well, the Aggie went out to a singles bar and got started. Finally picked one up and got her to take him home. Then went back to the room and put a mark on the wall. Found him another one, took a little longer this time. He was already getting tired, you see.”
Rhodes nodded.
“Well, he did his do, went back to the room, made another mark on the wall. By now, he’s really tired, but he goes out again. Finally finds a third one, gets her to bed, goes home, puts a mark on the wall. He can barely get his pen up to make the mark. By that time, it’s too late to go back out. The weekend’s nearly over. So the Aggie just collapses on the bed, just as the Longhorn comes bounding in. The Longhorn sees the three marks on the wall and just stops cold. His mouth falls open. He can’t believe it. ‘Damn!’ he says. ‘A hundred and eleven! Beat me by two!’ ”
The judge roared with laughter. Rhodes, who had attended neither the University of Texas nor Texas A&M, was more restrained. He understood the rivalry between the two schools, but he didn’t think the joke was that funny.
“Well, you didn’t come here just to hear my jokes,” Parry said. “And this early, you must have something pretty serious on your mind.”
Rhodes told him about the car.
“The commissioners won’t be too happy with that little item,” Parry said, removing his cigar and studying the tip.
“I didn’t think they would,” Rhodes said. “It was in the line of duty. Unavoidable. I wasn’t even in the car.”
“You’ll get to tell it to them,” Parry said. “They might think twice about that computer you’ve been wanting, though.”
“Insurance will cover the car,” Rhodes said.
“You’re probably right. Nothing to worry about, unless the rates go up too much. You didn’t give yourself a ticket, did you?”
They laughed together.
Parry put his cigar in an ashtray shaped like a boot. “Those the guys you’re planning to drop in on in your disguise?”
“Those are the guys.”
“I’ve never heard a good word about them,” Parry said.
“Me neither,” Rhodes said. I’ll be careful.”
“You do that. I’d hate to lose a good sheriff.” Parry picked up the cigar and stuck it back in his mouth, even though it was no longer burning. “And be sure you’ve got good insurance on that truck.”
“There’s one other thing,” Rhodes said.
“What’s that?”
“I want you to marry me and Ivy Daniel.”
“Well, well. I was wondering when that was going to take place. Anytime soon?”
“February twenty-seventh,” Rhodes said.
“I’ll put it on my calendar,” Parry said, riffling through the pages of his desk calendar, which lay open on his desk. “What time of day?”
Rhodes hadn’t thought about that. “I don’t know. How about two o’clock?”
“Fine by me,” the judge said. He made a note on the calendar. “Is this a secret or can I tell people?”
“Who’d want to know?”
“You’d be surprised,” Parry said. “There’s even a pool up in the courthouse here. I’ll have to check to see what day I got.”
Rhodes was surprised to hear there were that many people taking an interest in his personal life. He’d thought that hardly anyone even knew he was going out with Ivy.
“I’m shocked,” he said, “to discover that gambling is going on here.”
“Wait a minute, I know that one,” Parry said. “Don’t tell me. Uh, it’s from Casablanca, right? Peter Lorre?”
“Claude Rains,” Rhodes said.
“I was close, anyway,” Parry said.
“Close doesn’t count,” Rhodes said.
“I know, I know. Except in horseshoes and hand grenades. See you at the commissioners’ meeting—and on February twenty-seventh.”
“I’ll be there,” Rhodes said.
There was nothing of great interest happening at the jail. Rhodes told Hack to have Ruth Grady get in touch with Washburn and ask him to come in.
“She doesn’t have to tell him that he’s a suspect in a murder investigation,” he said, “but if he gives her any trouble about traveling up here, she can get tough.”
“I’ll tell her,” Hack said.
“Where’s Lawton?”
“Checkin’ the cells. We got us a couple of Sunday drunks up there that need watchin’.”
“Get him down here.”
“What’s goin’ on?” Hack said.
“Nothing. Just call him.”
Hack went to the door that connected the office area with the jail proper and called Lawton.
“All right,” a voice replied. “I’m comin’.”
In a minute or two Lawton entered the office. “What’s the trouble?” he said.
“No trouble,” Rhodes told him. “I just wanted to say something to you two.”
“What?” Hack said.
“Ivy and I are getting married.”
The two old men looked at each other, then back at Rhodes.
“When?” they said, almost in the same breath.
“In February.”
“When in February?” Hack said.
“The twenty-seventh.”
Hack looked at Lawton. “When did you have?”
“I can’t remember,” he said, “but I think it was in March anyway.”
“Better’n me,” Hack said. “I got April. There’s a lot took June, though. We came closer than they did.”
“What are you two talking about?” Rhodes said, though he thought he knew.
“The pool,” Hack said. “There’s a pool over at the courthouse about when you and Ivy’re gonna get hitched.”
“How much did it cost you to get in this pool?” Rhodes said.
“Just five bucks,” Lawton said. “I hear there’s nearly forty people in on it. That’d be about two hunnerd bucks for the big winner.” He looked at Hack. “I wonder if anybody’s got February twenty-seventh?”
Hack shook his head. “I don’t know. If nobody does, whoever got closest is the winner. That’s the way it was set up.”
“I can’t believe this,” Rhodes said.
“I don’t see why not,” Hack said. “Ever’body gets interested in a thing like this. You know how it is in a little town. If the sheriff gets married, it’s a big deal.”
Rhodes still couldn’t believe it.
“I wonder how Miz Wilkie is gonna take this?” Hack said.
Mrs. Wilkie’d had Rhodes in her sights for a long time. She didn’t take it too well when he began seeing Ivy, and she still hadn’t given up her hopes entirely.
“Maybe nobody’ll tell her,” Lawton said.
“I don’t know about that,” Hack said. “She’s into ever’thing that goes on around here. She’ll find out, sure as shootin’.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Rhodes said. He hoped he wouldn’t have to deal with Mrs. Wilkie again. She was a hard woman to ignore. “There’s something else I have to tell you.”
“You gonna tell us why you’re dressed like a duck hunter?” Hack said.
“That’s exactly right,” Rhodes said. “I’m taking your advice and not going down below the lake in the county car. I thought I’d go like this and drive my pickup. That way I might have a chance to see something or talk to someone.”
“Surely you ain’t about to go down there all by yourself,” Hack said. “You got to have a backup.”
“I’ve got Speedo with me,” Rhodes said.
Hack snorted.
“I was only kidding,” Rhodes said. “He’s part of the disguise. I want you to tell Ruth Grady to stand by to get me out of any trouble I get into. Send her down to the lake and tell her to give me two hours.” He glanced at his watch. “If I don’t meet her at Mrs. McGee’s house by eleven-thirty, tell her to head south and look for me.”
“There won’t be nothin’ left of you for her to find,” Hack predicted. “They’ll have you buried in a garbage dump ‘fore she ever gets there.”
“I’ll try to hang on,” Rhodes said.
“Some people’ll do anything to keep from gettin’ married,” Lawton said.
“Not me,” Rhodes said. “I’m looking forward to it.”
Speedo was still in the pickup bed, but Rhodes could tell that the dog wanted to get out and get into action, even if the only action he got into was running around the truck. Rhodes rubbed his head. “It won’t be long now,” he said.
The drive to the lake was pleasant. The weather had warmed up into the forties, and the country station Rhodes was tuned in to had been playing songs that he liked to hear, George Jones’s “He Stopped Loving her Today,” which Rhodes thought was maybe the perfect country song, though he had to admit it didn’t mention one of the topics Steve Goodman once said were necessary for the perfect country song: prison, trains, mamas, and trucks.
Speedo enjoyed the ride, too. He barked at the passing cars, his ears flapping in the frigid breeze, his nose pointed into the wind. It wasn’t often that he got to go for a long ride. Rhodes told himself that he should take the dog out more often.
Things became less pleasant as they headed south past the lake. The county commissioners didn’t get any votes from down in there, and the roads were not kept up nearly as well as the ones near the better property. There were deep ruts in some places, and Rhodes had to keep a firm grip on the wheel. The ditches on the roadside rarely got cleaned, and they were choked with brush, not to mention aluminum beer cans. Now and then there were wide, washed-out places that someone had used for a trash dump, filled with plastic garbage bags, grocery sacks, cans, and assorted papers. There was no one around to enforce the littering laws.
Rhodes drove until he came to a house. It was set back off the road, but not far. There was no hint of grass in the front yard, not because of the winter cold, but because the dirt was too hard-packed to allow grass to grow. The yard was even more rutted than the road from the cars that had been driven into it and parked.
The house itself looked as if it had been put together by a drunk man, and maybe it had. It was a frame house up on wooden blocks that had probably been made from cedar stumps. Part of one side was painted blue, and the rest of it was painted white. There was no clear line where one color left off and the other began. The windows appeared to have no glass in them, but it was hard to tell because they were all covered with quarter-inch plywood. There were a couple of pitiful cedar trees in the yard, and an old Ford, about a ‘67, was parked beside the house. On the small front porch there was a gigantic red-and-green candle, probably a leftover Christmas decoration. A black stovepipe poked through a roof that was mostly tarpaper minus the shingles, but there was no smoke coming from the pipe.
Rhodes drove by slowly, but saw no sign of life. There was no place to hide a large green truck, either, so he drove on down the road. He passed several similar houses in the next couple of miles, but there was nothing particularly suspicious about them. Then he saw the one with the barn.
Chapter 10
It wasn’t much of a barn. It looked as if it had been built in a hurry and then abandoned for thirty or forty years. The tin roof was only partially in place, and Rhodes could see rusty segments of corrugated tin lying in the trees beyond. Those pieces of tin could have been blown off by Saturday’s norther, or they could have been blown off years before. There was no way to tell.
The house wasn’t in much better shape than the barn, but at least some of the windows had glass in them. There was no candle on the porch, but a hand-lettered sign nailed to a pecan tree said “BeWAR oF THe DOg.” Rhodes didn’t see the dog. He drove into the yard and parked beside a battered Dodge pickup that had once been black. It was now rusted and scraped so badly it had almost no color at all.
When Rhodes got out of his own pickup, he turned to Speedo. “You stay put, you hear?”
Speedo’s answer was a low growl. Rhodes looked around, but still didn’t see the dog the sign warned of. Then he heard a rumbling noise from underneath the porch. He peered in, but it was too dark so see anything, though he thought he caught sight of two big eyes. He decided not to walk up and knock on the door.
“Hello,” he called. “Anybody home?”
There was no answer, but he waited patiently. If anyone was in there, normal curiosity would get the better of them sooner or later. It didn’t matter where you lived. If there was a stranger parked in your front yard, you would eventually go out to see what he wanted.
No one came. Where was everyone today? Rhodes wondered. He continued to stand, leaning on his pickup, for nearly five minutes.
All right, he thought. If no one’s here, I’ll just have a look in that barn. He walked to the back of the truck and let down the tailgate. Speedo jumped down, and they walked together toward the dilapidated barn. Speedo’s neck hair was ruffled and he looked back over his shoulder at the house several times. Rhodes hoped that whatever was under there would stay put.
The rough ground made for hard walking. Rhodes had to be careful not to step in a rut or on a clod and turn an ankle. Speedo followed him closely, never getting more than a foot away.
When they got to the barn, Rhodes saw that it was sturdier than it had looked from the road. Although it did seem almost to lean at an angle, the boards were tight and in fact had been repaired in several places with relatively new one-by-fours.
There was no door in the side of the barn that faced the road, so Rhodes and Speedo walked around to the other side, where there was a large open area, covered only by the remains of the tin roof. A feed trough made of wood was mostly rotted away.
The rest of the barn was taken up by a storage room that looked to be about ten by fifteen feet. The room had probably once been used to store hay and store-bought feed, but from the looks of the trough there hadn’t been any feed to keep in there in years.
So why did the room have a practically new door, with bright hinges and a new brass padlock on it?
There was no legal reason for Rhodes to open the door. There was no truck here, and no way there could be a truck in that room. He had no probable cause to open the door. No judge in the world would give him a search warrant to open it. Still, it was clearly suspicious. He walked closer, with Speedo trotting at his heels, to see if there was a way he could peer in between a crack in the boards.
There was a deep-throated growl at his back, and he and Speedo turned together to find themselves facing a supremely self-confident Pit Bull.
“I should have known that if there was anything in this place, they wouldn’t have left it without a guard,” Rhodes said to Speedo.
The words were meant as an apology, but Speedo didn’t hear them. He was concentrating on the other dog. Rhodes had come across Speedo on another case and had taken him home when his owner was killed. Speedo had been no great shakes as a watchdog. He was fairly big, obviously part Collie, along with several other strains, all of them obscure, but Rhodes wasn’t sure what kind of fighter he’d be.
On the other hand, Rhodes was pretty sure what kind of fighter the Pit Bull would be. Whoever lived here wouldn’t have it around if it were a pussycat. It had been lying in wait underneath the house. When they went too far in their trespassing it came out after them.
Rhodes wished he had brought his pistol with him, but he had left it off. It wasn’t even in the pickup. He’d decided that his only weapon was diplomacy.
“Good boy,” he said.
The Bull growled and advanced a step. Rhodes didn’t think diplomacy was going to work. Besides that, Speedo was now definitely taking up a defensive posture, but from behind Rhodes.
Rhodes looked around. There was nowhere to run. He couldn’t get into the storage room, and there was nowhere else to go. Barns were supposed to have lofts, but this one didn’t. He had seen many an old movie where a man involved in a barn fight would grab a handy pitchfork and go after his attacker with a vengeance. Here, there were no pitchforks in sight.
Rhodes took a tentative step backward, and nearly stepped on Speedo. The Pit Bull took a step forward, keeping the distance between them the same. The hair along its backbone was beginning to stand up, and its teeth were bared.
Rhodes was just as glad Speedo wasn’t trying to defend them. The Pit Bull would have ripped him to shreds. Speedo wasn’t a small dog, but he was clearly no match for the Pit Bull.
There was no loft and no pitchfork, but there might be something Rhodes could throw. He looked around, but didn’t see a thing.
Rhodes heard a car on the road and hoped it would go on by. The only thing worse than being trapped here by the dog would be to have the dog’s owner show up and find him.
The car stopped in the yard, and Rhodes heard two doors slam. Just his luck. When things started going bad, they never seemed to improve. He sneaked a look at his watch. Not quite eleven o’clock. Ruth Grady wouldn’t even begin to look for him for another thirty minutes.
“Samson,” a deep masculine voice called from the front of the house. “Samson. . . . Now where in the hell is that sumbitch? If he’s off chasin’ rabbits again, I swear I’m gonna skin his ass. . . . Samson!”
The third time was the charm. The Pit Bull barked, lowered his head, and charged Rhodes.
Rhodes froze momentarily as all the stories about Pit Bulls that he had ever seen on the six o’clock news flashed through his head. Pit Bull mangles mailman. Pit Bull mauls toddler. He knew that Pit Bull owners hated those stories and insisted they were merely isolated examples of vicious behavior and similar examples could be found about any breed if you looked—but the fact remained that it wasn’t just any breed that was charging him at that moment.
Speedo began to bark frenziedly but stayed behind Rhodes’s legs, perhaps under the illusion that he was protected there.
About three feet from Rhodes the dog jumped. It wasn’t built for jumping, and the absurd sight unfroze Rhodes. He reached out and grabbed at the dog. He didn’t know why he did that. It just seemed like the thing to do.
He surprised himself by getting a handful of fur and skin, and let the dog’s momentum carry him into a turn. He could feel the dog’s teeth snapping at him. Without thinking too much about it he let go of his hold, trying to put a little wrist into his throw. The dog sailed away and hit the door of the storehouse with a solid and very satisfactory thud.
Unfortunately, the dog was only stunned. Rhodes could hear his feet scrabbling at the hard ground almost as soon as he hit. Rhodes was already off and running, Speedo at his heels, barking wildly. Rhodes came up short at the rotting feed trough, bent down, and grabbed at one of the wooden legs, which was made from a four-by-four. He straightened and turned just as Speedo skidded by him, his claws seeking a grip on the packed earth.
Rhodes had never been much of a baseball player, but he put his arms into the swing he made at the charging Pit Bull, who, not having learned a thing from its previous attempt, once more launched himself into an awkward dive.
Rhodes connected solidly with the side of the dog’s head, knocking it aside and down but not far, because the dog was too big and heavy. This time the Bull lay still, but its sides heaved. He was still breathing, though not as heavily as Rhodes. Speedo trotted over to the Bull and stood over him, barking.
Rhodes had to smile. “Great job,” he said.
“That dog damn well better be all right, mister,” a deep voice said. “If he ain’t, I’m gonna kill you and your dog, too.”
The man who had spoken was as big as a bear, had a three-day beard that somehow did not look nearly as fashionable as it did on a lot of TV stars, and wore heavy-laced boots. He was also wearing about three flannel shirts, one over the other, with the lower layers revealed at the neck and wrists. Also revealed was the Saturday Night Special he held in his right hand, a .22-caliber pistol probably made in Bulgaria or some equally unlikely place, but no less deadly for all that.
There were some people who weren’t afraid of a .22. Rhodes had talked to them. Their general theory was that a .22 had no stopping power and that a man with five or six .22 bullets in him could keep right on going and still have the strength to overwhelm his assailant—which proved that they really had no idea what they were talking about. Those little bullets could tumble around inside you and hit any number of vital organs before they ran out of steam. Just one of them, if it moved around in there enough, could do as much damage as a .357.
The man with the pistol spit a brown stream of snuff onto the dirt and wiped the back of his left hand across his mouth. That was when Rhodes heaved the four-by-four at him.
The man threw up his hands to block the board. The pistol went off as his finger reflexively pulled the trigger, and Rhodes and Speedo jumped him at the same time.
Why his dog had gotten so brave all of a sudden, Rhodes didn’t know, but to tell the truth, Speedo was more of a hindrance than a help, barking and slobbering as Rhodes tried to get a grip on the man’s gun arm.
The man twisted under Rhodes and tried to hit him with the pistol. Rhodes moved his head aside, and Speedo got a grip on the man’s wrist. The man howled, or tried to howl. It sounded more as if he might be strangling on his snuff.
Rhodes grabbed the pistol and struggled into a sitting position on the man’s chest. Holding the gun in his left hand, he clipped the man on the point of the chin with his right. His teeth clicked together and he quit howling. Speedo released the man’s wrist. Rhodes stood up, glad to get away from the man, who, he had just noticed, smelled worse than Speedo’s breath.
The Pit Bull was beginning to stir, but now that he actually had a pistol, Rhodes had no desire to shoot the dog. He walked over to the trough, laid the pistol in it, and grabbed hold. He dragged it over to the Bull, removed the pistol, and toppled the trough over on the dog.
Let him bite the inside of the trough for a while, Rhodes thought. It might be good for his teeth.
“Looks like you have everything under control,” Ruth Grady said.
Rhodes looked around. Ruth was there, holding her pistol pointed at another man, this one much smaller than the one on the ground, but just as mean-looking. He was dressed in a similar fashion and wearing a yellow gimme cap on which the initials a.p.f. were placed in a horizontal row beside the words “a perfect fertilizer.”
“This one was about to come around here with a 12-gauge shotgun,” Ruth said. “I persuaded him not to.”
“Good idea,” Rhodes said. He looked at his watch. “You’re early.”
Ruth smiled. “I’ve learned that it’s not a bad idea to be a little early when it’s you I’m backing up.”
Rhodes looked at her prisoner. “You have a key to that storeroom?”
He stared back, saying nothing. His eyes looked as hard as marbles.
“If you don’t let me in there, I’m going to get a warrant and come back with an axe,” Rhodes said.
“I got a key,” the man said. His voice was hoarse, and he sounded as if he might have a bad cold.
“Reach for it very carefully and toss it on the ground,” Rhodes said.
He did what he was told. Rhodes picked up the key and opened the storeroom.
“I bet you one thing,” Lawton said. “I bet those two ain’t had a bath since the Carter administration.”
Hack put down the hamburger he had brought in from the Bluebonnet. “I’d just as soon not talk about that right now,” he said. “I’m tryin’ to eat my lunch.”
“How much dope you reckon they had in that storeroom?” Lawton asked Rhodes, who was also eating.
“Four or five pounds,” Rhodes said. “Not cleaned or anything. That’s counting seeds and stems.”
“You can put in the papers that it has a street value of a million dollars,” Hack said. “These days, if it don’t have a street value of a million dollars, it don’t even rate the front page.”
Actually, Rhodes had been disappointed with the find. It was certainly more than he had expected, in one way, but it was much less in another. There wasn’t a trace of a refrigerator or a TV set, no old furniture, no tools, nothing that might have come from the burgled houses. The two men, brothers named Burl and Lonnie, swore they had no idea about any burglaries, no idea about the whereabouts of any green truck, and in fact no idea at all about how the dope could have gotten into their barn.
Rhodes figured they would change their minds about the dope, but he was pretty sure they were telling the truth about all the rest. When he brought up the dead woman, they had almost panicked. They knew that they were in trouble because of the marijuana, but murder was something even they didn’t want to get mixed up in. Either they were excellent actors, or they were mostly innocent. Rhodes believed the latter.
He was curious about the marijuana, though. It wasn’t often that much dope turned up in such a small, out-of-the-way county. He had encountered a large quantity of it only once before, and he wondered if these two had any connection with a man named Rapper, who had been behind the other deal. He hoped not. He didn’t want to see Rapper back in Blacklin County anytime soon.
“We been goin’ over that computer list of the people who bought the trucks,” Hack said, folding up the paper that had held his burger and collecting the little cardboard containers from the french fries. “It came in with the mail. Not a single familiar name, and no address even close to here.”
“Keep looking,” Rhodes said. “You might find something.”
“All right,” Hack said. “We got something else for you, too. Calls came in from the Storm and West families about those funeral registers.”
“What about them?”
“They looked at ‘em.”
Rhodes got a grip on his patience. “That’s all they did, just look?”
“Well,” hack said grudgingly, “they did say they noticed one thing.”
Rhodes leaned forward in his chair. “What?”
“Wasn’t much of anything,” Hack said.
“Tell me anyway,” Rhodes said.
“See, we don’t think it amounts to anything,” Lawton said. “We been talkin’ it over, and we think—”
“Tell me anyway,” Rhodes said again, his voice hard.
“It’s just that both of the families said there was names of people on there that they didn’t know,” Hack said. “I don’t see how—”
“What were the names?”
“You don’t have to get so snippy about it,” Hack said. “I got ‘em written down here somewhere.” He began to ruffle through a stack of papers that he had jumbled in front of the radio. “Here they are. The Wests say they ain’t ever heard of Mr. and Mrs. Jeffery Sheldon or Sammie Faye Woods. And the Storms never heard of Sammie Faye or Mrs. and Mrs. Johnathan Spence.”
Rhodes slammed his hand down on the desktop. “That’s it!” he said. “Sammie Faye Woods!”
“Why is she it?” Hack said.
“The same person going to view both bodies, and the families never even heard of her. She must be the one who’s doing the stealing,” Rhodes said.
“See, that’s what you can get by jumpin’ to conclusions,” Lawton said. “That’s what Hack and I were sayin’. She didn’t do anything.”
“How do you know?” Rhodes said.
“ ‘Cause she’s been around this county for eighty-five years,” Hack said. “She goes to the funeral home just about ever’ day to see who’s there. She thinks it might be somebody she knows. You can ask Mr. Ballinger about her. He knows her. Ever’body knows about how she likes to go to funerals and see the bodies.”
“I think I’ve heard about her,” Rhodes admitted.
“Sure you have. Ever’body has,” Lawton said.
“What about the other couples they never heard of?” Rhodes said. “There might be something in that.”
“You can study on it if you want to,” Hack said. “I don’t see it myself.”
Rhodes stared at the list. “I still think there’s something to this. What else could there be?”
“You’re the sheriff,” Hack reminded him. “By the way, that Washburn fella’s comin’ in at four o’clock. Said it was the soonest he could make it. All Ruth told him was that it had something to do with the burglary of his property at the lake. You gonna talk to him?”
“Yes,” Rhodes said. “I’ll be here. It’ll take me that long to go over that list of truck buyers.”
“Won’t help none to look at it,” Hack said.
“Probably not,” Rhodes said. “But we’ll see.”
Chapter 11
Washburn turned out to be a large man with a full black beard with hardly a touch of gray in it despite the fact that he was almost as old as Rhodes. He wore jeans and a white shirt. He told Rhodes that he was a teacher.
“At a community college in Houston,” he said. “I teach American history and world history, not that anyone enrolls for world history anymore. They all think it’s too tough for them, and it is. The only kind of serf they’ve ever heard of is spelled s-u-r-f, and they know they can find it at Galveston. Half the class drops out before the middle of the semester. Not that the students in American history are much better.
“But you didn’t call me up here to listen to me talk about my job or my classes. The deputy said it was something about the burglary. I don’t mind telling you that I hope you’ve recovered some of my things. I didn’t have nearly enough insurance. I moved a lot of stuff in after my last renewal, and I never thought to notify anybody. Hell, my VCR alone was worth—”
“Excuse me, Mr. Washburn,” Rhodes said, interrupting the flow of the man’s talk. “You were called about the burglary, that’s true, but it’s something related to the burglary, not the burglary itself.”
“Related? You mean you called me all the way up here, a three-hour drive, just to talk about something related. This had better be good, Sheriff.”
“It’s about a Mrs. Clayton,” Rhodes said. “Sula Clayton.”
“Ah,” Washburn said.
“You know her, I think,” Rhodes said.
“I might.”
“Her husband seemed to think you knew her pretty well.”
“Ha. Her husband. A salesman. You know what e.e. cummings called a salesman, Sheriff Rhodes?”
Rhodes had to admit that he didn’t know.
“He said, ‘A salesman is an it that stinks.’ ”
“He seemed all right to me,” Rhodes said. “He didn’t try to sell me anything.”
“You just weren’t with him long enough. He’d have gotten around to it sooner or later.”
“He doesn’t sell life insurance. And from what you were just telling me, you could have used a little better homeowner’s policy.”
“Not from him I couldn’t. What a twerp.”
It had been a long time since Rhodes had heard anyone called a twerp.
“What about his wife?” he said.
“His wife was different,” Washburn said.
“Different in what way?”
“She was a sensitive, understanding woman . . . . Listen, Sheriff, I know Clayton must’ve told you about me and his wife. So what? Maybe we met here a time or two when he was off selling some kind of piddling group policy to a bunch of yuppies who make a living peddling General Motors stocks. I don’t see what that has to do with the burglary of my lake house.”
“It doesn’t have a thing to do with it,” Rhodes said. “It might have something to do with Mrs. Clayton’s murder, though.”
Washburn sucked in his breath, and Rhodes thought for a minute he wasn’t ever going to let it out again. When he finally did, it came out in brief puffs. Rhodes decided that if ever a man was surprised, Washburn was surprised.
When he could talk again, Washburn said, “Mrs. Clayton’s been murdered?”
“Yes,” Rhodes said. They still hadn’t received the dental records, but Rhodes was certain he wasn’t telling a lie.
“Who did it?” Washburn said. “Was it that son of a bitch Clayton? If it was him, I’ll—”
“We don’t know yet who did it,” Rhodes said. “Clayton seemed to think it was you.”
“That son of a bitch.”
“His theory was that she drove down here to meet you but then came to her senses. And when she told you that she had to go back to her husband, you killed her.”
“That son of a bitch.”
Washburn was getting repetitive and not providing any useful information.
“When was the last time you saw her?” Rhodes asked.
“Right after Christmas. I had some time off from school and I came down for a weekend. She was able to get away for a day or two.”
“Did her husband know about that?”
“He might have known. Sula thought he suspected.”
Rhodes thought that the Christmas episode, assuming that it actually took place, might have been what Clayton and his wife had words about at the New Year’s Eve party before she disappeared.
“You didn’t start back to school until after New Year’s, did you?” he said.
“No. We didn’t register until a couple of weeks ago. But I had to do some things in the office, attend a workshop, stuff like that. I couldn’t get back up here.”
Rhodes could check on those things, or some of them. There would be a security office at the school. “You haven’t heard from Mrs. Clayton since Christmas then?”
“That’s right. I wondered if something had gone wrong at home. She usually would have given me a call by now. But I didn’t think it would be anything like this.”
“All right,” Rhodes said. He didn’t know what else to say. Washburn had been honest enough about his relationship with the dead woman, hadn’t tried to hide anything. And his surprise on hearing about her death had not been faked. Rhodes was sure of that. “You think you could stay around a couple of days in case I have some more questions for you?”
“I have a class tomorrow at nine-thirty. I could call someone and ask him to take it. I don’t know about Wednesday though.”
“Maybe by then this will be settled,” Rhodes said. He had already let Clayton go home, but he wasn’t going to let Washburn off so easily. He wished he had Clayton back, too. At least he had Burl and Lonnie safely locked away. He would have to talk to them a bit more, too, but he’d give them a day or so in the cell to soften them up, assuming two such hardcases could ever be softened.
“I brought a folding cot,” Washburn said. “I suppose I could sleep out at the lake tonight. I didn’t want to drive back anyway.”
“That sounds fine,” Rhodes said. “I’ll get in touch with you tomorrow.”
Washburn shook hands and left.
“Well, how about that one?” Rhodes said.
Hack, who had as usual been bent over the radio pretending to be invisible, turned around. “Sounds all right to me. He was really surprised.”
“Sounded that way, all right.”
“What do you mean, sounded?”
“Remember what you said about being too surprised?”
“Yeah, but this wasn’t the same kind of thing as being too surprised.”
“How could you tell?”
“I could just tell,” Hack said. “Trust me.”
“The check is in the mail,” Rhodes said.
“We’re from the government. We’re here to help you,” Hack said.
“I am not a bimbo,” Rhodes said.
“I never said you was,” Hack told him. “That Miz Clayton, now . . .”
“Yes, she might be a different story,” Rhodes said. “I think I’ll talk to Mrs. McGee about her one more time.”
“You think she knows any more than she’s already told?”
“You never can tell. It won’t hurt to pay her another little visit tomorrow.”
“You find out anything from that list of folks who bought those trucks?”
Rhodes admitted that he hadn’t. “Some were sold in Texas, some in California. Some were sold in lots, some were sold to individuals. It would take forever to trace them all down. But you were right about one thing. There’s no one from around here on the list.”
“Didn’t think there would be. What about that other list? It was a whole lot shorter.”
“I think there’s something we can do about it, too. It may be nothing, or it may be just a coincidence, but it’ll give us something to work on.”
“Who’s us?”
“Ivy and me.”
“You gonna make her a deputy?”
“The deputies have plenty to do, and this should be an easy job. She’s been a help to me before, and she might even enjoy it.”
“But o’ course it’s a highly secret undercover job and you ain’t about to tell us lower-level employees what it’s all about.”
“That’s right,” Rhodes said.
“Bull corn,” Hack said, and turned back to face his radio.
“Do you think you can get the morning off tomorrow?” Rhodes asked Ivy that night. They were having supper at the Jolly Tamale, located just outside Clearview on the road to the lake. Having driven past it several times in the last few days, Rhodes had developed a craving for Mexican food.
“Why?” Ivy said. She was having the Number One, which consisted of a tamale, an enchilada, a taco, rice, and beans.
“To do a little secret undercover work,” Rhodes said. He was having the Number Two, which was just like the Number One, with the addition of guacamole salad. He liked guacamole, though he suspected that it was fattening.
“Sounds interesting,” Ivy said, taking a bite from the enchilada. She chewed thoughtfully. “What kind of undercover work?”
Rhodes told her.
Ivy put down her fork and took a drink of the ice water the Jolly Tamale thoughtfully provided for all its customers. The hot sauce often required several refills of the water glass with each meal.
“Let me get this straight,” Ivy said, putting down the water glass. “You want me to spend the morning lying in a coffin?”
“Well,” Rhodes said. “Maybe not the entire morning.”
“I’m not sure I want to spend even a few minutes doing it.” She looked in Rhodes’s eyes. “You’re not much of a practical joker, I know that much.”
“I’m not joking.”
Ivy smiled. “I didn’t think you were. Did you talk to Judge Parry today?”
Rhodes said that he had.
“And February twenty-seventh’s all clear?”
Rhodes said that it was.
“You’re not planning to bump me off in some bizarre premature burial plot, are you?”
Rhodes laughed. “It’s nothing like that.” He explained what he had in mind.
Ivy was dubious. “It’s too late to get anything in the newspaper about it,” she said.
“I called the radio station,” Rhodes said. “Right after I cleared it with Clyde Ballinger.”
“You called the radio station?”
Rhodes nodded.
“And you’ve already cleared it with Clyde Ballinger?” Rhodes nodded again.
“Pretty sure of yourself, weren’t you?”
“It’s not that,” Rhodes said. “It’s just that I thought this was a good idea. Or at least an idea. I feel like I need to solve one of these crimes, at least, and this is my best shot. If you don’t want to do it, I can—”
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it. I’m just not too keen on the idea of lying in a coffin while I’m still alive. I’m not even sure I’m going to like it very much after I’m dead.”
“I understand,” Rhodes said. “I’ll just ask Ruth Grady if she can do it. She might not like it any better than you do, but—”
“Hush,” Ivy said. “I’ll do it.”
“I thought you would,” Rhodes said.
She kicked his shin under the table. “Who do I get to be?”
“Miss Olivia Swain, one of Clearview’s richest citizens,” Rhodes told her. “A credit to her community.”
“At least there’s that,” Ivy said.
Rhodes could hear the radio squawking while he paid the check. He asked Ivy to go out and respond to the call. She had learned to operate the radio the first time she rode in the patrol car, and Hack was used to hearing her answer calls.
“What’s up?” Rhodes asked when he joined her a minute or two later.
“He wouldn’t exactly say. He just told me to have you get out to the lake to Mrs. McGee’s place as soon as you could. He said Ruth Grady was already on the way.”
Rhodes climbed in the car, slammed the door, and put on his seat belt.
“Does this mean we get to use the siren?” Ivy said.
“I suppose it does,” Rhodes said. He turned on the bubble lights and the siren.
“I think this must be the best part of your job,” Ivy said. “Getting to turn on the siren and make everyone get out of the way.”
“You’ll notice that not everyone does,” Rhodes said, swinging out to pass a slow-moving Chevrolet driven by a man who sat bolt upright with both hands holding the steering wheel in a death grip.
“He probably thought you were going to arrest him,” Ivy said.
“I probably should,” Rhodes said. “Someone’s going to run right up his tailpipe some night. But I don’t have time for him right now.”
“What’s the rush?”
“When Hack won’t tell me what’s going on over the radio, that means there’s something happening that he doesn’t think I’d want the whole county to know. He could use the code numbers, but everybody who owns a scanner has a code book.”
“If he won’t tell you what’s happening, how can you know how to respond?”
“I always respond the same way. Very carefully. When you don’t know exactly what’s happening, you have a tendency to be extra careful.”
“I hope you always are,” Ivy said.
“Don’t worry. I am.” They turned off the main road and onto the winding way to Mrs. McGee’s house. “We may beat Ruth there, since we were already so close. I want you to stay in the car. Don’t even think about getting out.”
“I won’t.”
“Unless I need you, of course. I’ll let you know. Mrs. McGee could be hurt or something.”
“I’ll do whatever you say.”
Rhodes hoped she was telling the truth. There was no need for her to get involved in whatever was coming up. He hadn’t told her the complete truth about the radio call. About the only reason Hack would not have told him what was going on—knowing that Ivy was in the car—was that it was something quite serious, probably involving violence.
Rhodes turned off the siren and slowed to make the turn to Mrs. McGee’s. The headlights illuminated the dark figure of a man standing in the middle of the road. Rhodes hadn’t been going fast, and his sudden application of the break brought the car to an instant stop.
Rhodes cursed the seat-belt law under his breath. There were plenty of lawmen who simply ignored it, and he didn’t blame them. Trying to stop a car, open the door, get out, and draw a weapon was hard enough. Add in the difficulty of getting out of the seat belt, and you had a real problem.
Somehow he managed it and came out of the car with a .38 in his hand.
“Don’t shoot me, for God’s sake,” Washburn said. He was standing in front of the car with his hands raised. “I’ve already been shot at once.”
Rhodes relaxed, but only a little. “Who shot at you?” he said. He kept the pistol pointed at Washburn.
“Somebody in that house there.” Washburn pointed toward Mrs. McGee’s house. “I was going to try to borrow a couple of blankets. I forgot to bring any for my cot, and it’s pretty cold tonight.”
Rhodes was still wearing his down jacket. He became suddenly conscious of the cold night air creeping in under it. The sky was absolutely clear, and the stars sparkled white high above them.
“Somebody shot at you because you tried to borrow some blankets?” Rhodes said.
“I didn’t even get to ask. I just got about halfway across the yard when they opened up on me. Blam! Blam! Blam!”
“How’d you get in touch with my office?”
“Would you believe I brought a phone? Forgot the blankets and brought a phone. I was bringing in a few things to replace what was stolen, so I brought a phone and a few cooking pots. I thought . . . say, could I put my hands down now?”
Rhodes heard a siren in the distance. He knew that Ruth Grady was nearly there. “Sure,” he said. He holstered his pistol. “Let’s wait here for my deputy, and then we’ll see what we can figure out.”
Ruth stopped her car right behind the one Rhodes was driving. She had turned off her siren, but like Rhodes left the bubble lights on. They sent red and blue gleams bouncing off the black trunks of the bare trees. She got out of the car with her sidearm drawn, but Rhodes told her she wouldn’t need it.
“There’s been a little shooting,” he said. “But it’s all over, I think.”
“What happened?” she said.
Rhodes told her.
“You think it was Mrs. McGee?”
“Maybe,” Rhodes said. “We’ll see.”
He turned to Washburn. “You have a heater in your house?”
“Central heat. Those thieves didn’t take the heating unit. I guess it was too big.”
“Well, then, you better just turn it up high and sleep without the blankets tonight. My deputy will drive you over.”
“My car’s right over there,” Washburn said. “I can get home all right.” He shook his head. “I just stopped here because I saw the lights on. I didn’t think there would be many people at home this time of year. Heck, I thought I was lucky to see a light.”
Rhodes told Ruth to follow Washburn. “No sense in taking chances,” he said.
Washburn saw the logic of it and went to get his car. While Ruth was escorting Washburn home, Rhodes explained the situation to Ivy.
“Does this have anything to do with the murder out here?” she asked.
“That’s what we’ll try to find out,” Rhodes said.
Chapter 12
They drove up to Mrs. McGee’s. There were still lights on in the house, and no sign of anyone prowling around the place. Rhodes had already decided to take Ivy in with them. She had proved to be an adept questioner, and she knew when to keep quiet. Besides, he certainly wasn’t going to leave her out in the car. He and Ruth parked the county cars side by side and they all trooped up to the porch.
Rhodes knocked on the door.
“Who’s there?” Mrs. McGee’s voice asked.
“Sheriff Rhodes.”
“I thought I saw those funny-colored lights. Just a minute.”
The door opened. “Come on in. Quick, now. Heat’s getting out.”
The three of them crowded inside. Rhodes introduced Ivy.
“Pleased to meet you,” Mrs. McGee said.
She was even more wrapped up than she had been the last time Rhodes saw her. She still wore the knit cap, but the afghan had been replaced by several sweaters and a heavy black coat that dragged the floor. Rhodes could see the sweaters because Mrs. McGee hadn’t buttoned the coat in front. She looked like a stuffed doll with too much stuffing. The heat in the room was almost stifling. Rhodes had to resist the urge to take off his down jacket.
“I understand there was a little shooting out here,” he said.
“Sit down, sit down,” Mrs. McGee said.
Ruth and Ivy sat on a small couch. Rhodes and Mrs. McGee sat in the rockers, while Rhodes pulled his back from the fire.
“About that shooting, now,” he said.
“Told you I could take care of myself,” Mrs. McGee said. “Prowlers come snoopin’ around here, they better watch out. I can take care of myself.”
“I don’t think it was a prowler, Mrs. McGee,” Rhodes said.
She looked up at him from under the low rim of the knit cap. “Shows what you know about it. It was prowlers, all right.”
She seemed very sure of herself. Rhodes asked her why.
“Came creepin’ down the road in the dark, that’s why. Who else would it be, anyhow?”
“The burglars had a van,” Rhodes said. “You didn’t see a van, did you?”
“It was dark. But I heard a car door slam, and when I looked out there was somebody slippin’ up on the house. It was a prowler, all right.”
Rhodes nodded. “I can see why you might think that, but you can’t just open fire on everyone who comes toward your house after dark. This time you made a mistake. You almost killed one of your neighbors.”
Mrs. McGee seemed to shrink inside her wrappings. “I thought it was a prowler,” she said. “You aren’t going to have to run me in, are you?”
“Not this time. But if you hear any more prowlers, try to make sure they really are prowlers. We don’t need any more shootings out here than we have already.”
“I didn’t mean to hurt anybody.”
“You didn’t. This time. But next time might be different.”
“It won’t happen again,” she said. “But it’s not easy to tell who’s creepin’ up on you. If I hadn’t seen those red and blue lights, I might’ve even shot at you.”
“I’m glad you didn’t,” Rhodes said.
“I am, too, I’d hate to shoot the sheriff or his lady friend.” She glanced at Ruth. “Or his deputy.”
“You don’t have more than one handgun lying around here, do you?” Rhodes asked.
“No,” she said, too quickly. “Just the one.”
“I’m not going to take your protection,” Rhodes said.
Mrs. McGee didn’t say anything.
“The man you almost shot was named Washburn,” Ruth Grady said from her seat on the couch. “Do you know him?”
“Humph,” Mrs. McGee said. The look on her face indicated that she was acquainted with the man but didn’t consider him a friend.
“Has he been to your house before?” Rhodes asked.
“I wouldn’t let him in if he came,” Mrs. McGee said. “Just as well I took a shot at him, if it was him I shot at.”
“Why?” Ruth said.
“Humph.”
“You’ve seen him around the Clayton place, I bet,” Rhodes said. “Is that right?”
Mrs. McGee looked at him shrewdly. “How do you figure?”
“It’s no big secret that he and Mrs. Clayton . . . uh, liked each other,” Rhodes said.
Ivy stifled a laugh. Rhodes looked at her sideways, but she had assumed a serious expression. Or maybe she hadn’t almost laughed after all.
“I knew they did,” Mrs. McGee said. “I told you I’d never seen those Claytons, but I guess I lied. I’ve seen her over there, and that Washburn sneakin’ around like he hoped there wasn’t nobody watchin’ him. But there was, all right.”
Rhodes was beginning to think that Mrs. McGee saw a lot more from her porch and her windows than she had let on at first. He wasn’t surprised. Living all alone, away from the town, she might have become more interested in the comings and goings of her neighbors than in the daily soap operas on television.
“So you knew they were . . . ah, fooling around?”
Again the stifled laugh. Rhodes resolutely kept his eyes on Mrs. McGee.
“I knew, all right. It wasn’t any of my business, but I knew. They had a fallin’ out not so long ago, though.”
“A falling out?”
“A fight. It was a loud one, too, or else I wouldn’t’ve heard it all the way over here. What with the trees and all, you can hardly ever hear what’s goin’ on around you. But I heard this one.”
“What was the trouble?” Rhodes asked. It was getting very, very hot in the room. He felt a rivulet of sweat trickle down from his hair to his cheek just in front of his right ear.
“I can’t tell you that. They were loud, but all I could tell was that they were yellin’. Couldn’t make out the words, but I could tell they were mad at each other.”
“How about Mr. Clayton. You told me you never saw him either.”
“Never did. Hardly ever saw her, for that matter, so I didn’t lie too bad. Just once or twice, out in the yard. Never saw him though.”
“You’re sure.”
“I’m sure.”
“About this argument between Mrs. Clayton and Washburn. When was that?”
“I told you. Not so long ago.”
“I meant, how long. A month? Two months?”
“It might’ve been around New Year’s. I don’t know for sure. I don’t keep up much with the days anymore.”
If she was even close, it meant that both Washburn and Clayton had argued with Mrs. Clayton around the same time, one of them in Dallas, and one of them here. And that shortly after the arguments, Mrs. Clayton had been killed and wrapped up in duct tape. Washburn was definitely taking on the aspect of a serious suspect in the case.
While Rhodes was thinking about that, Mrs. McGee looked over at Ruth and Ivy. “I hope you two ladies are warm enough,” she said.
“Oh yes,” Ivy said. “We’re fine.”
“I have a throw in the other room,” Mrs. McGee said. “You could wrap up in it if you wanted to.”
“No, thank you,” Ivy said. “I’m fine. Really.”
“Don’t see how you could be, in that skimpy little coat. This is the kind of weather that calls for something heavy.”
“I guess I’m just warm-natured,” Ivy said.
“I was, too, when I was younger,” Mrs. McGee said.
Rhodes was not following the conversation. He was wondering about Mrs. Clayton and why she had been stripped after she was shot—or before she was shot—and about the duct tape. It didn’t make any kind of sense.
“I guess that’s all I need to ask you about tonight, Mrs. McGee,” he said. “Just don’t go shooting at anybody from now on. Give my office a call, and we’ll get someone out here to deal with any prowlers you hear creeping up on you.”
“You better get here plenty fast,” she said.
“Don’t worry. We will.” Rhodes got up. Ivy and Ruth followed suit.
“I hope you all don’t catch your deaths in those outfits,” Mrs. McGee said. “You ought to wrap up better in this weather.”
They thanked her for the advice as she ushered them quickly out the door and shut it firmly behind them. The outside air, after the time spent inside the nearly suffocating heat of the room, had a bracing effect, and they all inhaled deeply, pulling the cold into their lungs.
“Wow,” Ruth said as they walked to the cars. “I thought I’d die in there. I’d hate to have to pay her gas bill.”
“She told me that your blood thins out when you get old,” Rhodes said. “Maybe she’s right. Who knows?”
“Do you think it’s safe to leave her there with a gun?” Ivy said.
“I hope so, but I never thought she’d actually shoot at anyone in the first place. Guess I was wrong.”
“Don’t you think it might be a good idea to take her gun, then? And I think she has another one, or more than one.” Ivy sounded very concerned.
“I think you could be right about that,” Rhodes said. “But look at it this way. If I take her gun, what security does she have? There have been a lot of burglaries in the neighborhood lately and one murder. She’s an old woman living alone, no one close by, no relatives anywhere around.”
“There are lots of people in that situation,” Ivy said. “She’s not unique, and I’ll bet most of the others don’t have guns. Besides, you have patrols in the area, don’t you?”
“That’s not the point,” Rhodes said. “She needs that gun to think she’s safe. It’s like the security blanket that kid in Peanuts carries. If we parked a car in front of her house, she wouldn’t feel as safe as she does with that gun.”
“Nobody ever got shot with a security blanket,” Ivy said. Rhodes looked at Ruth, who gazed off at the waters of the lake, which were reflecting the light of the stars.
“I’m getting cold,” he said. “Let’s go back to town.”
They got in the cars and left.
“What’s on TV tonight?” Ivy asked as they drove back toward Clearview.
“The Black Swan,” Rhodes said. “Tyrone Power at his best.”
“Does he play the swan?”
“He plays a pirate,” Rhodes said.
“Is this one of those good pirate movies, like the ones we used to see when we were kids? Swordfights, cannons, and all that?”
“Exactly.”
“Colorized?”
“No, thank goodness. This one was filmed in color to begin with. You’ll be able to tell the difference, I promise.”
“Good.” There was a long pause. “You know, you look a little bit like Tyrone Power. Did I ever tell you that before?”
Rhodes laughed. “Nobody ever told me that before.”
“Well, you do.”
“Watch the movie, then tell me that again. Tyrone doesn’t have a single gray hair, and he doesn’t need to watch his waistline. He even has a mustache.”
“Well, you look like Tyrone Power when he didn’t have a mustache.”
“Keep it up,” Rhodes said. “I might even start to believe it.”
“I’m sorry I said that about the security blanket,” Ivy said. It sounded like a change of subject, but Rhodes knew that it wasn’t. Not really.
“Don’t be sorry. You had a valid point. I know I’m taking a risk. It’s the same one I took the first time I saw Mrs. McGee with a pistol. Washburn almost got killed because I let her keep it then. I’m just hoping that she’s learned a lesson.”
“The first time?”
“I knew she had that pistol earlier. Ruth and I saw it when I talked to her about the burglaries.”
“What if she’d killed someone with it?”
“I would have been guilty of really bad judgment. But I’d do the same again. In fact, I just did. I don’t see her as the kind of person who’d kill someone.”
“Unless it was an accident.”
“That’s right, unless it was an accident.”
“Well, you’re the one who has to live with his judgments.”
Rhodes let it go at that. It had been a long day.
Ruth would have let Hack know the outcome of their trip to the lake, but during a commercial break in the movie, Rhodes called the jail. There was always the chance that Burl and Lonnie had confessed or that there was some other minor matter that might need his attention. Hack didn’t like to bother him if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.
Ivy was in the kitchen making popcorn. Rhodes had bought a dry popper, one that required no oil and no butter. The popcorn didn’t taste like much, but at least he knew he wasn’t getting any calories or cholesterol.
No one had confessed, however, and there wasn’t much going on.
“We did get a call from one of the honky-tonks,” Hack said.
Rhodes had explained to Hack more than once that there was no such thing as a honky-tonk anymore. There were clubs—like there were no trash collectors anymore, just sanitary engineers. Hack paid him no attention.
“What was the trouble?” Rhodes said. On the telephone, Hack was usually more forthcoming about matters than he was in person.
“Twila Faye Eckert called in about a man rumagin’ around in her purse. Said she caught him red-handed.” Twila Faye was a well-known local character, one who spent more time on the inside of the various “clubs” in Blacklin County than she did on the outside of them. In one way or another, her name figured in several complaints over the years.
“Who took care of it?” Rhodes asked.
“Buddy went out. He’s dealt with Twila Faye before.”
Buddy was a solid deputy, and Rhodes was confident he had handled things well.
“Any arrests?”
“Nope.”
“Any trouble?”
“Nope. Turned out that Twila Faye had cold-cocked the guy already. He was laid out on the floor when Buddy got there. She hit him with a bottle of Coors Lite, right behind the ear.”
“How badly was he hurt?”
“He was okay. He came to while Buddy was there. Turned out he had good reason for goin’ through Twila Faye’s purse.”
“Well?”
“They been livin’ together for five months in her house. He wasn’t feelin’ too well and wanted to go home, so he started lookin’ through her purse for the house key. She wanted to stay and have a good time. Said all he cared about was watchin’ TV, and she wanted to have a little fun while she was still young.”
Rhodes knew that Twila Faye was forty-five if she was a day. “Did anybody want to file on anybody else?”
“Nope. The old boy said he’d stay and have another beer if Twila Faye’d go home after that. She said she would, so they were all friends again when Buddy left.”
“And that’s it for the night?”
“It’s Monday,” Hack said.
“I’m going to be busy for a while in the morning, but I’ll see you before noon,” Rhodes told him. “You can reach me at Ballinger’s if there’s trouble.”
“All right,” Hack said. “See you then.”
Rhodes hung up and went to eat dry popcorn and watch Tyrone Power win the love of Maureen O’Hara. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the glass of a door as he passed.
Maybe there is a vague resemblance, he thought. Then he shook his head. No way.
Chapter 13
“She really makes a nice corpse,” Clyde Ballinger said as he and Rhodes stood looking at Ivy. “You’ll notice I didn’t skimp on the casket, either. This is one of our best. The finest steel.” He knocked against it with his fist. “And that’s real silk she’s lying on. Not any of that polyester stuff that you get in the cheaper boxes.”
“We don’t want the sales pitch,” Ivy said. She still had her eyes closed, but the fact that she had spoken spoiled the illusion she had created after Rhodes had helped her climb into the coffin. She had looked quite dead. With just the right amount of makeup—too much—and the appropriate pose, her hands crossed on her breast.
Rhodes took the folding chair that Ivy had climbed on and put it back with the others. “How long can you hold your breath?” he said.
“You should have asked me that sooner,” Ivy said. “But I can probably do it long enough.”
“Remember that no one’s going to try to hurt you,” Rhodes said. “They think you’re dead already. And Clyde and I will be right here.”
“I just want you to know that I like this even less than I thought I would,” Ivy said.
“I really appreciate your doing it,” Rhodes said.
“Probably not enough,” she said. “You owe me one.”
“Who’s keeping score?”
“I am.”
“You remember what to do?”
“I remember.”
“It’s nearly eight o’clock,” Ballinger said. “Tom’ll be opening the door soon.”
“Let’s go,” Rhodes said. “We’ll be watching,” he called to Ivy.
There was no answer from the coffin.
Rhodes and Ballinger moved to the right side of the room, which was not a wall but a folding soundproof curtain. It could be folded back for really big crowds, but more often it was used as a wall between two smaller rooms.
Ballinger pushed the curtain a foot or so and they squeezed by. Then he pushed it up to the catch, but did not complete the connection.
“Let me stand there so I can see,” Rhodes said.
Ballinger moved aside, and Rhodes pressed his face to the small crack. He had a good view of the dais and the coffin. As he watched, the recorded music came on. The song was “How Great Thou Art.”
“When did you start that stuff?” Rhodes asked.
“It’s very soothing,” Ballinger said. “Besides, it saves money if the family doesn’t want to hire an organist or singer.”
“I’ll tell you what,” Rhodes said. “When my time comes, I want a piano player. I don’t even want this stuff turned on.”
“I guess that can be arranged,” Ballinger said. His tone showed that his feelings were slightly injured.
“I want all fast music,” Rhodes said. “Things like ‘I’ll Fly Away,’ ‘Beulah Land,’ ‘The Rock that is Higher than I,’ ‘When They Ring those Golden Bells for You and Me.’ And make sure the piano player gets them up to speed. None of that dragging like some of them do at funerals.”
“I’ll try to remember,” Ballinger said. “It might be a while before you get here.”
“I hope so. Maybe I better write it down.”
“Somebody’s coming in,” Ballinger said. He pressed up next to Rhodes so that he could see through the crack.
An old woman entered the room. It was hard to say how tall she might have once been because her back was bent and she walked as if she were leaning over to look for something on the floor. She had on a black dress that reached low enough to cover the tops of her shoes and a crocheted black shawl. Her hair was white and thin, and she wore it combed close to the top of her head and caught in a knot at the back.
“Sammie Woods,” Ballinger whispered. “She hasn’t missed looking at a body in the last twenty years.”
The old woman made her way carefully down to the dais and stood quietly, looking at Ivy. Then she looked around the room for the other mourners, as if she wondered where they all were. She moved as close to the coffin as she could, but she made no attempt to touch Ivy or to step up on the dais.
She stayed for around fifteen minutes, and after a while Rhodes noticed that she was swaying slightly in time to the music, which at that moment was “Rock of Ages.”
Ballinger nudged Rhodes in the ribs. “See,” he said. “Some people like it.”
Rhodes didn’t say anything because he thought he could hear someone else coming in. Sure enough, a man and a woman entered the room. The man was tall and distinguished-looking, sort of like George Sanders when he played The Saint, though not as he had looked in The Black Swan. The woman was short and dumpy, wearing a cheap black dress and crying into a handkerchief. The man was holding her arm and bending to whisper in her ear, but whatever he said only made her cry harder. Sammie Woods moved respectfully aside as they approached. She could tell real grief when she saw it.
The man and woman stood in front of the coffin, and the man moved his hand from the woman’s arm to her shoulders, which were shaking from her crying. In an excess of grief, the woman pulled away from him and stepped up on the dais, bending over Ivy. It seemed to Rhodes, from where he was watching, that she was caressing Ivy’s cheeks.
From here on, the plan was simple. If this couple was the same one who had come to view other bodies and used names with the initials “J.S.” to sign the register, Rhodes believed that they would in some way remove the jewelry from the body, or in this case from Ivy. When they started to leave, Ivy would signal, and Rhodes would meet them in the hall.
Things did not go exactly according to plan, however. After about five minutes of nonstop mourning over the coffin, with Rhodes wondering how on earth Ivy was holding her breath that long, the woman stepped back. As the man put his arm around her again, there was a low moan from the coffin.
Three heads jerked up as if the bodies attached to them had been jabbed with cattle prods.
As the moaning continued, Ivy began to rise up stiffly from the coffin, her arms stretched straight in front of her.
Sammie Woods began backing up, knocking over three of the folding chairs before finally sitting down in one. She was moaning too by this time.
The man and the woman stood as if rooted in place for several seconds, then turned and started for the door.
Rhodes slapped the folding curtain about three feet and hurtled into the room. “Hold it!” he yelled.
The man looked back over his shoulder, saw Rhodes in pursuit, and shoved the woman aside. She tried to tackle Rhodes as he passed, but he eluded her groping arms and kept after the man.
By now Ivy was climbing out of the coffin. Sammie Woods was still moaning, but the moans were threatening to turn into screams. Ballinger ran into the room and began tussling with the woman on the floor.
When Rhodes got to the door, the man was retreating back into the room. Tom Skelly was in front of him, his hands up like a boxer’s.
“Come on,” Skelly said. “Just come right ahead. I’m ready for you. Come on.”
Rhodes clapped the man on the shoulder. “I’ve got him now, Tom,” he said. “You take care of Miss Woods.”
The man made no attempt to resist. His shoulder felt almost boneless under Rhodes’s hand. Ballinger had subdued the woman and seated her in a chair.
Ivy was standing by Sammie Woods, trying to explain what had been happening, but the old woman wasn’t hearing her. Skelly finally took her by the arm and led her from the room.
Rhodes looked at Ivy.
She smiled. “I couldn’t resist,” she said.
The man and woman, a husband and wife named Melvin and Deanie Holcomb, were booked and jailed. Ruth Grady searched the woman and found the earrings that Ivy had been wearing, as well as the necklace, but the two would admit nothing else. They refused to say that they had taken anything from bodies in the past, though Rhodes was certain they had. They had signed the register this time as Mr. And Mrs. Johnny Simmons, and Rhodes was sure than an analysis of the handwriting would prove that they had signed the registers previously. Why they had such a fondness for the J.S. Combination, he didn’t know. Maybe it reminded them of John Smith.
They also refused to give any address or place of residence, which bothered Rhodes some. What bothered him even more—or at least gave him cause to wonder—was the look on Burl and Lonnie’s faces when Melvin was put into a cell. The look had not lasted long, and Rhodes might have doubted he saw it had he not been so certain he had. The look said as plain as words that Burl and Lonnie knew Melvin and wondered just what he was doing in jail.
When questioned later, everyone denied knowing everyone else, or even having seen each other before. Burl and Lonnie would also have denied knowing one another if it had been feasible.
“Jail’s gettin’ too full,” Lawton said.
“Not full enough,” Rhodes said. “We still don’t have the burglars or the killer.”
“We got the ones that Clyde was so worried about,” Hack said. “Maybe now things will settle down for him.”
“Not until we get the jewelry back,” Rhodes said. “Those two don’t seem inclined to tell where it is.”
“They’ll come around sooner or later,” Lawton said. “This ain’t exactly the Embassy Suites.” As far as Rhodes knew, Lawton had never stayed in a motel or hotel. He had probably seen an advertisement on TV.
Rhodes wasn’t so sure anyone would come around. As far as they had been able to discover, Burl and Lonnie had no previous records, not even for something like simple assault. The main thing they were concerned about was their dog, which Rhodes had assured them was being cared for. It had been taken to the county animal shelter, and they could have it when they got out.
Melvin and Deanie didn’t have records, either, at least not in Blacklin County. Rhodes figured that when he checked they’d be clean elsewhere. If they were, it was going to be hard to get anything more than a probated sentence for either of them, even though robbing a corpse was a pretty disgusting crime. Somehow, though, they were tied in with Burl and Lonnie, which was interesting and probably meaningful. Now if only Rhodes could figure out what it meant.
“You gonna hire Ivy on as a deputy?” Hack asked.
“I don’t think so,” Rhodes said. “She doesn’t follow orders too well.”
“I sure wish I coulda seen that,” Hack said. “It musta been quite a sight, her risin’ up out of the casket box like that, moanin’ and takin’ on like a ghost.”
“Yeah,” Lawton said. “And I expect Sammie Woods won’t ever go to look at another body as long as she lives. Did they ever get her calmed down?”
“Pretty well,” Rhodes said. “Tom Skelly’s good at things like that. But I’ll say one thing. I think she was paler than Ivy when the whole thing was over. She’s still not sure whether Ivy was part of a plan or just a body that the doctor made a mistake about.”
“Tell her about embalmin’,” Hack said. “After you embalm somebody, they won’t be doin’ any risin’ up.”
“Right now I need to rise up and go have a talk with Washburn,” Rhodes said, getting out of his chair. “He said he had a phone out there, so give me a call if anything comes up.”
“Yeah,” Lawton said. “Like a jail break, with all these prisoners we got in here.”
“If that happens,” Rhodes said, “I don’t even want to know about it.”
It was still cold, but the temperature was moderating. The sunshine helped a lot. Still, it wasn’t warm enough for sitting outside, and Rhodes didn’t see Mrs. McGee on her porch. He drove by her house slowly, but caught no sight of her.
Washburn’s house was a simple white frame, recently painted. Rhodes knocked on the door, and Washburn invited him in.
“I haven’t had anything to eat,” Washburn said. “No stove to cook on, no refrigerator to keep things in. It’s a wonder they didn’t take the plumbing fixtures, too. I hope you’re going to let me leave here today. Besides, I need to teach those classes tomorrow. I am going to get to leave, right?”
“That all depends,” Rhodes said.
Because of the beard it was hard to read Washburn’s expression, but he looked a little odd to Rhodes. “Depends on what?” he said.
“On our getting a few things straight. First of all, let me ask you something I should have asked before. Is there a Mrs. Washburn?”
“No,” Washburn said. “Why?”
“The mailbox,” Rhodes said.
“Oh. Well, there was a Mrs. Washburn a few years ago, but that’s all in the past. I didn’t paint that on the mailbox, by the way. Some guys came through here doing it. Charged five dollars a box.”
“So there wasn’t any real reason for you not to see Mrs. Clayton—that is, no real reason if she hadn’t been married.”
“No. And since she and her husband were having trouble, I didn’t see anything wrong with what we did.”
“I understand that you and she had a big argument not so long ago.”
“Who told you that?”
“I can’t say. It’s confidential.”
“That meddling old McGee bat, I’ll bet.”
“Meddling?”
“What else could you call it? She’s always slipping around, watching people, snooping through their yards. If that’s not meddling, I don’t know what is.”
“I got the impression that she never even left her house,” Rhodes said.
Washburn laughed. “That’s the impression she wants you to get. She wants everyone to think she’s a harmless little old lady, always sitting on her porch. It’s just not true. Sula had me chase her out of the yard one time. I think she was trying to get a look in through the window to see what we were doing.”
Rhodes sighed. He was used to being lied to, but he had really thought Mrs. McGee was telling him the truth. He was going to have to rethink his whole attitude toward her.
“We’ll worry about her later,” he said. “Just tell me what the argument was about.”
“Look,” Washburn said. “I argued with her about her husband. I thought she should get a divorce from him and live in Houston with me. It was obvious that they were never going to get along.”
“When was this argument?”
Washburn slumped a bit. “All right. I was here after New Year’s. That’s when we had the argument. It must’ve been right before she got killed. But I didn’t do it. Look, I don’t need this. There aren’t too many things that can get a teacher fired, but being involved in a murder might be one of them.”
“Your job isn’t one of the things that bothers me,” Rhodes said. “Murder is.”
“But I told you I didn’t do it. Sure, I was here around that time, but I didn’t do anything. We had an argument, I left. She said she was going to try to patch things up with her husband, and I told her it was a big mistake. We got a little excited and maybe there was a little yelling. But that’s all there was.”
“Can you prove it?”
“I don’t have to. I know that much about the law. After the argument, I went back to Houston. I can prove that.”
Rhodes asked him about Burl and Lonnie and the Holcombs.
“Never heard of them,” Washburn said.
Rhodes hadn’t really thought he would have. “I’ll probably need to talk to you again,” he said. “You’d better call and see if you can get someone else to sit in on those classes for you tomorrow.”
Washburn wasn’t happy, but he said he’d try.
Chapter 14
Rhodes went home after the interview with Washburn. He wanted to spend some time thinking about what he knew and what he didn’t know as far as the murder and the burglaries were concerned.
He played in the yard with Speedo for a minute, then went inside to watch the Million Dollar Movie. Watching movies helped him think, and it didn’t matter whether the movies were any good or not. In fact, it was usually better if they weren’t any good. That way he didn’t really try to follow them.
He had stopped on the way in and picked up a Number Two To Go at the Jolly Tamale. He heated it up and located a Dr Pepper. By then, the movie had already started, but that didn’t really matter. It was Man’s Favorite Sport?, which he had already seen numerous times before. He had long since decided that its principal virtue was Paula Prentiss, though even she wasn’t up to the high standard she had set in Where the Boys Are. And she was wasting her time on Rock Hudson, though Rhodes had to admit he hadn’t known that the first few times he’d seen the movie.
So while the man who knew everything about fishing but had never fished tried to work out his problems, Rhodes thought about his own difficulties. There was the dead woman, first of all. Wrapped in duct tape. Found in a house that had been burgled, like all the unoccupied houses in the neighborhood, by very neat burglars who apparently owned a U-Truck-’Em van, or at least had access to one.
Rhodes had seen the van, all right, up close and personal, but he hadn’t seen the driver or the passenger. He knew more or less the direction the van had been headed in, but he hadn’t been able to locate it. Instead, he’d located a marijuana stash. That didn’t mean the van wasn’t still in the same general area. There were plenty of places it could be hidden back in those boondocks. But all he’d come up with was Burl, Lonnie, and their stash.
Rhodes also had Melvin and Deanie—the people who were robbing the corpses—and was convinced that there was a connection between them and Burl and Lonnie. Rhodes just didn’t know what the connection was, or whether it was meaningful.
There still might be something to tie Burl and Lonnie to the burglaries, if he could only figure out what it was. But could he tie them to the murder? He still didn’t know if the murder had been done by the burglars or by someone else. If someone else, who was that? Both Washburn and Clayton were convincing in their protestations of innocence, but Washburn had already lied more than once about where he’d been and what he’d done.
Unfortunately, so had Mrs. McGee, a seemingly harmless little old lady who sat on her porch with a .357, had taken a shot at Washburn, and probably had at least one other gun in the house. She had made Rhodes believe that she never left her own front yard, but Washburn, who might or might not be lying, said that she was a snoop who even tried to peek in her neighbors’ windows.
What if her other gun was a .38?
Rhodes took his paper plate into the kitchen, where he dumped it into the trash. He went back to the living room and stared at the ending of the movie without really seeing it. He was sure that he had all the pieces—or most of them, but he could see no way to put them together that made any sense.
It was time to go back to the jail.
Nothing had changed. Melvin and Deanie still maintained their silence, and Burl and Lonnie still wanted to see their dog.
“Anything new come up?” Rhodes asked.
“Nothin’ much. Got a call from a lady over in the north part of town, said there was some boys shootin’ birds out of all the trees in the neighborhood,” Hack said. “Ruth went over to take care of it.”
“What were they shooting with?”
“Just BB guns,” Hack said. “Happens sooner or later after ever’ Christmas. Their mamas and daddies tell those boys not to go shootin’ the birds with their new guns, but they finally forget, or they just can’t resist tryin’ those guns out on somethin’ besides a target.”
“You’re sure that’s all there is to it?” Rhodes asked. Sometimes boys got .22s for Christmas, and the problems were multiplied. There had been no cases in Blacklin County of children killing their friends yet, despite a number of reports from around Houston, and Rhodes hoped the record would remain clean. When there were guns around the house, however, anything could happen.
“That’s all there was,” Hack said. “She didn’t hear any loud shots or anything like that. Just saw the boys shootin’ up in the trees with their BB rifles.”
The trouble was, Rhodes thought, anyone could pick up a gun with ease, at a flea market or nearly anywhere else, these days. It was a thought that had occurred to him before and had given him an idea that he should follow up on.
“They still have that big flea market up around Dallas somewhere?” he asked Hack.
“I don’t keep up with that stuff. I got all the junk I need already. You ought to ask Clyde Ballinger a question like that. Why? You thinkin’ about gettin’ rid of some of your stuff?”
“It might not be a bad idea,” Rhodes said, thinking about Ivy’s question to him about whether they would live in his house or hers. Either move would no doubt involve getting rid of a number of possessions. “I’m going over to the funeral home.”
Ballinger was happy to tell Rhodes about the flea market. “I haven’t been in a long time, though,” he said. “When I first started going, I could find all kinds of good books there, but lately there hasn’t been a thing worth buying. Seems like everybody’s got these big thick books by Irving Wallace and Sidney Sheldon. Nobody even wants to sell you anything that doesn’t have a cover price of four-fifty. All the good paperbacks, the ones that sold for twenty-five or thirty-five cents, you can hardly find those now’days unless you get lucky at a garage sale. Or maybe from some dealer that wants ten dollars for one of them.”
Rhodes hadn’t meant to get Ballinger started on his favorite topic. “I wasn’t looking for books,” he said.
“Well, if you do see any like these”—Ballinger waved a hand to indicate the books lining his shelves—”be sure to pick them up for me. Guys like Harry Wittington and Jim Thompson could tell a story in less than two hundred pages. They didn’t need six hundred like everybody seems to now. And they were good stories, let me tell you. Not like most of this bloated stuff you read now.”
“You say they get started on Thursday?” Rhodes said. He hated to interrupt, but it looked as if Ballinger was good for another three hours.
“Thursday afternoon. Used to, they didn’t start selling until after noon on Sunday, but things got so big they had to start earlier and earlier. I doubt you’ll be able to cover the ground in just an afternoon. What’re you looking for, anyway?”
“I’m not exactly sure,” Rhodes said.
“The Storms were by here today,” Ballinger said. “They still aren’t happy about Miss Storm’s being buried without that jewelry. Have those Holcombs confessed yet?”
“Not yet,” Rhodes said. “They haven’t said anything at all, aside from their names, and I’m not sure they’re telling the truth about that.”
It’s too bad we can’t go back to the old days,” Ballinger said. “Not that the boys in the Eighty-seventh ever did anything vicious even in the old days. You know that series has been going on for over thirty years now? Anyway, Carella would never do anything to beat a confession out of anyone, but Hawes, maybe he would have. Back in the old days, I mean. Not now. But you take Lou Ford—he’s the deputy in The Killer Inside Me—he’d do anything and just about did.”
Ballinger had discussed his favorite book with Rhodes before. “I think sometimes the writers exaggerate the old days,” Rhodes said, though he had heard stories about past sheriffs in Blacklin County who hadn’t been averse to administering a few judicious blows with the rubber truncheon from time to time.
“Maybe they do exaggerate,” Ballinger said, “but it makes a pretty good story when they do.”
“Well, I’m not going to break out the battery cables and start in beating on people,” Rhodes said. “We’ll put the formal charges on the Holcombs and then get them a lawyer if they don’t already have one. Maybe they’ll talk to him. I can’t even find out where they live.”
“Aren’t they on the tax rolls?”
“No, and they aren’t in the phone book, either. But we’ll find out where they come from sooner or later. I imagine that the rest of the loot will be right in the house.”
“I wish you’d find it sooner,” Ballinger said. “It’d do me a world of good with the Storms.”
“When they come in again, tell them it’s just a matter of time,” Rhodes said.
“I’ll do better than that,” Ballinger told him. “I’ll just send them right on to you and let you tell them.”
“Thanks,” Rhodes said.
That night he was fixing supper for himself and Ivy again. He had decided to keep it simple this time and make his specialty, which was what his daughter called beanie-weenie. She had also told him that it was only one step above bologna as a gourmet dish, but at least it was something he could do without too much trouble.
He drained off the liquid from a can of pork-and-beans and dumped the beans in a cooking pot. Then he added ketchup, vinegar, Worcestershire sauce, butter, and dried onion flakes. He didn’t measure any of the ingredients, going mostly by the way the mixture looked. When it got to be just about the right color, he cut up the wieners and dumped them in the pot as well. The secret, as he had told his daughter, was to use only Oscar Mayer wieners. They had just the right flavor to blend in with the other ingredients.
He turned on the fire under what he preferred to call barbecued franks and beans and stirred the mixture a few times. It looked fine to him. Add some corn bread and Dr Pepper, and you had a meal fit for a king. He hoped he had some corn bread mix in the house; he wasn’t very good at making it from scratch. It fact, he wasn’t very good at making it from a mix, either, but it usually turned out to be edible.
Ivy arrived just in time to save the corn bread from incineration and to stir the beans and franks one last time. Rhodes dipped his wooden spoon in for a taste and pronounced it ready.
“Well?” Rhodes asked after they had gotten seated and begun to eat.
“I have to admit that these are the best barbecued beans and franks I’ve ever tasted,” Ivy said.
Rhodes assumed that she meant it as a compliment.
After they did the dishes, they discussed their marriage plans. Rhodes wanted to keep things simple.
“We’ll just get ready and go to the judge and get married,” he said. “I don’t think we need to make any real plans.”
“What about a honeymoon?” Ivy asked.
Rhodes admitted he hadn’t thought about that.
“You should be able to get a few days off,” she said. “When was the last time you took a vacation?”
He couldn’t remember.
“I thought so. We could go somewhere like San Antonio and spend a few days. There are a lot of things to do in a city like that, even in the winter.”
Rhodes was not overly fond of cities, winter or summer. “Well, maybe,” he said. He didn’t sound extremely enthusiastic, even to himself.
“Whatever happened to those people from this morning?” Ivy said, changing the subject, for which Rhodes was grateful.
“They still haven’t admitted anything. I’m not sure we’ll ever get them to talk,” Rhodes said. Then he told her of his suspicion that the Holcombs might be connected in some way with Burl and Lonnie.
“Do you think they’re related or just acquainted?”
Rhodes said that he didn’t know. “I might be reading too much into just a look, but I think there’s something to it.”
“And you’ve never found that truck?”
“Not yet. We’re still looking.”
“What if the Holcombs owned the truck?”
Rhodes hadn’t thought about that, but he was pretty sure there were no Holcombs on the list of buyers. It was something he could check, however. There had to be some good reason why they were keeping their address a secret. They didn’t dress or act like they lived back in the boonies near Burl and Lonnie, but you could never tell. Maybe they did.
There was no movie on that Rhodes wanted to watch, and he didn’t have anything on tape, so he decided to play a few of his old records. He and Ivy could sit around and talk some more, and maybe she would come up with some more ideas that would be useful to him. He located a copy of Roy Orbison’s Greatest Hits and put it on the turntable. Rhodes didn’t own up-to-date stereo equipment. In fact, his stereo was about as old as the record album. That was fine with Rhodes, who had a theory that old music from the Fifties and early Sixties sounded best on the small, tinny speakers used in the automobiles of the day. Roy Orbison was probably an exception. Turned up to full volume, his voice could blast the speakers out of nearly anything. As Roy launched into a scratchy version of “Only the Lonely,” Ivy apologized for getting carried away at the funeral home that morning.
“I just couldn’t help myself,” she said. “It was really spooky, lying there and pretending to be dead. I kept thinking of what it would feel like if the coffin lid were to be closed on me.”
“I told you not to worry about that,” Rhodes said.
“I think I read too much Edgar Allan Poe when I was a teenager,” Ivy said. “And then that woman came in, crying and running her hands over me. That was the really strange part. I almost believed she was really grieving. And you couldn’t believe the touch she had. I didn’t even realize the first earring was gone until she started on the second one, and she might have gotten that one off without my knowing if she hadn’t dropped part of it. She had to reach down for it and she jostled me.”
“What I was wondering was how you could hold your breath so long,” Rhodes said.
“I just had to take very shallow breaths when she’d go into a crying spell,” Ivy said. “I was afraid she’d catch me.”
“But you caught her instead. Clyde’s pretty happy you did.” Rhodes paused. “Of course, I’m afraid you set Miss Woods back a bit.”
“I’m sorry about that. It was just so much like one of those old scary movies I couldn’t resist, and it seemed like as good a signal as any. I hope she wasn’t too scared.”
“Clyde says she’ll be all right. Maybe she can find some other way to spend her time now. I don’t think she’ll ever feel the same about funeral homes again.”
Ivy laughed. “Me either.”
Chapter 15
They got to listen to most of the Orbison album before Hack called. “Sorry if I interrupted anything,” Hack said, though his tone indicated that he wasn’t sorry at all. “You better get out to the lake. There’s some shootin’ goin’ on out there again around Miz McGee’s.”
“Who called?” Rhodes asked.
“Didn’t say. Just said it sounded like a war had broke out.”
“I’m on the way.”
Ivy insisted on going, and Rhodes, against his better judgment, said that she could, even though the lake area was getting to be more and more like a firing range and you could never tell who might step in front of a bullet.
“You’ll have to stay in the car,” Rhodes told her, though he wasn’t sure how much protection the car would provide.
“Siren again?” Ivy asked.
“Siren again,” Rhodes said.
When they got to the lake, Mrs. McGee’s house was ablaze with lights, though the houses all around were dark. Rhodes stopped the car, got out, and ran to Mrs. McGee’s door. Ivy was right behind him, despite what he had told her.
Mrs. McGee met them at the door. “Come on in,” she said. She still had on her cold-weather gear. Rhodes wondered if she slept in it.
“What’s going on, Mrs. McGee?” Rhodes said as soon as they were inside.
“I don’t know, Sheriff,” she said. Her face looked haggard beneath the knit cap.
“Has there been more shooting?”
“I’m afraid there has,” she said. She walked over to her rocker by the fire and sat down. She didn’t invite Rhodes or Ivy to sit. She simply folded her hands in her lap and began rocking slowly back and forth.
Rhodes walked over to stand beside her. “Did you shoot anyone?” he asked.
Mrs. McGee shook her head. “Don’t think so,” she said.
“Did you shoot at anyone?”
Mrs. McGee continued to rock. “Maybe,” she said.
Rhodes was beginning to get frustrated. “Maybe? How can you maybe shoot at someone?”
Ivy said, “Do you have any tea, Mrs. McGee? I’d surely like a cup of hot tea.”
The old woman got up. “I’ll fix you some,” she said.
Rhodes watched her walk slowly to the kitchen. “All right,” he said to Ivy. “I was starting to lean on her a little. It wasn’t a good idea.”
“No, it wasn’t,” Ivy said. “She’s old, and she’s a little confused. Give her time to think things over.”
“I’m afraid if I give her too much time, she’ll come up with a twisted version of the story,” Rhodes said. In low tones he told Ivy of Washburn’s comments on Mrs. McGee’s behavior.
“You believe him?”
“I’m not sure who to believe anymore,” Rhodes said. “All I know is that something funny’s going on, but I’m not sure what it is.”
They waited for Mrs. McGee while the incredible heat of the room began to make itself felt. Rhodes, who had noticed a slight draft the first time he visited, now noticed one even more extreme. And there was hardly any wind.
He began to look around the room. Directly across from him was a shattered windowpane. The window was divided into four sections, and the glass in one section was almost completely missing. He turned and looked at the wall. There was what looked like a bullet hole there. To get to the bullet, he would have to remove that section of the wall. He didn’t want to damage the bullet by digging for it like they did on television.
The bullet was concrete evidence of gunfire, even if Mrs. McGee had fired it herself, which didn’t seem likely, given her preference for warmth and the fireside. Rhodes didn’t think she would have gone outside to shoot back into the house, so someone must have been shooting at her.
Unless she was more clever than he thought, in which case she might have fired the bullet in order to make him think someone was trying to kill her. He didn’t know why she might want to do that, but then he didn’t know why anyone would want to kill her either.
He heard a kettle whistle in the kitchen, and Ivy went to help Mrs. McGee with the tea. Rhodes continued to study the room, but there didn’t seem to be any other signs of a gun battle. He sat down in the rocker and waited for the tea. He hated tea.
When the two women returned, they were talking softly. Ivy was telling Mrs. McGee that tea was a wonderful drink for settling the nerves. They set the cups and teakettle down on an end table by the couch and poured three cups. Rhodes had been hoping they might forget him, but they hadn’t. He would pretend to sip it without really drinking any. Ivy handed him his cup. It was thin china with painted roses.
“Mrs. McGee was just telling me what happened,” Ivy said. “It’s been a very unsettling experience for her.”
“I’m sure it has,” Rhodes said, pretending to sip the tea, which was much too hot. He wished he had a Dr Pepper.
They all sat down, Rhodes and Mrs. McGee in the rockers, Ivy on the couch. Rhodes had trouble balancing the cup and saucer, so he finally reached over and set it on top of the Dearborn heater. The top of the stove was heavily insulated and remained cool, no matter how hot the fire might be.
“Maybe you’d like to tell me what happened now, Mrs. McGee,” he said.
Her hands began to shake and the cup clattered against the saucer. “I was sitting right here,” she said. “Right here in this chair. I was feeling a little cold, so I bent over to get closer to the fire.”
Rhodes found it hard to imagine that anyone would want to get any closer to the fire. He could feel it right through his pants legs.
“That was when it happened,” Mrs. McGee said.
“What happened?” Rhodes said.
“Someone shot at me!” Mrs. McGee’s voice rose sharply on the second word. “I didn’t really hear the shot, but I heard the window smash, and something hit the wall over there.”
They both turned to look at the wall where Rhodes had spotted the bullet hole.
“What did you do then?” Rhodes said.
She looked at him accusingly. “Well, you’d got me so scared about hurting someone that I didn’t have my pistol with me. It was in the bedroom. I went in there to get it.”
“There was no more shooting?”
“Not right then.”
“When, then?”
“When I went outside.”
Rhodes could imagine what a target she must have made, silhouetted in the doorway. “You shot back?”
“I surely did. And got shot at again, too. I could hear the bullets hittin’ the porch out there.”
“How many shots did you fire?”
“I emptied my whole pistol. I don’t keep a shell under the hammer, so that would make five shots.”
“How many were fired at you?”
“Wasn’t countin’. It sounded like a lot.”
Rhodes took his teacup off the stove and pretended to drink. “Are you sure you’ve told me all you know about things out here, Mrs. McGee? You haven’t left out anything at all?”
Ivy coughed, but Rhodes didn’t look at her. He set his cup down and looked at Mrs. McGee.
The old woman stared back at him. “What makes you think I haven’t?”
“It just seems that things keep happening around you. First we find a dead woman next door, then you shoot at one of your neighbors, now someone’s taking a few shots at you. There’s too much going on.”
“We live in a terrible world,” Mrs. McGee said. “It’s not my fault that people are so rotten. I just do what I can and mind my own business.”
“That’s another thing,” Rhodes said.
“What is?”
“That part about minding your own business. There are a few people around here who think you don’t do that.”
Ivy coughed again, louder.
Mrs. McGee put her own cup and saucer on top of the stove. There was quite a clattering as she did so. “Who says so? You tell me right now.”
“I can’t do that, Mrs. McGee,” Rhodes said. “Is it the truth?”
“Of course not,” she said. But she didn’t look at him. Her watery eyes looked down at the fire burning in the stove.
“I think it is true,” Rhodes said. “I think you know more than you’re telling me, and I think someone wants to keep you from telling.”
Mrs. McGee stood up with a speed that surprised Rhodes, knocking the rocker back several feet. “That’s not so. You shouldn’t say things like that to me. It’s not so!”
Rhodes looked up at her. “I think it’s so,” he said.
“I’m not going to talk to you anymore,” she said. “I want you to go now.”
“I’ll have to come back tomorrow,” Rhodes said, standing up. “I have to check for evidence.”
“You send somebody else. I don’t want to talk to you.”
Rhodes glanced at Ivy, who looked away. “I’ll send Deputy Grady,” he said. “Thank you for the tea.”
“I can’t believe you badgered an old woman that way,” Ivy said when they were back in the car.
“I didn’t badger her,” Rhodes said. “She’s been involved in a shooting scrape. I could have taken her in if I’d really wanted to badger her. I was being nice.”
“Sometimes I don’t think you’re nice at all. You certainly don’t know how to treat old ladies.”
“That old lady’s involved in a murder case.”
Ivy was horrified. “She is not! Except that it looks like someone’s trying to kill her.
“Where are we going?” Ivy said.
“To find out who made that phone call,” Rhodes told her.
There was no light at Washburn’s, but Rhodes got out and pounded on the door anyway. “Come on, Washburn. Open up,” he called.
After a minute a light came on and Washburn came to the door. He was in a pair of blue pajamas, and his hair was tousled.
“What’s going on, Sheriff?” he said.
“You know very well what’s going on,” Rhodes said. “You called my office not so long ago.”
Washburn looked at first as if he were going to deny the accusation, but then he said, “All right. I called. So what? It sounded like a war zone around here. I thought that crazy old bat had started in on someone else, so I called.”
“You’re sure it wasn’t you she started in on?”
“Of course I’m sure. What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about you sneaking over there and taking a shot at Mrs. McGee.”
“You must be crazy, Sheriff. Why would I do a thing like that?”
“That’s what I’d like to know,” Rhodes said, but he didn’t find out, despite spending another thirty minutes talking to Washburn. He went back to the car knowing little more than he had before.
Ivy was silent most of the way back into town. When they were nearly to Rhodes’s house, she said, “You don’t think Mrs. McGee could have killed anyone, do you?”
Rhodes thought about it for a second. “She took a shot at Washburn. She took some more shots at someone tonight.”
“I keep thinking of some of the things she said last night,” Ivy said.
“What things?”
“She kept wondering if we were warm. She said we ought to keep wrapped up in this cold weather.”
Rhodes wasn’t sure he got the point.
“Don’t you see? Wrapped up. That woman you found was wrapped up in the tape.”
“That’s a different kind of wrapping,” Rhodes said, but he could see the point. Suppose Mrs. McGee had killed someone. Accidentally, of course. Seeing the body lying there, exposed, she might very well be seized with the desire to be sure that it was protected against the cold. Suppose that for some reason Mrs. Clayton had come over to Mrs. McGee’s late at night, or even early. To borrow a cup of tea, or whatever. The old woman might have mistaken her for a burglar and shot her.
But how could you explain the fact that the body was nude under the tape? Mrs. McGee certainly wouldn’t have stripped it.
All right, say Mrs. McGee was snooping around the Clayton house, saw something that frightened her, and cut loose with a volley of pistol fire. Say Mrs. Clayton was in the middle of some illicit act with someone. Washburn? Someone else? The someone else might have fled, leaving Mrs. McGee alone with the corpse.
It was possible, Rhodes decided, but there were plenty of other options. He still liked the idea that the burglars were caught in the act and committed murder to protect themselves, but suddenly he realized that there was a big flaw in that reasoning. He was going to have to settle himself down and think the whole thing through again.
“She might have done it,” he finally told Ivy. “I’m just not sure. I’m not sure about anything in this mess.”
Ivy patted his arm. “Don’t worry. You’ll figure it out.”
He wished he could be as confident as she was.
Chapter 16
Lawton was leaning on a broom near the radio table when Rhodes walked into the jail the next morning. He and Hack had clearly been involved in a discussion. They turned at the sound of the opening door.
“Ella Click,” Hack said.
Rhodes looked around to see if someone else was walking in behind him. “What?” he said.
“Ella Click,” Hack repeated. “Works over in the county clerk’s office.”
It’s too early in the day for this, Rhodes thought, but he said, “What about her?”
“She won,” Lawton said.
“Good,” Rhodes said. “Exactly what did she win?”
“The pool,” hack told him. “She had February twenty-eighth. Just missed it by one day. Unless you’ve changed your mind. You ain’t changed your mind have you?”
“Haven’t decided to put it off a while? Move it to a warmer month, like April?”
“No,” Rhodes said.
“Well, I guess that’s it, then. Ella Click is the winner.”
“She’s all right,” Lawton said. “I know her mama. She used to be Ella Mitchum before she got married. Married Sam Click, and they got two kids. Sam works for the Highway Department. Started out wavin’ one of those little flags like they do when they’re workin’ on the road, and moved on up to a pretty good job. But they can use the money.”
“Sure they can,” Hack said. “What would a couple of old reprobates like you and me do with all that money? Just spend it wastefully on big cigars and hard liquor.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Lawton said. “But I could sure use me a new TV set. Old one of mine’s got a line that runs right through the middle of the picture. Little black line, kinda wavy. Sometimes it runs right through the face of that guy who does the news on Channel Four.”
“All right,” Rhodes said. “I’m sorry you two didn’t win the money. I didn’t even know there was a pool. If anyone had told me about it, maybe I could have arranged for a date more in line with the ones you picked.”
“Wouldn’t have been no fun that way,” Lawton said. “Besides, me and Hack ain’t cheaters. We just wanted to win fair and square. Ain’t that right, Hack?”
“That’s right. ‘Course if you was to have given us a little hint, like a friend might do, just some little hint about when you was plannin’ to set the date, well, we mighta—”
“I said I was sorry,” Rhodes told them. “Let’s just forget it.”
“I’ll try,” Lawton said. “But ever’time I see that little black line runnin’ down that news fella’s face . . .”
Rhodes decided his only course was to ignore them. He went over to his desk and looked down the list of U-Truck-’Em buyers again. There was no name on there that even resembled Melvin Holcomb, but he had some other options in mind.
Then the phone rang.
Hack answered, as usual. “Sheriff’s office.”
He listened for a few seconds. “Yeah, he’s here. Just a minute.” He put his hand over the receiver. “It’s that Clayton fella.”
Rhodes picked up the phone on his desk. There was only one line into the jail, though they did have two phones. Hack hung his up.
Clayton was plainly upset. “I want to know two things, Sheriff,” he said. “I want to know if you’ve caught my wife’s killer, and I want to know why you’ve been telling Washburn what I said to you about him. I thought that what I said to you would be kept in confidence.”
“I’m still working on your wife’s murder,” Rhodes said. “One of the people I questioned was Washburn, and to get him to talk I had to tell him a few things. How did you happen to find out that I’d talked to him?”
“He called me, that’s how!” There was a slight hiss on the phone line, and it made Clayton’s voice sound more petulant than it probably was. “He wanted to know why I’d told you that he had a motive to kill Sula. That was just speculation, naturally. I didn’t mean to imply that he was the killer.”
“Of course not,” Rhodes said. “He probably just misunderstood the way I told him about it. By the way, he told me that he did see your wife about the time she was killed.”
“Ha!” Clayton said. “He did do it, didn’t he?”
And this was the guy who didn’t mean to imply anything, Rhodes thought. “He also told me that she was going to go back to Dallas and try to patch things up with you.”
There was a brief pause, and Rhodes listened to the hissing of the wires.
“She didn’t make it, did she?” Clayton said.
“No,” Rhodes said. “I don’t guess she did.”
“She’ll be buried today,” Clayton said. “That’s probably why I’m so upset. But I do want you to find her killer, Sheriff—soon.”
“I’m doing my best,” Rhodes said.
“See that you do.” Clayton hung up without saying good-bye.
Rhodes looked at the phone thoughtfully, then went back to studying the list of van buyers. After a while he found what he was looking for, but he wasn’t sure how much good it would do.
He spent the rest of the day writing reports and worrying about the next commissioners’ meeting, which was coming up in a week. He was going to have to tell them about the car wreck, but he thought that things would be all right. The car was still running, though it looked bad. He needed to take it to the repair shop so that the insurance adjuster could go by for a look at it when he was in town. Rhodes could use his pickup the next day when he went to the flea market.
Colton was a town that came alive only on the weekends, when its population doubled or tripled, and its streets were crowded with cars and pedestrians, most of them making their way to the flea market grounds on the edge of town. On the drive up, Rhodes had passed or been passed by ten or twelve pickups loaded down with items being carried to the sale. Old dressers, couches, bicycles, swing sets, desks, headboards for all kinds of beds, dogs, chickens, you name it. Rhodes thought the highway must have looked like it did in the Thirties, when the dust bowl farmers were heading for California.
Rhodes himself didn’t go directly to Colton. He stopped at the county seat for a visit with the local sheriff, Link Castle. They had met once or twice at statewide sheriffs’ meetings. Rhodes wanted Link to call the Colton police chief and introduce him.
The county jail was quite a different sight from the one in Blacklin County. It was only two years old, and it had no windows on the outside. All the windows faced the exercise yard on the inside courtyard of the rectangular stone building.
The inside was even more different. There were four men and a woman in the office, all of them wearing gray uniforms. One of the men sat at a desk where he could watch several television monitors. One showed the exercise yard, the others the various cellblocks. Another of the men was doing paperwork at his desk. The woman was the dispatcher, and she sat at the controls of a much more modern radio than the one Hack used. It was the third man who caught Rhodes’s eye. He was tapping away on a computer keyboard, and as he tapped letters appeared on the small monitor in front of him. Hack would have loved it.
The fourth man was Link Castle, who looked like he was in training to be Rod Steiger’s stand-in for a scene from In the Heat of the Night. He was a little older than Steiger, a little heavier, and a little balder, but the resemblance was there. He had a bluff heartiness about him that was all on the surface. The softness and heartiness hid the steely core of the man that Rhodes had heard speak about criminal investigation in a way that would have done the FBI school proud. He talked like a parody of a Texan, but anyone who took him for a fool would be sadly mistaken.
He shook Rhodes’s hand and introduced him to the others. “This here’s Sheriff Dan Rhodes,” he said. “A famous lawman from down to the south a little ways. He’s caught more killers in the last year or so than Sam Spade his own self.”
The deputies turned from their work to say hello, then got busy again. Rhodes didn’t think they were too impressed with him, which suited him just fine. He was always uncomfortable when people expected too much from him.
“Come on over here and have a seat,” Castle said.
He led Rhodes to a big steel desk with a slick plastic top that was almost bare of papers. Rhodes envied the neatness of the place and wondered how Castle managed to keep his desk so clean. They sat in comfortable chairs that didn’t squeak and were covered in what Rhodes assumed to be real leather. Obviously, Castle’s county was not feeling the effects of the depressed Texas economy, or at least not very much.
“What can I do for you, Sheriff?” Castle said after settling himself into the chair and leaning back. “You didn’t really say when you called.”
“I’m looking for some people who burgled a few houses down in my area,” Rhodes said. “I think they just might be up in Colton today, and I wanted to get the cooperation of the local law. I thought you might call the police chief up there and tell him I’d like to meet him.”
“He’ll be hanging around the flea market,” Castle said. “If there’s any crime in Colton, that’s where it’ll be from now to Monday.”
“That’s where I’m headed,” Rhodes said. “I’d be glad to meet him there.”
“I can call the office, have him paged. He could meet you there if you give him a time.”
“How long does it take to drive?”
“You can make it in another fifteen minutes, easy. You might have trouble finding a place to park, but if you’re in an official vehicle you can just drive right on the grounds.”
“I’m in my own pickup,” Rhodes said.
Castle looked at him suspiciously. “Don’t make much sense to come on official business in your own private ride,” he said.
Rhodes didn’t want to explain about the wreck. “County car’s out of service,” he said.
“Oh. Well, in that case you’ll just have to pay to park. Seems like half the people in Colton make a few bucks by chargin’ the shoppers to park in their yards. But it ain’t like it was Saturday. You ought to be able to park fairly close to the main gate. The office is right inside, little gray buildin’ made out of cinderblocks. I’ll call ahead and have Ed meet you. Ed Hamilton, that’s the chief.”
“Fine. I’d appreciate that,” Rhodes said. They shook hands again and he left.
It took Rhodes a little longer than fifteen minutes to get to Colton because of the traffic. The weather had warmed still more, though a new cold front was expected in a day or two, and the sky was blue and sunny. People appeared eager to shop for bargains while the good weather held.
Rhodes parked in a vacant lot and paid three dollars for the privilege. He had to walk two blocks to the main gate, but on the way there he passed the overflow booths. There was no longer enough room on the official grounds for all the sellers, and they lined the streets all around the market. Down one street there were hundreds of animals for sale, dogs mainly, but Rhodes thought he saw a few cats, and there were a lot of rabbits and chickens. Men wandered through the crowd with rifles slung carelessly over their shoulders, the clips or breeches removed. They generally carried the rifles by the barrel, with the butts sticking up in the air. Sometimes they would have a revolver or two or three stuck in their belts.
Rhodes went through the gate and saw the office immediately. It had a window on one side and a door in the front. The window was like the window of a fast-food restaurant. It slid open, and there was a broad ledge in front of it.
As Rhodes walked toward the office, he listened to the sounds around him. The whole area was tilled with the voices of the buyers and sellers, the sounds of country and rock music coming from speakers all around, the barking of dogs, the crying of children. It was almost like the midway of a carnival.
Some of the rock music was blasting away in the office. Rhodes leaned in the window to talk to a short blond woman who was sitting at a small desk, reading a paperback copy of something called Wild Night. He felt the window ledge pressing into his stomach and remembered that he hadn’t ridden the exercise bike in a long time, despite his promise to himself.
“I’m looking for Ed Hamilton,” he said.
The woman put down her book. “Who?” she said, cupping her hand behind her ear.
“Hamilton, Ed Hamilton,” Rhodes said as loud as he could without actually yelling.
“Oh, yeah. I paged him a while back. He ought to be coming along in a minute. You want me to try again?”
“If you don’t mind,” Rhodes said.
The woman didn’t actually sigh, but she appeared to want to. She reached for a chrome microphone on a stand and pushed a button. “Will Ed Hamilton please report to the main office,” she said. “Ed Hamilton, please report to the main office.”
Her words, amplified a hundred times, came out of speakers located right above Rhodes’s head. He resisted the urge to put his hands over his ears.
“He’ll be along,” the woman said. “Wears a black uniform. You can’t miss him.”
“Thanks,” Rhodes said.
He turned to scan the crowd, and the woman got back to reading her book. Rhodes watched the people milling around and tried to make out what was being sold at nearby tables. One of the main roads of the flea market ran down a steep hill, and in a few minutes Rhodes saw a man in black coming up it toward him. If Link Castle was Rod Steiger, Ed Hamilton was Warren Oates, leaning forward to climb the hill with just the right swagger and wearing just the right expression, an inch away from a sneer or a smile. He also wore his sidearm high on his waist. Rhodes waited until Hamilton had checked with the woman, then walked over and introduced himself.
“What can I do for you?” Hamilton said.
Rhodes explained who he was and why he was there.
“Penny didn’t say anything about that,” Hamilton said.
“I forgot to tell her who I was,” Rhodes said. “I’m sure she got a call from Sheriff Castle, though.”
Hamilton walked back over to the office and spoke to the woman through the window, then came back to Rhodes. “That damn Penny. She could’ve told me all that the first time. Now just what exactly is the problem, Sheriff Rhodes?”
Rhodes told him.
“Kinda shootin’ in the dark, aren’t you?”
Rhodes admitted that he was.
“Well, you might be able to find something out. Penny has a list of all the lots and who’s rented them. If whoever you’re lookin’ for is actually here, and if they rented a lot and didn’t just try to set up on the street somewhere, then she’ll have a record of it. We try to discourage that settin’ up on the streets, so I figure your main problem will be gettin’ the information you want from Penny. Let me go talk to her.”
Rhodes followed him over to the window and listened to him give Penny detailed instructions.
“You got that?” he asked her.
“Of course I got it. You think I’m dumb?”
“Not the least bit,” Hamilton said. He turned to Rhodes. “She’ll give you what you need. I’d go with you to look, but I got to check in with the office about now. You have any trouble, you just leave things alone and come after me. Penny can get in touch with me.”
It was clear to Rhodes that Hamilton thought he was on a fool’s errand and wouldn’t need any help for the simple reason that he wouldn’t find what he was looking for. Rhodes thanked him anyway and watched him walk out the main gate. Then he turned back to Penny.
For the first time he noticed the computer keyboard and small monitor on the far side of the small desk. Her fingers were moving over the keyboard slowly as she tapped out the information she was seeking. Then she punched a key and words appeared in the middle of the screen.
“We don’t have any Melvin Holcomb with a lot,” she said. “We don’t have any Holcombs at all. We got a Harvey Holcombe, with an ‘e,’ on lot one-twenty-two, though.”
Rhodes got out a small notebook and wrote down the information. He would have to check it, but it didn’t give him much hope.
“Now,” Penny said. “You want all the people whose initials are J.S.?”
“That’s right,” he said.
“Well, I can’t get that very easily. I’ll have to punch up all the last names starting with S and work from there. It’s a lot of trouble.” She looked wistfully at her book.
“I’d appreciate it,” Rhodes said.
She moved her fingers over the keys, punched the command, and the names began to pop up on the screen.
There were five people who had the right initials, but no Jonathan Spence or Jeffery Sheldon among them. Rhodes hadn’t thought it would be that easy. There was one very promising name, however. John Sheldon. Could be, Rhodes thought, but he wrote all the names and lot numbers down just in case.
John Sheldon was the one Rhodes would check first. Lot 247. Now all he had to do was find the right lot. He asked Penny how to get to 247.
She had already picked up her book again and started reading. Rhodes thought that he would have to remember the title and recommend it to Clyde Ballinger. This time Penny did sigh when she put the book down, but she opened the middle drawer of the desk and pulled out a photocopied map.
“All the lots are marked on there,” she said as she handed it to him through the window. “Lot 247’s way down in the flat. You go down the hill, turn left, and walk till you pass about five roads. You can count ‘em on the map. Then turn right and go on down till you find 247.”
Rhodes thanked her, but she had already picked up the book and started reading again. He looked at the map. The numbers of the lots were written in very tiny letters that he could hardly make out, and he found himself holding the map at nearly arm’s length, trying to read them. It was the first time he had noticed himself doing anything like that, and he knew what it meant. He was going to have to get reading glasses. It was a depressing thought.
He finally located 247, approximately where Penny had said it would be, and started down the hill. He wondered if anyone would have reading glasses for sale.
Chapter 17
Reading glasses were about the only things Rhodes didn’t see. There were sunglasses galore, digital watches by the thousands, knives, dishes, tools, furniture, tricycles, bicycles, magazines, books, games, hubcaps, tires, video tapes (most of which Rhodes would bet were bootlegged), cassette tapes (ditto), pots and pans, barbed wire, beer cans, kerosene lamps, imitation-marble cutting boards, baseball cards, and a thousand other things.
It was easy to separate the professionals from the amateurs. The pros were there in bobtail trucks or in vans. They pulled into their lots, opened their doors, and set up sturdy wooden tables to display their wares. What they sold was mostly junk, but it was new junk. If it was old, it was in the collectible category, like the baseball cards.
The amateurs had come in their pickup trucks and lowered the tailgates to show off playpens and highchairs they no longer needed, old puzzles, back issues of National Geographic, children’s books with the covers missing, and food processors with cracked plastic bases.
There were more cars, trucks, vans, and pickups than Rhodes would have imagined.
And there were places to eat, too. Rhodes figured that the only people who could be sure of making a profit were the ones selling food, and since he hadn’t eaten lunch, he decided to give one a try. He chose a huge wooden trailer that looked as if the owner had built it himself, out of plywood. Half of one side folded down to form the counter space, and Rhodes walked up and ordered a submarine sandwich with Hell on the Red sauce, and a canned Dr Pepper.
The sandwich tasted fresh, the sauce was hot, and the Dr Pepper was cold, so the meal met all Rhodes’s requirements for fine dining. He finished, threw his napkin in the fifty-five gallon trash can, and went looking for lot 247.
He saw the green U-Truck-’Em van from a half block away, its roof showing up over the top of a canvas cover that extended from the camper top of a pickup parked next to the van. He walked down to the pickup and started looking at the goods displayed under the cover—an old black wash pot, some branding irons, a couple of lightning-rod balls, a rocking chair that had once had a wicker bottom and now had no bottom at all, and a wooden box that contained a socket set and a great many open-ended wrenches all jumbled together. Rhodes picked up one of the lightning-rod balls and pretended to study it while looking over the next lot.
A man about seventy years old, wearing a battered black cowboy hat, a tattered denim jacket, black pants, and worn boots got out of an aluminum lawn chair next to the pickup and walked over to Rhodes.
“You don’t see many of them balls these days,” he said in a raspy voice. “Look how milky that there glass is. You can tell there’s been a charge through it. ‘Course I won’t charge you any more for that. If you’re real interested, I got a couple of arrows there in the back of the truck. They still got the glass in them.”
Rhodes said he was just looking and handed the ball to the old man, who took it and went back to his chair, clearly disappointed that he hadn’t made a sale.
Rhodes strolled casually over to the next lot without looking back at the old man. The back of the van was open, and he could see furniture and appliances stacked inside. On the ground were two refrigerators and several color TV sets, including a Sony and an RCA.
Between Rhodes and the van were several wooden tables. On top of the tables there were handmade wooden cases with glass tops and unfinished sides. Some of the jewelry was as familiar to Rhodes as the furniture and appliances; he had read descriptions of it and heard the Storms describe it. A man and a woman were sitting on beanbag chairs near the van. They were eating sandwiches, drinking canned Diet Sprite, and not paying too much attention to Rhodes until they saw that he was paying serious attention to the jewelry.
The man got up and walked over. “Need a ring for the little lady?” he said. He was slightly built but looked wiry and had a mop of thick red hair that needed cutting and combing. His eyes were a pale blue.
The woman looked at Rhodes curiously. She looked nothing like the man. Rhodes guessed her weight at around one-seventy-five, quite a bit of it fat, and he didn’t think she would get off the chair for anything less than a catastrophic fire. She was chewing her sandwich slowly and with evident pleasure. Rhodes wondered why she was bothering with the diet soda, but then he realized that you saved your calories where you could.
“I’d like to look at that one there,” Rhodes said, pointing through the glass to the diamond solitaire with the gold band, the one very much like the ring that Miss Storm had been wearing.
“Good choice,” the man said. His voice was squeaky, as if it were still changing. “That’s fourteen-carat gold, and that’s a gen-u-wine diamond, not any of that cubic zirconium stuff.”
The case was locked in the back with a small padlock through a hasp. The man got a key out of his pocket and was opening the lock when Rhodes heard someone call out, “Hey, Sheriff! Any luck?”
It was the police chief, Hamilton, walking along in front of the displays and waving.
“It’s that goddamned law man,” the woman yelled, but she was looking at Rhodes, not Hamilton. She began fighting her way out of the beanbag.
The red-haired man wasn’t fighting anything. He was off and running in an instant, sliding between the van and the pickup as if he had been greased.
Rhodes jumped over the tables, or tried to. He hooked his left foot on one of the display cases and went crashing into the packed dirt on the other side of the tables. When he tried to get up, the woman hit him in the face with one of the chairs. Dust flew into the air and Rhodes flew back into the table, knocking them over and sending the display cases down, their glass shattering and the contents scattering.
“What the hell’s goin’ on?” Hamilton yelled.
The woman swung again, but Rhodes dodged the chair. “It’s them,” Rhodes said. “You take care of her.” He dodged another swing, got to his feet, and ran between the van and the pickup after the wiry man.
He thought he heard Hamilton yell “Ummmmmmph!” as the bag hit him and the air went out of him, but he didn’t look back.
The next road was crowded, but Rhodes could see the red hair bobbing along about half a block away, and he continued to run, thinking again how much good he would get out of a daily session on the Huffy.
The other man was clearly in better shape, but the crowd made running difficult, so Rhodes didn’t lose any ground.
He almost ran into a small boy, who took a swipe at him with his cotton candy, slowing him, but it didn’t matter. The red-headed man stepped in a hole.
The roads through the flea market had been made by running a grader over the rough ground. They were tunneled from the rains and the grading had been none too smooth in the first place, far from ideal running surfaces. Rhodes was just glad he hadn’t been the first to fall. By the time the man got to his feet, Rhodes had nearly caught up.
The man looked around him and found that he was in luck. He was right in front of a table of machetes, Bowies, and survival knives. He grabbed one of the machetes by its cheap plastic handle and made several menacing passes in the air in front of him.
Rhodes was unarmed. He carried a pocketknife, but it was hardly a weapon and was useless in any kind of fight. It was mainly good to open letters with. He looked to his right and grabbed a bullwhip from among the leather goods on a table there. It was new and stiff, but when he lashed out it made a satisfactory popping.
The crowd had magically relocated itself. Now Rhodes and the red-haired man were almost alone in the road as everyone crowded into the booths nearby to see what would happen. They didn’t know what was going on, but it looked more interesting than most things that happened at the flea market.
Rhodes, feeling only vaguely like Indiana Jones, swung the whip over his head and popped it again. His opponent didn’t look the least bit impressed. He drew back his arm and threw the machete at Rhodes’s midsection. Rhodes jumped aside and the knife clattered to the road behind him.
Then the little man was off and running again. He was wearing dirty leather tennis shoes, and he kicked up little puffs of dust as he ran. This time he didn’t have a good lead, but he was gaining because the road had cleared in front of him. People all along the way pulled aside to see what was going on.
Rhodes still had the whip. He remembered that when he was a kid he had seen a lot of movies with Lash LaRue and Whip Wilson. Either one of them would have handled the fleeing man with ease, flicking the whip and tripping him up, but Rhodes didn’t know that he was up to it.
He couldn’t think of anything else, however, so he decided he’d better give it a try. He put on a burst of speed to get as close as he could, whirled the whip around his head, and lashed out for the man’s feet.
The whip didn’t pop, but to Rhodes’s surprise it tangled up in the dirty Reeboks and sent the man tumbling forward. Rhodes was so surprised, in fact, that the fall jerked the whip out of his hand.
The man seemed less surprised by what had happened than Rhodes, or maybe he was just adaptable. He continued to roll forward, gathering up the whip as he went. Then he rolled to the side, under a table, and stood up on the other side.
This table was covered with glassware, mostly tumblers that had once been given out as premiums to people who paid a little extra for their soft drinks at various fast-food restaurants. There were glasses with Tweety Birds, glasses with Yosemite Sam, glasses with Bugs Bunny. Mr. Spock was there, along with Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, and the Wookie. Rhodes didn’t really have time to examine them because he saw most of them as they came flying at his head.
The redhead had a pretty good arm, and Rhodes couldn’t avoid all the glasses. He did manage to take most of them on his arms and body, but he was afraid that he might be glassed to death if something didn’t happen. Luckily, something did.
The owner of the glasses, seeing his wares shattering on the road, jumped on the redhead’s back and bore him down. The redhead clobbered him in the side of the head with a likeness of Garfield, jumped up, and took off.
Rhodes found himself in hot pursuit again, or he assumed that it was hot pursuit. He was getting pretty warm, that was for sure, and he was also developing a stitch in his side. If this chase didn’t end soon, he was going to collapse. He wondered why he couldn’t chase people in his car, like they did on TV. The redhead had come to the bottom of the hill and started up.
Oh no, thought Rhodes, not the hill.
A dog dashed out from behind one of the tables and started biting at the man’s ankles. That wouldn’t have stopped him, but the dog ran between his legs, tripping him up.
Rhodes said a silent thank-you to the powers that be and charged forward. If he could stop him now, he wouldn’t have to try running up the hill. But the slippery little man had other ideas. He got up again, kicked at the dog, and looked to see what weapons were at hand. What he found was much better for him and much worse for Rhodes. He was standing at a table of geodes, most of them between the size of an orange and a grapefruit. He began hurling them at the sheriff.
Again, Rhodes got his arms up, but the geodes were heavy and quite capable of giving him severe bruises if they didn’t break his bones.
Rhodes dived under a table, then rose up, tumbling all the china thimbles that had been on it to the ground. Holding the table in front of him like a shield, he advanced on the rock thrower.
The geodes smashed into the table with solid thuds, taking big chunks of wood out of it each time they hit, but they weren’t hurting Rhodes. When he got close enough, he tossed the table aside and confronted the man.
The man had his hand drawn back for a throw, leaving him open to almost any kind of punch. Rhodes slammed a left into his stomach and crossed over with a right to the chest. All the man’s breath whooshed out and he fell flat on his tailbone, dropping the geode as he fell. He collapsed on the ground, and the little dog ran up and barked in his face.
As soon as he could catch his breath, Rhodes reached out and grabbed both the man’s wrists, pulling him to his feet. Then he heard the sirens.
Too bad Ivy’s not here, he thought.
The officers who arrived on the scene after having been called by Penny were named Cross and Buchanan. They drove Rhodes and the little man, whom they handcuffed, back to lot 247.
“Penny said there was a hell of a scuffle goin’ on,” Cross said. He was about twenty-five and looked eager to hear about the fight.
“There wasn’t much to it,” Rhodes told him. “This man may be guilty of a crime in my county and he didn’t want to stay and talk to me.” Rhodes had shown Cross and Buchanan his ID, but they still wanted to confirm things with Hamilton. “I think your chief might have a few charges to file against him, too, or at least against his friend.”
“What friend is that?” Cross wanted to know.
“His lady friend. The last I saw of her, she was swatting the chief with a beanbag chair.”
“Lord, he sure wouldn’t like that. I wish—” Cross looked sideways at Buchanan and shut up, but Rhodes had the distinct impression that he was going to say, “I wish I could have seen that.”
When they got to lot 247, the fight was over. The large woman was sitting back on her beanbag and Hamilton was standing in front of her with his pistol leveled at her head. He looked the worse for wear. His hair was mussed, his black uniform shirt was ripped, exposing a white undershirt, and the left leg of his pants was torn from the bottom to about the knee. He wore over-the-calf socks, Rhodes noted.
The woman also looked as if she had been through a battle. Her clothes were torn and she had a bruise on her left cheek. Like Cross, Rhodes found himself wishing that he had been there to witness what had happened.
“Glad to see you boys,” Hamilton said when they got out of the car. “I got me a prisoner here that needs takin’ in.”
“Sheriff Rhodes has one, too, in the car,” Cross said. “We got him cuffed.”
“Well, cuff this one for sure,” Hamilton said. “She’s a damn wildcat when she gets started.”
Buchanan, who still hadn’t said a word, took out his cuffs and advanced on the woman.
“You touch me, I’m gonna kick you right in the family jewels,” the woman said in a deep, Mercedes MacCambridge voice.
Buchanan stopped.
“Don’t mind her,” Hamilton said. “I’d love a good excuse to blow her damn head off. She’s already kicked me there.”
Rhodes knew that he was going to have to revise his opinion of the woman. She was obviously not as lethargic as she had looked at first sight. Buchanan put the cuffs on her. She didn’t kick him, but she twisted around and tried to keep him from getting hold of her wrists. When he did, she spat at him.
“I don’t know for sure what you wanted with these two,” Hamilton said to Rhodes, “but you can’t have ‘em for a while. I got ‘em for assaultin’ an officer, resistin’ arrest, abusive language, and any other damn thing I can think of between now and the time we get ‘em to the jail.”
“You can keep them,” Rhodes said. “For a while at least. I’d just like to talk to them about a murder.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if they did it,” Hamilton said. “I wouldn’t be surprised a damn bit.”
Chapter 18
The Colton city jail was small and square, made of white brick. It had a flat roof, no windows, and sat on a lot right next to the City Library. In fact, the only difference in the two buildings was that the library had windows.
They took the prisoners in through the back door. Hamilton had agreed to allow Rhodes to question them after he got his own paperwork done, so Rhodes sat in the office while the couple was processed.
Their names were Joe and Anna Stephens, or at least that was what they had on their drivers’ licenses. Rhodes wasn’t too sure how accurate that might be. He thought it might be just another reflection of the group’s affection for the J.S. Initials. He wondered why it was that little things like that were so hard for people to change.
His hunch had been that somehow Burl and Lonnie were tied in with the Holcombs and maybe, by extension, with the burglars. In fact, he was now convinced that all six people were somehow connected in a scheme that involved theft, burglary, and probably a little dope deal on the side.
There was coffee in the office. Both Cross and Buchanan offered Rhodes cigarettes, but since he neither drank coffee nor smoked there was nothing for him to do but sit and wait. After almost an hour, Hamilton came in.
“You can talk to them now,” the chief said. “We ran their names through the computer for both TCIC and NCIC, but they were clean. I hope you can get more out of ‘em than we did.”
Rhodes knew that TCIC and NCIC were the Texas and national computer networks. Though he didn’t have a computer, Hack kept him up with the technology. He wasn’t surprised that the names weren’t in the networks. Considering the number of names this bunch had, he would have been shocked if they had been in there.
“I think I might be able to get them to say something,” Rhodes said. “I have more to threaten them with.”
The cell that held Joe Stephens was clean and warm. There were fresh blankets on the bunk, and the mattress looked firm. Rhodes was impressed. Joe was not. He was lying on the bunk, his wiry body relaxed, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He wasn’t fooling Rhodes, however.
“Your wife’s the driver, isn’t she?” he said to begin the conversation. “She’s the one who hit my car down there in Blacklin County.”
Joe put his hands behind his head and gazed up at the ceiling. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”
“Sure you do,” Rhodes said. “You may as well get it off your chest now. I can identify the truck. There’ll be plenty of people who can identify the stolen goods. Melvin will be glad to talk to me if I let him off the burglary charges. You shouldn’t have tried to sell the stuff so close to the scene.”
Joe continued to stare upward. “I bought all that stuff,” he said.
“And I’m sure you have a receipt,” Rhodes said. “I’m not sure how that’s going to help you with the murder charge, though.”
Joe stiffened slightly, but he still didn’t look at Rhodes. “Murder charge?”
Rhodes leaned against the cell door. The bars weren’t comfortable, but he wanted to appear as relaxed as the prisoner, if he could.
“That woman you killed during the burglary. That makes it capital murder, Joe. The death penalty.”
Joe rolled over, put his legs over the side of the bunk, and sat up. He looked at Rhodes for the first time. “Nobody killed anybody.”
“Wrapped her in duct tape, too,” Rhodes said. “We’ve got your fingerprints on the tape.”
That was a lie, of course, since as far as Rhodes knew the results of the tests hadn’t been sent back from the lab yet. There hadn’t been any prints found in any of the houses, for that matter, but Rhodes thought the lie was worth a try.
When Joe didn’t say anything, Rhodes said. “That tape’s sticky stuff, Joe. You should have known you’d leave prints all over it.”
“We wear gloves,” Joe said, his voice squeaking more than usual, as if he might be a little bit scared. “We always wear gloves.”
“Somebody had to take off his gloves to tape the body,” Rhodes said. “It’s hard to peel that tape off the roll if you’ve got gloves on.”
Joe looked around the cell, but he didn’t see anything to help him, just the institutional-gray walls and the cell door. And Rhodes.
Joe shook his head. “All right. Let’s say that those things we’re selling came from some houses down in your county. It’s possible that I might know something about that. But we didn’t kill anybody. We might be thieves, but we’re not killers.”
Rhodes was almost certain that Joe was telling the truth. What had occurred to him earlier was that if Mrs. Clayton had been dead for three weeks, it would have been very unlikely for her to have been killed by the burglars. If they had been operating in the area for that long, someone would have reported them long before Mrs. McGee. The houses weren’t used often in the winter, but someone would surely have paid a visit and noticed all his belongings missing within a three-week span.
Still, Rhodes thought that Joe might know something. He seemed nervous now, and he had laced the fingers of his hands together in his lap. Rhodes might not have all the latest scientific equipment available to him, but he liked to think that he knew how to read people. That was his strong point, and that was his focus in every investigation. Talk to people, try to read them, try to separate the lies from the truths.
“It won’t work, Joe,” Rhodes said. “We can place you in the house, we can place the victim in the house. You’re good for it.”
Joe tried to appear sincere. He looked right into Rhodes’s eyes. “If I tell you something, will you go a little easy on us?”
“If you didn’t kill her, then we can forget the murder charge,” Rhodes said. “The other things, well, they’ll have to stand.”
Joe thought about it for a minute. “You got a cigarette?” he said.
Rhodes told him that he didn’t smoke.
“Damn,” Joe said.
“We can get you one from one of the officers after you say your say,” Rhodes told him.
“We found the body,” Joe said. “She was dead when we got there. It was pretty weird, finding her all wrapped up like that in the middle of the floor.”
“She wasn’t in the floor,” Rhodes said. “She was in the closet.”
“Yeah,” Joe said. “Well, that’s where we put her. We didn’t feel like it was the right thing to do, you know? Walking all around her while we stripped the house. Somebody might’ve stepped on her. So we put her in the closet. Didn’t figure it’d hurt anything. Like I say, we might be thieves, but we’re sure not killers.”
Rhodes believed him. “One other thing,” he said. “Why did you crimp the ends of those icemaker outlets instead of just letting them run?”
Joe looked hurt. “Hey, I told you—we’re thieves man. We’re not vandals.”
Rhodes called Buchanan to see if he could get Joe a smoke.
After he got started, Joe was hard to shut up. He wanted to tell it all. Burl and Lonnie, it turned out, were his cousins. “They’re just puttin’ us up for a while in some old house they’ve got. Well, it may not even be their house, but there’s no one in it right now, so we’re usin’ it. There’s a shed out back beyond the barn where we can keep the truck. To tell the truth, it’s not much of a place, but we didn’t intend to stay long. Hell, we’ve only been here about a week.”
The Holcombs were just friends. “We met ‘em in California,” Joe said. He was smoking his second or third cigarette. Buchanan had given him half a pack, along with a cup of coffee. “See, we’ve been doin’ this for quite a while now, workin’ our way across the country. We sell the stuff we steal and eat the canned goods we find. It’s a pretty good living.”
Rhodes didn’t ask about the other burglaries. That would have to come later, and would probably clear up a lot of cases for a lot of local law enforcement agencies when the word got out.
“Have the Holcombs been pulling that funeral home scam all along the way?” Rhodes asked.
“Yeah. Hell, nobody even noticed it till now, as far as I know. It was a real good deal. We could sell that jewelry for a lot less than you could buy it for at a wholesaler’s even, and nobody likes to ask where you got it if they’re buyin’ it at a flea market. They probably know it’s stolen.”
He was probably right. Rhodes knew that most people found it hard to resist a bargain, even if they knew it wasn’t strictly on the up and up.
“Did you notice anything else about that dead woman?” he asked.
“Nothin’ to notice. There she was, wrapped up like one of those mummies in a museum. Didn’t even know it was a woman till now.”
“What about her clothes?”
“Mummies don’t wear clothes.” Joe flicked his ashes on the floor. “Least this one didn’t.”
“Were there any clothes in the house?”
“I don’t remember one house from another, tell the truth. If there were clothes, we took ‘em, though. We always do.”
Rhodes supposed that he would have to go through all the items in the van, though he didn’t think it would help. Hamilton had impounded everything, so it would be available.
“What do you think we’ll be lookin’ at for all this?” Joe asked.
Rhodes looked at him. “How many states did you go through?”
“I hadn’t thought about that,” Joe said. “Probably most of ‘em won’t even bother with us, though, will they?”
“Probably not,” Rhodes said. “Not if you come clean on everything you did and help them clear the cases.”
“Oh, I’ll do that, all right,” Joe said. “And Sheriff?”
“What?” Rhodes said.
“I really didn’t want to get caught, but now that I am, I’m sorry I hit you with those rocks.”
Rhodes rubbed a bruise that was forming just below his right elbow. “That’s all right, Joe. I understand.”
“I knew you would.” Joe tossed his cigarette butt to the floor and stepped on it. “What kinda food you think they got in this place? Anna likes to eat, you know?”
“I guessed,” Rhodes said. He called Buchanan to let him out.
It was late when he got back to Clearview, but Rhodes knew that Hack would be at the jail. Hack was always at the jail, even slept there. He had no family and practically gave his time to the county just to have a place to stay and something to do.
“Anything exciting happen?” Rhodes asked when he walked into the office.
Hack was sitting in his usual spot at the radio table. He didn’t like to go to bed until around midnight. He said that he was too old to need much sleep.
“You first,” hack said. “You look like you had a little excitement.”
“We got the burglars,” Rhodes said. He told the story as briefly as he could, leaving out most of the chasing and fighting.
“But they didn’t kill that Clayton woman?” Hack said when Rhodes was finished.
“They say they didn’t. I believe them. The timing’s all wrong.”
“At least you’ve cleared up the burglaries and the stealing at the funeral home. Clyde oughta be happy.”
“We still don’t have the jewelry back, though. It might be a while before Hamilton releases it.”
“Long as you got it, ever’body’ll be happy,” Hack said.
“Maybe. Now, how about here?”
“Nothin’ much. Ruth had to arrest Miz Reed Taggart. That’s about all.”
“All!” Rhodes said, falling into the trap. “Mrs. Taggart is the mayor’s wife!”
“I know that,” Hack said, hurt. “I keep up with the local politics.”
“Why was she arrested?” Rhodes said.
“Shopliftin’.”
“But the Taggarts have as much money as anybody in town,” Rhodes said. “Maybe more.” Taggart was a third-generation oil man, and the fact that oil was now worth only a fraction of what it had been a few years back didn’t matter, not when you’d had oil in the family for that long.
“It wasn’t because she didn’t have the money,” Hack said. “It was because she was ashamed.”
Rhodes leaned back wearily in his chair. It had been a long day, and it looked as if it would be even longer. But eventually Hack would explain himself.
“Was she ashamed before or after she got caught?” Rhodes said.
“Both, I guess. But she was doin’ it because she was ashamed.”
“Doing what?”
“I told you that. Shopliftin’.”
“Exactly what was she ashamed to shoplift?”
“It wasn’t that she was ashamed to shoplift it, though I guess she was. She was ashamed to buy it.”
“What?” Rhodes said. There was an edge to his voice.
“You don’t have to get all huffy about it,” Hack said.
“Tell me,” Rhodes said, his tones clipped. “Now.”
“Condoms,” Hack said.
Rhodes wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “Condoms?”
“That’s what I said, ain’t it?”
“Tell the whole thing,” Rhodes said. “From the top.”
“The pharmacist at the drugstore caught her at it. She was puttin ‘em in her purse. Sheiks. You know about Sheiks?”
“I know. Get on with it.”
“She wouldn’t admit it, so Mr. Lee let her leave the store and called us. I sent Ruth, and she caught up with her and asked to see her purse. Poor woman broke down and confessed.”
“Confessed what?”
“Confessed that she stole ‘em.”
“Hack, I swear . . .”
“No need for swearin’. I’ll tell you. Seems she can’t take those birth control pills anymore, and her husband thinks it’s the woman’s job to take care of things like that. But she was embarrassed to stand in the checkout line at the drugstore with a bunch of condoms in her hand. So she stole ‘em.”
“Ruth didn’t really arrest her, did she.” It wasn’t a question.
“Well, no. But she could’ve. Mr. Lee didn’t want to press any charges when he heard the story, and Miz Taggart paid him.”
“I expect she was more embarrassed by all the goings-on than she would have been if she’d just bought them in the first place,” Rhodes said. What he was thinking was that he would have liked to have been there when Ruth Grady was telling all this to Hack. Hack would have been red as Joe Stephens’s hair. “Anything else you need to tell me?”
“Ivy called, said to tell you to come by.”
“I think I’ll do that,” Rhodes said. “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”
Chapter 19
The next morning Rhodes confronted Melvin Holcomb with the fact of Stephens’s arrest. Melvin seemed surprised, but when Rhodes provided the details of their travels from California, Holcomb suddenly became willing to talk. He had pretty much the same story to tell as the one Rhodes had already heard from Stephens, though Holcomb was much more reticent about what had happened on their journey than Stephens had been. In fact, he refused to admit having taken anything from any funeral home other than the one in Clearview. He did admit that he had helped with the burglaries at the lake, and confirmed that they had found a body wrapped in duct tape in the middle of the floor and that they had put the body in the closet in the kitchen.
Rhodes also talked to Burl and Lonnie, who were saddened to hear of the capture of their cousin, though not surprised. They both denied having taken part in either the burglaries or the thefts at the funeral home, but they admitted that they had indeed provided shelter for their cousin and his friends.
“After all,” Burl said, “he’s kin, even if he is a criminal.”
Both Burl and Lonnie appeared to believe possessing a little stash of dope was hardly a crime at all, certainly not in the league with burglary.
“We don’t even sell it to anybody in the county,” Burl said. “There ain’t enough of a dope trade here to keep us in business. We generally take it up to Dallas if we want to sell it.”
Ruth Grady questioned Mrs. Holcomb in her cell and got a story very similar to the one told by her husband. The thing that interested Rhodes was that neither one of them could explain their fascination with the initials J.S. In fact, neither one of them had noticed that their false names all began that way.
“It could be something they picked up from Stephens,” Ruth said, and Rhodes thought that was as good an explanation as any.
“You realize this leaves us with fewer murder suspects than we had yesterday,” Ruth said.
She and Rhodes were in the office with Hack, who was listening but who had no suggestions as to who might be guilty of murder. “I think you oughta be glad you solved two big crimes without worryin’ too much about the third one,” he said.
“The third one is the worst,” Rhodes said. “It’s the one we should really be worried about.”
“Why? Whoever done it ain’t killed nobody else.”
“That we know of,” Rhodes said. “Mrs. McGee’s taken a few potshots around, and someone’s taken a few at her.”
“You don’t think she did it, do you?” Ruth said. “She seems like such a nice old lady.”
“Those are the kind you have to watch out for,” Hack said.
“And then there are Clayton and Washburn,” Rhodes said. “I think we ought to get Clayton back down here and talk to all three of them. There’s something wrong in someone’s story, and I have a feeling I should know it. Ruth, call that Officer Ferguson and have her locate Clayton for us. Tell her to get him down here this afternoon. If he doesn’t want to come, see if she can bring him for us.”
Ruth went to the phone.
Rhodes sat at his desk and began looking through the notes he’d made on his various conversations with the suspects. He had a feeling that everything he needed to know was in there, if he could just make sense out of it.
After about an hour, he began to think that he had. It still didn’t give him the whole story, but he was sure he had most of it.
Ruth Grady had already left on patrol, but she had gotten in touch with Dallas. Officer Ferguson was going to deliver Clayton to the Blacklin County jail, either alone or accompanied, by five-thirty that afternoon. Rhodes decided to make arrangements to have the other suspects there as well
“Sounds like you been readin’ Nero Wolfe books,” Hack said.
Rhodes stared at him. “I didn’t know you read mystery novels,” he said.
“Don’t anymore. I used to, a long time ago when my eyes were better and I could see that little print. I guess you don’t look much like Nero Wolfe, though.” Hack gave a significant glance at Rhodes’s waistline. “Not yet, anyway.”
Rhodes seemed to recall that Wolfe weighed in the neighborhood of a seventh of a ton. He thought again about the exercise bike that was gathering dust at his house.
“It might be interestin’, though,” Hack said. “Gettin’ all the suspects together right here and all. I don’t recall you ever doin’ that before.”
“We never had a situation exactly like this one before,” Rhodes said. “Washburn’s driving in on his own, but we’ll have to pick up Mrs. McGee.”
“You could have Washburn do that.”
“I don’t think so,” Rhodes said.
“Why not?”
“We don’t need to have two of the suspects riding together.”
“You goin’ to pull some trick that gets one of ‘em to confess?” Hack said. “Nero Wolfe always had that police guy or that Goodwin fella ready to grab the guilty party.”
“I’m not expecting a confession,” Rhodes said. “If there is one, you can grab the culprit.”
“I’m not grabbin’ anybody. That ain’t in my job description.”
“Maybe Lawton would do it. I’ll talk to him.”
“Never mind,” Hack said. “If you need any help, I’ll take care of it.”
“I thought you might.”
Clayton was early, the first to arrive. He was smoking a Marlboro and seemed a little upset by the whole thing.
“I hope you got me down here to tell me you’ve caught the killer,” he said.
Rhodes asked him to have a seat. “We haven’t caught anyone,” he said then, “But I think you could say we’re narrowing down the possibilities. And you’re going to get most, if not all, of your furniture and things back.” He told Clayton about the burglary ring and about the van full of loot at the flea market.
Clayton looked around until Rhodes brought out the ashtray. “That’s good news, I guess,” Clayton said. “I was just about to file an insurance claim on that stuff.”
“Well, you’d better wait a while. As soon as Hamilton releases it, you can claim what’s yours, and I think we’ll find a lot more in that house where they were living.”
Just then, the door opened and Washburn walked in.
“What’s he doing here?” Washburn said.
Clayton put his cigarette in the ashtray and stood up. “He’s the one, isn’t he?” Clayton said. “He’s the one who killed my wife.”
On the other side of the room, Hack was leaning out of his chair, ready to grab someone, when the door opened again.
Mrs. McGee, thoroughly garbed against the weather, walked in, followed by Ruth Grady. Rhodes thought he heard Washburn mutter the words “old snoop” under his breath. Ruth got Mrs. McGee a chair and asked if she wanted to take off her coat. She didn’t.
“I don’t know why you all keep it so cold in this place, but I suppose it is a jail, after all.”
Rhodes felt uncomfortable after they were all seated. He wished he had thought to ask Hack what Nero Wolfe said in similar situations. He had no idea how to begin, and he certainly wasn’t going to say, “I suppose you’re all wondering why I called you here.”
Mrs. McGee came to his rescue. “Deputy Grady said you wanted to talk to me about that dead woman,” she said.
“I want to talk to all three of you,” Rhodes said. “I think I know who was responsible for everything now.”
“About time,” Clayton said, looking at Washburn. He got out another Marlboro and lit it.
“I wish you wouldn’t smoke,” Mrs. McGee said. “It’s a terrible habit.”
Clayton ignored her.
“I thought you might have killed her at one time, Mrs. McGee,” Rhodes said.
The old woman looked at him resentfully from underneath the knit cap she always wore. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Sheriff.”
“I probably should,” Rhodes said, “but you were a little trigger-happy there for a while.”
“And with good reason,” she said. “Mr. Washburn came creeping up to my house, for one thing. And then someone shot at me.”
“We need a section of your wall to get that bullet,” Rhodes said. “It might be important evidence.”
“I didn’t shoot at myself, if that’s what you think,” she said.
“I’m sure you didn’t,” Rhodes said, looking at Washburn.
“Don’t look at me,” Washburn said. “I’m the one who called you to let you know it was happening. You don’t think I’d do the shooting and then call it in, do you?”
“Ha,” Clayton said.
Mrs. McGee looked at him and waved her hand in front of her face as if to clear away the smoke.
“That’s what I thought for a while today,” Rhodes said. “In fact, I thought that you had done it and then called up Clayton here to give yourself an alibi. You could blame the shooting on him, if you told him what I think you did.”
“I told him that he was a lowdown rat for trying to pin things on me,” Washburn said. “That’s what I told him.”
“You didn’t happen to mention that Mrs. McGee was a snoop?”
Washburn glanced at the old woman. “Well, yes, I might have said that.”
“Humph. I never heard such a thing,” Mrs. McGee said.
“It’s what he thought,” Rhodes said. “I told you that, myself.”
“You didn’t say who,” she said.
“No, I didn’t. I thought he might have been trying to eliminate you because he thought you had seen too much. He said that you sneaked around and saw him and Mrs. Clayton once.”
“I didn’t sneak.” Mrs. McGee was disdainful. “I was just walking around and heard something. So I had me a look. That’s all there was to it.”
“And what did you see?” Rhodes asked.
“They were just arguing. I’ve seen worse.”
“You walk around a lot, then?”
“Some. I can’t sit on the porch all the time.”
“That might worry someone who didn’t know exactly what you might have seen,” Rhodes said.
“Then it didn’t worry me,” Washburn said. “I knew exactly what she’d seen, all right.”
“Of course it would be easy for me to check that phone call with the local office,” Rhodes said. “I could check to see when it was made, whether it came before or after the shooting.”
Washburn thought about it. “It was before, I’m pretty sure.”
“So what,” Clayton said. “He could have called before and then gone to do the shooting.”
“It would have been smarter that way,” Rhodes said. He turned to Mrs. McGee. “What does Mr. Washburn look like to you?”
“What do you mean?” she said.
“I mean, what kind of person.”
“Oh. Well, he looks like a hippie, with that beard.”
Rhodes wondered how long it had been since he’d heard anyone called a hippie. “He doesn’t look like an insurance salesman? A greasy and slimy one?”
“Well of course not. He could do with a shave, though, I’ll say that for him. Otherwise, he seems very clean.”
“Now why do you think anyone would call him greasy?” Rhodes said.
“I have no idea.”
“Me either,” Rhodes said, “unless it was an attempt to prejudice me.”
Clayton blew smoke. “Hey,” he said. “So I don’t think he looks good. So what?”
“Nothing,” Rhodes said. “Unless I think that you came down here and tried to kill Mrs. McGee after that phone call. Not knowing what an old snoop might have seen, you decided to get her out of the way.”
“You’re crazy,” Clayton said. He butted the cigarette in the ashtray.
“Maybe. Or maybe you still have the pistol. You didn’t get rid of it after you shot your wife with it, did you? A bad move if you didn’t.”
“I don’t have any pistol. Come on. You’re making all this up.”
“There’s another thing,” Rhodes said. “The first time you were in this office, you told me that you’d been to your house at the lake, searching for your wife. Isn’t that right?”
“I guess so. I don’t remember.”
“I do. And you said—before you accused Washburn—that maybe the burglars had killed her.”
Clayton appeared relaxed. “So?”
“If the burglars had been there before the murder, which they hadn’t, don’t you think you might have noticed that everything in the house was missing? I know you were looking for your wife, but still, a thing like that . . .”
Clayton leaned forward in his chair, his fists clenched on his knees. “That’s thin, Sheriff. Really thin. Why would I just leave my wife dead in the house?”
“It’s better than having her dead at your house in Dallas, which is where you probably shot her. I suspect you were tired of her affair with Washburn, even if she did try to patch things up.”
“That’s right,” Washburn said. “She told me that she was going back to talk to him. He didn’t listen. That’s when he did it.”
“You’re full of it,” Clayton said.
“I don’t think so,” Rhodes said. “I think you killed her there, wrapped her in the tape, maybe to confuse things like time of death or maybe in the hope that she wouldn’t putrefy too soon. You brought her back in her own car, the Ford Escort, then drove it back to Dallas yourself. I imagine you parked it in a convenient spot and left the keys in it, so no telling where it is now. I suppose you hoped that the body would be found and that Washburn would get the blame. Or if not Washburn, anyone except you.”
Clayton leaned back and laughed. It wasn’t much of a laugh, but it was still a laugh. “You sure do use the words ‘think’ and ‘imagine’ a lot, Sheriff. If you could prove a word of that, I might be worried.”
“You’re right,” Rhodes said. “That’s what I believe is the truth, but you don’t have to worry about it.”
“Right,” Clayton said.
“What you have to worry about is the fingerprints.”
Clayton sat forward.
“Fingerprints?”
“On the duct tape,” Rhodes said. “All over it.”
Clayton came out of his chair like a shot, pushing Rhodes aside, bowling over Mrs. McGee, and stiff-arming Washburn as he made for the door.
As quick as he was, Ruth Grady was quicker. She didn’t bother to pull her sidearm. There were too many civilians around. As Clayton reached for the doorknob, she grabbed him by the collar and jerked backward. Clayton made a gagging sound, and his head snapped back. As he stood there choking, Ruth spun him around and sank a hard right into his stomach. Clayton sat on the floor, hard, making sounds like a gut-shot mule.
Washburn was on his feet again. “I knew he did it, the son of a bitch.”
“Watch your language,” Hack said. He was helping Mrs. McGee off the floor and back into her chair. “There are ladies present.”
Rhodes recovered himself and walked over to where Ruth stood by Clayton. She had her pistol out and pointed at his head.
“I think he’s harmless now,” Rhodes said.
Clayton had his hands at his throat and was alternately gagging and trying to suck in a breath. There was no likely way he could get up and cause anyone any harm.
“I woulda got him,” Hack said. “But I wasn’t close enough. Nero Wolfe always has that Goodwin fella right by the chair where the murderer is sittin’.”
“You did fine,” Rhodes told him. “You, too, Ruth. Thanks.”
“I declare,” Mrs. McGee said. “This has certainly been an unusual experience. It’s better than anything I ever saw on television.”
“It’s not quite this lively all the time,” Hack said.
She looked at him closely. “Aren’t you Hack Jensen?”
“Yes’m, that’s me.”
“You used to be friends with Fibber,” she said.
“That’s right, sure enough,” Hack said.
“Are you married?”
“Uh, no ma’m.”
“Well, you might still come for a visit. You’re a fine-looking man.”
“Uh, well, we’re usually pretty busy here at the jail,”
Hack said weakly. Rhodes thought he might be blushing.
“I’m sure the sheriff would give you some time off. Wouldn’t you, Sheriff?”
“I think it could be arranged,” Rhodes said.
Hack glared at him.
“I might even start a pool,” Rhodes said.
“What’s that, Sheriff?” Mrs. McGee said.
“Oh, nothing,” Rhodes told her, looking at Hack. “Just a private joke.”
“Speakin’ of private jokes,” Hack said when everyone was gone and things had calmed down considerably. “When do you reckon we’ll get the results of the fingerprint tests back from that lab?”
“I don’t know,” Rhodes said. He smiled. “It might be another week or two. They always are a little slow.”
“Think there’s gonna be evidence of any prints when it does come back?”
“You never can tell,” Rhodes said.
Chapter 20
Rhodes fixed chili that night and thought that it turned out very well, considering the fact that Ivy wouldn’t let him put the beans in it.
“You’re not supposed to put beans in chili,” she told him. “You can have beans on the side if you want to, but you never put them in the pot while the chili’s cooking.”
“Next you’re going to tell me that I can’t put ketchup in it,” he said.
“You can do that, but not while it’s cooking. Afterward, when you’re eating it, it’s all right. At least it is with me. Some people wouldn’t agree.”
“How about the crackers?”
“Everyone eats crackers with chili. It’s practically required.”
“That’s not what I mean. I mean, can I crumble the crackers up and drop them in the bowl?”
“It seems sort of messy, but I understand that’s what all the most knowledgeable chili eaters do.”
“Good,” Rhodes said. “That’s the way I like to do it. You’re sure about the beans?”
“I’m sure.”
As it turned out, Rhodes liked the chili without the beans, though he managed to slip a few spoonfuls into his own bowl when Ivy wasn’t looking. “It’s supposed to be made with chili meat,” he said, “but I like it just fine made with this ground chuck, don’t you?”
Ivy agreed that she did, even if the texture wasn’t quite right.
“Who’s going to do the cooking after February twenty-seventh?” Rhodes asked.
“We’ll see. Maybe we can take turns. Did you put any jalapeños in this?”
“A few,” Rhodes said. Actually, he couldn’t say for sure how many of the peppers he’d put in. He’d had only nacho slices, so he just dumped in whatever was in the jar. “Is it too hot?”
“Just right. Could you get me another glass of water?”
Rhodes put more ice in the glass and filled it with water.
“Thank you,” Ivy said when he handed the glass to her.
She drank half of it at one swallow, then put the glass on the table. “Are you glad the murder case is solved?”
“It’s solved, but it’s not over,” Rhodes said. The chili seemed just right to him, too. “We’ll get an indictment, but after that, things get shaky.”
“Don’t you have a good case against Clayton?”
“Only if the lab actually finds fingerprints on that tape. Otherwise, it’s all speculation.”
“It’s hard to convict on speculation.” Ivy took another bite of chili and another long drink of water.
“We have one other good chance of pinning it on him. The Dallas police will be getting a warrant to search his house. I’m willing to bet that they’ll find the murder weapon, and that it’ll also be the gun that fired the shots at Mrs. McGee. Ruth brought in that section of wall and we got the slug out of it. I’m sure the ballistics tests will show it was fired from the murder weapon.”
“Do you think Hack likes Mrs. McGee?”
Rhodes put down his spoon and grinned. “I think she likes him. I’m not sure that old guy will ever take the hint and go for a visit.”
“What about all those other people in the jail?”
“We do have a crowd,” Rhodes said. “It would be even worse if Hamilton would let us have the Stephenses. Anyway, they’ll all make bond before long and then we’ll have to try to keep track of them. Burl and Lonnie don’t have much to lose. It’s a first offense, so they’ll probably stick around. The others, well, they’re used to living off the fat of the land and they might try to get tricky.”
“What about all those other burglaries that Stephens admitted?”
“We’ll be getting some inquiries, you can count on that. But it’s like I told Joe. If Stephens is convicted here, the other states won’t bother with him as long as he’ll tell what he did and let them clear the books. It’s not as if he’s dangerous. He’s proud that all he does is steal.”
“Then things ought to calm down for a while.”
“They should. Why?”
“I was just thinking.” Ivy put down her spoon and looked at Rhodes. “February twenty-seventh seems like such a long way off.”
All at once the inside of Rhodes’s mouth felt hot and dry. Sure enough, he had put too many jalapeños in the chili. He took a deep drink of water, so fast that he almost choked.
“Excuse me,” he said. He got up from the table and walked over to the sink, turned on the tap, filled his glass, then drank it down.
“Your face looks red,” Ivy said.
“Chili got too hot all of a sudden,” he said.
“You’re sure it was just the chili?”
“Sure I’m sure. What else could it be?”
“That’s what I was wondering.”
“Well, that’s what it was. Do you hear the dog scratching at the back door? He probably thinks I’m not going to feed him tonight.”
They walked together to the door. Rhodes opened it, but Speedo was not there. Rhodes whistled. The dog poked his head out of his barrel and looked at them.
“Come on, boy,” Rhodes said. “Time for supper.” He got the dry dog food and poured it in Speedo’s bowl.
They watched him eat. “His real name is Mr. Earl,” Rhodes said. “It’s from a song.”
“I think I remember that one,” Ivy said. “Do you think he’d like living at my house?”
“Your house?”
“We have to decide about that, whether we’re going to live in your house or my house.”
“That’s right,” Rhodes said. “We have to decide that.”
The telephone rang inside the house.
“Got to answer that,” Rhodes said.
He put the dog food up and they went back into the house. Rhodes got to the phone on about the fourth ring.
He listened for a long time.
“What’s the trouble?” Ivy said when he hung up.
“Some man at the Jolly Tamale. He’s locked himself in the women’s restroom and won’t come out.”
“The women’s restroom?”
“The one that says ‘Señoritas’ on the door.”
“I know that. But why?”
“He says that it’s an example of sex discrimination. That restroom is always cleaner than the men’s room. He’s not coming out until the management says they’ll keep them both the same.”
“What was he doing in there in the first place?”
“They don’t know that yet.”
“And you’re the one who has to find out?”
“It looks that way. You want to come?”
“Siren?”
Rhodes thought about it. “Why not?” he said.
“Let’s go,” Ivy told him.
A Preview of TOO LATE TO DIE
Book One of the Dan Rhodes Mystery Series
Chapter 1
It was another damn election year, and if there was one thing that Sheriff Dan Rhodes knew for sure it was that Hod Barrett wasn’t going to vote for him this time either.
Unfortunately, that didn’t mean that Barrett could just be ignored. As sheriff of Blacklin County, Texas, Rhodes was obliged to listen to Barrett’s complaints and even try to help him out when his little grocery store got robbed, which seemed to be about every two or three weeks here lately.
“It’s just some damn kids, Sheriff Rhodes,” Barrett said, jamming his big, blocky fists deep down in his pockets. He was about as tall as an anvil sitting on an oak stump, and just as solid. Thin, bristly red hair stuck straight up all over his head, and his face was almost as red as his hair. “They don’t never take nothing but a few cartons of smokes and some beers. Maybe a Moon Pie or two. Looks like you could catch a bunch of damn kids, or at least give us folks here in Thurston a reg’lar patrol.”
Thurston, according to the green and white City Limit sign not a quarter of a mile from Barrett’s store, had a population of 408. It was seven miles from Clearview, the county seat. Rhodes considered these facts for a second or two. “Well, Hod,” Rhodes said, “if you could persuade the commissioners to hire me five or six more deputies, I’m sure we could have one of them spend lots of time around here. As it stands right now, though, the best I can do is send one through every now and then. Johnny Sherman was by here last night, if he followed his route.”
Hod shoved his hands even further down in his jeans, not quite hard enough to cause the brass rivets to pop off the stitching at the top. “That Johnny Sherman couldn’t find his butt with both hands,” he said.
“Now, Hod,”‘ Rhodes said patiently, “you know that’s not so, but if you don’t like the way we’re doing things over at the county seat, maybe you and some of the folks here in Thurston could get together and hire yourselves a town marshal.”
Hod made a face and looked like he was about to strangle. “It’s the sheriff’s responsibility to protect us and our property!” he said in a choked voice. “We pay your salary with our taxes. You’re elected by the people of this county, and you’re supposed to protect us from damn thieving kids!”
The two men were standing on the cracked gray sidewalk in front of Hod’s store, shaded by a heavy wooden awning. Rhodes looked through the screen doors of the store with their faded Rainbow Bread stencils. He could see some of the old men on the red loafer’s bench by the soft drink cooler lean forward and perk up their ears. One of them spit a stream of snuff into a Styrofoam cup he held in his left hand. Any minute now, they would get up the nerve to walk outside and join in the conversation. Rhodes didn’t want to make a campaign speech, so he changed the subject.
“Tell you what, Hod,” he said. “Let’s us go take a look at where the break-in was.”
The appearance of positive action calmed Barrett slightly, and he led the sheriff around to the back of the store. The grass in the alleyway was mowed short; even that around the building was trimmed. Barrett often boasted to his friends that he bought his wife the best lawn mower available.
On the ground by the red brick wall of the store lay an old evaporative cooler that had been set up on a wooden stand. The remains of the stand were scattered around. Whoever had broken into the store had simply knocked, or kicked, the stand from under the cooler, which had then fallen to the ground, pulled by its own weight. That had left a rectangular hole in the wall about three feet up, easy enough to crawl through even if you were just a kid.
“Last time they broke out my restroom window and then kicked the door to the storeroom open,” Barrett said, disgusted.
“Maybe somebody just finds this place too easy to break into,” Rhodes suggested mildly.
“Now just a damn minute, Sheriff,” Barrett protested, bringing his hands out of his pockets for the first time and waving them in the air like catchers’ mitts. “You got no call . . .”
Whatever he had been about to say, was interrupted by the sound of a car humming up the gravel road that ran beside the store. They turned to look just as the driver threw on his brakes and brought the automobile to a sliding, fishtailing stop. White dust settled over them, pushed by the car’s momentum and a slight westerly breeze. Then Bill Tomkins catapulted himself out of the driver’s seat, yelling, “Sheriff Rhodes, Sheriff Rhodes, you gotta come quick! Elmer Clinton’s done killed his wife!”
Two minutes later Rhodes pulled up in Elmer Clinton’s yard, scattering about thirty bantam hens and one scrawny rooster in all directions. The white frame house looked peaceful enough, shaded by a couple of big chinaberry trees, but the front door was standing open behind the screen. Rhodes got out of his car and started up on the porch. He had his right foot on the second of the two cement steps when Bill Tomkins and a load of the loafers from Barrett’s store drove up.
“Don’t anyone get out of that car,” Rhodes yelled as he stepped up on the porch. “I’ll put every damn one of you in jail.”
Bill Tomkins turned off his engine, but nobody in the car moved. Rhodes opened the screen and went on in the house.
It was cool and dim inside, but not so dim that Rhodes had any trouble spotting Jeanne Clinton. She was lying in the small living room about seven or eight feet from the front door. The room looked as if a storm had blown through it. A platform rocker, its cushions printed with early American designs, was overturned, and a heavy glass lamp had been shattered against the wall. An end table lay on its side, and magazines were scattered around the room. A Redbook and a Cosmopolitan lay by the end table. Beside Jeanne Clinton’s body there was a copy of TV Guide with J. R. Ewing smiling evilly from its cover. The throw rugs that had covered the hardwood floor were wadded together as if someone had skidded on them.
Rhodes walked over to the body, touching nothing. There was some blood, but not much. Jeanne Clinton’s face had been pretty, but now it was bruised and cut. Her slim neck was twisted at an odd angle; Rhodes was no doctor, but he thought it was probably broken. Though there had obviously been quite a struggle, there seemed to be no other marks on the body. Jeanne had been wearing shorts and a halter, showing off her spectacular figure, and her smooth arms and legs were unmarked except for some slight discolorations on the upper left arm, where someone might have squeezed it tightly.
Rhodes looked around the rest of the house but saw nothing else that was disturbed—no open drawers or signs of robbery. He went back outside to deal with the crowd of curiosity seekers.
Bill Tomkins and his friends had gotten up enough nerve to get out of the car, but they hadn’t moved away from it. They were leaning against its side, and Bill was telling them about finding the body.
Rhodes figured that as long as Bill was telling the story, he might as well tell it officially. “Come on up here on the porch, Bill,” Rhodes called.
Tomkins, a storklike man with weathered skin and a prominent Adam’s apple, reluctantly separated himself from his cronies and shuffled over to the house. He and Rhodes settled themselves on the edge of the porch.
“How’d you come to find her, Bill?” Rhodes asked.
Tomkins gestured toward the dirt road that ran in front of the house. “I live just up the road,” he said. His voice had a slight wheeze in it, because Bill smoked a lot. “Nearly every day I have to go get something or other at Hod’s store, like biscuits or milk maybe, and when I passed by here today I saw that the front door was open. So I just thought I’d stop by, you know, like a neighbor, and say hello to Elmer. That’s when I found her.” His voice trailed off.
“Bill,” Rhodes said quietly, “Elmer’s car’s gone. You can see the ruts right over there by that chinaberry tree where he parks it.” The sheriff pointed over to their left where there were a couple of ruts and a patch of oil in the dirt between them. Two chickens were scratching in the ruts, and shriveled yellow berries with their stems still clinging to them lay in the oil. “You make it a habit to stop by and say hello to old Elmer when he’s not at home, do you?”
The day was already warm, though it was still early, but Tomkins was sweating more than seemed natural. “No, Sheriff,” he wheezed. “Course not, but, uh . . . I, well . . .”
Rhodes let him dangle for a second. Then he spoke. “You trying to tell me that Elmer might have had a reason to kill his wife? He’s not here, but you said he did it, remember? Did you say that because you think he might’ve wanted to?”
Tomkins’s head wobbled on his thin neck as he gave a negative shake. Then he appeared to change his mind. “Hell, I’ll tell you. You’d find out quick enough anyways. Elmer works at the cable plant in Clearview, the twelve to eight shift. He usually don’t get home till around nine-thirty or ten, eats breakfast at some cafe—supper to him I guess—’fore he comes home. Sometimes I stop by and talk to Jeanne on my way to the store. Just talk, that’s all. She was a nice, friendly girl. But I ain’t never been here ‘cept in the broad daylight. Not like some other folks.”
“What other folks you got in mind, Bill?” Rhodes asked.
“I wasn’t thinkin’ of anyone in particular.” Tomkins looked out at the men standing by his car. They hadn’t moved, and they were watching the two men on the porch like a hawk watches a rabbit.
“You might as well tell me, Bill. This is a murder case we have here, and I know you wouldn’t want to stand in the way of justice being done. Besides, like you say, I’ll find out soon enough anyhow.”
“I don’t like to talk about my neighbors,” Tomkins said, though not as reluctantly as he might have if he really meant it. “But there’s Hod Barrett for one.”
Rhodes thought about that for a while. Then he sent Tomkins and his friends on their way. As sheriff of Blacklin County, he had to perform the on-scene investigation.
Rhodes got his evidence kit and his old Polaroid camera out of the trunk of the county car. County funds did not suffice to make him a well-equipped investigator, but he knew what to do with what he had: photographs of the body, fingernail scrapings, fingerprints, if any, all the little details. He wouldn’t vacuum the room or the body like they would in some big-city police department, but he would be careful.
Rhodes didn’t mind taking the time, but he wasn’t convinced that anything he found would be of help. He was a man who believed in his instincts. He liked to talk to people, listen to their stories, size them up. If they had anything to hide, he could usually find it out. But physical evidence didn’t hurt anything when it was available.
He found nothing significant. Oddly, there was not even anything under Jeanne’s fingernails, as if she hadn’t fought back, hadn’t even scratched her assailant.
Rhodes thought about that for a while, too. Then he went into the kitchen to the telephone and called the justice of the peace and an ambulance.
After Jeanne Clinton was pronounced dead at the scene, her body was taken away in the ambulance. It would go to Dallas for the autopsy, and Rhodes knew that it would be several days before he got the results. Rhodes was in no particular hurry. It seemed pretty certain that Jeanne hadn’t been raped, since the clothes were still on the body, and it appeared equally sure that she had died of a broken neck. Finding out who did it was all that mattered now, and to find that out he would have to find out who would have a reason to want her dead, either that or who would be mad enough to kill her in a quick and violent fit of temper and rage. Or maybe there was more to it than that. Not exactly the kind of case Rhodes needed in a reelection year.
Elmer Clinton still hadn’t arrived home. Rhodes left Joe Tufts, the JP, there to give Clinton the news. Tufts and Clinton had gone to high school together. Rhodes started back to Clearview by way of one of the county roads. It was still early in the day, and the sheriff wanted to do some thinking before he talked to Hod Barrett again.
Rhodes had just crossed the plank bridge over Sand Creek when he spotted something lying in the bar ditch in a patch of tall Johnson grass. He pulled the car as far off the narrow road as he could and got out to take a look at what at first glance appeared to be a pile of discarded clothing. When he slammed the car door, the pile jumped up and started running.
It was Billy Joe Byron. On an ordinary day, Billy Joe would never have run from the sheriff, and Rhodes wouldn’t have chased him, but this wasn’t an ordinary day.
“Dammit, Billy Joe,” Rhodes yelled. “Slow down. If I get a cut on me from this Johnson grass, I’m going to kick your butt.”
Billy Joe paid no attention to Rhodes’s threat. If Rhodes’s quarry hadn’t hung his pants leg trying to climb over a barbed-wire fence by the ditch, the sheriff might never have caught him. When Rhodes put his hand on Billy Joe’s shoulder, Billy Joe fell backwards into the weeds and grassburrs, tearing his pants leg from the knee to the cuff. He lay in the grass going “Uhh-uhh-uhh-uhh.” There was dried blood on the front of his clothes.
Billy Joe Byron was a well-known character in Blacklin County. He wandered up and down all the roads and highways picking up aluminum cans to sell for twenty cents a pound, or whatever the current rate was. Before that, he’d picked up returnable bottles. He’d been making a living like that ever since Rhodes could remember. He had no other means of support. Most folks in Blacklin County figured that Billy Joe wasn’t quite right in the head.
They were probably correct. A couple of years earlier, Rhodes had run him in a few times on Peeping Tom charges, but other than that he’d never been in any trouble. He couldn’t read or write, seldom talked, and seemed generally harmless. He stayed out of people’s ways. Now here he was with dried blood on his clothes.
Rhodes sat down beside him on a spot relatively free of grassburrs. Billy Joe tried to burrow in the ground like an armadillo digging a hole, still going “Uhh-uhh-uhh-uhh.” He’d never seemed afraid of Rhodes before, not even when he’d been arrested.
“Come on, Billy Joe,” Rhodes said. “You know me. Sheriff Rhodes. You’re not scared of me, are you?”
Billy Joe turned his head from the ground and looked up at the sheriff with little black eyes under bushy black brows. Something like recognition appeared in his glance. “N-nnot s-s-scared of y-you,” he managed to get out. His face was as smooth and unlined as a child’s except for a few wrinkles around the eyes. There was dirt in the wrinkles.
“Good,” Rhodes said. “How’d you like to take a little ride in the county car?” When he’d been arrested before, Billy Joe had always liked to ride in the car and had always wanted to turn on the lights and the siren. But not this time. He threw a look at the car, jumped up, and started running again.
Rhodes was caught off guard, but he got up and ran with grim determination. He’d be damned if he was going to let Billy Joe escape from him. He’d never lost a prisoner.
This time Billy Joe didn’t try to cross the fence, proving that he could learn from experience. He ran straight down the ditch, thrashing through Johnson grass that was sometimes over six feet tall. When he slowed to get his bearings, Rhodes caught up with him and threw his arms around his waist. Billy Joe writhed and turned as Rhodes struggled back to the car with him, but Rhodes held on. It was a little like trying to hold on to the Tasmanian Devil from the old Bugs Bunny cartoons, Rhodes thought, but he managed to do it. When they got back to the car, Rhodes held Billy Joe by the waistband of his pants, opened the back door, and shoved him in.
When Rhodes got in the driver’s seat, Billy Joe was still squirming around in the back like a worm on a griddle. “Billy Joe,” Rhodes said patiently, “this car is county property, and if you damage it you’re going to be in big trouble. Now hold still.” Billy Joe quieted down some, and Rhodes started the car.
In the confined space, Rhodes could smell Billy Joe, who had what could only be described as a distinctive odor. It was very likely, Rhodes thought, that Billy Joe had not had a bath since the last time he’d been in jail, two years before. Certainly, his clothes had never been washed. Rhodes detected a faint odor of beer along with the general ripeness that filled the car.
“When you’re settled down a little, have a smoke,” Rhodes said, pulling the car onto the road and turning on the air conditioner. He watched in the mirror as from somewhere in his filthy khaki shirt Billy Joe produced a soft pack of Merit Menthol 100s and a Bic lighter. Without offering a smoke to Rhodes, who didn’t smoke anyway, Billy Joe lit up.
The Blacklin County jail might not have been a disgrace, exactly, but it wasn’t the first place that anyone would want to point out to a visitor, either. It had been built in the early part of the century, when prisoners weren’t too well thought of, and it had gotten considerably less comfortable over the years. It looked like a fortress from the dark ages, except that its exterior was brown sandstone, and instead of a moat it was surrounded by a stubby wrought-iron fence. The fence wouldn’t keep anybody in or out, but no one on the outside wanted in, and those on the inside were kept in place by other barriers, like the heavily barred windows of the cells. The cells weren’t air-conditioned, and they weren’t very well heated in the winter. The walls were cracked, and the metal bed frames had rust spots on them. The plumbing was unreliable. A federal judge had recently given the county commissioners two years to do something about the conditions, something like building a new jail.
None of that mattered a bit to Billy Joe Byron. He’d been to jail before, and it compared favorably to the little shotgun shack covered with tar paper and composition shingles where he lived. This time, though, he didn’t appear too eager to go inside. But Rhodes got him in.
Old Hack Jensen was over by the radio. The county was always strapped for money and couldn’t afford a real dispatcher, but ever since Hack had retired from his job at the local Gulf station he’d helped out for far below the minimum wage.
“Who you got there, Sheriff?” Hack asked as Rhodes and Billy Joe came through the door. Then he did an exaggerated double take. “I’ll be damned if it ain’t old Billy Joe Byron, one of my favorite customers. What you been up to this time, Billy Joe?”
Billy Joe appeared glad to see Hack, so Rhodes let him go, and he walked over to the old man quite calmly. (“Looks like maybe you and Billy Joe had yourselves a little tussle, Sheriff,” Hack said, glancing at Rhodes’s soiled uniform and the blood on Billy Joe’s shirt. “Is that your blood or Billy Joe’s there?”
“I’ve sort of been wondering about that blood myself,” Rhodes said. “I don’t think it’s mine or his. See if you can rustle up an old shirt for Billy Joe to wear while he’s with us. We may have to send that one to Houston for some lab tests. Where’s Lawton?”
Lawton was the jailer, almost as old as Jensen. He’d been working for the county for over forty years, but they couldn’t retire him. He was the only certified jailer they had.
“He’s upstairs in the block,” Hack said, referring to the second floor of the jail where the cells were located. “Johnny brought in a couple of guys last night, says they got in a fight out to the Paragon Club. He had to break it up, and they gave him a pretty bad time. I don’t know who looks worse, him or them.
“And that reminds me,” Hack went on. “Miz Kinchloe called a while ago, mighty upset. Her husband just kicked out the windshield of that little S-10 pickup they bought last week. What really bothered her is that she was in the pickup when he did the kicking.”
“They’re at it again, huh?” said Rhodes.
“You ain’t lying,” Hack said. “I guess it’s just about time, though. She hasn’t taken a shot at him for three or four weeks now.”
“I took the gun away from her after the last time,” Rhodes said. “It’s locked up in the property closet.”
“Damn good thing, too. Want me to send someone over there?”
“Not right now. I may drive by later. If they didn’t have each other to fight with, they’d start in on the neighbors.”
While Rhodes was speaking, Lawton walked into the room through the stairwell doorway. He and Hack, when they stood together, looked a little like Abbott and Costello would have looked if they’d still been alive, Rhodes thought. Hack was tall, with slicked down hair and a thin moustache that still had a little brown in it. Lawton was short and stout, not really fat, but with a large, round stomach that started just under his chest. He was nearly seventy, but he still had an almost unlined, innocent face.
“Those Kinchloes are a mess, ain’t they,” Lawton said as he walked into the room. “But they ain’t got nothing on them boys upstairs.”
“They giving you any trouble?” Rhodes asked.
“No more than I can handle,” Lawton said. “Mostly, they’re just loud. Claim they wasn’t doing nothin’ to speak of and that Johnny roughed them up with no reason. Goin’ to sue us for police brutality.” He grinned at the thought, showing that he still had all his teeth, slightly stained by the Tube Rose snuff that he insisted on dipping. He’d been dipping for years before professional football players had made the habit semi-respectable by shilling for the tobacco companies on TV.
“I’ll talk to them about it later,” Rhodes said. “You put Billy Joe there, up in number five for the time being. Be sure to take his belt and shoelaces. Leave him his smokes, but take his lighter. We’ll be wanting his shirt later.” Rhodes turned to Hack. “Get Johnny Sherman down here for me.”
“I expect he’s home asleep by now, Sheriff,” Hack said.
“That doesn’t matter,” Rhodes said. “It’s not about those two drunks up there. This is something I didn’t call in because I didn’t want every scanner in the county broadcasting it. Jeanne Clinton’s been killed over in Thurston.”
Chapter 2
“Jesus,” Johnny Sherman said when Rhodes gave him the news. “I went to high school with Jeanne.” Johnny was twenty-eight years old, and he’d been a deputy for three years. Before that he’d done a little bit of everything, Rhodes thought, including a couple of years in the Army and a few months of serving as a bouncer at some high-toned club in Dallas. He was big and good-looking, if a little fast with his fists. He’d been a good deputy, but there was something about him that bothered Rhodes, something that he couldn’t quite put into words. Lately, he hadn’t even bothered to try. Johnny had kept his nose clean, and for the last month and a half he’d been dating Rhodes’s daughter.
“Did you notice anything out of the way when you drove through Thurston last night?” Rhodes asked. “Seems like they had a regular crime wave over there.”
Johnny looked at Rhodes with his pale gray eyes. “You mean there’s more?”
“Yeah, there’s more. Somebody broke in Hod Barrett’s store again.”
“Damn. That must have happened after I went by. There was nothing wrong then. That town is as quiet as a school on Saturday.”
“Not anymore, it’s not,” Rhodes said.
“Right. Claymore’s going to love this,” Johnny said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.
Ralph Claymore was Rhodes’s opponent in the May election, less than a month away. He was ten years younger and, Rhodes was convinced, much better-looking than the present sheriff. He had wavy black hair with no gray in it, and he could wear tight-fitting western shirts without revealing the slightest bulge in the area of his belly. He wore western hats like he was born in them, and boots, and big silver belt buckles. Rhodes didn’t like boots because they hurt his toes. He didn’t have any silver buckles, and he knew that in a western hat he looked like a cat turd under a collard leaf. And now he had a murder on his hands. He might not look like a sheriff, but he was damn sure going to have to act like one.
“Yeah,” Rhodes said. “Claymore’s going to love this, all right, but if we get it cleared up in time, I’ll be a shoo-in.”
“That’s, true,” Johnny said. “We’d better get on it.”
“It’ll have to wait for a minute or two,” Rhodes said. “First you’d better tell me about those two guys from the Paragon.”
“Not much to tell, really. I drove by there on the way in, and they were scuffling in the parking lot. I tried to stop them, and they got a little rough.”
Rhodes looked Sherman over. His knuckles were scabbed over, and his face had a few superficial cuts on it. He’d been walking pretty carefully when he came in. “What time was all this?
“Toward the end of the shift. Must have been about six-thirty. Pretty near sunup.”
“‘They must have been pretty feisty for so early in the morning. That Paragon is livelier than I thought it was. Anyway, their story is that you’re the one that started things. They say they’re going to sue. Claymore would like that almost as much as the murder.”
“Bullshit, they’re going to sue.” Johnny’s size 16 neck began to get red. “I didn’t lay a hand on them until they jumped me.”
“That might be true,” Rhodes said, “but if they sue, the case will still be up in the air until well after the election.”
“I could resign,” Johnny said.
“Well, let’s don’t jump the gun. Maybe we ought to talk to them about what happened.”
Johnny slapped his right fist into his left palm. “That sounds like a good idea,” he said. He got out of his chair, wincing a little.
They walked up to the block. The two men were in number four, right next to Billy Joe, and when Rhodes and Sherman got there Billy Joe started jabbering and backing up in his cell. He was all the way in the corner looking for a hole.
“What’s the matter with you, Billy Joe?” Rhodes asked him, but he couldn’t answer, or wouldn’t. Rhodes turned to the men in the other cell.
“Is this the man you fellas want to sue?” Rhodes asked, pointing a thumb at Johnny Sherman.
“Damn right,” said one of the men. He was about Rhodes’s height, five-nine or -ten, with very black hair shot through with gray streaks. He had a scraggly gray and black goatee, and he was wearing a red and white cap with an armadillo on it. “We’re gonna sue him and the whole damn county.”
His friend, smaller but very tough-looking, something like James Cagney in White Heat, echoed him. “We’re gonna get you all, the whole rotten bunch. Our civil rights’ve been violated. You can’t get away with beating up on honest citizens.”
Rhodes looked at Johnny Sherman’s cut face. “Looks like we weren’t the only ones doing the beating. You two aren’t marked up any worse than my deputy here.”
“Hell,” said the one with the cap. “We never laid a hand on him. We was just trying to get in our car and get home before our wives got to worrying too much about us, and this sonuvabitch jumped us. I’ll probably have to get divorced now, by god, and that’s his fault too!”
Rhodes put his hand on Johnny Sherman’s arm; he could feel the younger man’s muscles tense through the cloth. He hoped that Johnny wouldn’t reach out and grab one of the men by his shirtfront and try to jerk him through the bars.
“It’ll all come out in court, boys,” Rhodes said. “Assaulting an officer is a pretty serious thing.”
“Assaulting is what he did to us, not what we did to him,” said the Cagney look-alike. “And we’ll prove it, too!”
“Goddamn liars!” Johnny burst out. “Just give me a few minutes with ‘em, Sheriff, and we’ll see . . .”
Rhodes gently pressured Johnny’s arm and pushed him back from the cell. “Don’t worry about these two, Johnny,” he said. “You go on home now and get some rest. We’ll take care of this later. I’ve got to go back over to Thurston and talk to Elmer Clinton and Hod Barrett.”
“Goddamn liars,” Johnny muttered again as he and Rhodes walked back toward the stairs.
Billy Joe Byron huddled in the corner of his cell and whimpered.
Elmer Clinton was sitting in his living room drinking a Coors Light when Rhodes arrived. Rhodes had stopped for lunch at Sally’s Truck Stop, but it appeared from the number of empty aluminum cans scattered around the room that Elmer was sticking to a liquid diet. He’d done nothing to clear up the mess, and there were still spots of blood on the floor. He didn’t even get up when Rhodes tapped at the door facing. “Come on in, Sheriff,” he said, taking another sip of his Coors.
Rhodes opened the screen and stepped in, giving Elmer a quick once-over. Clinton was a stout man, only about five-six or so, but heavy, with massive arms and legs. His dirty-blond hair was thinning on top, and his close-set eyes reminded Rhodes of Lloyd Bridges.
“How’re you making it, Elmer?” Rhodes asked.
Clinton took a long pull at his beer can, tossed it aside, and popped open another. “I’m makin’ it, Sheriff,” he said, his words only slightly slurred. “That’s about all. That’s about all.” He took a drink from the fresh can.
“I hate to have to ask you these things, Elmer,” Rhodes said, “but it’s what has to be done. You have any ideas about this? Know any reason why someone might want to kill Jeanne? Any enemies? Any big fusses with anyone here in town?”
Elmer looked at the floor. “There was nothing, not a thing,” he said. “Everyone loved Jeanne. Why, that girl wouldn’t hurt a fly, much less cause trouble amongst the folks here in town.” He shot a quick glance in Rhodes’s direction. “I know you might’ve heard things about how she was a little wild, all that stuff that got out after she won that wet T-shirt contest at the Paragon that time, but that was a long time ago. She’s not like that”—he shook his head angrily—”I mean, she wasn’t like that anymore. She was just tryin’ to be a good wife to me. Lord knows, I loved that girl, Sheriff.”
Rhodes was sometimes uncomfortable in the presence of what he took to be sentimentality, especially sentimentality that had a suspiciously false note in it. This was one of those times, and he wondered just what Elmer was trying to hide. He’d come in determined to spare Elmer’s feelings, but now he decided to give a jab or two in tender areas and see what happened.
“What time do you leave for work every night, Elmer?” Rhodes asked.
“Usually about fifteen or twenty till twelve,” Clinton said. “It don’t take very long to get there, and the roads are clear by that time of the night. No traffic at all.”
“Was Jeanne in the habit of walking around the house in shorts and a halter at that time of night, even after you’d left?”
Clinton rolled the Coors can between his palms. “I don’t know what you mean, Sheriff,” he said. “It’s pretty hot for April, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“That’s not it exactly, Elmer,” Rhodes said, looking at Clinton’s face, trying to watch his eyes instead of the silver and black can that he was rolling slowly between his palms. “I mean that you’d already gone. I mean that maybe she was dressed up for somebody else.”
Elmer crushed the thin metal can, and beer spewed up and over his hands, spilling on the floor and running under the Redbook that lay nearby. “By damn, Sheriff! Don’t you dare say a thing like that about my Jeanne! She wasn’t seein’ anybody! There wasn’t nobody for her but me! Understand?”
Rhodes had gotten more of a reaction than he anticipated. “I understand, Elmer. I wasn’t trying to imply something that would make Jeanne look bad. I just thought that if she had a regular visitor, you know, we might have a starting place.”
Elmer slumped back in the platform rocker in which he sat and reached for another beer. “No visitors,” he said. “No matter what anyone else tells you. No visitors.”
Rhodes decided to drop the subject for the time being, but it was clearly something that he needed to check up on. He took a different approach. “OK, Elmer, if you say so, it must be true. No visitors. I’ll just have to think about something else. By the way, why were you so late getting home this morning?”
“Wasn’t so late. Don’t usually get here until around ten or so. Have a little breakfast, talk to the boys. You know. I was at Sally’s this morning.”
That would be easy enough for Rhodes to check. He’d already called the cable plant, and Clinton had worked his full shift. He’d have Johnny Sherman or one of the other deputies check at Sally’s to make sure Elmer had been there, too. “Well, that’s about it for now, Elmer,” he said. “I guess I’ll have some more questions later; maybe one of the boys will be by instead of me. Don’t go off anywhere so we can’t find you, hear?”
“I hear, Sheriff, I hear. You just find out who killed Jeanne. Then you let me have a few minutes with him. That’s all I’m asking.”
As Rhodes walked back onto the porch, Clinton was staring off into space with unfocused eyes and swallowing beer.
Hod Barrett’s little grocery store was caught in its usual mid-afternoon lull. There were no customers, except for two old men on the loafer’s bench, and it wasn’t likely that either of them was going to buy anything. Rhodes pulled open the left screen and walked in.
The store was much darker than most modern groceries. It was lit by three fly-specked hundred-watt bulbs that hung down from the ancient stamped-tin ceiling by twisted, fabric-covered cords. The floor was the same cement as the walk out front, stained darker from years of spills and sweepings. There were shelves along the walls to Rhodes’s left and right, and a long, two-sided shelf in the middle. To his left was the bench and the soft-drink cooler, a very old one in which the drinks sat up to their necks in icy water circulated by a small pump. To his right was the glass candy case, filled mostly with hard candy and gum. The store wasn’t air-conditioned, and chocolate tended to melt.
Hod Barrett was at the back of the store beside the meat cooler that separated his small butcher shop from the rest of his stock. He was leaning over a counter working on his accounts. About the only way he could keep any customers was to offer credit; otherwise, everyone in town would drive to the Safeway in Clearview. Beside Barrett was an old cash register that doubled as his adding machine when he worked on the accounts.
“Figuring your taxes, Hod?” Rhodes joked as he strolled to the rear of the store.
“Already done that,” Barrett replied. “Next time I ought to get a lot of money back, considering all my losses to thieves that you can’t catch.” He flipped an account book shut with a snap and stuffed it in a file.
“Does Elmer Clinton have an account in there, Hod?” Rhodes asked.
Barrett looked up. “Of course he does. Nearly everybody in town has an account with me, large or small. You can’t drive all the way to Clearview when you need a quart of milk, and if you can get credit you take it.”
“Is Elmer’s account one of the large ones or one of the small ones?”
Barrett didn’t even have to check his account books. “It’s one of the small ones. I think Elmer buys most of his groceries before he comes home after work. He has to drive over to Clearview anyway. I don’t hold it against him. What’s all that got to do with my store being robbed, anyway?”
Rhodes shrugged. “Nothing, probably. But your robbery kind of has to take second place now that Jeanne Clinton’s been killed.”
Barrett started to protest, but Rhodes went on without giving him an opening. “I guess it was Jeanne that did most of the buying here, and not Elmer.”
Barrett nodded. “That’s right. She came in every day or so for little items. Bread. Milk. Laundry powder. Never bought more than two or three items at a time. Always put them on the bill, always paid right on the first.”
“How well did you get to know Jeanne, Hod?” Rhodes inquired mildly.
Barrett shoved his account file aside roughly and started around the counter. “Now, see here, Sheriff, I’ll have you know. . .”
“Now, Hod, don’t get your blood pressure all elevated,” Rhodes said. “I just thought you might be able to tell me if she had any enemies here in town, anyone that might want to do away with her. I don’t believe a single thing was stolen from that house, like there was from your store, and since you live right nearby I thought you might be able to give me a lead.”
Barrett pushed both hands down on the counter and took a deep breath, visibly getting control of himself. “OK, Sheriff, I see what you mean. I just thought . . . never mind. No, I don’t know of anyone who didn’t like Jeanne. She was a nice, friendly girl.” A thought seemed to strike him. “Say, you don’t think there could be any connection between the robbery here and the killing, do you?”
“Now that’s a right interesting idea, Hod,” Rhodes said. “Can’t say as I’ve given it any real consideration, but now that you mention it, I’ll give it some thought.”
Barrett had a disgusted look on his face, which indicated his idea of the dim mental processes of the county’s law enforcement officers. If he had to give them all their ideas, he seemed to be thinking, then things were really in a mess.
“By the way, Hod,” Rhodes said, interrupting Barrett’s thoughts, “Do you think your wife might be able to tell me any more than you have about Jeanne? I mean, seeing as how you all live so close by her and all. Not more than a block away, is it? Since Miz Barrett stays home most of the day, she might have seen something more than you.”
Barrett’s stocky body didn’t move, but his Adam’s apple rose and fell several times as if he were swallowing a golf ball. His voice, when he spoke, was thin and forced. “You stay away from my wife, Sheriff,” he said. “She don’t know nothing, and she won’t have nothing to tell you.
“You seem a little tense today, Hod,” Rhodes said kindly. “I know this robbery has you on edge, and you probably aren’t thinking too straight. But you know that there’s been a murder, and it’s my job to ask questions of anybody that might have information. You understand that, don’t you?”
Barrett’s arms went limp and dangled at his sides. For the first time Rhodes noticed how long they were, way out of proportion on Barrett’s chunky body, like the arms of an ape. He must be hell to buy shirts for, Rhodes thought.
“Yeah, I understand,” Barrett said. “I just didn’t think it was necessary.”
“You never know, Hod,” Rhodes said, turning and walking to the front of the store. “You just never know.”
He glanced at the two old men as he passed by the loafer’s bench. Their ears looked like they were growing on stalks. Rhodes smiled, stopped, and handed each one of them one of his cards.
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Chapter 1
There was no one on the seawall except for me and the rat.
I was there to run; I don’t know why the rat was there. Maybe he just didn’t have anywhere else to go. Or maybe he was looking for a handout. If he was, he’d come to the wrong place. Even the few forlorn gulls that were floating around above us knew better.
In the summer it would have been different. The seawall is crowded then, and it’s no good for running, though some people still try. The tourists are out in force, walking, riding their rented bikes and pedicycles, dragging their recalcitrant offspring, cruising along on skateboards, and in general making the seawall a place to avoid.
Unless you’re a seagull, that is. Or a rat.
In the summer, the seawall is rat paradise. The remains of hotdogs with mustard, corn chips, potato chips, jelly sandwiches, half-eaten candy bars, parts of pickles, the leavings of a thousand picnics—it’s all there for the taking.
And if you can get your snout into the opening of an aluminum can, there’s the dregs of a beer or a diet Coke to top off the meal. Then you can slip into a crack in the wall or into a crevice among the boulders at its base and watch the world go by.
Tanned skin and pasty white; burned and peeling; oiled and leathery—all cinched up in whatever manner of suit that might happen to catch your fancy, from a string bikini to a Mack Sennett Bathing Beauty model from the early days of Hollywood.
But it wasn’t summer. It was the last week in February, and a cold norther had managed to push its way down from the Panhandle all the way to the coast, dropping the temperature into the lower forties and turning the sky the color of lead. The wind pushed back at the Gulf and moved the heavy clouds along. A frosty mist hung in the air. There were still plenty of beer cans down in among the boulders, but they had long since been emptied of anything a rat might want to drink.
Traffic was sparse on the boulevard to my left. Today qualified for the depths of winter on the Texas Gulf Coast. It was a day to stay home and read a good book or watch Jeopardy on TV.
I wasn’t worried about the weather, though. I had on a pair of Nike Air Spans, fleece-lined running shorts, and a black and gray sweatshirt that I’d bought at K-Mart. The north wind cut right through the sweatshirt, but I knew I’d get plenty warm once I started the run.
The rat was wearing dark brown fur, a leathery tail, and a quizzical look. I wondered if the wind were bothering him, but before I could ask he disappeared over the side of the seawall. It would be a lot warmer down among the boulders, out of the wind. I hoped maybe he could find an old can of bean dip that might still have a dried brown rim of beans left for him to eat.
I started into the run, going slow at first, not that I ever got up too much speed. I was at the west end of the seawall, running east. I figured to go for a mile or two or three and then turn back, depending on how well my knee held up.
After half a mile I was warming up, and the knee was feeling all right. As long as I held myself to about eight-and-a-half minute miles it would probably be fine. It was only when I pressed myself that I found myself listing to the right. Even then I could usually keep from falling if I stopped in time, but I told myself there was no need to worry about that. Eight-and-a-half minute miles were perfectly acceptable.
After about two miles I saw someone coming from the opposite direction. I wasn’t surprised, since it was more likely that there would be people in that direction, even in February. It was about time for me to turn around, anyway.
I was about to make my turn when I recognized the other runner, even though he was a good way off. You can do that, recognize runners from their gait. Me, for instance. I have a sort of modified version of the Ali Shuffle, except that it’s all forward motion. My feet don’t ever get too far from the ground. Can’t afford to jar the knee.
The runner up ahead wasn’t like me in the least. He was getting his knees up and moving right along, smooth and steady. Probably hitting the miles in seven minutes or a little less. I’d’ve bet a dollar it was Raymond Jackson.
So I didn’t turn around, after all. Later, I wished that I had, but he would just have caught up with me. There was a time when . . . . But that was quite a while ago.
When we met, Raymond turned and slowed to my pace. “What’s happenin’, Tru?” he said
“Nothing much, Ray,” I said. Ray’s a black man, late thirties or thereabout. My age. He’s about the size of a good NFL defensive back, but he looks to be in better shape than most of them. “How’s it with you?”
“Not bad,” he said.
We ran along together for a few minutes. I was breathing a little harder than he was.
When we got to the three mile mark, I said, “I’m turning it around, Ray. Good to see you.” I sprinted out ahead and made an easy, wide turn.
Ray turned, too. “I’ll go along with you for a ways,” he said.
Neither one of us was inclined to talk much, so we ran in silence for a while. The scudding gray clouds, the mist, the gray-green water of the Gulf—all of them together didn’t seem to make it much of a day for talking.
Finally Ray spoke up. “Dino wants to see you.”
I’d been afraid all along that running into Ray hadn’t been a coincidence, though I’d hoped it was.
“What for?” I said.
“He’s lost somethin’. He wants you to find it,” Ray said.
“I can’t do that anymore,” I said.
“Hey, I know that,” Ray said. He wasn’t having any trouble talking at all. I was having to pause a little between every second word. “I told Dino that. I said, ‘Man, he don’t do that kind of job anymore.’ Dino just looked at me. You know how he does. ‘He’ll do this one,’ he said. ‘Find him.’ So I found you. I hope you not gonna make me look bad and not talk to him.”
We ran on for a minute or two. “I’ll talk to him,” I said. “Thanks for making it look like I had a choice.”
Ray laughed, but he didn’t say anything. We ran along until we got nearly to the end of the seawall, where my car was parked.
“You don’t put up much of a front, man,” Ray said. He was probably talking about my car, a ‘79 Subaru GL with two doors and a fading gray paint that just about matched the color of the day.
“It gets me where I’m going.” I opened the door and reached into the back seat where I usually have a couple of towels. I threw Ray a green one and kept the yellow one for myself. It’s softer.
I stripped off the sweatshirt and dried off as best I could in the cold mist. I put on another sweatshirt from the back seat.
“Sorry I don’t have another one,” I told Ray.
“That’s all right,” he said. “Just give me a ride up to my car.”
We scrunched ourselves into the Subaru and started up Seawall Boulevard toward the east end of the Island. “About Dino,” I said, shifting through the gears. “When?”
“Today’s fine,” Ray said. He had my green towel draped around his neck. “You wanna come by after lunch?”
“Two o’clock?”
“Two o’clock it is. I’ll tell him. There’s my ride.”
We were almost to the Moody Center, which had been the Buccaneer Hotel when Ray and Dino and I were young. From buccaneer to retirement home. There was probably a message somewhere in that for me if I let myself think about it. I didn’t let myself.
Ray’s car, a maroon BMW, was parked across the street from Moody Center. I stopped by it.
“I didn’t know you’d become a yuppie, Ray,” I said.
He got out of my car and leaned in to toss the green towel into the back seat. “In the words of Chuck Berry,” he said, “‘it jus’ goes to show you never can tell.’ “
I laughed, remembering the song. I probably had the record someplace.
“Two o’clock,” he said. “Don’t you forget, now.” He shut the door and the window rattled a little bit.
“Yeah,” I said to myself, driving to the corner and turning left. “Two o’clock.”
I was living that year in a two-story unrestored Victorian house not far from St. Mary’s Hospital on Avenue I. Or on Sealy Street. Call it either one; that’s what the locals do. I get the letters just the same, but they’re mostly addressed to “Occupant.”
For a long time, Galveston seemed determined to destroy all the relics of its historic past and was doing a damned good job for the most part. Now the buildings on the Strand, some of them anyway, have been restored to their former glory, and a lot of the Victorian houses in the Historical District are looking better than they have for over a hundred years. The trim sparkles, and the pastel paint jobs inspired by Miami Vice most likely, would turn Sonny Crockett puce with envy.
The place where I lived didn’t look that good.
I wasn’t exactly in the Historical District anyhow, and the guy who owned the house was just holding onto it as an investment. Which meant that he was paying the taxes and hoping that someone would come along and offer him a whopping profit for it. In the meantime I was serving as a sort of glorified house-sitter, supposedly making sure that thieves didn’t break in to steal and vandals didn’t corrupt the investment.
I drove into the alley behind the house and parked in the back yard. There was no carport, but I had a cloth cover I could toss over the Subaru in case of storms. I climbed the outside stairs of the house to the second floor. The first floor was used mostly for storage, and it would take a lot of work to get it back where it had been in the previous century. The original hardwood flooring was still there, but not much else.
Upstairs wasn’t that much better. I’m not known for my neat housekeeping habits, and the furniture hadn’t been approved by anyone’s decorator. In fact, most of it was cast-off items that I’d picked up from friends or found lying in the streets. The sofa was missing a cushion, the recliner wouldn’t recline, and the old RCA color set insisted that most of the people on TV these days had a vaguely green cast to their skin. It also had a nearly round picture tube. I didn’t particularly care. I also had an old Voice of Music portable hi-fi record player that I could play my 45s on. It sat on the floor by the sofa.
There was a real brass bed in the bedroom, but the mattress sank in toward the middle and was probably as old as the bedframe, not that I minded.
Most of the rest of the furnishings were books, paperbacks mostly, stacked haphazardly by the couch and the chair and the bed. I was reading Faulkner then, straight through, starting with Soldier’s Pay and working my way up to The Reivers. It passed the time.
There was an old chiffonnier by the bed, and there was a picture of my sister, Jan, on it. I kept it there just to remind me.
Nameless was lying in the middle of the bed. He’s an old orange tomcat who is totally unrefined and doesn’t really care where he lies down. The couch, the bed, and the recliner are all the same to him. He comes in most every day and since he can’t read, or so he pretends, he passes the time sleeping. He lets me feed him if I behave myself.
I hadn’t intended for him to be nameless. When he first came in I tried various names on him—Sam, Leroy, Elvis—but nothing seemed to fit. Besides, I didn’t really expect him to take up permanent residence. By the time he did, I’d run out of names. So now he was just Nameless.
Nameless looked at me through slitted eyes as I came in, then ducked his head around and tried to shape himself into a ball.
“Don’t worry,” I told him. “I’m not going to roust you.” I threw the towels and sweatshirt I was carrying into the corner by the chiffonnier and then stripped off what I was wearing and added it to the pile. There was an old Maytag washer on the first floor that still worked pretty well. I’d take a load down later.
I went into the bathroom and took a shower, first hot, then cold. The bathroom had been modernized about twenty years before, and the plumbing still worked just fine. I toweled off, dressed in jeans and yet another sweatshirt, this one with a red Arkansas razorback on it, and looked for something to eat.
There was a kitchen where another bedroom had once been. The kitchen had been installed at about the same time as the bathroom, but the appliances had not been new even then. The freezing compartment in the refrigerator was about the size of a cigar box. I found some bread that wasn’t molded and made a peanut butter sandwich.
I sat in the recliner and tried to read Absalom, Absalom while I ate. Every now and then the knee would twinge, just to remind me that I’d been running. My mind kept drifting off the book and I had to drag it back forcibly. After a while, I went to sleep.
Chapter 2
Sometimes I have trouble sleeping at night, and it catches up with me. I woke feeling a little stiff from having dozed off in the chair, and I was sorry I hadn’t rousted Nameless from the bed earlier.
I checked my black plastic Timex. It was one-thirty, leaving me plenty of time to get to Dino’s. I wondered what it was that he wanted me to look for. Or who. I wasn’t sure I could be persuaded to do it, even by Dino.
I put a couple of 45s on the Voice of Music’s thick changing spindle, “Ruby Baby” by the Drifters and something by Ricky Nelson, and tried to read a little more of the Faulkner book. I got through a page or two before it was time to leave.
I went into the bedroom and gathered up Nameless, no small job considering that he must’ve weighed eighteen pounds or so. I carried him down the stairs and set him in the yard. He didn’t object, but he didn’t look too pleased with me, either. He watched sullenly as I got into the Subaru.
Dino didn’t live far, but then nothing is far from anything else on the Island. His neighborhood was a long way removed in time from mine, though. A hundred years ago, people built their houses high to get the afternoon breeze off the Gulf and maybe even to take a look out at the surf every now and again. Then, thirty or forty years ago, the natives, the ones who called themselves BOI for Born on the Island, went the other way and built houses that looked like houses anywhere and tried to deny that the water was even out there.
Dino lived in a big Tudor-style house that would have looked right at home in one of the older neighborhoods in West Texas, in Abilene or San Angelo, and up and down the street there were similar stodgy brick houses pretending that they were built on solid rock instead of shifting sand.
There were people on that street who never wet a toe in the Gulf. Some of them probably hadn’t even seen the water in years.
I parked on the street and went to the door. Ray opened it before I could ring the bell.
“Come on in,” he said. “Dino’s in the living room.”
Dino’s living room was nicer than mine, but the furniture hadn’t changed since the 1950s, except for the entertainment center, which must have held every electronic device known to the video trade. There were a huge, flat-screened TV, a VCR, a video disc player, stereo speakers, and a couple of items I couldn’t identify.
Dino was sitting on a floral-covered sofa watching General Hospital. “This shit hasn’t been the same since Luke and Laura split,” he said. He turned off the set with a complicated device that was about the size of a paperback book and had more buttons on it than a doorman’s coat. “How’s it hanging, Tru?” He got up and offered me his hand.
“It’s fine, Dino,” I said. “You’re looking good.” It was true. He was still solid and hard, like the linebacker he had once been.
“I still work out,” he said. “I hear you do, too. I could never do that running stuff, though. I pump a little iron. How’s the knee?”
I looked over at Ray, who smiled. “It’s OK,” I said. “I get around all right. Ask Ray.”
“That’s right, Dino,” Ray said. “The guy nearly ran me into the seawall today.”
“I bet,” Dino said. “Well, let’s sit down. Get us some drinks, Ray. What’ll you have, Tru?”
“You got a Big Red?”
Dino made a gagging sound. “I got it. I knew you were coming over. Bourbon and Seven for me, Ray. Big Red. Jesus.” He sat on the sofa.
I went to an overstuffed straight chair nearby. “What’s the deal?” I said.
“Let’s wait for Ray,” he said. So we waited.
Dino and Ray and I went back a long way. We grew up together on the Island, though in different parts of the town. When the Island had been wide open, which it had been until the mid-1950s, a couple of Dino’s uncles had controlled all the gambling and most of the prostitution. I didn’t remember anything about that time, having come along at the tail end of it, but I’d heard plenty. You couldn’t grow up on the Island and not hear. Ray had been born in one of the black whorehouses, and somehow one of the uncles had gotten to know him (or maybe it was Ray’s mother that he got to know). Ray had been brought up practically like a member of the family. Me, I was just another guy, until high school, when I have to admit in all modesty that I became the best damned running back that Ball High had ever known. My ability on the field got me inside a lot of doors that would have otherwise been slammed in my face, and Dino had been on the team.
Ray came in with the drinks. “I forgot you liked yours out of the bottle,” he said, handing me a glass of Big Red and a napkin.
“I’ll manage,” I said, taking the glass and wrapping the napkin around it.
“So, Tru, how long you been back on the Island?” Dino said, sipping at his drink. “A year now? Little more?”
“About that,” I said.
Ray had left the room again. He hadn’t had a drink for himself. I took a swallow of the Big Red. Some people say it’s like drinking bubble gum, but I like it. I figured Dino would get to the point eventually.
“You think you’ll be staying?”
“It’s a thought,” I said.
“You got any money?”
“A little. I’ve been painting a few houses. Not too many lately, though. But business will pick up in the spring.”
“I got a little job you could do,” Dino said, twirling his glass between his palms as he leaned forward on the sofa. “You could make a little money before spring.”
I took another swallow of Big Red. “What’s the job?”
“I want you to find somebody,” he said.
“I don’t do that anymore.”
Just about then Ray walked back into the room. “That’s what I told him,” he said.
“Yeah, but I figured that was just bullshit,” Dino said. “You aren’t the kinda guy who’d just quit like that. Not you.”
“Sure I am.”
I set my glass down on the floor. There was a coffee table that had legs that started somewhere in the middle and curved out to the edges and were tipped with something that looked like copper claws, but it was too far away to reach.
“Look,” Dino said. “I knew Jan, too. I liked her. Ray knew her. He liked her. Everybody liked her. Nobody blames you. You got to get over that.”
“Why?” I said.
Dino put his glass on the coffee table, got up, and started pacing around. “It’s not your fault she disappeared,” he said. “It’s not your fault you couldn’t find her.”
“He’s right,” Ray said. “Maybe she just wanted to disappear. She may turn up any day now with a story about spending a year in Vegas.”
“No,” I said.
“OK, probably not,” Dino said. “I got plenty of contacts in Vegas. I checked that one out.”
“That was just sort of an example,” Ray said. “She could be anywhere.”
“She’s dead,” I said. “We all know that. We just don’t know who did it, or why, or what he did with her.”
Dino sat back down on the couch. “OK. OK. Maybe so. But that’s no reason for you to fold it up. You can’t just lie around and paint houses when you get the chance. I checked you out, too. You had a good thing going when you were a P. I. You could find anybody.”
“I couldn’t find my sister,” I reminded him.
“Let me put it this way, then,” Dino said. “You owe me one. I called in a lot of markers to help you look for Jan.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I know. I owe you one.”
“Besides that, I . . . what’d you say?”
“I said, ‘I know. I owe you one.’ “
“That’s what I thought you said. You mean it?”
“I mean it,” I said. “You helped me out, and you didn’t have to, not even for old time’s sake.”
Dino laughed. “That knee still bothers you, huh? Well, I didn’t help on account of that. You were a buddy, and you needed help. So I helped. It didn’t work out, but I tried.” He picked up his glass and tried to take a bite off one of the ice cubes that was left. “So, you gonna help me with this one?”
“Maybe. Tell me what it is, first.”
“I don’t think he trusts you, Dino,” Ray said. He was standing somewhere behind me.
“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just that you might be asking something that I really can’t do. Or won’t do. So tell me who you want me to find.”
“Get the picture for him, Ray,” Dino said.
I didn’t hear Ray leave the room, but he must have. In a minute he was back, holding a cardboard folder. The outside of the folder had a sort of woodgrain look, just like the folders we’d gotten our own high school pictures in twenty years before. Ray handed me the folder.
“Take a look,” Dino said. I opened the folder. Inside was a five-by-seven color glossy of a girl about sixteen or seventeen. Straight hair, the color we used to call mousy blonde. Blue eyes, a strong nose, a firm mouth. She had a prettiness about her, but there was nothing fragile in it.
“So,” I said. “A nice looking kid. She the one that’s missing?”
“That’s right,” Dino said. “Two days now.”
“And you want me to find her.”
“Right again. No wonder you were such a hotshot investigator.”
“No need to be touchy,” I said. “Whose daughter is she?”
“A friend’s,” Dino said, looking at his empty glass.
“That won’t get it,” I said. “If I do this little job for you, and I’m not saying I will, I’ll have to talk to her parents. Kids disappear for a lot of reasons. Some of them are right at home.”
“Not this kid,” Dino said. “Take my word for it.”
I handed the folder back to Ray. “This isn’t going to work,” I said.
“Goddammit, Tru!” Dino jumped to his feet.
I stayed in my chair. “Look, Dino, I work the way I work. In a case like this, I always talk to the parents. Besides, it’s bound to be complicated. I’m sure you’ve already tried a few things yourself, like you did for me.”
“Tell him, Ray.”
“We’ve checked with the cops,” Ray said. “We’ve put out feelers in other cities where we still have contacts. I’ve been to the bus station here and in Houston. And in a few towns in between.”
“What’d you find out?” I said, but I figured I knew.
“Not a goddamn thing,” Dino said. “Not one solitary goddamn thing. The cops don’t know from nothing. Nobody’s seen her. She’s just gone. Just like—”
“Like Jan,” I finished for him. “You can say it. I won’t mind.”
“She’s younger than Jan,” Ray said. “It’s not the same thing.”
I could have told him that he was making a mistake right there. You never assume anything. If you do, you mislead yourself. But I didn’t tell him. Instead, I said, “What about her friends? Teachers? Does she work? When was she last seen? I’ve got to talk to her parents and find out things like that.”
“I can tell you,” Dino said.
“This is beginning to smell,” I said. “I don’t think I want to be involved in it, even if I owe you.” I stood up.
“You’re gonna have to tell him, Dino,” Ray said.
“Shit,” Dino said. He looked at me hard and then said, “All right, goddammit. Sit down. I’ll tell you.”
I didn’t move.
“Please,” Dino said. “Please sit down. Is that polite enough for you? You want pretty please with sugar on it?”
I sat down. Ray handed me the folder again.
“There’s not any parents,” Dino said. “I mean, there’s not any father. The mother is one of my uncles’ girls.”
I looked at Ray.
“He’s telling it, not me,” Ray said.
“She stayed in town after the houses closed down,” Dino said. “Nobody knew where she’d worked before, and she’s a respected woman now. She had the kid a few years after leaving the houses but before she’d really established herself. She was naturally a little upset at the idea that part of her past might come out in an investigation, and she asked me to see what I could do.”
“Another favor from big-hearted Dino,” I said.
“Yeah, another favor. Nothing wrong with that. We take care of our own, you know?”
“I know.”
“I know a few people on the cops,” Dino said. “They didn’t ask to see the parents.” He gave me a hurt look.
“They don’t work like I do. They’ve got computers and terminals everywhere, which is good in a way, but it keeps them from doing some of the legwork they used to do.”
“Well, Evelyn—the mother—didn’t want to talk to them, and she didn’t have to. I guess she’ll talk to you, but you gotta promise that you won’t talk to anyone about her past, uh, occupation.”
“No promises,” I said. “I don’t really want to do this.”
Dino looked at me for a second or two. “Go call Evelyn, Ray. Tell her the deal. See what she has to say.”
Ray faded out of the room again.
“This Evelyn have a last name?” I said. “A job?” I opened the folder and looked at the picture again. “I’m just curious, but I’m going to have to know sooner or later. Why not now?”
Dino walked back over to the sofa and sat down. He picked up the button-covered TV control and turned it over and over in his hands. “Her name’s Matthews,” he said finally. “Evelyn Matthews. And, yeah, she’s got a job. She works at the Medical Center as a receptionist. I don’t think she’s going to want to talk to you there, though.”
Ray came back into the room. I didn’t hear him coming, but there he was. “She’ll talk to him,” he said. “But she’s not too thrilled about it.”
“That’s just because she hasn’t seen me yet,” I said.
Dino smiled faintly. “I forgot what a high opinion you had of your looks. But somehow I don’t think you’ll impress this one.”
“We’ll see. When and where?”
“Her house,” Ray said. “After she gets off work. I’ll write down the address.”
This time he was back quickly. He handed me a piece of white paper with the address written in black ball-point. It was just off Ferry Road.
“Easy enough to find,” I said. “All the streets over there are named after fish, though.” I looked at Ray and then at Dino. “There’re probably a few more things you guys want to tell me now.”
“Huh?” Dino didn’t get it.
“I mean, you must’ve found out something about the girl, maybe something I should know. You must’ve done a little nosing around here in town.”
“Oh,” Dino said. “Yeah. We did that. A little. But it’s your turn now. Maybe we did it wrong, and anyhow, everything we know, we got from Evelyn. If you’re gonna talk to her, you can get everything we got. After that, it’s up to you. You’re the ace private eye.”
“Your faith in me warms my heart,” I said. “Especially considering my track record around here.”
“Look, Tru,” Dino said. “You gotta quit blaming yourself. We told you it wasn’t your fault.”
“I know. I just can’t convince myself.”
“Well, this may help you get it off your mind. Working for somebody else, I mean.”
“Maybe.” I didn’t believe it any more than he did.
“Sure it will. Now, what’s the freight?”
“It’s a favor,” I said. “Like you did for me.”
Ray laughed somewhere behind me. “How much money you got in the bank, Tru?”
I turned my head so I could see him. “A little.”
“I bet ‘little’ is just the right word,” he said.
“I never thought house painting was going to make me rich.”
Dino stepped over to my chair. “I want this official, and I want your best shot. What do you usually charge? Two hundred a day and expenses? Tell me if that’s not enough.”
“Well,” I said, “it beats painting houses.”
He reached into the pocket of his wool-blend slacks and pulled out a sheaf of bills folded in half. He counted out ten of them. “Here’s for five days, not counting the expenses. You can keep a record or not. I’ll trust you on them.”
I took the money. It had been a long time since I’d held that much. “What if I don’t find her? I looked for Jan hard for six months, a lot of the time for three more, and off and on for the last three. I still haven’t found a trace.”
“You get paid for doing the work, not for the results,” Dino said. “Besides, this is just a kid. This is different.”
“Sure it is,” I said. I stood up. “I’ll be in touch.”
Chapter 3
From Dino’s house I cut back to Broadway and drove toward the beach. There’s a lot of Galveston’s history along Broadway. The wide esplanade is covered with oleander bushes and tall palm trees and often looks quite pretty, but on either side of it are the signs of what’s become of a once beautiful city.
The long cotton warehouses of the old compresses, once jammed with bale after bale of cotton, stand deserted and empty. It’s a polyester world, but all the cotton shipping had long departed Galveston before people started dressing in miracle fibers. Signs of decay are all around. A huge hardware store, empty, its windows boarded up, its parking lot cracking and weeds growing through the cracks. An old movie house that’s gone through every phase there is. Not so long before it had been showing Debbie Does Dishes and now it was trying to make a go by showing G-rated family films. Muffler shops. Pawn shops.
But on down the street are Ashton Villa and the Bishop’s Palace, once a private home that would knock your eyes out if you could see it in the middle of a lavish country estate instead of cramped up between other houses of a less noble appearance. Galveston had once been the most powerful and richest city in Texas; now it was a vestige.
I turned over to The Strand, named for the famous London street. This was where the town was really making its comeback, restoring the old buildings and regaining some of the grandeur of the past with the Tremont House and the 1894 Grand Opera House. I drove on down to the Medical Center, one of the few things in Galveston that Houston hadn’t managed to steal. The wonderful old main building, Old Red, was still there, but it was hardly visible from the street, thanks to all the new buildings that surrounded it and almost hid it from view. Evelyn Matthews worked somewhere inside the complex, but she had said that she wanted to see me later, at her home, so I wouldn’t bother to stop.
I had a thousand dollars in my billfold and what appeared to be an unlimited expense account. Whatever she wanted was fine by me.
I drove on up Seawall Boulevard and down to the South Jetty. The area was deserted, thanks to the weather, which had not improved a hell of a lot since my run that morning. I didn’t mind. I liked having the jetty to myself, and I didn’t feel too cold in the sweatshirt. The wind had died down somewhat, but the sky was still gray and low, the temperature still hovering in the forties.
I parked the car and walked out on the jetty, which was basically just a pile of granite boulders with the Gulf water sloshing around them. It was fairly smooth walking if you kept to the middle, but the edges were just a jumble. The granite had been hauled in on railroad flatcars, and the railroad had been built right on the jetty as it got longer and longer. The engines had backed the flatcars right into the Gulf, so to speak.
About halfway out I sat down and thought about Jan. Black hair, brown eyes that laughed all the time. White teeth, just the least bit crooked. The kind of kid sister that could keep up with her older brother when he climbed a tree or rode his bike. She’d disappeared at just about this time of year, or a little earlier. I’d missed her letters for a couple of weeks, and it was unusual for her not to write. So I called. No answer. I called back every few hours for two days; then I’d gotten into the Subaru and driven to Galveston. Her apartment had been neat but empty. There was dust on the tables and knick-knacks. There hadn’t been anyone there for a while. There was no note, no message, nothing. She was just gone.
I’d gotten in touch with some old friends, including Dino. I’d talked to her co-workers, her friends, anyone who might have known her. They were no help. Neither were the cops.
I waited. No credit card bills came in. There were phone calls, but just from people wanting to know where the hell Jan was. I couldn’t find her car. The cops couldn’t find any trace of it in their computer records of arrests or accidents.
It was as if she’d just vanished into the Gulf breeze.
There was nothing unusual about a woman vanishing, God knows. It happens every day, and probably several times a day, in and around a city like Houston, and Galveston is certainly a part of the Greater Houston area, no matter how much it galls the BOIs to admit it. Sometimes bodies and bones are found months or years later by some kid playing in a field or taking a short cut home from school. It makes the news for a day or two. Then everyone forgets.
I showed her picture everywhere. In the places I knew she went, in the clubs and dives, in the shops and the corner groceries. Nothing. No one knew a thing, no one had seen her. For six months of hard looking, nothing. And all the time after that. Nothing.
Dino was right. I’d quit the business for a year, obsessed with my own search, and I’d found nothing. It was time for me to get back to trying to find something for someone else. Just to see if I still could.
But I knew I was never really going to stop looking for Jan.
A woman and a small boy came out on the jetty. She was holding his hand. A gull flew down by them hopefully. The woman had on a long cloth coat, and the boy had on one of those iridescent jackets that looks sort of like a life jacket with sleeves. They were carrying a sack of popcorn, and the boy started tossing it into the air a piece at a time. He couldn’t get it high enough to interest the gull, but his mother took over and pretty soon there was a wheeling and screeching flock all around them. The boy was laughing and the gulls were swooping close enough to snatch even his clumsy tosses out of the air.
I thought about the rat. Too bad he was at the other end of the seawall. He would have enjoyed the popcorn.
After a while the woman and the boy left. The gulls hung around and picked up a few of the puffy bits lying on the jetty. Then some of them flew over to where I was sitting in hopes of picking up something else.
“Forget it, gulls,” I said.
They weren’t bothered in the least by my voice, and they screeched and swooped for a few more minutes before they gave up and went back to whatever it is that they do when they aren’t begging: sitting on posts, floating on the swell, scouting out new territory. Eventually I got up and went away myself.
I killed a little more time walking around on the beach, looking for shells. Sometimes in the winter you can still find them, but not very often. Certainly not like when I was a kid and it seemed as if they were lying everywhere.
When I figured that Evelyn Matthews had had plenty of time to get home from work, I got in the car and drove over to her house.
It was easy enough to find, once I located the street among the Tunas and Mackerels and Dolphins. The house was just like all the other houses in that area; they looked as much alike as if they’d been stamped out with the same die. Frame structures with one-car garages, all part of a cheap and quick development a long time ago, but all well kept up and nicely painted now.
I parked the car, went up the walk, and knocked on the door. I didn’t see a doorbell button.
I didn’t know what I was expecting to see, but the woman who answered the door wasn’t it. I suppose that I’d associated the fact that she worked for Dino’s uncles with the time of their heyday, which began in the ‘twenties and extended into the ‘fifties. Let’s face it. I was expecting some kind of little old lady, but the woman who answered the door looked no older than I did.
She was short, with dark hair and eyes, and her figure was what might best be described as voluptuous. She’d probably really been something thirty years ago.
“You must be Truman Smith,” she said. Her voice was dark, like her hair.
“That’s right,” I said. Before she could ask, I took out my billfold and handed her my ID. She looked it over and handed it back. Only then did she ask me inside.
We walked into a small living room furnished with a love seat instead of a sofa, a couple of platform rockers, and a twelve-inch TV on a stand. There was also a small bookshelf against one wall, and I drifted over to it. I’m incorrigibly curious about what people read. There was no Faulkner, so there was no danger we’d be involved in a literary discussion. Her taste ran more to Bobby Jean Mason and Margaret Atwood.
“Have a seat,” she said, and I sat in one of the rockers, which was covered with some sort of Early American pattern: lanterns, plows, harnesses.
“Truman,” she said. “That’s a funny sort of name. Is it a family name?”
“No,” I said. “It’s a political name. My father always liked that picture of Harry Truman holding up the newspaper headline declaring Dewey the winner of the 1948 election. He liked to see the underdog win.”
“Oh,” she said.
“Most people just call me Tru,” I said.
“All right, Tru.” She looked at me with her dark eyes for a minute as if making up her mind about something. “Dino says I can tell you everything. He says you won’t involve me in any way that might . . . might . . . .”
“I won’t compromise your position in town, not if I can help it,” I said.
“That’s what I mean, I guess.”
“Then don’t worry. Dino and I grew up together, played a little football together. He was a couple of years ahead of me in school, but we know each other pretty well. If you trust him, you can probably trust me.”
“I’ll try,” she said. “Do you mind if I smoke?”
It was her house. I was so surprised that she asked; I said “no” before I thought about it. She got up and went out of the room, then came back carrying a table that looked a little like a TV tray. She set it down by her chair, and I could see a package of Marlboro Lights on it, along with a Bic disposable lighter and a pink ceramic ashtray shaped like a scallop shell.
She tapped a cigarette out of the pack and lit it with the Bic. She inhaled deeply and blew the smoke out in a long, straight jet. I don’t really mind smokers, and in fact she made smoking look so good that I was tempted to take it up myself.
“What do you need to know?” she said.
“Let’s start with you,” I said.
“Me? But I thought—”
“You thought this was about your daughter, and it is, but Dino didn’t tell me much, and I want to get a feel for things. So we’ll start with you. For one thing, you’re a lot younger than I expected. That is, if you worked where Dino said you did.”
She smiled behind a cloud of smoke. “I’m forty-six.”
She looked a lot younger than that. “Still, I would’ve expected someone around fifty. Maybe older.”
She tapped her cigarette on the edge of the ashtray. “You’re sure you want to hear this?”
“I’m sure.”
“All right. I came down here when I was fourteen years old. I wanted to be a whore.” She looked at me to see if I was shocked. I wasn’t, so she went on. “I was from Houston, and I’d heard about the houses here. Where I lived, you heard about places like that.”
“You hear about places like that everywhere,” I said.
She tapped the cigarette again. “I guess that’s true. What I mean is that where I lived, places like that seemed like an attractive alternative. Anyway, I hitched a ride to Galveston and showed up at one of the houses on Postoffice Street. There’s always a market for girls of fourteen.”
I did some quick arithmetic. “You couldn’t’ve worked for very long. The last of those places closed in 1957.”
“Technically, you’re right. But for a young, attractive girl there was still an opportunity for some free-lance work at certain hotels. I didn’t have anywhere else to go, and I needed the money, so I was able to keep working for a while.”
I’d brought the folder Ray had given me, and I handed it to her. “Where does your daughter come into this?”
She opened the folder. “Her name is Sharon. Didn’t Dino tell you?”
I shook my head. “Dino didn’t tell me anything. I wanted to hear it from you.”
She held the folder in her left hand, looking at the picture. In her right was the stub of the cigarette, which she ground out in the ashtray. “This picture was taken a few years ago, her senior year in high school. She’s nearly twenty now.”
I did some more figuring. Sharon had been born when her mother was twenty-six, twelve years after she’d come to the Island. “Were you still, ah . . . ?”
“Whoring? The word doesn’t bother me. I just don’t want people to know for Sharon’s sake. Yes, I was. I’d been on the circuit for a bit by that time, but when Sharon began making her presence obvious I came back here. I moved into an apartment, told people that my husband had died in an automobile accident. I got a Social Security card. I looked pretty good, and I had a good telephone voice. I’ve been a receptionist ever since.”
I looked at her a little dubiously. “Most women with a background like you’ve described wouldn’t find it quite so easy to fit into the straight life.”
She lit another cigarette, exhaled. “Nobody ever said it was easy. I did it, that’s all.”
“You were never tempted to make a little extra money on the side?”
“Tempted? Sure. But I never gave in. I had a job and a daughter. I wanted to keep both of them.”
“How about romantic involvements?”
She handed me the folder after a last brief look. “None. Oh, there were advances made to me from time to time, but that’s one thing about me that didn’t change; I still see men as good for only one thing.”
“Let’s talk about Sharon, then. What’s the story?”
For the first time she looked as if her calm facade might crack, but it was only temporary. Then she was in control again. I wondered if control was something she’d learned while doing her job on Postoffice Street.
“She went out on Friday night. She didn’t come home. The next morning I called Dino.”
“I’ve got to admit that’s succinct,” I said. “So. Where’d she go?”
“I don’t know.” She blew another of the smokey jets.
“Did she walk? Ride? Go alone, or with someone?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Look,” I said, feeling exasperated already, “you must know something.”
She ground out the cigarette, looking at the ashtray instead of me. “No,” she finally said. “I don’t have to know something. My daughter lived here with me, but that doesn’t mean we communicated.”
Something clicked. “She knew,” I said. I thought about it a minute. “She didn’t know, and then she knew. Recently.”
Evelyn Matthews looked at the folder I was holding, but she still didn’t look at me. “Yes,” she said.
I thought that now we were getting somewhere and that this might turn out to be easier than I’d thought. “Isn’t it possible that she just went away for a while to figure out how she felt about things? She’ll probably call soon, or come home. You can see that she’s had a shock.”
She nodded reluctantly. “It’s possible, but I don’t believe it.”
“Did she have any money? A car?”
“She might have a little money of her own. She’s been working part-time in a little shop on The Strand.”
“What does she do the rest of the time?”
“She goes to the community college. She wants to be a lawyer.”
“Boyfriends?”
“No one steady.” She reached for the Marlboro pack, picked it up, and then set it back down. “I smoke too much,” she said. “There’s a boy she likes, Terry Shelton. You could talk to him. He works at the shop, too.”
“What about the car?”
“I have a car. Sharon doesn’t. Mine’s in the garage.”
It was time to backtrack a little. “How’d you get to know Dino?”
She smiled a reminiscent smile. “He used to hang around the house. He was just a kid, eight, ten maybe. He and Ray came around sometimes. We all knew he was related to the bosses, so we were nice to him. He never came in at night, just in the afternoon sometimes.”
Something must have showed in my face.
“Not nice to him the way you’re thinking,” she said. “Jesus. He was just a kid.”
“Sorry,” I said.
She waved it away. “No more than what most people would think. We were whores, after all. But we weren’t as bad as all that. Anyway, Dino remembers. He thinks of me as sort of one of the family. There’s not many of the old bunch left around here, you know?”
I said I knew. “Did Sharon have any friends at the college, anyone she might have confided in?”
She thought about it for a second or two. “There’s one girl there, Julie Gregg, who works in the Social Studies Department. Sharon mentioned her a few times.”
“One more thing. How did Sharon find out about your past?”
She reached for another cigarette and lit it, whether she smoked too much or not. “I wish I knew,” she said. “I wish I knew.”
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Prologue
One hot August night in 1897 Hartley Gorman got saved in the Pearly Gates Baptist Church. Within thirty minutes of the time he walked the aisle for Jesus, the preacher had him totally immersed in the murky waters of Orchard Creek. On the banks, watching avidly an event that most of them thought they’d never live to see, was most of the population of Pecan City, Texas, having piled into wagons, buckboards, surreys, gigs, and one-horse shays to get there in time.
When Hartley Gorman walked out on the bank, mud sucking at his church-going shoes, water dripping from his sodden pants legs and running in streams out of his hair and down his face, he was vouchsafed a vision. He fell to his knees, threw up his arms, and pitched face forward on the creek bank. He was speaking aloud, but no one could understand the words, Gorman’s mouth being mostly full of muddy grass at the time. Nobody dared to turn him over while he was in the grip of the Holy Spirit.
He told everybody who would listen later that he’d seen the Lord (though he was always a little vague on what He looked like), who had commanded him to build a school, a college where ladies and gentlemen could go to learn without being tainted by the evil influences of the World, the Flesh, and the Devil, three things that most people in Pecan City thought Hartley Gorman knew plenty about himself. Not that he ever had anything to do with them again.
In fact, Hartley Gorman became a saintly man, dedicated to his dream, which, thanks to the fact that Hartley was by far the richest man in Pecan City, soon had become a reality.
By late the following fall, a little over a year after his vision, Hartley Gorman College’s first building was standing in all its glory, three stories high, with a veneer of native sandstone and a tall steeple on top. Twenty-two students had enrolled.
Twenty years later, when Gorman died, the school, not having grown very much, was taken over by his denomination. Eventually, new buildings were added and more students came, but the school remained small and isolated, known mostly for its occasional powerhouse basketball teams. Nothing very remarkable ever happened there, no Rhodes scholars got sent to Britain, no astronauts were graduated. Hartley Gorman College remained a quiet, undistinguished school, safe from its founder’s three bugaboos, or relatively safe at least—a place that few, if any, outside the state had ever heard of. It stayed that way for a long, long time.
Chapter 1
During the ten-minute break between his nine and ten o’clock classes, Carl Burns sat in his office working on his list of things he hated. He had just written down Dental floss that shreds between your back teeth and was starting on People who fart in elevators when his student secretary walked into his office.
His secretary’s name—her honest-to-God name, right there on all her official records and, Burns supposed, on her birth certificate as well—was Bunni. With an i. Burns shuddered to think what her parents must be like. He hoped he’d never have to meet them.
Aside from her name, however, Bunni had certain assets; assets of the kind to make male professors—even male professors at Hartley Gorman College—snap their heads around in the hallways. There was her flawless, creamy skin. Her long blonde hair. Her blue, blue eyes. Her pneumatic breasts. Only two things restrained Burns from leaping across his massive brown executive desk and attempting to rip off her skintight Gloria Vanderbilts with his teeth: (1) He would certainly be fired for moral turpitude, and (2) she chewed gum. People who chew gum in public were high on the list Burns was working on.
“Hi, Dr. Burns,” Bunni said, giving her gum a good workout. Juicy Fruit. Burns particularly hated the odor of Juicy Fruit gum. “Dean Elmore called while you were in class.”
Burns looked up at her and then down his list. He drew a line through the word People, which was as far as he’d gotten with the sentence he’d begun earlier, and wrote Dean Elmore in his neat, precise hand. Then he drew a long, looping arrow from Elmore’s name to near the top of the list, the arrowhead pointing to the space between People who talk aloud in movie theaters and Days when the humidity is more than 40%.
He put the cap on his black-ink-filled Pilot Precise Ball Liner and looked back up at Bunni. “And what did the Dear Departed say that he wanted to see me about?”
A cloud crossed the clear blue sky of Bunni’s eyes. Burns knew that he was wrong to joke about Elmore’s appearance with her, since Bunni seldom understood a joke. Besides, Elmore almost certainly hadn’t said what he wanted, one of his favorite tactics being to instill doubt in anyone he could, at any time, about anything at all.
But this time Burns was surprised. Not only had Elmore left a message, Bunni had remembered it. “It was just a reminder call,” she said. “About the luncheon today.”
“Ah,” Burns said. “The luncheon: Thank you, Bunni, for bringing that message. You run along to class now. I’ll be in soon.” Bunni was in his ten o’clock American literature class. “Today I’m going to give you a list of ten characteristics of Romanticism. You get ready to write them down.”
Bunni’s eyes cleared. “Yes, sir,” she said, and left the office.
Burns smiled. One of the things he liked about Hartley Gorman College was the fact that the students there still knew how to say “sir” with some degree of sincerity. One of the things he didn’t like was the Friday “luncheons,” supposedly a time for the academic dean to hear reports from the various department heads, but mostly a time for Elmore to berate, humiliate, and castigate his staff instead. It was not an event that Burns looked forward to with eager anticipation. In fact he felt a lot like a man Mark Twain had described, a man who was about to be hanged, who said that if it weren’t for the honor of the thing, he’d just as soon skip it.
Burns gathered up the textbook and his notes from the top of his desk. Then he opened the wide, thin drawer in the middle of the desk and tossed in his list of things he hated. He could work on it some more later in the day. He tossed in the black Pilot, too. For his class rolls, he used a Paper Mate Power Point that Bunni had given him for Christmas the year before.
He wondered who would get the reaming at the luncheon later that day. Burns couldn’t recall having done anything himself, but at dear old Hartley Gorman College, you didn’t actually have to be guilty of doing something to get a reaming. That was another of Elmore’s tactics. He liked to keep people off balance.
As Burns stood wondering, the bell rang to signal the beginning of class. He could reach his classroom in seconds, but the route was complicated. His office was on the third floor of the school’s original building, now almost ninety years old. Its official designation was “Hartley Gorman I”—all the buildings were, for some reason, numbered—but it was called simply “Main” by almost everyone—except, of course, for Elmore, who prided himself on knowing the numbers of all the buildings and who never referred to them any other way. Burns’s office was Main 301, slightly isolated since it was in what appeared to have been designed originally as an elevator shaft.
Burns didn’t mind that his office stuck out on the side of the building above one other office and an entryway. What he minded was what was over his head, and the maze he had to run to get to class. Main’s third floor, which had served as the college’s chapel in its early years, had been remodeled for the Psychology Department some years before and eventually inherited by the English Department when psych moved to newer, plusher quarters.
Burns had to leave his office, go through a narrow hallway past the usually open doors of two small classrooms (used as observation rooms by psych), turn left, walk past two tiny offices, turn left, turn right again almost immediately, cross a wide hall, and enter his classroom. A rat could hardly run the maze any better.
The Psych Department was also responsible for what was over Burns’ head when he sat at his desk—namely, hundreds of pounds of pigeon shit. Burns had been assured by Mal Tomlin that the shit was real. “See,” Mal had said, puffing madly on his hundred-millimeter cigarette, “the Psych guys had to have pigeons for their experiments. So they left the attic windows open and put out grain up there. Then when they needed a few pigeons, they’d go up and club ‘em. I’ve been up there, kid. I know what I’m talking about. If that ceiling of yours ever collapses while you’re in the chair behind your desk, you’ll be five feet deep in the stuff. Don’t count on me to dig you out. I expect they’ll just lock your office door and put a little plaque on it, like they did in the song for Big Bad John.”
Burns was never sure when Mal was lying, but he was never very comfortable sitting in his office. Well, he couldn’t worry about that now. He walked into his class, checked the roll, and began his list. The students were ready for him, and they began taking down everything he said.
After class, Burns stopped in the first office on his way back, the office of Clementine Nelson. She was “Clem” to everyone except Elmore, who had the irritating habit of calling everyone by his or her complete Christian name when he deigned to use the Christian name at all.
Clem was a compact woman of about fifty with short hair that she brushed straight back from her face. She had very clear brown eyes, and she always wore severely tailored skirts and blouses in tones of khaki and brown. She looked to Burns like a retired semipro shortstop.
Clem was at her desk grading papers. Burns leaned in the door frame. “I really punished them today,” he said.
Clem looked up. “Another one of your famous lists?”
“Right. You should have seen them taking it down. You would have thought it was the holy writ.”
Clem laid down her red pen on the stack of papers. “You remember what it was like ten or fifteen years ago? Always questions. Those kids really kept you on your toes.”
“I remember,” Burns said. “Now the only question anyone has is ‘How will all this help me get a better job and make over fifty thousand a year?’ “
“What do you tell them?”
“I used to tell them that anything that made them more human was worth studying for its own sake and that money didn’t mean as much as they thought it did. Some of them even believed me.”
“But what do you tell them now?”
“Now I don’t tell them anything. The smart ones will figure it out for themselves.”
“Ha.” Burns couldn’t interpret the “Ha,” so he didn’t say anything.
“You have your weekly meeting today?” Clem asked.
“As usual,” Burns said. “Neither rain, nor hail, nor dark of night . . .”
“. . . shall keep you from your appointed scolding,” Clem said. “Give Elmore my love.”
“Naturally,” Burns said. Clem and Elmore had been involved in a difference of opinion in a committee meeting three years before, shortly after Elmore’s appointment as dean. Elmore had addressed the faculty, emphasizing his open-mindedness and his ability to see both sides of a question. “We can agree to disagree,” he said. Three days later, Clem had disagreed. Thirty minutes after that, Elmore had gone to the president and tried to get her fired. The fact that he had not succeeded had only increased his dislike of her.
Burns pushed away from the door frame, took two steps, stuck his head in the next office, said “Hello, Miss Darling,” and kept going. Miss Darling, as far as Burns knew, seldom spoke to anyone. She was long past the regular retirement age, and Burns thought she was quite dotty. He knew of at least one freshman comp class that she had entered and proceeded to teach a lesson on Shakespeare that was supposed to be taught in her sophomore British literature class. The freshmen sat politely through it all. Burns had mentioned Miss Darling to Elmore in his faculty evaluation memo, but Elmore had done nothing. Elmore, in fact, loved Miss Darling, who never spoke up in faculty meetings, never crossed anyone up in committees, and never questioned any administrative decision, no matter how lunatic it may have seemed to the rest of the faculty. Miss Darling could go on teaching the wrong lesson to the wrong class well into the next century and Elmore would never dream of replacing her.
Another two steps and Burns had turned the corner to the hall leading to his own office. Waiting inside was Earl Fox, chairman of the History Department, which was housed on the second floor. “Got any matches?” Earl asked.
“I think so,” Burns said, walking past Fox and around his desk. He opened the drawer into which he’d tossed his list and rummaged around until he found a matchbook advertising Hernando’s Fine Mexican Food. He handed it to Fox.
“Let’s go down for a smoke,” Fox said.
Fox and Burns had come to Hartley Gorman College the same year, 1973, a time when English and history teachers were a dime a dozen, a time when there were often hundreds of applicants for every job that opened. They had been hired at HGC simply because many people had never heard of the place, and many others didn’t think they could work under the restrictive conditions of a denominational school. Still others thought they were too good to waste away in a tiny college of no prestige located hundreds of miles from anywhere on the eastern edge of West Texas.
The rules, however, were not really as restrictive as people sometimes thought. Smoking, for instance, was permitted on campus; but Fox didn’t like to be seen smoking. He and Burns generally smoked in the history lounge, a small, unused office on the second floor.
As they walked down the stairs, Fox said, “Thank God the football season’s over.”
“It hasn’t been over long enough,” Burns said. In fact, the HGC Panthers had lost their last game of the season only the previous Saturday, by a score of forty-eight to nothing. They had also lost the ten previous games, most of them by a similar score. Each passing week had seen Elmore’s comments in the weekly luncheon grow more scathing as he addressed the coach, who was also the head of the Physical Education Department.
No one was in the history lounge when they reached it. No one usually was. The room was small and bleak, with the paint peeling off the walls, and it was lit by a single hundred-watt bulb hanging at the end of a fraying brown fabric-covered cord that dangled from the twelve-foot ceiling. The furnishings consisted entirely of items that Fox had picked up at garage sales: an ancient card table with the blue lamination peeling from its cardboard top, three steel chairs even older than the table, and a ghastly floral couch with a missing cushion, covered with unidentifiable stains.
Fox loved garage sales, and he usually looked as if he bought all his clothes at them. Today he was wearing a pair of double-knit pants decorated with huge windowpane checks of brown, green, red, and gray, a knit shirt with a penguin on the pocket, and a Dallas Cowboys windbreaker. One of the windbreaker pockets had been partially ripped away, there were ink stains on the shirt, and the fly of the pants would zip only about three-quarters of the way to the top. All of this was in distinct contrast with Fox’s head and face. His clean-cut features and razor-cut hair would not have looked out of place in a preppie handbook.
Fox closed the door of the lounge as Burns sat down in one of the steel chairs. Then Fox sat in one of the other chairs and pulled out a crumpled pack of L & Ms from the unripped pocket of the windbreaker. He offered the pack to Burns, who took one, more to be companionable than because he wanted to smoke. Burns never smoked except when he was with Fox or Mal Tomlin.
They lit up with Burns’ matches and smoked in silence for a minute, tapping their ashes into a red and white Diet Coke can that sat in the middle of the card table. They knew that there was little likelihood that they would be disturbed. Dean Elmore had long ago made known in an open faculty meeting his opinions about “the malcontent mutterings of lugubrious lounge lizards,” and shortly thereafter the lounge once used by the general faculty had been converted into a meeting place for the student government.
“You know, you’re right,” Fox said, taking a deep drag on his L & M. “Elmore will probably let Coach Thomas have it again today. I hate to say it, but I guess that’s better than one of us getting a going-over.”
Burns tapped ashes into the Coke can. He knew what Fox meant. Elmore had several times made scathing remarks about Fox’s wardrobe and attacked the History Department in general for its “low standards of personal conduct,” which Burns interpreted to mean that Elmore knew that Fox smoked in the history lounge. “E pluribus unum,” Burns said.
“Don’t give me that crap,” Fox said, dropping his cigarette butt into the can and reaching into his pocket for the pack. “You know as well as I do that there’s no unity around here. Everyone is just looking for some way to stick it to somebody else. Nobody’s interested in anything except saving his own job.” He lit the cigarette that he had shaken out of the pack. “Present company excepted, of course.” He blew out a long plume of smoke.
“Of course,” Burns said, dropping his own butt into the can. He was well aware that HGC was working under strict budget limitations. In the past few years, there had been a considerable drop in enrollment, mostly due to Elmore, in Burns’ opinion, and there was a concerted effort under way to reduce the size of the faculty. And Elmore had a pretty good idea of whom he wanted to send away.
Fox pushed back his chair and propped his feet up on the table, a precarious proposition. He seemed quite comfortable, however. Burns noted that he was wearing a pair of Hush Puppies that had probably never been brushed. They were the dirtiest Hush Puppies that Burns had ever seen. The sole of the left shoe had separated from the upper at the toe. “Heard the latest?” Fox asked after achieving a satisfactory balance.
“Probably not,” Burns said. He was pretty sure that he was always the last to hear any of the campus gossip. Once when a math teacher had been fired, the man had been gone for three months before Burns even heard about the incident.
“L. J.’s got a job at North Texas State,” Fox said.
L. J. was L. J. Hitt, a psychology teacher whom Burns knew slightly. “How’d he luck into that?” Burns asked.
“Don’t know,” Fox said. “All I know is that he’s leaving at midterm.”
“How many does that make now?”
“Right at forty,” Fox said.
“Hard to believe,” Burns said, shaking his head. “Give me another cigarette.”
Fox handed him the pack and Burns lit up, thinking about the forty or so faculty members who had been fired, quit, resigned, or retired since Elmore’s ascendancy to the deanship.
“Why don’t we leave?” Fox asked. It wasn’t a rhetorical question.
“Four reasons,” Burns said through a haze of cigarette smoke. “One: We’re having too much fun. Two: We can’t believe Elmore would really fire us. Three: In our fields, it’s almost impossible to find jobs. And four: We don’t have the guts.”
“You and your damned lists,” Fox said. “I guess that about covers it, though. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to look around.”
“I look in the job vacancies section of the Chronicle of Higher Education every two weeks,” Burns said. “Don’t you?”
“Yeah,” Fox said. “For all the good it does.”
“I’ll tell you how mine read,” Burns said. “‘Position for specialist in American literature. Non-tenure track. Prestigious publications required. Ph.D. required. Load will consist of five courses in freshman composition. Some off-campus teaching’—that means you get to teach in the local units of the Texas penal system—’required. Salary, seventeen five to eighteen five per year, depending on experience.”
“I think you’re probably exaggerating,” Fox said. “But not by much.”
“Not much at all,” Burns said, dropping his second butt in the Coke can. “Let’s go to the luncheon.”
Chapter 2
On their way out of Main, they were joined by Mal Tomlin. Mal was the chairman of the Education Department, which occupied the first floor. He was smoking a Merit Menthol 100. Mal smoked anywhere he pleased, and he didn’t care who knew it. He was a compact, muscular man, who looked even more like a former semipro shortstop than Clementine Nelson did. “You fellas want a cigarette?” he asked. He took out his Merit pack and offered it to Fox, who waved it away. Tomlin took great pleasure in offering Fox cigarettes in public, knowing that Fox would never take one. “Wonder who’ll go on the firing line today?” he said, replacing his cigarettes in his shirt pocket.
“Could be any of us,” Burns said. “As usual.”
Mal shook his head ruefully. He knew as well as anyone how Elmore could cut someone down. He had been the target only two weeks before, when Elmore had lashed out at the Education Department as being the refuge of fifth-rate students with tenth-rate minds and ambitions that rated so low they couldn’t be measured. “The dregs!” Elmore had yelled. “The very dregs! That’s who signs up for education courses! And they pass! Can any of you believe that? They all pass!”
Mal had tried to explain that any student entering the teacher-education program had to be carrying a 2.0 average in all his other courses, but it had done no good. Elmore’s plan to improve the education curriculum was simple: Add another year. Make the prospective teachers spend five years in school instead of four. When Mal had said that teachers were already grossly underpaid and that hardly anyone would want to attend school for an extra year in anticipation of earning a teacher’s salary, Elmore had exploded again. “Idiots! If they could get any other job, they wouldn’t want to teach in the first place.”
Elmore was a warm and understanding man.
As they passed the Bible Building (Hartley Gorman IX, in Elmore’s terminology), Abner Swan came down the walk and fell in with them. The chairman of the Bible Department, Swan was widely regarded as the biggest ass-kisser in the known universe. Whenever Elmore was to be agreed with, Swan could be counted on for a resounding “Amen!” If anyone dared to question Elmore (a rare occurrence, but it happened) Swan could be counted on to glare at the questioner as if glaring at the pope. Or the Devil.
“A beautiful day, eh, gentlemen?” Swan boomed.
As a matter of fact, it was not a beautiful day. The sky was thickly overcast, the temperature was around forty degrees, and there was a brisk north wind that cut right through everyone’s clothes, particularly Fox’s double-knit pants. But that didn’t bother Swan. He was out to curry favor with all and sundry, even God.
“Yeah, Abner, it’s lovely,” Burns said.
“Yes, indeed,” Swan said, “a day to be truly thankful for.” He rubbed his hands together like Uriah Heep, though Burns had never considered Swan a model of humility, even of false humility. What Burns liked about Swan was his clothes. Today he was wearing a navy blue knit suit, a pale yellow shirt, a flowing navy and yellow tie, and white patent leather shoes. His hair was cut by a barber who had carefully studied the finest in television evangelist hairstyles.
Swan cut a fine figure. He was big—three or four inches over six feet—and he loved getting his picture in the local papers. When the Bible Building (or Hartley Gorman IX) had been constructed a few years previously, Swan had, in the words of Mal Tomlin, “worn overalls every day and lurked around the construction site waiting for a photographer to show up.”
Not that any of this saved Swan from Elmore’s wrath. When Swan had worn his overalls to a Friday luncheon, Elmore had called him a “bumptious boob.” He had ragged him unmercifully when one of the Bible majors, a senior who would have been graduating with honors in a few months, had gotten two girls pregnant, one of them the daughter of a local minister. Through it all, Swan had sat with clenched teeth, his face a deep, dark shade of red. And by the next meeting, his smile would be back in place and his “Amen” would boom out.
They reached the dining hall, which was itself on the first floor of the Men’s Dormitory (Hartley Gorman V), and went in by the side door. To the right was the faculty dining room, which the faculty was allowed to use only if attending official meetings called by the dean or the president.
Burns led the way to the back of the room, where a buffet table had been set up, and began filling a plate with rubbery English peas, watery mashed potatoes, wilted salad, and ham that had a slightly greenish tinge around the edges.
Other department heads were already sitting at the dining table. Dick Hayes, from business; Faye Smith, from math and science; Joe Reasoner, from psych; and Coach Thomas. Just coming in the door were Don Elliott, speech and drama; Fran Stafford, languages; and Mary Winsor, journalism. That would be all except for the dean and president, who always came a bit late.
Everyone was aware that this lateness was a deliberate power ploy on the part of Elmore, and that President Rogers was merely playing along. Both men, Rogers especially, were legends of punctuality on the campus, and Rogers was notorious for having students counted absent if they were so much as two minutes late to assembly. Burns thought that Elmore had probably read a book somewhere and gotten the idea that the Big Boss Man never had to be on time to a meeting of the Underlings. Why Rogers went along with him was just another mystery.
Sure enough, after everyone was seated and eating, Elmore and President Rogers walked in. The cadaverous Elmore resembled no one so much as John Carradine, as Carradine might have looked with a wavy pompadour liberally coated with daily applications of Grecian Formula. Lay him out in a casket, Burns thought, and he’d make an ideal corpse. His sallow complexion only added to the impression.
President Rogers, on the other hand, was short, dumpy, ruddy, and cheerful, the perfect foil for Elmore in more ways than one. His pleasures seemed to run chiefly to eating, attending the school’s sporting events, praying at chapel, and letting Elmore have his way. He was always smiling, had a kind word for everyone, and appeared to be the most harmless of men. Though he was also entirely ineffectual, Hartley Gorman College had muddled along fairly successfully under his presidency for six years, until the advent of Elmore, who had stepped into the power vacuum with a vengeance and proceeded to run the school into the ground.
Why Rogers had let it happen was a question much discussed among the faculty members. No one had an answer. One story had it that Rogers had an incurable disease. Some said that he was senile, though he was only sixty-one. Still others said that a beautiful sophomore had left campus under mysterious circumstances and that Elmore had the goods on someone. Just whom he had the goods on and what the goods were was uncertain.
None of it mattered, in the long run. Elmore had the power. Technically, all decisions had to be approved by the president. In practice, whatever Elmore said, went. As Burns put it to Fox, “ ‘That is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’ “
There was a noticeable lack of small talk at the table. Even the usually irrepressible Mal Tomlin had little to say. Mostly there was the clinking of silverware and the rattle of ice in glasses. The room was always too warm, and condensation formed on the inside of the windows. Finally, Elmore stood. “I’m going to ask Dr. Swan to return thanks,” he said.
Swan rose, grateful to be called upon. If he had possessed a tail, he would have wagged it. He launched into a lengthy blessing that included everyone from the president of the United States on down, mentioned the afflicted and the needy, brought in the prosperity of HGC, and concluded by asking a special blessing on Dr. Rogers and Dr. Elmore, “as they guide and direct this great institution dedicated to Thy glory.” Burns felt the green ham turning over in his stomach.
“Amen!” boomed Swan. A number of other “Amens” chimed in.
Then Elmore passed around the toothpick holder, a ritual that Burns never failed to view with amazement. Not everyone indulged, of course, but the sight of six or seven adults digging around in their molars with toothpicks was something that required seeing for believing.
After the toothpick ritual was completed, it was time for the dreaded “Departmental Reports,” in which each person told what had been accomplished in his area that week. This was when Elmore got rolling. It started with Coach Thomas, who made the rookie mistake of referring to his team’s forty-eight to nothing pasting as a “moral victory.”
“Moral victory!” Elmore scoffed. “That bunch of refugees from justice wouldn’t recognize a moral if it bit them in the gluteus maximus. If they could hang onto a football like they hang onto their girlfriends’ mammaries when they strut around campus, we’d be ranked number one in the nation! I would estimate that our alumni contributions to our football program have fallen off by fifty percent in the last two years! Moral victory! One more season of moral victories like that, and . . . well, never mind. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that.”
Coach Thomas sat red-faced and shamed, looking at the remains of the rubbery peas on his plate, as Elmore went on down the line. Fox got blasted for his Dallas Cowboys windbreaker. “If you can’t support your own school, Fox, why take its money?” Tomlin got it for his cigarette. “Only a sick and demented beast fouls its own habitat, Tomlin.” Dick Hayes got it for the incompetence (alleged) of a student secretary trained in his department. “She can’t even spell her own name the same way twice; much less type a decent business letter. It’s quite possible she types with only two fingers; otherwise she could hardly be so slow.” Even the local businessmen got it for their tightfistedness. “This town would die without Hartley Gorman College, but these sour-balls won’t give to support our little scholarship drive. We’ll teach them, though. I’m going to pass out a list of everyone who turned us down. I would hope that no one from this school would patronize their businesses.”
It went on, but not for as long as usual. Elmore had something else on his mind. “As some of you may know,” he said, “our school is in dire financial straits.” He stood with arms akimbo and looked hard at each department head. Burns met his eyes. He knew the reason why the school was in trouble.
So did Elmore. “Some of our ‘loyal’ faculty members have sown the seeds of discord among the students. They have said that the new courses I have introduced into the curriculum—with the complete approval of the Curriculum Committee—will water down their degrees. Make them worthless. I want these faculty members rooted out! They do not belong here at Hartley Gorman!”
Burns was staring straight at Elmore, but he had a powerful desire to stare down at his plate, which is what many of the others were doing. “Complete approval of the Curriculum Committee”—now there was a laugh for you. The committee had fought Elmore from first to last, Clem Nelson almost losing her job in the process, before Elmore had rammed his curriculum through by “Executive Decision.”
His decision. The committee hadn’t even been allowed to vote on the final measure, much less argue against it in a faculty meeting.
The new courses that Elmore was so proud of consisted of such stringent offerings as “Personal Money Management,” in which students were required to learn how to balance a checkbook and absorb such gems of wisdom as the fact that clipping newspaper coupons could save them money at the grocery store, especially if the store paid double for each coupon. Then there was the notorious humanities offering, especially hated by Burns, in which students were supposed to get a complete background in twenty centuries or so of music, art, and literature in one semester. Well, Burns thought, it beat learning to balance a checkbook.
Elmore was ranting on. “I have a plan,” he said. “A plan to save this school! There are several steps that we can take, beginning with the elimination of major sports, on which we lost over two hundred thousand dollars last year!” So that was why there’d be no moral victories.
All eyes, some furtively, some openly, turned to Coach Thomas, who had tried to take a drink of tea, some of which must have gone down the wrong tube. Thomas choked and coughed, slamming his glass down on the table. All the eyes turned away in embarrassment.
Burns sneaked a look at President Rogers. Rogers sat calmly, looking as if his thoughts were on heavenly things, or things at least unrelated to what was happening in the faculty dining room.
“Of course,” Elmore said, “such a move must be approved by the board, but I am confident that after I give them my facts and figures they will see things my way. All scholarships will be honored, naturally, but we would seek to hold no athlete here if he or she wished to transfer to another college or university.”
Of course, Burns thought. Naturally. But if all the athletes went elsewhere, a considerable portion of the student body would disappear without a trace. What then?
“What then, you ask?” Elmore said, startling Burns badly and causing him to wonder if he had spoken aloud.
“What then?” Elmore repeated. “Let me say now that I have a secret plan, a plan that is both bold and innovative, a plan that will bring thousands and thousands of dollars to this institution each and every semester. It will call for vision, but I believe that we have that vision, and I will be discussing, it with you individually in the days to come.” He sat down abruptly, leaving everyone to finish his meal, sneak glances at Thomas, and wonder about the “secret plan.”
All Burns could think was that the plan, as described by Elmore, must be complete lunacy. There was absolutely no way to bring that much money in without selling off the school’s properties, which Burns happened to know had already been done, or by forcing the entire town to enroll for courses.
As soon as possible without seeming too eager, people began to get up and leave the luncheon. As they passed by Elmore, he handed each one a list of businesses that he would prefer they avoid.
Chapter 3
Burns hung back, waiting for Mal Tomlin, who was defiantly finishing another cigarette, and that was how he came to see the confrontation. Most of the other department heads had departed, slinking away as silently and unobtrusively as possible, each one meekly taking the paper that Elmore handed him.
Coach Thomas, however, did not go quietly. He was a big man, who had once had a tryout as an offensive center with the Houston Oilers in the early years of their franchise. He had been one of the last players cut. He had the size, but not the quickness. He had shrunk a little since then, especially in the years since Elmore had been dean, but he was still big. He was wearing a faded HGC letter jacket in the school’s colors of black and gold, and his shoulders made any padding superfluous.
Thomas walked up to Elmore, who handed him a piece of paper. Thomas ignored it. “The board will never approve dropping the sports program,” he said.
Elmore looked up at him. “Of course they will. It’s a losing proposition, and I’ll prove it to them. It may be that the football team loses because it’s coached by losers, but that doesn’t really matter. No one wants to support losers.”
Thomas’s face was gradually turning a deep, dark red, the red of raw meat laid out in a butcher’s shop. As Burns watched, Thomas’s fists seemed to grow into hardwood knots, solid as croquet balls and twice as large.
Even President Rogers seemed to notice that something was happening. “Ah, Dean Elmore,” he said. “Perhaps it is a bit premature to speculate on what the board might do.” He sneaked a quick upward glance at Coach Thomas.
Thomas was not mollified. He reached out for Elmore.
What happened next was seen by both Burns and Mal Tomlin, who had crushed his cigarette in his plate and was now watching with as much interest as Burns. Elmore attempted to scoot his chair backward, but because he did not rise from it, it was difficult to move on the rug on the dining room floor. When Thomas’s hand had almost reached him, Elmore made one more attempt to scoot out of harm’s way, this time giving a good backward push. He gave too good a push, or so it seemed to Burns, and toppled his chair over. Coach Thomas looked as surprised as anyone to see Elmore on the rug, his chair half on top of him, scuttling around like a pair of ragged claws, trying to get out from under his chair, trying to escape from Thomas, trying to regain a little of his dignity.
Coach Thomas reached down a hand to help Elmore to his feet, but Elmore, fearing violence, or maybe fearing assistance, scuttled backward. He finally got to his feet and continued backward until he hit the wall.
Burns looked at Mal Tomlin, who appeared about to strangle, his laughter making spasmodic efforts to force its way past his tightly shut lips. Burns grabbed Tomlin’s shoulder and dragged him from the table, both of them making their way to the door and going out. Burns hoped that Elmore hadn’t seen them. God only knew what he would do to punish any witnesses to what had happened.
Once they were outside, Mal Tomlin broke into guffaws of laughter. Burns joined him. Coach Thomas emerged right behind them. His face was much more serious, and Burns and Tomlin soon calmed down, though Tomlin had more trouble controlling himself than Burns.
“He’s threatening to sue me,” Thomas said. “Says I shoved him down and tried to beat him up. I didn’t do it.” Thomas had a puzzled look, as if he couldn’t quite figure out what was going on. It was a look that Burns had seen often on the faces of people who had dealings with Elmore.
“Don’t worry, Coach,” Burns said. “Mal and I saw it all. We’ll be your witnesses. Rogers saw it too.”
Mal Tomlin shook out a cigarette and lit it, not an easy job, considering the wind velocity. He put his disposable lighter back in his pocket and said, “I wouldn’t count too much on Rogers. He’s never contradicted Elmore before.”
“It’s still the three of us against the two of them,” Burns said. “Elmore will realize that. He’ll never sue anybody, Coach. He’s just a bully, and he likes to make threats.”
The coach seemed to relax a little. “I guess you’re right,” he said. “Still . . . I didn’t even touch him.”
“We know,” Tomlin said. “Go on home and enjoy the weekend. He’ll have forgotten all about it by Monday.”
“Okay, thanks,” Thomas said. “I’ll do that. I’ve got worse things to worry about, after all.” He turned away and started toward the Gymnasium (Hartley Gorman VI).
“He’s right,” Burns said. “If the board does approve dropping the sports program, he’ll be out of a job.”
“They’ll keep him on,” Tomlin said. “They’ll just cut his salary.”
“Maybe so, but I’d hate to be the one to tell the players,” Burns said.
“Me, too. I think I’ll take my own advice and go home,” Tomlin said. “See you Monday.”
“Sure,” Burns said. “See you Monday.” He started back to Main, where his car was parked, thinking about Monday.
Burns’s car, which he intended to keep forever, or as long as was humanly possible, was a 1967 Plymouth Fury III, the kind they didn’t make any more, a gas gobbler from the word go, in which eight adults could ride in comfort. Its only real drawback was the vinyl seats, which were hot in summer and, as they were now, cold in winter. But the car started immediately, and the heater would be warm in a minute. Burns headed for home.
“Home” was three miles from the school in a nondescript tract house amid a hundred other tract houses built at a time when Pecan City had been going through a minor period of growth. Burns had gotten the house cheap, the previous owners having been transferred to another area and in dire need of capital. It was basic housing, and it suited Burns just fine. He knew his neighbors barely well enough to speak to, and he lived quietly in anonymous bachelorhood.
Once inside, Burns poured himself a glass of grape juice, put a couple of Creedence Clearwater LPs on the turntable, and sat on the couch reading a new Hemingway biography. He found it difficult to concentrate on the book, however; thoughts of Elmore kept intruding.
Elmore had always been Elmore, as far as Burns knew. He had been on the campus for several years before Burns had arrived and had already managed to alienate everyone who came in contact with him. At that time, though, he had been in the relatively harmless position of teaching biology. He had been filled even then with mad plans for the improvement of the school, but no one had taken him seriously, not even when he stood up in faculty meetings to explain his plans to the assembled multitude. When the position of academic dean had come open three years before, owing to the untimely demise of Dean Clark—a wise, respected, and even loved man—most people who knew that Elmore had applied for the job laughed openly. Most of them were now working elsewhere, and there was Elmore, dean indeed.
No one was quite sure how it had happened. It was now harder to find a member of the selection committee who would admit voting for him than it was to find a registered voter who would admit that he voted for Richard Nixon in 1968. Apparently Rogers had taken a hand in things behind the scenes, but that, too, was kept very quiet. Maybe, thought Burns, Elmore really did have the goods on someone.
Unable to read, Burns put down his book and went into the room he liked to call his library. Built-in shelves lined the walls of the room intended by the builder as a dining area. All the shelves were filled with books, not necessarily books that Burns would have wanted his students and colleagues to know that he read—mysteries, science fiction, horror, popular fiction of every stripe. It was Burns’s opinion that even an English teacher couldn’t read Faulkner all the time.
In the middle of the room was a dilapidated desk, a far cry from the one Burns had at school. Burns sat down at the desk in a straight-backed wooden chair and opened the top drawer. Several sheets of paper were stacked neatly inside. Burns took out the top one and looked at the heading: The Ten Best Bad Movies of All Time. It was a list that had bothered him a little because it had two Viking movies on it, The Long Ships and The Vikings. He wasn’t quite sure it was fair to have two movies with the same sort of subject matter on such a short list. He looked at the list for almost five minutes. Then he drew a line through The Vikings. It took him most of the rest of the afternoon to decide to replace it with The Black Shield of Falworth.
Burns liked to get to his office early. He liked to arrive at least an hour before classes began at eight o’clock so that he could read his newspaper, organize his thoughts, plan his day, or just generally goof around the office. He wasn’t one of those people who could drive into the parking lot at three minutes before the beginning of class, jog up the three flights of stairs, and begin lecturing.
On Monday, however, he didn’t even get to finish his paper. Bunni walked into the office at seven-twenty. Right behind her was her boyfriend, George (“The Ghost”) Kaspar. George was a good example of what was wrong with Coach Thomas’s football team. He was five-eleven, fairly stocky, and weighed about one-eighty. Maybe one-ninety with all his gear on, suited up for the game. And George was the largest of Coach Thomas’s defensive tackles. Even the strong of stomach had to look away at times when the HGC Panthers attempted a pass rush. It often appeared that opposing passers had time to get a haircut and a manicure while looking for a receiver; it appeared that way because such was often the case.
None of which was Coach Thomas’s fault, really. It isn’t easy to recruit the cream of the crop to play football at a tiny denominational school a hundred miles from the nearest major population center. Thomas had to take whatever was left over after the Southwest Conference and the larger schools got through.
George had been in Burns’s American literature class the previous spring. He had been no genius, but he had tried hard and done fairly well. Burns liked him.
“I hope it’s all right if we come in and talk to you,” Bunni said.
Burns put down his newspaper and took his feet off the desk. “Sure,” he said. “Have a seat.”
Bunni and George sat.
“What can I do for you?” Burns asked. He had a pretty good idea what they wanted. Department heads were supposed to keep what transpired at the Friday meetings to themselves, but someone always talked, much to the chagrin of Dean Elmore, who had done everything but put a “Loose Lips Sink Ships” poster up in the faculty dining room.
Bunni and George looked at each other. “We’ve heard a rumor,” Bunni said, apparently having been chosen as the spokesperson.
“That’s not unusual around here,” Burns said, truthfully enough. Rumors at HGC were as common as prayer meetings. They had grown especially rife since Elmore had become dean.
“This is a rumor about the sports program,” Bunni said.
“So what’s the rumor?” Burns asked.
“That there won’t be a sports program,” Bunni said. Her eyes were wide with the enormity of it all. “That football and basketball and . . . and everything will just be . . . gone!”
“You can’t be sure about rumors like that,” Burns said, feeling like a slimy worm. “Something like that couldn’t happen just over the weekend. Something like that would take board approval.” He stopped. He didn’t know what else to say.
George decided it was time to speak up. “We heard that Dean Elmore is going to take the idea to the board and tell them that the school can save a lot of money if we do away with sports.”
The kid had a pretty good source of information, Burns had to admit. “Taking it to them and getting their approval are two different things,” he said. “I imagine some of the board members are old football players themselves, and most of them probably like coming to the homecoming games. Elmore won’t have an easy time of it. Assuming, of course, that what you heard is true.”
“It’s true, all right,” Bunni said. She clenched her fists on her nicely rounded thighs. “I really do hate that Dean Elmore.”
Burns was surprised. He’d certainly never seen Bunni express so much emotion before, not even when they’d discussed Jonathan Edwards’s “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” in the American literature class.
“Is there anything we can do, Dr. Burns?” George asked.
Burns sat silently for a minute. If he did anything at all to help these students, he would get in serious trouble if Elmore found out. But what the hell. “Write this down, Bunni,” he said. “I’m going to give you a list.”
Burns and Earl Fox were sitting in the history lounge, smoking L & Ms, when Dorinda Edgely opened the door and walked in.
She looked like a pig.
It wasn’t her figure, though the orange and black polyester pants she wore, and probably had been wearing since about 1974, were stuffed to the bursting point with her bountiful self.
It wasn’t the fact that her blonde hair seemed to have been styled by the very man who created Miss Piggy’s “do” for “The Muppets.”
It wasn’t the rosy pinkness of the flesh of her chubby face and double chins.
No, it was none of those things.
It was the snout.
Dorinda Edgely was wearing a snout, which would have been right at home on the Practical Pig in the Disney cartoon. It was pink and wrinkled, and it had two black nostrils painted on. It was attached to Dorinda’s face by a thin black stretch band, like the kind that Burns had once used on Halloween to hold his Lone Ranger mask.
Around Dorinda’s neck was a piece of white string, from which a sign was hanging. The sign said HELP ME KISS A PIG in purple block letters.
Dorinda held a tin can from which the label had been removed. She rattled it at Burns and Fox. Burns could hear the sound of coins clattering around inside the can. He took a deep drag on his cigarette and blew out a puff of smoke.
Fox, meanwhile, had dropped his cigarette to the floor as soon as the door had begun to open. It had rolled aside a few feet, and Fox completely ignored the fact that it was there at all, even though it was sending up a steady stream of smoke. “Hi, Dorinda,” he said. “You’re looking great!”
Dorinda stopped shaking the can.
“I mean, you’ve got on a great get-up! Doesn’t she Carl? Isn’t that great? It’s great! What’s it for?”
“The contest,” Dorinda said. “Surely you’re aware of the contest?”
“Oh, sure!” Fox said. “The contest. We know about the contest, don’t we, Carl?”
As a matter of fact, Burns did know about the contest. Every year a member of the faculty got to kiss a pig in the student dining room at noon on a Thursday. For this privilege, the faculty member had to raise more money than any other faculty member entered in the contest. Though the money went to a scholarship fund, Burns had always declined the honor of entering. Kissing a pig in front of the students was not his idea of a good time.
“Sure,” Burns said. “We know about the contest. How much money have you collected, Dorinda?”
“I haven’t counted it,” she said. “But I hope to have a little more when I get out of here.” She looked pointedly at the cigarette burning on the floor.
“Absolutely!” Fox said, fumbling in the back pocket of his faded bell-bottom jeans for his billfold. He pulled it out, looked inside, and extracted a wrinkled dollar bill. “Here,” he said, extending it toward Dorinda.
Dorinda took the bill and looked expectantly at Burns, who took another defiant drag on his L & M. “Is Dean Elmore entered this year?” he asked.
“Why?” Dorinda countered.
“Don’t worry,” Burns said. “I’m going to give my money to you, not to him. I was just wondering.”
“All right then,” Dorinda said. “He’s entered. He beat me last year, but I plan to beat him this year.” She held her can out toward Burns.
Burns dug in his pocket for some change and came up with two quarters and a penny. He dropped them in the can. “Good luck, Dorinda. I really hope you win.”
“Thanks,” she said. Having gotten what she came for, she left the history lounge, not even bothering to shut the door.
Burns got up and closed the door himself, giving Fox time to step on his still-smoldering cigarette butt. “You’ve got to get a lock for this thing,” Burns said.
“That woman has no respect,” Fox said. “All I can say is that I feel sorry for the pig if she wins.”
“And what if Elmore wins?”
“Then the SPCA will descend on us in all its fury, and rightfully so,” Fox said. “Because the pig would probably die instantly. Can you believe what he did to Thomas last Friday?”
“After a few years at this place, I’m no longer surprised by anything at all,” Burns said, “but that did seem particularly brutal.” He dropped his butt into the Diet Coke can, which by now was beginning to get quite full. “Time to get a new ashtray. And speaking of last Friday, has anyone been called in for a conference with Elmore? I’m interested to find out what his ‘secret plan’ is.”
“Ah,” Fox said, reaching for the L & M pack. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask. I had my conference this morning. I expect that you’ll be called in pretty soon. I know the whole thing, and I think it just may be the one thing that will surprise you, even after all these years.”
“So tell me.”
Fox lit the cigarette and took a drag. “Well,” he said, “it’s like this . . .”
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