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chapter one


It would be easy to say we resented Earl Deitrich because he was rich. Maybe to a degree we did. He grew up in River Oaks, down in Houston, in an enormous white mansion set up on a hillock surrounded by shade trees. Its size and seclusion separated it even from the Midas levels of wealth that characterized his few neighbors. But our problem with him was not simply his money.


He was an officer, on leave from the army, when he came to the town of Deaf Smith, up in the Texas hill country, where the working classes wrestled drill bits and waited tables and the new rich chewed on toothpicks at the country club. He used his wealth to hold up a mirror to our inadequacies and take Peggy Jean Murphy from our midst, then brought her back to us as his wife and possession, almost as though she were on display.


Peggy Jean Murphy, who was heart-breakingly beautiful, who lived in our dreams, who commanded such inclusive respect the roughest kids in the West End dared not make a loose remark about her lest they be punched senseless by their own kind.


Earl Deitrich made us realize that our moments on the dance floor with her at high school proms and the romantic fantasies we entertained about marriage to her had always been the vanity of blue-collar kids who had never been in the running at all. Maybe even the high school quarterback she’d loved before he’d been drafted and killed on the Mekong had not been in the running, either.


But that was a long time ago. I tried not to think about Peggy Jean anymore. She and Earl lived abroad and in Montana much of the year and I didn’t have occasion to see them, or to regret the decisions that led me into law enforcement on the border and the months of unrecorded and officially denied nocturnal raids into Coahuila, where a playing card emblazoned with the badge of the Texas Rangers was stuffed into the mouths of the dead.


But try as I might, I would never forget the spring afternoon when Peggy Jean got down from the back of my horse and walked with me into a woods above the river and allowed me to lose my virginity inside her.


When I rose from her hot body, her pale blue eyes were empty, staring at the clouds above the pine tops. I wanted her to say something, but she didn’t.


‘I don’t guess I got a lot of experience at this,’ I said.


She ran her hand down my arm and held my fingers. There were blades of grass on her shoulders and breasts.


‘You were fine, Billy Bob,’ she said.


Then I knew she had not made love to me but to a soldier who had died in Vietnam.


‘You want to go to a movie tonight?’ I asked.


‘Maybe tomorrow,’ she replied.


‘I like you a whole lot. I know when you lose somebody, it takes a long—’


‘We’d better go back now. We’ll go to the movie tomorrow. I promise,’ she said.


But no one competes well with ghosts. At least no one in our town did, not until Earl Deitrich arrived.


Earl and Peggy Jean’s house was rumored to have cost twelve million dollars to build. It was three stories high, concave in shape, inset in a scooped-out hillside, the yard terraced with tons of flagstone. The front was filled with windows the size of garages, framed by white-painted steel beams. Ninety-foot skinned and lacquered ponderosa logs were anchored at angles from the roof to the ground, so that at a distance the house looked like a giant, gold-streaked tooth couched in the hills.


It was spring, on a Thursday, when I drove my Avalon out to their house for lunch. I had never felt comfortable around Earl, even though I did my best to like him, but she had left a handwritten note in the mailbox at my law office, saying they were back in town and would love to see me.


So I drove across the old iron bridge on the river, back into the hills, then through a cattleguard and down a long green valley whose fields were covered with buttercups and blue-bonnets and Indian paintbrush. As I approached the house I saw a sun-browned, blond man in khakis and scuffed boots and a cut-off denim shirt setting fence posts around a horse lot that had been nubbed down to dirt.


His name was Wilbur Pickett and he had failed at almost every endeavor he had ever undertaken. When he tried to borrow money to start up a truck farm, his own mother told everybody in town Wilbur couldn’t grow germs on the bottom of his shoe.


He wildcatted down in Mexico and set fire to a sludge pit next to the rig, then the wind blew the flames through a dry field and burned down the local police chief’s ranch house. Wilbur barely got back across the border with his life.


In the Flint Hills of eastern Kansas, after a blistering 110-degree day, he unloaded an eighteen-wheeler full of hogs in rest pens without noticing the rails were down on the far side. Then watched them fan across the hills into three counties under a sky spiderwebbed with lightning.


But when it came to horses and bulls, Wilbur could come out of a rodeo chute like his pants were stitched to their hides. He broke mustangs in Wyoming and went seven seconds with Bodacious, the most notorious bull on the professional circuit (Bodacious would pitch the rider forward, then rear his head into the rider’s face and crush the bones in it). Wilbur’s face had to be rebuilt with metal plates, so that it now looked chiseled, the profile and jawline faintly iridescent, as though there were chemicals in his skin.


I stopped my car and waited for him to walk over to the window. His gray, shapeless cowboy hat was sweat-stained around the base of the crown. He took it off and wiped his brow and smiled.


‘I got a pipeline deal down in Venezuela. Twenty or thirty grand can get you in on the ground floor,’ he said.


‘I bet,’ I said.


‘How about sluice mining in British Columbia? I’m talking about float gold big as elks’ teeth, son.’


‘How’s the weather up there in January?’


‘Beats the hell out of listening to rich people tell you how much money they got,’ he said.


‘See you, Wilbur.’


‘Jobbing out like this? Temporary situation. I’m fixing to make it happen.’


He grinned, full of self-irony, and pulled his work gloves from his back pocket and knocked the dust out of them against his palm.


Peggy Jean and Earl had other guests that afternoon, too – a United States congressman, a real estate broker from Houston, a member of the state legislature, their wives, and a small, nervous, dark-haired man with a hawk’s nose and thick glasses and dandruff on the shoulders of his blue suit.


Peggy Jean wore a white sundress with purple and green flowers on it. She had always been a statuesque girl and the years had not affected her posture or figure. There was a mole by the side of her mouth, and her hair was the color of mahogany, so thick and lustrous you wanted to reach out and touch it when she walked by.


She saw me looking at her from across the room. I went into the kitchen with her and helped her make a pitcher of iced tea and a second pitcher of lemonade. She washed a bowl of mint from the garden, then trimmed the sprigs with scissors and handed me two of them to put in the lemonade. The tips of her fingers were wet when she touched my palm.


‘Earl’s going to talk business with you,’ she said.


‘He can talk it all he wants,’ I said.


‘You don’t do civil law?’


‘Not his kind.’


‘He can’t help where his family’s money came from,’ she said.


‘You’re looking great, Peggy Jean,’ I said.


She picked up the tray and walked ahead of me onto the side porch, which was furnished and built to look like an eating area in a simple home of sixty years ago. The walls were unpainted slat board, the ceiling posts wood and lathed with bulbous undulations in them; the long plank table was covered with a checkered cloth; an old-time icebox, with oak doors and brass handles, stood in the corner; a bladed fan turned lazily overhead. I stood by the open window and looked at Wilbur Pickett dropping a shaved and beveled fence post into a hole.


‘Last year I inherited half a city block in downtown Houston,’ Earl said to me, smiling, a glass of iced tea in his hand. He was a handsome man, at ease in his corduroys and soft burnt-orange shirt, his fine brown hair combed like a little boy’s across his forehead. There was nothing directly aggressive about Earl, but his conversation always had to do with himself, or what he owned, or the steelhead fishing trips he took to Idaho or up on the St Lawrence River. If he had any interest in anyone outside his own frame of reference, he gave no sign of it.


‘But it’s my worst nightmare,’ he went on. ‘A failed savings and loan had the lease on the site. The government seized the savings and loan, and I can’t do anything with the property. The government doesn’t pay rent on seized properties and at the same time I have a six-figure tax obligation on the land. Can you believe that?’


‘This has something to do with me?’ I asked.


‘It might,’ he replied.


‘Not interested,’ I said.


He winked and squeezed my forearm with two fingers. ‘Let’s eat some lunch,’ he said.


Then he followed my gaze out to the horse lot where Wilbur was working.


‘You know Wilbur?’ he said.


‘I’ve bought horses from him.’


‘We’ll invite him in.’


‘You don’t need to do that, Earl,’ I said.


‘I like him.’ He cut his head philosophically. ‘Sometimes I wish I could trade places with a guy like that,’ he said.


I was soon to relearn an old lesson about the few very rich people I had known. Their cruelty was seldom deliberate, but its effect was more injurious than if it were the result of a calculated act, primarily because the victim was made to understand how insignificant his life really was.


An elderly black man, whose name was John, went out to the horse lot to get Wilbur, who looked uncertainly at the house a moment, then washed his hands and forearms and face with a garden hose and came in through the kitchen. He pulled up one of the cushioned redwood chairs to the table and nodded politely while he was introduced, his shirtfront plastered against his chest, his neck cuffed with fresh sunburn.


‘Y’all pardon my appearance,’ he said.


‘Don’t worry about that. Eat up,’ Earl said.


‘It looks mighty good, I’ll tell you that,’ Wilbur said.


But Earl was not listening now. ‘I want to show y’all a real piece of history,’ Earl said to the others, and opened a blue velvet box, inside of which was a huge brass-cased vest watch with a thick, square-link chain. ‘This was taken off a Mexican prisoner at the battle of San Jacinto in 1836. The story is the Mexican looted it off a dead Texan at the Alamo. I have a feeling this was one day he wished he’d left it at home.’


The men at the table laughed.


Earl opened the hinged casing on each side of the watch and held it up by the chain. The watch twisted in a circle, like an impaired butterfly, a refracted, oily light wobbling on the yellowed face and Roman numerals.


‘That come from the Alamo?’ Wilbur said.


‘You ever see one like it?’ Earl said.


‘No, sir. But my ancestor is supposed to have fought at San Jacinto. That’s the good part of the story. The bad part is the family says he stole horses and sold them to both sides,’ Wilbur said.


But no one laughed, and Wilbur blinked and looked at a spot on the wall.


‘John, would you bring a second glass for everyone so we can have some wine?’ Earl said to the elderly black man.


‘Yes, sir, right away,’ John replied.


‘Y’all have to come up on the Gallatin in Montana,’ Earl said. ‘We catch five-pound rainbow right out the front door.’


Wilbur had picked up the watch from the velvet case and was looking at the calligraphy incised on the case. Without missing a beat in his description of Montana trout fishing, Earl reached out and gingerly lifted the watch by its chain out of Wilbur’s hand and replaced it in the box and closed the lid.


Wilbur’s face was like a pink lightbulb.


I finished eating and turned to Peggy Jean.


‘I have to get back to the office. It was surely a fine lunch,’ I said.


‘Yeah, we’ll talk more later about that real estate problem I mentioned,’ Earl said.


‘I don’t think so,’ I replied.


‘You’ll see,’ Earl said, and winked again. ‘Anyway, I want y’all to see the alligator I dumped in my pond,’ he said to the others. Then he turned to Wilbur and said, ‘You don’t need to finish that fence today. Just help John clean up here and we’ll call it square.’


Earl and his guests went out the door and strolled through a peach orchard that was white with bloom. Wilbur stood for a long time by the plank table, his face empty, his leather work gloves sticking from his back pocket.


‘You go on and finish what you were doing out there. John and I will take care of things here,’ Peggy Jean said.


‘No, ma’am, I don’t mind doing it. I’m always glad to hep out,’ Wilbur said, and began stacking dirty plates one on top of another.


I walked out to my car, into the bright, cool air and the smell of flowers and horses in the fields, and decided I couldn’t afford any more lunches with Earl Deitrich.


But the lunch and its aftermath were not over. At four that afternoon Earl called me at my office on the town square.


‘Have you seen that sonofabitch?’ he said.


‘Pardon?’ I said.


‘Wilbur Pickett. I put that watch on my office desk. When Peggy Jean’s back was turned, he went in after it.’


‘Wilbur? That’s hard to believe.’


‘Believe this. He didn’t take just the watch. My safe door was open. He robbed me of three hundred thousand dollars in bearer bonds.’






chapter two


Temple Carrol was a private investigator who lived down the road from me with her invalid father and did investigations for me during discovery. Her youthful looks and baby fat and the way she sometimes chewed gum and piled her chestnut hair on top of her head while you were talking to her were deceptive. She had been a patrolwoman in Dallas, a sheriff’s deputy in Fort Bend County, and a gunbull in Angola Penitentiary over in Louisiana. People who got in her face did so only once.


I stood at the second-story window of my law office and looked across the square at the sandstone courthouse. High above the oak trees that shaded the lawn were the grilled and barred windows of the jail, where Wilbur Pickett had remained since his arrest last night.


Temple sat in a swayback deerhide chair by my desk, talking about East Los Angeles or San Antonio gangbangers. Her face and chest were slatted with shadows from the window blinds.


‘Are you listening?’ she said.


‘Sure. The Purple Hearts.’


‘Right. They were in East L.A. in the sixties. Now they’re in San Antone. Their warlord is this kid Cholo Ramirez, your genuine Latino Cro-Magnon. He skipped his own plea-agreement hearing. All he had to do was be there and he would have walked. I picked him up for the bondsman behind a crack house in Austin and hooked him to the D-ring on my back floor, and he started telling me he was mobbed-up and he could rat out some greaseballs in San Antone.


‘I go, “Mobbed-up, like with the Dixie Mafia?”


‘He goes, “They’re taking down rich marks in a card game, then messing up their heads so they can’t report it. What I’m saying to you, gringita, is there’s a lot of guys out there scared shitless and full of guilt with their bank accounts cleaned out. That ought to be worth my charges as well as something for me to visit my family in Guadalajara.”


‘I go, “All you had to do was show up at your plea. You would have been out of it.”


‘He says, “I had a bad night. I slept late. I didn’t get paid on that last card-game score, anyway. Those guys deserved to get jammed up.”’


When I didn’t respond, Temple picked up a crumpled ball of paper from the wastebasket and bounced it off my back.


‘Are you listening?’ she said.


‘Absolutely.’


‘This is how it works,’ she said. ‘They bring the mark into the card game, at a hunting or fishing lodge somewhere up in the hill country. The mark wins two or three nights in a row and starts to feel like he’s one of the boys. He even knows where the house bank is. Then three guys with nylon stockings over their faces bust into the game. Of course, one of the guys in a stocking is the thinking man’s goon, Cholo Ramirez.


‘One by one they take the players into the basement and torture and execute them. The mark believes he’s the only one left alive. By this time he’s hysterical with fear. He tells the three guys where the bank is. They clean it out and tell him one guy in the basement is still alive, actually a guy who was decent to him during the games. They take the mark down the stairs and make him fire a round with a nine-millimeter into the body that’s on the floor. So now the mark is an accomplice and can’t tell anybody what he saw.


‘A week or two goes by and the mark thinks it’s over and nobody will ever know what he did. Except he gets a call from a greaseball who tells him he gave away the mob’s money and he either writes a check for all of it or he gets fed ankles-first into a tree shredder.


‘Cholo Ramirez says they got one guy for four hundred grand and bankrupted his business.’


‘The guns had blanks in them? They were all in on it?’ I said.


‘Gee, you were listening all the time,’ she said.


I looked at the tops of the oaks ruffling in the breeze on the courthouse lawn. The clock on the courthouse tower said 8:51.


‘The only reason I told you the story is it’ll never see the light of day. The kid Cholo stabbed dropped the charges and Cholo’s home free again,’ Temple said. ‘You going to take Wilbur Pickett’s case?’


‘I think I ought to stay away from this one.’ In the silence, I could feel her eyes on the back of my neck.


At nine o’clock I walked downstairs, out of the cool lee of the building into the sunlight, then up the shaded sidewalk past the steel benches and the Spanish-American War artillery piece on the courthouse lawn. The wood floors inside the courthouse gleamed dully in the half-light, the frosted office windows glowing like crusted salt. I walked to the elevator cage in back and rode up to the jail and stepped out into a stone and iron corridor that was filled with wind blowing through the windows at each end.


Wilbur Pickett lay on an iron bunk in a barred holding cell, his shirt rolled under his head for a pillow. His shapeless Stetson hung from the tip of one boot like a hat on a rack. Gang graffiti had been scorched onto the ceiling with cigarette lighters. The turnkey gave me a chair to carry inside, then locked the door behind me.


‘I took his watch, but I didn’t steal no bearer bonds,’ Wilbur said.


‘What’d you do with the watch?’


‘Dropped it in the mail slot of the County Historical Museum,’ he said.


‘That’s brilliant.’


‘I allow I’ve had smarter moments.’ He sat up on the bunk and started flipping his hat in the air and catching it by the brim. ‘I ain’t gonna be riding in that prison rodeo, am I?’


‘I can’t represent you.’


He nodded and looked at the floor, then brushed at his boot with his hat.


‘You don’t want to take sides against Deitrich’s wife?’ he said.


‘Excuse me?’


‘Her boyfriend got killed in Vietnam. She went through a bunch of guys before Earl come to town. Ain’t no secrets in a small town.’


I felt the blood rise in my throat. I stood up and stared out the window at the old Rialto Theater across the square.


‘It looks like you’ve got everything figured out. Except how to keep your hands off another man’s property,’ I said, and instantly regretted my words.


‘Maybe I ain’t the only one that’s thought about putting my hand where it don’t belong,’ he said.


‘Good luck to you, Wilbur,’ I said, then called for the turnkey to open up.


After the turnkey locked the door behind me, Wilbur rose from the bunk and stood at the bars. He pulled a folded and crimped sheet of lined notebook paper from the back pocket of his khakis and handed it to me between the bars.


‘Give this to my wife, will you? We ain’t got a phone. She don’t know where I’m at,’ he said.


‘Okay, Wilbur.’


‘You don’t know her, do you?’


‘No.’


‘You got to read it to her. She was born blind.’


*


When I got back to the office, Kate, my secretary, told me a man had gone inside the inner office and had sat himself down in front of my desk and had refused to give his name or leave.


‘You want me to call across the street?’ she said.


‘It’s all right,’ I said, and went into my office.


My visitor’s head was bald and veined like marble, his seersucker suit stretched tight on his powerful body. He was bent forward slightly in the chair, his Panama hat gripped tightly on his knee, as though he were about to run after a bus. He turned to face me by plodding the swivel chair in a circle with his feet, and I realized that his neck was fused so he could not change the angle of his vision without twisting his torso.


‘Name’s Skyler Doolittle, no relation to the aviator. I have been a salesman of Bibles, encyclopedias, and Fuller brushes. I won’t deceive you. I have also been in prison, sir,’ he said, and gripped my hand, squeezing the bones.


His eyes were between gray and colorless, with a startled look in them, as though he had just experienced a heat flash. His mouth was pulled back on the corners, in either a fixed smile or a state of perplexity.


‘What can I do for you, Mr Doolittle?’ I said.


‘I seen the picture of this fellow Deitrich in the San Antonio paper this morning. That’s the fellow cheated me out of my watch in a bouree game. I didn’t know his name till now. I come to get my property back,’ he said.


‘Why are you coming to me?’


‘I called over to the jail. They said you was the lawyer for the man done stole it.’


‘They told you wrong.’


He glanced about the room, like an owl on a tree limb.


‘This fellow Deitrich had a trump card hidden under his thigh. I didn’t find that out till later, though. That watch belonged to my great-great-grandfather. You’ll find his name on that bronze plaque at the Alamo,’ he said.


‘I wish I could help you, Mr Doolittle.’


‘Ain’t right. Law punishes a poor man. Rich man don’t have to account.’


‘I can’t argue with you on that.’


I waited for him to leave. But he didn’t.


‘What were you in prison for, Mr Doolittle?’ I said.


‘I stole money from my employer. But I didn’t burn down no church house. If I’d done something that awful, I’d surely remember it.’


‘I see. Can you walk down to my car with me? I have to run an errand.’


‘I don’t mind at all. You seem like a right nice fellow, Mr Holland.’


Wilbur Pickett lived out on the hardpan in a small house built of green lumber with cheesecloth curtains blowing in the windows and zinnias planted in tin cans on the gallery. It was treeless, dry land, with grass fires in the summer that sometimes climbed into the blackjack on the hills and covered the late sun with ash. But Wilbur had a windmill and grew vegetables and kept chickens behind his house and had planted mimosas by his small three-stall barn and irrigated a pasture for his Appaloosa and two palominos.


I had heard that Wilbur had married an Indian woman from the Northern Cheyenne reservation in Montana, but I had never met her. She came to the door in a pair of jeans, brown sandals, and a denim shirt with tiny flowers stitched on the pockets. Her face was narrow, the nose slightly flat, her hair fastened in a ponytail that hung over one shoulder. But it was her eyes that transfixed you. They had no pupils and were the color of blue ink flecked with milk.


I told her Wilbur was in the county jail and would not be home until his bail was set. I stood in the center of the living room and read his penciled letter to her.


‘“Dear Kippy Jo, Earl Deitrich is a damn liar and I didn’t take no bonds from his safe. Ask Mrs Titus to carry you down to the IGA to stock up on groceries. Charge the groceries if you can, but if you can’t there is a one-hundred-dollar bill under the paper liner in my sock drawer. Don’t fret over this little bump in the road. I have lived here all my life. People know me and ain’t going to believe the likes of Earl Deitrich.


‘“Keep all the mail in a safe spot. The pipeline deal in Venezuela is about to come through any day. Or else the gold deal up in B.C., which is just as good although a lot colder. Me and you are going to make it happen, hon. That’s a Wilbur T. Pickett guarantee.


‘“When this is over I aim to stick Earl Deitrich’s head in a toilet bowl.


‘“Your husband, Wilbur.”’


‘You’re his lawyer?’ she asked.


‘No, ma’am, I’m afraid not,’ I replied.


She seemed to look at a thought, or a question, inside her head.


‘I’ll get you some coffee. It’s already made,’ she said.


Before I could answer, she walked into the kitchen and picked up a blue, white-freckled coffeepot off the stove with a hot pad and poured into a cup, one fingertip inset just below the cup’s rim. She went to the cabinet and brought a sugar bowl and spoon to the table and sat down with me, her eyes fixed on my face as though she could see.


‘This man Deitrich, he’s got millions of dollars. Why’s he doing this to Wilbur?’ she said.


‘He says Wilbur stole his bonds,’ I replied.


‘If you’re my husband’s friend, you know he didn’t do it.’


‘He shouldn’t have taken the watch.’


Her face darkened and her sightless eyes remained fixed on mine, as though she had transferred an image of me from the external world to one inside her head that she could examine, an image that bothered her. Unconsciously I wiped my palm on my trouser leg.


‘Money and people are a bad combination, Ms Pickett. I’m never surprised at what people will do for it. I’m not necessarily talking about your husband,’ I said. Outside, the windmill was pumping water into a corrugated metal tank that had overflowed on the ground.


The wind puffed the screen door open. Her head turned toward the sound, then back at me. ‘How much is it for a lawyer?’ she asked.


‘In a case like this, you’ll probably need a few thousand. Sometimes you can pay it out.’


She nodded again, then she said, ‘Ms Titus, the neighbor he mentioned in the letter, is down sick. Can you drop me off at the IGA? I can get somebody to bring me back.’


‘Don’t y’all have some family hereabouts?’


‘His mother was the last one. She died a couple of months back.’


I could hear the horses nickering out in the pasture, the windmill shifting in the breeze, the blades ginning furiously.


‘Tell you what, Ms Pickett. I’ll carry you down to the grocery and wait for you, then I’ll go back up to the jail and talk to Wilbur again.’


Her face showed no expression.


‘He thinks growing up here means people will take his word over a rich man’s. That’s why he loses out in all his business deals. That’s just Wilbur. But this time it’s different, isn’t it?’ she said.


‘Well, you never know,’ I lied, then waited for her out by my Avalon.


Dust devils were blowing out of the hills in the distance and the wind was hot and dry and thick with grasshoppers.


I lived by myself in a three-story purple-brick Victorian home in the west end of the county. It had a wide, screened-in gallery and a veranda on the second floor, and the front and back yards were framed by poplar trees and blooming myrtle and the flower beds planted with hydrangeas and yellow and red roses. I parked the Avalon in back and fixed a chicken sandwich and plate of stuffed eggs and potato salad and a glass of iced tea for lunch and ate it at the kitchen table.


The interior of the house was oak and mahogany, and the wind seemed to fill every room with the presence of all my ancestors who had lived there. From my window I could see my barn and horse lot and my Morgan named Beau rolling on his side in the pasture, the windmill ginning on the far side of the barn roof, the fields of melons, corn, strawberries, cantaloupes, beans, and tomatoes that a neighbor farmed on shares, and a two-acre tank, or lake, that the state had stocked with bream and big-mouth bass.


At the far end of my property was a stand of hardwoods, then the bluffs over the river, which was slate green in late summer and roiling and full of mud and Cottonwood bloom in the spring.


The sun went behind the clouds and the wind was cool inside the house, as though it were being drawn through the windows by a huge attic fan. But I could not concentrate on the fine day or the fact that where I lived had always been for me the best place on earth. Instead I kept thinking of Wilbur Pickett and the uncomfortable reality that I had never come to terms with my feelings for Peggy Jean Murphy, who was another man’s wife now, or with the memory of what it was like to feel her hand slip down the small of my back, her thighs cradling my hips, while I came inside a woman for the first time and the fecund odor of damp earth and bruised grass and wildflowers rose around us in a green envelope that for a moment seemed to hold together the vanity of my passion and her unrequited love for a dead soldier.


I picked up the phone and called Marvin Pomroy at the prosecutor’s office.


‘I’m representing Wilbur Pickett,’ I said.


‘That’s funny. I just talked to him. He said you told him to drop dead,’ Marvin said.


‘Must have been a bad echo in the cellhouse.’


‘Let me warn you beforehand, Billy Bob. Earl Deitrich wants Wilbur’s head on a pike.’


‘Really? Say, I had a strange-looking fellow named Skyler Doolittle in my office this morning. He said something about doing time and burning down a church.’


‘He was pestering me, too. You don’t remember him?’ Marvin said.


‘No.’


‘He got drunk and plowed into a church bus outside Goliad. The bus burned. Four or five kids didn’t make it out,’ he said.


‘Wilbur’s wife is blind and by herself. Let Wilbur go on recognizance.’


‘We’re talking about a three-hundred-thousand theft,’ Marvin said.


‘According to Earl Deitrich. Has anyone ever seen those bonds?’


‘Yeah, his wife. Is she lying, too?’ When I didn’t answer, he said, ‘You still there?’


‘I’m going up to see Wilbur now. I don’t want anybody questioning him unless I’m there.’


‘You ought to take a nap, get more rest. Your moods . . . Never mind. Have a good day,’ he said, and hung up.


That night the phone rang during a terrible electric storm. The rain was beating against the windows, and the yard was flooded and quivering with lightning and the barn doors crashed back and forth against the jamb.


‘That young man, Pickett, is he still in jail?’ the voice said.


‘Who is this?’


‘I think perhaps a degree of wrong is being done here.’


‘A degree of wrong?’ I said.


‘Yes.’


Then the voice came together with an image, that of a small, nervous, dark-haired man, with a hawk’s nose and thick glasses, in a blue suit with dandruff on the shoulders. What was the name? Green? Greenberg?


‘You’re Mr Greenbaum. The accountant. You were at the Deitrichs’ luncheon yesterday,’ I said.


The line went dead.






chapter three


The next day was Saturday, and the streets in town were rain-washed, the sky blue and the air shining. I did some work in my office, then drove out to Val’s for lunch. Val’s was the drive-in restaurant on the north side of town, equidistant between the West End and East End of Deaf Smith, a neutral territory where the children of the rich and those of oil field and cannery workers put their hatred and fear of one another in temporary abeyance.


I went inside and had just ordered when I saw Jeff Deitrich, Earl’s son, pull into the parking lot in a yellow convertible with a Mexican boy and girl next to him. They parked under the awning, and Jeff walked across the lot toward the entrance, his partially unbuttoned silk shirt filling with wind.


We were told he was the child of Earl’s brief first marriage to a Cajun girl when he was stationed at Fort Polk in Louisiana. Jeff was larger, more handsome and athletic than his father, with dark brown hair that had natural waves in it and wide shoulders and long arms and big-knuckled hands. He was bright in a limited way and confident and always ingratiating and had done well for two years at the University of Texas, then had quit, either to learn his father’s business or just out of indifference toward what he saw as the necessary province of others.


But I always had the sense that Jeff’s manners were the natural ones of his class and that he used them only as the situation required him to. Three years ago I had witnessed a scene in the same parking lot, one I had tried to forget. But I had never looked at Jeff quite the same afterwards.


It was a lovely fall night after a football game, with a yellow moon as big as a planet hovering right over the hills. The lot was filled with convertibles, customized 1950s hot rods that glowed like hard candy under the neon, chromed Harleys, and Cherokees and Land-Rovers and roll-bar Jeeps. Then a beery oil field roughneck, in Cloroxed jeans and steel-toe boots and a T-shirt still spotted with drilling mud, got into it with Jeff Deitrich.


They fought between cars, knocking serving trays onto the pavement, then went at it in an open area, both of them swinging hard, connecting with skin-tearing blows in the face that made the onlookers wince.


They fought their way between two cars in the front row, then Jeff caught the roughneck hard above the eye and knocked him across the curb against the side of the building. The roughneck was down on one knee, his eyes glazed, the fight gone out of his face, a self-deprecating smile of defeat already tugging at the corner of his mouth. When he started to rise, propping his fingers against the pavement for support, Jeff drove his fist into the hinge on the man’s jaw and fractured the bone like pecan shell.


The restaurant owner had to hold the roughneck’s jaw in place with a blood-soaked towel until the ambulance arrived.


‘How you doin’, Billy Bob?’ Jeff said expansively as he passed my booth on the way to the men’s room, not waiting for an answer before he pushed the door open and went inside.


Outside, the Mexican couple in his car were ordering from the waitress. The boy’s hair was as black as paint, cut short, oiled and combed back on his head. The girl’s skin was biscuit-colored, her hair a dark reddish color, as though it had been washed in iodine. She was smoking a cigarette, tipping the ashes over the side of the door, her eyes lingering suspiciously on the people in other cars. She and the boy next to her sat apart from each other, not talking.


Jeff came back out of the men’s room and sat down in my booth.


‘You curious about the cuties in my car?’ he said.


‘They look like gangbangers,’ I said.


‘The guy is. That’s Ronnie Cruise. Sometimes they call him Ronnie Cross. Leader of the Purple Hearts. His squeeze is Esmeralda Ramirez.’


‘What are you doing with them?’


‘My dad’s funding a youth program in San Antone and Houston,’ he said, and smiled at me with his eyes, as though we were both privy to a private joke.


‘You know where I could find an accountant named Greenbaum? He’s a friend of your folks,’ I said.


‘Max? Sure. I put him on a plane to Houston this morning. What’s up?’


‘Nothing important.’


‘It’s funny how they run of a type.’


‘Pardon?’


‘The Tribe. It’s like somebody writes a script for them. Guys like Max must read the material and walk right into the role.’


I set down my fork and looked at him. His grin never wavered. His confidence in the health and good looks that seemed to have been given him along with his family’s wealth was such that my stare at his bigotry and callousness had no more meaning to him than the fact a waitress was standing by his elbow, ready to take his order, reluctant to interrupt him in midsentence.


‘We’re all right here,’ I said to her.


‘You want to meet Ronnie Cross? Two guys tried to pop him on a rooftop. Both of them took the fast way down. Six floors into the concrete.’


‘I’ll pass. He’s wearing a rosary around his neck. Tell him for me that’s an act of disrespect,’ I said.


‘Tell him yourself. It’s my father who wants to send these guys to Taco U. I just drive them around once in a while, like Operation Outreach or something.’ He winked at me, just as his father had. ‘Gotta boogie. See you around.’


Later, they drove out of the lot past my window. The boy named Ronnie Cruise passed a quart bottle of Lone Star to Jeff. The girl named Esmeralda, who sat by the passenger window, looked straight ahead, an angry light in her face.


I got up early Monday morning and brushed out Beau, my Morgan, in the lot, put some oats and molasses balls in his trough, watered the flowers in the yard, then went upstairs and showered. Through the window I could see the long, gentle roll of the green land, seagulls that had been blown inland, plots of new corn in a hillside, oak trees planted along a winding two-lane highway that had once been part of the Chisholm Trail.


The phone rang. I wrapped a towel around myself and picked up the receiver in the bedroom.


‘I guess this is foolish to ask, but can we take you to lunch after Wilbur’s arraignment?’ Peggy Jean said.


‘Y’all are going to be there?’ I said.


‘Earl’s upset. But that doesn’t mean our friendship has to be impaired.’


‘Another time, Peggy Jean.’


‘I thought I’d ask.’


‘Sure,’ I said.


After I replaced the receiver in the cradle I felt a strange sense of loss that didn’t seem warranted by the conversation.


In the closet mirror I saw the welted bullet scars on my left foot and right arm and another one high up on my chest. Loss was when they put you in a box, I told myself.


But the feeling wouldn’t go away. I looked at the framed picture on my dresser of my mother and father and me as a child. In the picture I had my father’s jaw and reddish-blond hair, just as my illegitimate son, Lucas Smothers, did. Next to my family picture was one of L.Q. Navarro, in his pinstripe suit and ash-gray Stetson, a bottle of Mexican beer in his hand, his Texas Ranger badge on his belt, a dead volcano at his back. L.Q. Navarro, the most loyal and handsome and brave man I ever knew, whom I accidentally killed on a vigilante raid into Coahuila.


I blew out my breath and rubbed the bath towel in my face and dressed by the window, concentrating on the blueness of the sky and the dark, steel-colored rain clouds that were massed on the hills in the distance.


At ten o’clock Wilbur Pickett was arraigned and released on five thousand dollars’ bail. Earl and Peggy Jean had been sitting in the back of the courtroom. Earl got up from his seat and banged loudly on the doors.


When I walked outside he was standing by his maroon Lincoln, in the shade of the oak trees, his anger replaced by an easy smile. Peggy Jean sat inside the car, her elbow propped on the windowsill, her fingertips rubbing one temple.


‘Marvin Pomroy owe you favors?’ Earl said.


‘On the bail? It doesn’t work that way, Earl,’ I replied.


‘That boy steals a historical relic and three hundred grand and gets released on a five-dime bond? You telling me y’all aren’t working together?’


‘Yes, that’s what I’m telling you. Wilbur’s not going anywhere, either,’ I said.


‘Did I say he was?’ He reached out and pinched me in the ribs.


‘Excuse me, but don’t do that again,’ I said.


‘Whoa,’ he said, grinning broadly.


‘Earl, I recommend you stop clowning around and give some serious thought to what you’re doing,’ I said.


‘Clowning? Trying to recover a six-figure theft?’ he said.


‘A man named Skyler Doolittle says you cheated him out of that watch in a bouree game. If we go to trial, he’s going to be a witness for the defense. Your accountant, Max Greenbaum, is too.’


‘Greenbaum? What’s he got to do with anything?’ Earl said.


‘Run your bullshit on someone else,’ I said.


I walked across the street toward my office. When I looked back, Earl and Peggy Jean were arguing across the top of their car.


Temple Carrol was waiting inside my office.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. She wore a pair of jeans and a silver belt and a yellow cotton pullover.


‘We need to find out more about Earl Deitrich’s finances. See if he’s filed an insurance claim,’ I said.


‘The Deitrichs stoke you up out there?’


‘No.’


‘Is it true you and Peggy Jean were an item?’ She straightened her shoulders, her hands in her back pockets, her eyes not quite focusing on mine.


‘I thought we were. I didn’t know a whole lot back then,’ I replied.


‘Don’t let a prissy buttwipe like Deitrich get to you.’


‘He doesn’t.’


‘Oh, I can see that,’ she said.


‘I told him the witnesses I’d use against him. Not too cool,’ I said.


She kept her expression flat and let her eyes slip off my face.


‘Why would he try to involve me in his real estate and tax problems down in Houston?’ I said.


‘He wants to buy your good name.’ When I didn’t reply, she said, ‘He hangs heads on walls. You were in the saddle with his wife. Stop thinking like a tree stump.’


Two days later the sheriff, Hugo Roberts, telephoned the office and asked me to walk across the street.


‘What for?’ I asked.


‘Got a man in here tells quite a story. Maybe you ought to hear it, counselor,’ he said.


‘I’m busy, Hugo,’ I said.


‘You gonna be a lot less busy when this ole boy blows your defense for Wilbur Pickett out the water.’ He was still laughing, wheezing with pleasure, when he hung up the phone.


The sheriff’s office was behind the courthouse in the original sandstone and log jail that had been built when Deaf Smith was a frontier village in the 1870s. Hugo Roberts had not been elected but promoted into the office after his predecessor was murdered with an ax last year. He was pear-shaped, potbellied, and smoked constantly, even though one of his lungs had already been surgically removed. When I entered his office, the air was layered with smoke, the light through the windows a sickly yellow. Hugo sat behind a huge oak desk; the log walls were festooned with antique guns and the black-and-white photos of convicts our county had sent to Huntsville for electrocution or death by injection.


Hugo leaned back in his swivel chair, one booted leg on his desk, and aimed a finger at a tall, rawboned man with sideburns and a drooping left eyelid who sat in a straight-back chair with a straw hat hooked on one finger.


‘This here is Bubba Grimes,’ Hugo said. He sucked on his cigarette and blew a plume of smoke into the air. ‘Picked up Bubba for smashing beer bottles against the side of Shorty’s last night. Why would you do something like that, Bubba?’


‘Hell, I don’t know. Seemed kind of dull. The music on the jukebox would make a corpse stop up his ears,’ the man named Grimes said. His skin was grained and coarse and it creased like a lizard’s when he grinned.


‘Tell Billy Bob what you told us,’ Hugo said, and rested his eyes on me with anticipation.


‘Ain’t much to it. Last Thursday I got a call from Wilbur Pickett. He said he had a mess of bearer bonds he wanted to get rid of. Said he was calling from the IGA pay phone by his house,’ Grimes said.


‘Why would he call you in particular?’ I asked.


‘I do a few investments for folks, mostly for working people don’t trust banks or brokerages. Not the kind of transaction Pickett had in mind, though. That’s what I told him, too – to take his business somewheres else,’ Grimes said.


‘We already checked with the phone company. There was a call made Thursday afternoon from the IGA to Mr Grimes’s home in Austin,’ Hugo said.


Grimes wore alligator boots, western-cut, striped slacks, and a dark blue shirt with roses sewn on it. The skin around his drooping left eye looked dead, like a synthetic graft, and I couldn’t tell if the eye had vision in it or not.


‘I know your name from somewhere,’ I said.


‘I’m a pilot. Out of the country most of the time. I doubt we’ve met,’ he replied.


‘It’ll come to me,’ I said.


‘Billy Bob was a Texas Ranger and an assistant U.S. attorney. Got a memory like flypaper,’ Hugo said. A column of dirty sunlight fell on his desk. His hand, which was round and small and the color of a cured tobacco leaf on the blotter, cupped a cigarette whose smoke leaked through his fingers. He grinned at me, his lips purple in the gloom, his eyes full of gloat.


I pulled open the door and stepped back out into the afternoon breeze and dappled shade and closed the door behind me and heard the metal tongue on the latch fall into place. The breeze felt wonderful in my face. Then I remembered the name. I pushed the door open again. The glare fell like a dagger across Grimes’s face.


‘You were mixed up with a televangelist preacher and the Contras down in Nicaragua. You were shot down dropping supplies to them,’ I said to Grimes.


‘I told you, boy’s an encyclopedia of worthless information,’ Hugo said.


‘Then you made the news again. Flying for the same preacher in Zaire. Except you were diverting mercy flights to his diamond mines,’ I said.


‘I bet a local jury will get on this like stink on shit,’ Hugo said.


‘They sure will. That’s where all Earl Deitrich’s money comes from,’ I said.


Hugo’s cigarette paused halfway to his mouth, the smoke curling upward like a white snake.


Early the next morning the air was unseasonably cold and a milk-white fog blew off the river and hung as thick as wet cotton on the two-acre tank behind my barn. As I walked along the levee I could hear bass flopping out in the fog. I stood in the weeds and cast a Rapala between two flooded willow trees, heard it hit the water, then began retrieving it toward me. The sun looked like a glowing red spark behind the gray silhouette of the barn.


I felt a hard, throbbing hit on the lure. I jerked the rod up to set the treble hook, but the lure rattled loose from the bass’s mouth, sailed through the air, and clinked on the water’s surface. Behind me I heard someone tapping loudly on my back door, then a truck engine grinding past the barn and through the field toward me.


Wilbur Pickett got out and walked up the levee in a pair of khakis and cowboy boots and a denim jacket cut off at the armpits.


‘They’re flopping out there, ain’t they?’ he said.


‘There’s a pole and a coffee can of worms by that willow,’ I said.


‘Lordy, this is a nice place. I aim to have one like it someday,’ he said, squatting down to thread a night crawler on his hook.


‘You doing all right?’ I said.


He swung the cork and weighted line out into the fog.


‘My wife sees pictures in her head. It scares me sometimes. She says you got dead people following you around,’ he said.


‘I don’t see any.’


‘She said these are people you killed down in Old Mexico. I told her I never heard no such thing.’ He looked straight ahead, a nervous flicker in the corner of his eye.


I reeled in my line and rested my rod against the trunk of a redbud tree. I watched a cottonmouth moccasin swimming through the shallows, its body forming and re-forming itself like an S-shaped spring.


‘Billy Bob?’ Wilbur said.


‘They were heroin mules. They got what they deserved,’ I said.


‘That don’t sound like you.’


‘I’ve got to get to work,’ I said.


He rubbed his palm on his forehead, and his eyes searched in the fog, as though looking for words that weren’t part of his vocabulary. I saw his throat swallow. ‘She says you’re a giver of death. She says it’s gonna happen again.’


‘What will happen again?’


‘She says there’s spirits that want revenge. It’s got to do with human heads in a garden in Africa. It don’t make no sense. I ain’t up to this. I ain’t never hurt nobody. I don’t want to have nothing to do with this kind of stuff,’ he said.


He dropped the cane pole across a willow branch and got into his paint-skinned truck and began grinding the starter.


‘Wilbur, get down here and talk,’ I said.


His engine caught and he twisted his head back toward me as he turned the wheel with both hands.


‘You killed people and you ain’t sorry? That ain’t the Billy Bob Holland I always knowed. Why’d you tell me that?’ he said, his eyes wet.


He roared through the field, the tall grass whipping under his front bumper, trash blowing from the bed of his truck.






chapter four


Late the next afternoon I received a phone call from Kippy Jo Pickett, Wilbur’s wife.


‘They tore up our house. They ripped the floor out of the barn,’ she said.


‘Who did?’ I said.


‘The sheriff and his men.’


‘Did he have a search warrant?’


‘He said he did. He kept rattling a paper in front of me. He smelled like liquor,’ she said.


‘Where’s Wilbur?’ I asked.


‘They drove him out to the hills. When they brought him back, he wouldn’t come in the house,’ she replied.


A half hour later I parked in Wilbur’s dirt drive and walked around the side of the house to the back, where he was burning trash in an oil barrel. His shirt hung on a fence post and his skin looked like warm tallow in the yellow and red light of the fire. The kitchen window was at my back. I turned and looked through the screen into the sightless eyes of Kippy Jo.


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there,’ I said, regaining my breath.


She walked away from the sink without answering.


Wilbur glanced up from his work, then went on shoving a stack of splintered boards into the flames.


‘Hugo Roberts drove you out in the hills?’ I said.


Wilbur sucked in one side of his mouth. ‘He showed me what was left of a cougar that got caught in a hoop wire. He said the more it fought, the more it cut itself up.’


‘He threatened you?’ I asked.


‘He said we live way out here on the hardpan. He said Mexican dopers go through here at night sometimes. He wouldn’t want none of them to catch Kippy Jo home alone, ’cause some of them ain’t half human.’


I waited for him to go on, but he didn’t. His face looked flushed in the heat of the fire.


‘You’re not telling me something, Wilbur,’ I said.


‘Hugo said he’d like to have a good boy like me as one of his deputies. He took his nine-millimeter out and stuck it down in my pants. Like this.’ Wilbur shoved the flattened ends of his fingers down under his belt buckle. ‘He pushed it on down till it was pressing against my privates. He told me, “You’re a natural-born lawman, Pickett.” His deputies was grinning from behind their sunglasses, like I was some kind of geek in a carnival.’


‘Hugo fears and hates people who have courage, Wilbur. That’s why he’s cruel,’ I said.


He speared a board into the flames, his eyes avoiding mine.


‘He offered you a deal, didn’t he?’ I said.


‘He said it don’t matter if Deitrich gets the bonds back or not. I can say a fence burned me and took off without giving me no money. The insurance is gonna take care of it, anyway.’


‘Listen to Hugo Roberts and you’ll be chopping cotton on Huntsville Farm.’


‘He’s the man with the power.’


‘Goodbye, Wilbur.’


I walked back out to my car. The scrub oak on the rim of the hills looked like stenciled black scars against the molten sun. I started the car engine, then turned it off and got back out and slammed the door. I stepped up on the gallery and opened the screen door without knocking. Kippy Jo was tucking in a fringed bedspread on the couch. She turned and stared in my direction.


‘Did you tell your husband I was a giver of death?’ I asked.


She folded her fingers in front of her, her eyes like white-flecked blue marbles, her very skin seeming to absorb the sounds around her. But she didn’t speak.


‘I not only killed drug transporters, I accidentally killed my best friend. If people want to talk about it, that’s fine. I just don’t want to listen to it,’ I said.


I let the screen swing back on the spring behind me. But my angry words brought me no comfort.


That night I drove down the road to the convenience store for a loaf of bread. I heard the car behind me before I saw it, its twin Hollywood mufflers rumbling off the asphalt. It was a customized 1949 Mercury convertible, with a grille like chromed teeth, the deep maroon finish overpainted with a tangle of blue and red flames blowing out of the hood. I turned into the convenience store and went inside, and the customized Mercury turned in after me and parked in the shadows by the side of the building.
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