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    DEDICATION




    

      To our families, friends and lovers –




      to all those who have journeyed with us through life, and took the wheel when we were too tired to go on.


    


  




  

    INTRODUCTION


  




  

    We’ve all been there. Barreling down the highway of life at 90 miles an hour in a car with no brakes. There’s disaster waiting at the end of the trip but there’s nothing we can do about it but drive and be damned.




    Of course there’s someone riding shotgun. It could be the girl or guy who’s no good for us but we can’t or don’t want to see that. Their surface is all we can see and that, along with the memories of hot nights and sweaaty sheets, is why we’re driving headlong toward the biggest mistake of our lives. It could be a chance acquaintance with a can’t miss get-rich-quick scheme. It’s probably too good to be true, but the payoff is such that you can’t take the chance of missing out on it. It could just be your best friend who got you behind the wheel with “Hey, you know what would be fun?”




    Or you could be driving alone, accompanied only by the ghost of a lover, a friend, a relative or a treasure you once had. Someone took them from you and now you’re looking for payback. You probably won’t survive the trip but neither will anyone else.




    Whatever the reason, you’re on what might be the last journey of your life and Hell or worse is waiting for you at the end.




    Enjoy the ride.


  




  

    


  




  

    STARLESS MIDNIGHT


    Wayne D. Dundee


  




  

    She sprang up out of the ditch, eel slick from the drenching rain, silver-limbed and wild-eyed in the rapid-fire bursts of lightning. Onto the shoulder of the road she staggered, extending one bare arm partly to balance herself and partly to signal me.




    My foot stomped the brake pedal.




    Luckily, I hadn’t been traveling very fast through the storm-swept night.




    Nevertheless the F-10’s rear end did some fishtailing on the wet pavement before the big truck hissed to a stop with its nose jutted halfway across the opposite lane. The woman was locked in my headlight beams. The yellow glow they cast over her contrasted weakly with the searing white brilliance of the staccato lightning pops.




    But by any light there was no mistaking the potent beauty of this apparition thrust so startlingly before me. She was a tall, lithe number, broad-shouldered, superbly tapered legs, with firm breasts rising and falling rapidly above a flat wedge of stomach. The flawless features of her face held an expression of ragged wariness. Hair as black as starless midnight was plastered tight to the sides of that face, pouring like spilled ink down over her shoulders.




    Once my vehicle was braked, each of us stayed frozen for a long moment. I, gawking at her through the rhythmic swipes of the windshield wipers, hunched over the steering wheel, gripping it hard enough to make my knuckles creak. She, poised in the tentative half-crouch of a cornered wild animal.




    Until a long belch of thunder, gradually escalating in volume, shook me out of my stunned state.




    I shouldered open the F-10’s door and emerged into the driving rain. It bit my face, cold and stinging. Old instincts churned inside me, warning me to be careful, not to get caught off guard by taking this bizarre scene too lightly. I thought about the .38 snubbie clipped under the driver’s seat – another carryover from the old days, a precautionary habit that remained unbroken. I didn’t reach for the gun. As far as I could tell the only thing I had to deal with here was the woman; with her looks she could very well be forty kinds of trouble, but for the time being I couldn’t see the potential for anything that might rate firepower.




    I came around the front of the truck. The woman straightened up and stood her ground, watching me closely as I stepped toward her.




    “Why are you out here like this?” I wanted to know. “Has there been some kind of accident?”




    “Out here” was a lonely stretch of narrow highway twisting its way up near the northwest corner of Nebraska’s panhandle. Cattle grazing country. Rangeland. Miles and miles of nothing but miles and miles.




    The woman pushed a sopping tendril of hair away from her eyes. “No, I haven’t been in an accident ... not the way you mean,” she said in a steady, relatively calm voice. “I’ve had some trouble, though, obviously. It’s all terribly embarrassing and ... well, rather personal.”




    “It quit being altogether personal when you ran out in front of me,” I pointed out to her.




    She didn’t know what to say to that.




    The hard-driven rain seemed to be picking up intensity. A one-two punch of lightning and thunder made the ground tremble under our feet.




    I jerked a thumb. “Let’s get out of this and into my truck. You can tell me more there.”




    Back in the F-10 I re-started the engine and cranked the de-fogger/heater to high. I snapped on the dome light. The woman was clad in nothing but a filmy, lace-edged nightie of some kind. Peach-colored; pale orange, maybe. Long since soaked through, it clung to her now like Saran wrap. Her nipples showed plainly, hard as two brown pebbles. She was shivering.




    I rummaged behind the seat back and retrieved an old denim jacket, its once-coarse lining worn soft and thin. I held it out to her. “Cover yourself. Try to get warm.”




    She drew her knees up so that her heels rested on the edge of the seat. Then made a tent of the jacket, draping it over herself from chin to toes. Her shivering began to lessen.




    “Thank you.”




    “It isn’t much, but it’ll have to do.”




    “God, could I go for a cigarette. Do you have any?”




    I shook my head. “Don’t use ’em.”




    She made a face. “Too damn much of that going around these days.”




    “Cigarettes we can find for you,” I said. “But first things first. Let’s start with a name. Then you can tell me some more about this trouble you’ve had.”




    She arched one brow sharply. “You almost sounded like a cop just then.”




    “Matter of fact, I used to be one. But not any more, so never mind ... Now how about that name?”




    “What makes knowing my name so damn important?” she said, irritably. “What’s yours?”




    “Smith,” I told her.




    “Oh, that’s original.”




    “First name’s Chance. That’s supposed to be the original part ... Now it’s your turn.”




    Her eyes searched my face. “Look, I told you this is personal – a family thing. I really must try to keep it discreet. All I need is a lift, a ride through this dreadful storm. To a place not far from here. Then you can be done with the whole matter and on your way again without another thought to it.”




    “Uh-uh,” I said. “That won’t cut it.”




    “When we get to my stepsuh ... if you simply take me where I want to go, I will see that you are paid. Handsomely. Will that help to ‘cut it’?”




    “Only makes it sound fishier, if you want the truth.”




    “You’re being awfully damn pushy, you know that?”




    “You’re the one who waved me down, lady. The way you went about it, you could have gotten yourself splattered all over the road or caused me to take the ditch and maybe break my own neck. Under the circumstances, if I’m being pushy I’d say I’ve got a right to be.”




    Her body stiffened and her feet hit the floorboard. “On second thought, maybe I’m better off back out in the storm.”




    I returned her glare. “Up to you. I had a place to go and things to do before you showed up.”




    She shoved open her door and slid over to the far end of the seat. Wind and rain whipped into the cab. She wavered in the teeth of it, pausing to glare at me some more over her shoulder.




    “You’re letting rain in,” I said. “Leave the jacket and beat it, if that’s what you’re going to do.”




    “Boy, you’re a real gentleman, aren’t you?”




    “Maybe, maybe not. Either way, I’ll give you one more chance to level with me or I help you make that decision on bailing.”




    She closed the door again, slamming it. From the inside. “An arrogant prick is what you are!”




    “Probably more accurate than the ‘gentleman’ tag.”




    The damp, perfumed scent of her was filling the cab, making me feel crowded.




    “And I can imagine what kind of cop you used to be.”




    “A good enough one to still be able to tell the difference between the patter of rain and the sound of somebody pissing on my boot,” I told her.




    “What’s that supposed to mean?”




    “Means you needn’t bother identifying yourself, after all. I just figured it out. Took me a while to recognize you, what with this back-to-nature look you’re sporting tonight. You’re Hogan Barkley’s shiny new wife. Esmerelda ... right?”




    Hogan Barkley owned three quarters of the land in this county, as well as sizable chunks in bordering counties. Rangeland supporting massive herds of prime beef, broken up into several scattered ranches. Estimates of the accumulated income from these ranches generally placed Barkley among the wealthier men in this part of the state. A couple years back his wife of many years had passed away and as soon as a proper grieving period was observed he began courting and eventually married a dark-haired beauty scarcely half his age.




    She didn’t try to deny it. “Very well. I am Esmerelda Barkley.”




    “And the honeymoon’s over, it appears.”




    “It’s not something I appreciate being made light of, thank you. Yes, my husband and I had a fight. All married couples do at one time or other. I’ve always been a rather volatile person and my husband is ... well, he’s operating under a great deal of stress these days.”




    “I recall hearing something about a stroke last winter.”




    Her gaze drifted from my face and seemed to concentrate on the torrents of late spring rain sliding down the outside of the windshield glass, beyond the reach of the wipers.




    “The stroke was a devastating blow,” she said. “His mind is still sharp and he is steadily regaining physical function through therapy. For someone as aggressive and ambitious as Hogan, however, having any kind of limitation is very difficult. It’s changed him. He sees himself as less of a man and is therefore convinced that others must view him the same way. It makes him angry and bitter much of the time.” She drew up her knees again and once more pulled the jacket into a tent. “And suspicious ... God, the never-ending suspicions and accusations.”




    “Is that what caused the trouble tonight?”




    “His own son! Can you believe that? He accused me of having begun an affair with his son Leland. The whole thing is ridiculous, of course, but he wouldn’t let up. He became more enraged than I’ve ever seen him and I got just as angry in return.”




    One hand re-emerged from under the jacket and she began gesturing emphatically with it as she continued. “And then he pulled out the gun he keeps in his desk drawer and fired some shots into the ceiling, saying he’d see both of us dead before he’d be cuckolded that way. That’s when I got frightened and ran out into the night. I didn’t plan very well, I’m afraid – I had no keys to drive away in any of our vehicles, nor did I have any to get back in the house after Hogan went around and locked all of the doors. The servants have weekends off, there was no one else there I could turn to for help. So I started walking.”




    “Under these conditions?” I said. “Walking where?”




    “Leland and his wife Merilee live only a short distance from us. I meant to go down the lane and cut across fields. But I got twisted around somehow in this stupid storm and ended up on the highway instead ... That’s when you came along.”




    Since I traveled that stretch of road regularly I had noted many times the gate posts marking each of the Barkley places. But other than passing interest due to the name recognition, I never gave them much thought. Both houses and their related buildings, as is common for ranches in the area, were located far enough back to be out of sight from the road.




    Tonight, following Esmerelda’s directions through the still-raging storm, I found the son’s digs to be as impressively sprawling and well-tended as you would expect the Barkley name to warrant. Leland, an only child, had for some years been shouldering the duties of running his father’s land and cattle operations and by all reports was doing a very competent job. In his late thirties, he was a steady, low-key, no-nonsense individual who outwardly lacked the old man’s fire and vinegar but had nevertheless managed to earn his own brand of respect via his dedication and a hands-on, common sense/common man way of dealing with things.




    It was just short of midnight when we rousted Leland and his wife, Merilee. It was Leland who answered the door, with Merilee directly behind him. I got the clear and immediate impression that this was how they faced life together, a childless couple who relied on one another in very traditional roles. At any rate, they seemed calm enough about the late Sunday night intrusion, not to mention the bedraggled appearance of their stepmother in the company of a big, knocked around-looking stranger.




    While Merilee hastened to fetch Esmerelda some dry clothing, Leland broke out chunky glasses and a bottle of top label brandy. Without asking, he poured some for everyone, including me. Esmerelda didn’t object; apparently she’d either forgotten or had a change of heart about her earlier stated intentions to shoo me off as soon as I’d served my purpose in delivering her there.




    Once Esmerelda had been furnished a towel to wrap around her wet hair, a fluffy oversized robe to wrap around her person, and – so help me – bunny-eared slippers for her feet, we all sat around a gleaming dining room table while she told Leland and Merilee the same story she had related to me about the fight with her husband. As she talked, she puffed busily and somewhat nervously through back to back cigarettes.




    Listening, Leland Barkley’s expression grew increasingly distraught until he finally blurted, “Damn it all, I should have seen something like this coming. I’ve watched Father growing steadily more confrontational and argumentative, lashing out at even the unlikeliest souls for no good reason. He never was easy to get along with – the stroke and the restrictions it forced on him have only made him worse.” He hung his head. “Nor am I proud to say that my method of dealing with the situation has been to avoid him as much as possible lately.”




    “Don’t beat yourself up over this, Lee,” Esmerelda was quick to reply. “You couldn’t have done anything to forestall the tantrum he threw tonight.”




    “I’m not so sure. At the very least, for your sake, I should have been dropping by more frequently – to absorb some of the heat. I know how he can get. It was just a matter of time before he found some reason, real or imagined, to single you out and make you the object of one of his rages.”




    Esmerelda shook her head. “He was talking so crazy that at first I thought it was some kind of sick joke. He claimed he was listening in on one of the extensions and overheard you and me making ‘love talk’ over the phone. And he said he could see me looking at you with ‘cow eyes’ whenever we were in the same room. It was all so preposterous! Like you just said, you’ve hardly even been around of late.”




    “Could it be some sort of reaction to one of the medicines he’s taking?” Merilee suggested. She was a frail- looking blonde, quite pretty, with perfect teeth and bright blue eyes. Her nose probably crinkled when she smiled. She struck me as the type who would always view the glass as half full, never half empty, and who would painstakingly search for the “good” in any person or situation.




    Leland made a face. “No, it’s got nothing to do with his medicine. Don’t make excuses for him, dear. It’s just the old buzzard’s innate orneriness showing through. He’s feeling sorry for himself and figures that gives him the right to make everybody else around him as miserable as he thinks he is. He’s always been a bit of a bully, but this is going too damn far and I mean to jerk him up short about it.”




    “You’re not going to confront him right now, are you?”




    “You bet I am. Why wait? For heaven’s sake, Merilee, didn’t you hear Esmerelda? He shot a gun at her!”




    “He didn’t exactly shoot it at me, Lee,” Esmerelda said. “And I think Merilee’s right ... if you feel you must confront your father, surely it would be better to wait till morning after he’s had some time to cool off.”




    Leland stood up and began to pace around the table. He was tall and lanky, all knobby elbows and knees with big, knuckly hands protruding from the cuffs of his rumpled pajama sleeves.




    “No,” he said emphatically, “I don’t aim to wait. By morning we’ll all have cooled down and that will play right into Father’s hands. I’m not going to make it that easy on him – I’m going to face him right now while my blood is at full boil. If the old fool forces me to, I’ll call the cops on him.”




    “Lee!”




    “Don’t think for a moment I won’t.”




    Merilee turned to me plaintively. “Esmerelda said you used to be a policeman, Mr. Smith. Can you offer any advice on how to handle this?”




    The unexpected question made me squirm. “Really not the kind of thing I had a lot of experience with, ma’am. Acting in the heat of the moment is generally not a good idea, I’ll say that much. And, since there’s a gun involved and shots have been fired, you probably ought to give some thought to contacting the local police no matter what.”




    “Hogan would have them eating out of his hand five minutes after they arrived,” Esmerelda said disdainfully. “He and the county sheriff are old friends. It would be no trouble at all for Hogan to convince everyone I was nothing but an over-imaginative, high strung little fool.”




    I rose from the table. “This is obviously a complex family matter best handled by you, the family,” I said. “I don’t want to say anything to complicate matters and I don’t really have enough background to be putting my two cents’ worth in, anyway. Best I just get out of your hair and let the three of you decide on how you want to proceed.”




    I edged toward the exit. Nobody tried to stop me.




    Esmerelda offered a rather anemic “thanks for everything” without rising from her chair.




    Leland saw me to the door and tried to put a little more gusto into it. “Thank you for your timely assistance to my stepmother tonight, Mr. Smith. I regret the inconvenience you’ve been caused. If there’s ever anything I can do to return the favor ...”




    “Don’t worry about it,” I replied. “Good luck on working out the problems with your father.”




    “Speaking of that,” he said with deepened earnesty, “I’d like to ask you the additional favor of ... well, the things you overheard tonight, the accusations ...”




    “Don’t worry about that, either,” I told him. “I’m not into slinging gossip. Nothing I saw or heard tonight gets carried any further by me.”




    After quitting law enforcement, never mind where or why, I came to the Nebraska panhandle because of its remoteness and because of the plot of land my old man handed down to me. It had been in his family, untended and basically ignored, for over a century. In the last few years before his death Pop and I had talked several times about going there together and exploring the place, while we were at it taking in some hunting and fishing and whatever else the vicinity had to offer. But none of those plans ever gelled, due either to his failing health or to job assignments I let get in the way.




    After my job was gone and, unfortunately, so was Pop, I found the time.




    I came, liked the feel of the place, decided to stay. Hell, it wasn’t like I’d sunk roots anywhere else.




    It took six months and no small outlay of cash to get a trailer sat on the place, a well dug, a driveway graded and graveled, and the necessary power hookups ran. By that time I was looking around for a means to start generating fresh income. Never married and something of a workaholic right up until I made the break with my former career, my savings and cash-out pay had added up to a tidy nest egg. But not tidy enough to carry me forever, not even living the modest lifestyle I subscribe to.




    That was where the Wide Spot In The Road Tavern figured in. It was located half way between my place and the Wyoming border and, as its name implied, was the main feature of a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it little community consisting of a handful of trailers and modest houses but only the one business. There were a couple gas pumps out front and, in an add-on room off to one side of the tavern proper, you could purchase basic grocery needs like milk and bread.




    The place was owned and operated by an old widower named Red Worden. He lived with his cat Trigger in an upstairs apartment over top of the establishment. I got to know him fairly well during the jawing sessions we had when I started dropping by most afternoons while my homestead was taking shape. It came out that Red was looking for somebody to take on half interest in the Wide Spot. I chewed it over some on my own, then we hashed it over some more between us until we eventually reached an agreement on terms and I bought in. I’m not exactly making money hand over fist off the deal, but I enjoy the work, get along well with my partner, and my split of the profit covers my day-to-day outlay and has plugged the drain on what’s left of my savings.




    On Mondays we don’t open the Wide Spot for business. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t still things that need doing around the place.




    The Monday following my encounter with the Barkley clan, I was performing one of those glamorous tasks that small business owners often find themselves taking on when they’re trying to curb expenses in order to keep operating in the black. While Red had driven off to Chadron to stock up on supplies, I was replacing the beeswax seal under the toilet bowl in the women’s john.




    Me and my ten thumbs.




    I may not be especially adept at wielding a pipe wrench (or any other kind of wrench, or a carpenter’s hammer, either, for that matter), but I am tenacious and have faithfully memorized an encyclopedia’s worth of cuss words to see me through such trials. On that particular morning I still had a few volumes to go before I started repeating myself, when I looked up from the task at hand, blinking sweat, and saw a man standing in the bathroom’s open doorway, watching me.




    I knew him. Frank Ord, the county sheriff.




    Thumbing back the brim of his cowboy hat, he said drily, “I’m impressed. Not by your plumbing skills, mind you, but your vocabulary of cuss words. Just standing here a couple minutes I heard words I never heard before. Heard others used in ways I never heard before. What you was saying only a minute ago, suggesting a poor simple toilet bowl could do something like that to its ownself ... Takes a kind of talent to think up something like that.”




    “Why, thank you,” I said with exaggerated earnestness. “Always gratifying for an artist to have his genius recognized in his own lifetime.”




    “I just wish,” he sighed, “that all the women who plop their behinds on that toilet from now on could have an appreciation for the special skills that went into giving them such a fine seat for doing their business.”




    “Maybe I should put up a plaque.”




    “Maybe.”




    I stood up, wiping my hands. “As far as having a way with words, don’t sell yourself short. I’d say you can sling a line of bullshit with the best of ’em.”




    He shrugged. “Sorta comes with the territory. Lord knows I have to listen to enough of it.”




    “Uh-huh. So now that we got that out of the way – what’s up?”




    “What’s up, you want to know?” He pursed his thin lips briefly, an expression of mock deliberation. “Aw, not much. Just the matter of a double homicide that’s gone and took place in our fair county. Might not even be worth mentioning if the two victims didn’t also happen to be the two most prominent men in the county.”




    I felt the bottom threaten to drop out of my stomach. “Jesus. You don’t mean ... ?”




    “Come on, Chance. You know damn well who I mean – Hogan Barkley and his son Leland! What the hell were you thinking last night, turning your back and just walking away from an explosive situation like that?”




    According to the testimony of Esmerelda and Merilee Barkley, Leland had left to drive over to his father’s house immediately following my departure; making it shortly past one AM. Everything after that was conjecture based on the evidence at the crime scene.




    An argument ensued between father and son, probably within minutes of Leland’s arrival. The argument turned into a struggle. The furniture in Hogan’s den had been shoved out of place, there were some overturned books and a broken lamp. At some point the elder man brought a handgun into play – the same one, Esmerelda verified, that he had threatened her with earlier. Maybe the appearance of the gun was the cause of the struggle. There were bruises and gouges on Hogan’s neck, as if his son had tried to throttle him, and more bruises around his wrist as if it had been struck or grasped roughly in an attempt to get the hand to release the gun.




    The old man’s grip on the weapon – a .45 caliber Gold Cup automatic – had remained firm, however. At least long enough to pump two shots into his son’s chest at very close range. The slugs, hitting less than an inch apart, exploded the top half of Leland’s heart and painted the wall four feet away with streaks of gore. He was dead by the time he hit the floor.




    And then, apparently reacting in horror at the realization of what he’d just done – blasting his own son, his only child – Hogan Barkley put the muzzle of the Gold Cup in his mouth and blew the top of his head off.




    The two men were discovered lying together in twin pools of blood.




    “Damnedest thing I ever saw,” Sheriff Ord described it. “Looked like two belly-up frogs on a bright red lily pad.” He gave his head a slow shake back and forth. “Made it even worse, their own womenfolk bein’ the ones to find ‘em that way.”




    When Leland hadn’t returned after more than an hour and no one answered repeated phone calls to Hogan’s number, the wives had gone over to see what was wrong.




    “For God’s sake, Frank,” I said, “I spent barely an hour with those people last night. At no point did I get a sense their situation had the potential for that kind of violence. If I had, I would’ve ... I don’t know for sure what I would’ve done. But I wouldn’t have merely turned away and let it happen.”




    “I know, I know. I was being kinda shitty, what I said before. Hell, I’ve known Hogan Barkley most of my life. No way I’d’ve figured him capable of such a thing. Oh, he could be ornery and hot-tempered and as his wealth accumulated he got more and more used to having his own way ... But to point blank blow apart his only kid? Hard to imagine.”




    “How about his being jealous?”




    “Over that new wife of his you mean? Hell, you’ve seen her. What man wouldn’t be jealously protective over a woman like that? And with his health gone on a bad slide, yeah, I can buy that Hogan might have gotten extra testy where she was concerned. But it’s a long stretch between being jealous and going ballistic.”




    “Leland said his father could sometimes be a bully.”




    The sheriff sighed. “Makes me sad to hear that. From Lee’s viewpoint, though, I suppose I can see why he’d say it. Hogan loved him plenty, was proud of him as a boy growing up and then as a man taking over the family business. Bragged on him to others all the time, but seldom praised Lee direct. Instead he was always the strict taskmaster, always pushing for more, never letting up.”




    “Some fathers are like that,” I said. I knew first hand. “They mean well, think they have to keep bearing down all the time in order to keep their sons whipped into shape.”




    “It’s still a kind of love, even though a tough kind,” Ord argued. “And it strikes me as the kind that wouldn’t easily give way to murderin’ the very person you worked so hard to build into something.”




    I cocked an eyebrow. “You thinking something different might have gone down last night than what the evidence suggests?”




    He waved a hand dismissively. “Naw, I don’t see how. There’s a State Police detective team on the scene now, and a forensic crew coming. They’ll conduct the formal investigation since my office isn’t really equipped. They’re wanting to talk to you, by the way, which is why I’m here – sent me to fetch you so’s to get me out of their hair for awhile, I expect.” He made a sour face, accepting the treatment yet hardly pleased with it. “But, when all is said and done, I don’t figure they’ll come to any different conclusion than what seems obvious ... Guess I’m just grumbling because it’s rough to accept an old friend checking out that way.”




    As Sheriff Ord predicted, the State Police investigation and a subsequent ruling by a coroner’s inquest jury concluded that the deaths of Hogan and Leland Barkley were the result of the sequence of events originally established.




    They buried father and son in the family plot where three generations of Barkleys had previously been laid to rest, including Mary, Hogan’s first wife, Leland’s mother. Local news coverage for the most part played down the tragic circumstances behind the deaths, making the thrust of the reportage rather the positive things that could be associated to the Barkley name. News media from outside the area, however, went at it just the opposite – jumping all over the sensational aspects of the case and wringing dry every lurid detail and innuendo they were able to get their hands on. A couple of them sniffed out my connection to the mess and tried to approach me with their smirking questions but I put them on the run in a damn quick hurry, adding a warning that any more of their ilk who came around wouldn’t get treated so politely. Word must have spread because no more showed up.




    The funeral was the jackals’ last hurrah and they were there in hungry packs, wielding microphones and camcorders and basking in the blinding sputter of flashbulbs.




    Politicians and business executives from across the state and country were also on hand, looking somber and dignified, rubbing elbows with leathery, grim-faced local ranchers and ranch hands dressed stiffly in suit jackets and string ties under broad brim hats adorned with bands of silver or tooled leather. Frank Ord was there, too, along with his frail-looking wife Helen who sobbed softly and sniffled into a lace handkerchief all through the ceremony.




    I felt my own obscure obligation to attend, although I scarcely knew anyone there, living or dead. I stayed on the back fringe of the crowd. At one point during the graveside service, bodies and heads shifted briefly in such a way that gave me an unobstructed view of Esmerelda Barkley. Something caused her to lift her head and look my direction at the same moment. She wore a forlorn, faraway expression on her achingly beautiful face. Our eyes locked and held for a handful of seconds. Her expression didn’t change. Then the bodies and heads between us shifted again and I lost sight of her.




    But I didn’t lose thought of her. Not then, not in the days to come.




    Ten days after the funeral, Esmerelda Barkley came looking for me at the Wide Spot Tavern. She came on a Tuesday evening after I had left for the day. Red was tending bar when she showed up and he told me about it the next day.




    “All I know,” he saw fit to add on, “is that when a fella has a woman like that on the lookout for him he better be ready to get his life shook up. Way I see it, you got two choices: You can run like hell for the hills, or you can stand real still and make damn sure you’re where she can find you the next time she comes lookin’.”




    “Got one you’d recommend over the other?” I asked.




    “Woman looks like her?” He grinned. “Hell, only a damn fool would run for the hills.”




    I grinned back at him, but didn’t feel near as cocky as I was letting on. What the hell, I wondered, did Hogan Barkley’s widow want with me?




    The next time she came around, I was there. Red and I trade off doing daytime and nighttime duties and on this occasion I had the day turn. It was a Thursday, shortly past noon.




    Through the middle of the day business is mostly packaged goods sales, fishermen ducking in to grab a sixpack or two or three to take with them out onto one of the nearby lakes. Today the sky was weeping a steady, drizzling rain that kept the fishermen away. I’d had a couple of bar drinkers earlier, but they’d left some time back.




    When Esmerelda came in, we had the place to ourselves.




    “Didn’t catch you at a bad time, did I?” she asked, sliding onto a stool at the bar. She wore a pink plastic rain jacket over tight black jeans and an even tighter white tee shirt. Carried a pink-trimmed plastic umbrella, folded, with occasional drops of rain falling from it.




    “Depends what you mean by ‘bad time’,” I said. “Business isn’t so hot, as you can see.”




    “I meant a bad time for us to talk.”




    “Not a bad time for that, no.”




    “Can I get a drink first?”




    “You surely can.”




    She ordered a very dry vodka martini. When I placed it in front of her she put aside the umbrella and started to open her purse. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “It’s on the house.”




    She arched her brows and said wryly, “Surprised you don’t have more business with such reasonable prices.”




    “Yeah. Go figure, eh?”




    “Won’t you join me? Bad enough to be drinking this early, drinking alone makes it seem especially tawdry.”




    I dug a bottle of MGD out of the ice, popped off the cap. While I was doing that she produced a long cigarette and a bright lighter. Fired the lighter, inhaled deeply, expelled a cloud of smoke that made silvery blue coils in the air.




    Leaning on the bar opposite her, I said, “What are we drinking to?”




    “Rainy days and stormy nights.”




    “Works for me.” I touched the neck of my Miller bottle to her glass. Up close I could smell her subtle perfume. It was the same fragrance that had filled my truck cab the night I swerved to miss her on the road.




    “It was storming the first time we met,” I said.




    “Uh-huh.”




    “Listen, I, uh ... I’m sorry the way things turned out that night – your husband, and Leland. Maybe I should have stuck around longer, done more than I did ... Rode with Leland over to Hogan’s house or something.”




    “I had a hunch you might be feeling that way. You struck me as the type.”




    “What type is that?”




    “The take-charge, take-responsibility type. Kind of guy who shoulders it personally when anything he’s had any kind of hand in doesn’t turn out right ... Not a bad trait, mind you. In fact, it’s just the opposite. Rather admirable.”




    “Thanks for the compliment, if that’s what it was. But don’t get me wrong – I haven’t exactly been mired in anguish and self loathing over the whole thing.”




    “Still, it’s been weighing on your mind some. You’ve admitted that much. Believe me, Merilee and I went through our own ‘What-if?’ and ‘Maybe-if-we-only-would-have’ stage and absolutely nothing positive came out of it. Luckily, we had each other to help convince ourselves that there really wasn’t anything we could have done different. Same with you, so don’t waste any more time there. As it was, you got involved more deeply than most people in your position would have been willing to do. And then you sensibly took your leave. Nobody can fault you for that.”




    I acknowledged her exoneration with a one-shoulder shrug. Then I said, “How you holding up otherwise?”




    “Oh, there are some rough spots,” she replied. “I drink martinis starting in the middle of the day sometimes. But outside of that I manage okay.”




    “And Merilee?”




    She shook her head, glossy black hair shimmering like a veil of silk. “Not so good. The loss of Leland hit her hard. She was on the verge of becoming a basket case until I finally shipped her off to her sister’s in Santa Fe for a while. Away from all the reminders that fill her house and all the good-intentioned friends and neighbors who keep dropping by and setting her off with their awkward remarks. Give her a few weeks in a different setting and I think she’ll start to cope a lot better.”




    She explained that, in addition to her intense grief, Merilee was further stressed to find herself (with Leland and Hogan both suddenly gone) the sole remaining heir to serve as top executive in charge of the ranching operations carried on under the Barkley banner. This was a position she was painfully ill-suited for, temperamentally as well as from an experience standpoint.




    “What about you?” I said. “Didn’t you inherit any of the responsibility or clout?”




    Esmerelda arched a brow sharply. “Come on, Smith. The words ‘pre-nup’ suddenly missing from your vocabulary? When I married Hogan, his lawyers slapped so many restrictions on me I was lucky not to end up getting charged rent for sleeping under his roof.”




    “So that’s the way it was.”




    “Yep. But I’m not complaining. I went along with it. Any time you see a wealthy older guy and a younger chick you naturally have to wonder. Hell, I always did when it was somebody else. The way this thing went, can you imagine what the snoops and the gossip mongers would be saying now if I was in line to inherit a bundle from Hogan’s death?”




    “Yeah. They’d be having a field day.”




    She shrugged. “He left me well enough set up. I have a pretty decent savings account, strictly in my name. And after he had his first stroke, he revised a couple of his life insurance policies, naming me beneficiary. Although they may have a suicide clause that will void payment. But I’ll make out okay. I plan to stick around long enough to make sure Merilee is on an even keel then I’ll probably head back to Minneapolis. That’s where I’m from originally, where Hogan and I met. He was in the area looking at possible business acquisitions outside of ranching. He always said he acquired me instead.” She smiled fleetingly. “With him gone now there’s nothing for me here anymore.”




    “Nebraska’s loss,” I said.




    She took a final drag off her cigarette, mashed it out in the ashtray that rested on the bartop between us. Regarding me through the rising curl of smoke, she said, “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not gone yet, Smith.”




    I’ll let you fill in the blanks on how the conversation went after that. I don’t remember the exact words. They didn’t matter much, anyway; what counted was the unspoken signals being sent between them. She told me she would always treasure her time with Hogan, that she missed him and was sad for how he’d met his end, but she saw nothing to be gained by wallowing in mourning the way Merilee was doing. Esmerelda intended to get on with her life, she said. Then she said something about finding me intriguing, somebody she felt comfortable talking to, which didn’t come easy for her. Letting my gaze drink deeply, blatantly of her up-close beauty, I said, yeah, I thought she was real intriguing, too.




    We agreed to get together later on. After discovering the bodies there, she hadn’t yet been able to take herself back to the house she’d shared with Hogan. She told me she was currently staying at Merilee’s. She invited me over for dinner and drinks.




    Now somewhere in here I should point out that I’m hardly some chiseled Adonis who’s in the habit of being hit on by beautiful women. I get by okay but, still, there was something disconcerting, almost a little suspicious about a knockout like Esmerelda coming on so strong. I told myself that was the ex-cop in me, looking at everything too close, over-analyzing, always suspecting something ulterior. Besides, it had been a while since I’d been with a woman. And a damn long while since I’d been with a woman comparable to the jet-haired, smoldering-eyed Esmerelda. I’d gotten a good look at her that first night, scantily clad and rain-drenched. The memory remained plenty vivid.




    So while above the waist there might have been a trace of doubt, below the waist everything was recklessly enthusiastic.




    Hell, I can be tempted as well as the next guy.




    It really was no contest at all.




    “Maybe it’s an omen,” Esmerelda was saying. “The storm on the first night we met, and now the way it’s storming again tonight ...”




    Outside, thunder growled and lightning flashed in bursts brilliant enough to penetrate the room’s heavy drapes and drawn blinds. The afternoon’s lazy drizzle had escalated.




    “I don’t believe in omens,” I said.




    “Oh? What do you believe in?”




    Grinning, I said, “Looks to me like we both believe in the same thing – seizing the moment without a helluva lot of thought for consequences.” To emphasize the point, I reached out, cupped her bared left breast, lowered my mouth onto its dark, hardening tip.




    She responded instantly, moaning softly, arching her back.




    We lay naked atop a rumpled swirl of wine-colored sheets on the bed in the guest room where Esmerelda had been sleeping since her self-imposed exile from the death house she’d once called home. Sleep was not on the agenda tonight. Instead, we were basically two people trying to screw each other’s brains out. I told myself, for what it was worth, that what we were doing was also a reaffirmation of life in the wake of tragedy and sudden death.




    Regardless of the justification or motivation, it was some of the rawest, most relentless sex I’d ever experienced in my life. Esmerelda was a fierce lover. Experienced; demanding; willing; wonderful.




    Dinner, despite her allegations that Hogan would never allow her to labor in the kitchen so she was looking forward to the chance to once again prepare a meal, had been an awkward ordeal of under-cooked meat and overcooked vegetables. I managed to get through it knowing it was only a formality of sorts, the precursor to what was really on the menu. The after dinner wine flowed freely, leading to the first embrace, the first kiss, and eventually the trail of discarded clothes leading to the bedroom ...




    We now seemed on the brink of yet another feverish round of lovemaking. The blood was pounding in my ears loudly enough to rival the booming thunder that shook the world outside. Responding to my touch, Esmerelda arched urgently against me, her fingers wrapping in my hair and pulling my mouth harder down onto her breast. In a moment we would be at a place where nothing else in the world existed or mattered ... No other sound ... No other sensation...




    We didn’t reach that place, however. Not this time. Suddenly, jarringly, there was other sound and sensation. The sound of a door thrown open hard, swinging inward to crash against a wall. The sensation of bright light flooding a room previously cast in murky shadow.




    Cursing, blinking, twisting around on the bed, I craned my neck to peer over my shoulder toward the room’s doorway. Struggling from underneath me, Esmerelda shoved spilled hair away from her eyes and glared in the same direction.




    It took me a second to recognize the slender, stiffly-poised figure standing in the open doorway. Looking disheveled, wild-eyed and wild-haired, it was Merilee Barkley.




    Esmerelda spoke her name in a hoarse whisper.




    “You bitch!” Merilee responded. “You treacherous, faithless bitch – How could you?”




    I was too dumbfounded to speak. I tugged a corner of the sheet to cover my nakedness.




    “Merilee, have you taken complete leave of your senses?” Esmerelda demanded.




    “No, for the first time in months I think I may be on the verge of regaining some sense,” Merilee said, her voice quaking. “I’m beginning to see you for what you really are.” With the back of one hand she wiped angrily at the tears leaking from her eyes. “I decided to come back early because I missed you so. I took a late flight, meaning to surprise you. But the surprise is mine, isn’t it? I saw the clothes strewn outside the door. Then I stood and listened and heard the sounds you were making. The same sounds you make when we’re together. Only it wasn’t me ... you were rutting with him!”




    “Merilee, I ...”




    “How many others have there been while I was away?”




    “I told you I was going to be seeing this man. I told you why.”




    “You said you were worried because he was an ex-cop and might have picked up on something the other night. You said you wanted to feel him out, make sure he didn’t have any suspicions he might try to cause trouble with. You didn’t say you were going to screw the answers out of him.”




    “Quit being vulgar. It doesn’t become you.”




    “Vulgar? Look who’s talking, lying there beside that hairy pig on sheets all smeared with sweat and ... and ...”




    By then my head was spinning with the implications of the things being said. “Goddamn it,” I growled. “What the hell is going on here?”




    Up until then Merilee had been standing very rigid and very still in the doorway, arms dangling at her sides. Now, almost casually, she raised her right hand and in it she held a gun.




    Nickel-plated automatic, fairly large bore. A 9mm, I judged; maybe a .38. For sure big enough to do some serious damage.




    “I suggest you watch your mouth, Mr. Ex Cop,” she said through clenched teeth. “I won’t take that tone from you.”




    My eyes snapped back and forth between the gun and Merilee’s face. Her own eyes crackled with anger and pain and unpredictability. She was recklessly, dangerously distraught – enough so to leave me little doubt that she would use the gun. The only question was her accuracy, how much chance I stood if she did decide to open up.




    As if reading my thoughts, she said, “And if you think I don’t know how to use this thing, go ahead and try something. In fact, I wish you would. My late husband was something of a gun nut, in case you didn’t know, taking after his father. He taught me well, insisting it be a pastime we shared.” She gave a half-crazy giggle. “A few nights back I was able to demonstrate for him just how well I had learned.”




    Esmerelda edged away from me and sat up on the edge of the bed, saying, “Merilee, you’re ruining everything we planned so carefully. I was worried for nothing – this fool had no clue what we managed to pull off. After tonight I would have been done with him and we could have gone on with the rest of our plans. But now it’s no longer that simple. Thanks to you, he’s heard too much.”




    “Maybe you can just screw him some more, until his dick and his brain are both limp and worn out. Then he can’t be considered a threat. Is that what you want to do?”




    “This is serious, dammit. You’re going to have to get over ...”




    “No. I can’t. That’s the problem, don’t you see?” Merilee’s expression took on the weight of more anguish. “I can’t forget what I heard and saw here tonight. That’s the way it started with you and me. First you seduced me and then we began planning on how to get rid of Lee and Hogan. How can I trust that you weren’t lying there with him making plans on how to get rid of me?”




    Esmerelda rose to her feet and stood beside the bed. “No, Merilee. Never!” Even in the high tension of the moment I was aware of how splendidly sculpted her nude form was. She took a step toward Merilee. “What you and I discovered in each other is special. Magical. We’ve both been taken advantage of too many times by men – remember how we talked about that? I may have shown poor judgment in what I did here trying to get the answers I was after, but it was never designed to hurt you in any way. Sleeping with a man to get what I want is just another example of how I’ve been conditioned by them. That’s the cycle I want to break – with you. Our goal all along has been to spend the rest of our lives together, how could you even think I’d be making any plans to get rid of you?”




    Merilee showed signs of wavering. The gun she held pointed at me drooped a little and her gaze became locked on Esmerelda.




    My brain raced. I had to pick an opening somewhere, make my try to escape the threat of that gun. Was Merilee distracted enough? Might this be the best opening I was likely to get?




    I didn’t think so. Not quite.




    “She’s lying to you,” I said to Merilee. “Lining me up to take you out of the picture as soon as the time is right was exactly what she’s been trying to get me to agree to.” I went on quickly, laying it on thick, making it up as I went along based on what I’d heard and what I could surmise from there, hoping like hell I was close enough to the mark to cause Merilee doubt, confusion. “She had me considering it, I’ll admit,” I said, “but now I see the pattern all too clear. Don’t you? She used you to help get rid of the two husbands, leaving you as next in line for all that Barkley power and money. Next she’s got it figured for you to set her up as your beneficiary. Like I said, that’s where she wanted me to come in. She uses me to help get rid of you, she’s got it all. The only thing left after that would be arranging a turn for me to be gotten rid of.”




    “He’s lying through his stinking teeth!” Esmerelda said. “He’s making all of that up.”




    Merilee was torn. Uncertain. She wanted to believe Esmerelda but I’d done a good job of picking the scab over her own festering doubts.




    I kept right on picking. “Yeah, right, I’m some kind of swami, Merilee. I just know all this shit from these visions I have. That’s how I know about you two following Lee over to Hogan’s that night after he’d been duped – along with me, in my role as a corroborating witness – into thinking there was a situation there. You marched in, grabbed Hogan’s Gold Cup Colt and shot Lee right before his father’s eyes, right? In his frail condition, the old man was too weak to fight back. So after you’d wiped the gun of your prints, the two of you held him down, forced his own .45 into his hand and then into his mouth, and pulled the trigger. Boy, you had it figured sweet. Cold-blooded and sweet. All that was left was to toss the room so it looked like the father and son had struggled, and there was your story. It all worked, too. You fooled the detectives and the forensics team and everybody right down the line.”




    Merilee’s chin was trembling. “Essie, how can he know all of that unless you told him?” she wanted to know.




    “I told you, he’s making guesses from the things you said. He’s got cop training, he knows how to reason alternatives. When something turns out not to be one thing, how can it fit together another way? That’s the kind of thing that had me worried about him all along.” Esmerelda’s mouth curled bitterly. “All our careful planning and then the rotten luck of having it be a damn ex-cop who picks me up on the highway that night.”




    Merilee began shaking her head back and forth. “But if he knows ... No matter how ... “




    “We’ve got to kill him, too,” Esmerelda said flatly. “There’s no other way.”




    “There’s almost always a better way than more killing, Merilee,” I said, trying to make my voice soothing, convincing. “It’s not too late for you to get out of this without facing the lethal injection chamber. Not yet. But being part of another premeditated murder ...”




    “Don’t listen to him,” Esmerelda insisted. “We have no choice but to kill him. Shoot him right now. Do it. If you won’t, hand me the gun and I’ll ...”




    “You hand her the gun and she’ll find a way to use it on both of us,” I warned. “It’s all caving in on the two of you. She knows it. She’s a survivor. She’ll do whatever it takes to claw her way clear, even if it means sacrificing you and leaving behind the money you’re a link to.”




    Esmerelda took another step forward.




    “Don’t,” said Merilee, her voice low, tight with emotion.




    The gun muzzle had dipped another inch and her face was a full quarter-turn away from me.




    The time had to be now, I told myself.




    Pivoting on my bare ass, I jerked free of the covers, swung my feet to the floor, jackknifed my upper body off the mattress and immediately forward into a kind of lumpy tuck and roll. The room exploded with the sound of a gunshot. A bullet ripped the bed where I had lain only a heartbeat earlier. I hit the floor on shoulder and elbow, rolling into the denser shadows outside the splash of light thrown by the open door. Scrambled behind the dimly etched form of a high-backed reading chair positioned against the far wall.




    More shots chased me into the shadows. One tore a long furrow in the carpet. Another sent chips of plaster raining down from the wallboard above the back of the chair.




    I could hear Esmerelda screaming, shouting orders. The words “Kill that sonofabitch!” came clearly between the ringing shots.




    I gathered my legs under me in a power crouch, gripping the sides of the chair. I was breathing hard, blood coursing through my temples as loud as the rush of a waterfall. With all my strength I lunged forward, ramming the chair ahead of me like a football tackling sled, head tucked low, legs pistoning.




    The reverberation of striking bullets pulsed through the chair, stinging my fingers. Dust from deep within the cushions kicked into my nostrils. A searing pain streaked under my armpit and at a sharp angle down across my rib cage.




    I crashed the chair full steam into Merilee. Felt solid impact, heard the explosion of breath being driven out of her and the thump of meat and bone getting rammed against the unyielding wood of the door frame. Out of the corner of my eye I caught the glint of the automatic as it was knocked from her grasp and went spinning to the floor.




    I pushed away from the chair and made a twisting dive for the gun.




    Esmerelda – the play of light and shadow flickering over her skin, making her naked, lithe form appear to move serpent-like – made a dive for it at the same time.




    My hand was first to reach the piece, closing on it, feeling the heat that had built up in its barrel from the recently fired rounds. Esmerelda’s hand clamped over mine but once I had my grip established there was no way she was going to break it. She called me a filthy name, digging one set of fingernails into the back of my hand while she made a swipe with the other set, trying to slice out my eyes. I got an elbow up in time to block the attempt, batting it away, then slammed the same elbow down across her jaw, rocking her head back.




    I tried to jerk away, rising onto my knees. But Esmerelda continued to clutch my hand, wouldn’t let go. So I yanked her up, too. Her body lurched off balance, fell against me. It was then that the gun went off between us. Triggered inadvertently by the tangle of hands and fingers grasping for control of it.




    She took the bullet. It went in just under the curve of her left breast, angling upward through the heart. She fell back instantly and heavily, her fingernails stripping four long bloody tracks of skin off the back of my hand as she went.




    The sudden quiet was deafening. Even the thunder outside seemed to be on hold.




    I stood up and took a drunken step backward away from the body. She had fallen in a way that left her lying flat on her back, arms flung wide, one leg extended straight, the other slightly bent. Her expression had gone calm, relaxed. Her eyes were closed, lips still delicious-looking. Her wondrously firm breasts stood full and proud, but minus the rise and fall of breathing. The bullet hole, from this vantage point, was only a faint bluish mark; and the puddle of blood spreading out from underneath her was almost pretty, like a rich crimson backdrop. Mere minutes ago she’d lain in a similar pose on the bed and it had made her look breathtakingly inviting. It was startling to look at her now and feel nothing but revulsion.




    Over by the doorway, a battered Merilee whimpered and tried to say something. I went to her, carrying the gun loosely at my side. I was leaking sticky blood from where one of the bullets she’d fired had passed through the chair and grazed my ribs.




    She looked up at me. A bruise was starting to take color on her cheekbone and there was a thin trickle of blood running from one corner of her mouth. “Is it over?” she wanted to know.




    “Not for you,” I told her.




    “Esmerelda?”




    I hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, for her it’s over. She’s dead.”




    Merilee closed her eyes and asked nothing further.




    I turned to look at Esmerelda again. This time my gaze lingered on a single feature. Her long, luxurious hair, the way it was fanned out in glossy ripples on the carpet all around her head...




    Hair as black as starless midnight, I remembered thinking the first time I’d seen it.




    What I had no way of knowing back then was that she possessed a heart every bit as dark.
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