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Soft music floated easily about the room. It
was the music lovers folded about them, music that brought hearts
together. It filled the air, giving it a sensual electricity that
caressed the flesh like the feel of fine fur. The fire flickered
long flames over the logs in the fireplace, the flames sending
dancing shadows throughout the room, the logs crackling and
spitting sparks.

On the mantle above the fire a clock ticked
softly, the sound breaking gently through quiet intervals of the
music. It showed the time as eleven twenty. The windows were framed
by heavy drapery that was pulled back to reveal the darkness of the
night outside. There was a pale weak light from a small lamp in the
room off some distance to one side that gave poor help to the fire
in lighting the room.

Much was left hidden in the shadows that
swayed with the flickering of the fire. The living room was large
and furnished with heavy dark wood and heavy furniture that stood
on curved legs. The light was too weak to reveal colors, most
things in the room appeared dark with a yellow cast from the fire.
A long sofa faced the fireplace, and in front of the sofa a Persian
rug covered the parquet flooring that glowed with the light
reflected from the fire.

The woman lay on her back on the sofa, her
head propped up on a pillow tucked against the arm. Her eyes were
closed as if she were savoring the music and the softness of the
moment. She wore a light silky dress that reflected the firelight
in seductive highlights. Her legs were exposed where the dress was
lying high up on her thighs. They were shapely and firm. Her feet
were bare, the toenails painted a dark color.

The man was kneeling beside her. His eyes
roamed her body, his thoughts caressing her. He reached over with a
caring touch, took her hand in his and slowly lifted her hand
toward his face. Her hand was limp and nonresistant to his touch.
He gazed at the smooth youthful flesh of her hand which contrasted
with the coarseness of his own. Her hand was small, a dainty dove
almost lost in the massiveness of his.

The firelight on his face revealed something
in his expression that betrayed a real caring mixed with the pain
of deep sadness. It looked as if he would reach out and kiss her
hand. But then he took a hard breath and with an effort forced all
feelings back down inside him. Now was not the time. Not anymore.
He laid her hand gently on her stomach, and with a sigh rose to his
feet.

He looked down at her lying there. He was a
large man, broad and solidly built. The uniform he wore was tan
with brown accents, and tailored to accentuate his solidity, to
give him the look of power and strength that would intimidate. Even
in the firelight one could see he was a man of the outdoors,
complexion darkened and creased by years of the sun. His dark hair
was cropped close. He shook his head slowly, the sadness refusing
to stay put inside. He fought it down once again, and swallowed
hard as if to hold it there.

Then he looked up at the other man seated in
the chair on the opposite side of the fireplace. He placed his
hands on his hips, the right hand resting on the butt of the gun
holstered at his waist. “This is how you found her?” His tone was
reverently subdued.

The other man nodded. “Yes,” he said with an
equally somber tone. The chair was wing-backed and hid much of his
face in the shadows cast by the fire. He was dressed in a dark suit
and dark tie, the white of his shirt visible in the shadow. His
dark hair caught some of the firelight that passed over the wing of
the chair. He sat with his legs crossed, the shine of his dark
shoes reflecting the fire. His elbows rested on the arms of the
chair, his hands clasped in his lap. Though seated it was apparent
he was tall and slender.

The man in the uniform looked down once again
at the body of the woman on the sofa. There was a peacefulness in
her expression, her eyes closed, a hint of a smile on her lips, as
if she were experiencing a pleasant dream. Her long blonde hair was
laid out on the pillow around her head. Two dark spots in the
center of her chest stood out sharply against the lightness of her
skin and the light color of the dress. He knew that there were two
other corresponding holes on her back. Only they would be much
larger as the bullets had torn out through her flesh. No blood had
run off onto the floor, but he could see it peeking out on the sofa
around her back, as if she were lying in a large puddle.

He knelt down once again and looked under the
sofa. They were there as expected. Two holes punched into the wood
flooring. Here the firelight glinted off a few dark drops where the
blood had soaked its way through the holes in the sofa along the
path of the bullets and fallen to the floor. He visually checked
the alignment of the holes in the floor with those on the woman’s
chest. Then he stood up.

“You sure you didn’t move anything or touch
anything?” he said to the other man over his shoulder. He continued
to visually examine the scene around the body.

“No.” A sigh of resignation passed the man’s
lips. “Came home from an evening at the mayor’s house and found her
like this. I telephoned you immediately.” He spoke evenly and chose
his words with care.

“Didn’t rush over to see if she was alive?
Didn’t shake her or anything?” He was looking now at the woman’s
feet, and glancing around the sofa.

The silence stretched for a moment before the
man replied. “No. I knew she was dead. She looked dead.” He paused
again as if trying to remember how to speak. “Just shocked. I
reacted automatically. It was only after I called you and sat here
waiting for you to arrive that the horror of this sank in.”

The sheriff heard the man take a deep breath
as if he were going to say more. He waited, but the man added
nothing.

“No shoes?” the sheriff said.

Again a long silence. “She liked to walk
barefoot around the house. She never wore shoes when she was in any
of her lounging outfits.”

“That’s what she’s wearing now, a lounging
outfit?” He knew the answer to that. He had seen her wearing it
many times before.

“Yes. Real silk. Always insisted on real
silk.”

The sheriff’s eyes kept moving over the
woman’s body, his mind trying to absorb the details of the scene.
He spoke slowly and deliberately as if thinking aloud. “Must have
been someone she knew well to have stayed lying down and let him
get so close to her.”

“My wife knew a lot of people in this town,
and most of the town knew her.” The man in the chair responded for
no apparent reason, for what he said was known to both of them.

The sheriff looked up and stared across the
room. It was getting too painful to look at her. “No signs of
forced entry.”

“The house is never locked,” the man said.
Because no one would dare burglarize this house, they both
thought.

“Anything missing from the house?”

At this the man shifted more upright in the
chair. The tone of his voice contained puzzlement and surprise. “I
don’t know? I really didn’t look around. After I called you I just
sat here in this chair and waited.”

The sheriff calmly unbuckled the strap over
his revolver and placed his hand on the grip. He turned just enough
to see the two deputies standing at a respectful distance by the
doorway. He nodded perceptibly and they too unbuckled their
holsters. They then left the room cautiously. The sheriff looked
around carefully at the room. “Means he could still be in the
house.” His mind was suddenly in high gear. Though his manner was
deliberate his mind was exceptionally quick. “You got any guns in
the house?”

“Of course I do. Doesn’t everybody?” The man
rose from the chair. He stood close to six feet six. The build of a
basketball player. The firelight showed his face to be handsome in
a pretty boy fashion. No rough edges or hard muscle. Soft curves
around gentle eyes and a delicate mouth.

The sheriff’s eyes did not stop roaming about
the room, checking the darkened doorways, the closed doors, depth
of the shadows. He slowly extracted the revolver from his holster
and held it down against his thigh. “Where do you keep them?”

“The den across the hall,” the man pointed to
the dark doorway. The sheriff did not turn to the man to see where
he was pointing. He kept his eyes on the areas of danger. “There’s
a locked armoire in there with the gun collection.” He paused in
thought. “It’s on the left as you go into the room.”

The sheriff started moving slowly toward the
dark doorway.

 


There were two patrol cars in the driveway.
Their headlights were on and threw bright harsh light up the
driveway cutting deep impenetrable shadows behind everything they
hit. There were no street lights or outside lights around the
house. The rack lights of the cars were flashing, throwing dancing
colored shadows over the lawn, and punching momentary holes in the
shrubbery across the road.

There was a weak glow coming from inside the
house through a few of the ground floor windows. The police cars
had their radios loud, sputtering broken messages, the noises
snarling at the heavy quiet of the night. An ambulance, its lights
flashing, drove up quietly and pulled in behind the patrol cars. A
black sedan followed the ambulance into the driveway and stopped
just behind it. The doors opened on the ambulance and the black car
almost simultaneously.

Attendants in white jackets left the cab of
the ambulance, opened the back and pulled out a gurney with
collapsible legs. They carried it like a stretcher, the legs
folded. The man from the black car, wearing a shirt and trousers,
went ahead of them into the house. He carried a large black bag the
size of a suitcase. They did not hurry. The dead were patient.

The eyes of one man watched all of this.
Crouched in the shrubbery across the road, he patiently recorded
all the movements taking place at the house. He had been there a
long time. Long before the sheriff and his deputies came. He had
been quietly waiting for them to arrive. He knew they would come.
Knew why they would come. The darkness hid most of this man.
Occasionally the flashing lights would punch through an opening in
the bushes and reveal part of his face, the faded jeans that he
wore, the scuffed and worn work boots, the plaid shirt whose color
was washed out in the night and the artificial light, and the denim
jacket that he wore over the shirt to keep the away the night
chill.

Now the man’s eyes followed the progression
inside the house. He watched as the lights went on in one room,
then a short while later in another. They were searching. He knew
that. And they were taking great care in doing it. Once the lights
went on in a room, they stayed on. Soon the windows in the entire
house were glowing, like a party was going on inside. This he knew
was no party.

 


The sheriff and the tall man returned to the
woman’s bedroom. The search of the house had turned up no killer in
hiding. The bedroom glared with light. It was decorated in modern
furniture in mauves and pinks and white. A pleasant perfume lay
lightly on the air.

“See if there’s anything missing that you
know of,” the sheriff motioned toward the vanity and bureau.

The tall man walked over to the dressing
table and began to look through the things there.

The sheriff went straight to the telephone at
bedside. It was a decorator telephone in soft pink. The kind of
telephone that held ten phone numbers in memory, and automatically
dialed one at the press of a button. He took out his pad and pen.
Then pressed the first button. The telephone number it held
appeared on the small gray screen. He wrote the number on his pad,
and pressed the next number. He recorded that telephone number, and
continued. His own number was eighth. He pressed the pound sign
twice and that number was erased.

“Her jewelry box is empty,” the tall man
said.

The sheriff looked over at the man. “Got any
insurance?”

“Yes.” The man’s voice and tone were
expressionless.

“They have a list of the jewelry?”

“Should have.” Remembering something, he
turned toward the door. “I may have a copy of the list in my
office.” He left the room.

The sheriff turned his attention back to the
telephone. He picked up the receiver, pressed the redial button and
listened as a stream of tones dialed the last number she had called
from this phone. Ringing started at the other end.

“Hello?” It was a man’s voice.

“Who is this?”

“Who is this?” the man responded.

“This is Sheriff Jameison. Now it’s your
turn.”

“John Walker, sheriff. What can I do for
you?”

“John ‘Tall Tree’ Walker?”

“Yes, sheriff.”

“Son of a bitch,” the sheriff muttered
angrily under his breath.

“What did you say, sheriff?”

 


The man in the bushes watched as the two men
in white jackets wheeled the gurney out of the front door of the
house. There was a body-size bundle in a large black plastic bag
lying on the gurney. They carried the stretcher down the front
steps, and wheeled it along the walk to the ambulance, one wheel
squeaking badly. Their movements were jerky in the flashing lights
of the patrol cars, like an old movie where the action was speeded
up. They opened the rear doors of the ambulance, and grunted with
the effort as they lifted the stretcher, the legs and wheels
folding up, and slid it inside.

The man in the bushes had seen enough. He
turned his back on the scene and slipped further into the
undergrowth. If anyone had been watching, they would have seen, in
the momentary flash of light through the shrubbery, the soaring
eagle embroidered on the back of his denim jacket. He disappeared
unnoticed into the darkness.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter II

 


 


 


It was early morning. The sun still a little
yellow in the eyes, not yet fully awake. The brown and cream van
pulling the white trailer home moved steadily along the two-lane
highway. The van and trailer were covered in a thin layer of that
peculiar road dust that manages to cling to any surface and to hold
on in the strongest wind. But it was clear from the shine that came
through the dust and the clean look of the vehicles that they were
brand-spanking new. One seeing the vehicles could almost smell that
aroma only new cars have.

The van and trailer were alone on the road.
For miles. The road stretched across the flat plane of northern
Oklahoma from horizon to horizon, a monotonous line of asphalt that
didn’t waiver one bit from perfectly straight. Any car along that
road would have been visible for miles. There were none but the van
and its trailer. Coarse grassland stretched with equal monotony to
the ends of the earth in all directions except west, where gray
mountains rose like a barricade across the distance. To add to the
monotony, the sky was an even tone of blue without a cloud.

Talk about boring, the driver thought.
Don’t know the true meaning of the word until you drive across
middle America.

It seemed like he’d been driving forever and
those damn mountains just stayed there out of reach. Occasionally
he passed through a city, if you pardon the expression. A couple of
sad buildings on the side of the road and a sign telling you the
name of the city. Hours and hours later he would pass through what
looked like the same place but a different sign. These places did
no more than provide him with gasoline, and give him the feeling
that he was actually moving across the country.

But the distant mountains never changing,
never getting closer, made him feel like he was making no progress
at all. Only on this day for the first time did they seem to move
closer. Unless, he thought, it was an illusion created by his mind
desperate for some up and down, some change of scenery, something
besides flat. He drove with the windows open. It was summer and the
air was hot and dry as dust. Its dryness was its saving feature,
for it sucked the moisture right off the skin, the evaporation
keeping the man cool.

The driver was in his late forties, and about
fifteen pounds over the weight his doctor told him he should be.
Didn’t bother him any. He didn’t feel overweight. Didn’t feel
sluggish. It was fifteen pounds of firm solid fat, he would say.
Not that flabby flopping stuff. But his face showed a softness that
rounded the harder angles of cheek and jaw.

He was balding, a good swatch of forehead
making its way toward the back of his head. He denied this
emphatically, if not seriously, saying he was actually growing
taller - through his hair. There were long strands of hair he
combed from the side over the balding area. One concession to
vanity. It was light brown hair, the portion that remained. It
showed no gray. He wore a solid mustache which fortunately matched
the light brown hair on his head.

There had been a cop in the department that
looked very young. He grew a mustache to make him look older. Damn
thing came in bright red. Didn’t match his dark hair at all. All it
did was make him look silly. He shaved it off. He still looked too
young, he said, but at least the crooks didn’t laugh at him.

The driver felt that his own mustache froze
him at the same age. He’d worn the mustache for eleven years, and
photographs taken then and now showed him looking no older. Except,
that is, for the thinning hair on his head.

The CD player was blasting out the Beattle’s
‘Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’. The hot wind slamming
through the windows tossed the music around and whisked most of it
away before it reached him.

It felt good, having the wind and the music
both on high. A sense of freedom. Almost like he could fly. Hadn’t
felt like that in such a long time. When he was a kid. Not since
then. Life grew too serious. If it hadn’t been for Ellen, it would
have held no joy.

He looked over at the five-by-seven color
photograph fastened to the dashboard just above the radio. It was a
studio portrait of a woman in her mid-thirties smiling pleasantly
at the camera. Her long dark hair fell in soft waves to her
shoulders. There was a glint in her blue eyes that contrasted with
the formality of the portrait. It hinted that there was the spirit
of a playful teasing child inside the grown woman.

He smiled, reached over and tenderly touched
the photograph.

The sun was brightening up for the day ahead.
He was beginning to squint at the road. He pulled a pair of
sunglasses from the pocket of his shirt and slipped them on. The
world became tinted with brown. The glasses were the gold-rimmed
aviator type with lenses like bronze mirrors reflecting the world
back at itself.

He was wearing a short-sleeved sport shirt
that was a plaid of browns and yellows, a pair of tan chinos with a
wide western belt and fancy heavy buckle, and brown Walk-Overs with
thick crepe soles. The chinos were well-creased around the crotch
from the past five days of driving.

“...Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely...Sergeant
Pepper’s Lonely...Sergeant pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band!” he
sang at the top of his voice. A little off key, but not lacking the
proper spirit.

There are days when it is just good to be
alive, he thought. And immediately the joy he felt was covered with
a soft sadness. He reached over and caressed the photograph of the
woman one more time.

 


By noon he was suddenly in the mountains.
Nothing gradual about this country. It had seemed to take forever
to get here, and instantly the road climbed up. Somewhere along the
way he had moved into southern Colorado. Twenty minutes later he
had wound around to a view that looked down on deep gorges and iron
blue rivers. He pulled the van and trailer over into a lookout on
the side of the road.

What a view! After all that soft flat land,
here were the raw edges of a heavy-handed carver. The land was
chewed and tortured and twisted into shape, challenging life to
survive here. Trees, sparse and few, clung with desperate roots to
cracks and breaks in the rock walls. Some grasses and shrubs found
their own niches among the sand and rock. But mostly it was just
sand and rock. The noise of the river below rose out of the depths
of the canyon like a groan of constant struggle. The air was cooler
here than on the flat land, and the breezes held the smell of
dirt.

He got out of the van and went into the
trailer. A few moments later he brought out a folding table and
chair. Set the table and chair near the edge of the fall-away drop
to the water below. Then he went back into the trailer and came out
with a tray containing two sandwiches and a can of Coke. He set the
tray on the table, and walked back to the van. He returned with the
photograph of the woman, adjusted the prop on the back, and stood
the photograph on the table opposite the chair.

A warm smile crossed his lips as he looked at
the photograph. “I miss you, kid,” he said aloud. He then sat in
the chair, popped the top on the can of soda, and started eating
the sandwiches, leaning back to admire the scenery while he chewed
on the food. Every so often he would look at the photograph and
smile at some secret memory.

When he was finished, he lingered for awhile
over the scenery. Then, with a determined grunt, he rose and packed
everything back into the trailer. Brought the photograph up into
the van with him, and returned it to its place on the dashboard.
Started the engine and was back on the road.

It was nearing four in the afternoon when he
dropped down from the mountains into a lowland where the road went
more or less level. There were outcroppings of rock that caused the
road to rise, fall, or swing in awkward curves, but it was still
more level than the mountain road he had just left.

His zest for life had waned with all the
driving. He was getting ready to stop someplace soon and make some
coffee, or something. He had turned the radio off awhile back.
After a time the music started to grate instead of soothe. The
quiet was better. Just the noise of the wind, and the soft drone of
the engine. Might even stop and get some sleep. In the face of the
wind he put out a wide yawn that drew tears to his eyes.

He rounded a curve and there was someone
standing in the road up ahead. He hit the brake and slowed, then
stopped when the man didn’t budge from the center of the lane.

The man in the road was tall, dark and drunk.
He held a can of beer aloft, and staggered to maintain his balance
as if he were on the deck of a ship in a storm. The man was wearing
worn jeans, work boots, and a red plaid shirt and carrying an
athletic bag with a folded jean jacket and a crushed cowboy hat
stuffed between the handles. His long dark hair was pulled back and
tied near the end with a white band. He staggered and swayed but
managed to remain in front of the car. He took a long pull at the
can of beer while the driver of the van leaned out the window and
looked at him.

“Is this a hijacking?” the driver
smirked.

The man stopped drinking and gave the driver
a confused look.

“I haven’t got all day,” the driver said.
“You want to get out of the road? You’re blocking my van.”

The man’s face struggled to take on a more
serious look. “I need a ride.” He spoke slowly and deliberately as
drunks will.

“You need a visit to AA,” the driver
said.

The man thought about that as he swayed.
Shrugged his shoulders with exaggeration. “I need a ride to get
there.”

The driver chuckled. “All right. C’mon, get
in. I leave you out here someone will run you over.” He looked
around as he said it. He hadn’t seen much traffic. The land was
desolate and forbidding. The guy would probably die of loneliness
instead of a traffic accident.

Swaying in the road, the man hesitated as if
the words had a long slow way to go before they reached him. Then
he nodded in understanding and walked unsteadily to the passenger’s
side of the van. The driver reached over and pushed open the
passenger door. The man threw his athletic bag on the floor beneath
the dashboard. Then with a few failed attempts, pulled himself up
onto the passenger’s seat, switched the beer to his left hand,
reached over and yanked the van door closed. The seat belt created
the biggest challenge until the driver reached over and helped him
fasten it. The driver also picked up the athletic bag from the
floor by the man’s feet and hoisted it over behind the seats,
placing it on the floor there within reach.

“You got a name?” the driver said.

The man nodded carefully. “Rick Osceola.”

“Indian?”

The slow nod again.

“I’m Charlie Dawson,” the driver said and
reached over to shake hands with Rick Osceola. The Indian shook
hands clumsily. Charlie Dawson then put the car in drive, and
looked around once again as they moved off down the road.

“How the hell did you get out here? We must
be miles beyond nowhere.”

Again the drunk’s hesitation as the words
slowly found their way to him. “Walked. Indians are good
walkers.”

Charlie Dawson looked over at Rick and
chuckled. “From what I saw I’d say ‘staggered and stumbled’.” Then
chuckled once more and returned his eyes to the road. “Walked,” he
grunted incredulously to himself.

“How far are you going?” Charlie looked over
again at the Indian.

Rick Osceola raised his hand heavily and
waved it at the distance. “Where the sky meets the land.”

Charlie rolled his eyes at all this Indian
speak. “How about the next town?”

Rick nodded. “Close enough.”

“I’ll drop you there and maybe you can get
sobered up some so you won’t get killed hitching a ride.”

Rick tipped his head back and drained the
beer from the can he held. Then he carelessly threw the can out the
window. He turned in the seat, pulled the hat and jacket from the
handles of the athletic bag and opened it. He fumbled through the
bag and extracted a fresh can of beer. Popped the top and threw
some of the beer down his throat, the foam bubbling out to the
corners of his mouth.

Charlie had been repeatedly glancing over
watching him. “You really need all that stuff?”

Rick nodded heavily. “Got to forget.”

“Forget what?”

Rick sprayed out a bubbling laugh between his
lips. “I forgot. See, it works!” And he sprayed more laughter. Then
took another pull at the beer.

Charlie grinned and shook his head in
disbelief.

They rode on in silence for awhile. Nothing
stimulating about conversations with a drunk. The road dipped and
swayed and rose and twisted through the rocky landscape of low
hills. No signs of civilization. Here and there a spur of a road
would lead off and quickly disappear over a rise or behind a rock
formation. Many of these roads were one step above a dirt path.
There were no signs or other indications as to where these roads
went. The tall mountains were left behind them. Another set of
mountains had risen up across the distance. Where they were driving
was lowland but definitely not flat land. And the sky was spotted
with large powerful clouds that were bleached a bright white. The
wind that flew in the windows had grown warmer again.

“Thanks,” Rick said suddenly.

Charlie looked over at him with a question in
his expression.

“For picking me up.”

Charlie nodded in reply and turned his
attention back to the road.

They continued again in silence. Charlie
heard liquidy burping sounds from Rick Osceola. He gripped the
steering wheel tightly and refused to look over. Afraid he’d turn
in time to see the damn drunken Indian throw up all over the van.
Here he’d acted like the good Samaritan and rescued this drunk from
the middle of nowhere, and what was he going to get for it? The
sour smell of a drunk’s vomit that he’d never get out of the
van.

But after a time the burping subsided.
Charlie relaxed his grip on the wheel and offered a silent prayer
of thanks. It was a long time after that before either of them
spoke.

“Who’s the lady?” Rick said. His speech was
thick from the alcohol.

“What lady?” Charlie said looking quickly
around outside the van, then over at Rick.

“In the picture there.” Rick pointed to the
photograph on the dashboard.

“Oh.” Charlie’s voice dropped a note. “My
wife, Ellen.”

Rick nodded slowly, studying the photograph.
“Pretty lady.”

Charlie turned away. “Thanks.”

Rick chewed on some thoughts for a bit.
“Where is she now?”

Charlie looked over, his expression clearly
indicated he did not want to talk about her.

The alcohol had fogged over Rick’s ability to
pick this up. He persisted innocently. “She in the trailer?”

Charlie took a deep breath and let it out
noisily. “No,” he said.

Now Charlie’s resistance to talk was finally
getting through to Rick. He nodded knowingly, “Divorced, huh?”

“Dead,” Charlie said suddenly, biting the
word out like something hard and nasty.

“Oh,” Rick said. He felt stupid, not knowing
what was the correct thing to say next. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled.
And he was sorry. He turned away from Charlie and stared out of the
window.

Charlie continued as if it all had to be
said. Once the word was out, the rest had to come out. But he did
not look at Rick. Instead he focused hard on the road ahead.

“About a year ago. Cancer.” He sighed deep
and hard against the images that rose like ghosts and the pain that
tightened in his chest. “Nobody should have to go through what she
did. No torture could have been worse.”

Tears were welling in his eyes. He’d never
let this out in front of anyone. And he didn’t know why he was
doing it now. But it was too hard to hold it back anymore. “It just
ate her away.”

He looked over at the photograph trying to
push away the memories of how she had looked near the end. “We had
spent the last three years planning what we’d do when I retired.”
He swallowed tightly. “She didn’t make it. They found the cancer
six months before she died.”

He smiled through the tears. “But she’s still
with me. And I take her picture everywhere.” He abruptly stopped
speaking, unable to continue, and fought down the pain. It wasn’t
the sort of hurt he could will away, or ignore. He had to coat it
over with something soft, and hold it close. The pain was a gauge
of his feelings for her. It was the depth of his caring that made
the pain so great. He slowly chased the ghosts away and put the
pain back in the place it belonged, the place where he could handle
it and still function.

The silence that hung in the van was solid
and black and heavy. There was nothing to be said.

All the while Charlie spoke Rick kept looking
out the window, staring at the passing scenery, not seeing it at
all. He was in another place, his own secret place, where he kept
his own secret pain. As Charlie spoke, Rick’s eyes filled with the
pain inside, the pain that had been let loose and roamed like a
wild animal through the corridors of his mind, tearing things,
ripping aside barricades he had erected to keep the pain back. The
alcohol had smothered the strength of will that kept these emotions
in check. And the suddenness of the change in the conversation
caught him unprepared. The barricades came down too easily and the
raw wounds were exposed. The tears ran silently down his face,
turning cold in the wind through the window.

Rick tapped his heart. “I, too, carry my
woman here,” he burbled through the crying he was trying to hold
back. He did not look at Charlie, did not acknowledge Charlie’s
existence. He said it to the whole world outside the van. As if he
had suffered a great wrong, a wrong no one should suffer.

The silence that followed this was long. Not
the sort that was easily broken. Each man was lost in the inner
world of his own memories, his own hurt. Emotions and commitments
that were to go on forever had been cut off from them. Only the
confusion and the ache of loss remained for each to carry.

It was well after five when they saw the
first sign for the city of Bottom Rock, Colorado. It was not a new
sign. Given a little more time and it would be no sign at all. Most
of the paint was gone, replaced by rust. And in many places the
rust had eaten holes through to the other side. The words were
almost illegible. Not that it mattered. The name was unimportant.
He just needed a place to stop. City, town, crossroads,
whatever.

By this time both men had come to terms with
their pain and put it away where it could be watched and
guarded.

“We gonna be any place soon?” Rick suddenly
said.

Charlie glanced at him. “Why?”

“Because nature moves in its own cycle,” His
tone had that quiet profundity associated with Indian wisdom.

God, more Indian speak! “What are you
trying to say in English?”

“The beer has come full circle.”

“Oh.” Charlie pulled the van over onto the
shoulder of the road as best he could. There was very little
shoulder to speak of. But there was also very little traffic. He’d
seen no more than three or four cars in the past hour. “No sense in
prolonging your agony.”

Rick undid the seatbelt. “Thanks,” he said as
he opened the door and stepped down to the grass. He moved, the
alcohol giving him a hobbling step, around the nearest boulder. A
few moments later he returned, zipping up his jeans. He climbed
back into the van, closed the door, and this time managed the
seatbelt without help. He’d had no beer for the past hour, and the
quantity of alcohol in his system had diminished to the point where
he was gaining control. His eyes still had that watery inflamed
look, and his breath was 80 proof. But his mind and coordination
were returning.

Charlie pulled the van back on the road and
headed toward Bottom Rock.

“The next time you think you could get to the
point first time out of the batter’s box?” Charlie said.

Rick thought about that, then said with a sly
grin, “It is the nature of the Indian to speak with ancient
wisdom.”

“What bullshit,” Charlie laughed.

Rick laughed too.

About fifteen minutes later they passed a
patrol car on the opposite side of the road. The car was stark
white with a large yellow emblem painted on the door, and a roof
rack of lights. Two policemen in tan uniforms and cowboy hats were
standing outside, leaning on the car. One of them held a shotgun on
his hip. They eyed the van suspiciously.

Ever since he had descended from the
mountains the surrounding country had looked harsh and uninviting.
More of the same rawness that he’d seen in the mountain terrain. A
place where things survived out of their own fierce determination.
With no amenities. Nothing to make it easier. The few trees they
came across were young twisted things with struggle written in
every bent branch. Considering the harshness of the surrounding
country, Charlie doubted there were any trees tough enough to live
to be old. It was more the raw land of tangled shrubs and scattered
clumps of grass. And rock and ground the color of hot sand.

Ten minutes further down the road they came
to the outskirts of Bottom Rock. They had seen no signs on the road
after that first one. The outskirts were also the inskirts. The
town was no more than half-a-dozen blocks square, with some
individual homes staggering out on their own along the roads
leading in and out of the town.

It was an old town, and sleepy would have
been too exciting a word for it. The road they were on visibly
passed right through and out the other side. On either side of the
road were a few streets of stores, a restaurant, a bank, and what
looked like the town administration buildings - the police station
made of tan brick, and the town hall of the same brick. Each of
those buildings had an American flag hanging lazily from white
poles mounted above their doors.

There was a small park on the left in what
appeared to be the center of the town, and there was a bandstand
that had fallen to ruin and was at that moment being worked on by
three men in overalls. The park was well cared for. The trees in
the park and the few scattered about in the streets were low and
young. Besides the workmen there were only a few people in the
park, and they seemed to be walking through it to get
somewhere.

Beyond on the other side of the park, Charlie
could see the pointed spire of a church steeple poking at the sky
above the trees. As towns went it was one of the bigger ones, and
it was in remarkably good condition.

There was another white patrol car at the
curb by the park. No other cars were parked on that side of the
street. Very few cars were anywhere that he had seen, neither
moving on the street nor parked. The two uniformed officers were
standing next to the patrol car. One had a handheld radio next to
his ear, and was listening intently. The other was looking
around.

Charlie pulled the van and trailer to a stop
behind the patrol car.

Both police officers looked up as he shut the
motor off. Charlie leaned out the window.

“Excuse me, officer!” he hollered to the two
men. Rick belched suddenly, and Charlie glanced over at him. Rick
had unfastened his seatbelt and was groping behind the seat for the
athletic bag. And another beer, Charlie guessed.

The one holding the radio clipped it back on
his belt, and they both turned and walked toward the van, each with
his hands on the belt at his waist. Neither wore a hat. As they
neared the van Charlie could see that one of them was a veteran.
What had looked like light brown hair was really darker hair filled
with gray. He kept it closely trimmed. Looked like he was closing
in on his twenty, if not trying for the thirty-year retirement. If
they had such a thing out here. But the man was in good shape.
Probably worked out hard to stay that way. The other was young and
blonde and muscled and deeply tanned. He walked in an easy
unhurried step to the passenger’s side of the van while the veteran
ambled over to Charlie.

“Excuse me,” Charlie said.

“What can I do for you, sir?” The man’s voice
was like a fine rasp. He squinted at Charlie, his manner
relaxed.

Charlie could hear the top pop on Rick’s can
of beer. “Could you tell me if there’s a trailer park around here
where I can park this rig for the night?”

“Oh, shit!” he heard Rick cry out, and almost
at the same instant he heard the passenger door being yanked
open.

Charlie turned to Rick, “What the hell’s...?”
He saw the young policeman pulling Rick violently out of the van
and slamming him down onto the road! “Jesus Christ!” Instinctively
Charlie unbuckled his seatbelt and, turning back, reached for the
door handle only to be looking at a revolver pointing at him
through the window.

“Don’t do anything,” the veteran cop said. He
didn’t shout it, he just said it in that same even rasping tone
with a feeling Charlie knew. This man meant exactly what he said.
This man was dangerous.

Charlie froze. He could hear scuffling,
intense swearing and Rick’s moans coming through the open
passenger’s door, but he didn’t dare turn to look. He didn’t dare
do anything. Just like the man said.

“Put your hands on top of your head. Nice and
easy. No quick moves, now. I don’t want to shoot you ‘cause I got
to pay for all the ammunition I use.”

Charlie did as he was told, and all he could
ask himself was ‘What the hell have I gotten into here!’. When
Charlie had placed his hands on his head, the veteran cop stepped
back away from the door, his gun steady on Charlie’s face.

“You move anything but your eyes and you’ll
likely die of a gunshot wound ‘cause we ain’t got a hospital for
miles and miles around.”

Charlie did not move anything, not even his
eyes.

“Kenny, boy! How you doing over there?” The
veteran shouted to the other side of the van, but his eyes and his
gun stayed with Charlie.

There was still grunting and swearing coming
from the other side of the van. “All right,” the young cop shouted
back through heavy breathing. “I got the bastard cuffed. Just
searching him for any hidden weapons.”

“Good. Now let’s you put your gun on this guy
behind the wheel. Don’t want him reaching for anything when he’s
getting out of the van.”

Charlie heard movement and turned his head
toward the passenger door.

“Okay, I got him!” the young cop shouted. The
young cop was standing outside the opened passenger’s door, leaning
into the van, his right hand holding a very large revolver. It
looked large enough to need two hands.

In a lower voice to Charlie, he said, “You
hear that, buddy boy. I got you. Now you just bring down your left
hand and carefully open the door. Don’t move anything else.”

Charlie did as he was told, and the door
unlatched. Immediately the veteran cop yanked it from his hand, and
Charlie was almost pulled out with it.

“Now,” the veteran cop said, “you just put
your hand back on your head and step out here where we can get a
good look at you.”

Charlie did as he was told. He felt he was
getting very good at doing what he was told. He had been on the
other side of situations like this and he knew that the cops were
tense to breaking. Any resistance could set off one’s nerves and
one of those guns.

“Now turn around and face the van.”

He did. Immediately his hands were grabbed by
the veteran cop, and he was pushed against the van so that he was
off balance, and couldn’t pull any fancy footwork. Then his hands
were yanked down behind his back and handcuffs snapped around the
wrists. The cop then yanked him around so they were facing each
other. With one hand he held Charlie by the shirt front, the gun in
his other hand tight under Charlie’s chin.

Nose to nose, his breath hot and sour, his
eyes narrowed and hard, the cop rasped into Charlie’s face. “Now,
just who the hell are you?”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter III

 


 


 


The room was large enough to hold six desks,
bookcases and file cabinets with plenty of room to walk through it
all. The cork boards on the walls were spattered with calendars and
photographs and notes. There was an office in the rear that had a
wood door with a glass panel in the top half on which was stenciled
‘SHERIFF’. The florescent lights on the ceiling threw a harsh
version of daylight over the room, the kind of light that had
everyone frowning. Depending on one’s mood the color of the walls
would be champagne or vomit yellow. The floors were covered in a
brown vinyl tile that had no character at all. The desks and the
rest of the furnishings had the same tired brown tones. Whether by
design or otherwise the whole effect was depressing.

The sheriff was standing alongside the desk
nearest the front. It was a wood desk that had been repeatedly
refinished, and the job badly done. Chips in the surface had been
covered over by the next layer of stain. And the corners of the
desk had been worn round to the raw wood. On the surface of the
desk lay a pump shotgun, a Winchester 30-06, a black revolver with
a short barrel, and a polished derringer with a pearl handle. Only
the derringer looked new. The other weapons had the worn look of
much use, and responsible care.

The sheriff was holding Charlie’s wallet, and
had gone thoroughly over its contents. He put the wallet on the
desk and looked down at the guns. He reached over and carefully
moved his fingers over the stock of the Winchester, his lips pursed
in thought. After a few moments he turned his head and looked down
at Charlie Dawson in the chair. The sheriff was a formidable figure
in his own right, but looking up at him from the seated position
Charlie thought he looked gigantic. Charlie was forced to sit
forward on the chair, his hands cuffed behind his back. Standing to
Charlie’s right was the veteran cop with the raspy voice who had
brought him in.

“Okay, Mr. Charles Dawson, New York City
Policeman Retired,” the sheriff said slowly, giving sarcastic
emphasis to ‘New York City Policeman Retired’. “You know how this
goes. You tell me your story. Then I tell you your story. Then you
tell me your story again.” He hiked one hip on the desk, and let
his arms lay together on his leg. “We do that until you get your
story right.”

He stopped and continued to look at Charlie
while he pursed and unpursed his lips. “We’ve already done the
first part. Now it’s my turn to tell you your story.”

He put one arm across his chest, propped the
elbow of the other on it, and brought up his hand to pull
thoughtfully at his chin. “You are driving along in the middle of
empty country and you pick up this drunken Indian without any
question as to how he got there or why. You, Mr. New York City
Policeman Retired, who should know how dangerous it is to pick up a
hitchhiker does not think this is peculiar at all.”

He paused here and looked unflinching in
Charlie’s eyes. “I have a little trouble with that. Oh, yes. You
said he was drunk almost to incapacity.” He feigned deep thought on
that. “Of course you, Mr. New York City Policeman Retired, are an
expert on drunkenness and could tell that the man was not acting.
He was not putting on a show to cause you to stop so he maybe could
kill you, dump your body out there in that deserted country, and
take all you own.”

He let out a deep breath. “And you searched
him to be sure he didn’t have a weapon.” He shook his head slowly
in disappointment. “No. I got that part wrong. You didn’t search
him. Just opened the door of the van and let him in.”

Now the pause was long. The sheriff continued
to pull at his chin and he frowned at Charlie, not taking his eyes
from Charlie’s face. Charlie knew he should not say a word. Nothing
he could say would help him. Best to just sit there until the
sheriff decided on his own what he would do. Justice was not the
same at this level as it was in the courts. An innocent man with a
smart mouth could pay a high price in pain and time in this part of
the system before he would be given the opportunity to prove his
innocence. In some cases he might not be given that opportunity. He
returned the sheriff’s stare and waited.

“Tell me,” the sheriff said, “Did they retire
you because you got too stupid to do your job? Or are all New York
City policemen as stupid as you?”

Charlie kept still. Not an easy question to
answer.

The sheriff looked over at the veteran cop.
“Willie, take the handcuffs off Mr. New York City Policeman
Retired.”

Willie hesitated, his face full of questions.
The sheriff answered them all with a nod. Then Willie grabbed
Charlie’s hands, not very gently, shooting pain from Charlie’s
wrist to his shoulder, and unlocked the handcuffs. Charlie tried to
rub the circulation back into his wrists.

“Now I know why they always showed them
Keystone cops as city cops.” The sheriff stood and put his hands on
his hips, again looking down at Charlie. “If that dumb Indian got
you to help him escape, he deserves all he gets. You bringing him
right back to the town he was trying to get away from. That’s got
to be some kind of champion stupid.”

He took a long breath. “It don’t say anywhere
that crooks have to be smart. But there is so much stupid in this
story that I can only think it might be true. Anyway, I don’t want
you. All I want is the Indian.”

He turned his attention to Willie. “Would you
put these guns away for the night. I think Mr. New York City
Policeman Retired can pick them up tomorrow when he leaves
town.”

Willie nodded his understanding

“You finished with his rig outside?”

Willie nodded again. “Searched the van and
the trailer. Only thing we found might be anything are these
guns.”

The sheriff turned his attention once more to
the guns on the table. To no one in particular, more like thinking
out loud, he said, “That revolver looks interesting.”

Back to Charlie. “Willie will show you where
there is a trailer park so you can hole up for the night. It ain’t
fancy, but Digger keeps a nice place. Actually, it’s the only place
around here. Now if you don’t have any questions I’d like to get
back to doing my job.”

Charlie stood up. Felt better to be more on
eye level with the sheriff. Felt better not to have his hands
cuffed. He nodded toward the door on the left that had ‘cells’
written on it. That was where they had taken Rick Osceola. “What
did he do?”

The sheriff frowned annoyance in Charlie’s
eyes. “Haven’t booked him, yet.” Then to Willie, “See he goes
straight to Digger’s place. No side trips.” The sheriff then turned
his back on Charlie and walked away toward the door marked ‘cells’.
He had an easy loping walk, as if there was all the time he needed.
With his hand he signaled Kenny, the young officer, who jumped up
from his desk and unlocked the door. Together they went inside and
closed the door behind them.

“Hey,” Willie grabbed Charlie by the arm and
turned him around to face him. There was still meanness in Willie’s
eyes, and the hunger to show it. He didn’t like the fact that the
sheriff was letting Charlie go. Willie had the suspicious nature of
a policeman, and a sadistic streak that gave him pleasure in
proving those suspicions correct. And he would seek the proof of
those suspicions, not with the subtlety of a detective, but with
the brutality of a barbarian. Still tightly holding Charlie’s arm,
he continued in the raspy voice. “You don’t know how lucky you are
my brother let you go.”

Charlie nodded. He felt he knew exactly how
lucky he was. And how unlucky Rick was.

“The sheriff’s your brother?” Charlie said as
he pulled his arm from Willie’s grasp.

Willie nodded, and he seemed to visibly grow
in stature. Greatness by association, Charlie thought. He picked up
his keys, wallet, wristwatch, small change, comb and handkerchief
from the desk. He put the watch on his wrist and everything else in
his pockets.

“My patrol car is parked across the street in
front of your rig. I’ll walk you over there. Then you follow me to
Digger’s place. Remember the sheriff said no side trips. And you
know you won’t be able to out run my car with that load of yours.
So, I recommend you forget any such thoughts.” Willie then pointed
Charlie toward the front door. “Let’s go.”

Charlie went to the front door, opened it,
and stepped out into the street. Willie was one step behind on
Charlie’s right. That put Willie’s holstered gun furthest from
Charlie’s reach. Should Charlie decide to try anything.

“So, Rick was running away from here, and he
hitched a ride with me to bring him back here?” Charlie said over
his shoulder as they walked across the street.

“Seems that way, doesn’t it.” Then Willie
added, “If your story is the truth.”

“Why would he do that? Doesn’t make any
sense?”

“Indians do lots of things that don’t make no
sense,” Willie said knowingly.

“How long you been looking for him?”

Willie thought this over as if it might be
important and he didn’t want his brother to think him stupid for
revealing it. “Since last night,” he said finally.

“Last night!” Charlie stopped walking and
turned to look at Willie. “You sure he knew you were looking for
him?”

Willie’s eyes narrowed. He was afraid he was
giving too much information away, and the sheriff would not be
happy about that. “Let’s go,” he said sternly, and shoved Charlie
in the direction of the van.

Charlie didn’t say anything, but the shove
caused a lot of fiery thoughts to flash across his mind. He walked
to the van, opened the door, and got in behind the wheel. The guys
who searched the van would not get a neatness award. Charlie
couldn’t wait to see the condition of the trailer. He looked out
the window as Willie was opening the door of the patrol car.

“How far is this Digger’s place?” he
said.

Willie opened the door, looked at Charlie,
“Twenty miles,” he said, got in the car and close the door.

Twenty miles! Charlie thought, as he
started the van.

Willie started up the patrol car, pulled out
into the street, and waited for Charlie to pull the van up behind
him before he drove off.

The drive wasn’t so bad except for the last
three miles. They drove north out of town, and went straight, the
road doing some up and down stuff, but mostly rather level. It was
two lane asphalt, and Willie moved out at seventy as soon as they
passed the last houses at the edge of town.

The sky was getting dimmer, reds and grays
splashed over the clouds. And the colors of the land were blending
into darker tones. Charlie checked his watch. Little past eight.
Time sure flies when you’re having fun, he thought with sarcasm.
The sun will be gone soon.

As he drove, Charlie noticed a change in the
scenery. There appeared to be more green, more trees, less rock and
sand. It could have been the effects of the dying sun throwing
broader shadows over the sandy ground. They were on the road a
while when the patrol car took a sudden left onto a gravel road
that ran in front of a cluster of low trees. Charlie slowed almost
to a stop before making the turn. From there on it was slow going.
The trailer and van bounced and swayed and wiggled, and Charlie
worried that it would break off the hitch, or slip into the shallow
ditch on either side of the narrow road. The patrol car threw
clouds of choking dust in the face of the van. Charlie was choking
so badly that he finally closed the windows to keep the dust from
smothering him.

Then all at once the patrol car stopped up
ahead. Charlie braked the van and trailer to a stop a little behind
the patrol car. As the cloud from their road dust blew away,
Charlie saw that Willie had parked next to a beat up trailer under
a tree on the right, and he was getting out of the patrol car. He
motioned to Charlie to stay in the van. Then he went inside the
trailer.

A few moments later he came out followed by a
huge fat man in a red flannel shirt and jeans. Had to be the
biggest pair of jeans Charlie had ever seen. Willie got back in the
patrol car and drove off while the fat man walked slowly over to
the van. Charlie opened the window when he came up alongside.

The man had the slovenly look of the
unwashed, unkempt. There was a few days of stubbled growth on his
face, dirty blonde hair, more dirt than blonde, that hadn’t seen a
comb in awhile. And the clearest light blue eyes that made Charlie
feel there was a human trapped inside this hulk.

“Hi, there,” he said with a voice that was
gentle and easy. “I’m Digger.” He smiled warmly and extended his
hand up to window by Charlie.

Charlie grabbed the man’s ham hock of a hand,
shook it, and returned the smile. “Charlie Dawson.”

“Glad to meet you, Charlie. Willie tells me
you need a place to put that thing,” indicating Charlie’s trailer,
“for the night.”

Charlie nodded.

“I can give you electric and water. But no
sewer. Got a guy comes in once a week to clean out the chemical
tanks for the toilets. But you’ll have to pay him if you want yours
cleaned. I do have a dry well hook up for the drains in the shower,
and sink. But only for the water. Please don’t put anything else
down those drains. It’ll only plug up the dry well. And there’s a
dumpster over on the other side of my trailer for your trash. Got
to bring it there yourself. The dumpster is removed every Friday,
and a empty left in its place. Pay telephone mounted on a
two-by-four near the dumpster.” Then he smiled broadly, “And I can
let you have all that service for ten dollars a night.”

Charlie smiling, looked up at the desolate
country all around, then back at Digger. “Seems you have the best
price in the neighborhood, so I’ll take it.”

“Well, good then,” he laughed. “Now suppose
you follow me and I’ll show you where you can park that rig of
yours.” He turned and started walking slowly away past his own
trailer.

Charlie started the van moving along behind
him. The dirt road was smoother than the gravel road that led up
here. Charlie turned on the headlights, throwing Digger’s shadow in
a huge balloon over the ground. The daylight was getting really
dim, near to dark under the trees. And there were a lot of trees in
a broad area behind Digger’s trailer. The headlights reflected off
a lone trailer some distance into those trees. Digger produced a
flashlight from the well of one of his pockets and turned it on,
laying the beam on the ground a little in front of him. He brought
Charlie to a broad space under one of the trees, and with a lot of
hand signals, helped him guide the trailer into the spot.

Charlie got out of the van, and Digger helped
him hook up the electricity, the water and the drain to the dry
well. Digger huffed and puffed with the effort, his body had the
sour smell of old sweat. As they worked closely on the hook ups,
Charlie got a good strong whiff that made him cringe and hold his
breath.

“There now,” Digger said, standing back.
“That does it. You want to test the water and electric, now.”

Charlie unlocked the trailer and hit the
light switch on the right of the doorway, the lights snapping on.
He was surprised. He had expected a shambles in the trailer after
the condition of the interior of the van from the search. Wasn’t
too bad. They seemed to have improved with the practice. He went in
the back, opened the electric panel and threw the switches to shut
down the batteries and take in the outside electricity. The lights
hooked to the 110 circuit came on, the ones that ran off the
battery went out. So much for the electricity, he thought. Then he
turned the water on, and let it run a few moments to make sure it
drained from the tanks into the connection to the dry well.

“Looks okay,” Digger said from the doorway.
“How about some conversation? I got some coffee on the stove if
you’re interested?” motioning with his head toward where his
trailer would be. “You had anything to eat?”

“Thanks, but I’d prefer to have something
here,” Charlie said. He was as tired as he was hungry, and wanted
only to grab a quick snack and get in bed.

“Well, hell, that’s mighty obliging of you,”
Digger said warmly and stepped up into the trailer.

Charlie was dumbfounded. He didn’t know what
in hell he’d said wrong!

Digger sat on the cushioned bench, pulled up
the table that was folded down on the wall, and snapped the support
leg in place. “I’ve already eaten. But coffee I’m always ready
for.”

With a shrug of surrender, Charlie put coffee
and water into the Mr. Coffee and flipped the switch. Instantly the
water began dripping through the grounds into the pot.

“People around here know they stop off at
Digger’s place, there’s always a cup of coffee for them. I don’t
get into town much. Carrying this weight I don’t get anywhere much
anymore. But my place is halfway from nowhere. So, people north of
here come by for a sit and coffee to break up their trip to Bottom
Rock. And on the way back, too. That’s how I keep up with what’s
happening. Everybody brings me the news.

“This is a nice little rig you got here.”
Digger was carefully looking around from where he sat. “Looks brand
spanking new to me.”

“It is new,” Charlie said. He took out a
frying pan and put it on the stove, then turned on the electric
burner beneath the pan. “Just picked it up a month ago, stuffed it
with all the essentials and here I am.”

“Where’re you headed with this fancy
rig?”

“Grand Canyon.” Charlie took the butter and a
dozen eggs out of the refrigerator, dropped a slice of butter into
the frying pan, broke four eggs and dropped them in as well. There
was a lot of sizzling. “I know. I didn’t take the most direct
route.” Got out the bread and tossed two slices into the toaster.
“Thought I’d take a slow scenic ride. Trouble is the scenery
doesn’t change much for too long a stretch at a time.” Extracted a
plate and utensils from the cabinets and placed them on the table.
“Found myself hurrying the past few days. The roads are so straight
for such great distances, that even hurrying I didn’t seem to be
getting anywhere.” He stirred the eggs around, then took down two
brown mugs and put them on the table, along with the sugar and
milk. “There was a time when I thought I’d never reach the
mountains. Seemed to be moving away as fast as I approached
them.”

Digger chuckled. “Guess it’s your first time
through.”

“Yea.” Charlie brought over the pot and
poured coffee into the two mugs. He returned the pot to the coffee
maker. “I’m out to see America first,” he grinned weakly. Brought
the frying pan over to the table and dumped the scrambled eggs into
his plate. Returned the pan to the stove, and brought back the two
slices of toast.

He sat at the table opposite Digger. “Sort of
a dream my wife and I had. Taking our time and seeing the country.”
He buttered the toast, and took a large bite. God, that tasted
good! Seemed like he hadn’t eaten in days. Like they say, must be
the country air making him so hungry. Or maybe because it had been
over eight hours and a lot of excitement since lunch. “No
timetable. Stop anywhere for as long as we wanted, then move on.
See what’s around the next corner or over the next hill. The Grand
Canyon seemed like a good place to start from.” He caught himself
suddenly and quickly stuffed some egg into his mouth. He was
talking like an old washerwoman, his mother would say. Must be the
fatigue making his tongue so loose.

“You still got a long way to go to the
Canyon.” Digger put the mug to his lips and took a hesitant sip of
the black coffee. He didn’t ask about Charlie’s wife. Man don’t
volunteer that information, then its rude to ask. “You be better
off on the main highways, than traveling these back roads. Nothing
much to see here except some rundown towns, and stuff. Hell, even
our Indian reservation ain’t worth looking at.”

“Indian reservation? Where?” He scooped more
eggs into his mouth and another bite of toast.

“It’s just north of here. Twenty miles or
so.” Digger shrugged. “Not an important place. Small. Ramshackle.
Got about three, four hundred Indians. Poorer than the dead until
Big Jim come along.” He blew on the coffee and ventured another
sip. “But, hell, I thought you knew about the reservation, being a
buddy of Rick Osceola, and all.”

“I’m not his buddy,” Charlie frowned at this.
It bothered him that he felt he had to explain. “I picked him up
hitching I guess about an hour or so east of Bottom Rock. He was
drunk to fallen down and staggering about in the middle of the
road. Thought by giving him a ride I was keeping him from getting
killed.” He took a long swallow of the coffee, then scooped up and
finished the rest of the eggs and toast.

Digger was shaking his head questioningly.
“Willie told me you was helping him escape.” He sipped at his
coffee without looking Charlie in the eyes.

“Escape what?” Now he was getting
annoyed.

Digger dragged out the silence, like a
magician holding out for effect. “Murder,” he said, again sipping
coffee and not looking at Charlie.

“Murder!” He was surprised. Yet as a cop in
New York nothing had surprised him. Then he would not have reacted
at all to the news if it had been his own mother they were talking
about. That job had made him a cold realist. Everyone had a
murderer inside him. Now, however, something was different. Was it
that he was now on the other side, on the civilian side? Or was
there something about Rick? Something that said he was not a
murderer? Or more likely was Charlie going soft in the head?

“Who did he murder?”

Digger now looked Charlie directly in the
eye. “Ain’t supposed to say.”

Charlie waited, figuring Digger would
continue. Give a man enough silence and he had to break it, had to
tell you more. But Digger didn’t. The silence stretched on. Finally
Charlie broke it.

“Rick from around here, or was he just
passing through?”

“Rick’s been living on the reservation, oh,
three or so years now. He’s from Florida, I hear.” Digger took a
good gulp of the coffee. “Man, this is good coffee. Sure wish I
didn’t yen for a cigarette so much. Given them up a month now. Like
giving up my left arm.” He looked hopefully at Charlie. “Thought
all New York City cops smoked?”

Charlie smiled, and shook his head, clear
disappointment on Digger’s face. He was damn near right, though.
Charlie had given them up when Ellen had taken sick. Threw them
away and never looked back. And hungered for the damn things just
about every day since. “What made you give them up?”

“Doctor thought I was coughing too much.
Hell, I told him that coughing was the only exercise I got.” He
chuckled at that. “He didn’t think it was funny. And I didn’t
either when he showed me my chest x-rays.” Shook his head sadly
remembering. “I asked him if those spots could’ve come from all the
dead dirt I shoveled? He said, no.”

Charlie frowned his question.

“That’s where I got my name from - Digger. I
used to be the official gravedigger for Bottom Rock. ‘Til a few
years back when Hodgkins, the funeral director and owner of the
cemetery got himself a backhoe. Now he does it himself.” He
shrugged, “Was only a part time job anyway. Not enough dying going
on to keep at it all the time.” He sighed sadly. Charlie wasn’t
sure whether Digger was sad over the loss of the job, or the fact
that there wasn’t much dying going on.

“I guess I’ve taken up enough of your
hospitality for one night.” He hesitated and smiled meekly at
Charlie. “I don’t think I can get out of here unless you clean off
the table and fold it back to the wall.”

“Oh, sorry.” Charlie took the dishes off the
table and piled them in the sink. Digger folded up the support leg
of the table and set the table hanging down on the wall. He
struggled to stand, stiff after sitting so long and then having to
lift all that weight.

“You need anything, just come on down to my
place, and bang on the door. I keep the light on above the door all
night there. Don’t sleep much. I want to thank you again for your
hospitality.” He moved over to the door and opened it to the black
night outside. “Don’t have to worry about any noise or cars or
anything. Most of the people here are permanent residents.” He
grinned knowingly at Charlie, “Don’t usually get tourists like
yourself.” He took the flashlight from his pocket and snapped it
on.

“Good night, Digger,” Charlie smiled back, as
Digger stepped down outside and closed the door behind him.

Charlie didn’t stop to do anything else.
Didn’t want to think about anything. Too much to think about.
Plenty of time in the morning. Just had to get some sleep. He
stripped down and climbed into bed. He managed to whisper goodnight
to Ellen as he did every night. But, his exhaustion pushed all
other thoughts aside and held off the ghosts that haunted him every
night. He slipped quickly and thankfully into a deep sleep.
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When he awoke in the morning his brain felt
like it was stuffed into a head two sizes too small. And he didn’t
remember dreaming. First time in two years there were no nightmares
to carry with him through to daylight.

He threw the cover off, rose from the bed,
and still groggy, stumbled to the shower. It was a compact narrow
unit that felt like he was standing in a coffin on end. He had
joked with the salesman about installing brushes on the walls, and
all he’d have to do is turn around a few times to be scrubbed
clean. Even as he reached for the hot water faucet he remembered
that he hadn’t lit the gas under the water heater last night.
Damn.

He wrestled through a quick cold shower,
banging his elbow against the wall as he turned around too quickly.
Shivering, he toweled himself off rapidly. Well, now he was awake!
Very wide awake!

He dressed into a fresh shirt - blue plaid,
the same chinos and shoes from the day before. He ran soapy water
into the sink with the dishes to let them soak. Then went outside
and unhitched the van from the trailer. Had to go into Bottom Rock
to the sheriff’s office to get his guns. Might as well treat
himself to a big breakfast in a restaurant. He said restaurant but
he thought luncheonette. And with that he hoped he wasn’t being too
presumptuous, considering the size of the town.

He drove the van out of the park, tooting his
horn to Digger who waved back to him, then bounced the van along
the gravel road the three miles to the highway. Took a right and
brought the van up to eighty.

It was as he was taking the right turn onto
the highway that he noticed the athletic bag, jean jacket and
cowboy hat behind the passenger’s seat. Rick’s things. They had
been forgotten in the excitement. He’d have to dropped them at the
sheriff’s office when he picked up his guns.

Thinking about Rick only confused him. “I,
too, carry my woman here,” he’d said. Damn corny, but there was no
denying the man’s emotion. Maybe it was his own emotion that
colored his view of Rick. Sometimes you think bad guys don’t have
genuine feelings. Always the wise guy, all the emotional shit just
an act. Could this have been an act? Maybe. Then there was Rick
coming back to the town knowing they were looking for him. If he
was clever enough to make such a genuine show of emotion, how could
he be stupid enough to come back here?

Screw it. He was through with that. Through
with helping people and hurting them. He was no longer in that
business. What had happened was of no concern to him. The system
would do its thing. It would grind away until lady justice was
satisfied. Or, he added cynically, until she got tired of it all
and settled for whatever blood was available. No longer his
job.

“Right, Ellen?” he said momentarily looking
up at the sky as if he knew she were there watching. “No longer my
job. I’m retired. And I’m going to take it real easy. Just like we
planned. Going to enjoy it for both of us.” Damn, he missed
her.

Ten minutes later he reached the town.

It was nearing eight o’clock when he spotted
the restaurant. Actually a cafe, it said on the sign. Nick’s Cafe.
The street was crowded with cars. He had to park the van a block
away and walk back.

All those cars meant it was a good place to
eat, or the only place to eat. Inside, along one wall was a counter
with those round backless stools, six booths along the opposite
wall with six tables between the booths and the counter. There were
two more tables by the window in front. Red vinyl covered the seats
of the booths, the chairs, and the circular top of the stools at
the counter. Everything else was done in tan Formica, and the
floors a light brown vinyl tile.

The air was thick with the smell of coffee
and fried bacon. Behind the counter were the usual kitchen things
in scorched aluminum and iron. And also behind the counter was
Nick. A short bent old man in an apron, with a face filled with
wrinkles that all seemed to come from smiling. Sparse gray hair
that wouldn’t settle down, twinkling gray eyes, and a Greek accent
as thick as a brogue. A happy man ready to serve and to tell his
life story to anyone who hasn’t heard it recently.

It all made Charlie feel like he was in New
York City. He ate in places like this that were everywhere in
Manhattan. Always filled with the aroma of cooking and the smell of
fresh coffee. He took a seat at the counter. Always sat at the
counter at Larry’s Luncheonette on Rector Street. Best coffee and
food in the world. Nick’s place here had the same familiar feel.
All the booths were taken as well as the two tables by the front
window. All men, wearing jeans and plaid shirts. Must all shop in
the same store, Charlie thought. Fashion magazines in this area
must only have one page. Everyone was talking and eating.

Nick came over to Charlie. “You new around
here,” he said not as a question, smiled and extended his hand.
“I’m a Nick.”

“Charlie Dawson.” Charlie returned the smile
and shook the man’s hand. “Just passing through.”

“Please a to meet you, Charlie. What can I
getta for you?”

With all the smells of breakfast in the air
Charlie’s appetite had grow as big as a hot air balloon. Eggs,
toast, home fries, bacon, juice and lots of coffee seemed to be
just what he needed. Nick nodded, left and returned immediately
with a cup of coffee.

“I just want ta warn ya. Lottsa us just
passin through never made it to other side of this town. I’m a here
twenty-six years already. Just passin through. Was gonna join my
brother in San Francisco. Has a nice Greek restaurant there. I was
to help him out. Going there I passed through here.” He looked
around at the cafe. “This place had a sign says, For Sale.” Looked
back at Charlie. “I never go no further. My wife she says, why not!
America is big place. Plenty room for more Greek restaurants.” Then
he leaned closer to Charlie and spoke in a confiding tone.
“Actually. Not Greek. Pure American cooking.” He grinned. “Don’t
like Greek food. Is why I came to America.”

Charlie laughed.

“Ah. I get your breakfast,” he said as if he
just remembered it, and he left to busy himself at the grill,
setting food to sizzling and sputtering.

Charlie added milk and sugar to his cup, then
sipped at one delicious cup of coffee. Made him ache for a
cigarette to go with it. There was a time when he thought that was
how coffee should be served in restaurants - with a cigarette on
the side. Only a smoker would know how these things were made to go
together. And even a reformed smoker never forgot.

A short while later Nick returned with plates
of food that had Charlie’s mouth watering. “By da way,” Nick said
as he set the plates on the counter in front of Charlie. “There’s
another man just passin through.” He points to the man seated on a
stool two over from Charlie.

The man puts down the book he’s reading,
looks up as if on cue, and smiles. “This here’s Mike. Six months
ago he comes passin through.” Nick shook his head and grinned,
“Never made it to the other side.” Then he waves a finger at
Charlie. “See. I warn you,” he grinned and left. Charlie chuckled,
and Mike leaned over and offered his hand.

“Name’s Mike Farrell,” he said. Striking blue
eyes, dark curled hair and white even teeth. He looked like a damn
model, Charlie thought. He even dressed differently than the
locals. Instead of jeans and a plaid shirt, he wore a brown
turtleneck jersey, tan slacks and loafers for God’s sake. He
smelled of success, and of Greenwich Village, and Charlie didn’t
like him immediately.

Charlie grabbed his hand. “Charlie Dawson,”
he grunted.

Mike Farrell grinned wider. “It’s so good to
hear a New York accent. That’s probably the one thing I miss about
the City.”

Charlie nodded with a patient smile. The
man’s voice was soft and affected. In the City, Charlie was sure he
must have worn an earring.

“I used to live in the Village.” Bingo!
Charlie thought. “Had a nice apartment overlooking the park.
Thought I had everything until I drove through here last year.”

He leaned forward and spoke in a confidential
tone. “There’s no noise here. Can you believe it? I stood out in
the street and I could hear my own breathing.” He leaned back with
a smirk. “Try that in New York. And you can smell other things here
instead of exhaust fumes.”

He paused a moment, then more seriously, “I’m
very lucky that I can just pick up and leave like that. I know so
many people who would give an awful lot to have this, to live
here.”

He saw the questions in Charlie expression.
“I’m a freelance cartoonist. I draw editorial cartoons. A number of
newspapers order them ahead of time. Don’t get many last minute
jobs. And with Fax machines, I don’t have to live next to the
newspaper offices. I just fax them my stuff. They write their
criticisms on the copy and fax it back. It’s really perfect. I can
be anywhere.” He nodded knowingly, “I can be here,” and smiled.

Charlie nodded and exaggerated the patient
smile, then turned to his food.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mike Farrell said. “Please
don’t let me interfere with your breakfast,” and he picked up his
book.

Charlie looked over, grunted and smiled
weakly. Then quickly returned to his breakfast and put the Mike
Farrells of the world out of his mind.

Charlie was halfway through breakfast and his
second cup of coffee when a man sat on the stool next to him.

“Mr. Dawson,” he said in a voice that was
firm and confident.

Charlie looked over at him. A skinny old man
with a full head of white hair neatly combed. He looked like he had
shrunk away under his skin. It hung on him like a loose shirt
filled with brown liver spots. He was dressed in a gray sport
jacket, white shirt and blue tie.

“Oscar Osgood,” he smiled. His eyes were a
light blue with the brightness drained out of them. Watery. Old
man’s sad eyes that reflected nothing of the smile he offered. “I’m
glad I caught up with you before you left town.”

Nick came over and Oscar ordered coffee. Nick
brought it right away.

“I tried to catch you at Digger’s this
morning.” He prepared his coffee with cream and sugar. “Seems you
are an early riser. Digger said I missed you by ten minutes.” He
tasted the coffee then turned on the stool to face Charlie. “I’m
the editor and owner of the town’s newspaper - The Bottom Line. It
was called the Bottom Rock Dispatch when I bought it thirty-five
years ago.”

Charlie continued to eat as the man talked.
It was Oscar’s show right then, and sooner or later he would get to
the point. Besides, there was something about the man that Charlie
didn’t like. Who can explain first impressions? But the first
impression Charlie had of this man was not good. Maybe it was a
spin-off from when he was a cop. Newsmen as a whole brought the
hairs up on his neck. Always making the cops look bad. In New York
it was a real news scoop when the cops could be made to look the
fools on the front page. Then again he didn’t like Mike Farrell
either. Maybe it wasn’t Charlie’s day to meet people.

“After I left Digger’s, I checked back at the
Sheriff’s office and you hadn’t arrived. Figured you stopped for
something to eat.” He grinned modestly. “There aren’t many places
to eat in this town.”

Charlie had finished his food, and Nick came
over, and cleared the plates away. Charlie pointed to the cherry
pie and signaled for another cup of coffee.

“The newspaper is a weekly. Comes out
tomorrow. I wanted to get the story of Rick Osceola in the edition.
I was hoping you’d let me interview you about what happened? So I
could round out the story.”

Charlie shrugged. “There’s not much to say.”
Nick put the fresh cup of coffee and the slice of cherry pie in
front of him. Charlie dug into the pie. “The sheriff has all the
information I can give.” He knew he was sounding curt.

“I heard you were in law enforcement,” Oscar
continued. “So you know that what I get from the sheriff is exactly
what he wants me to know. Not what happened.”

True enough, Charlie conceded. “When did you
find out about Rick being arrested? Thought the sheriff would be
keeping that quiet until he booked the guy?”

Oscar grinned modestly. “After thirty-five
years in this town I have developed some reliable sources.”

“What did he do, anyway?”

“The sheriff said that he hadn’t charged Rick
as yet.”

Charlie grinned sarcastically, “Now you’re
being cute with me.”

“Sorry.” Another modest grin. ‘Modest grins’
must be one of his specialties, Charlie thought. “The sheriff said
that he was looking for Rick to question him about..,” he
hesitated, looked about for any eavesdroppers, then leaned closer
and continued in a confiding tone, “...the killing of Big Jim ...
Jim Baden’s wife. She was found murdered in the living room of her
own home night before last. The sheriff asked that it all be kept
quiet until the newspaper hits the stands tomorrow.” Then in an
even more serious tone, “When this gets out there’s going to be a
lot of trouble. The sheriff wants everything wrapped up nice and
neat before the townspeople know about the killing.”

Charlie slipped the last forkful of pie into
his mouth and chewed methodically. Taking his time. Letting Oscar
exercise his patience a bit. He swallowed, took a gulp of coffee
then looked over at Oscar.

“You carrying a gun in your jacket?”

Oscar blushed with surprise, a kid caught in
the act. “Oh, this,” he said and pulled out the unit from inside
his jacket. “This is a tape recorder,” Oscar was still
blushing.

Charlie noticed the light at the top of the
recorder was glowing red, and the tiny tape was turning slowly. “I
record all my interviews.” Then he grinned sheepishly, “I have been
accused of a terrible memory. Guess it comes with age. I just
turned seventy. And things don’t get better as you grow older.
Anyway, I use this so that any quotes or statements I print are
accurate. Don’t want to make any embarrassing mistakes when writing
down what people say. You don’t mind, do you?”

Hell, what was Charlie going to say to that?
Yes, I want you to embarrass me with your mistakes? Charlie nodded
his approval.

Oscar put the recorder on the counter between
himself and Charlie. “Have you known Rick Osceola a long time?”

“No. I just...” Charlie said. Nick came up at
that moment and Charlie stopped speaking to order one more cup of
coffee. When Nick looked over at Oscar, Oscar indicated he did not
want a refill.

“The sheriff said you picked Rick up on the
road east of here?”

“Yes. Looked like he’d been celebrating
pretty heavily. I didn’t want to see him get run over. So, I gave
him a lift.”

“He was drunk?”

Charlie nodded. “Very.”

“What was your impression of Rick?”

Charlie shrugged. “Seemed friendly enough.”
Then he frowned at Oscar, “Why is there going to be a lot of
trouble over this killing?”

Oscar took a deep breath, leaned over, and in
a conspiratorial tone said, “There’s not much love and brotherhood
between the Indians on the reservation and the whites. Doesn’t take
much to create trouble. Jim Baden, everyone calls him Big Jim, is a
powerful and respected member of this community. Pumped a lot of
money into the town over the years.

“Besides the factory on the reservation, he
owns the bank here in town and is generous with his loans. He’s
refurbished the schools with new equipment, he restored and pays
for the maintenance of the park. Hell, if he wanted to run for
king, he’d win hands down in this town.”

Charlie was aware of the bitter undertone in
Oscar’s remarks. Old Oscar, here, wasn’t one of those who’d vote
for Big Jim.

“When it comes out that an Indian, and Rick
Osceola at that, is suspected of killing Big Jim’s wife who can
tell what will happen. But I guarantee whatever happens will not be
good. The sheriff feels that if he can say that Rick is guilty and
will bear the full brunt of the law, he may be able to head off
some of the trouble. Better to have the killer apprehended than on
the loose. He’s also going to ask Big Jim to make a statement later
on this afternoon for me to put in tomorrow’s paper, saying
something about this being unfortunate and how he is a Christian
and forgives this poor Indian, and that you can’t judge all the
Indians by the act of one gone wrong, and on and on.”

“You think it will work?” Charlie said.

Oscar shrugged. “Don’t know. Might. But I
suggest you stay clear of town tomorrow if you don’t want to get
caught up in whatever happens.”

“Rick has a reputation in this town?”

Oscar chuckled, “Much of the sheriff’s
business, since Rick showed up three years ago, has been locking up
Rick. Drunk and disorderly. ‘Drunk and ornery’ the sheriff says.”
Then he added a questioning frown to the grin, “Say, just who is
doing the interviewing here?.”

Charlie tried out his own modest grin.

“Willie tells me you drove right into town
with Rick? Is that true?”

Charlie nodded.

“Why?” Oscar asked.

Charlie shook his head, “Only thing I can
think of was that Rick didn’t know they were looking for him.
Otherwise he’d have been heading the other way.”

Oscar frowned in thought and nodded at that.
“Makes sense, I guess.”

“What kind of a case does the sheriff
have?”

“I don’t know,” Oscar said. “But it must be
pretty strong. He was looking for Rick right after he went over to
Big Jim’s and examined the murder scene. Must have been something
very incriminating that he found there.”

“How was she killed?”

“Shot. Twice while she was lying on the
sofa.” Then Oscar caught himself and grinned with awareness.
“You’re doing it again. Son-of-a-gun Charlie you are good.” He
shook his head still smiling.

Charlie brought out his modest grin
again.

“Now it’s my turn,” Oscar said. “Did Rick say
anything about what happened here? Did he mention the killing, or
the woman? Her name was Janice.”

Charlie thought of Rick’s drunken tears. ‘I,
too, carry my woman here.’ Was he referring to this Janice? This
Big Jim’s wife? Was he crying because he had killed her? Damn, he
should have never picked up that drunken Indian.

“No,” Charlie said. “He hardly spoke at all
during the whole ride.”

“Didn’t you talk to him?”

“Drunks do not make good conversationalists,”
Charlie said. “They blubber most of the time. It was better that he
was quiet.”

“What happened when you got to town?”

“Nothing much. I stopped to ask old Willie
boy directions and they must have recognized Rick, because next
thing I knew I was in handcuffs in jail. End of story.”

“One more question.” Oscar hesitated a
moment. “What brought you here?”

“Just passing through.” Charlie saw Nick
behind the counter give him a knowing grin.
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Charlie walked into the police station
carrying Rick’s denim jacket, the athletic bag, and the beat up
cowboy hat. The hat appeared to have once been tan, but was now
faded, lifeless and sweat-stained. Charlie stepped up to the
counter that separated the entrance area from the bay, and placed
the jacket, bag and hat on the counter.

Kenny was watching the store. He was alone in
the bay area, sitting behind a desk. He looked up when Charlie came
in, and for a moment there was confusion his face. He wasn’t sure
how to act, what to say. Charlie saved him the trouble.

“I came to pick up the guns I ‘left’ here
last night.”

Kenny rose in hesitation. “Just a minute,” he
said, walked back to the sheriff’s office and knocked on the door.
There was a muffled sound that must have been the sheriff’s voice,
and Kenny opened the door and went inside, closing the door behind
him. It didn’t take long for the door to open again and the sheriff
himself to come out, followed by Kenny.

“Nice to see you this morning, Mr. Dawson,”
the Sheriff said with excessive cordiality.

No more of that ‘New York City Policeman
Retired’ bullshit, Charlie thought. Thank God for that. He had
been worried about that on his way over here, and had gritted his
teeth against having to put up with it again.

“Morning, Sheriff,” Charlie said. “I came to
pick up my guns.”

“Yes, Officer Chandler here told me.” He
leaned on the other side of the counter. He was still being too
cordial. “Our illustrious newspaper man was here this morning
looking for you. Said he wanted to interview you for the article he
was doing on our capture of Rick.”

Charlie nodded, so that’s it. Here comes
trouble. “He found me.”

The Sheriff dropped the cordial tone like a
stone. “I am assuming you told him nothing you hadn’t told me last
night.”

Charlie pursed his lips. “He got what you
got. The truth.”

“The stupid truth,” the Sheriff
corrected.

Charlie nodded toward the jacket, bag and the
hat on the counter. “These are Rick’s. He left them in the van.”
Then before the Sheriff could come up with another smart remark, “I
was wondering if you’d let me talk to him?”

The sheriff narrowed his eyes. A moment
passed before he said, “Why?”

Charlie had trouble meeting the sheriff’s
eyes. “Look, I may be going soft in the head, but it’s been
bothering me that he hitched a ride into town when everyone tells
me he knew he was wanted. I think I’d like to hear what he has to
say.”

“I think you’d better stay out of this.” He
no sooner said it than sheriff’s frown suddenly deepened. “Wait a
minute there, Charlie.” Oh boy, now it’s ‘Charlie’. Charlie wasn’t
sure that was a good sign at all. “Maybe your talking to him is not
a bad idea? Tell you what. Why don’t you an I have a little chat
first.” He lifted the counter top that acted as a gate between the
bay are and the entrance. “Let’s go into my office.” He signaled
for Charlie to lead the way.

Charlie walked to the back of the area and
stepped through the door into the sheriff’s office. Was a darn
sight better equipped than he expected for this little town. There
was a large panel of electronic equipment against the far corner of
the office. Very impressive. The Sheriff stepped in behind him and
closed the door.

“Have a seat, Charlie.” He pointed to the
chair facing the desk. Charlie sat down, and the sheriff went
around the desk and sat facing him. “So,” he gave Charlie a knowing
smile, “Can take the guy out of the cops, but not the cop out of
the guy.”

He leaned back in the chair. “I was on the
telephone about a half hour ago with a Captain Cummings of Homicide
in New York City.” He smiled apologetically, “Just doing my job
checking up on you. Said a lot of nice things about you. Said he
was sorry to see you go.”

“Jerry Cummings and I go back a long way,”
Charlie said.

The Sheriff nodded at this. “To get to the
point, Charlie. I got enough on Rick to get a guilty easy on the
murder. But, try as I might, I couldn’t get him to tell us where he
put the things he stole.”

“Robbery, too?”

“Seems that way.” He leaned forward and
placed his arms on the desk, hands clasped together. “What I was
sort of hoping you’d do when you speak with him is see if you can
find out anything about that. It’d save me the time of digging up
the whole county looking.”

It was Charlie’s turn to frown. He hadn’t
bargained for this. He felt bad about it, but he couldn’t explain
why. “All right. No promises. I’ll do my best.”

“I’m counting on you, Charlie, to show us how
it’s done in New York City.” The sarcasm was back. The sheriff
stood.

Charlie got up. He looked over at the
electronic equipment clustered in the corner by the desk. “That’s a
lot of sophisticated hardware you got there.”

“Yep. We are up to date.” He pointed to the
monitor screens. “Got surveillance cameras in the bay area, outside
by the cars, and in the jail section. Also, every desk has a radio
station to pick up the calls coming in from the cars.” He looked
with pride at Charlie. “State of the art, as they say.”

“There that much crime in this town for you
to need all this?”

He chuckled. “Don’t believe in waiting for
the last minute. A while back we had to up date some of the old
equipment, and Mr. Baden contributed a pile of money for this.”

“That’s the Big Jim, I’ve been hearing
about?”

“Yes. He even supplements the salaries of the
deputies, because the community is too poor to raise the taxes for
fair wages.” Shook his head with admiration. “Don’t know what we’d
do around here without him.” Then, “What say we do this,
Charlie?”

The sheriff left the office with Charlie
behind him. “You can take Rick his hat and jacket. Leave the bag
here. We’ll hold it for him.” He signaled to Kenny who stood, took
the keys off the hook and opened the door marked ‘cells’.

Charlie grabbed the jacket and hat from the
counter and followed Kenny through the door. Once they were through
the door, the Sheriff picked up the athletic bag and took it back
with him to his office. He closed the door, placed the bag on the
center of his desk and stepped over to the electronic panel. He
pulled over the desk chair and sat down.

On the monitor he watched Kenny let Charlie
into the cell with Rick. Cell number 3. The sheriff reached over,
“Talk to me, Rick,” and flipped a switch under the number three. “I
brought your things,” Charlie said, his voice hollow coming into
the sheriff’s office over the speaker. The sheriff saw Kenny lock
the door behind Charlie then leave the cell area. If they are going
to say anything they won’t do it with Kenny hovering about. The
sheriff flipped another switch and a cassette tape began to turn.
“Thanks,” Rick said. The sheriff turned his attention to the
athletic bag.

“I’m sorry I made trouble for you,” Rick
said. He put the jacket and hat by his side on the bunk. “It’s
Charlie, isn’t it?”

Sitting on the bunk opposite, his elbows on
his knees, Charlie nodded, frowning at the damage done to Rick’s
face. There was a large scab developing on the point of his chin, a
tear over his left eyebrow, and a growing welt spreading to his
left eye. The eye was partly closed from the swelling.

“Don’t remember too much from yesterday.
There are a lot of dark places. Alcohol does that to Indians.”

“Looks like you had a rough night,” Charlie
said. He was grimacing at the condition of Rick’s face.

Rick shrugged. “They say I tried to
escape.”

“The left side of your face doesn’t look too
good.”

“That’s where I hit Willie in the knuckles,”
Rick said evenly. “Gave him a good shot. Hit him a couple of times.
Bet his knuckles are sore. Teach him to mess with an Indian.”

“What about the parts that don’t show?”

“Yea. There, too. Got Kenny in the foot with
my ribs. Also got his knee with my stomach a few times. Lost count
of how many times I hit them.” He shook his head, and shrugged. “My
escape was unsuccessful.”

“What are they holding you for?”

“Sheriff didn’t say.”

“Seems there was a woman murdered here in
town the other night?”

Rick nodded knowingly.

“You know her?”

“Know of her. Never met her. Big Jim’s wife,
Janice. Not part of my social circle.”

“They think you did it.”

Rick nodded knowingly once again.

“Did you?” He felt sorry he had asked that as
the words came out.

Rick looked hard at Charlie. “An answer to
that mean anything?”

“No,” Charlie said. “Dumb question.”

Rick nodded in agreement.

Before him on the desk, the sheriff had laid
out the contents of Rick’s athletic bag. A small pile of underwear
and socks, a clear plastic bag with toilet articles, two six-packs
of Budweiser - two cans missing, and a dark plastic bag with
drawstring. He opened the dark plastic bag and pulled out a small
photo album. In it were a few pictures of an old Indian couple,
only the woman smiling out at the camera, some pictures of an
attractive dark-haired woman with a long braid, dressed in Indian
garb with leather fringes. A couple of photographs showed a young
child with the woman. First a baby, then a little girl the Sheriff
guessed to be about three. The other thing inside the dark plastic
bag was a small box about four inches on a side. In the box were
two Purple Hearts, a Silver Star, and folded Army Discharge papers
in the name of Richard ‘Proud Eagle’ Osceola indicating that he
received a Medical Discharge. There was another paper showing the
government awarding him a monthly pension for the head injury he
received in Vietnam. The sheriff examined these for awhile, showing
no emotion, then returned everything to the athletic bag.

“Your going to need a lawyer,” Charlie
said.

“Got the feelin’ he will not do any
good.”

“Why?”

Rick looked coldly into Charlie’s eyes. “In
this town the Indians are the niggers. Innocence or guilt doesn’t
make a difference. Indians are guilty.”

Charlie thought on that, then decided to
change the subject.

“Got any idea who might have done this, might
have killed Big Jim’s wife?”

Rick shook his head. “I told you that we
didn’t move in the same social circles. Pretty woman, but not from
my class.”

“Did you know they were looking for you when
I picked you up on the road?”

Rick nodded.

“Then why in hell were you hitching a ride
back to this town?”

Rick looked a little sheepish. “I was on the
wrong side of the road.”

“The wrong side of the road!” Charlie’s eyes
wide in astonishment. “What the hell kind of Indian can’t tell east
from west?”

Rick shrugged. “I didn’t pay too much
attention in Indian school when they covered east and west. North
and south either.”

Charlie smirked. “Being drunk had nothing to
do with it?”

Rick looked up. “A little.”

Charlie snorted. “A little. When I picked you
up you were a long time drunk. East and west, hell, I’m surprised
you could tell up from down.”

“I was having trouble with that, too,” Rick
said straightfaced.

“God,” Charlie shook his head in disbelief,
“here I was trying this question on every which way, puzzling over
why you would come back to a town you knew was looking for you, and
the answer was you were simply too damn drunk to tell which
direction you were going.” Chuckled to himself, “Too much.”

The sheriff brought the athletic bag back out
to the counter. He stepped out to the street, briefly checked
around and under Charlie’s van, then came back into the bay
area.

It was Rick’s turn to change the subject.
“You have my bag?”

Charlie, still grinning and shaking his head,
“Yes.”

Rick hesitated, it wasn’t easy for him to ask
things of people. He picked the jacket up off the bunk and fussed
with it so he wouldn’t have to look at Charlie while he spoke, “I
have some personal things in that bag. I’d hate to have it getting
knocked around in the sheriff’s closet, or wherever they keep that
sort of stuff.”

Charlie understood. “I’ll ask the sheriff if
he’ll release it. Where would you want me take it?”

Rick put the jacket face down next to him on
the bunk, and looked at Charlie. “Friend on the reservation. I’ve
been living with him and his wife since I came down. John Walker.
‘Tall Tree’ is his Indian name. Don’t know how to direct you. Just
ask around when you get there. Most people know him. Tell him I
asked if he could put it all in a safe place until this is
over.”

Charlie stood, ready to leave. “I guess I’ll
get out of here.”

“Yea,” Rick smirked. “I have much to do that
you are delaying.”

Charlie nodded sympathetically. Then he
looked up. “Hey, Kenny!” he shouted. Almost immediately the door at
the far end opened and Kenny came in carrying the keys.

“Thanks,” Rick said.

Charlie looked down at him, and shrugged. He
noticed the jacket laid out face down on the bunk, the back
embroidered dramatically with a soaring eagle. “That’s impressive
work.”

Rick looked at the jacket with pride. “Had it
made special. My Indian name is Proud Eagle.”

Kenny unlocked the cell door with much
noise.

Charlie stepped toward the door, then turned
his head momentarily to Rick, “Good luck,” he said. It felt awkward
to say it. He still was confused about his feelings here. He walked
out of the cell without looking back.

The sheriff was waiting for him. “By the look
on your face I guess you were not successful.”

“He asked me to take his athletic bag out to
a friend’s. You have any problem with that?”

The sheriff pursed his lips in thought.
Charlie felt he did it for effect. He knew exactly what he was
going to say. But this was a way of reminding Charlie who was in
charge. “No. Guess not.” He turned and walked over to the counter
with Charlie. Kenny had closed the door to the cells, and left the
bay. “What friend is this?”

“An Indian on the reservation by the name of
John Walker. ‘Tall Tree’.”

The sheriff nodded slowly. “Been living with
him since he came. They were buddies in the Army. In Vietnam.” The
sheriff was watching Charlie for some sort of reaction, but Charlie
didn’t know what reaction he was looking for.

Kenny came into the room with Charlie’s
weapons cradled in his arms. He put them not too gently on the
counter. Charlie moved through the gate to the other side of the
counter. He put the two handguns in the athletic bag, and tucked
the rifle and shotgun under his arm. Then he lifted the athletic
bag off the counter and turned to leave.

“Oh, by the way,” the sheriff said. Charlie
stopped and returned his attention to the sheriff. “We fired that
.38 revolver of yours. Might need a little cleaning. We didn’t fire
the Derringer. That’s a .45 caliber. Too big for the bullets used
in the murder.” Then he smiled with a little sarcasm. “Just doing
our job. Needed the bullet for a ballistics comparison.” He held up
his large hand. “Not to worry. We haven’t gotten the ballistics
report back on your gun, but we did get the report back on some
other guns we fired. And we found our murder weapon. So you can
rest easy. Don’t want you worrying needlessly.”

Charlie didn’t say anything. He just turned
and left.
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Charlie threw the guns and the athletic bag
in the van, got in behind the wheel, started the engine and drove
off down the street. Every instant of that time his teeth were
gritted, and he was struggling with a tight rage. That sheriff
really got under his skin, and pushed some key buttons. No question
there. He had never let things like that, people like that get to
him before. As a cop he had always seemed to be taking shit from
somebody, and he’d let it roll off his back. Maybe it’s because he
wasn’t a cop anymore. Maybe deep down he felt he didn’t have to
take that anymore. Maybe he was wrong.

“I know, Ellen,” he said. “I shouldn’t let
the bastard get to me. There isn’t anything I can do about it, so
why get upset? You were always right about that.” Then he gripped
the steering wheel tightly, looked up and growled, “But, God damn,
I wanted to punch him!”

He pulled the van over to the curb and asked
two guys in cowboy hats, jeans and plaid shirts, where he could
find the newspaper office. They directed him down two blocks and
left one. He followed their directions and parked the van in front
of a store with a large plate glass window that had ‘The Bottom
Line’ printed across it in bold black lettering with red shadows.
He could see Oscar Osgood moving around inside.

Charlie got out of the van and went in. Oscar
was standing by a roll top desk against the far wall. Desk looked
old enough to have been there before Oscar bought the place. Oscar
looked up immediately.

“Ah, Mr. Dawson,” he smiled. “What brings you
here?”

Charlie nodded, and leaned on the high
counter that separated him from Oscar. It was a counter similar to
that in the sheriff’s office except the top piece that acted as a
gate had been removed, making access easier between the desk and
the printing press on the other side of the room. “I just came from
seeing Rick Osceola at the jail.”

Oscar nodded knowingly. “When I saw the
Sheriff this morning, he told me that Rick tried to escape last
night.”

“Yeah. Rick told me it was unsuccessful,”
Charlie said with a little sarcasm. “I came to see you about
something. Since you are the town newspaper and you’ve been here
for awhile, I figured you could point me to a lawyer that might
help Rick. He doesn’t have any legal representation, yet.”

Again Oscar nodded knowingly. “And he hasn’t
been booked yet either. They are entitled to hold him for
forty-eight hours before they book him.”

“He should have a lawyer,” Charlie said
quietly.

Oscar was looking questioningly at Charlie.
“I agree with you, but why the interest?”

“For twenty years,” Charlie’s voice was calm,
his attitude relaxed, but it was clear he was annoyed. “I’ve dealt
with slime in New York and they had their lawyers with them five
minutes after we brought them into the station house. These are
people you wouldn’t wipe your shoes on. People that brought the
bile up in the back of your throat. And there were the lawyers
protecting their rights. Telling us we couldn’t do this to them,
they didn’t have to answer that.” He lightly shrugged his shoulders
as if trying to shrug away the intensity of his emotion. “I just
feel that Rick is entitled to that, too.”

“Again I agree with you. But why are you
getting involved in this?” Oscar was looking at Charlie with an
intense interest, a psychiatrist mentally sizing him up for a
straightjacket.

Charlie shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve
been asking myself that question all morning. Maybe I’m not really
involved. Maybe the cop that’s still in me has to see that things
are done right.” Maybe to give that smug Sheriff a little trouble,
he thought. Rick’s battered face flashed before him. Maybe it was
guilt for all the faces he’d made like that. Maybe something else.
He straightened. “Look, all I want to do is see that the guy gets a
lawyer, and then I’m heading west.” As far and as fast as I can, he
added mentally.

“Well,” Oscar said, still giving Charlie that
questioning look. “There’s Tom Parker. His office is on the next
street down,” he indicated the direction with a short movement of
his head. “Most of the fifteen or so years he’s been in the town,
he’s usually been involved in defending the Indians. Though I don’t
think he’s ever handled a murder charge before. Things like that
don’t happen here,” he explained. “If you want, I’ll call him, see
if he’s there? Maybe sort of introduce you.”

Charlie thought a moment, “Yes. I’d
appreciate that.”

Oscar nodded, “Just take a minute.” He left
the counter, returned to the roll top desk, sat down and picked up
the telephone. Punched in a few numbers, and looked over at Charlie
while it rang at the other end. After a moment he turned to the
telephone.

Charlie stepped over to the large front
window and looked out onto the street. Mostly two-story buildings.
Most of the facades looked like they dated back to the turn of the
century. Eliminate the tarred road, and put wooden sidewalks in
place of the concrete and the buildings would fit perfectly. He
could almost see the men on horseback cantering down the street. In
blue jeans, plaid shirts and cowboy hats. He chuckled to himself,
Not much has changed.

“Okay,” Oscar said. Charlie turned back to
him. “Tom is at the office. He said he’d wait for you. All I told
him was that you were just passing through and wanted to speak to a
lawyer. And that I recommended him.”

“Thanks, Oscar.” Charlie turned away and
opened the door.

“I wish you luck,” Oscar said as Charlie
stepped into the street and closed the door behind him.

Since it wasn’t too far, Charlie decided to
walk the one block to the lawyer’s office. In this town there was
no place too far to walk to.

Oscar watched Charlie walk away. He was still
sizing him up. Oscar was a user of men, a man whose job was to know
people, deep inside themselves, and move people with words. He
needed to be able to quickly analyze those he interviewed because
he usually didn’t have much time with them beyond the interview. It
was important that he know the real man he was interviewing. It
gave the interview the proper slant for him when he wrote it up for
the newspaper. As a reporter, he had developed the talent of
getting behind the facade and distilling the man down to one
sentence. After the brief interview with Charlie, he had thought of
him as a ‘burnt out runaway’, a man sick of the vagaries and
vulgarities of civilization, running away from it all, leaving its
care to someone else. Now he wasn’t so sure.

Tom Parker’s office was on the first floor of
a brick building that looked as old as all the other buildings.
There was a solid wood door with a brass plate that said ‘Thomas A.
Parker, Esq.’ in black script. Next to the door was a wide window.
Behind it were dark Venetian blinds with the wide wood slats.
Charlie opened the door and was immediately in a small office. All
stained wood. Two walls of bookcases, a large desk, and a very worn
gray rug on the floor. The office had the disheveled look of a man
who was too busy, and not very prosperous.

Tom Parker was seated leaning over the desk
peering at some papers. He looked up when Charlie entered, and
nodded but did not smile. He looked like one of those people who
rarely smiled.

He stood, a tall man, thin and hunched, and
extended his hand to Charlie. The dark suit he had on was soft and
rumpled with age and much wear. It hung loosely on him. The little
hair on the top of his head was a honey brown. He wore rimless
eyeglasses that slightly magnified the warm brown eyes, and he had
a thick bushy mustache that hid much of his mouth.

Charlie stepped up and shook the extended
hand. “Charles Dawson,” he said.

“Glad to meet you, Mr. Dawson,” his voice was
soft and gentle. Not a Perry Mason bellowing in the courtroom. More
a calm Jimmy Stewart. “Please, sit down.” He motioned to the chair
facing the desk, and he returned to sitting in his own chair.
Charlie sat down. “What can I help you with, Mr. Dawson? Mr. Osgood
said you were just passing through and needed to speak with a
lawyer?”

“Oscar said that you are often legal
representation for the Indians?”

“Yes,” he seemed amused. “I’m the ‘Indian
lawyer’. Established that reputation early on, I’m afraid. Once
branded, you know,” he nodded knowingly. He leaned back in his
chair and steepled his fingers, thoughtfully tugging at his
mustache. “You have a problem with the Indians I can help you
with?”

“Well, there’s an Indian in jail who needs a
lawyer,” Charlie said. Tom Parker’s relaxed attitude barely
changed, except for his eyes. Charlie could feel the sudden
intensity of their concentration on him, and the mind behind them
that was rapidly formulating questions. One question that Charlie
knew was in the forefront of his mind was, ‘Who the hell is Charlie
Dawson?’.

“Who is it?”

“Rick Osceola.”

Tom Parker almost smiled, and relaxed once
more. “They should name a cell after him. He spends more time there
than where he calls home. They’ll let him out when he’s sober.”

“He’s being held for murder.”

“Murder?” Tom Parker’s whole demeanor
changed. He leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “Who was he
supposed to have killed?”

“Jim Baden’s wife was murdered night before
last.” Charlie was surprised Tom Parker didn’t know. The sheriff
really did have a lid on the killing.

“Big Jim Baden?” It was obvious Tom Parker
was seriously doubting Charlie’s credibility at that moment, and
wondering at his motives. Charlie was waiting for a ‘you must be
joking?’ response. It didn’t come. Instead Tom picked up the
telephone and punched in a number. He didn’t look at Charlie while
he waited for it to be picked up at the other end. Instead he
looked down at the desk in front of him.

“Oscar?” he said into the telephone. “I have
Mr. Dawson here in front of me. He says there’s been a murder in
town? Big Jim’s wife?” He listened for a few moments, almost
holding his breath. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“Damn. And they arrested Rick Osceola?” Nodded. “Last night.” He
listened then looked at Charlie. “Picked him up and brought him
into town.” Now he was looking Charlie over, sizing him up. He
nodded and listened some more, then thanked Oscar and hung up.

Without a word he reached down, pulled open
the large bottom drawer in the desk and took out a bottle of Johnny
Walker Red, and a glass. “This is not what it seems, Mr. Dawson.”
He took off the cap and poured a half glass of the scotch.

“My father used to say that a glass a day
chased the shadows away.” He took a gulp of the scotch and his eyes
watered with the burning alcohol in his throat. “When I came here
in ‘72, I was a hippie lawyer out to change the world.” He grinned
ironically, “With all I was smoking and sniffing and swallowing the
world was always changing.”

He raised the glass and looked at the liquid
in the light, “A little of this each day is all I have left. The
world is steady. And I haven’t been able to change it one bit.”
Then he added, “And my father was wrong. It doesn’t bother the
shadows at all.”

He took another swallow, less tears this
time, put the cap on the bottle and returned it to the bottom
drawer of the desk.

“Oscar tells me you brought Rick into town
last night and they arrested you both?” He leaned back in the
chair, sipped at the scotch that remained in the glass, and waited
for an explanation.

Charlie explained. He explained who he was,
how he picked up Rick on the road, how he found himself in
handcuffs, how Rick was hitching in the wrong direction - Tom
Parker couldn’t hold back a chuckle on that, how the sheriff had
said that Rick had tried to ‘escape’ last night, and that the
sheriff had told Charlie they had found the murder weapon. Finally
he explained, as he had to Oscar, why he wanted Rick to have legal
counsel. And that he didn’t want to get drawn into this situation.
He wanted simply to get out of this town as quickly as
possible.

Tom Parker was a good listener, and Charlie
felt he absorbed everything. He asked few questions, but they were
direct and blunt. No wheedling questionings tactfully phrased. More
like a cop than a lawyer. When Charlie had finished, they sat in
silence for awhile. Tom had finished the scotch in the glass, and
it now stood empty on the desk. He was not looking at Charlie. He’d
turned his chair part way to one side, had again steepled his
fingers and, deep in thought, was tugging absently at his
mustache.

Finally he turned to face Charlie. “Where are
you staying?”

“My trailer’s at Digger’s place. I don’t know
if his trailer park has a name.”

“I know Digger,” Tom said. “I feel I will be
very busy with this the rest of the day. Would it be inconvenient
for you to come by tomorrow morning and give me a deposition?”

He stood, a signal that their meeting was at
an end, that he had things to do. Charlie got up from his
chair.

As Tom Parker came around the desk he
continued to explain. “All this is new to me. We’ve never had a
murder in this town as long as I’ve lived here. I have a lot to
bone up on. I don’t even know what questions to ask. And I do feel
it is important that I go over to the jail right now and see what I
can do for Rick. Ten tomorrow all right?” He smiled, “Then you can
leave this all behind you.”

Charlie nodded, but didn’t move toward the
door just yet. “What about your fee? I’d like to help if I
could.”

“That’s very nice of you, Mr. Dawson. But the
Indians have a legal fund that pays me to handle any trouble they
get into. One of the things I had helped them set up when I first
came here.” He then made a gesture that took in the office. “Not
that they pay me a lot. Unfortunately, I’m responsible for that,
too.”

“Then I’ll see you in the morning,” Charlie
said, and left.

He felt good. He walked back to the van
feeling like he did as a kid when he had done a good deed. Proud of
himself. Silly, he thought. And he had even offered to pay
the lawyer’s fee! What made him do that? He looked to the sky and
grinned, Ellen you watching all this? Well, at least he had
put the blocks to the sheriff.

The weather was really heating up. The one
block walk to the van brought the sweat out under his arms,
dampening his shirt. When he reached the van it was after one. He
climbed in, put his sunglasses on, started the engine, and drove
off.

One block up from the newspaper office he
stopped for gas at a place that was built of gray weathered siding
and leaned a little to one side. It looked old and tired. The two
windows on either side of the door were gray with dust and
advertised beer in weak neon lighting. Above the door was a faded
sign that said, “Wendel’s Delicatessen”.

There were two red pumps outside that looked
so old Charlie thought he would have to hand pump the gas up from
the tank in the ground. Both pumps were dispensing regular unleaded
at $4.42 a gallon.

A sleepy man who looked as old as the pumps,
was sitting in a rocking chair outside when Charlie drove in. The
man looked up. Then, as if he were waiting for the thought to reach
him from way off, he sat there taking in the van for a few moments
before he reacted. He slowly got up from the rocker, and walked
over to the van as if there were all the time in the world.

Charlie grinned at this. This was the world
he was looking for. Where things moved at their own pace, where a
man could take a deep breath without a hassle, look at the sky
until he was tired. Where he could rest. The man pumped the gas,
the pump making loose clicking noises that did not sound good, and
took Charlie’s money.

Charlie started the van and headed north
toward Digger’s place. The air blowing in the windows was too hot.
He rolled up the windows and turned on the air conditioning. It
took a few minutes before he was feeling too cool, and adjusted the
temperature setting. He drove slower, trying to take in the power
of the countryside. There was power there, but the harshness of the
land made it a menacing power, uncomfortable to life, a threat to
survival. He wouldn’t want to be alone out here. Give him the
forests of the northeast. There a man felt more welcome.

He pulled the van up next to Digger’s
trailer. The door was open and Charlie could see Digger inside
sitting at a table, reading a newspaper. He got out of the van,
went up to the doorway of the trailer and leaned in.

“That coffee and conversation offer still
on?”

Digger looked up and smiled. “Why hello,
Charlie. C’mon in. Coffee’s always on.” He motioned to the pot on
the stove. “Help yourself.”

Charlie stepped up into the trailer, poured
himself coffee in one of the brown mugs sitting on the side of the
stove, fixed it up with milk and sugar, and took the mug over to
the table. He sat down opposite Digger. The place was small but
surprisingly neat and clean considering how lax Digger was with
personal hygiene. All the windows were open in the trailer and the
breeze was blowing through, taking the odor of stale sweat
outside.

“So what’s new Charlie? You want something to
eat?”

“No, thanks Digger. I had breakfast at Nick’s
Cafe in town. That was enough food to last me the day.” Charlie
took a sip of the coffee. It was very strong and bitter.

“Nick’s a good guy. Being Greek and all. He
had it hard when he first came. Nobody wanted to eat there ‘cause
everyone knew Greeks were dirty. But the only other place to eat
was the The Shack. And that was real dirty. People slowly drifted
over to Nick’s, and the word got around about how good the food
was. The Shack finally had to clean up their place. Even changed
the name to The Cook House. Got some of the business back. But
Nick’s food was just too good for everyone to leave. His wife used
to help out at the place until a few years ago. Her arthritis just
got too bad. Very nice woman. Always happy and jabbering. Liked to
talk. Talked to everybody.” He chuckled. “Like me.”

“Digger, I’ve got to go to the Indian
reservation. See someone by the name of John ‘Tall Tree’
Walker.”

“And you want me to show you the way,” Digger
nodded. “I can do that, Charlie. No problem.”

“I’m not sure this guy is home. And I don’t
want to hang around the place all day waiting for him to show. How
do I find out his telephone number? So I can call him first.”

“There are so many disconnects and reconnects
out there, the telephone company don’t list the numbers on the
reservation anymore. Poor people can’t have a telephone taking food
out of their mouths. But if you look inside the cover of that
telephone book over there, you’ll see a number written in. That’s
the Indian information. The tribe knows about the problem and has
someone answering that telephone, and giving out the numbers so
people can be reached.”

Charlie reached over, brought the book to the
table, and opened the cover. He memorized the number, stood and dug
out of his pocket some bills and a few coins. Digger put his hand
into one of the pockets of his overalls and came out with a fist of
quarters that he spread on the table. Charlie bought two dollars
worth, went outside, and walked around the trailer to the pay
telephone mounted on the post.

He punched in two quarters, and dialed the
number. A woman with a lazy voice answered. When he gave her John
Walker’s name, she asked for the Indian name as well. She had three
John Walkers. He told her and she gave him John ‘Tall Tree’
Walker’s number. He thanked her, hung up and dialed that number.
The phone rang three times before it was picked up.

“Hello,” the voice was a man’s.

“John Walker?” Charlie said.

“Yes. And who’s this?”

“My name’s Charles Dawson. I’ve got some
personal things of Rick Osceola that he asked me to drop off with
you for safe keeping. I was wondering if I could come by this
afternoon? Will you be home?”

“Rick, huh?” Charlie could hear the
reluctance in his voice. No joy there. “All right, I guess. I’ll be
here the rest of the day. Sheriff’s coming out to talk. Asked me to
stay home today.” After a moment of silence. “You don’t want to see
the sheriff, better be careful. I don’t know what time he’s
coming.”

“I’ve already seen the sheriff. And he knows
I’m bringing these things to you. So there’ll be no problem.”

“Uh-huh. Okay, then. I’ll be here.”

“Just where is ‘here’?”

There was silence for a moment. Charlie
thought the phone had gone dead. “Don’t have street names and
addresses. Just ask someone when you get here. They’ll show you
where I live.”

“I’ll see you in a little while, then.”
Charlie said goodbye, and hung up the receiver.

When he walked back around the trailer the
first thing Charlie saw was that his van was leaning very badly to
one side. Then Digger, his arm on the door, leaned out the
passenger window.

“I already closed up the trailer,” he said.
“Brought your coffee cup in here.”

Somehow I said the wrong thing again!
Charlie thought, and looked to the heavens and Ellen for help.
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Charlie climbed into the driver’s seat, and
opened the window. No more air conditioning. No closed in space
with Digger. He’ll need plenty of fresh air blowing in. Digger had
placed two cups of coffee in the two cup wells between them.
Charlie took a hard slug of the bitter coffee, then started the
van, turned it around and headed over the gravel road toward the
highway. With each pitch and sag he worried that Digger’s weight
would snap something underneath the van. When he reached the end in
one piece, and turned left onto the highway, he had new respect for
Detroit.

“I don’t get off the place much,” Digger
said. He was looking out the passenger window. “Sure feels
good.”

“How far is the reservation?” Charlie
asked.

“Twenty mile or more,” Digger said, still
looking out the passenger window.

Twenty miles! Isn’t anything close by? What
kind of country talks about twenty miles as if it’s around the
corner?

“That’s just to the beginning. Actual village
a good ten more after that.”

“You’ll let me know when we get there,”
Charlie put sarcasm into that.

Digger chose to ignore the sarcasm, or just
didn’t pick it up. “You’ll know, when the land turns bad. Between
here and the reservation there’s some good grazing land. Few
ranchers make a living off it. Then the land goes bad. When the
land looks like it’s good for nothing, like nothing could live
there, we are on the reservation. It’s awful land and it goes for
hundred mile or more. All reservation land. Given to the Indians
cause the government had no use for it. Looks like the God awful
end of the earth.”

The scruffy coarseness of the land was
changing, smoothing out. The road was getting flatter, sliding over
gentle rises and weaving hardly at all. More trees showed
themselves, and more green. Less rocks, boulders and sand. And then
it flattened to straight out. In a few places, what looked like
large mountains in the distance suddenly emerged as small hills
that squeezed in on either side, then quickly slipped by, and they
were in the flat land again. The mountains remained in the extreme
distance left and right. But in front the horizon held only a gray
haze that gave no indication of how far away it was or what was
hiding beyond it.

“How do the Indians and the rest of the
people in the area get along?” Charlie said.

Digger chewed on that for a moment. “What’s
on your mind, Charlie?”

Charlie smiled at that. Certainly not asleep.
“Well, this morning I met Oscar Osgood who owns the newspaper -
“The Bottom Line”. He seems to think that once the news is out that
Mrs. Baden was murdered by an Indian, there could be serious
trouble between the Indians and the rest of the people around
here.”

“Yeah,” Digger said. “Oh-Oh was around
looking for you this morning. Don’t get to see him much. Years back
everyone called him Oh-Oh Osgood cause he was always making trouble
with his newspaper. You saw him coming, first thing you said was,
Oh-Oh. You knew trouble was coming your way.”

“You think he’s going to stir up trouble over
this?”

Digger shook his head. “Not up to one man.
Everybody’s got troubles. Some people’s troubles are so hard for
them to bear at times, they look to blame their troubles on someone
else. Every place seems to have someone to take the blame. Here
it’s the Indians. Poor Indians got their own hard slice of trouble,
too. So the blame kinda goes back and forth. Where people’s
troubles get real bad sometimes there’s fighting. All it takes to
start the fighting could be some words in Oh-Oh’s paper.”

“Are the troubles bad enough now so that
Oscar’s words could cause fighting?”

Digger gave that some heavy thought before he
answered. “Yeah. Been bad here for ten years. Big Jim came here ten
years ago and built his factory out on the north side of the
reservation. Employs only Indians. That’s been good for the
Indians, but there’s been a lot of resentment. Economy ain’t been
good lately for a lot of people. Some are having it real bad. They
could use a job. And here are the Indians working while they
ain’t.”

“What sort of factory did Big Jim put
up?”

“Makes Indian things, like pots and vases and
jewelry. Big Jim boxes them up and ships them to the East where
they sell them.” Nodding his head in appreciation. “From the money
he’s thrown around here, it’s a good business. He’s got a nice big
house. Owns the bank. Did a lot of stuff for the town.”

“But not enough to eliminate the
resentment?”

“That’s right. See, at first it wasn’t bad.
He put a lot of people to work. This here road we’re on used to end
at the village. He extended it to meet with State Highway 27 in the
north. Used mostly local help to do that. Building the factory
itself in the north he used local help. Then it stopped.” Digger
shrugged. “Man did his share. But people get used to things. When
the jobs stopped, people started hating the Indians more. Been
going on since then. People walk around with it like a lump in
their throat they can’t clear away.” There was a stretch of
thoughtful quiet. “Yeah. Oh-Oh could cause the trouble to
start.”

There were some truly green stretches of land
that looked lush and well maintained. Digger had pointed these out
as some of the ranches he was talking about. Then the land slowly
went downhill. At some points it deteriorated before their eyes.
And then it was nothing. It was as if the life had been sucked from
the land and they were seeing what was left. The mountains in the
distance showed green, and some had white caps. But here there was
no green. What little grew was stunted, brittle, and looked dead.
This was no place to breakdown, Charlie thought. And no place to be
left alone. Here a man would die.

The sun was hotter here. The light from the
sun that came in through the windshield actually hurt the skin.
Charlie ached for the air conditioning. It was getting to the point
where Digger’s aroma would be easier to face than the heat. And for
the entire trip to this point they had met only four vehicles - all
pick up trucks, going in the opposite direction. They did not meet
any after they entered reservation land.

“That’s it out there,” Digger said and
pointed off to the right. Not more than a half mile off the highway
there was a spread of low buildings that Charlie would have missed
had he been looking for the village on his own. From the distance
they were the same color as the sand of the ground. “There’s a turn
off coming up that’s kinda hard to see, Charlie. Better start
slowin’ down.”

Charlie did just that, bringing the van down
to fifteen before Digger told him to make a right. It was a dirt
road, marked by the beaten ruts of other cars. It was slow going,
the road pitched and bounced the van, and Charlie guided the van
carefully, not wanting to test Detroit’s quality any further.

Before the road entered the village it passed
by a large one story building. The building looked clean and well
kept. There was a huge dish antenna on the ground next to it.
“That,” Digger said, “is the council building, meeting hall, dance
hall and any other kind of hall. In that building is the telephone
operator you called to get that Indian’s telephone number, and the
person responsible for maintaining that television satellite dish.
Big Jim paid to have that put in so the Indians could have
television. Also inside the building is the office of the village
chief. Kinda like the mayor. Why don’t you pull up here and find
out where that John Walker lives?”

Charlie braked to a stop, got out of the van
and went inside.

Once he closed the door he could feel that it
was cooler inside. Not the cool of air conditioning, but the cool
of a place that doesn’t get the sunlight. Felt good on his damp
flesh. Just beyond the door on either side were two rooms. Further
on was a large open hall, quiet, dark, soft dust floating in the
few rays of light that filtered in from outside. He went into the
room on the left, marked ‘Secretary’ on the door, and spoke to the
same voice he had over the telephone. A short plump woman with coal
black hair and eyes. She gave him directions to John ‘Tall Tree’
Walker’s house, which wasn’t far from the hall. Distinguishing mark
was the brand new white storm door he had just installed.

Back in the van, Charlie drove past the
council hall and into the streets of the village. There was no
organization to the layout of the village. Sort of like a modern
housing development where the road meanders whimsically. The houses
were all one story, and small, the streets hard packed dirt, the
front yard and surrounding ground were soft packed dirt. The
exterior of the houses were mostly of some sort of earthen cement
or stucco. The color matched the parched ground around them. There
were a few houses of wood, but these seemed to have been beaten raw
by the sand blowing against them until they too looked like the
earth. Though the houses were different they appeared to be the
same in spirit. They were depressing lifeless hovels. Pick up
trucks - the modern descendant of the horse - were everywhere,
covered in a dull layer of dust, and spattered in random patterns
of rust.

It was a very uninviting place, desolate and
dreary. No people visible anywhere. A place where all hope has been
taken away or never was. There seemed to be a permanence about it,
but the sort of permanence associated with purgatory.

Charlie found the house by the new white
storm door on the front entrance. There was a new Ford pick up
truck parked in front. Charlie and Digger got out of the van. When
Digger stepped down, Charlie imagined the van sighed with relief.
He reached in behind the seat, pulled out Rick’s athletic bag, and
then remember the guns. He opened the bag, removed the revolver and
the derringer, put them on the floor behind the passenger’s seat,
zipped up the bag, and closed the door.

The wind was coming in uneven gusts blowing
the sand and dirt around. It was a hot wind that gave them no
relief from the heat of the sun. They walked up to the front, and
Charlie knocked on the storm door. Just that short distance had
Charlie sweating heavily.

There didn’t seem to be a doorbell. A large
man in the ubiquitous jeans and plaid shirt, came and opened the
storm door, there was no inside door. He had a can of beer in his
hand, and a sullen look on his face. He was a couple of inches
taller than Charlie’s five eleven, but he had a weightlifter’s
frame - broad and solid. What appeared to have once been a body in
good shape was now going to seed, or beer. His face had an almost
circular roundness, and his waist was thick and beginning to
overhang the belt of his jeans. The hair on his head was dark
brown. It hung straight and was cut off just below the jaw line.
The effect was that of a wig made for a much smaller head.

“C’mon in,” he said.

“You John ‘Tall Tree’ Walker?” Charlie said
without making a move into the house.

The man nodded. “C’mon in,” he repeated.

Charlie and Digger moved inside. Charlie
removed his sunglasses and put them in his shirt pocket. For all
the brightness and heat outside, the house was dark and cool
inside. The place was neat and clean, the furnishings sparse. But
the place had no joy. It was another version of the general
depression of the village outside. A large television dominated the
room they were standing in. John Walker closed the door.

“You that guy that called with Rick’s
things?”

Charlie nodded, “Charles Dawson.”

John Walker nodded, and looked at Digger.
“How are you Digger?”

Digger gave a hint of a smile, “Good to see
you, John. It’s been awhile since you’ve been by for some
coffee.”

“Don’t get to town much,” John looked sorry
about that. “Can I get you something? Beer? Iced tea?”

Before Charlie could answer, Digger spoke up,
“Iced tea’d be just fine.”

John Walker looked at Charlie. “Iced tea,
please,” he smiled politely. He hadn’t really wanted to stay. Just
drop off the bag and leave.

John Walker put his beer down on the lamp
table, went into the kitchen, and returned in a few minutes with
two glasses of iced tea. Digger and Charlie each took one. John
picked up his beer. “That’s Rick’s bag you got there?” he motioned
toward the bag in Charlie’s hand.

“Yes. Rick said there were personal things in
this he didn’t want laying around in the sheriff’s closet.” Charlie
set the bag on the sofa.

“Sounds like Rick’s got himself in real
trouble this time.” There was a sadness, a regret to his tone.

“Murder is real trouble,” Charlie said.

“Can’t figure him for that at all. Told the
sheriff when he came by here that night.”

“How’d he happen onto Rick?” Digger said,
then added with sarcasm, “I mean that was awful quick police
work.”

John Walker nodded with a snort. “Yeah. He
called here the night of the murder. Came out to see me. I asked
him why he was here. He told me about the killing and asked me
where Rick was. He knew Rick lived here with us. Why was he looking
for Rick? Rick doesn’t even know Big Jim’ wife? He said that my
telephone number was the last one she called. Used the redial on
her phone.” Shook his head incredulously. “Rick and Big Jim’s wife.
Still can’t believe it.”

“I can believe it.” There was a woman
standing in the doorway to the kitchen. “Nothing about Rick
surprises me.” She was a slender woman with a strong proud look
about her. The body tightly muscular, the skin dark and looking a
little old before its time. Charlie guessed she was in her late
thirties, but she looked a worn mid-forties. Her dark hair hung
straight past her shoulders. She was wearing a long sleeved blue
shirt with a fringed vest and skirt and soft boots. She stepped
into the room, and nodded in recognition at Digger. He returned the
nod. She faced Charlie. “I’m Elizabeth Walker, John’s wife.” She
extended her hand.

He shook it, her grip firm and confident.
“Charles Dawson. I just came by to drop off some of Rick’s things.
He was concerned about them staying at the jail.”

She sighed bitterly. “I was hoping we were
rid of him.”

“Now, Libby.” John said. “Please let’s not
say such things. The man’s in serious trouble.” There was resigned
patience in his voice and manner. As if this was something between
them they had chewed over and over without reconciliation.

“It was only a matter of time with Rick,” the
bitterness still there. Then to Charlie and Digger. “Please sit
down.”

“I don’t thin...” but Charlie was again
intercepted by Digger.

“Thanks. But could we sit, maybe in your
kitchen?” He hesitated then added, “My weight may be a bit too much
for this nice furniture of yours.”

“Of course, the kitchen is fine,” she smiled,
not showing embarrassment at Digger’s honesty. She escorted them
into the kitchen where they took seats around a solidly built wood
table, with equally solid chairs. The chair took Digger’s weight
easily. John Walker followed them in, carrying Rick’s bag with him,
and sat next to his wife, putting the bag on his lap. He opened the
zipper and started going through the contents of the bag.

“How do you know Rick?” Elizabeth Walker said
to Charlie.

“I picked him up hitchhiking yesterday.”
Charlie said, and thought how he was getting really tired of
reciting this story. “Didn’t know him before. Don’t know him now.
They arrested me along with him at first. Guess they thought I was
helping him.” He felt the need to explain more about himself. “I’m
retired from the New York City police, and I’m on my way to tour
the country. Just happened by yesterday.”

“Must be nice to retire.” She said it with a
real longing. “After teaching school here for so long it’s starting
to lose its shine. If you know what I mean. Used to look forward to
everyday.” She grinned shyly, “Now I look forward to the
weekends.”

“Like I told you on the phone,” John said,
looking up from examining the contents of the bag. “We’re waiting
on the sheriff. He called this morning and asked us to hang around.
There were some things he wanted to ask us. Trouble is we’ve been
waiting most of the day. Wish he would have given us a time when
he’d be here. I could have gotten a half day at the factory.”

“Charlie’s afraid there’s going to be
Indian-white trouble over this thing with Rick.” Digger said to
Elizabeth.

John frowned, “Why?”

“Charlie spoke with Oh-Oh today. Oh-Oh said
there might be some trouble once this all hits the papers in the
morning.”

“Damn,” John said, more a resigned sigh, and,
looked back into the athletic bag. He brought out the dark plastic
bag. Opened it, extracted the photo album and the box, and put them
on the table.

Elizabeth’s face grew tight with anger. “Rick
has been trouble ever since he came, and now to cause this kind of
trouble besides.” She stopped, her hot emotions couldn’t find the
words.

John was looking at her as if she had a wound
he wished very much would heal, but had given up hope on it. Then
he turned to Charlie and Digger to explain, “Rick’s had his own
troubles.”

“And he gave them to us,” she snapped. “I
wish I had never met that man.”

John continued as if she hadn’t spoken,
“Being an Indian has its own troubles. But Rick was injured in Nam.
Thought he wouldn’t live. He wears a plastic plate over part of his
head where the skull and some of the brain had been blown away. He
keeps his hair long to cover up the scar.”

Charlie’s memory flashed back to those hot
jungles, the terror, the screams, the blood and the dying. He had
put in his time and by pure luck came out whole. But there was a
part of his soul that would never be the same for it. There were
nightmares locked away. His brother had not been so lucky. He had
never returned.

Elizabeth turned away as if not wanting to
hear this story again, not wanting it to color her anger.

“I think sometimes he goes fighting nuts
because of it. Sometimes the war comes back for a moment and he
loses himself.” As if to support his story, he opened the box with
the medals, and showed them the two Purple Hearts and the Silver
Star.

“That’s where I met him, in the Army. At that
age everyone wants to feel different, unique. Me, I was an Indian,
and the other guys looked at me differently. You know, Indians,
like the blacks and the Orientals, seek out each other. Not too
many Indians around, though. I found Rick. He’s a Seminole. We have
the same ancient ancestry. I’m Creek, and the Seminoles were mostly
the Creeks that eluded the Government. They stayed in Florida
rather than march across the country to settle in this area.
Seminole means runaway, did you know that?”

He shrugged, a wry grin on his face. “Only
time the Indians ever won. The Seminoles went so deep into the
Everglades, the soldiers finally gave up on trying to eliminate
them. They just called the whole thing off. We took pride in that,
Rick and I. Gave us a special strength.” A light came into John
Walker’s eyes. For the moment the sullen man had disappeared.
“Together we felt invincible. We did crazy things because of that,”
he said as if marveling at what they had done. “Some of it scared
the hell out of me, but I did it because Rick did it. Because we
were Indians.”

Elizabeth got up, went to the refrigerator,
and poured herself some iced tea. Charlie watched her as she looked
over at John, and he thought he saw jealously in her face. That
Rick could be a part of her husband that she could never touch.
Then she turned and went outside.

“He taught me all he knew about the jungle.
How to survive in it, how to melt away in it. Because of that we
were used a lot as scouts. The things he taught me saved my neck
more than once. We saved each other’s neck more than once.” Then
his face went black. “We killed many of them.”

He visibly shook away the memory. “Anyway, he
showed up here about three years ago. Said he needed a place to
think for awhile. My house is his house, I told him. Something had
happened to him, but he didn’t want to talk about it. Wasn’t ready,
he told me. And things were fine between us, just like old times.
To tell you the truth, he brought a newness to my life. Things were
getting boring, endless. This place never changes.”

He indicated the world outside. “What does a
man do when the future holds only more of the same.” He looked to
where his wife had gone, to make sure she couldn’t hear. “She
actually thought it was a great idea, too. Even she felt the
difference. Perked up as if she saw a new life ahead. Slowly that
changed. As you can see, she doesn’t think kind thoughts about
him.”

His eyes grew bright again, “We had good
times together. In the army he had showed me the jungle, now I
showed him the desert. Showed him how to survive there. We spent a
lot of weekends alone on the desert under that vast sky. We even
took my nephew with us after awhile. Showed him Indian ways. It was
very good. A man’s problems become very small under the desert sky.
And life becomes true magic.” He chuckled to himself. “Getting a
bit poetic.”

Elizabeth returned at that point, as if she
new the timing of the story, and when it would end. There was a
determined step to her gait as she walked into the room from
outside. “I don’t want you going in to see him,” she said to John.
“If there’s going to be trouble I don’t want us associated with him
anymore than we already are. I think it’s best that we stay out of
town for awhile until this whole matter is settled.” It was obvious
she had been giving all this some thought. “This is trouble he
brought on himself. There’s no reason we should bear any of
it.”

John nodded, his eyes far away inside
himself. Charlie and Digger looked at each other rather than face
the embarrassment of the scene before them.

“She must have been the one calling him all
the time.” She was getting angrier as she spoke. “What could she
have wanted him for? She was the type that uses people. What could
Rick have that she wanted?” Then with a final large breath of
anger, “They deserve the trouble they have brought to each other.
We have to stay out of it.”

John took a breath and exhaled as if
gathering strength. He spoke patiently, “We don’t know it was her
that was calling, Libby. It was a woman’s voice, that’s all we
know. How would he get hooked up with her, anyway? They don’t go to
the same bars,” there was sarcasm in that last remark.

He turned to Charlie and Digger. “Rick was
seeing a woman the past few months. Don’t know who. Thought it
might be that pretty school teacher, Jennifer, who’s got moon eyes
for him. But he didn’t let on. She would call sometimes when he
wasn’t here and leave a message to tell him that ‘she had called’.
He knew who ‘she’ was. The night of the killing she called earlier
in the evening. Rick was working late. I had gotten him a job at
the factory. When he came home and I gave him the message, he
cleaned up, took the pick up, and left. I figured he was going to
see her. He came back about an hour after the sheriff called. He
went in his room, came out with the athletic bag, took a bottle of
whiskey and a coouple six packs of beer, and walked out the back
door.”

“You never told me that!” Elizabeth shouted
at John. “You woke me when the sheriff came, but you never told me
or the sheriff that! You said you hadn’t seen him all evening since
he went out!”

“Rick is a friend of mine,” he was struggling
to hold onto his patience. “If I told the sheriff that he had just
left, for all I know they might have found him and shot him. You
know how it is with Indians and whites.”

“But he killed a woman!”

“You don’t know that!” he snapped, and stood
as if to challenge her, the athletic bag falling from his lap to
the floor. “You only know what they tell you! I need more proof
than their suspicions before I turn my friend over to them!” There
was fire in the air, and fury in their faces. They stood glaring at
each other as the silence filled the space around them. Charlie and
Digger exchanged glances, but neither one knew what to do or say to
defuse the scene.

Charlie slid his chair away from the table,
the squeak of it sliding across the floor cut the silence like a
jagged knife. He stood, “I think we’ll be going.” The two people
turned to him, their faces struggling to wipe away their anger.
“Thanks for your hospitality.”

Digger grunted to a standing position. “Yeah.
Thanks.”

Elizabeth’s face showed her anger all mixed
up with embarrassment. “I’m sorry you had to witness this,” she
said. “Please forgive our rudeness.”

“I understand,” Charlie said, and he did. He
had been on many domestic disturbance calls, and seen how violent
such things can get between two people who cared for one another.
He started moving toward the living room, his eye on the front door
at the far end. Digger moved along with him.

“Let me show you out,” John said and stepped
in front to lead them through the living room. He opened the storm
door, and Charlie and Digger stepped into the bright sun. Charlie
took the sunglasses from his pocket and put them on.

“Look,” John said to Charlie. “Rick is my
friend. But he isn’t Libby’s. Makes it tough for me to be all the
friend I should be. Libby’s right that we should stay away from
town until this all blows up and settles down. If you see Rick,
tell him...tell him I’ll do the best that I can for him.”

Charlie nodded. “I’ll tell him,” he said,
even though he had no intention of ever seeing Rick Osceola
again.
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They were on the road awhile before either of
them spoke. It was the approach of the patrol car that broke the
silence.

“Here comes the sheriff on his way to John
Tall Tree’s,” Digger said. Not too many cars were seen on this
road, so the patrol car was spotted way off in the distance.
Nothing more was said until the car had zoomed up and shot past
them in the other lane. “Nope. Sheriff’s not in that one. Looked
like his brother and another deputy.”

The silence lasted a few moments before
Digger again spoke.

“Rick sure has unsettled them two back there.
Both pulling on a bone that neither one’ll let go of.” He shook his
head sadly. “Ain’t right to let something like that get in between
you. Two people should give each other room so things like that
don’t get in their way.”

Charlie didn’t want to talk about it. He was
annoyed. Seeing people at each other’s throat annoyed him. And it
brought back to him the times he and Ellen had fought so viciously.
Tore each other’s heart out time and again. It annoyed him to think
about those times. Yet he had found no way to file them away and
not remember them.

In hindsight the arguments always seemed to
be over such trivial things, and that only made him more annoyed.
Life’s too damn short to fill it with fighting. And what annoyed
him most was that such fighting seemed to be unavoidable. Two
people spend their whole life trying to accommodate each other’s
differences, and fighting was a terrible part of that.

“And that thing about Rick being a war hero,”
Digger was still talking. “Getting wounded and all. Never thought
of him like that. And John ‘Tall Tree’ being in the war, too. Only
person I knew was in the war from these parts was the sheriff.” He
shrugged, “Guess you can’t know everything about a place.”

The silence stretched out again. Charlie
didn’t want anymore of this. Didn’t want anything to do with
people’s problems. He’d spent over twenty years in the police
department dealing with other people’s problems. All crime came
down to other people’s problems. And all those years he worked
didn’t seem to have an effect on the problems. They just kept
coming and coming. People were getting into trouble everywhere.
But, damn it, it wasn’t his concern anymore. It didn’t mean
anything to him, and he didn’t want it to mean anything to him. He
was carrying around his own troubles, his own pain. That was
enough. He would see the lawyer tomorrow, give the man a statement,
then head right out of town. Leave all this behind him where it
belonged.

“You think it’s the war made him crazy enough
to kill Mrs. Baden?” Digger was looking at him for an answer.

Charlie took a deep breath and exhaled
noisily. Reluctantly he said, “No. Doesn’t sound like that to
me.”

“Why, Charlie?”

“Well,” Charlie sighed. He didn’t really want
to talk. “I think if it was from the war, he would have gone crazy
and shot a lot of people. That kind of thing.” But he wasn’t sure.
What is there to be sure of when a man’s brain has been shot away?
Tough to predict what a man will do with a whole brain. How could
you predict what he will do when some of it is missing?

“Yeah. Sounds right.” Digger turned that one
around silently for awhile.

It was after five when Charlie pulled the van
to a stop outside of Digger’s trailer. By then his mood had
changed. He had spent the ride talking himself out of the
depression that had wrapped itself around him. That was something
he had learned to do, over and over again, after Ellen had been
diagnosed with cancer.

At first he had nose-dived into a black well
that seemed to have no bottom, and then he grabbed himself by the
neck and, with a fierce determination, dragged himself inch by inch
back up to the light. For a long time each trip into the well went
deeper before he took hold of himself. Then he found that long
walks helped. He would see children playing, people bustling about
in their daily lives, and it made him feel thankful for the life he
had had with Ellen. The good times. And there were enough to boost
him up out of that well.

“Thanks, Charlie,” Digger said as he stepped
down from the van, “for inviting me along.” He looked back at
Charlie still in the driver’s seat. “Was nice to be able to get out
for awhile. You want to come in for coffee, or supper?”

“No, Digger,” he smiled. “Thanks anyway.
Think I’m going to go into town and sample some more of Nick’s
cooking.”

Digger returned the smile. “You won’t be
disappointed. See you later.” He closed the door and walked back
toward his trailer.

Charlie turned the van around and headed back
to the highway and toward Bottom Rock.

When he arrived in town, it looked like the
same pick up trucks were parked outside of Nick’s Cafe. But then
all the pick ups looked alike after awhile. He parked in the next
block and walked back to Nick’s. When he stepped into the
restaurant the little bell attached to the door tinkled. Nick
turned around from where he was cooking over the grill behind the
counter, and, when he saw Charlie, put on a pleasant grin.

“Hey, it’s Mr. Just a Passin Tru.”

Charlie grinned back and took a seat at one
of the tables in the center of the restaurant. All the booths and
window tables were taken, along with two of the tables in the
center. There were also five men at the counter. A number of people
raised their heads and looked over at Charlie when Nick called out
to him. Mike Farrell was one of them. He was seated at the counter
on the same stool as that morning, and he was reading the same
book. Charlie nodded hello.

“Seems we’re on the same schedule,” he said
to Mike Farrell in a more friendly way. He felt guilty about being
so gruff with the man when he met him that morning.

“Seems,” Mike gave him a pleasant smile.

Nick came over, still grinning, wiping his
hands in his apron.

“Don’t say it. You didn’t wanna to leave
without havin’ some more a Nick’s cooking. That’s a right?” he
said.

“You see right through me, Nick,” Charlie
smiled.

“I also see you want to try a the Yankee Pot
Roast with fried potatoes and corn.” He turned without waiting for
Charlie to answer, then looked back. “You want some coffee
now?”

Charlie nodded, and Nick went away, to
quickly return with a cup of coffee.

Charlie felt better. Something about this
place made him feel good, comfortable. Troubles could wait while he
sat here and had dinner. Sort of like home. He remembered when he
was younger there were bars like that, made him feel welcome, feel
at home.

A few minutes later there was a plate heaping
with food in front of Charlie, and a stout rye bread in a basket in
the center of the table. The rye bread had the crispy crust that he
remembered from his youth, when the bread was bought unsliced in a
whole loaf in the delicatessen. Didn’t have a wrapper. And it was
delicious when wiped in the gravy from the pot roast. He was well
into the meal when the sheriff came into the restaurant.

He walked over in that easy stride of his,
took the chair opposite Charlie, turned it around and sat,
straddling the back. “Evening, Charlie,” he said and folded his
arms across the back of the chair.

Charlie nodded at the man, and continued to
eat. He was really hungry and the food was going down nicely. And
he was afraid it would become flavorless in a few minutes when the
sheriff got around to making his point as to why he was here.

“You were in this business a long time,
Charlie,” the sheriff continued. “You must have seen a lot of ugly
stuff being a cop in the big city?”

Charlie nodded again, and put more food into
his mouth.

“We don’t get those kinds of problems around
here. I’ve been sheriff almost thirteen years. Never had a murder
here in all that time.” He hesitated thoughtfully. “It’s got us all
a little on edge, you understand.”

Charlie nodded. He was getting good at
nodding. He swallowed some coffee, then took a piece of rye bread
and wiped it around in the gravy on his plate.

“I’m sorry if we got a little rough with you
last night. Just that we were dealing with a man that’s been
troublesome since he came here.” The sheriff added a touch of
urgency to his tone. “The man’s got a plate in his head from the
war which has got to effect the way he acts. He tells us he has
headaches that make him violent. And he has a record of violence
from before he came here.”

Charlie stuffed the gravied rye bread in his
mouth, and looked at the sheriff with a question on his face.

“Before he came here, he lived in Florida.”
Now that he had Charlie’s attention, the sheriff shifted back to
his lazy tone. “Arcadia I think it was. Or something that sounded
like that.”

Charlie swallowed his food, and looked
annoyed at the Sheriff.

The sheriff frowned at the look on Charlie’s
face. “Now, don’t you look at me like that, Charlie. Anybody that
comes to my town and starts trouble, I do a background check on.
Never know who I’m dealing with if I don’t. And I found out he was
married and had a little girl. Seems about a year before he came
here his wife was raped and killed. Some of your local assholes
were suspected of the crime. Couldn’t prove it. They each alibied
the other, and there was no solid evidence to point to them. The
only reason they were suspected is they opened their mouths about
it in a bar one night. Not enough to put them away. Well, those
three guys were beat up something bad one night. Rick was a
suspect, but he left town. And the three guys didn’t want to file a
complaint. He must have put an awful fear in them.”

The sheriff shifted his weight some in the
chair. “We were a little nervous about having to deal with a crazy
Indian who had now committed a murder. And then he turns up with a
friend. That got us very nervous, Charlie.”

“I’m not his friend,” Charlie said, trying to
make the point clear. At the same time he’s picturing Rick in the
van, and hearing his voice - ‘I, too, carry my woman here’. Raped
and murdered, damn.

Ignoring Charlie’s comment, the sheriff
continued, “And I’m sure you understand why I want you to
leave.”

Charlie nodded, and said sarcastically,
“Yeah. When I was a kid I saw those western movies, too. Got to be
out of town by sun down.”

“Now, Charlie. No call to be like that,”
talking to Charlie as if he were a bad boy. “People around here
look on this sort of thing as their problem. An outsider like
yourself is never welcomed into a family fight.” His eyes narrowed,
and he stressed the words, “A man could get hurt, even killed
trying to get in the middle of a family fight.” He paused to let
his words take effect.

Charlie took a sip of coffee, and tried to
show that he wasn’t frightened. One tough guy showing the other
tough guy how tough he was. It was juvenile, yet he couldn’t help
himself. The sheriff brought it out in him. There were some guys he
had met as a cop that could make him lose his cool. The sheriff was
like one of them. It took a lot of effort to stay calm, and not be
the wise guy and laugh in the sheriff’s face.

“Big Jim’s got a lot of power here in this
town.” The sheriff continued stressing the words as he expanded on
his warning. “The man is well liked...so was his wife. Now, the
man’s hurtin’ bad, and needs someone to beat on to get it out of
his system. If this was another time, he’d be leading a lynch mob
and banging on the door of the jail right now. Don’t give him a
reason to focus his pain on you.” The sheriff paused for effect,
“I’m not interested in having your unsolved killing on my
hands.”

Nick came over at that point to remove the
dishes from the table. Charlie ordered a piece of apple pie and
another coffee. The sheriff didn’t order anything. When Nick had
left, Charlie leaned his elbows on the table and looked at the
sheriff.

“Still think robbery is the motive?” Charlie
said.

“Yep. Think it was a burglary gone bad.” Then
as an afterthought, “Maybe tried to rape her, though we ain’t got
any proof of that.”

Charlie didn’t believe the sheriff was being
honest. “John Tall Tree said you called him using the redial on
Mrs. Baden’s telephone?”

The sheriff nodded, and carefully thought
that one over before answering. “Yep. That’s so. Seems Rick used to
come over and do odd jobs around the place. Probably called him
that night to do something. He came over and killed her.” Then he
frowned at Charlie. “Now I don’t want you troubling yourself with
all this. You could really mess up your vacation you get involved
in this trouble.”

“I’ve got no intention of getting involved,”
Charlie said, meaning every word, and sat back as Nick returned
with the apple pie and the coffee, and placed it on the table in
front of him. “Tomorrow morning I go see Tom Parker and give him a
statement. Then I’m out of town.” Even as he said it he had the
sick feeling that somehow it wasn’t going to happen.

“I’m glad to hear that, Charlie. I think it’s
best for you,” the sheriff pursed his lips and pulled on them with
one hand. “Tom Parker is a good man. He told me you had stopped by
this morning and told him about Rick being held without legal
representation.” He stopped and waited for Charlie to say something
to that.

Charlie had been wondering when the sheriff
was going to get around to this. One of the things Charlie had
learned early on as a cop was when to keep his mouth shut. Now was
one of those times. Instead, he deliberately dug into his apple
pie, forked up a piece, carefully put it in his mouth, and chewed
slowly. Trouble was he was too tensed to be tasting it at all.

The sheriff grinned warmly, “I’m not a man to
hold such things against a body.” Then more seriously, “Just that
it raises the question of what your role is in all this. Sort of
renews the suspicion that you were working with Rick, if you know
what I mean?” He let that hang in the air for a few moments.
Charlie kept chewing on the pie and trying not to show discomfort.
“Also,” the sheriff continued, “It gives another possible meaning
to your wanting to leave us so soon. You know, like getting out
with the stolen money and jewels before we find them?”

Charlie swallowed, the chewed pie going down
in one hard lump, and took a sip of coffee.

“That’s why I got two men out searching your
rig at Digger’s place,” the sheriff said.

Charlie put the cup down and held back his
annoyance. “I thought you had searched everything yesterday?”

“Yep,” he said. “But that was before you went
out to John Walker’s place to drop off Rick’s things. We figure
your real purpose may have been to pick up the things he had hidden
out there. Since we had already searched you, you might feel we
would no longer be suspicious, and let you get away with the stuff
from the robbery. In fact it was why I let you take Rick’s things
out there. See if you would find the stolen money and jewels for
me. We searched John Walker’s place after you left this
afternoon.”

Charlie sighed with frustration.

“Don’t fret now, Charlie. I told them to be
neat. Oh, and Kenny’s going over your van up the street right now.”
He grunted to a standing position and unstraddled the chair. “And
I’m going to have to ask that you let me search you.” He stood with
his hands on his hips.

Charlie looked up at him. “Here?”

The sheriff nodded and pointed with his chin
to the back of the restaurant, “Men’s room.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter IX

 


 


 


It was getting dark by the time Charlie was
back on the road. He was angry and tired. Damn Kenny had not done
such a neat job of searching his van. And that sheriff playing the
good-old-boy role while he harassed him just pissed Charlie off. It
had been one of the crazier days he’d spent in a long time. And he
had concluded that he didn’t like crazy days.

The road was deserted and dark as death.
There were no street lights on the highway. The only light was that
thrown by the van’s headlights, and it seemed inadequate against
the deep darkness. He found the turn to the trailer park by
Digger’s light off in the distance. With nothing but blackness
around it, the light was a beacon.

As Charlie drove slowly up to Digger’s
trailer he saw Digger sitting inside at the table with the lights
on. He spotted Charlie and waved frantically to him to stop.
Charlie braked the van, climbed down from the driver’s seat and
walked inside Digger’s trailer.

“Hi, Digger,” Charlie said. “What’s the
problem?”

“Charlie,” Digger was talking in a low voice,
as if trying not to be overheard. “There are some guys waiting for
you at your trailer.”

“Yeah, I know,” Charlie said. “The sheriff
said he was sending some of his people out to search my
trailer.”

Digger shook his head, the fat hanging
beneath his chin swayed back and forth. “It ain’t the sheriff’s
men. They came and left a long time ago.”

Charlie frowned now. “You know who these guys
are?”

Digger shook his head slowly. “I think they
work for Big Jim. Can’t be a hundred percent sure.”

“How many of them are there?”

“I saw three. They came in one car. That’s
all.”

Three sounds like enough, Charlie thought.
“Did they tell you what they wanted?”

Digger shook his head once more, “No. They
only asked where your trailer was. I told them how to get to
it.”

“Digger, I’m going to go back there and see
what they want. Just do me a favor and telephone the sheriff. Tell
him about this.” Charlie shrugged, and added sarcasm to his tone,
“I don’t know if that will make any difference. He may already know
about it.”

Digger worked his way out from behind the
table. “I’ll call him right now, Charlie.”

“Thanks, Digger.” He left the trailer, Digger
one step behind, and went back to the van. Digger walked around the
trailer to the pay phone.

Charlie climbed in the van and sat there for
a moment thinking about how to prepare himself. He wasn’t sure what
he was preparing himself for, but his sixth sense said trouble was
waiting for him. Finally he settled on the small pad and the
mechanical pencil in the glove compartment. He put the pad and the
pencil in his shirt pocket. Innocent enough, but the pencil would
go in just as deep as a knife. And it was not looked on as a
weapon.

Satisfied, he started the van, and guided it
slowly along the trail back into the trees. The headlights of the
van poked through the bushes and the trees as he carefully made his
way to the trailer. The car was there, parked right next to his
trailer, sitting directly in the van’s headlights. A black sedan
that reflected the headlights as if it had just been polished. The
sedan’s headlights came on, the doors opened and three men stepped
out as Charlie braked the van to a stop.

Charlie was surprised that none of them were
in jeans and plaid shirts. Instead they were dressed in sport
shirts, slacks and shoes. One wore a white pullover sweater against
the chill that had come with the night air. They walked over to the
van.

Charlie turned off the engine and the lights,
opened the door of the van, stepped to the ground and, and turned
to face them. They stopped just close enough that Charlie felt
uncomfortable with the distance, but he stood his ground. The harsh
light of the headlights obscured their faces in sharp deep
shadows.

“You are Mr. Charles Dawson?” The man in the
sweater was the one who spoke. He stood in the center of the three.
On either side was tall man, built like a tree, with that look of
‘confident meanness’, Charlie like to call it. Their role was to
accentuate anything said by the man in the middle.

“Yeah. That’s me. And who are you?” Charlie
watched the men on either side out of the corner of his eye. Any
movement at all and he was running.

“My name is Michaels. Adrian Michaels.” He
extended his hand. Adrian was tall but did not have the build of a
large tree. His build was more a slender willowiness.

Charlie ignored the hand. “What can I do for
you Adrian?” He tried to sound relaxed. He hoped he was
succeeding.

Adrian took back his hand without showing any
offense. “Mr. Baden asked us to deliver his invitation for
cocktails this evening at his home.”

The man spoke well. No slang. Showing off his
class. While the guys on either side showed off his power.

“I assume you mean now?” Charlie was stalling
while he tried to decide whether this was real trouble or not. With
their showing up so openly odds were there was little danger.
Except, Big Jim was such a power around here, maybe they didn’t
have to be subtle about it. That’s it Charlie, he thought. Logic
like that and you’ll be here an hour trying to figure out what to
do. These are muscle guys. If they wanted to take him down they
could do it easily any time.

“Yes. Our car is over there. We will drive
you to Mr. Baden’s house and bring you back here when you’ve
finished your cocktails.”

“Why’d he send three of you to get me?”
Playing games now.

The man in the sweater smiled knowingly. “Mr.
Baden did not send these two. They are friends of mine I invited
along for the ride to keep me, and you, company. I’m sorry I didn’t
introduce you.” He turned part way to the man on his right, a guy
whose face looked as rough as sandpaper. “This is Buster.” Then to
the man on his left, “Mat.” Mat had the broad beaten brow of a
fighter.

Charlie nodded to them both. All this
bantering back and forth was like a damn chess game. What choice
did he have? What was he afraid of? What the sheriff had said, that
was what he was afraid of. About Big Jim needing to beat on someone
to get the pain out of his system.

“Do I need to change my clothes?” He already
knew the answer he’d get. It was just more stalling.

“What you are wearing will do nicely. This is
a very informal get together.” He stepped aside, and nodded toward
their car. “Shall we go, now?”

Stalling’s not getting him anywhere. Charlie
took a deep breath and walked past them to the sedan. They climbed
into the car, Adrian in the back with Charlie, the two musclemen in
the front, and drove off.

The big guy, Buster, was driving, and he
drove over the gravel road as if he were road testing the car. It
seemed a long time before they executed their last bounce and
turned onto the highway back toward Bottom Rock.

They drove straight into Bottom Rock in
silence. No one spoke. No attempt at the ‘How do you like our
town?’ conversation. Nothing. Just quiet. All the while Charlie
held the mechanical pencil in his hand and toyed with it absently.
When they reached the center of town, they turned right onto Main
Street, down two blocks then right onto Old Mine Road. The houses
quickly broke apart and then disappeared. There seemed to be no
houses left when the car turned off the road and into a long
driveway.

The house stood three stories high, with
lights on the front lawn gently illuminating the walk and the front
doors. They stopped the car in the driveway, everyone got out of
the car, and Adrian led the way up the front walk and into the
house. Charlie was right behind Adrian, and Charlie new the two big
guys were breathing down his neck.

Inside, the entrance foyer was two stories
high with a decorative brass lantern hanging on a long chain from
the ceiling. Archways led off left and right into large rooms of
dark wood and heavy traditional furniture. The room on the right
had a fireplace commanding the center of the far wall. He only
caught a glimpse of the room because Adrian escorted him straight
ahead past the stairway that led to the second floor. There were
additional doorways beyond the stairway. Adrian opened the door
nearest on the left, and stepped aside for Charlie to enter.

An ornate wood desk faced Charlie from across
the room, a light with a green shade standing on the desk
illuminated the room. Behind the desk sat a slender man with dark
hair. He held a brandy snifter, partially filled with an
amber-colored brandy, under his nose and was breathing in the
aroma. He wore a dark long sleeved shirt. Charlie stepped into the
room and walked over to the desk, but did not sit down. The man
looked up from the snifter.

“Good evening, Mr. Dawson. Please sit down,”
the man said, and looked to the dark chair in brown leather set in
front of the desk. His voice was noncommittal, unemotional. The man
was no more than thirty-eight, and had the pampered look of a man
of wealth. The shirt was tailored to his figure. He had dark hair
that was neatly coifed and gray eyes that were almost
colorless.

Charlie looked around the room. It was dark
wood paneling, bookcases and two leather sofas. Charlie stepped
over to the sofa on the wall to the right, and sat down. Sitting in
the chair before the desk would have made him feel like he was in
the principal’s office being reprimanded.

Big Jim turned his chair around so he could
see Charlie.

Charlie looked about and not seeing any bar
set up, said, “I thought this was an invitation to cocktails?” Now
that he was here and not in a shallow grave, Charlie felt more
comfortable with the situation. The guy was flexing his rich and
powerful muscles to intimidate Charlie.

Big Jim looked to Adrian who was still
standing by the door. “Adrian, please get Mr. Dawson whatever he
wants to drink.”

Adrian stepped into the room and walked over
to Charlie. “What can I get for you, Mr. Dawson?”

Charlie thought a minute. “Scotch on the
rocks.”

Adrian nodded, turned and left.

Big Jim turned his attention back to Charlie.
“I am James Baden, Mr. Dawson. This is my house. And it was in this
house two nights ago, that my wife was murdered.” He paused a
moment. “That is not common knowledge as yet. It will be when the
town’s newspaper is distributed in the morning. Though the number
of people who have become aware of the tragedy by word of mouth has
been growing steadily all day. Many of the people at my factory
today expressed their sympathy, and their anger.”

Charlie nodded attentively.

“The sheriff informed me that you were
innocently involved with the murderer, Rick Osceola. And that you
were going to leave town today.”

Adrian came into the room with Charlie’s
drink, and handed it to him. Big Jim paused, sniffed at his brandy,
then tilted the glass and took a small sip. Charlie thanked Adrian,
who nodded to Charlie then stepped over to the man behind the desk
and whispered something in his ear. Mr. Baden mumbled something
back to Adrian. Adrian nodded and left the room. Charlie took a
large swallow of the scotch. It slipped down his throat like silk.
He sighed with satisfaction as it spread a thin warmth through his
body, calming his nerves.

“Tonight,” Big Jim continued, “he told me
that you were staying around to speak with Rick Osceola’s lawyer in
the morning. Despite the fact that he warned you of the possibly
dangerous situation that could develop once the news gets out about
the murder of my wife. There is trouble expected between the
Indians and whites. It is true that you are innocently involved
with the murderer, but some may not see it that way.”

He paused and sniffed at the brandy.
“Especially when it comes out that you got the lawyer for him, and
brought his things out to where he lives in the village. Seems to
be very friendly actions for someone just passing through who
happened upon the murderer.”

He paused once more. His pauses were like
those of an actor, timed to give the audience a chance to digest
what had been said. “Do not take this possible danger to yourself
lightly.” At that point he increased the intensity of his
expression, saying to Charlie with a look, ‘you know exactly what I
mean by all this’. And Charlie did, exactly. And Charlie also knew
that he didn’t like this man one bit.

“I am sure what you have to say to the lawyer
tomorrow, will not change the outlook on Rick Osceola’s guilt one
way or the other. And by staying around you may jeopardize your
safety. Unnecessarily.” He stressed the last word, making sure
Charlie got its full meaning, with all the undertones. “You are an
intelligent man. I am sure when you have given some thought to what
I have said, you will decide what is best for your own safety.”

Charlie did not say anything. He sat there
thoughtfully sipping his drink. The man was pompous and arrogant,
and stirring some angry waters inside Charlie. Making him feel like
a cop, again. Dealing with some slick slime. Charlie didn’t like
the feeling. He could hear that other voice inside telling him to
watch himself, to stay calm, to just get out of here, and get on
his way.

“I’m good at that, deciding what’s best for
my own safety,” Charlie nodded calmly and took a sip of scotch. He
just couldn’t hold back on a little wiseass remark.

“I’m very glad to hear that, Mr. Dawson.” But
Big Jim didn’t sound glad. He knew what he heard, and he didn’t
like it. “If you prefer, I will have Adrian and his two friends
help you get your trailer on the road?”

Charlie got to his feet and placed the glass
on the desk top. “That won’t be necessary. I plan to leave first
thing in the morning. Just had too much of a day to try driving
tonight.” He smiled at Big Jim. “When the sun comes up I’ll be
gone.” Then he changed his expression to one more solemn. “And I
wish to express my condolences on your loss. It is not easy losing
the one you care about.” And for a moment Charlie felt a rising of
his own pain.

“Thank you, Mr. Dawson,” in the appropriate
tone and expression of sadness.

It upset Charlie, because he detected the
man’s tone as that - appropriate. Not sincere. Going through the
correct motions but not truly feeling any loss. And he liked him
even less.

Charlie was turning to leave, feeling the
‘cocktail party’ was at an end, but he stopped and looked around
admiringly. “You have a very nice house here.”

“Thank you,” Big Jim said cautiously.

“Must be a lot of money in Indian art
work?”

“The business has been good to me over the
years.” He said warily as if Charlie were setting a trap for him
that was about to spring.

Charlie nodded in appreciation of what he
saw. Then he said, “I want to thank you for your hospitality, but I
think I’d better be going now, Mr. Baden. I need to get some rest,
and I have to be on the road early in the morning.”

“I understand, Mr. Dawson. I’m glad we had
the opportunity to have this talk. I know I won’t be seeing you
again, so I wish you well on you trip.” Their eyes locked for a
moment.

“Thanks,” Charlie said, turned and there was
Adrian waiting just outside the door.

Adrian escorted Charlie out to the car. This
time there were no Goliaths with him. Didn’t need muscle to get
Charlie to go home. Adrian drove, Charlie in the front seat beside
him.

 


Once Charlie and Adrian had left, Big Jim
Baden, still at his desk, picked up the telephone and pressed one
of the auto-dial numbers. The phone rang twice at the other end
before it was picked up.

“Hello,” the man’s voice distracted.

“Karl, Adrian said you telephoned earlier. I
couldn’t answer, I was in a meeting. What’s the problem?”

“No problem, Jim.” He paused, “Unless you’ve
done something to Charlie Dawson that’s against the law. Got a call
from Digger that three of your people picked up Charlie. As sheriff
I can’t ignore major crime, regardless of us being friends. I know
this is an emotional time for you, just don’t want you acting
irrationally.”

Big Jim didn’t answer immediately. Instead he
swallowed a mouthful of brandy. There were too many conflicting
emotions bubbling to the surface. He needed a moment to sort them
out and choose the best one. Calm and friendly seemed right. “Karl,
you know I don’t act irrationally. Ever. But I do appreciate your
concern. Nothing has happened to Mr. Dawson. I just stressed my
concern for his safety, and advised him to leave first thing in the
morning. Before the situation gets ugly.”

“You think he’s gonna take your advice?”

“Hard to say.” And it was. Big Jim could
easily read some people. Charles Dawson was not one of them. “I
hope so. Really don’t want an outsider caught up in this. Right now
the situation is ours to deal with. Don’t want to give the State
authorities a reason to look in on us.”

“Well, I’ll try to keep an eye out for
Charlie. Maybe gently help him on his way tomorrow.”

“Don’t get rough with him, Karl. You told me
he’s an ex-cop. He knows his way around enough to cause trouble if
you give him an excuse. He already got that lawyer involved. Don’t
give him a reason to get the State involved. Remember we are trying
to avoid that.”

“Understand,” the sheriff said.

 


Adrian’s driving was not as rough as
Buster’s. But the ride was just as silent. Charlie made the attempt
to break the silence when they had left the town behind and there
was nothing but dark road.

“You been with Mr. Baden long, Adrian?”

It was an innocent question, but Adrian
explored it for a longtime before he answered it. As if he wasn’t
sure he should talk at all to Charlie. “Since the beginning here. A
little over ten years.”

“You know him before?”

“Yes. We met in college. Both of us were on
the basketball team.” He smiled at secret thoughts. “Big Jim, we
all called him that on the team because he was the tallest player
we had. Big Jim we all felt was pro material. And the team played
around him. He was its center. And we were damn good. Jim just
didn’t want to play basketball for a living. He said it would take
the fun out of it. He wanted to have his own business. What we have
here grew out of a small operation he began in college.” Adrian
glanced over at Charlie. “And, as you have observed, he has done
very well.”

Charlie nodded in agreement. “He’s done an
awful lot for this area from what I’ve heard.”

“He’s a very generous man.” He then continued
as if he had to explain, “He doesn’t come from money. But he wasn’t
poor either. Just knows how hard people work for their money.”

“It’s tragic, about his wife.” Charlie said.
“How is he holding up?”

“Keeps it inside as near as I can see.”
Adrian’s thoughts drifted a moment. “I remember when he first met
Janice. Close to seven years ago. He was on a trip to New York City
for the business, and came back three weeks later married. Head
over heels for her, he was. Told me he stopped in a place in New
York for lunch. A place like Nick’s Cafe in town. You know
Nick’s?”

Charlie nodded.

“Well, she was a waitress at that place in
New York. Young, eighteen. And gorgeous. He was really taken with
her. Sort of swept her off her feet, and next thing they were
married.” He smiled more to himself. “Janice had not known how
wealthy Big Jim was until they arrived back here. It was fun
watching her reaction to all the money, and the prestige that comes
with it. Like a kid in a toy store.”

Now came the sixty-four dollar question. “Why
did you guys pick this place to put up a factory? Seems rather out
of the way to me.”

Adrian glanced over at Charlie with
suspicion. Charlie tried his best at an innocent expression.

Adrian relaxed, and grinned. “No matter where
we had put the factory you’d ask the same question.” His mind began
to organize his thoughts, “There were a few things we wanted. A
small place where the economy of the area was depressed, where our
factory would have a significant effect on the lives of the people.
That was Big Jim’s idea. Needs to see the results of his
generosity. Naturally, we needed it close to the Indians, because
we wanted the artifacts to be authentic, to be made by the Indians.
But we wanted that to happen in a factory environment where the
process is more efficient, and more productive. Rather than in the
small workshops on the reservation. The stuff’s in great demand,
and we wanted to satisfy that demand.” He smiled again, “There are
a lot of places that meet those two conditions. Here’s the one we
chose.”

When Adrian turned off the highway onto the
gravel road, Charlie could still see Digger’s light on clearly in
the distance. He had said he kept it on all night. Probably because
it was a beacon for people to find their way to his place in the
dark. Adrian guided the car with more care over the uneven surface
of the road.

When they passed Digger’s trailer, Charlie
saw Digger was still up, sitting at the table inside. Digger looked
up as they came by. Charlie rolled the window all the way down, and
waved to him to let him know everything was okay. Digger smiled and
waved back. Adrian found his way back to Charlie’s trailer, and
stopped by the door. Charlie opened the car door and made to get
out when Adrian stopped him with a hand on his arm.

His expression and tone were very serious. “I
just want to stress that you not take Big Jim lightly. He is a man
who says exactly what he means, and who means exactly what he
says.” He paused for effect, “And he is ruthless.” He held
Charlie’s arm and looked at him hard.

Charlie nodded, “I understand.”

Adrian released his grip on Charlie’s arm.
Charlie climbed out of the car, closed the door, and watched as
Adrian turned the car around and left. He said he had understood,
but he didn’t understand. Not completely. Maybe not at all.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter X

 


 


 


Once Adrian was gone Charlie realized he
couldn’t see a damn thing. When it got dark here, it got dark. He
stood until his eyes adjusted to the night. Didn’t help much, but
he could see what he thought was the trailer as a large shape very
dark near him. He stepped cautiously over, his hands outstretched,
until they touched the trailer, then felt for the door. He got the
keys from his pocket and fumbled at the lock. It took a good deal
of grumbling and swearing before he got the right key in the lock
and the door opened.

“Damn!” he jumped, fright exploding as a
white light in his mind, as the hand touched his arm. He would have
hit out at the shadow next to him if she hadn’t spoken. Her voice
registered in his brain an instant before he was ready to react,
and he held the reaction in check. His heart was dancing a jig as
he tried to get his breath.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Dawson,” she whispered. She
had quickly removed her hand from his arm. “Are you all right?”
Concerned.

He could feel her presence, but could not see
her. “Damn, lady!” was all he could say.

They stood like that in the dark for a few
moments before Charlie stopped shaking enough to step up into the
trailer and put on the lights. “Come on in here where I can see
you,” he said, still angry.

She followed him inside. Another Indian, he
thought. Young, late twenties, her features soft and gentle, and
pretty enough to stop a man’s heart. Her dark hair was in a long
braid that reached to her waist. She was in jeans, blue plaid
shirt, leather vest, and soft boots. Once inside she stood still
near the door, her hands clasped in front of her. It was a
respectful pose.

“I really must apologize,” she said, her
voice sensitive and delicate.

He sat down on the padded bench by the table
and wished for a cigarette. His nerves were still trembling, his
heart rate struggling to return to normal rhythm. “Well,” he
sighed, resigned. “You’ve got my attention. Now, who are you and
what are you doing here?” And he knew whatever it was it had to do
with Rick. Everything that happened around here had to do with
Rick.

She hesitated for a moment, as if deciding
whether she should commit herself to this, then, with a sudden
determination, moved to sit on the bench across the table from him.
She leaned forward, her elbows on the table. There was an energy
about her, and energy laced with desperation. “My name is Jennifer
Carson...”

“The school teacher,” his shoulders sagged.
The one with the moon eyes for Rick. Like he thought, it had to do
with Rick.

“Yes?” puzzled, she frowned at him. “How did
you know?”

“It has come to my attention that you have a
special interest in Rick Osceola.” He stressed the words ‘special
interest’.

She blushed and averted her eyes. She
gathered her composure, and turned back to him. “People like to
talk.”

He nodded wearily.

“I’ve come to ask you help, Mr. Dawson. You
know Rick Osceola...”

“Now wait a minute,” he held up his hand,
annoyed at constantly being linked with the man. “I don’t know Rick
Osceola. I know of him. I picked him up hitchhiking.” He looked up
as if talking to some spirit hidden in the ceiling, “The sheriff
was right. I should have known better than to pick up a
hitch-hiker. The man’s been nothing but trouble to me.” Then he
returned his eyes to the woman, “But I do not know him at all.
We’ve barely spoken, and I spent maybe four hours with the man
while we drove here. There is no way I could know the man. You got
that?” He knew he was being gruff, but he’d had a crazy day, and it
refused to stop being crazy. He was tired of it.

She nodded meekly.

“Now that we have that clear, who told you to
speak with me? For that matter who told you about me?” If it was in
his nature to growl, he would have. Instead he just looked as
annoyed as he felt.

Still looking meek, she answered, “Mr. Osgood
at the newspaper in Bottom Rock. When school was over I heard that
Rick was in jail. I went into Bottom Rock to get the lawyer to go
help Rick. He wasn’t in his office when I arrived. So I went over
to the newspaper office to find out if they knew anything about
where he’d be. That was when Mr. Osgood told me about you. He told
me how you got the lawyer to go over to the jail and help Rick.”
She smiled gently. “I am grateful for your doing that. When I
returned to the village, my brother told me about what he had heard
at the factory. I worried for a long time about that. Finally I
came here to talk to you.”

“But why talk to me? What do you think I
could do?”

“He didn’t do it, Mr. Dawson” she said. There
was a ferocity in her tone. “I know Rick. You may not know him, but
I do. He didn’t murder that woman.” She must have caught the way
she sounded, and calmed down her tone. “You were a policeman. You
could investigate this crime and help Rick prove he did not do
it.”

He propped his elbows on the table and
wearily rubbed his hands over his face. “I don’t know how you got
this idea. Let me just clear this up for you. It is not possible
for me to investigate this murder. I do not have any jurisdiction
here. I do not have any jurisdiction anywhere. If I even thought of
doing something like that, I’d end up in the cell next to Rick. Or
worse. You ever see the size of the gun the sheriff wears on his
hip? It’s got very big bullets.” He took a deep breath and let it
out noisily. He knew she was not naive enough to think that he
could barge in on this. But she must be desperate enough to have
given it a try. He tried to be calmer, to assure her.
“Investigating this crime is what the sheriff and his deputies are
getting paid to do. And besides, Rick is in good hands. Tom Parker
is a good lawyer. And the whole process must operate within the
guidelines of the law. If Rick didn’t do it, there is no reason to
believe he would be convicted.”

She shook her head as if all were hopeless.
“There is no one that wants to help Rick. He is an outsider to the
tribe. They will not extend themselves to help him. The lawyer, Mr.
Parker, will just go through the motions, that’s what the tribe
pays him for.” She looked at Charlie with pleading in her eyes.
“Rick has suffered a lot. You know about the war injury?”

Charlie nodded that he did.

She looked at him with a sincere concern, “I
am afraid of what will happen to him. Already there are bad noises
from the men at the factory. I don’t know what sort of talk is
going on in town.”

“I thought only Indians worked at the
factory? Why would they be making bad noises?”

“No. It is not just Indians that work at the
factory.” The intense energy was showing itself again, as she
continued more rapidly, “Big Jim has his own crew of men that
handle much of the supervising, and also do the packaging and
loading of the trucks for shipment. The Indians make the pottery
and things. They build some of the shipping crates for the large
items. But the people that run the show are whites.”

She stopped and looked self-consciously at
Charlie, “Excuse me.” She tried to regain her momentum, “Most of
them live out by the factory in homes that Big Jim had built for
them. My brother said that today they were talking about doing
something about Rick. That the law won’t do what it’s supposed to.
My brother said they were just empty threats of men trying to sound
like angry men. But I am afraid.”

A silence settled between them. She was
waiting hopefully for him to say something she wanted to hear. He
was wondering how the hell all this fell on him, and how he was
going to tactfully get rid of this woman.

She broke the silence with a plea. “Isn’t
there anything you can do?”

He shook his head, “No. And I really don’t
think there is anything to do. I understand your worry, but I think
it may be more the result of your feelings for Rick than for what
is actually happening. Your brother is probably right about the men
mouthing off at the factory. There are no lynch mobs today. They’re
out of fashion.” He stood up, to get her to do the same. “Now I
think you should leave. I have had more than enough of this day,
and need some sleep.” He nodded toward the door, “Please.”

She stood up, her eyes down, her shoulders
slumped. She nodded unconvincingly, “You are probably right,” and
stepped over to the door. She opened the door, and stepped down to
the ground, the blackness of the night outside looked solid.
Looking back at him, “Thank you for at least listening to me.”

It was his turn to nod. She closed the door
and was gone.

 


He went to bed and, as tired as he was, he
lay there in the darkness sleep just out of reach. On his back, his
hands behind his head, he stared into the blackness and thought of
Ellen. Can you believe this, Ellen? All I wanted was to get away
from the City, get away from all the distractions. All the noise,
and confusion, the daily bombardment of people, phone calls. I
couldn’t stand it anymore. After six months without you I had to
get away. There was no peaceful time when I could hold you close,
when I could savor the memories, relive what we had once had. I
want that so badly, Ellen. I need it. Just to spend the time, days
alone with you, to taste the pain of your not being there beside
me. There’s been no meaning to my life since you’ve gone. I need to
find you again.

He let out a long sigh in the darkness. I’ve
had more distractions in the past two days than in months in the
City. Seems trouble won’t stay off my tail. Other people’s
troubles. Damn, I have more than enough troubles of my own. Why do
they think their troubles should be important to me? He let out a
noisy sigh into the darkness. I just hope I can get away tomorrow
before more trouble comes my way. And there’s the sheriff and Big
Jim trying to hustle me out of town like a Grade B Western movie.
Well, sheriff, pardner, I’m a going as far and as fast as I
can.

That night he dreamed of Ellen. Dreamed they
were having a knock-down-drag-out argument. He didn’t remember what
it was about, which made it harder for him to hold his ground in
the argument. Everything she said sounded logical and right.
Because he couldn’t remember what they were arguing about,
everything he said in contradiction sounded weak and stupid even to
him. He was angry and frustrated because he felt he was in the
right, but couldn’t remember what he was right about. He fought
her, fought with the intensity of emotion to make up for the lack
of content in his rebuttal. He had little success. But something
inside him would not let him give in, not let him admit she was
right. So he ranted louder and more fiercely.

 


 


 



Chapter XI

 


 


 


When he awoke in the morning he was in a foul
mood, the taste of the argument still in his mouth. And a desire
for a cigarette that hadn’t been this strong since he gave them up
over a year before.

He got out of bed, frowned at his face in the
mirror while he shaved, dressed in a gray plaid sport shirt and a
pair of jeans - a concession to the local style, took the van and
headed into Bottom Rock for breakfast.

He had all the things in the trailer to make
his own breakfast, but making it took the joy out of eating it. And
he needed some joy right now. He even dug around in the glove
compartment looking for a cigarette, though he knew there could not
be any in there because the van was new.

Digger waved a hello to him as he drove out
onto the gravel road. Charlie waved back, he was still wearing the
frown on his face, like a cord tied tight above his eyes.

The drive to Bottom Rock did nothing to
change his mood. The day was overcast in a dull gray that suited
him just fine. He felt lousy and he wanted to feel like he had the
right to feel lousy, for a little while at least. Before he started
to feel guilty about feeling bad.

He parked directly across the street from
Nick’s Cafe in the only spot available. It had just been vacated by
a pick up as Charlie turned down the street. Those trucks in front
of the restaurant must never be moved, he grumbled. When Charlie
walked into the restaurant, Nick turned from behind the counter and
smiled a knowing smile.

“Good morning, Mr. Just Passin Tru.”

“‘morning,” Charlie said and tried on
something that looked like a smile. It didn’t fit right but at
least Nick wouldn’t comment on his mood. He sat at the counter. A
burly guy in dirty jeans was sitting on the stool one over from
Charlie. The man looked at Charlie as if he’d seen something
disgusting, got up, picked up his newspaper, and moved to the far
end of the counter. Charlie saw this and it raised a lazy question
in his mind that he let lie there unanswered.

Nick stepped over to him and slipped a cup of
hot coffee in front of Charlie. “You better have something to eat,”
he smiled. “You gonna need your strength.”

Charlie nodded but didn’t ask Nick what he
meant. He didn’t care. He just wanted to sit there and nurse his
personal pain and his sour mood.

“You want a the same as yesterday?”

“Yea,” Charlie said without enthusiasm.
“Sounds good.” But he must have looked doubtfully at Nick.

“You don’t think I remember, heh?” There was
a mischievous look in his eyes. “Eggs over easy, rye toast, home
fried potatoes, bacon, orange juice and lots a coffee.” He paused a
moment, “And apple pie.” He grinned and tapped his temple with his
finger. “Like a trap. Never forget.” Then he moved away toward the
grill.

Charlie grunted, “It was cherry pie.”

Nick made a face and shrugged, “Got no cherry
pie today.”

Charlie shook his head and couldn’t help
grinning. Charlie fixed his coffee and sipped at it. Tasted
terrific, the hot liquid sliding down his throat was almost as
satisfying as a cigarette. He was suddenly tempted to go over to
the machine and buy a pack. He took another sip of coffee and
fought down the urge. Dumb to start again after all this time.

“Good morning, Charlie.”

Charlie looked to his left and there was Mike
Farrell two stools over smiling at him. Charlie nodded back, “You
in here all the time? Seems every time I come in here there you are
sitting there reading.”

Mike Farrell grinned at that. “Something
about diners. Next best thing to home. This place for a little
while makes me feel that I am back in the City. There was this
diner two blocks from where I lived. Had the greatest food,” his
eyes looking back for a moment. “And the nicest people running the
place. Really felt like home.” He took the diner in with his eyes.
“Like this place.” Then he laughed softly at himself, “Guess you
can’t take all of the City out of the boy.”

Charlie grinned. He knew exactly what Mike
was talking about. He sipped his coffee.
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