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CHAPTER ONE

 


I was sleeping deeply when
my cell phone rang. It was Ray, his early morning voice
ragged.

“Hey, bro’, I don’t know
if we’re still playing golf today after what happened. Did you hear
about it?”

“No, what?” The red
digital letters on the clock by the bed showed 8:38 AM.

“Somebody shot Russell
Chilton last night after the reunion.”

“Russell Chilton?” The name
didn’t register immediately, my brain still buzzing with the
remnants of an interrupted dream.

“Kandy’s husband. The
banker dude. She found him floating in the pool this
morning.”

“Aw, shit,” I said. “What
happened?”

“I’m not sure of the whole
story. Remember Melba’s sister Ramona? She’s been working down at
the cop shop as a dispatcher and she called Melba a few minutes ago
and said he got himself shot while he was skinny-dipping in his own
pool. He and Kandy were both still at the party when we left last
night.”

Ray and I, along with
Ray’s wife Melba, had attended the first event of a high school
class reunion weekend at Elmore Country Club the night before. Ray
Garcia and I were best friends in high school, and played football
together for the Elmore High Drillers.

“Yeah, I remember,” I
answered.

I had seen Kandy sitting
on a couch in the lobby of the country club as we passed by on our
way out the front door at one-thirty that morning. Russell Chilton
was visible in the small side room bar just off the lobby, laughing
with a group of local businessmen who were obviously too old to be
our classmates. I remembered thinking he looked like a guy who was
friends with everybody in town. I guess I was wrong about
that.

Kandy Chilton had been my
high school sweetheart two and a half decades earlier, and Ray had
been teasing me about seeing her again since plans for the reunion
were announced.

“You wouldn’t believe how
hot she looks, dude,” he would suddenly say, when we were talking
about something entirely different.

“I hear that Russell guy
she’s married to runs around on her. You’ve probably got a chance
to move in on that action and become Mr. Kandy.”

And, even though I
dismissed Ray’s ribbing, I had been mildly interested in seeing
what had become of the woman I was once determined to marry. At the
reunion the night before, I was talking to a couple of former
classmates when Ray grabbed me by the arm and pulled me away
urgently.

“They’re here, man,” he’d
said, nodding toward the ballroom entrance. “Kandy and Russell
Chilton.”

An attractive woman with
dark red hair was standing with a tall well-dressed man just inside
the doorway engaged in introductions with two other couples. I
could tell it was Kandy from across the room, even with the change
in hair color.

“So, she changed her
hair,” I said. “Interesting.”

“Yeah, dude,” he said. “I
think she looks hot. I just love redheads.”

I had watched her for a
few seconds, thinking how strange it was that I’d known her so well
in those high school days, yet knew nothing about the woman she had
grown into. We hadn’t been in contact since our breakup the summer
after graduation. After going together for so long, we were both
ready for the split when it came, being from different worlds and
neither of us willing to leave our own behind. I wouldn’t put up
the social facade that was necessary to fit in with the people in
Kandy’s crowd. Their behavior felt like fakery to me and I refused
to shut out people based on their popularity or how rich their
parents were.

I was just about to turn
away and try to resume my conversation with the people I was
talking to when Kandy Chilton looked up and caught me staring at
her. She smiled and waved, and I waved back. Then, she returned her
attention to one of the women in her group, who was gesturing
wildly as she talked.

I followed Ray to the bar
where I got my soda refreshed and then stepped outside the front
door of the country club for a break from the roar of conversation.
A small group of alumni were talking and smoking under the wide
portico. I shook hands with a couple of people and then strolled
toward the golf course. The sun had just set, but it wasn’t dark
yet.

The greens had looked good
from where I was standing, but the fairways had large patches of
dead grass, a result of the relentless summer heat and lack of
rain. The Country Club was struggling to stay open since the major
oil companies relocated their offices to Midland and Houston,
taking dues-paying executives with them. I’d never really cared
much for the elite atmosphere of the club, but it was the only nice
place in Elmore to hold a large gathering, such as the reunion.
And, even with the dry fairways, the golf course was paradise
compared to Elmore’s nine-hole public course.

“Hey four-bits! You can
tee off from here if you want, but most players start from where
those markers are over there.”

I knew it was Kandy
Chilton without turning, from the nickname she used. I held out my
hand, but she waved it away and threw her arms around
me.

“Buddy Griffin! I don’t
want to shake your hand you big ox, I deserve a hug after all this
time.”

She had squeezed herself
tightly against me and I’ve got to admit the squeeze I returned
wasn’t something I had to force.

“How you doing,
Four-bits?” she had said. She smelled wonderful. Some kind of
subtle, but no doubt expensive perfume mixed with the clean scent
of soap.

“I’m doing great,
Two-bits,” I answered, using the pet name I’d given her on our
first date, a play on one of her pep rally cheers. “You’re looking
good these days. Whatever you’re doing sure agrees with
you.”

“Well, it’s a constant
struggle,” she laughed. “It seems like I spend more time at the gym
and the beauty shop every year just to keep from losing
ground.”

“I hear that,” I said,
patting my belly. “Hey, I saw your husband in there. He looks like
a great guy.”

“Oh, he is. I wouldn’t
trade him.”

“Ray tells me he’s
president of the bank now.”

“That’s right. Daddy
convinced Russell to come back here to work for him when we were
living in Dallas. Russell was practically running the bank by the
time Daddy passed away.”

“So, do you have any
kids?” I asked.

“Two girls. Heather just
finished her junior year at Baylor and Megan starts at Georgetown
in the fall. She’s going into pre-law and got a summer job as an
intern at a law firm in D.C.”

“They sure grow up
fast.”

“Isn’t that the truth. I
can’t tell you how quiet it is since we don’t have the girls at
home anymore. I guess we’re turning into those empty-nesters
they’re always talking about. The privacy is nice for a change, but
I sure do miss them. What about you? Didn’t I hear that you had a
son?”

“Daughter,” I said.
“Adrienne. She’s going to medical school at Texas Tech. Her
mother’s dad is a retired doctor.”

“Is your wife
here?”

“No, we’ve been divorced
about eight years.”

“What’s her name? Is she
from here?”

“Peg Avery. She grew up in
Austin.”

“That’s right. Somebody
told me you were a policeman in Austin.”

“I was a homicide
detective up until a few months ago, retired after twenty-three
years.”

“Retired. It sounds
strange for somebody our age to be retired. It makes it sound like
we’re getting old. So, are you still in Austin?”

“Yeah, I still haven’t
decided what I want to do next. I’ve been doing some work for a
private security company, but I’m taking time off to wrap things up
with my parents’ estate here.”

“We’ll have to have you
over for dinner then. I’m sure Russell would love to meet you. But,
I’ve got to warn you, he may try to talk you into going to work for
him. He’s fired two of his tellers this past year for
embezzling.”

“I’ll look forward to it.
Is he playing golf with us tomorrow?”

“I think so. Russell never
misses a chance to play golf. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve
called him at work before three in the afternoon and been told he’s
gone for the day.”

As we walked back to the
building, she hung onto my arm and it felt for a second as if we
were back in high school again.

“It sure is good to see
you again,” she said. “Are you coming to the dinner and dance
tomorrow night?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I
said.

“Good. You’ve got to
promise to save a dance for me.”

“You can bet on it,” I
said.

Inside, she excused herself
and headed off toward the ladies room and I went back to the
ballroom to rejoin the festivities. I had enjoyed seeing Kandy
again, but it just reminded me of how different we were and made me
grateful that we hadn’t gotten more seriously involved than we did.
I knew there would never actually be an invitation to dinner with
the Chiltons. But, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Common
courtesy dictated that Kandy bring up the possibility of a dinner
invitation, and that I do my best to appear eager for it to be
offered. But, we both knew that the only thing Kandy Chilton had in
common with a retired cop from the wrong side of the tracks was a
frivolous high school romance and a pair of pet-names,
Two-bits and Four-bits.
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CHAPTER TWO

 


With the news of Russell
Chilton’s murder, Ray and I agreed that we’d skip the golf
tournament with our classmates that afternoon. I told Ray I was
going to pay a visit to Kandy to offer my support and I wasn’t sure
how long I would be there. As a former homicide investigator, I was
interested in learning more about how the death
occurred.

So, an hour after learning
of Russell Chilton’s death, I drove through the streets of an
upscale neighborhood located in the southwest part of town,
searching for Kandy and Russell Chilton’s house number. The Chilton
residence was a large brick home with high, arched windows and
immaculate landscaping. There were at least a dozen cars lining the
street in front of the house, including two Elmore City Police
Department cruisers, a van with police department markings and a
big white Ford sedan that had all the earmarks of belonging to a
plainclothes detective.

A large well-dressed older
woman who introduced herself as a neighbor of the Chiltons met me
at the door. She led me into a large formal living room where
several people stood in a group talking quietly.

“Kandy’s in with the
police right now. Can I get you some coffee while you
wait?”

I declined, and stood
looking out the window at the pool where Russell Chilton died.
Three young men, who probably represented the entire staff of the
Elmore PD’s forensics team, were working around the yard, making
measurements and taking samples of pool water and soil from the
garden area beyond the pool. Black fingerprint powder stained the
edges of the pool in several places. Yellow police tape blocked
access to the pool area from the house. The pool water had a red
tinge to it. Beyond the pool, the back yard was lavishly landscaped
and surrounded by an ivy-covered wall that was easily nine feet
tall.

A heavily paneled pocket
door slid open behind me, and I turned to see two men in sport
coats and golf shirts emerge from a small sitting room, where Kandy
Chilton sat talking with John Donnelly, a local attorney I was
using for my parents’ estate. The men both nodded at me, and then
went out the back door to join the forensics team. When Kandy saw
me, she stood and began walking away from Donnelly, who was still
talking. Wearing a look of urgency as he spoke, Donnelly stopped in
mid-sentence and changed his expression to one of solemnity when he
noticed me.

“Thank you for coming,”
Kandy said, giving me a tight hug. Her eyes were bloodshot and she
looked much older without her makeup. She smelled freshly scrubbed
and her hair was damp and combed flat.

“I’m so sorry, Kandy. Is
there anything I can do?” I asked as I shook Donnelly’s
hand.

“No, I don’t think so,”
she said. “The girls are both flying in. One of my girlfriends is
going to meet them at the airport.”

She looked off toward the
kitchen, fixing her eyes on something there.

“Oh God, I can’t believe
it,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “They loved their Daddy so
much.”

With that she broke down
and sobbed loudly. The woman who had met us at the door rushed over
and guided Kandy to the sofa, where they sat and rocked together
quietly. Donnelly was standing by the large window that looked out
on the pool. I joined him.

“This is horrible,” I
said. “Was he in the pool when he was shot?”

Donnelly looked at me for
a moment. I could see the wheels turning in his head. It was an odd
sensation, watching the attorney I was using for my parents’ estate
try to decide how much he could share with me. His instinct as
Kandy Chilton’s attorney told him to treat me as if I were still in
law enforcement.

“It’s too early to tell,”
he whispered, glancing toward were Kandy sat. “But, they think he
probably was.”

“How many
shots?”

“They’re still trying to
sort things out.”

“Did Kandy see it
happen?”

“No. Russell wasn’t in bed
when she woke up this morning. She took a shower and decided to go
check on him when he hadn’t shown up by the time she finished.
Apparently he was in the habit of taking a swim early in the
morning, so it wasn’t unusual for her to wake up alone.”

“Do they have any idea who
did it? Or why?”

“No. Still too
early.”

He glanced around and
lowered his voice.

“Confidentially, Russell
Chilton had more than one run-in with jealous husbands over the
last few years.”

“Oh, by the way,” I said.
“Are we still meeting for lunch today?”

He looked at his watch and
paused.

“I should be able to make
it. We may be a couple of minutes late. I’ve got your cell number
in case something comes up.”

“Those guys you were
talking to earlier, Elmore PD?”

“Uh huh. The older one
that looks like Robert Duvall is Bob Clemmer, and the muscle-bound
kid with him is Reese Puckett.”

“They any
good?”

“They really are,” he
said. “They’ve got a pretty good track record as far as murders go.
But, they work other types of crimes too, so sometimes they’ve got
more on their plate than they can say grace over.”

We stood watching them for
a few minutes, and then Donnelly thanked me for coming and then
went back to sit with Kandy. I offered my support again and then
excused myself. I glanced out the back window on my way out and saw
the three members of the forensics team huddled over an area of
patio halfway between the house and the pool with the two
detectives standing nearby watching.

Something in Donnelly’s
comment about jealous husbands set off an alarm in my head. I spent
my law enforcement career dealing with people and trying to read
their minds by their actions and words. Donnelly’s comment, coupled
with the urgent look on his face during his private words with
Kandy troubled me. I had a vague feeling that he intended his
comment to divert attention away from Kandy as a suspect. In any
unsolved murder, especially one that takes place in the home, the
spouse is always a prime suspect in the early stages of an
investigation. Although Elmore saw very few murders, and it was
probably rare for Donnelly to be involved in a murder defense, he
was smart enough to know he needed to get out in front of any
suspicions about Kandy, no matter where they originated. He knew
about the class reunion, as I had mentioned it to him on the phone
a few days earlier, and I suspected he was planting a seed about
Russell Chilton’s infidelities in the hope that any reunion gossip
about a murder suspect would move in that direction. I may have
been overestimating Donnelly’s skills as a defense attorney, but my
street instincts told me he was trying to play me.
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CHAPTER THREE

 


The home I grew up in was
a big ranch style house sitting on a couple acres of dried
tumbleweeds, five miles west of town. A single lane dirt driveway
led two hundred yards from the highway to the house.

As I pulled off the
blacktop on the way back from town, I stopped beside the battered
mailbox attached to the top of a rusted metal pipe. I remembered
helping my Dad mix and pour the cement footing that we set the
piece of salvaged oilfield pipe into, and then watching as he
fashioned a crude bracket out of scrap metal and attached the
mailbox to it. He spent his entire adult life working in the
oilfield, working his way up from floor hand on a drilling rig to
area supervisor for Phillips Petroleum before retiring. He could
make anything, from a bicycle part to a flower planter, out of a
pile of scrap metal that most men would’ve hauled off to the
dump.

I’d visited the house a
few times over the last few years, on quick visits to check on my
ailing parents. But since the funerals, within three months of each
other, I hadn’t been back. Nor had I much reason to, since I kept
in regular phone contact with John Donnelly about the estate. When
my folks had both entered the local eldercare facility, it had been
Donnelly who suggested hiring a local caretaker to keep an eye on
their place, at least until my brothers and I could get it sold.
And, since none of us lived close enough to check on things
regularly, I had arranged through Donnelly to hire a man named
Roberto Avila to keep the land around the house mowed and things
cleaned up so it wouldn’t look abandoned.

I probably wouldn’t have
come back to town until the house sold except for the reunion. It
was a combined reunion of four of the graduating classes from
Elmore High School with events scheduled for Friday and Saturday
nights, along with other activities, like the golf tournament. My
own class had failed to muster enough interest for a 25th year, but
the turnout this time had been pretty good so far. Coming back for
the reunion would give me a chance to check on my parents’ house,
maybe get rid of some of their old stuff and do any necessary
repairs while I was in town. The depressed real estate market in
Elmore meant there wasn’t any hurry to get the house ready for
sale, but I knew what a few months of neglect could do to
property.

The mailbox contained a
couple of catalogs that I tossed into the passenger seat of my
pickup as I rolled on up the driveway to the house. Although the
house had been vacant for more than a year, it looked like whoever
lived there might have simply taken a short vacation. It was
obvious the Roberto had done his best to straighten things up a
bit, but I knew somebody was going to have to spend a lot of time
cleaning up around the place, then either selling or hauling off
all of what my folks had accumulated over sixty-two years of
marriage. I also knew that I was the most likely candidate for the
job. It was the sort of task you couldn’t delegate to strangers,
and neither of my brothers had been exactly jumping at the chance
to help.

Down deep, I didn’t really
mind being the one responsible for settling of the estate and
disposing of belongings, but I wished they would at least offer an
opinion about what they thought I ought to do. I was the oldest,
and for that reason alone I had become used to accepting
responsibility for things. From a practical standpoint, it made
sense for me to be the one to take care of things. My schedule was
flexible, even more so now that I was retired from the APD, so it
was easier for me to make the trips home to take care of whatever
came up than it would have been for either of my
brothers.

And, having the house and
the settlement of the estate to take care of had actually helped
with my transition to whatever it was that was coming next. After
being a cop for so long, it was taking some time to adjust to not
being one. I had thought that working for Capitol Security would
make that easier, but it hadn’t. Being back in Elmore helped take
my mind off that strange sensation of being a civilian in a city
where I’d always been a police officer. I guess that’s because I
never was in law enforcement before I left Elmore, and this was the
one place that letting somebody else wear the badge felt almost
normal.

As I pulled up to the
house, I noticed a big orange tomcat lying in a weedy flower bed
next to the driveway. Ever since I could remember there had been
various cats living around the property, most of them wild and
unapproachable, being descendents of cats abandoned on the highway
by their owner decades earlier. There wasn’t enough wildlife in the
area to keep even the most skillful feline hunter alive, so Mom
began putting out scraps and the cheapest dry cat food available.
As a result a perpetual community of cats existed around and under
the outbuildings and equipment scattered around the
property.

I expected the big orange
tom to jump up and run when I got out of the pickup, but he just
looked up at me and with squinted eyes and watched.

“Hey big fella, what’s
your name?” I walked over to see if he would spook, and then
offered a hand for him to sniff. He seemed to approve, butting his
head against my hand in the universal cat gesture for ‘you can pet
me if you want to mister’. I obliged for a few seconds before
leaving him to his sunbathing.

There was so much to do to
get the house ready to sell that I had been trying to pick an area
to focus on every time I had a few minutes to spare. I needed to
meet Donnelly for lunch later and couldn’t get into anything that
would mess up my clean clothes, so I decided to look through the
pantry and throw out everything but the canned goods with good
expiration dates.

One of the things I’d
brought with me from Austin was my iPod and a portable stereo
docking station. I’d lived a pretty Spartan life since my divorce
from Peg eight years earlier, but one of the luxuries I allowed
myself was an extensive music collection, which I had stored on my
home computer, with the best of the best copied to the iPod. I used
the iPod sometimes when I ran and the docking station had sat on my
desk at the APD before I retired.

I set up the docking
station on the kitchen table and set the iPod for random play and
turned it up loud enough to hear throughout most of the house.
Then, I brought in a big plastic trash barrel from the back porch
and opened up the pantry door. First to go were the boxes of
cereals and crackers along with packaged dry foods with expiration
dates well over a year past. I had the trash barrel full within a
few minutes and carried it out to the small dumpster I had arranged
for earlier with the local trash pickup service, knowing there
would be plenty to fill it up. The big orange tom seemed interested
in what I might be carrying in the trash barrel so he got up out of
the flower bed and followed me to the dumpster.

“Sorry big guy, nothing
for you,” I said as I dumped the contents.

He followed me back across
the driveway and to the front porch. I squatted and rubbed his head
some more.

“You can’t come in, but
I’ll see if I can find you something to eat and drink. And, you
need a name if you’re gonna be hanging around here.”

I could hear the music
from inside the house as a song by James McMurtry began. The orange
tomcat could have written the lyrics himself.

I'm not from here, I just
live here,

Grew up somewhere far
away,

Come here thinking I'd
never stay long,

I'd be going back soon
someday.

“What about McMurtry? You
like that name?” He squinted and butted against my hand in
approval.

“Okay, McMurtry it is.
Now, let’s see what we can do about finding some food.”

I left McMurtry on the
front porch and carried the trash barrel through the house and out
the back door. Mom had kept the big value-sized bags of dry catfood
she bought in a covered steel trashcan on the screened-in porch.
The can was still there and the bag inside was almost full. An old
Cool Whip tub lay inside the bag to use as a scooper, so I filled
it and carried it back into the house.

I picked the two oldest
saucepans from underneath the cupboard and carried them along with
the catfood out the front door. McMurtry seemed to know what I had
in mind because there was a little more pep in his step as he
followed me around the side of the house and toward the area
between a storage house and the well house where Mom had always fed
the local felines.

It turned out I didn’t
need the saucepans I’d brought with me after all. There were two
large steel dog food bowls already there, one half-full of water
and the other with leftover crumbs of cat food. I’d have to
remember to ask Roberto if he’d been putting out food and water for
the cats.

I dumped the fresh cat
food in the food bowl and filled the water bowl from a nearby
spigot. McMurtry dug in hungrily and I walked back up to the house,
sensing little movements out of the corners of my eyes as I went.
By the time I reached the back door and turned around, there were
four more cats approaching the food bowl tentatively. There was an
obvious pecking order that allowed the more aggressive cats to
march right up and eat their fill while the timid ones sat and
waited for them to finish. I stepped back onto the porch and
scooped another tub of cat food and carried the two extra saucepans
back out to the feeding grounds. Everyone except McMurtry scattered
as I approached, placing the saucepans a dozen feet from the main
feeding bowl and filling them with cat food. By the time I walked
back up to the porch they had all emerged from hiding and there
seemed to be enough feeding places for all of them to eat at the
same time.
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CHAPTER FOUR

 


I was sitting at a table
inside Lita’s Little Mexico Restaurant, looking at a menu and
waiting for John Donnelly and the other attorney that he was
bringing to lunch with us.

Lita’s had been one of the
most popular restaurants in Elmore for as long as I could remember.
Seven days a week, oilfield trucks and cars with Oil Company logos
painted on the doors occupied most of the parking spaces on the
street and Lita’s parking lot was almost always full. Apparently
the oilfield still depended on a good burrito or plate of huevos
rancheros as much as it had when I spent my high school summers
working on a casing crew.

Lita’s was the kind of
place that would be hugely popular in Austin. If it were located in
Austin, the tables would be crowded with a mix of young
professionals and new age hippies, and there would be the faint,
lingering scent of marijuana smoke brought in on the clothing of
the patrons. In Elmore, the scent carried on the coveralls and
steel-toed boots worn by the patrons was likely to be a mixture of
crude oil and stale cigarette smoke. The most prevalent topic of
conversation around the tables in Lita’s was likely to be the
latest exploits of the Dallas Cowboys instead of global warming or
local politics.

Lita’s was the central
gathering place for Elmore, where rumors were started and quashed
and where local politicians came to press the flesh during campaign
season. But, it was the food that really kept people coming back,
and I couldn’t wait to try it again.

Donnelly entered a few
minutes later with an attractive woman in her thirties dressed in
what people tend to describe as business casual. Donnelly
introduced the woman as Angie Robbins and explained that she was
the oil and gas attorney he had mentioned on the phone.

I felt a little flash of
guilt for assuming that the brilliant young attorney he had
described would be a man, but when we shook hands and I saw her
smile I forgot all about that.

After quietly discussing
the murder of Russell Chilton for a few minutes, we each went to
work on our respective enchilada plates as Donnelly described
Angie’s background and qualifications, leading her into a
discussion of my parent’s portfolio of oil and gas royalties. She
explained how values of oil properties were calculated and
suggested we might consider hiring a petroleum engineer to prepare
formal appraisals to tell us what we had. I was aware that my
father had gotten into a few partnerships on wells over the years
and had also accumulated some royalties at various times in a long
career in the oilfield, but apparently I had underestimated the
scope of his holdings.

Despite growing up in the
middle of the oil patch, I had little idea how royalties and oil
partnerships worked. I wondered out loud if it was best to sell the
royalties immediately, or possibly hold onto them for the income
they could produce in the future.

Watching Angie talk was
like discovering something new, alive and interesting. Learning the
cadence of her voice and laugh and seeing the change in her facial
expressions was all so distracting that I only followed about half
of what she said. I felt like a teenager experiencing a first crush
and unable to concentrate on anything but the object of my
fixation.

We were nearing the end of
our lunch and I suddenly had more questions than time would allow.
I asked if we might continue the discussion over lunch the
following Monday. Donnelly said he had a prior commitment, but
Angie agreed, without even checking her calendar. And, while I like
John Donnelly, I can’t say I was disappointed that he wouldn’t be
able to make the lunch. In my time as a police officer I met a lot
of women, but few so quickly gave me the sense of attraction I felt
for Angie Robbins. I was hopeful we could find more in common than
oil and gas properties.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


When I arrived at the
reunion dinner and dance that night, the atmosphere was subdued.
News of Russell Chilton’s death was still spreading word-of-mouth
throughout the attendees, most of whom had skipped the daytime
activities of golf and a picnic on the grounds of the Elmore High
School campus.

But, as the cocktail hour
before dinner progressed, talk returned to favorite teachers and
high school sweethearts, and the din of conversation grew louder.
When people did discuss the murder, it was generally expressing
sympathy for Kandy, who won the title of most popular among our
classmates.

I spent most of the time
listening to what the others were saying, and didn’t volunteer any
information about my visit to her home earlier in the day. As much
as I appreciated all of Donnelly’s help on my parent’s legal work,
I wasn’t going to be any part of a smear campaign against a dead
man. If Russell Chilton had been as big a prick as people were
saying, Donnelly wouldn’t need my help promoting the jealous
husband theory for his murder.

Ray and Melba arrived at
the dinner well after I did, coming straight from the wedding of
Melba’s niece. Ray nodded at me from the doorway to the club lobby
and then followed Melba to the buffet line. Ray couldn’t even wait
until he put his food down on the table before starting in on the
murder.

“I been trying to call
you, bro’. What happened over there? I heard the pool was full of
blood. How’s Kandy doing?”

On the opposite side of
the large table where we were sitting, a woman who had been a
varsity cheerleader with Kandy perked up and focused on me, alert
to the fact that I might have some unknown tidbit of information
about the murder.

“Kandy’s doing okay,” I
said. “I’ll tell you about it after you eat.”

He glanced over and saw
the ex-cheerleader eyeing us.

“Hey, howya doin’, Donna?”
he said. “How did the picnic go?”

After Ray inhaled his food
and whispered something in Melba’s ear, we excused ourselves from
the table and walked out to the club lobby. I related the details
of my visit to Kandy’s house, leaving out Donnelly’s comments about
Russell Chilton’s marital infidelities.

“So, his pecker finally
got him killed,” Ray commented. “Ramona’s probably lucky she never
got him in bed. She might be on the list of likely
suspects.”

A door on the opposite
side of the lobby opened up and a waiter exited a small private
room with several dinner tables occupied by well-dressed diners. As
the door was slowly swinging shut, I noticed Angie Robbins,
Donnelly’s associate, sitting at one of the tables eating. She
looked up, recognized me, gave a smile and a small wave just as the
door was closing.

“Ramona came over to the
house this afternoon,” Ray continued. “She said talk around the cop
shop is that Russell wasn’t the only one in the family getting some
on the side. I say good for Kandy. It ain’t fair for him to be
stepping out on a fine looking woman like that without her finding
somebody else too.”

“Did Ramona say who she
was fooling around with?”

“Well, let’s just say
she’s been spending a lot of time with her personal trainer, but I
don’t think she’s the one doing the push-ups.”

“Did Ramona have a name
for the trainer?”

“No, but it’s probably
that young stud over at Hard Bodies. One of those guys who spends
most of his time showing the young girls the proper way to use the
butterfly machine while he watches to make sure their pecs are
working right.”

“Who’s Ramona hearing this
from? The detectives on the case?”

“Shit, no. They don’t tell
Ramona nothing. I think it’s mostly her and the other dispatchers
that come up with this stuff. Maybe a couple of the patrol cops.
You wouldn’t believe how much cops like to gossip.”

“Oh, really?” I asked,
giving him a blank look.

“Yeah, well most cops.
You’re the exception to the rule. You’re about as much fun to talk
to as that Joe Friday guy on Dragnet. I gotta get back inside
before Melba comes looking for me.”

As Ray headed back into
the main ballroom, the door to the private dining room opened again
and I saw that the people inside were mostly standing around
talking. A waiter propped the door open and members of the group
began drifting out into the lobby, stopping to shake hands with
people they saw on their way to the front door of the club. Angie
Robbins finally emerged, walking with an older couple who were in
the midst of telling a story. She glanced at me and gave a slight
nod, then excused herself and walked over.

“John said I might see you
here tonight,” she said.

“Yeah, it’s our high
school reunion weekend.”

“I guess the murder must
have put a damper on things,” she said.

“Everybody’s pretty
shocked. Kandy and Russell were here with us last night, so a lot
of people got to meet him.”

“So, do you still want to
get together for lunch on Monday? I understand if something comes
up and you need to cancel, with all that’s going on.”

“Oh, no need to cancel.
I’m looking forward to it.”

“Good,” she said, flashing
me that smile that I was beginning to enjoy seeing. “I’ll see you
then.”

“Good night,” I
said.

“Good night.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER SIX

 


I lay in bed listening to
the quiet of the morning. There were birds chirping and the
occasional whoosh of a car passing by on the highway, but little
else. The hot water heater rumbled now and then, and I could hear
Mom’s eight-day clock that I had wound the night before, ticking
away on the dresser.

Morning in my parent’s
house was nothing like my apartment in Austin. Quiet was hard to
come by there, even early in the morning, with the nearby traffic,
planes roaring overhead and a constant flow of people creating
sounds. The noise had never bothered me much before I retired, but
that was probably because I was at my desk early most mornings,
finishing my coffee while I reviewed coroner’s reports or re-read
suspect interview transcripts.

Capitol Security, where I
had been working since retiring, didn’t even open their doors until
9:00 a.m. and the truth was that the background checks and security
consulting work they paid me for wasn’t something I leapt out of
bed each day eager to begin. It was dull. I was used to dealing
with people who tried and often succeeded at murdering each other.
The only thing in mortal danger at Capitol Security was my sense of
ambition.

I had taken the job to
keep from going nuts or starting to drink too much, which were the
two most likely scenarios for retired homicide cops, at least in my
experience. A guy I met when he worked for the APD had started
Capital Security and the salary he offered me was too good to turn
down. I only planned to work for him long enough to figure out what
I wanted to do with the next part of my life. Most cops I worked
with spent most of their time dreaming about what they were going
to do after putting in the twenty-three years required for full
retirement and turning in their badge. I’d just never been one of
those cops. I had actually enjoyed my job.

When they assigned me to
the Homicide Division twelve years earlier, I had fallen headlong
into a constant preoccupation with whatever cases I was working,
often to the detriment of my personal life and relationships, never
giving a moment’s consideration to my post-retirement existence.
So, when I finished my twenty-three and had the chance to do
something different, it caught me unprepared. I was exhausted from
year upon year of mounting caseloads and long hours, so I was eager
for a break. But after a few weeks of inactivity, I began to wonder
if I’d made a mistake by putting in for retirement.

I was working on my second
cup of coffee and sorting through a box of my Dad’s old legal
papers when my cell phone rang. It was Ray.

“Hey homie, when you gonna
drag your lazy ass out of bed?” he yelled into the
phone.

“Listen half-pint,” I
said. “I was already up when you were still asleep and having that
wet dream about your mother-in-law. And don’t call your homie. I’m
just as straight as any of the other guys you used to gawk at in
the shower after football practice.”

“Shee-it, and I thought
you was down with the lingo, babe. See, when I call you my homie it
means you—“

“I know, I know,” I
interrupted. “Just jerking your chain, Ray-gun. Besides, the only
reason you know what it means is from watching reruns on
MTV.”

“Hey, we gonna go run
today or what?”

“If you think you can
handle it, and you can get your butt out here before the
temperature hits triple digits.”

Thirty minutes later we
were jogging down the side of Highway 385 on the outskirts of
Elmore, headed toward town. Like a lot of other small towns in West
Texas, big industrial yards containing rusting hulks of farm
machinery and oilfield equipment lined the highway leading to town.
Some people might find the surroundings bleak and depressing, but
for me the run was a nice change from the rolling hills of Austin,
where I normally worked out.

Although it was beautiful
around Austin, with no shortage of lush greenery and trees, I’d
missed the flatness and the visible evidence of the oil industry
that had surrounded me when I was had growing up. There was a sense
of freedom in being able to see miles in any direction, your gaze
uninterrupted by hills or foliage. And, you couldn’t get much
flatter than the terrain around Elmore, Texas. If Hollywood ever
needed more stock footage of long, straight highways stretching off
into the distance with heat waves rising and making the horizon
shimmer, this would have been a perfect place to film
it.

The climate was different
too. Elmore was located in a semi-arid desert region, which meant
that perspiration could evaporate and cool your skin as you ran,
instead of simply running down your body to collect in your
socks.

As we ran, Ray had been
filling me in on the latest gossip he had picked up about our
classmates during the weekend. He’d had been so excited about the
reunion, and deeply involved in the planning, that I knew he felt
let down that the weekend was over.

Ray was a very social
person and had been his whole life. It was something down deep in
his personality. I was just the opposite. Unless my work gave me
reason to talk to people, I wasn’t naturally equipped to generate
idle conversation. During my years on the APD, I had grown to avoid
any non-cop social functions. Some people were uncomfortable around
members of the police, which could make for awkward situations when
they had a drink or two. It became simpler to limit my circle of
friends to other cops.

But, since I was no longer
a cop, and knew I had to reenter normal society sooner or later, I
had vowed to let Ray drag me to any function he wanted to during
the reunion weekend. I had missed some of the earlier reunions, and
hadn’t seen a lot of the people in our class since graduation
night.

Nearing the city limits,
we jogged past Jenkins Drilling, one of Elmore’s major employers. A
series of large, neatly maintained, fabricated metal buildings sat
in the center of a huge fenced dirt lot that served as storage
space for drilling pipe and drilling rigs of various sizes and
vintages. The fact that there were any rigs in the yard at all was
indicative of the bad health of the local economy. It wasn’t
unusual for a driller like Jenkins to owe several million dollars
on their drilling rigs, which meant they did everything within
their power to keep them operating around the clock, since interest
on the loans kept running even when the rigs weren’t. When rigs
were sitting unused in the drilling company’s yard it meant there
was a visible slowdown in drilling. And, anytime drilling in the
Permian Basin slowed down, oilfield payrolls got smaller and the
entire business community felt the impact.

“It’s a shame about Kandy,
becoming a widow like that.” Ray said.

I didn’t say anything. Ray
was all about competition, and we often tried to work mental games
on each other during our runs, to tire each other out. We were well
past mile four of our run and my body was working like a well-oiled
machine. My knees hadn’t begun aching yet, and my breathing was
smooth and steady. Ray was trying to upset my physiological balance
by introducing mental stress into the mix. Kandy had been my high
school sweetheart long before she married Russell Chilton. Ray
couldn’t understand how I wouldn’t still be carrying a torch for
her. He thought that by mentioning her name he would throw me a
mental curveball and gain an edge in our never-ending athletic
competition.

“Yeah, won’t be long
before she’ll be looking for somebody to replace her stud-muffin
bank president,” he continued. “Of course he spent most of his time
screwing one teller after another.”

I just kept running,
staring straight ahead. I had a strategy of my own. It centered on
letting Ray do the talking, pouring all of his spare energy into
verbalization, while I concentrated on feeding a steady supply of
oxygen to my heart and muscles. It was a perfect strategy to use
with Ray because he couldn’t stand any lull in the conversation,
and would always move to fill it. He should’ve gotten a job in talk
radio.

“She’s looking pretty good
these days, Bud. You might want to make a move when things settle
down.”

“When did he take over at
the bank?” I asked.

My strategy allowed me to
speak a few words occasionally, especially if it prompted Ray to do
more talking. I was also afraid that if I didn’t say something
every now and then, he might catch on to what I was doing and shut
up until the run was over.

“Oh, let’s see,” he said
between wheezing breaths. “Her old man turned over the reins seven,
maybe eight years ago. Just before he died. I think Kandy’s mother
is still on the board of directors, but Russell Chilton was running
the show. Had himself a pretty sweet deal. Got to be president of
the bank all day and hump Kandy all night.”

I could see him glance
sideways at me to see if this last barb would get a reaction. I
just focused on my breathing and waited for him to
continue.

“Course he hasn’t been
humping her much lately if the talk around town is halfway right.
It sounds like he nailed every female working in that bank under
the age of sixty. I’m telling you bro, you might have a shot at her
if you play your cards right. Good looking woman like that
shouldn’t have had to put up with that screwing around. You ask me,
that man was a fool for looking at anybody else. Kandy rocks, dude.
She’s still got that cheerleader body and her face is even prettier
than it was back in the day.”

“What was Russell Chilton
like?” I asked.

My strategy was working
perfectly. Ray had begun talking in short bursts of four or five
words, punctuated by gasps as he tried to gulp enough oxygen to
feed his legs and his mouth, both of which were feeling the effects
of the deficit.

“Well, you know, man, it’s
weird. I met him when he first came to town about fifteen, sixteen
year ago, and he was the nicest guy you could imagine. He was
really friendly to everybody and straight as an arrow. I mean you
never heard anything bad about him. But, after Kandy’s pop died and
he moved into the corner office, he decided he could make up for
lost time. Started drinking and hanging out at the bars, which was
something Kandy’s old man wouldn’t let any of the bank officers do
when he was alive. And, that’s when the talk about him fooling
around with the women at the bank started. First it was an affair
with his secretary and then just about any skirt on the payroll.
Melba’s sister Ramona worked down there at the bank for a while.
She said one night they were having some kind of bank party and a
bunch of the women ended up in Russell’s office watching porno
movies with him.”

“Sounds like Kandy picked
a real winner. Did he ever make a run at Ramona?”

“No, but she kept hoping
he would. I tell you, Buddy, it’s a damn shame you and Kandy didn’t
end up together. I could be going out for a morning run with the
president of Elmore Bank & Trust right now.”

“And, trying figure out a
way to get me to jump Melba’s sister.”

“Hey, Ramona gets jumped
more often than the Rio Grande border. She doesn’t need any help
from me.”

Ray may have finally
caught on to my competitive strategy, as he fell silent while we
continued on into the center of town, still following Highway 385
as it turned into Commerce Street and led us to the courthouse
square. The streets surrounding the square were empty except for
immediately in front of Lita’s Little Mexico Restaurant, where the
vehicles of Sunday morning diners took every parking
space.

Most of the businesses
that lined the square during my youth were gone, their buildings
occupied by new enterprises that reflected the change in times. The
old Woolworth’s dime store, as my mother always called it, was now
home to the Daze Gone Bye antique store, which likely offered for
sale hundreds of items originally purchased as new in the same
building. Several smaller buildings around the corner held a nail
salon, payday loan office and a video rental store. The old Derrick
Theater, where I had watched every movie I’d ever seen growing up,
was still there, but boarded up, the tall derrick-shaped facade
stripped of its elaborate neon of yesteryear by rock-throwing
vandals, weather and time.

We circled the courthouse
square and headed back out of town the way we’d come, stopping in
at a convenience store for bottles of water and walking for a
couple of blocks before picking up the pace again. After we’d been
running for a couple of minutes I tried my strategy
again.

“Hey,” I said. “What do
you think about that new tax bill they passed this
year?”

He didn’t answer, and when
I looked over at him his expression told me he was onto
me.

“Ask… me… later,” he
wheezed.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


After finishing my run
with Ray, I decided to spend some time trying to organize things
around the house. I’d been through most of the closets and pulled
out what I thought could go directly to the Salvation Army on
Monday. I would go back through the same closets later and try to
decide which items my brothers might want to claim for their own.
As yet, neither of them had shown any interest in keeping anything
from the house. But, if they weren’t going to offer any help in
wrapping the estate up, I was going to force them to disclaim
ownership of items one by one.

As I carried another box
of clothes out to my pickup, trying not to step on McMurtry who
seemed determined to walk as close to me as possible, I heard my
cell phone ringing from where it was lying on the living room table
inside the house. I didn’t rush back to the house to answer it,
since it was most likely Ray, eager to reveal some tidbit of gossip
he’d forgotten to tell me the night before. I had my phone set to
allow ten rings before kicking over to the answering machine, but I
reached it and answered on ring number nine.

“Buddy?” It was Kandy
Chilton.

“Kandy. How are
you?”

I heard her take a deep
breath on the other end of the line.

“Okay, I guess. I don’t
know. This is just all too sudden. It seems like a bad dream. I
keep thinking I’ll wake up at any moment.”

“How are your girls taking
it? Did they get here yet?”

“Yeah, they got in last
night. I think they’re still in shock. I can tell they don’t know
how to act. They’ve never lost anyone close to them
before.”

“Is there anything I can
do?” I asked.

“There is. I need to talk
to you about something.” Her voice displayed so little emotion I
would have never guessed she had found her husband brutally
murdered the previous morning.

“Sure,” I said. “Would you
like me to come by this afternoon?”

“No, not here. Ray told me
you’re staying at your parents’ house. Do you mind if I come out
there?”

“Not at all. The place is
a mess, but you’re welcome,” I said, realizing Ray must have been
the one to give her my cell phone number.

We agreed on a time and I
spent a few minutes straightening up the living room before taking
a quick shower and changing clothes. I was brewing a pot of iced
tea when I heard a car roll up the dirt driveway, followed a few
seconds later by a knock on the door.

“I just really wanted to
ask your advice,” Kandy said sitting at the kitchen table with a
glass of tea.

“The police want to talk
to me again. That detective, Clemmer is his name, I think. He
called and wants me to go down to see him tomorrow
morning.”

She took her sunglasses
off, placing them on top of her head. Her eyes were worried and
tired looking, but I felt the deep tug of an old attraction in
them.

“I mean, is that normal? I
don’t know what else I could say that I didn’t already tell
them.”

“Did you tell John
Donnelly they want to talk to you again?”

“Yes, he’s going down
there with me. He said it’s probably nothing, but I’m just
wondering if I need to be concerned. That’s why I thought I’d ask
you. That is what you did, isn’t it? Investigate
murders?”

“That’s right,” I
said.

“Am I just being paranoid
and silly?”

“Look, its normal for you
to be concerned, but I’m sure the detectives are just making sure
all bases are covered. It isn’t unusual to question witnesses
multiple times in a murder investigation. Sometimes the initial
shock makes people forget things that come to them later, or they
forget to mention details that might not have seemed important
during the first interview.”

“I guess you’re right. I’m
just worried that things might get, I don’t know,
overlooked.”

“What do you
mean?”

She sighed heavily and
stood up from the table. Walking to the kitchen window, she stood
looking out the window while gathering her thoughts.

“Russell played golf twice
a week with Dave Adams, the chief of police. He did for years. I’m
just worried that if something about Russell’s business dealings
turns up, Dave might try to cover it up to protect Russell’s
reputation.”

“What do you
mean?”

She turned away from the
window and leaned on the counter, staring down at her
shoes.

“I think Russell may have
been involved in some business deals with some guys who weren’t on
the up and up. People who could never walk in the front door of the
bank or meet with Russell in public. People the board of directors
would never approve of lending to.”

“Like who?”

“Well, Benny Shanks, for
one. I heard Russell talking about some sort of investment deal he
was in with Benny.”

I remembered Benny Shanks
from my high school years when the rumor was his pawn shop was a
front for a long-running bookmaking operation. Shanks spent a few
years in prison for income tax evasion, and he was probably the
closest thing to an organized crime figure that Elmore had ever
seen.

“And you think one of
these business deals might be connected to the murder?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she
said, raising her hands to her face. “I’m just— I don’t know how
sure I am that the truth will come out. There’s a lot that goes on
in this little town that makes me wonder.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, you know. You hear
rumors about certain people who are involved in drugs and other
types of crime, but never seem to get caught. It may just be talk,
but I think there’s definitely a good-old-boy network, and the
people who are in it don’t have to worry about the law knocking on
their door when they cross over the line. I just want to make sure
the police don’t look the other way when it comes to catching
whoever killed Russell.”

“I understand how you
feel,” I said. “But I really don’t think you have anything to worry
about.”

“Well, I hope you’re
right. But just the same, I think I need to do more than just sit
back and wait to find out. I’d like to hire you to look into
Russell’s murder.”

“Hire me? What do you
mean? From what I hear, the detectives working on this case are
very good and will do a fine job without my help.”

“No, I don’t want you to
work with them; I want you working by yourself in case they miss
something, either intentionally or not. You are a homicide
detective aren’t you?”

“Listen, Kandy. I was a
homicide detective when I retired from the Austin Police
Department, but I’m not anymore. I work for a security company now,
spending most of my time doing background checks on job applicants
for high tech firms.”

“Ray told me you were a
licensed private investigator. And he said you were getting bored
doing all those background checks.”

“Well, Ray shoots his
mouth off a lot when he shouldn’t.”

“So, you won’t help me?
I’ll promise to make it worth your while.”

She smiled, and for just a
split-second I detected a twinkle in her eye that looked oddly out
of place on a woman who had experienced the violent death of her
husband less than 48 hours earlier.

“I’m sorry, Kandy, but I’m
not for hire. Now with that said, I’ll tell you what I will do. I
had planned on staying around Elmore long enough to get the place
here cleaned up and ready to sell. I took a leave of absence from
the background checks while I try to figure out if I’m really happy
there. While I’m in town, I’ll ask around to see what I can find
out about Russell’s business dealings and see if it leads anywhere.
Just a few questions, that’s all. But anything important I learn
goes straight to the Elmore homicide detectives.”

“Oh, thank you Buddy,” she
said, throwing her arms around me and pulling me tightly against
her. “I knew I could count on you.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Picking Angie up for lunch
at the Donnelly Law Firm at noon on Monday, I happened to catch
John Donnelly coming back from meeting with Kandy Chilton and
homicide detectives Bob Clemmer and Reese Puckett.

“Kandy told me she talked
to you about doing some investigative work. I really think we’re
going to need all the help we can get,” Donnelly said.

“Are the problems with the
Elmore P.D. really as bad as she says?”

Donnelly
smiled.

“No, not at all. When
Kandy starts in on the police department it’s her old man you hear
talking. Bill Lofton was always at odds with old Chief Beaumont
back when Kandy was growing up. She inherited that
attitude.”

“So, why would you need my
help?”

Donnelly glanced around
and pulled me into the doorway of his office, lowering his
voice.

“Things are not adding up
exactly the way Kandy laid them out. There’s some evidence that
doesn’t totally jive with her version of the events.”

I saw Angie and a local
oilman I recognized strolling toward the lobby from a hallway that
led to her office. Donnelly glanced up and smiled as she
approached.

“I see your lunch date is
finally ready,” he said. “Let’s get together and talk about this
later. Just keep your ears open for anything that might be
helpful.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER NINE

 


Angie and I decided on a
steakhouse located south of town on the Odessa highway. We talked
about food on the ride there in my pickup.

“I know you have lots of
the great places to eat in Austin,” she said. “I miss that about
living in a larger city.”

“When I first moved to
Austin, back in the eighties, I couldn’t get over how many great
places to eat and drink there were,” I said. “And the music?
Unbelievable. But, after a while you narrow it down to just a few
places where you really like to spend time.”

“I love the clubs and the
music down there,” she said. “I’ve been there a couple of times
with a girlfriend who went to UT. John said you originally moved
down there to go to school.”

“Yeah, I had a partial
football scholarship, but got hurt before the season started and
never played a game. To help pay for school I took a job tending
bar at a place where a lot of cops hung out, and that’s how I ended
up becoming one.”

“And you retired
recently?”

“Yeah, they let you retire
after 23 years on the force, so I decided maybe I’d try something
else for a while. Not that I’ve figured out what that will be
yet.”

She laughed. “I hear you.
I’m still trying to decide what I want to do with my life too. I
always thought I wanted to be a trial attorney when I was growing
up, but decided it really wasn’t my cup of tea when I was interning
during college breaks. So, after law school I ended up going to
work for an oil and gas attorney in Odessa that my father knew, and
I ended up here.”

“Which law
school?”

“Texas Tech.”

“Really?” I said.
“Adrienne, my daughter goes to the medical school there. Of course
I wanted her to go to UT, but Peg’s parents are both Texas Tech
graduates and they lobbied hard for their alma mater. Peg is my ex,
by the way. Are you married?”

“No, I’ve been close a
couple of times, but so far I’m unattached. Or, maybe detached is
more accurate. I can’t remember the last time I went on a real
date.”

“Really? I find that hard
to believe.”

We pulled into the
steakhouse lot and parked. The tables inside were crowded with
groups of men wearing casual or work shirts adorned with oilfield
company logos.

“This Russell Chilton
shooting has been the talk of the town,” she said after the
waitress had taken our orders. “Do you think they’ll figure out who
did it?”

“Hard to say,” I answered.
“I don’t know what kind of evidence the police found at the scene
or if their interviews with Kandy gave them anything to go
on.”

“Where do you even start
with something like that? I mean, obviously it isn’t as easy to
solve a murder case as they make it look on TV and in the
movies.”

“No, it isn’t. But, most
real life murders aren’t as complicated as they are in the movies.
A lot of times it’s somebody close to the victim, or the result of
events that were witnessed by other people.”

“So, you look at the most
likely suspects first?”

“Sure, but you also talk
to everyone you can who might know anything about the victim and
the events of the days and weeks leading up to the murder. You
start accumulating information and sooner or later some of it helps
you formulate a theory, or validates a theory you may have formed
early on in the investigation.”

“You’ve done it a long
time? Worked on murders?”

“Twelve years. But, even when you start out as a beat cop you’re
conducting investigations of one sort or another on a daily basis,
whether it’s a break-in or a domestic disturbance. You talk to
people and try to make sense of all the different versions of
events you hear.”

“Not to pry, but is that
what you’ll do with Russell Chilton’s murder?” she
asked.

“Well, I’ll approach it a
little differently since I’m not investigating the official sense,
but yeah, I’ll be mostly talking to people and looking for
connections. There might be a few people who would be reluctant to
talk to the detectives on the case that might be more at ease
talking to me.”

“Do you enjoy
it?”

“Investigating? It’s funny
you ask. When I retired I was so ready for a break from it that I
never thought I’d miss it, but I do. I’m actually looking forward
to doing something besides paperwork again.”

“Why don’t you open up
your own shop, then? Don’t they need good private
investigators?”

“Sure, but Austin’s got
too many retired cops working as PI’s as it is.”

“You could always open up
an office here,” she said.

“That’s not a bad idea,
you know. I like Austin, but coming back here makes me realize how
much I’ve missed it.”

Our food came and we spent
some time talking about a strategy for dealing with the oil
properties in the estate. But, I managed to let the time run out
before I’d had a chance to ask all of my questions, necessitating
the request of another lunch date together sometime soon, which she
readily agreed to.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER TEN

 


After dropping Angie off
at the Donnelly Law Firm, I walked down the street to Elmore Bank
& Trust, where Russell Chilton had worked as President and
Chief Executive Officer. It was quiet inside, and seemed thinly
staffed, but some of the staff was probably at lunch. I found the
office of Chilton’s second-in-command, Jay Bradley.

“Kandy said you might be
coming by to ask questions,” he said, leading me into his office
and closing the door.

“We’re all still in shock
over this, as you might imagine. Not much work is getting done, but
state banking regulations won’t let us close more than three days
in a row, and we’ll probably close for Russell’s
funeral.”

“I won’t keep you long,” I
said. “I just wanted to get a little bit of background on
Russell.”

“Whatever you need,” he
said. “I’ve met with the board of directors and they’ve asked me to
cooperate in any way I can if it helps to find Russell’s killer
quickly. While we’re all grieving, we are also cognizant of the
fact that this kind of publicity just isn’t good for the
bank.”

We talked for a few
minutes about Kandy and her girls before I began asking questions
about Russell’s business dealings.

“I can’t think of anything
Russell has been involved in from a personal investment standpoint
that might put him in any danger. As you know, most banks deal with
people of all sorts of character, and we’re no
exception.”

“Kandy mentioned Bennie
Shanks, and thought maybe Russell had been involved in some
investments with him.”

Bradley smiled and shook
his head.

“I don’ think so. Getting
involved with Bennie Shanks doesn’t sound like Russell at all.
Confidentially, the bank has had some negative lending experiences
with Mr. Shanks in the past and I doubt the two were even on
speaking terms.”

“What about women? I’ve
heard talk that Russell may have been having an affair.” I really
didn’t put much stock in the rumors Ray had repeated on our run on
Sunday, but the old smoke and fire thing often held
true.

“I’m sorry Mr. Griffin,
but I’m really uncomfortable discussing aspects of Russell’s
personal life, especially when I don’t have any proof that he was
doing anything wrong.”

“Please, call me Buddy.
And, understand that what you tell me here will remain completely
confidential. I need to find out as much about Russell as possible
in order to know what could have led to his murder. Now, weren’t
there some women here at the bank Russell became involved
with?”

“Maybe one. There may have
been others, but one is all I know about. There’ve always been lots
of rumors, but I try to ignore them. But, with Eva Trout, it was
pretty hard not to think there was something going on.”

“Eva Trout? Does she still
work for the bank?”

“Yes. She works as a
teller at our South Commerce Branch.”

“And what makes you
believe that Russell was having a relationship with her, as opposed
to the others you heard rumors about?”

“Well, for one thing,
Russell always seemed to favor her more than he did the average
employee. In Personnel Committee meetings he was always quick to
agree to raises or promotions for her, or to suggest them. Before
she transferred to the South Commerce Branch he would stop and
visit with the tellers on the main line, almost always at or near
Eva’s window. Since she transferred, he rarely stops to
visit.”

“Did he try to stop her
from transferring to the other branch?”

“Oh no, just the opposite.
When the opening came up, the branch manager came to the Personnel
Committee and specifically requested another woman, but Russell
suggested we consider Eva Trout instead. He lobbied so hard for her
that the rest of us on the committee could see that he didn’t plan
on taking no for an answer.”

“You don’t think he was
just rewarding her for doing a good job?”

“Not at all. There are at
least three or four tellers down there who were smarter, friendlier
and worked just as hard as Eva Trout. It was a definite example of
favoritism.”

“And you think that
indicates there was a romantic relationship?”

Bradley waited a couple of
beats before responding.

“Well, there is one more
thing. About a month ago one of our big loan customers called late
in the day asking for Russell. He wasn’t in the building so I tried
to help him, but it was one of those questions only Russell could
answer. I was planning on waiting until the next day to talk to
him, but on my way home I drove past the South Commerce Branch and
saw Russell’s car parked there. I decided to stop and talk to
Russell so I could call the customer back the same night. It was
well past closing time, and Eva Trout’s car was the only other one
in the parking lot. I used my master key to let myself into the
branch but didn’t see anyone around at first. Then Russell and Eva
come out of the safe deposit vault with red faces and looking very
embarrassed, like they’d been caught making out or something. It
was an uncomfortable moment for everyone involved, myself
included.”

“Was it unusual for Eva to
be the last person to leave the branch?”

“No, it’s a pretty small
branch and we only staff for peak periods. The lobby closes at
three in the afternoon Monday through Thursday and one teller stays
to work the drive-up window and lock up. On the day I stopped by,
it was Eva’s day to work late.”

“Did Russell ever say
anything about the incident?”

“Nothing directly, but a
few days later we were talking about a customer who was going
through a divorce and Russell confided that he and Kandy had a
mutual understanding when it came to extramarital sex, what he
called an open marriage. I was a little shocked, to tell you the
truth. But then later I got to wondering if maybe he told me that
so I wouldn’t think negatively about his interest in
Eva.”

“Would it be possible for
me to speak to Eva?”

“I don’t see why not,” he
said, after a pause. “But I’d prefer you not ask her about that day
at the branch. If you’re planning on asking her about the
relationship, there was plenty of talk about it around the bank. It
isn’t any big secret.”

I agreed and then waited
while Bradley telephoned the South Commerce Branch to let Eva know
I would be coming by. He was frowning when he hung up.

“Eva didn’t show up for
work today, and hasn’t called in yet. The supervisor tried her home
phone and her cell phone and hasn’t been able to reach
her.”

“Is it unusual for her not
to call in?”

“Well, she rarely misses
work. She’s extremely dependable, so yes it is unusual.”

“I’d sure like to know if
she’s at home. Do you have a home address for her?”

“Why? Are you going by
there?”

“Yes, I need to speak to
her. If she’s there I can ask her my questions about Russell in
private, and I can tell her you’re worried and she needs to call
in.”

“I guess that would be
okay. Like I said, the board wants me to cooperate
fully.”

I waited while Bradley
summoned someone from the Personnel Department to bring him the
file on Eva Trout and he jotted down the address.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
ELEVEN

 


Eva Trout lived on a
tree-lined street in one of the older neighborhoods in Elmore and
it seemed to have shrunk since I had driven through it last. Her
tiny house was the same color as the one next to it, but sat
further back from the street at the end of a long, crumbling
concrete driveway. Its size and location told me it had once been
the detached garage of its neighboring structure.

I parked in the driveway,
behind a three-year-old Ford Mustang bearing a bumper sticker for
the local country music radio station. As I knocked on the door, I
listened for sounds from inside and noticed the mailbox hung next
to the door held several letters.

“I don’t think she’s home.
I tried knocking this morning.”

I turned to see an older
man wearing bib overalls and a cap bearing the colors of the Dallas
Cowboys. He walked with a slight limp as he approached.

“I don’t think she’s in
there, but I may be wrong. Her car’s usually gone all day during
the week, so I don’t know if she had car trouble and had to leave
it here, or what.”

“She didn’t show up for
work at the bank today, so they asked me to come out and check on
her,” I lied.

“Is that right? Well, I
sure hope she’s not in there too sick to answer the door. You want
me to get my key to make sure?”

“Would you
mind?”

I waited while the
landlord made his way to the house next door and disappeared
inside. When his door closed, I slid the stack of letters out of
the mailbox. One credit card solicitation, a furniture store
advertisement and what looked like a bill from WesTouch, a local
wireless company. I slipped the WesTouch bill in my pocket and held
the others up as the landlord returned.

“Might as well bring in
her mail for her,” I said, putting on my best neighborly
grin.

After fumbling for a few
seconds, the landlord finally found the right key and swung the
door open onto a tiny kitchen nook with a bedroom beyond it. A
microscopic bathroom sat at the back of the house just off the
bedroom. It only took a few seconds to realize there was nobody
inside the house.

As I looked around, the
landlord chattered about how difficult it was to find good renters
and how he hoped Eva hadn’t decided to skip town on him without
paying the rent. While the house wasn’t neat and orderly, there
certainly wasn’t anything apparent to indicate any kind of foul
play, or that Eva had skipped out on the rent. The clothes hangers
in the closet were spaced evenly with no big gaps indicating any
were missing. Her dresser drawers were full and her makeup table
littered with cosmetic containers as if she had just gotten up and
walked away from it a few minutes earlier.

“I wonder where she is,”
the landlord said. “She never goes out of town that I know of. Just
to work in the morning and then home afterwards. I almost always
notice her coming and going from my chair in front of the TV when I
have the front door open. Oh, I guess she goes out on the town
sometimes at night, like most young women her age do. But she
doesn’t have any family around here. She moved down here from
Lubbock after her momma and daddy died.”

While the landlord locked
Eva Trout’s front door, I dug through my wallet for one of my
business cards from Capitol Security in Austin. I drew a line
through the company name and numbers on the front and wrote my cell
phone number on the back.

“If you happen to see Eva,
I’d appreciate a call. And there’s no reason to mention to her that
I came by, the bank was just concerned for her welfare and wanted
to make sure she’s okay.”

The landlord turned the
card over and read my name and smiled.

“Well, I thought that was
you, I really did. You probably don’t remember me, do you? I knew
your daddy and momma for years, down at the Legion. I’m Ham
Burnett.”

I shook his hand and tried
to place him in my hazy memories of visits to the Elmore American
Legion hall. My parents had been regulars at the tiny lounge next
to the hall where the members congregated on weekends.

“Do they still have
‘Hamburger Night’ once a month?” I asked. The homemade burgers at
the Legion were some of the best you could find in town. During our
high school days, Ray Garcia and I started many of our Saturday
night drinking adventures with a big greasy burger at the Legion.
Ray always swore they lessened the effects of the next morning’s
inevitable hang-over.

“I think they still have
it,” He answered. “To tell you the truth, I don’t get down there
myself as much as I used to. So many of the older members are dying
off and it’s just not the same as it used to be. But I sure
remember listening to your daddy talk about you and how proud he
was that you made a policeman. I can even remember watching you
play football for the Drillers.”

“Uh oh. Now you’re gonna
make me have to apologize.”

He laughed. “Well, you
might not have gone to the state championship, but I seem to recall
y’all had a pretty good record back then. Didn’t you end up playing
at UT?”

“Well, I almost did,” I
answered. “I got hurt during practice the summer before my freshman
year. What’s Kendall doing these days?” Kendall Burnett had been a
year ahead of me in school and we had played on the same varsity
team when I was a junior, but baseball was where Kendall had
excelled.

He looked off toward the
street quickly and his smile became strained.

“We lost Kendall almost
ten years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I
didn’t know”

“He got messed up with
that crystal meth and it was just too much for him. It was real
hard on his momma. She didn’t last two years after Kendall
went.”

He surveyed the adjoining
properties surrounding us.

“But I stay busy trying to
keep things here up and running, and that makes it a little
easier.”

When his eyes returned to
mine they were wet.

“You just never know how
long you’re gonna have somebody, so you’re sure got to make the
best of it while they’re here.”

“You sure do, Mr. Burnett.
You sure do.”

“Please. Call me Ham. All
my friends do.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWELVE

 


After leaving Ham Burnett,
I telephoned Jay Bradley and asked him to contact me if he heard
from Eva Trout or if she showed up for work. Then, I stopped in at
the Elmore Public Library and used their coin-operated copy machine
to make a copy of Eva Trout’s cell phone bill, which contained
three pages of calls she had made and received the previous month.
In the reference section of the library, I found the most recent
city directory, which contained a phone number
cross-reference.

I knew that all landlines
in Elmore had the same three-digit prefix, and I noticed that those
were the only phone numbers listed in the cross-reference.
Unfortunately, only a few of Eva Trout’s calls were to Elmore
landlines. There were at least a dozen calls to a phone number in
the same area code as Elmore that were long-distance calls
according to the bill.

I cross-referenced the
most frequently called number first and discovered it was Russell
and Kandy Chilton’s residential phone. Eva had called it twelve
times and had received eight incoming calls from it. It looked like
there might be some basis for rumors about Eva and Russell Chilton.
But it seemed odd that there would be so many calls to and from the
residence, even if the “open marriage” scenario were the case and
Kandy let Russell have a free rein when it came to other
women.

I suddenly had a thought
and pulled out my cell phone. Checking the log of recent calls, I
found the number Kandy had used to phone me the previous day. It
wasn’t the residential number from Eva’s phone bill. The prefix was
different, which indicated it was a cell phone, and scanning Eva’s
bill I noticed the same number listed several times in incoming and
outgoing calls. If Kandy had called me from her personal cell
phone, it meant that Kandy and Eva were well acquainted with each
other. Of course there was also the possibility that Kandy had
called me from Russell’s cell. Either way, it meant that Eva was
close to one or both of the Chiltons. And, it also meant that there
might be some connection between her disappearance and Russell
Chilton’s murder since they happened so close together.

After tracing the rest of
the local landline numbers and finding they led to two restaurants,
four residential listings and the South Commerce branch of Elmore
Bank & Trust, I found phone books for Midland and Odessa and
scanned the prefixes they contained. The prefix on Eva’s
long-distance calls indicated they were to a number in Odessa, but
the phone book didn’t have a phone number
cross-reference.

The library’s selection of
city directories included a five-year old Odessa directory and
looking the number up revealed a listing for West Tex Ent. Grp. I
looked in the directory’s alphabetical listings and found the same
number under a listing for West Texas Entertainment Group. Going
back to the more current phone book, there was no listing for
either of those two names, but by scanning all of the “W” listings
I noticed the same phone number assigned to a company called WTEG,
Inc.

After I’d finished with
the printed directories, I asked one of the librarians for access
to the computer room to see what information the internet would
yield. The Elmore Public Library tightly controlled the access to
free internet, to prevent tax dollars from subsidizing unsavory
activities and the corruption of youth.

Online directories
confirmed the listing for the West Texas Entertainment Group, and
using the public search feature on the Texas State Comptroller’s
website I discovered the registered agent for the company to be
Dayton Clark, with an Odessa post office box for an
address.

West Texas Entertainment
Group didn’t have a website, and a search didn’t bring up any more
hits on the company, but Dayton Clark was an attorney and did have
a site. Apparently his web designer had been eager to pack every
special feature available within the pages of Dayton Clark’s
digital domain. There was music, custom graphics, video segments
and even a slide show that used every available method of cycling
through images, from slow fade to venetian blinds opening to one
image spinning and flying off the page to reveal the next. He
probably should have spent his money on a better
hairpiece.

After I’d gathered as much
information as I could on WTEG and Dayton Clark, I checked the
other phone numbers using the online directories. One of them
traced back to a residence in Dallas with listings under both Frank
Kendricks and Monica Kendricks. Eva’s phone bill showed the same
number in both incoming and outgoing calls over a dozen times the
previous month. One of the numbers showed calls to and from Eva
almost every day, but didn’t show up in any of my searches, which
could have meant it belonged to an unregistered cell phone or was
too new to have a listing in the directories.

The number of the phone
Kandy had called me on traced back to an online listing in her name
only, which could mean that all of those calls Eva made were really
between her and Kandy instead of Russell. It was an interesting
piece of information, but one I decided to keep to myself instead
of asking Kandy to clarify which parties had been talking to each
other so often. Even though I had agreed to look into things, it
didn’t mean I had to apprise her of everything I learned
immediately.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

 


Tuesday morning, after an
early morning solo run, I drove to the Starcher County Sheriff’s
Office to see one of my oldest friends in Elmore. Sheriff Norris
Jackson had been in law enforcement longer than I had, having spent
his career in Elmore while I’d spent mine in Austin. He had started
out with the Elmore Police Department and later moved to the
Sheriff’s Office after getting crossways with one of the former
police chiefs. I could always count on Norris to give me the scoop
on what was really going around town.

Before the receptionist
could speak, I raised my finger to my lips and shushed her, then
tiptoed past her desk to Norris’s open door.

“Where’s the donuts?” he
asked, without looking up from the file he was studying. There was
no sneaking up on Norris.

“I tried to buy some, but
they told me some fat man in a brown uniform had seized them all as
evidence earlier this morning.”

“How in the hell are you,
Budster?” he said, finally rising to shake my hand.

“Good. I’m
good.”

“Back in town for the
reunion? Come home to see what that much gray hair and cellulite
looks like in the same room?”

“That’s right, you weren’t
there, were you? I know most of your own class is on life support
by now, but I thought you might have at least turned up to keep the
peace.”

“I had more important
things to do involving a lake and a boat. I had to teach my
grandson how to fish. Don’t want him growing up like you, without
the skills a man needs to survive.”

“I thought Tyler was only
what, three at the most?”

“It’s never too early to
start learning, although it’s certainly too late for you, my
friend.”

After a few minutes of
good-natured jousting, I finally brought up Russell Chilton’s death
and my role in helping Kandy. I was hoping Norris could fill me in
on some of the background of the players involved.

“Let’s go for a ride,” he
said, standing up and retrieving his cowboy hat from a rack in the
corner. “I could use some coffee and a donut about now.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

 


Norris and I rode around
in his cruiser for an hour and a half while I quizzed him about
Russell Chilton’s reputation and the activities of Benny Shanks.
While our discussion of donuts back at the Sheriff’s Office had
been a standard joke between us, I discovered that Norris was
serious about his need for an afternoon snack. A building I
remembered as D&L Drugs, the only drugstore in Elmore with a
drive-in window, was now operating as a donut shop. The window was
still operable and it made a handy convenience for those patrons
who really needed a donut fix but were too embarrassed, tired,
obese or lazy to get out of the car and walk inside. Norris pulled
through the drive in and ordered two coffees and half a dozen
chocolate glazed donuts.

“Don’t you ever get
anything besides chocolate?”

He looked at me as if I
had gone completely insane.

“Why in the hell would I
want to do something stupid like that? Oh, I forgot. You’ve been
living down there in Austin, where everybody has French crullers or
those croissant things with their eight-dollar
double-fluff-mocha-latte-bullshit drinks that bear no resemblance
to real coffee.”

“Listen, Deputy Dawg,
there wouldn’t be anything wrong with trying a plain glazed donut
once in a while. Or a cinnamon roll. Or maybe one of those with
nuts on top. Just something a little different now and then.
Variety is the spice of life you know.”

Norris just shook his head
and floored the accelerator after refusing his change from the cute
young girl working the window. We were both too busy chewing to say
anything for the next several minutes as we rolled north, through
downtown Elmore and on past the city limits. I finished my first
donut and tried to drink the scalding hot coffee as I gazed out the
window at mesquite bushes and pumpjacks flying past. When Norris
appeared to slow his chewing down enough to carry on a
conversation, I asked about Russell Chilton and whether he appeared
to be involved in any obvious illegal activity.

“I sure haven’t heard
anything about it if he is. However, I have heard he likes to screw
those young things at the bank whenever he can. But I would bet he
was squeaky clean otherwise. Why would a guy who fell into a bank
presidency, plenty of money and a beautiful wife risk it doing
something stupid. Wait, I know, don’t answer that. Greed. Happens
all the time to millionaires and kings.”

I told Norris about
Kandy’s distrust of the Elmore Police Department and he assured me
that it was unwarranted.

“Those fellas may not have
as many resources at their disposal as you did down in Austin, but
they’re pretty sharp and diligent as a damned bulldog. They’re not
going to overlook much, and they certainly won’t bend over
backwards to preserve Russell Chilton’s reputation.”

“As far as Benny Shanks
goes, things haven’t changed a whole lot around here since we were
growing up, except the drugs are different. Benny’s got his fingers
in all kinds of pies around here, including several legitimate
businesses. He still has some dirty dealings, but keeps several
layers of insulation between himself and the street. The legit
stuff includes The Pumpjack Club, a vending machine and videogame
business and an oilfield employment agency called Field
Hands.”

“Oilfield employment
agency? I remember when they’d just walk into The Rig Café in the
morning and announce they needed a hand for the day.”

“Those days are gone, my
friend, along with your youth. I bet you never had to pee in a jar
to get hired on in those days either. We’ve got a business here in
town that does nothing but process drug tests for the oil
companies. And they’re getting rich doing it. Anyhow, Shanks has
ties to a group out of Odessa headed up by a fella named Sandy
Doyle. Benny’s local action includes a few whores he runs out of
A.J.’s Lounge, a little bookmaking operation and most of the
marijuana that moves around here. Sandy Doyle and his bunch control
the crack and meth traffic and help Benny out when the betting
action gets too hot for Benny to cover.”

“Is Benny still buying
beer for the high school kids?”

“Shee-it, most parents
around here buy it for their own damn kids these days, thinking it
will keep them off the streets. But I’ve had to call the coroner
twice in the past five years for kids who got drunk at a party
somebody’s momma and daddy either hosted or knew about.”

“Where would I find Benny
if I wanted to talk to him?”

“If I were you, I’d start
at The Pumpjack Club. He hangs out there even when the place is
closed.”

We were a few miles
outside of town when Norris slowed the car and turned onto a red
dirt road. Dirt roads just like this one criss-crossed the entire
Permian Basin region, leading to the thousands of oil leases that
dotted the landscape. About a quarter-mile off the blacktop the
road topped a small rise and curved to the left down toward a
slow-moving pumpjack flanked by two large rusted steel tanks. We
rolled past the pumpjack and Norris slowed the car as we came to
the top of another low hill.

“I’ve been watching this
place out here,” he said, nodding toward an abandoned farmhouse in
the distance.

“We got a tip that
something was going on. Sounded like maybe they were setting up a
meth lab. I’ve been wanting to look inside, but thought it might be
a better idea to watch the place for a while.”

He turned the car around
in the soft red dirt, and in a few minutes we were on the highway
leading back to Elmore.

“So, who do you think shot
Russell Chilton?” I asked.

Norris scratched his
head.

“Hmmm...Let’s see, now. A
rich guy who is rumored to fool around, gets shot in his own pool
while his wife sleeps so soundly she doesn’t hear the shots outside
her bedroom door. Then, when you talk to her about it, she tells
you not to trust the police, and points you in the direction of one
of the shadiest characters in town, and tries to make her dearly
departed spouse sound like Public Enemy Number One.”

“So, you think Kandy did
it.”

“Let’s just say there’s
more to the story than what she’s giving you. Whether she did it or
somebody else, I don’t know. But I do know that this town just
loves a scandal, and I think this situation is sure shaping up to
be a good one. So, you’re going to be working for Kandy’s defense
team?” His smirk told me what he thought of that idea.

“I’m not working for
anybody. I just told the lady that I’d ask around and see if
anything turned up. And, I’m not planning on keeping anything from
Clemmer and Puckett.”

“Well, if you do, you’d
better not let Puckett find out. He’s liable to go off on you and
get physical. That boy’s got a temper that’s gotten him in trouble
more than once.”

“Chip on his
shoulder?”

“More like ‘roids in his
bloodstream, I hear. He spends most of his free time down at
Hardbodies watching himself in the mirror while he pumps iron.
Clemmer does a pretty good job of keeping him in line though. And,
Clemmer is a tough old bastard himself, but only brings it out when
he needs to. Stays pretty low-key most of the time
though.”

“Are they
clean?”

Norris
shrugged.

“As far as I know. But,
that doesn’t mean much. Being a dirty cop isn’t something that
people gossip about over coffee down at Lita’s. Is there a chance
they might be taking some money from Benny Shanks or Sandy Doyle’s
Odessa bunch to look the other way? Sure there is. That’s the
nature of the job. But, back when we had the Trans Pecos Drug Task
Force, I worked with them on a few operations and they never seemed
to hold back anything. And, for the most part, we were successful
at getting pretty big quantities of product when we conduct our
raids, which probably wouldn’t have been the case if they were
tipping people off in advance.”

“That’s true,” I
said.

By the time we parked back
at the Sheriff’s Office, I had decided to pay Benny Shanks a visit,
since his name kept coming up. I thanked Norris for the visit and
told him I’d be in touch when he offered his help if I needed it
during my time in Elmore.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

 


The Pumpjack Club was
located on the outskirts of town on Highway 385 leading to Odessa.
The building was a large fabricated metal building that could have
easily been mistaken for a farm implement dealership were it not
for the big neon sign out front that mimicked the motions of a
working pumpjack with a cowboy riding it. Mounted along the side of
the building at regular intervals there were three large,
industrial-size evaporative air conditioners, euphemistically
called “swamp coolers”, sitting on stands constructed from
four-inch pipe. There were blacked-out plate glass windows along
the front of the building, and a glass front door also blacked out.
A piece of plywood had been taped to one of the front windows in a
makeshift attempt to repair a shattered portion near the
bottom—probably the result of a late-night eviction by the club’s
bouncer. Half a dozen empty beer cans and a flattened straw cowboy
hat littered the dirt parking lot, and there were only two cars,
both of them parked in front of a windowless steel door close to
the rear of the building. One was a late model silver Lincoln
Navigator with dark-tinted windows and the other a dust-covered
Toyota with a baby-seat in the back.

I parked in front of the
building and tried the blacked-out front door. The air inside
smelled like stale beer and smoke and was only slightly cooler than
outside. There was a noticeable humidity created by the swamp
coolers, which filled the space with a quiet roar. A thin woman in
her thirties emerged from a doorway behind the bar as I pulled up a
stool. Her hair was an unnatural shade of black and teased on the
top the way women used to wear it when my parents were young. She
was wearing a sleeveless black T-shirt bearing a large green
marijuana leaf and the words What Would Willie Smoke? Someone had
used a pair of scissors to crudely cut the neck opening of the
shirt to make it larger and lower, so that the wearer revealed an
ample supply of what appeared to be store-bought cleavage. She was
too thin to have that much fat on her chest naturally.

“Hi there, can I get you
something?” she asked.

I ordered a Shiner Bock
and laid a twenty on the counter. She reached down and slid open
the hatch to a refrigerator chest between us, in a practiced move
that seemed designed to reveal a glimpse down the front of her
T-shirt. She smiled as she pulled up a dripping longneck bottle and
put it down in front of me after removing the cap.

“You want a glass with
that, sugar?”

“No that’s okay,” I said,
taking a pull from the cold bottle.

She busied herself with
straightening up the area behind the bar while I took a few more
sips.

“Looked like you might be
closed from outside,” I said. “Am I the first customer of the
day?”

“You sure are, honey. I
guess you get the door-prize,” she said, smiling at me in the
mirrored back wall as she straightened the bottles of liquor that
lined it.

“Hot damn, I knew this was
my lucky day,” I said. “Hey, somebody told me Benny Shanks ran this
club.”

“That’s right.”

“Well, isn’t that
something. You know, Benny probably sold me my first beer, back
when I was a teenager. And here I am, still buying beer from
him.”

“Is that right? He’s back
there in the office watching the baseball game,” she said, nodding
towards the doorway she had come out of earlier.

“Are you sure I wouldn’t
be bothering him?”

“Hell no, you won’t be
bothering him. The Rangers is losing anyway. It’ll help him take
his mind off his troubles,” she laughed.

I picked up my beer and
stepped around the end of the bar and into a short hallway that led
to a small room with an old metal desk on one end and a large
flat-screen TV affixed to the opposite wall. There was a dark brown
leather couch and matching chair in front of the TV, with a
glass-topped coffee table bearing a stack of dog-eared magazines
and a couple of overflowing ashtrays. The volume was turned low and
the Texas Rangers were at bat against the Arizona Diamondbacks.
Benny looked up from the desk as I knocked gently on the
doorway.

“The young lady out front
said you might need some help with these Rangers,” I said,
gesturing towards the television with my beer bottle.

“Well, hell. Unless you’re
God himself, I don’t know that you can do any good for those sorry
sons of bitches.”

“Buddy Griffin,” I said,
stepping over to the desk and extending my hand.

“Well, I’ll be shit,” he
said, giving my hand a squeeze. “I remember when you were just a
kid running up and down the sidelines at the Elmore High football
games. I lost so much goddamn money when you were playing it wasn’t
even funny.”

“Uh oh. I’m sorry about
that. We were doing the best we could.”

“I know goddammit. That’s
why I lost. I was betting against y’all!” he roared, erupting into
a wheezing laugh followed by a fit of coughing that turned his face
purple.

“Well, you probably made
up for what you lost after the game with what you charged us for
those cases of warm beer.”

He nodded as he regained
his breath.

“You’ve probably got me
there,” he said. “What have you been doing since then? You still
live here?”

“No, I’ve been living in
Austin. I just came back for a class reunion.”

“Well, y’all need some
beer to celebrate with? I can fix you right up,” he said, with a
mischievous wink.

I laughed. “No, I think
we’re doing okay. It’s been sort of quiet to tell you the truth.
That fella who got shot, Russell Chilton, he was married to one of
our classmates. You heard about that didn’t you?”

“I sure did,” Benny said,
shaking his head, his expression one of sad amazement. “That was a
terrible shame. He was president of the bank, you know.”

“Oh, I know,” I said. “I
only met him the night before for the first time, but he seemed
like a real nice guy. Did you know him?”

“Only to say hello to on
the street, really,” he answered. “We didn’t exactly run in the
same circles, if you know what I mean. All my businesses take care
of the working man, and his tended to take care of the upper
class.”

“What kind of businesses
you got?” I asked. “Still got that pawn shop you had back in the
80’s?”

“Yeah, it’s still open but
my wife’s nephew runs it now. I’ve got an employment agency and a
furniture rental outfit that keeps me too busy to write pawn
tickets. Say, didn’t you get a scholarship to play ball at UT or
something? Seems like I remember something about that.”

“Oh, yeah I was all set
until I got hurt during summer practice. They dropped me like a hot
potato and I had to tend bar to pay for the rest of my
school.”

“Hey, nothing wrong with
the liquor business,” he said. “It’s been pretty good to
me.”

“Yeah, me too. I can’t
complain about the way things worked out. Bartending taught me a
lot about people, which came in handy later on.”

“So, what did you go into
after college?” he asked. “Sales?”

“Something like that. Who
do you reckon would want to shoot Russell Chilton?” I asked,
draining the last of my beer.

“No idea. Like you said,
he seemed to be a real nice guy. Real civic-minded.”

“I guess you never really
know what people are really like, though,” I offered. “Down deep
inside I mean. He may have been up to his eyeballs in meanness for
all we know. Might have just been a crook in a three-piece
suit.”

“Might have been,” Benny
answered, nodding. “He wouldn’t have been the first one around
here. It’s the ones wearing the suits you’ve got to watch out for
the most.”

“I hear that,” I laughed.
I stepped to the desk and offered my hand again.

“Well sir,” I said. “It
sure was good to see you again. I’ll run along and let you get back
to your game.”

“Aw, don’t worry about it.
These bastards don’t get a run pretty soon, I’m gonna switch over
to The Home Shopping Network, or some other damn thing.”

We shook hands and I
exited the office, stopping to set my empty bottle on top of the
twenty that I’d left on the bar. The bartender looked up from a
magazine she was reading as I started away.

“You want some change,
honey?”

“No, you keep it,” I said
as crossed the room.

“Well, thank you, sweetie.
You come back any time you want to win the door prize again. You
hear?”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

 


There’s a saying about
Texas funerals that has been making the rounds via the internet and
e-mail the last few years. It goes: If you’re attending a funeral
in Texas, remember, we stay until the last shovel of dirt is thrown
on and the tent is torn down. That may not be the way they do
things in Dallas or Houston these days, but the saying still holds
true in most small towns in the Lone Star State, and Elmore was no
exception.

The ritual typically
begins in the morning, at the funeral home where the departed’s
body has been available for visitation for at least a couple of
days, usually with the casket lid propped open. The family and
those close to them will gather an hour or two before services are
scheduled and visit in whispered voices, as if speaking in a normal
tone might awake the central player. They’ll usually make comments
about how “good” the decedent looks, as if St. Peter acted more
like a doorman with a velvet rope, preventing anyone who looked
“bad” from entering Club Heaven.

At some point, those
gathered will decide to make their way to the church, where they
will sit and listen to organ music and shush any children in
attendance. Meanwhile, the staff of the funeral home will transport
the casket across town and roll it into place at the front of the
church. The church is where the largest crowd will gather, and will
usually include many who were only slightly acquainted with the
departed, and those whose only connection was through a family
member.

Once those gathered fill
up the church pews, the older men in the crowd will surrender their
seats to the fairer sex and stand at the rear of the church,
quietly talking football to each other. Eventually, the preacher
will make his entrance and preach a sermon that will mention the
fact that the departed had a relationship with The Lord, and invite
those in the gathered crowd who don’t to search their hearts and do
the same, the implication being that as long as you’re still alive
it isn’t too late to purchase an eternal life insurance
policy.

After the sermon is
finished, the organist will play a few more songs and then the
preacher will announce the location of the burial. After filing
outside to watch the pallbearers load the casket into the hearse,
those in attendance will form a procession of vehicles that will
snake through the streets of town on their way to the cemetery.
Those who are only attending the services out of social courtesy
will sit and watch the line of cars form and depart, and then take
an alternate route back to their homes or businesses, feeling just
a tinge of guilt that they didn’t make the trip to the
cemetery.

The local police force
will have formed a funeral detail that will race ahead of the
procession to block traffic at major intersections, and follow
behind the last car in line as a marker of where the procession
ends and regular traffic begins, lest any freeloaders try to run
the red lights with the rest of the mourners. All along the route,
old-timers that aren’t part of the procession will pull their
vehicles to the side of the road as a sign of respect, even if they
are in the oncoming lane of traffic. Farmers in coveralls will step
out of their pickups and stand beside the fender with their hats
removed and held over their hearts as they watch the line of cars
pass.

At the cemetery, the
family and those closest to the departed will take their places in
the half-dozen rows of metal folding chairs that the funeral home
will have set up under a tent without walls immediately adjacent to
the open grave. The preacher will circulate among the crowd while
the funeral home staff and pallbearers place the casket on a device
that will ultimately lower it into the earth. The funeral home
staff will also bring the flower arrangements that traveled first
from the funeral home to the church, and surround the gravesite
with them. When everything is in place, and the summertime heat or
wintertime cold has become almost unbearable for those in
attendance, the preacher will say a few more words and talk about
what a glorious day it is for the departed.

With the graveside
services concluded, the family members will mingle around the
cemetery for awhile, locating other family member’s gravesites and
complaining about the lack of upkeep and shaking their heads at
evidence of vandalism on the headstones. Once the family members
resign themselves to let the funeral directors finish their job,
they will make their way back into town and eventually to the home
of the departed, where they’ll spend the afternoon visiting with
people they haven’t spoken to in decades and sampling the covered
dishes delivered by neighbors and distant relatives.

Russell Chilton’s funeral
didn’t follow the typical pattern of a small-town Texas ceremony in
all respects, but for those who made every stop in the ceremony it
did take up the better part of the Wednesday following his death.
The crowd that gathered at the church included most of the business
and civic leaders of Elmore, as well as most of the staff of the
Elmore Bank & Trust. By the time I got there, it was standing
room only, so I lingered in the vestibule and chatted with people
whose original purpose in coming to Elmore was to attend the
reunion. When the vestibule got too crowded, I stepped back outside
and spotted Detectives Clemmer and Puckett talking to a uniformed
officer next to a police cruiser parked in front of the funeral
hearse. They may have been on hand to help out with the funeral
detail, but more than likely they were following standard homicide
procedure by taking inventory of those who attended the funeral
services for the victim. Clemmer, the older of the two looked up
and studied me for a few seconds before ambling over to where I was
standing.

“Bob Clemmer,” he said,
offering his hand.

“Buddy Griffin,” I said.
We shook hands and watched the steady procession of people into the
church.

“Weren’t you at the
Chilton residence on Saturday morning?” he asked, digging a pack of
Camel cigarettes out of the pocket of his blazer and lighting one
with a battered Zippo.

“Yeah, I’m a friend of
Kandy’s from high school. Down here for the reunion.”

“Oh, yeah. Didn’t I hear
that you were on the job in Austin for a while?”

“Twenty-three years,” I
nodded. “Worked homicide for the last twelve. Retired a few months
back.”

“Really? That’s a long
time to work murders. Especially in Austin where you have one what,
every couple of weeks?”

“Yeah, they keep coming
pretty regular. I can’t say I wasn’t ready to turn in my papers
when I did. But, it’s taking some adjustment.”

He laughed. “I hear you.
I’ve been doing this for twenty-six years now and I don’t know what
I’d do if I gave it up. Of course we spend most of our time
tracking down stolen oilfield tools and talking to local sex
offenders about the benefits of moving to a larger city. Before
this one, we hadn’t had a murder here in almost two
years.”

“I understand if you can’t
talk about it,” I said. “But do you have much to go on?”

“Well, I don’t mind
talking, but this probably isn’t the time or place. Is there some
place we could talk to you later, after the funeral
maybe?”

I gave him the location of
my parents’ house and told him that I would probably be there for
most of the afternoon after I put in appearance at Kandy’s house
following the funeral. With that, he rejoined his partner and the
uniformed officers who were waiting to perform their role in the
procession to the cemetery.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

 


Kandy’s house was crowded
with relatives, friends and business associates of Russell
following the funeral, and felt more like a cocktail party without
drinks than a post-funeral gathering of the bereaved. There were a
lot of people I didn’t know, so I ended up spending most of my time
in the kitchen, where some of Kandy’s female friends joked about
finally putting a man in his place as I washed and dried dishes at
the sink. I knew I was probably missing an opportunity to gather
information that might help solve Russell Chilton’s murder, but
since I had a personal connection to the family those in attendance
might view any attempt to gain information at such a gathering as
disrespectful. I doubt that I would have thought twice about such
perceptions were I on the job investigating the murder, but a few
months away from the constant questioning of witnesses and
gathering of facts had given me some perspective that I didn’t have
before.

Despite my neutral
investigative approach, I did pick up a few things just from
listening in on the conversations of the women working around me.
For one thing, it didn’t really feel like any of Kandy’s friends
were particularly close to her. Almost as if they were friends on a
social level, but didn’t spend time with her outside of public
fundraisers or Pilates class. None of the women seemed to be
familiar with Kandy’s kitchen, and I knew from my own twelve-year
marriage that when women were very close they usually spent so much
time in each other’s kitchens that they could find the silverware
drawer or the cabinet door concealing the trash can with their eyes
closed. And, there was more than one episode of quiet whispering
between the women that had appeared to be outright exchanges of
gossip, most likely about Kandy or Russell. I wondered if Russell’s
reputation as a skirt-chaser might not be the reason for some of
the discreet discussions.

The other interesting
thing I discovered during my dishwashing stint was something I
noticed while putting away some dessert plates I had just finished
drying. I was opening cabinets, trying to figure out where to put
things when I noticed a high shelf containing a variety of
unmatched coffee mugs. A couple of them featured the logo and name
of Elmore Bank & Trust in gold lettering. Another, this one
pink, was from the Elmore Breast Cancer Awareness Run for the Cure.
But, the one that caught my attention was a simple, black mug
decorated by a large decorative “E” surrounded by scrolling lines
and outlines of roses.

Since the design was
clearly feminine, I mentally ticked off the names of women I knew
might have occasion to keep a coffee mug in the Chilton kitchen,
finding none that began with an “E”. Kandy’s daughters were Megan
and Heather, and her mother Beverly. The only “E” name that came to
mind immediately was Eva Trout, although I wasn’t acquainted with
the Chilton’s entire circle of friends and relatives. If the mug
did belong to Eva Trout, and if she and Kandy were talking
frequently on their phones, maybe she was close to Kandy and
Russell as a couple, and not simply a romantic interest of
Russell’s, as Jay Bradley seemed to suspect.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

 


When the crowd thinned out
at the Chilton residence, I spoke with Kandy briefly, extending the
same offer of assistance that she had undoubtedly heard hundreds of
times over the past few days, and then drove out to my parents’
place through the scorching afternoon heat. I changed into blue
jeans and a T-shirt and had resumed the task of bagging some of my
father’s old clothes to deliver to the Salvation Army when I heard
a vehicle pull up outside.

I watched through the
front window as Detectives Reese and Puckett sat in their police
vehicle with the engine running for several minutes before stepping
out and approaching the front door. I met them before they knocked
and invited them inside. After explaining the reason for the
scattered piles of clutter in the living room, we moved to the
kitchen and sat down around the battered metal table at which I had
eaten my first meals forty-three years earlier. After the social
niceties were out of the way, Bob Clemmer steered the conversation
to the reason for their visit.

“As you know from your
time on the job, part of what we do is talk to anybody who might
know something about the victim that might help solve the crime, no
matter how unimportant that something might seem.”

I nodded, and let him
continue, having spoken much the same words to potential witnesses
countless times in the prior two decades. He pulled out a small
spiral binder and consulted his notes. Reese Puckett, easily
fifteen years younger than Clemmer, with the build of a
professional athlete and a crew-cut that added a military air to
his appearance, drummed his fingers on the table and fixed me with
an impatient look. Before he even spoke a word his body language
told me that his intention was to intimidate me before he left the
room.

“At the funeral this
morning you mentioned that you’ve been friends with Kandy since
high school,” Clemmer said. “Have you stayed close through the
years?”

I explained that Kandy and
I had dated in high school, but had broken up during our senior
year and that we hadn’t been in contact since graduation. As I
talked, Puckett’s mouth twisted into a smirk as he leaned back and
crossed his arms.

“No contact at all,” he
said, shaking his head, as if convinced that Kandy and I had been
carrying on a twenty-six year relationship.

“Now Reese, show a little
respect here,” Clemmer said without looking at his partner. “Mr.
Griffin put in his twenty plus years with the Austin PD and was
probably clearing cases when you were still wetting your
pants.”

He had taken the words
right out of my mouth.

“Sorry, Buddy,” Clemmer
continued. “Can I call you Buddy?”

He glanced at another page
of his notes.

“A couple of people
mentioned they saw you and Kandy alone together outside the Country
Club on Friday night, the night before Russell Chilton was
murdered.”

“That’s right,” I said. “I
stepped outside for some air and Kandy saw me and we talked for a
few minutes. We were just catching up.”

“How did you come to be at
Kandy’s on Saturday morning?”

“Ray Garcia, another of
our classmates, called me and told me what had happened. I think he
heard about it from his sister-in-law. She’s one of your
dispatchers. Ramona. Sorry, I don’t know her last name.”

“Sanchez,” Puckett said,
taking control of the questioning. “Have you talked to Kandy since
Saturday morning?”

I shrugged. “Sure. Several
times.”

“At her
residence?”

“Yes, and at the funeral
home, and the church, and here.”

“Here? When was
that?”

“Sunday afternoon,” I
said. “She said you wanted to interview her again on Monday and she
just wanted to know if that was routine, which I explained it
was.”

“Did she tell you anything
about what happened the night Russell Chilton was
killed?”

“No,” I answered. “I
didn’t question her about the details of what happened and she
didn’t volunteer anything. She did ask me to look into it,
though.”

“What, you mean like
conduct your own investigation?” Reese asked, his face blooming
red.

“I don’t know if Kandy
even knows what she wants me to do,” I said. “I think she’s spent
her whole life dealing with any problem that’s ever come up by
hiring somebody to fix it, and she thinks she needs to hire
somebody for Russell’s murder to be solved.”

“What’d you tell her?”
Reese asked.

“I told her I wouldn’t let
her hire me, but agreed to try to find out what I can. But, I told
her that anything I learned would be shared with you two if it
seemed relevant.”

“Listen,” Reese said. “We
won’t tolerate any interference in our investigation, and you need
to remember you’re not a homicide investigator anymore.”

“I don’t see what harm can
come of Buddy talking to a few people,” Clemmer said. “And, if he
shares his information, it might actually help us solve the
case.”

“Well, you just
remember—“

Clemmer raised a hand and
cut him off. “Let’s talk about this later.”

Reese leaned back and
crossed his arms, pouting like a boy reprimanded at the dinner
table in front of company.

“Now Buddy,” Clemmer said.
“We didn’t come here to question you, and I apologize if it seems
that way. You asked if we had developed any information and I can
tell you that at this point we’ve still got more questions than
answers. The forensics team hasn’t finished all of their tests yet,
but the evidence really isn’t adding up with the way Mrs. Chilton
said things happened.”

“Were you and Kandy
Chilton sleeping together?” Reese blurted out, leaning
forward.

“Reese! For Christ’s sake
show some respect, would you?” Clemmer said, looking at me and
shaking his head.

I watched Clemmer for a
few seconds. Just long enough for him to understand I knew what
they were doing.

“You overplayed that a
bit,” I said to Reese. “Way too much drama for it to work right. I
mean, you just need to be a little bit bad, not come off like a
rabid pit bull. That way Clemmer, by being just slightly nicer than
you are, can draw me in and get me to connect with him. And, if I
do that then maybe I’ll feel comfortable enough to give him some
useful information. But, if you play it all aggressive like you
did, and if I’m timid enough to actually be afraid of you, I’m
liable to just shut down and ask for an attorney.”

Reese frowned,
confused.

“Come on, Reese,” Clemmer
said, standing up. “You can’t good-cop bad-cop a trained
investigator.”

I shrugged. “Might’ve
worked if he were a tad more subtle.”

“Subtlety’s never been his
strong suit,” Clemmer answered, leading his partner to the door.
“Thank you for your time. We’ll look forward to hearing from you if
you come up with something.”
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CHAPTER
NINETEEN

 


Thursday morning, I was
out in the pasture behind my folks’ house making a mental inventory
of the rusting farm implements parked there and trying to decide if
any of it was salvageable. My cell phone rang. It was Jay Bradley
from the bank. He sounded nervous and said he had something to show
me. I agreed to meet him at The Yucca Inn, a small restaurant next
to the South Commerce Branch of Elmore National Bank that
afternoon.

Jay Bradley arrived
shortly after I did, and we sat in a corner booth of the diner,
well away from the only other patron; a weathered looking farmer
wearing dusty overalls and a cap bearing the logo of a cottonseed
company. Even though there was no chance of anyone overhearing him,
Bradley spoke in a low voice and kept glancing towards the door as
he told me about his discovery.

We ordered coffee and he
began by giving me an overview of how the bank accounts for its
currency and coin. He explained that each teller maintains a cash
box and a coin vault, and balanced their cash at the end of each
day’s work. There was also a main vault, accounted for separately,
with which the individual tellers could exchange cash to as needed.
When they balanced their cash at the end of the business day, each
teller created a detailed listing of the currency and coin
contained in their cash box and coin vault. It was essentially an
inventory of the cash they finished the day with.

Typically each combination
of cash box and coin vault assigned to a teller was balanced daily,
and if a teller wasn’t present to balance due to illness or
vacation, a pair of supervisors would balance it for them. The task
of balancing the cash and coin of an absent teller was relatively
simple. Since the teller had presumably balanced their cash at the
end of the previous day and had not taken in any additional cash
nor given any out, the supervisors needed only to count the cash
and coin and verify that it matched the total reported by the
teller the previous day.

Bradley explained that
sometimes when supervisors balanced the cash for an absent teller
they would fail to actually open the teller’s coin vault and count
the coin, since the amount of money tied up in coin was relatively
insignificant in comparison to the currency the teller held. He
also explained that each teller station had two extra locking
drawers usually kept unlocked locked since most tellers used them
for supplies, rolls of adding machine tape, rubber stamps and the
like.

“I talked to our teller
supervisor this morning to make sure they counted all of Eva’s cash
and coin since we haven’t heard from her since last week. She and I
came out here together this morning to do the count. We balanced to
her cash sheet exactly. But we found some things in Eva’s coin
vault and extra drawers that I think you should see.”

We finished our coffee and
walked next door to the small branch bank. Bradley introduced me to
a pleasant looking woman named Beth Ann, the teller supervisor from
the main office, who was helping fill in while Eva was absent.
Bradley then led me to a small, locked office beside the teller
stations. He closed the door and sat behind the desk. I sat down
across from him as he opened a drawer and pulled out a book of
deposit slips for a business account.

“This may not be anything,
but I can’t figure out why Eva would have deposit slips for one of
our business accounts locked in one of her drawers, along with
rubber stamps with the business name on them.”

He handed them across and
I read the name of the business printed on them: Kwik-Stop
Convenience Stores, and a street address in Odessa, a city twenty
miles to the south.

“Is there a Kwik-Stop here
in Elmore?” I asked.

“No, never has been. They
opened an account with us a few months back, but I never understood
why. We don’t have a branch in Odessa, so if they want to do
business they’ve got to drive all the way up here. And, they seem
to make pretty regular deposits.”

He handed me two rubber
stamps, one containing the three lines showing the name and address
of Kwik-Stop Convenience Stores. The other contained the words “For
Deposit Only” above the name of the business and a string of
numbers that matched the account number on the deposit
slips.

“So this is unusual? For
Eva to have some deposit slips and rubber stamps? Your tellers
don’t ever help their customers prepare their deposits?”

“You’re right, we
sometimes do that. But that’s not all I found,” Bradley answered.
Reaching into the drawer again, he handed over another set of
deposit slips and rubber stamps. These bore the name WTEG, Inc.,
also with an Odessa address.

“And, then there’s
this.”

He handed me a small flat
key with a number on it. I recognized it as a safe deposit box
key.

“I checked the number on
the key, and it’s to a safe deposit box that’s registered to
Kwik-Stop Convenience Stores. It was in Eva’s locked drawer along
with those deposit slips and rubber stamps.”

“And why would it be
unusual for Eva to have this?”

“Well, for one thing, each
safe deposit box has a card containing the signatures of people who
are authorized to access the box. There are only two names on the
Kwik-Stop signature card, and they don’t include Eva’s.”

“Couldn’t someone from
Kwik-Stop have left their key here accidentally? Doesn’t that
happen from time to time?”

“It does, but we have
written procedures to follow when it happens, to limit the bank’s
liability. See, this is a small branch. The people who work here
have to do it all; take deposits, cash checks, help open accounts
and let people into their safe deposit boxes. Each box requires two
keys to open it; the customer’s key, which you’re holding there,
and the bank’s key, which Eva had access to. The fact that she had
both keys meant that she could go into that customer’s safe deposit
box anytime she wanted to.”

“I can see how that could
cause problems.”

“No kidding. Our auditors
would have a shit fit if they knew about this. If an employee finds
a key that a customer has accidentally left behind, our procedure
is for that employee to notify another employee. Then, the two of
them will put the key in a special lockbox with a written inventory
of its contents. That way the key is secured and everybody is kept
honest.”

“Maybe Eva didn’t know the
proper procedure to follow.”

Bradley shrugged. “It’s
possible. Who knows? It just seems odd to me.”

“Have you called Kwik-Stop
to ask about the key?”

“I thought about that,” he
said. “I just wanted more information first.”

He glanced around
nervously and lowered his voice even more.

“With Russell dead and Eva
missing, I would just like to have an idea what we’re dealing with
so I can talk to the Board of Directors about it before any more
shit hits the fan.”

He was looking back and
forth at the key in my hand and then at my face, waiting on me to
respond.

“You want to know what’s
inside that safe deposit box before you call Kwik-Stop?”

His face
reddened.

“I’d give anything to know
what’s in there,” he answered. “Unofficially, of course. If Eva was
doing something illegal, stealing from a customer or something like
that, I’d like a little forewarning so the Board can get ready to
deal with the consequences. I know what I want to do here is
totally illegal and unethical, but I thought that with you having
been in law enforcement you could vouch for the fact that we only
went in to look if I get into trouble.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But who’s
gonna vouch for me?”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWENTY

 


The safe deposit vault at
the South Commerce Branch was about the size of a small walk-in
closet, with dozens of small shiny brushed steel doors lining one
wall and a small desk in the corner. Most of the safe deposit box
doors were small, maybe three inches tall and five inches wide.
Towards the bottom of the wall of safes, the size increased, with
the very bottom row being much larger, about ten inches wide by
twenty inches tall. It was into the lock on one of these larger
boxes that Jay Bradley carefully slid the key from Eva’s vault. He
then selected a key from a ring that he’d retrieved from a desk
outside the safe deposit vault and slid it into the other of the
box’s twin keyholes. He glanced up at me nervously as if he were
about to open Pandora’s Box.

I was familiar with the
smaller safe deposit boxes that held a long, narrow lidded
container that slid into the locked safe. But the larger vault like
the one Jay was opening was an open space with a locking door. So,
the renter of the box would simply stack whatever they wanted
inside the box and lock the door.

The renter of the
Kwik-Stop vault had packed the inside of the vault so tightly that
there wasn’t a square inch of space to spare. From the bottom of
the vault to the top, bricks of tightly-bound currency were stacked
in a neat, efficient manner.

“Oh, shit,” Bradley
groaned. “I was afraid of something like this. Oh, man this really
sucks.”

Sitting atop the blocks of
money were more books of deposit slips. I pulled the receipt books
out and read the names of the businesses aloud.

“Shiny-Side Car Wash,
Burger Blaster Drive-Inn, Gameland Arcade, WTEG, Inc.”

The address for each of
the businesses was located in Odessa and I recognized the name
WTEG, Inc. as belonging to West Texas Entertainment Group, Inc.
from my search of Eva’s phone records. But, the address for WTEG
wasn’t the same one I had written down from the phone directory.
The vault also contained a stack of completed deposit receipts for
the same companies, each for several hundred dollars. Bradley
examined each of the receipts.

“They all have Eva’s
teller number on them,” he said.

We agreed that it was best
not to move the money to attempt to count, it since the owners of
the box might recognize if we didn’t re-stack exactly the way they
had left it. The bricks of currency were stacked in several layers
from the front of the vault to the back and we could see hundreds,
fifties and twenties on the outsides of the bundles. Depending on
the denominations of the bills, the total loot could have ranged
from several hundred thousand dollars to upwards of one to two
million. With Bradley’s approval, I removed one blank deposit slip
from each of the books to take with me before carefully putting
them back the way we found them. After locking the safe deposit
box, we went back to the office we had talked in
earlier.

“I’m sure you know we have
to report cash transactions over ten thousand dollars to the
government,” he said. “Each of the businesses on those deposit
slips in that box regularly makes cash deposits that require us to
file those forms. However, there isn’t any law against putting
cash, or anything else for that matter, in a safe deposit
box.”

“So, where does that leave
the bank?”

Bradley scratched his
head.

“Well, technically I don’t
know what’s in that safe deposit box because you and I never looked
in there. If I knew for a fact that one of our safe deposit boxes
contained beau coups of unreported cash, there might be some
liability for the bank for not reporting it to the government.
Thank God we never looked in there.”

“Are you going to contact
Kwik-Stop?”

“I don’t think so. I
really don’t have any proof that Eva did anything wrong. I think
I’m just going to wait to see what happens.”

He got a puzzled look.
“But, what do I do about the key? I’m really not comfortable having
access to both keys to that box. I can’t leave it in Eva’s drawer
where I found it. And, I’d rather not involve any more bank
personnel in this than I have to. Would you mind keeping it for me?
At least until we get things sorted out?”

“I’m not sure I’m
comfortable having it either,” I said.

“Look,” he said. “I know
you can’t get back into the box without showing some official
identification that proves you’re one of the authorized people on
the signature card. And if somebody from Kwik-Stop starts asking
about the key I’ll just stall them until I can get it back from
you.”

“I guess I could do that,”
I said. “But now let’s see if you really trust me.”

“Shoot. I’m feeling
accommodating today.”

“I’d like to get copies of
those signature cards you mentioned. I don’t really need the
signatures, but the names of the people authorized to open that
box.”

“No problem. Let me get
Beth Ann to make you copies.”

“Thanks. And, if you could
also jot down Russell Chilton’s cell phone number for me I’d really
appreciate it.”

While he wrote the number
down, I took an empty envelope from a stack next to a computer
keyboard on the desk. I slipped the safe deposit box key inside and
sealed it, then signed my name across the seal. I slid it across to
Bradley and he put his signature next to mine and slid it back. I
pocketed the sealed envelope and the card Bradley handed me with
Russell Chilton’s cell phone number.

“What will you do about
the key when Eva comes back to work and notices it
gone?”

“I’ll ask her why she had
it and tell her I’ve got it locked up down at the Main Office. Then
I’ll contact you to get it back if her explanation makes any sense.
But I can’t imagine any circumstances that would lead me to give it
back to her. I might turn it over to somebody from Kwik-Stop, but
the bank can’t afford the liability of one of our employees
controlling both keys to any customer’s safe deposit
box.”

After a couple of seconds
he added: “Do you really think she’ll be coming back to
work?”

I didn’t answer him, but I
had my doubts.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

 


Friday morning, after
stopping at Lita’s Little Mexico Restaurant for a quick breakfast,
I drove south to Odessa. The previous evening I’d used Dad’s old
Remington typewriter to type up a list of the businesses and
addresses that Jay Bradley and I had found on the deposit slip
books inside Kwik-Stop Convenience Stores’ safe deposit box. I
wanted to scout them out to see if I could figure out if they had
anything in common from a look-see, or if I would need to dig
deeper and risk drawing attention to my snooping. While I was
typing the list up, I noticed that Dayton Clark, the Odessa
attorney I’d found connected to WTEG was one of the parties
authorized whose names were on the safe deposit box signature
card.

As I was driving into
Odessa, I saw a large office supply store and pulled in. Spending
half an hour struggling to get Dad’s Remington to work correctly
had convinced me that if I was going to spend some time looking
into Russell Chilton’s murder I’d need a few things. I rolled a
shopping cart up and down the aisles, dropping into it a package of
legal pads and some colored note cards. I stopped at a display of
laptop computers and read the features on each model. I finally
settled on one and then picked out a combination printer and fax
machine. While I waited for a store clerk to bring boxed models of
what I’d selected from the storeroom in the back of the store, I
noticed the store had a copying and instant printing department.
So, before I left the store I had some business cards printed with
my name, cell phone number, my investigator’s license number and
the words “Private Investigations”.

After leaving the store, I
started looking for the address on the Kwik-Stop Convenience Stores
deposit slip. When I left Jay Bradley the previous day, I’d looked
at my notes from the visit to the library and discovered that the
address the phone book listed for WTEG, Inc. was the same as the
address on the Kwik-Stop Convenience Stores deposit slip. So, there
was at least a common address connecting the two
businesses.

It only took a few minutes
to find the address. I had expected to find a convenience store or
maybe a headquarters located in an office building. Instead, the
address belonged to a large unmarked metal warehouse that could
have been the location of an oilfield parts house or well servicing
company. There were three cars in the dirt parking lot beside the
building, but no visible activity and no sign identifying the
business housed inside. There were two large garage doors towards
the back of the building and an entry door towards the
front.

Thinking about it a
little, the location and type of building made some sense if
Kwik-Stop bought items in bulk and stored them in their own
warehouse. But I knew from working convenience store robberies back
in Austin that most stores had a storage room large enough to hold
extra stock, replenished regularly with deliveries from wholesale
distributors.

Of course Kwik-Stop may
have been looking for an office location and moved into a building
that an oilfield service company had left empty, and weren’t really
using the building for a warehouse, only for office space. It
seemed unlikely that renting this type of building would be cheaper
than renting an office, but there could be other circumstances.
Maybe the owner of Kwik-Stop also owned WTEG, Inc. and also owned
the building, lost his oilfield company renter, and decided to
headquarter both businesses in it rather than let it sit
empty.

My curiosity got the
better of me, so I pulled into the dirt lot and parked at the end
of the row of cars. I pulled a few of my new business cards out of
the box they came in and slipped them into my shirt pocket, and
grabbed my straw Stetson from the seat. Then I unwrapped the bundle
of legal pads and pulled one out and scribbled a few words on the
top page. I knew the white western style shirt, khaki pants, boots
and hat I was wearing would make me look like I was in law
enforcement, and that’s the initial impression I hoped to
make.

The entry door opened onto
a small passageway with a closed door leading to the right, towards
the end of the building where the garage doors were, and an open
doorway leading straight ahead to an office. A television was on in
the office and I could hear the canned laughter of a sitcom, echoed
by chuckles from at least two men. As I stepped into the office
doorway, one of the men sitting behind a battered metal desk turned
his gaze from the TV to me.

“What can we do for you
pal?”

He was of medium build and
looked to be in his early 30’s. There were two other men who were
larger and avoided my eyes when I looked their
direction.

“I’m Buddy Griffin,
private investigator,” I said. “I’m just out making some sales
calls today. I’ve been doing some work investigating the theft of
oilfield equipment off of drilling locations, and I thought y’all
might need some help too. Are y’all in the oilfield? I didn’t see a
sign outside.”

“We don’t need any help
like that,” he said, turning his attention back to the
television.

I glanced at the legal pad
I carried.

“Are y’all WTEG, Inc.? I
thought that sounded like a drilling company or
something.”

He turned and looked at me
again, clearly irritated that I was continuing my sales spiel. But,
my mention of WTEG had gotten his attention.

“No, we’re not a drilling
company. Like I told you, we don’t need your help. Thank you for
stopping by, though.”

“Well, here, let me leave
you a card.”

I unsnapped the flap on my
shirt pocket and pulled out one of my new business cards and passed
it across to him.

“I do all sorts of
investigations and security work, so if you ever need any of that
type help, don’t you hesitate to give me a call. I’m based in
Elmore, but I work this whole area.”

He read the card before
answering.

“Well, if we need any help
flushing out any criminal element, we’ll be sure to give you a call
Officer Griffin.”

The other two men
sniggered at this, the first noise they had made since I had
interrupted their sitcom laugh-fest.

“Just Buddy,” I said. “Not
Officer, just Buddy.”

He gave an exaggerated nod
and flipped my card onto the desktop as he glanced at his cohorts
and rolled his eyes.

“Okay, Just Buddy. Thank
you again for coming in. We’ll be in touch if we need
you.”

Walking to the pickup I
mentally critiqued my performance. I had probably put a little too
much twang in my voice, but I was going for the ‘good old boy from
the oil patch’ image, and I think the whole package of the hat,
western shirt and twang worked together pretty well. The main
reason for my visit had been to drop the WTEG name and then leave
my name behind, just to see if it brought any response.

I was hoping the smartass
behind the desk would tell whoever was in charge of the operation
that someone from Elmore had been nosing around. Sometimes in a
murder investigation, dropping little seeds here and there, like my
mentioning of the Russell Chilton murder to Benny Shanks at the
Pumpjack Club a few days earlier, could bring about new leads. I
knew that sooner or later, when interested parties began to hear my
name enough times, they would have a strong motivation to reach out
to me, either to give me information that would help or to try to
get me to back off. Either way, I would know more than what I knew
today.

The other address for
WTEG, the one from the deposit slip, led to a run-down cinderblock
building on the outskirts of Odessa on the highway leading south
out of town. Graffiti artists and gangster wannabes had tagged the
building’s peeling red paint, including the eight-foot tall letters
spelling out the name Boot Scooter’s. A large sign on pillars
situated near the highway in front of the building bore the same
name, with a smaller white changeable sign panel beneath it. The
letters on the white panel had at one time been arranged to read
“CLOSED”, but the wind had blown two of them away, leaving only “LO
ED” and the “D” looked like it could fall momentarily.

There were no signs of
life around, but a gas station several hundred yards to the south
was open, so I rolled past Boot Scooter’s and pulled up to one of
the station’s empty pumps. After filling the tank, I stepped into
the tiny building next to the pumps and dropped my credit card into
the metal pass-thru beneath the bulletproof glass that separated me
from the station attendant, a tired-looking woman wearing a Kenny
Chesney t-shirt. She had her long, straight hair tied back to
reveal ears that each had at least a dozen metal studs lining the
rim from top to bottom.

“You know anything about
the place next door?” I asked, gesturing towards Boot
Scooter’s.

“Not much, ‘cept it’s been
closed for at least three years that I know of, maybe longer. I’ve
only been around here three years since my momma got sick, but I
ain’t ever seen it open.”

“Do you ever see anybody
around there?”

“No, not in a while. Some
Mexicans were supposed to be gonna fix it up to make a dance hall
or something, but that’s been a while. Probably just as well, if
you know what I mean. I sure wouldn’t want to be workin’ nights if
they did open up somethin’ like that.”

She passed the credit card
receipt through to me before continuing.

“Yeah, I guess they
couldn’t get things worked out with the mafia around here,” she
continued. “You do know that place belongs to the Odessa Mafia
don’t you? My boss-lady told me they used to run enough drugs out
of there to get the whole town high. And, she said there was always
plenty of whores hanging around.”

“Would you mind doing me a
favor?” I asked, fishing a business card out of my pocket and
sliding it through to her. “Give me a holler if you see anything
going on next door.”

“Is there a problem?” she
asked, with her eyes wide.

“No, no problem at all. A
client of mine asked me to look around at some real estate
properties for him and I’d just like to keep an eye on that
one.”

After leaving Boot
Scooter’s, I drove by the other businesses on my list. The
Shiny-Side Car Wash was a three-bay self-wash affair on a
lower-income residential street. The same graffiti artists who
worked on Boot Scooter’s had paid it a visit at some point in its
history. Someone had jacked open the coin boxes long ago and an
abandoned shopping basket full of trash sat parked in one of the
bays.

I recognized the
distinctive building style of the Gameland Arcade as belonging to a
failed chain of Mexican food restaurants that I had eaten in when I
was in high school. Plywood covered to the large arched windows,
except for the very top of the arch, which was exposed. By standing
on the stucco ledge I was able to see enough inside to tell that
the building was empty and partially gutted.

Equally abandoned was the
Burger Blaster Drive-Inn, although the employees of a video rental
store in an aging strip-mall next door were parking their cars in
its driveway. A trio of gangling skateboarders was doing their best
to figure out a way to work a rusted pipe railing surrounding the
place into one of their acrobatic tricks.

Things were beginning to
add up. I haven’t always been the quickest guy to catch on, but I
was beginning to suspect that the businesses I had just visited,
which were all making regular large cash deposits at a bank located
in a town twenty miles away, might just be part of a
money-laundering scheme.

On the drive back to
Elmore, I called Jay Bradley and asked him what information he
could give me on the businesses. He explained that when a business
opened an account with the bank, they were required to provide a
copy of their articles of incorporation or other legal papers
showing their formation. I asked if he could have someone make
copies of the information for the five businesses on my
list.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

 


That night, I was in Angie
Robbins’ kitchen, helping her heat up some tamales and refried
beans for our supper as I sipped a Shiner Bock beer and admired her
Wrangler jeans. The business attire she wore when she was working
looked good on her, but the jeans added a whole other dimension to
my interest.

That afternoon, after
picking up the bank account information Jay Bradley had copied for
me, I’d called Angie to ask her if she recognized either of the two
names on the signature cards or the names on the other paperwork.
Since she had lived and worked in Odessa I thought it worth a shot.
She took the names, said she would make a few calls and suggested I
come over for dinner to discuss them further. How could I
refuse?

“What I know is mostly
rumor and hearsay, so keep that in mind,” she said, sipping her
beer. “I didn’t recognize the name Darrell Swain, but the other
name on your list, Dayton Clark, is an attorney from
Odessa.”

Dayton Clark, a name I’d
first come across during my research at the library, had been
listed as agent or in some other capacity for each of the five
companies.

She went on.

“Clark handles some
criminal defense work now and then, but he spends most of his time
on one client; Sandy Doyle.”

She glanced up at me to
see if Doyle’s name elicited a reaction from me before
continuing.

“I seem to have heard that
name before,” I said.

“I thought you might have,
with that star you wore on your chest for so long and all. I’m sure
you already know, but it’s been said for years that Sandy Doyle
controls all of the drugs, gambling and prostitution in Odessa and
Midland.”

“Does he have any
legitimate businesses?” I asked.

“I don’t know how
legitimate it is, but he does have a payday loan business called
Doyle Finance. They’ve got a couple of storefronts in Odessa where
working people who don’t have bank accounts can go to cash their
paycheck for a huge fee. Or they can borrow against next week’s
paycheck and pay outrageous interest rates for the
privilege.”

“Sounds like he’s
providing a community service.”

“Yeah, finance,
pharmaceuticals and the best politicians that money can
buy.”

“Politicians?”

“Okay,” she said. “More
rumor and hearsay. Do you know who G. Travis Kirkland
is?”

“The esteemed United
States Senator with Presidential aspirations?”

Her eyebrows went up. “You
do have good sources, don’t you?”

“Remember, I’ve been
living in Austin the last couple of decades.”

“So, you’ve watched him go
from an obscure oil-patch hick to the toast of big money Texas
politics.”

“I haven’t really been
watching too closely,” I admitted. “But it’s hard to miss a guy who
gets his picture on the front page every few weeks.”

“How’d you hear that he
was being courted by the powers-that-be for a run at the White
House?” she asked.

“They hinted at it in a
profile of Kirkland in Texas Monthly a while back,” I said. “Not
too much of a surprise really. The guy has ambition written all
over him.”

“Well, the national party
leaders sure seem to think he hung the moon. My political
connections tell me there is big, big money lining up behind
him.”

“So, what’s his connection
to Sandy Doyle?” I asked.

“From what I hear, they go
way back. Kirkland and Sandy Doyle apparently used to pal around
together back when Kirkland was an ambitious young Ector County
Commissioner, probably twenty years ago.”

“About the time Sandy
Doyle was an ambitious middle-aged drug dealer and
pimp?”

“Exactly,” she said. “They
seem to have this relationship where they scratch each other’s
back. Doing things for each other that on the surface might appear
a little suspicious, but that can be explained as one friend
helping another out.”

“Like?”

“Like the airplane.
Kirkland likes to fly around and inject himself into the spotlight
wherever he can, but his travel budget just doesn’t allow for it.
So, Sandy Doyle has a three-million dollar jet that he lets
Kirkland use whenever he wants to.”

“And what does Kirkland do
for Sandy Doyle in return?”

“Sandy gets the appearance
of having a United States Senator in his pocket.”

“Hard to cash that at the
bank. Doyle strikes me as a lot more practical in his business
dealings.”

“Oh, I’m sure there’s more
that goes on behind the scenes. Or, Sandy may just be biding his
time until Kirkland has some real power.”

“The
Presidency?”

“From Sandy Doyle’s
perspective, all of the favors he’s done over the years are
probably starting to look like a good investment.”

“Sort of like The
Godfather?”

“Something like
that.”

“Before I forget,” I said.
“Did you ever go dancing at Boot Scooter’s when you lived in
Odessa?”

She gave me a look that
would melt asbestos.

“Just what kind of girl do
you think I am?”

“What? I’m just
curious.”

“Never set foot in the
place. Actually, it closed years before I moved to town, but I’ve
heard plenty of stories about it from people who were around when
it was open. That’s definitely where Sandy Doyle started building
his empire.”

“But that still doesn’t
answer the question of whether you know how to two-step or not,” I
said.

“I guess there’s only one
way to find out, isn’t there?” she said, with a wink.

“Should we plan on a
fact-finding trip to The Pumpjack Club some night then?” I
asked.

“I think we should,” she
said.

My cell phone rang and I
recognized the number of my ex-wife Peg Avery.

“I’m sorry, I really
should answer this,” I said.

“Please do,” Angie said,
moving to the stove to check on the beans.

“It’s about Adrienne,” Peg
said, her voice cutting in and out from a bad cell
connection.

“What’s wrong? Is she
okay?”

“Oh, yeah. I’m sorry, yeah
she’s fine. It’s just that she’s suddenly gotten so serious with
this boy and I’m afraid she isn’t going to finish
school.”

“I’m really in the middle
of something right now, Peg. And your connection is bad. I can
hardly make out what you’re saying. Would it be okay if we talk
about it tomorrow?”

“Oh, sure,” she said. “I’m
sorry, I didn’t even think about you being busy. Sure, call me back
when you can tomorrow.”

“My ex-wife,” I said to
Angie as I put away my phone. “Our daughter Adrienne has apparently
discovered the opposite sex.”

“The downfall of many a
young woman,” she said, pulling the pan of beans off the
stove.

“And young men,” I
answered. “Don’t forget about the fallen young men.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

 


After getting home late
from Angie’s house, I went to sleep almost immediately. The ringer
on my cell phone woke me at 2:38 a.m.

“Buddy? This is Ham
Burnett.”

“Hey, Ham. What’s going
on?”

“Listen, I hated to call
you like this in the middle of the night, but I thought you might
want to know about this right away. I heard some noise next door a
little while ago and got up to see what it was and saw a man
leaving out the door. I didn’t get a good look at him but he just
took off down the street on foot.”

“Ham, do me a favor and
don’t leave your house,” I said. “I’ll be right over.”

It took me about ten
minutes to get dressed and drive into town. Ham Burnett opened his
front door before I could knock.

“I started to call the
police, but then I wasn’t sure but what maybe Miss Trout had
somebody she knew stop by here for some reason. I didn’t know if it
was a burglar or what.”

“You did the right thing.
Wait here for me by the phone. If I’m not back in a few minutes,
then call the police.”

I stepped outside and
grabbed the Maglite from the door pocket of the pickup and pulled
out my Glock as I approached the darkened house next door. The
front door stood open a few inches from the busted jamb. I pushed
it the rest of the way open and stood back from the doorway, then
knelt low and looked inside.

No sound. I switched on
the flashlight and swept the beam back and forth across the small
living room. I crept in quietly and cleared the other rooms before
turning on the lights and holstering my weapon.

Whoever had broken in had
gone through the house thoroughly, and didn’t waste any time being
careful about it. Furniture had been overturned and drawers and
cupboard doors were standing open in the tiny kitchen.

I picked up a framed
photograph that from the floor in the living room. A middle-aged
woman and a young girl in a lakeside setting looked out through the
shattered glass. The cars in the background and the faded color of
the photo made me think it was probably over twenty years
old.

In the bedroom, shoes lay
scattered around the floor and the closet door stood open. A small
box of photographs lay overturned next to the bedroom dresser. I
sat down on the bed and flipped through them. I recognized the face
of the same young girl from the photo in the living room in other
settings and at different ages. Judging from her pictures, Eva
Trout had always been pretty. It was easy to understand why Russell
Chilton might have found her attractive enough to champion her
cause before the Personnel Committee at the bank.

A few of the photographs
were old enough to have the dates printed on them by the photo
processing company. But only one of them had any writing on it. A
teenage Eva and another girl the same age posed on a beach next to
a hand painted sign advertising parasailing rides. On the back was
a dedication, written in large, rounded script:

Eva,

Someday we’ll fly away
from here for real.

Love ya always!

Monica

I recalled that one of the
numbers on Eva’s phone bill had traced back to Monica and Frank
Kendricks in Abilene, a couple hundred miles east of Elmore. The
processing lab had stamped the photo “AUG 83”. I slipped it into my
pocket along with a more recent picture taken inside the bank
branch where Eva worked.

After advising Ham Burnett
about the condition of the house and helping him secure the broken
front door the best we could, I drove home while trying to decide
whether it was too late to go to bed or too early to get
up.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR

 


Apparently it was both.
The ringer on my cell phone woke me up again in my Dad’s old
recliner with the television blaring Saturday morning
cartoons.

“Buddy? Jay Bradley. Did I
call too early?”

“No, Jay. Not at all. I
was just sitting here watching TV.”

I punched the MUTE button
on the remote control to silence a pair of talking
vegetables.

“I meant to call you last
night,” he continued. “But it completely slipped my mind. We had a
visitor at our South Commerce Branch yesterday.”

“Really, who?”

“You remember Beth Ann,
who you met at the branch the other day? She called me yesterday
afternoon and said that somebody named Dayton Clark came in with
another guy and asked to be let into the Kwik-Stop safe deposit
box. Beth Ann was with me when we inventoried Eva’s drawer and
found the key, so she knew I would be interested if somebody from
Kwik-Stop showed up.”

“But how could they get in
their box if you still have the key?”

“Customers can request two
keys, and our records show we issued two customer keys to that box.
So, Eva had one and this Dayton Clark had the other.”

“You said he had somebody
with him. Was it the other name on the signature card? Darrell
Swain?”

“No, and that’s the other
thing. We always require everybody who gets access to a safe
deposit box to sign our log showing the date and the box number
they’re getting into. And, if the clerk letting the customer into
the box doesn’t know them they’re supposed to ask for a photo ID,
even if they’re with somebody who’s on the signature card. Dayton
Clark showed his ID with no problem, but when Beth Ann asked the
other guy for his, he just gave her this weird look and laughed. He
was a big scary looking guy, and it spooked her. Then, Dayton Clark
tells her that it’s okay, he’ll vouch for the guy. She doesn’t know
what to do and is sort of intimidated, so she goes ahead and lets
them in. But, I could tell the whole thing shook her
up.”

“Did the other guy sign
the log book?”

“He scribbled something,
but you can’t tell what it says.”

“Do you think it could
have been Darrell Swain?

“I thought about that, but
we looked back in the log to see what Darrell Swain’s signature
looked like and it was totally different. I got curious about who
had been getting into that box and how often, so I sat down with
the log to see. It looks like Darrell Swain has come in a couple of
times a month since the box was opened about a year
ago.”

“Did you see Dayton
Clark’s name in the log?”

“Not once. Not until
yesterday. And, I noticed something else. Darrell Swain opened
another safe deposit box of his own two months ago, a smaller one.
He got into it right after he opened it, but hasn’t been in it
since.”

“Could Beth Ann tell if
Dayton Clark and his friend took anything out of the
box?”

“She said they didn’t take
anything very large with them. She said Dayton Clark was wearing a
suit, so he could have put something in his pockets I guess, but he
wasn’t carrying a briefcase or anything. She said they kept the
privacy door closed, and were in there for a while, and then left
in a hurry.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE

 


After talking to Jay
Bradley, I got dressed and met Ray Garcia at Lita’s for breakfast.
The waitress took our orders and brought us tortilla chips and
salsa to keep us alive while until our food was ready. The salsa at
Lita’s had just the right balance of heat and flavor, including the
cilantro that so many Mexican food restaurants neglect to add. As I
was listening to Ray rattle on about his in-laws I noticed three
older men that kept looking in our direction from their table at
the other end of the room. I asked Ray if he knew them.

“Oh yeah, that’s Jake
Sutton, Louis Rogers and Sid Fuller. They spend all morning in here
every day, sitting around gossiping like a bunch of old ladies and
bullshitting like a bunch of old men.”

“Jake Sutton? He’s the guy
that has Sutton Tool, isn’t he?”

“Used to. Sutton Tool went
under during the last oilfield bust, while you were off fighting
crime in Austin. He had retired and turned the company over to his
sons, but I think he was still carrying the papers on it and lost a
pretty good chunk of change.”

“What about the other two
guys?”

“Sid Fuller used to sell
drilling mud for somebody, but I can’t remember who. Louis Rogers
used to be the Fire Chief. He’s retired too. Why do you
ask?”

“They keep looking over
here at us”

“Probably haven’t ever
seen anybody as nice-looking as me sitting with somebody as ugly as
you. It’s the contrast.”

“You could be right,” I
said. “But, I think it’s more likely they’ve never seen a human
with table manners like yours.”

The waitress brought our
food; huevos rancheros with green sauce for me and menudo for Ray,
along with a basket of freshly made flour tortillas. Ray finished
quickly, explaining that he had to meet with a client at his
office. It seemed a little fishy, a CPA meeting with a client on a
Saturday morning in July, but I let him slip out before the check
arrived anyway.

He hadn’t been gone more
than two or three minutes when one of the three older men who had
been watching us approached my table.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Are
you Buddy Griffin?”

“That all depends on who
you are,” I answered. “If you’re from the collection agency my name
is Ray Garcia.”

He laughed. “No, that
won’t work. Ray does my taxes and overbills me for it. I’d know him
anywhere.”

We shook hands and he
introduced himself as Sid Fuller. He nodded toward his
table.

“I told them boys you
wouldn’t bite, but they were too shy to come over here with me. Can
we buy you a cup of coffee?”

“Sure. It’ll help make up
for your accountant sticking me with the check.”

We moved to the table the
other men sat at and Sid handled the introductions.

“Lita calls us the Three
Amigos because we all spend almost every morning in here, unless
Jake has an early tee time or Louis had a hot date the night
before,” Sid said.

“Or, unless Sid has to
stay home and do chores,” Louis added.

“See, Sid and I are both
married,” Jake said. “So we’re only here on a temporary release
plan. Louis here is a widower, so he can do whatever the hell he
wants, including flirt with the waitresses without getting in
trouble at home.”

The three of them traded
barbs for several minutes before Sid leaned forward and lowered his
voice.

“Listen, Buddy. The reason
we wanted to talk to you is because we’ve heard that the police
might be looking at Kandy Chilton for shooting her husband. And,
we’ve heard that they brought you in special from Austin to
investigate the case.”

“That’s what you hear,
huh?”

The other two men
nodded.

“Yes sir,” Sid continued.
“We know that you’re a Texas Ranger here on special
assignment.”

“Wow, a Texas Ranger?” I
said.

Sid’s face fell. “You mean
you’re not?”

“No, sorry to disappoint
you, but I only came to town for a high school reunion. I grew up
here.”

“I told you he wasn’t a
Texas Ranger,” Louis said. “But you are involved in the
investigation, aren’t you?”

“I’m retired from the
police department in Austin,” I said. “That’s probably how the
mixup started.”

“Well Hell’s bells,” Sid
said. “Everybody in town has seen you talking to the police and
talking to John Donnelly and asking around about things. You can’t
tell me you’re not involved in it somehow.”

I shrugged. “Think what
you want, I guess.”

“Sid has a theory about
the murder,” Jake said. “He thinks it was one of the city
commissioners, but he’s not sure which one.”

Sid looked at Jake with
annoyance. “Well, when you say it like that it sounds crazy,” he
said. “I just think that things got pretty heated over the vote on
that zoning ordinance last November and Russell Chilton was right
in the middle of it. Emotions were running pretty high back then,
and people have been known to hold a grudge.”

“That’s an interesting
theory,” I said. “Which side of the issue was Russell Chilton
on?”

Sid gave a blank look.
“I’m not really sure. I just remember hearing his name a lot back
then.”

The appearance of my
waitress cut off any further discussion of the theory when I
flagged her down to ask for my check. I excused myself and told The
Three Amigos what a pleasure it was to meet them.

On the drive home after
leaving Lita’s I called my ex-wife Peg to listen to her concerns
about our daughter Adrienne.

“She’s just moving too
fast with this boy Rodney,” she said. “He’s a nice kid and all, but
they’re getting really serious and I’m afraid she’s going to quit
school before she finishes.”

“Has she talked about
quitting?” I asked.

“No, but you know how that
goes. She’ll say she’s going to finish, but then when money gets
tight she’ll want to quit school to get a job, or she’ll get
pregnant and not be able to finish. And, she can’t be married
during her residency.”

“Wait a second. Is she
talking about getting married?”

“Not yet, Buddy. But do
you know how many hours she’ll be working when she finishes medical
school? She won’t have time to eat and sleep, let alone have a
relationship. And, as much time as she’s been spending with this
Rodney, it isn’t the relationship that will suffer.”

“But, she hasn’t said
anything about getting married yet?” I asked.

“Not to me. Has she talked
to you about it?”

“No,” I said. “But it’s
been a few days since we talked.”

“Well, don’t be surprised
if it’s Rodney who calls you next, asking for your daughter’s hand
in marriage.”

“Do they still do that?
Ask the father’s permission?”

“I don’t know, but if he
does ask you, tell him to come back in five years and maybe have a
heart to heart with him about birth control.”

“Peg, I think you’re
getting yourself worked up over nothing. Adrienne’s always been
level-headed when it comes to school and her goals. She’s wanted to
be a doctor since she was a little girl. I don’t think she’s going
to let anything keep her from that, even a boyfriend.”

“God, I hope you’re right,
but I want you to ask her about this and make sure she understands
what a mistake it would be. Daddy would be devastated if she
dropped out of medical school.”

Peg’s father was a retired
doctor and had provided the money for Adrienne to attend the
medical school at Texas Tech, something I could have never done on
my salary.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll ask
about Rodney the next time I talk to her.”

“And you really should be
talking to her more,” she said.

“Peg. Adrienne and I are
both pretty busy these days but we talk to each other on a regular
basis.”

“I’m just saying you’ve
never really been that involved in her life. Even when she was a
little girl.”

I took a deep breath and
resisted the urge to let Peg steer the conversation onto the same
old path we’d taken together so many times before.

“Okay, Peg. I’ll talk to
her and let you know if she’s set up a bridal registry
anywhere.”

“That’s not funny, and you
know it.

“Goodbye, Peg.”
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CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX

 


When I got back to the
house I spent some time organizing what I had learned about the
Russell Chilton murder over the last few days. Spreading jotted
notes out on the kitchen table, I found myself wishing for one of
the big whiteboards that I’d used to organize cases when I was back
in the Homicide Division of the Austin Police Department. There was
plenty of room in Mom and Dad’s house, but I really missed having
the resources of the APD at my disposal.

I set up my new laptop
computer and printer and began trying to organize my scribbled
notes into a kind of outline, but I soon abandoned that and began
using the colored note cards I’d picked up in Odessa.

On a shelf in the garage I
found the next best thing to a whiteboard, a roll of white butcher
paper. I spent the next few minutes jotting names and drawing lines
to indicate connections. When I looked at the overall picture of
what I’d learned so far, the area with the most questions, and that
lent itself to the possibility of leading somewhere, was Eva Trout.
It was pretty evident that if I could locate Eva, it would either
help me find out what happened to Russell Chilton or tell me if I
were going down a blind alley.

I found my listing from my
review of Eva Trout’s phone bill and called the one for Monica and
Frank Kendricks. I was hoping that Monica Kendricks was the same
Monica that had written on the back of the picture I’d found at Eva
Trout’s home.

A woman
answered.

“Monica?”

“May I ask who is
calling?” she answered.

“My name is Buddy Griffin.
I’m calling about Eva Trout.”

There was an extended
pause on her end of the line.

“What about her?” she
said, in a low voice.

“I’m trying to find out if
she’s okay. She hasn’t shown up for work in a few days, and we were
worried something may have happened to her.”

“I don’t know anything
about her. Please don’t call here again.”

“Monica, wait. Before you
hang up. I know you’ve talked to Eva in the last couple of weeks.
She may be in some kind of trouble and—“

“I really can’t talk about
this on the phone,” she whispered.

“I can be there this
afternoon if we could meet somewhere,” I said.

She was less cautious than
I would expect a woman to be when phoned by a total stranger,
agreeing to meet with me quickly. We settled on a meeting place at
the Mall of Abilene.

Driving to Abilene, I
almost convinced myself that she had only agreed to meet me to get
me off the phone. But, when I got there and told the waitress at
the El Hombre Restaurant inside the mall that I was there to meet
someone, Monica was already there waiting, sitting at a table in
the back of the room sipping a frozen margarita.

After introducing myself,
I mentioned my background in law enforcement and my private inquiry
into Russell Chilton’s death. Our waitress came and I ordered a
margarita on the rocks and Monica asked for another frozen one. We
agreed to share a platter of nachos.

“Do you think Eva is in
some kind of danger?” she asked.

“I really don’t have
anything that indicates that. I’m just trying to locate her because
she stopped coming to work right after Russell Chilton was
murdered, and I haven’t been able to reach her at her house. When
did you last hear from her?”

“Oh, gosh, I bet it’s been
almost a month. We try to keep in touch, but we both stay pretty
busy with our own lives.”

She lowered her voice a
bit.

“See, my husband has never
met Eva. Eva and I were very close when we were younger and in a
bad situation together.”

“What kind of a bad
situation?”

She toyed with the straw
in her drink while she chose her words.

“I made some mistakes when
I was growing up.”

“Didn’t we all,” I
said.

“Oh, I bet I’ve got you
beat,” she said. “Mine were pretty bad.”

I shrugged.

“Everybody’s situation is
different,” I said. “We all have different things to react
to.”

“That’s true, and some
women might put the blame on their surroundings, but I was as much
to blame as anybody. I started hanging out with the wrong people.
Older boys, men really, and they took advantage of me. They were
wrong to do so legally, but I went along with it.”

“I’m not following
you.”

She looked up and her
clear, blue eyes met mine.

“I was a prostitute. Eva
and I both were. We started turning tricks when we were sixteen
years old.”

She watched for my
reaction.

“Eva and I went through a
lot of shit together, and we helped each other survive and we left
that part of our lives behind. But, Frank doesn’t know anything
about all that. And, I don’t want him to. That’s why I’ve never
introduced him to Eva. It would lead to too many questions about
the past.”

“Where did all this take
place?”

“Odessa. There was a strip
club there and we heard we could make some money, but they told us
we were too young to dance. They told us we could make plenty of
money if we were willing to spend time with whoever they set us up
and give them what they wanted. We had run away from home together
and needed money, so we agreed, figuring we’d be standing on the
street corner in mini-skirts or something. Instead, they gave us a
two-bedroom apartment and sent the men to us.”

She shook her
head.

“You wouldn’t believe how
many respectable-looking men would do just about anything to have
sex with a sixteen-year-old girl. I could tell you some stories
that would just curl your hair. Anyway, that went on until it was
legal for us to dance and we were too old to get the pedophiles
excited. So, we danced for tips and turned an occasional trick when
we had to.”

“Do you mind if I ask who
you worked for?”

She smiled.

“Oh, you can ask all you
want to, honey.”

“Sandy Doyle?” I asked.
The name had been coming up again and again, and I knew he had ties
to Dayton Clark based on what Angie had told me. And if Dayton
Clark’s name was on the companies Eva was making cash deposits for
I figured Sandy Doyle might fit in there somewhere too.

Her smile faltered a
bit.

“I was afraid he was the
one that sent you,” she said, her eyes suddenly red and her lip
trembling.

“It’s been eighteen years
since I last saw that son-of-a-bitch, but I swear to God some days
I just know he’s going to drive up and knock on my door and drag me
back to that hellhole I left behind.”

The waitress arrived with
drinks and nachos. We ate and drank without speaking for a few
minutes. When she finally spoke again, she sounded much
calmer.

“I’ve been trying to think
about where Eva might go if she was in trouble,” she said. “Trying
to figure out where she might feel safe. I was remembering this one
time, not long after we started dancing in the club. Back then,
Sandy always had trouble keeping a manager to run the club. They
either would steal from him, or get busted for drugs or something.
Anyway, this one time, the manager was a real asshole who thought
he could get a free piece of ass from any of the dancers any time
he wanted it. Of course a lot of the girls went along with it,
thinking he was the big man or something. But, I didn’t take any
shit off him, and neither did Eva.”

“So, one night he decides
it’s time for me to come across and I refused. He made me wait with
him in his office until everybody else left and then he beat the
shit out of me. I went home bawling my eyes out and Eva and I
decided just to get the hell out of Dodge. Except we didn’t have
anywhere to go. So, we ended up going to stay with Eva’s
grandmother down in Pecos. She was the only one in the family that
ever cared about Eva and she took us in without batting an eye,
even though she knew exactly what sort of life we were
living.”

“Is that when you left
Sandy Doyle behind?”

“No, after a couple of
weeks we talked about it and decided that if we could dance for a
little while longer we could get enough money together to get a new
start. So, Eva called Sandy and told him what happened to me. Sandy
took care of the problem—probably had the guy killed or
something—and we were back dancing in the club a few days
later.”

“Now see, I could never
have called Sandy Doyle on the phone like Eva did,” she continued.
“I was scared to death of him then. I guess I still am. But there
was some kind of connection between the two of them. I know it
sounds sick, considering how he turned us into little whores like
that when we where so young, but it was almost like a
father-daughter relationship.”

“Do you think Eva has kept
in touch with Sandy?”

“My guess is that she has.
She won’t ever talk about it because she knows how much I hate him,
but I think they still talk. There’s still something
there.”

I got Monica to write down
the name of Eva’s grandmother in Pecos and thanked her for being so
candid with me about her early years with Eva.

“If it helps Eva it’s the
least I can do,” she said. “God only knows if I could have survived
all that without her being there for me. Just tell her to call me
when you find her, so I’ll know she’s okay, would you?”

The sun was low on the
horizon by the time I got within a few miles of home, making the
pumpjacks, communications towers and scattered buildings I passed
appear in black silhouette against the glowing orange and violet
hues that painted the sky. At that moment, with the countryside I
had grown up in lining the highway, I was truly content. I might
eventually miss the trees and hills of Austin if I moved back to
Elmore for good, but I sure wouldn’t miss the traffic and the
claustrophobic feeling of the city.
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CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN

 


Sunday morning I went out
for a run alone. I knew Ray Garcia would have welcomed the chance
to escape from Melba’s list of Honey-Do’s, but I needed some time
to think about Russell Chilton and how his murder might be
connected to the disappearance of Eva Trout. And, I needed to think
about Eva’s possible connection to Sandy Doyle and what looked like
a drug money laundering arrangement.

But, it wasn’t the kind of
thinking you could do sitting at a desk and staring at names on
note cards and relationship diagrams. It required a specific lack
of focus that often came when doing something physical, like mowing
the lawn or painting a fence, or running. Running was one of the
best ways I’d found to think about something without really
thinking about it in the typical sense. A few miles on the road
alone would give the unconscious connections that I wasn’t even
aware I’d already made in the case to bubble to the
surface.

I also needed to spend
some time thinking about Angie Robbins, something I’d been
subconsciously avoiding. Although neither of us had acted on it, I
felt there was a growing attraction between us. I knew that it was
unethical for Angie to develop an intimate relationship with one of
her clients, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to complicate things by
letting that happen, even if she was willing to throw
professionalism out the window.

I started jogging slowly,
down the dirt driveway to the highway. Then, instead of turning
towards town I turned west and ran along the edge of the asphalt,
facing oncoming traffic, of which there was none. It was warming up
quickly and I had a good sweat going by the time I finished the
first mile.

Although there wasn’t a
tree in sight anywhere on the horizon, the fact that the road rose
and fell slightly as it shot straight as an arrow towards the New
Mexico state line provided some variation in the scenery. Except
for my footfalls, the road was quiet and the only other movement
was an occasional spooked jackrabbit tearing off across the dry
landscape of mesquite bushes and wild grass.

Two miles west of the
house the highway intersected with a farm-to-market road that
eventually wound around to meet Highway 385, which ran north and
south through Elmore. I felt pretty good, so I turned onto it,
committing myself to the loop that would put my entire run well
over ten miles. I didn’t have any other plans for the day, and I
knew I could always walk home if I ran out of steam.

A few minutes later, I was
replaying the previous day’s conversation with Monica Kendricks
when I realized a vehicle was approaching from behind. I glanced
back and saw that it was a large black Cadillac Escalade SUV and it
appeared to be driving well under the speed limit. I maintained my
pace, but moved a little closer to the edge of the asphalt just in
case the driver wasn’t paying attention and drifted across to my
side of the road.

As the SUV pulled
alongside me, I could see there were two men in the front and two
more in the back. The driver, large and with a shaved head and
tattoos visible along the side of his neck stared out at me from
behind a pair of wraparound shades and nodded at me as they rolled
past. He fit the description of the man who had given Beth Ann a
case of the willies at the bank a couple of days earlier. I could
see the other three men in the vehicle looking my direction as they
passed, but I couldn’t make out their faces through the dark tint
of the rear windows.

I readied myself to react
if the SUV stopped, but it kept rolling along at the same slow pace
until it was a hundred yards ahead of me, when it suddenly sped up
and disappeared quickly over a rise. Its slow pace gave me plenty
of time to commit the license plate number to memory. I spent the
next several miles trying to decide whether my visit to Odessa had
brought some of Sandy Doyle’s boys out of the woodwork or if I was
just being paranoid.

The rest of the run was
uneventful, but after I’d gotten back home I called Norris Jackson
and asked if he’d run the plate number for me. The SUV came back as
registered to Doyle Finance with an Odessa address.

“What the hell did you do
to get Sandy Doyle’s attention?” Norris asked.

“Just did a little
sightseeing around his stomping grounds,” I said.

“Well, be sure to let me
know if things start heating up,” he said. “There are plenty of us
around that would like to catch that son of a bitch with a charge
that would stick.”

“I’ll be in touch, Norris.
And, you’ll be the first one I call if anything happens. Thanks for
the information.”

“No problem, Buddy.
Remember, I’ve got your back if you need it.”
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CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT

 


Early Monday morning John
Donnelly called me and told me that detectives Bob Clemmer and
Reese Puckett wanted to meet with Kandy again. Donnelly said the
detectives wanted to discuss a few details and asked if I could sit
in on the meeting. I agreed to join them at the Elmore Police
Department at ten that morning.

I got there first, and Bob
Clemmer offered me a seat in his office while we waited for John
Donnelly and Kandy to arrive. Reese Puckett stepped into the room
and nodded at me coolly before launching into the conclusion to a
story he had been relating to Clemmer before I arrived. Apparently
it was about a bar fight Puckett had been involved in at some point
in what I’m sure was a long string of confrontational victories. It
only took a few seconds for me to realize that his performance,
with all of the pantomimed jabs, relating of verbal exchanges and
smacking of his fist against his palm, was really designed to
intimidate me. It was embarrassingly juvenile and I could see from
Bob Clemmer’s reaction that he felt the same way I did. Had Puckett
forgotten that I’d spent more than two decades as a cop? Scarier
guys than Puckett, including some fellow cops, had thrown every
kind of intimidation technique there was at me during that
time.

Thankfully, John and Kandy
arrived, saving me from the possibility of being accidentally
cold-cocked by this shadow-boxing steroid junkie. Bob Clemmer led
us to an interrogation room with a table in the center and two
chairs on each side. He ushered us in then pulled in an additional
chair from beside a desk outside the door. Kandy looked
nervous.

Clemmer left the three of
us alone in the room for a few minutes. Kandy started to speak, but
Donnelly put a hand on her arm and shook his head, nodding toward
the mirrored two-way glass on the opposite wall.

Clemmer finally returned
to the room, along with Puckett. Clemmer carried a stack of files
and Puckett carried a file storage box with the words CHILTON,
RUSSELL and a case number written on the end. Puckett dropped the
box on the table loudly with the labeled end pointed directly
towards Kandy, so her dead husband’s name would take up a big chunk
of her field of vision.

Both detectives then
removed their sport coats and hung them on the backs of their
chairs, exposing the butt-end of their weapons parked in their
shoulder-holsters, as well as the black leather handcuff holsters
they wore on their hips. It was a subtle intimidation technique
designed to accentuate the seriousness of the situation in the mind
of the subject they were about to interview. I had done the same
thing myself thousands of times over the years, working their side
of the table.

They both sat down and
Clemmer pulled out a pair of reading glasses, and then opened one
of the files he had been carrying. Reese sat sullenly with his arms
folded in a pose that emphasized his massive arm and shoulder
muscles, something that he was possibly using for intimidation, but
may have also been a subconscious action from years of being the
narcissist he was.

After almost a full minute
of flipping through his paperwork, Clemmer looked up and smiled at
the three of us, as if we had just appeared.

“Thank you again for
coming back down here, Kandy. I know you’re busy, and this is an
unpleasant reminder of what happened to Russell. We just wanted to
meet with you again to bring you up to date on how the
investigation is going and to see if you could help clear up some
questions we have.”

Kandy nodded and gave a
strained smile.

“I’ll help in any way I
can.”

“Good.”

He adjusted his reading
glasses and looked down at his notes.

“Now, when we talked last
week, we were having some problems with the timeline. You told us
that you woke up to find Russell gone from your bed. You said you
thought that Russell had just gone for an early-morning swim,
something that he was apparently in the habit of doing.”

“That’s right. Russell had
trouble sleeping sometime, and in the summer he would get up and go
for a swim before he got ready for work.”

“But this was a Saturday
morning. Isn’t the bank closed on Saturdays?”

“It is, but Russell went
in to work on most Saturdays. He would get up and go to work early
and let me sleep in.”

“I see. But this
particular Saturday, you got up early? You said you got up and took
a shower before you went outside to check on Russell, found him
floating in the pool, and then you went back inside and called the
emergency operator. And the call was logged there at, let’s see,
6:18 a.m. That would mean that instead of sleeping in this
particular Saturday, you got up at what, six-o’clock? Or, earlier
depending on how long your shower took.”

“I guess. I know it was
early. I couldn’t sleep.”

“You and your husband had
attended some sort of reunion gathering the night before, hadn’t
you?”

“Yes, it was a class
reunion.”

Reese spoke up, looking
directly at me.

“You were there too,
weren’t you?”

“Yes, I was. Kandy and I
graduated in the same class.”

“High school sweethearts?”
he asked with a sneer.

“We were. Twenty-six years
ago.”

“Anyway,” Clemmer said,
interrupting Reese before he could respond. “We talked to some of
the other attendees at the reunion and several people told us you
didn’t leave until sometime after 2:00 a.m. Does that sound about
right?”

“I guess so. I know it was
late, but I didn’t look at the time.”

“Did you go directly home
from the country club?”

“Yes, we did. I went to
bed right away. I think Russell stayed up for a while, watching TV
or doing some work on his computer.”

“So, considering driving
time, let’s say you got home and into the house by 2:15 a.m. at the
earliest. And, if you’re anything like my wife, it probably takes
you a good half-hour to get ready for bed. This would put you
getting into bed at around 2:45 a.m. Does that sound
close?”

“It could be. Like I said
before, I didn’t look at the time.”

“And you said Russell
stayed up even later than that, doing something in another part of
the house. So, he didn’t get to bed until what, three?
Three-thirty?”

Kandy shrugged.

“I-I don’t know. I guess I
was asleep already. I don’t remember when he came to
bed.”

Clemmer studied her over
the rims of his reading glasses for a long time, his brows knitted
in worry.

“Let me ask you this. And,
I want you to think about it carefully before you answer. Are you
absolutely sure that Russell came to bed that night?”

Kandy stared at the table,
blinking rapidly as her face slowly turned a deep shade of red. She
turned to John Donnelly and some unspoken communication passed
between them. She looked back at the table, gathering her resolve
before answering.

“No. I’m not
sure.”

“And now, Kandy. When you
went outside, you said you saw Russell floating in the pool and you
immediately turned around, went back inside and dialed 9-1-1. Is
that correct?”

“Yes.”

“You could tell right away
that something was wrong and you needed to summon help,
correct?”

“Yes. The water in the
pool was red from all of the blood”

“You didn’t try to stop
and help Russell?”

“No, I could see he was
already dead. He was just floating there, and there was just so
much blood. I-I just knew he was already gone, I don’t know
how.”

Clemmer waited for more,
but she lapsed into silence, staring down at the table. Clemmer
glanced at me and then reached into the folder and pulled out a
typewritten report.

“There’s a report here we
need to talk about, Kandy. Our crime scene technicians did some
testing around the pool area and inside the house, looking for
evidence. I’m sure you’ve seen on TV how they can do these tests
for blood stains that don’t show up to the naked eye. They spray
this stuff called Luminol on there and then look at it under a
blacklight. If there’s blood there, or even traces of blood, it
shows up.”

“Anyway, they did some
testing on the concrete walkway around the pool. And on the walkway
to the gate that leads to your back driveway, and also on the
walkway that leads to your bedroom door. And, they did some tests
on the carpet inside your bedroom right beside the door that leads
outside to the pool.”

Kandy was no longer
looking at the table, but paying close attention to the
detective.

“You know how when you get
out of a pool, at first you’re dripping wet and then the dripping
slows down, but if you walk across something you still leave these
wet footprints? Well, when they did their testing, they found that
there had been some big puddles of bloody water beside the pool, on
the deep end. Now, not bloody enough that they would look red or
anything, but with enough blood to show up when they spray the
Luminol on them. They also found remnants of some smaller puddles
of bloody water, these were foot-shaped puddles, leading to the
bedroom door. There were quite a few of them. And, they also found
some traces of that same bloody water leading from your bedroom
door toward the back gate that opens onto the driveway that leads
to your garage. In fact, that water was actually in the form of a
partial shoeprint, indicating that someone stepped into the bloody
water and then walked toward the back gate wearing
shoes.”

Kandy was concentrating
hard on Bob Clemmer as a tear slowly leaked down the side of her
cheek. He paused and looked up at her as if it were painful for him
to continue, allowing her an opening to offer an
explanation.

“Okay, Kandy,” he
continued. “So there are these bloody footprints leading to the
bedroom. Now you told us that you woke up early and found Russell
missing, you decided to take a shower. And, when you finished with
your shower, you said you went outside to check on Russell and saw
him floating face-down in the pool, so you ran back inside and
called emergency services. You didn’t say anything about getting
into the pool, or reaching into the pool, even though the officer
who interviewed you asked about that.”

He stopped and studied her
for a long time as she sat dabbing at her flowing tears with a
wadded ball of tissue.

“Now, Kandy, can you see
how what you’ve told us about that morning isn’t making any sense?
It raises a lot of questions that we’ve got to answer. Like, who
dripped all of that blood-tinged water from the pool to the bedroom
door? Was this person, or persons in the pool at the time of the
shooting? Why are there bloody footprints leading to the gate that
opens onto the driveway?”

John Donnelly, who hadn’t
spoken since Clemmer began talking, cleared his throat and shifted
in his seat.

“Is there some place Kandy
and I can talk alone?” he asked.

“Sure,” Clemmer said. “Let
me take you across the hall to the conference room.”

Detective Clemmer led
Kandy and John Donnelly out the door of the interrogation room,
leaving me alone with Reese Puckett. He sat studying me with his
thick arms crossed as he rocked back on the back legs of his
chair.

“It doesn’t sound like
your little sweetheart has been telling the truth, does it?” he
said.

“Listen,” I said. “I told
you we dated twenty-six years ago, but—“

“No, you listen,” he
hissed, leaning forward and pointing a stubby finger at me. “If
you’re mixed up in this or helping to cover this up, I’ll be coming
after you like a Pit Bull on a Chihuahua you dirty son of a
bitch!”

I leaned forward and
looked him squarely in the eyes.

“Detective, I was putting
killers away when you were still getting your ass kicked in
elementary school, so let me share something. Like I said the other
day, your technique sucks. Do you really think that if I had
something to do with this you’re going to scare me into admitting
it? That might work when you’re shaking down a teenager to find out
who sold them a baggie of pot, but trust me, it doesn’t work in
here. But, I’ve gotta give you props for the Pit Bull on a
Chihuahua line. That shows real promise, Sport.”

I winked at him and leaned
back in my chair.

“Oh,” I added, leaning
forward again. “I almost forgot. If you ever point that finger at
me again you’ll find it broken off and sticking up your ass the
next time you go to take a crap.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE

 


Bob Clemmer re-entered the
room and sat, glancing briefly at Puckett’s angry face and then at
me.

“I hope we’re about to
find out what really happened,” he said. Then looking at me, “I
know you’ve been doing some work on this, do you have anything
you’re willing to share with us yet?”

“Nothing I can connect to
the shooting,” I said. “So far it’s stuff around the fringes that
may not relate to the murder.”

“If you do come up with
anything you think might help, we’d appreciate being kept in the
loop.”

The door opened again and
Kandy entered, followed by John Donnelly. Kandy appeared composed
and calm, even though her eyes and nose were red from crying. They
took their seats again and Donnelly spoke first.

“There were some things
that happened the morning of Russell Chilton’s murder that Kandy
wanted to keep private, to protect her and her children from public
embarrassment. She was concerned about how things might appear, and
about people making up stories about what happened. Now she’d like
to tell you what happened and answer any additional questions you
have, with the understanding that you maintain, as much as
possible, tight control over the information.”

“I understand,” Clemmer
said. Then, he looked at Kandy over the top of his reading
glasses.

“Kandy, we’ll do
everything we can to keep what you tell us private. Now, if some of
what you tell us is germane to the case, and we have to use it in
court, then we may have to discuss it there. But, please rest
assured we’ll do what we can to protect your privacy.”

Kandy sat up and seemed to
gather thoughts before speaking.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been
completely honest with you. The truth is terribly embarrassing, but
I can see now I should have told you everything from the
start.”

“Kandy,” Clemmer said.
“Detective Puckett and I have been doing police work for a lot of
years, and we’ve probably heard just about everything at least
once. Please, continue.”

“First of all, let me
explain about Eva. For several years now, Russell and I have had
what some people refer to as an open marriage. It all started
innocently enough, a weekend away with another couple when we all
had a little too much to drink and ended up changing partners for
the night. And then Russell found out about a group of swingers in
Midland, so we went to a few of their parties. Russell really
preferred being the only male in the situation though, so we fell
into a pattern of threesomes, with another woman. One of us would
find a prospective partner, seduce them and then introduce the
other into the mix. Sometimes it was women I met, and sometimes it
was women Russell came into contact with at the bank, either
employees or customers. That’s how we met Eva. She worked for
Russell at the bank.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt,”
Clemmer said. “But what’s Eva’s last name?”

“Trout. Eva Trout. She had
worked for Russell about a year or so, and we had developed a very
close relationship, the three of us.”

“Do you mean close
physically? Or emotionally?”

“Physically. Sexually.
Sometimes it was the three of us together. Sometimes it was only
Eva and Russell. Sometimes Eva and myself alone.”

Kandy paused for a moment,
letting the impact of what she had said sink in. It was as if she
were enjoying a sort of voyeuristic thrill on some level. Over the
years I had forgotten about that aspect of her personality, a
tendency to try to shock others with her worldliness.

“Anyway, Friday night, or
I guess it was actually Saturday morning, before Russell and I left
the country club, we decided to call Eva and invite her over. She
got to our house before we did, and her car was in the driveway
outside the garage behind the house when we pulled in. She used the
alley entrance like she always does. We usually keep the gate that
leads to the back yard from that driveway locked for security
reasons, but we had the pool cleaned that day, so it was unlocked.
Eva was sitting at the patio table beside the pool.”

“I brought some drinks out
and we sat and talked by the pool for a while. Then Russell decided
we should all go skinny-dipping. So, we all just dropped our
clothes right there on the patio and jumped in the pool. I was
really tired and beginning to get sleepy. But Russell and Eva were
making love in the pool and I just decided to leave them there. I
went inside and went to sleep almost immediately.”

“So, Russell and Eva
stayed in the pool when you went inside,” Clemmer said.

“Yes, and as I was saying,
I fell asleep almost immediately and was sleeping pretty soundly I
guess. I thought I heard some knocking on the door leading out to
the pool, but it was so hard to wake up. By the time I did, there
was nobody at the door, and I fell back to sleep. Later on, after I
showered and went out to check on Russell, I realized I had locked
the door when I came in to go to bed.”

Clemmer stopped
her.

“Now you said you all took
your clothes off outside on the patio before you got in the pool.
We didn’t find any clothes out there when we came to
investigate.”

“After I got out of the
shower and went out and found Russell, I realized Eva had dressed
and left. I knew how it would look if our clothes were left there
on the patio, so I brought them inside after I called the police. I
don’t know why. I keep telling myself that I was in shock. Maybe I
was, or maybe I was just embarrassed about people knowing the three
of us were swimming in the nude. I really can’t tell you why I did
that and why I didn’t tell what really happened right from the
start, about Eva being there. All I could think about was what a
terrible scandal it would be and how that would affect the girls.
How people would whisper behind their backs and speculate about
what went on, and talk about what horrible people their parents
were.”

Donnelly spoke up at this
point.

“So, the traces of blood
the investigators found on the carpet just inside the door leading
to the patio may have been tracked in when you went outside to
retrieve your clothes?”

“Yes, I guess so,” she
answered. “That would have to be what happened.”

“Did you ever stop to
think that Eva might be responsible in some way for the shooting?”
Puckett asked, his face red and menacing.

“Eva? God, no. She would
never do anything to hurt either of us. As I said, the three of us
had a very close relationship.”

“Have you seen or spoken
to Eva since Russell was killed?” Clemmer asked.

“No. But we’ve talked
about how we need to be discreet before. About how word would
spread around town like wildfire if we weren’t careful about the
amount of time the three of us spent together.”

“How can we get in touch
with Eva?” Puckett asked.

“I can give you her phone
numbers,” Kandy said.

The detectives spent the
next hour going over Kandy’s story with her, asking the same things
over and over again in different ways to bring out additional
details, gathering more information about Eva Trout. I decided as I
listened that it would be best to talk to Detective Clemmer alone
about my own investigation into Eva Trout’s
disappearance.

I lingered for a few
minutes after John Donnelly and Kandy were gone, and waited until
Reese left the room before talking to Clemmer. I told him that Eva
had not reported for work since Russell’s murder and that her house
had been broken into.

“So, you don’t have any
idea where she is?” he asked.

“I have some things I’m
checking out, but nothing definite. If I find her, I’ll let you
know.”

“Are you sure there’s
nothing you care to share with us right now? Based on what Kandy
told us, and the fact that she initially lied to us, I would have
to say we consider her a person of interest.”

I thought about it for a
few seconds before speaking.

“Have you got time for a
cup of coffee?” I asked.

“Only if lunch comes with
it,” he responded.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTY

 


After Clemmer told Reese
he’d meet him back at the station after lunch, we walked a block
down the street to a place that sold bagels and sandwiches next
door to the long-closed Derrick Theater. The little shop was
beginning to fill up with downtown workers and a group of jurors
from a trial taking place at the courthouse across the street, each
of them conspicuously decorated with buttons declaring Juror in
bold letters.

We ordered our food and
compared notes about our experiences working in law enforcement.
The conversation finally came around to his partner, Reese
Puckett.

“He’s sure got a hard-on
for me,” I said. “What’s the deal?”

Clemmer shook his head.
“Don’t take it personally. That’s just the way he works. He’d have
a hard-on for his own brother if he’d been in town when Russell
Chilton got shot.”

“Treat everybody like
they’re guilty until they prove otherwise?”

“Something like that. He’s
a lot better than he used to be though. He’s mellowed.”

Our food came and we were
too busy to talk for a few minutes. Then, I quietly broached the
subject of Sandy Doyle, without mentioning my discovery of his
connection to Eva Trout.

“He’s probably behind a
lot of the drug traffic here, but he keeps himself well-insulated,
so we’ve never gotten anybody to give us anything we can use on
him. Why, do you think he’s a player in this?”

“It’s too early to tell,”
I said. “There may not be any connection at all to Russell
Chilton.”

“Hard to imagine that
there would be,” he said. “But stranger things have happened, as
I’m sure you’ve witnessed yourself working murders in the big
city.”

“Naw,” I said. “People
aren’t that much different in big cities than they are in small
towns. They manage to kill each other all over; there are just more
of them doing it in the city, so you notice it more.”

“Oh, yeah but around here
they just usually use a gun or a knife,” he said. “Nobody gets real
creative with how they do the job. Now after it’s over, that’s a
different story. Sometimes they really use their imagination when
it comes to disposing of the body. We had a case a few years ago
where they found this poor woman’s body in one of those big steel
tanks out on an oilwell location. I guess they thought nobody would
ever find it.”

“You think you’ve seen it
all and then something new comes along. We had a case one time
where we found a body in a septic tank under a trailer house,” I
said. “Can you imagine killing somebody and then going right on
living in the trailer parked right over their body like nothing
happened?”

“Safest place, really when
you think about it,” Clemmer said. “You don’t have to keep going
back somewhere to see if anybody’s found it yet. Plus, each time
you flush that old commode you get to heap a little more insult on
top of injury.”

“You’re one sick bastard,
you know that?” I said.

“Hey, sometimes you gotta
think like a nutcase to catch one.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE

 


After leaving Bob Clemmer,
I drove an hour and a half to Pecos, Texas and located the address
for Eva Trout’s grandmother Lenora Reynolds, whose name I had
gotten from Monica Kendricks, Eva’s friend and former roommate. It
was a small, older house on a street a few blocks from the main
drag. An elderly woman with a kind smile opened the inside door
just enough to talk to me through the screened opening of the glass
and aluminum storm door. As she listened while I told her who I was
looking for, she held the inside door in place, making it
impossible for me to see inside the house from where I
stood.

“I’m sorry, but she’s not
here,” she said, and started to close the inside door.

“Can you give her my card
if you see her?” I said, holding one up.

She eyed it hesitantly and
then opened the storm door a few inches to take it.

“Tell her I urgently need
to talk to her about Kandy Chilton.”

Eva’s mother continued to
study the card, then looked up at me for a few seconds before
speaking.

“You’re not with the
police?”

“No, I’m a private
investigator. Kandy Chilton asked me to help her locate Eva.
Kandy’s worried about Eva and wants to make sure she’s
okay.”

“Is Eva in some kind of
trouble?” she asked. “She’s acting just like she used to years ago,
before she got her life straightened out. And, she won’t tell me
anything about what’s going on.”

“I’m trying to find out
what’s going on myself,” I said. “But, I promise you she’s not in
any trouble with me. In fact, I may be able to help her if she’ll
talk to me.”

“She’s not here right now.
She was, and I expect her to come back, but she won’t come around
if she sees anybody she doesn’t know here.”

“Can you ask her to call
me?”

“Tell you what. I’ll see
if I can get in touch with her and get her to call you.”

“I certainly appreciate
it.”

“I can’t guarantee
anything. If you don’t hear from her within a couple of hours I
think you can assume she won’t be calling.”

I thanked Eva Trout’s
grandmother and drove around until I found a coffee shop where I
did what seemed the correct behavior under the circumstances; I
went inside and ordered pie and coffee. I’d just started on my pie
when my cell phone rang.

“Who is this?” a woman’s
voice asked.

“Buddy Griffin. I’m a
private investigator. Eva?”

“Yeah. Why are you looking
for me?”

“I’m trying to help Kandy
Chilton and I need to ask you some questions.”

“What kind of
questions?”

“Listen, Eva. I know
you’re scared, but I’m not a cop and I’m only trying to help Kandy.
Is there someplace we can meet and talk?”

She was quiet for a few
seconds and then asked me to hold on. I could hear muffled talk in
the background.

“I can’t meet you alone,”
she said after a couple of beats. “And, I’ll have to pick the spot.
I’m a little weirded out right now and I don’t know who I can
trust.”

“No problem,” I said.
“Just tell me where to go.”

She told me to hold and
passed the phone to a man with a hoarse voice who gave me
directions to a location outside Pecos. Ten minutes later, after
driving down a long dirt road off of Highway 285 southeast of town;
I spotted the rusted, partially collapsed Quonset hut the man on
the phone had described. I parked in the weedy dirt area in front
of the structure and stepped out of my pickup.

Aside from the
ever-present West Texas wind, there was no sound except the ticking
of the pickup’s engine. A metal hasp with a rusted padlock secured
the front door of the Quonset hut. There had been windows on either
side of the door, but the glass had been broken out or removed long
ago so now the frames only held badly weathered plywood and
remnants of sun-beat duct tape.

I started to walk around
the perimeter of the building to see if there were any other doors
or windows when I heard the low rumble of motorcycles in the
distance. I looked back down the road and could see a cloud of dust
hanging in the air behind a line of four motorcycles. As they
neared and pulled off the road, I saw the one in the lead held a
female passenger behind the driver. The other three held lone male
riders. All of the motorcycles looked like they were custom-built
Harley-Davidsons and the riders were dressed in the denim and
leather of seasoned riders.

The lead motorcycle rolled
to within a few feet of my pickup and stopped. The woman, who I
recognized as Eva Trout from the pictures I’d seen, climbed off the
back and started to walk toward me, but the man she was riding with
grabbed her arm and held her as he dropped the kickstand and leaned
the hog over.

“Just wait a second,” he
hissed. “Don’t be in such a fuckin’ hurry.”

Eva rolled her eyes and
stood with her arms crossed as the man stepped off the bike and
strode over to where I was. He was dressed in well-worn leathers
and had a purple bandana fashioned into a do-rag. He stood looking
at me with his five-day growth of beard and a sneer intended to
make him look like a badass in front of Eva and his buddies. I
hoped it was working on them, because it sure didn’t do a thing for
me.

“Who sent you?” he asked,
looking off toward the horizon.

“Nobody sent me,” I
answered. “I’m here on my own.”

I pulled out one of my
brand spanking new business cards and handed it to him, under the
assumption that he could read. He looked at it for a few
seconds.

“How do I know you ain’t a
cop?”

“I guess you’ll just have
to take my word for it.”

He studied my card for a
few seconds longer.

“Let’s get one thing
straight,” he said. “This lady means a lot to me. And, if anything
happens to her on account of coming out here to talk to you, you’ll
have to answer to me. Do you understand?”

“Sounds fair enough,” I
said.

“Crap, Jimmy! Are we gonna
stand around out here in the wind all goddam afternoon?” Eva
asked.

Jimmy Do-rag just shook
his head and shrugged.

The other three riders
climbed off their bikes and approached the Quonset hut. One of them
unhooked and removed the lock on the front door and pushed the door
open. He ambled into the dark of the building and a few seconds
later rolled up a rattling metal garage door on the side of the
building. I followed Eva into the building with Jimmy Do-rag and
the other two riders trailing behind me.

The inside of the building
had been turned into a sort of biker’s clubhouse, with a dusty pool
table, one partially disassembled motorcycle and a makeshift bar
set up along one wall. Once inside, Eva walked to the back half of
the building where there was a jumble of worn living room furniture
facing a large rear-projection large screen TV. She slapped at the
cushions on a threadbare couch, sending up a small cloud of dust,
and sat down. She looked up and anger flashed in her
eyes.

“Jimmy, I told you this
isn’t any of your shit. Why don’t y’all just play some pool or
something?”

“But, what if—“ Do-rag
started, but Eva cut him off.

“We’ll just be right here.
Chill, would you?”

Do-rag shrugged and shook
his head again, a combination of movements he apparently practiced
a lot when he was around Eva. Then, he shuffled off toward the
front of the building with his gang in tow.

Eva watched and waited
until they were out of earshot.

“I’m sorry,” she said.
“He’s such an asshole sometimes, but like I said on the phone, I’m
not sure who to trust right now.”

I explained my
relationship to Kandy and how I had come to be involved. I left out
what I knew about Eva’s longtime relationship with Sandy Doyle, the
cash in the safe deposit box and the links to Doyle’s companies. I
told her that Kandy had described the ongoing sexual relationship
between the three of them to the police.

“Well, that really
surprises me,” Eva said. “Kandy and Russell were always so
concerned with keeping things hush-hush that it’s hard to imagine
her talking about it openly.”

“The police were starting
to look at her pretty hard in trying to solve Russell’s murder. I
think she realized she needed to start telling the
truth.”

Eva gave a bitter laugh.
“Telling the truth. Sometimes that’s easier said than
done.”

“I hear you,” I said.
“But, there comes a point when the truth is the only way out of a
bad situation. Why don’t you tell me what happened and we’ll see if
we can’t get things straightened out.”

“Are you sure you’re not a
cop? You sound just like one.”

“Long story, but no, I’m
not a cop.”

She looked at me for a few
seconds, almost started to speak and then shook her
head.

“No, I got myself into
this and I don’t need to drag anybody else in with me.”

She started to stand up,
but I reached up and put a hand on her arm.

“Monica’s worried about
you. I promised her I’d try to help you.”

She looked down at me and
let her panic show for a split-second before sinking back onto the
couch again.

“Monica? How do you know
Monica?”

I told her that I had come
across Monica’s name while doing a background check and had
discovered that the two of them had lived and worked together at
one time. She eyed me warily, weighing whether she wanted to ask
how much I knew.

“I know about Sandy
Doyle,” I said.

“You know what about Sandy
Doyle?”

“I know that he took
advantage of you and Monica when you were younger and you and
Monica helped each other get away from him and that life. And, that
you’ve both done very well since then.”

She laughed.

“We’re really not doing
too bad for a couple of retired hookers,” she said. “That was all
such a long time ago.”

“And, I also know that you
keep in touch with Sandy Doyle on a pretty regular
basis.”

Her smile faded and she
looked down at her hands.

“Monica hates his guts.
She always has. She was always scared shitless anytime he’d come
around the club back then. And, she still thinks he’s gonna jump
out of the bushes like the boogie man and get her one of these
days.”

She looked up and searched
my eyes.

“Sandy was always real
good to me. He was like the daddy I never had. Monica could never
understand that.”

“I also know about the
money in the safe deposit box and Sandy’s accounts at the bank,
Eva.”

She tried to disguise her
surprise as confusion.

“I-I don’t know what you
mean. What money? What accounts?”

“You’re helping Sandy wash
his cash, aren’t you?”

She was visibly shaken by
the question. She blinked rapidly and stared out the open garage
door at the sandy, mesquite-dotted terrain surrounding the
building. She blew a nervous breath out and when she spoke her
voice was shaking.

“Ah, Jeez. How much
trouble am I in here? Are you FBI?”

I ignored the second
question.

“I can’t tell you if
you’re in trouble until you tell me about your relationship with
Sandy Doyle and what happened the night Russell Chilton was
murdered.”

She hesitated for a few
seconds and then started in on the story of how she had run away
from home at age sixteen and ended up working as a prostitute for
Sandy Doyle in a run-down apartment in Odessa. Most of what she
told me followed the story Monica had told me earlier, but there
was a sense of wistfulness in Eva’s telling, as if it hadn’t been
quite the living hell that Monica described. Once she made the
break from Sandy Doyle she hadn’t spoken to him for years, until a
chance meeting brought them back together.

“It was strange,” she
said. “I mean, here was this guy who had made money off me when I
was just a child, but when I saw him again I realized he was the
closest thing to family I’ve ever had outside of my
Granny.”

“Were you working at the
bank when you got reacquainted with him?”

“Oh, no. I was living in
Fort Worth at the time. We started talking on the phone now and
then, and he talked me into moving back to Odessa. He helped me get
a job in a bank in Odessa and we kept in touch over the
years.”

“So how did you end up
moving to Elmore?”

“Sandy talked me into
applying for a job at Elmore National. He said I would have a
better chance of advancing in a small town where the talent pool
was a lot smaller. I didn’t realize it at the time, but he really
just wanted to get somebody inside the bank so he could start
running some of his cash through there. See, all of the banks in
Odessa knew him and watched him pretty closely. Once I went to work
in Elmore he could send Darrell in to open accounts and start
making deposits.”

“Darrell? Who’s
Darrell?”

“Darrell Swain. He works
for Sandy. Or, he did anyway. I’m not sure if he still does after
all that happened.”

“Tell me how the setup
with the safe deposit box worked.”

“Well, not long after I
started work at the Main Office at Elmore National, Russell Chilton
started flirting with me. I didn’t think about it too much, I’ve
had men flirting with me since I was young. And, Russell Chilton
flirted with just about every woman in that bank. I mentioned it to
Sandy and he said I should play along, that it couldn’t hurt my
banking career to be a little extra-friendly to the
boss.”

“So, when Russell came
onto me one weekend when we were at a banking retreat, I flirted
back and we slept together. A few weeks later, we were spending the
weekend together at his cabin in Ruidoso. We had gone out to dinner
and were coming back to the cabin when just as we’re about to go in
the front door he says he has a surprise for me. I’m thinking he
got me some kind of gift or something, but he unlocks the door and
pushes it open and Kandy is standing there wearing nothing but a
big smile and a pair of spike heels. I just about shit my pants. Of
course I recognized her immediately, but I had only spoken to her
in passing at bank parties and such.”

“Anyway, that was the
start of the three of us spending time together. Not long after
that the job at the South Commerce Branch opened up and Russell
decided I should try for it. If I was working at the branch our
relationship wouldn’t be so obvious to everybody working downtown.
Sandy was tickled to death when he heard about the promotion, and
he got the idea that maybe he could start running some cash through
the branch and it wouldn’t draw too much attention.”

“Darrell came in and
opened the accounts and rented the safe deposit box. He would come
in about once a week and put cash in the safe deposit box and then
hand me some of it to put into the different accounts. I made out
the deposit slips and kept Sandy informed about what was going on.
I had a key to the box and sometimes if Darrell was busy or
something Sandy would call me and ask me to take out some cash to
make the deposits.”

“Did Russell know what was
going on?” I asked.

“Russell knew something
was going on, but not exactly what or how it worked. He figured out
that Darrell worked for Sandy and he knew about Sandy’s reputation.
And he knew they were making big cash deposits, but there was no
proof that anything illegal was going on. So, I think Russell was
basically looking the other way, since the deposits were helping
the bank grow.”

“Did Russell know about
your background with Sandy Doyle?”

“No, not until we watched
the tape.”

“What tape?”

“A few weeks ago, Russell
and I were alone at the branch when Darrell came in. Darrell knew
that he couldn’t do any normal business with Russell there, so he
acted like he came in to get into his own safe deposit box. Darrell
had opened up a smaller box in his own name a while
back.”

“So, I let him into the
safe deposit vault and helped him open his box and then left him
alone in there, like I would do with any other customer. Russell
and I waited in my office and talked and while we were still
talking Darrell finished and left. I went into the safe deposit
vault after Darrell was gone and noticed he left his key in the
lock on his box. Russell had followed me in there and he saw the
key and kept insisting that we should take a look inside Darrell’s
box. Well, I didn’t know what might be in there, so I tried to talk
him out of it, but Russell wouldn’t take no for an
answer.”

“So, he opens it up and
there’s nothing in there but a videotape with no label. Like one of
those blank ones like you buy to tape something on. And Russell
starts in immediately speculating on what might be on the tape to
make it important enough to keep in a safe deposit box. At that
point, I’m just glad Darrell hadn’t left his key in the bigger box,
the one with all the cash in it.”

“Anyway, this was late on
a Friday afternoon when this happened, and Russell decides he just
has to see what’s on the tape. So, we leave Darrell’s safe deposit
box empty and Russell stays around to help me lock up the branch
for the weekend. We drive downtown and lock ourselves in his office
where he has a TV with a VCR. He puts the tape in and it’s pretty
grainy and it’s in black and white. At first I think it’s a
homemade porno movie with this middle-aged guy screwing this
younger looking girl. Then, there’s a close-up on the girl’s face
and I realize it’s me when I was about sixteen or seventeen. I
start recognizing things in the background and can tell that it was
filmed in the apartment Monica and I lived in, the one Sandy paid
for.”

“You never knew you were
being filmed?”

“No, never. When we moved
in the place had already been fixed up and decorated. In the
bedroom there were already mirrors all along one wall because guys
always like to watch themselves when they were doing it. They must
have been those kind you can see through from the other side,
because that’s where it looked like this was filmed
from.”

“So, Russell recognized
you?”

“Not right away, but he
did after a few minutes. I told him it wasn’t me, but he knew it
was. I could see that it looked like too much of a coincidence for
me to be on that tape, so I told him everything, about working for
Sandy as a prostitute, about the cash deposits, about
everything.”

“What was his
reaction?”

“It was kind of strange. I
expected him to be mad about me working for Sandy and running that
cash through his bank, but he didn’t seem to be. He asked me some
questions about what Sandy was like and stuff like that, almost
like he was in awe of him. But, he didn’t seem too shocked with any
of it.”

“He just kept watching
that tape of that old guy doing whatever he wanted to me, and there
wasn’t much this guy didn’t do. I begged Russell to stop watching,
but I think it actually turned him on a little bit seeing me that
young. He kept watching and when the guy finished, the camera
zoomed in on his face and Russell just said ‘Holy shit’ and then
‘No way’. I didn’t even really remember the guy but Russell
recognized him right away. It was that politician guy, G. Travis
Kirkland.”

“G. Travis Kirkland, the
U.S. Senator?”

“That’s the one. Of course
back then he wasn’t a bigshot or anything. Just another john
getting his jollies with a teenaged girl, and there were a lot of
them back then. I would have never known I’d been with him if I
hadn’t seen that tape.”

“Did it bother you,
finding out that Sandy taped you like that?”

She shrugged and gave a
crooked smile.

“It didn’t really surprise
me. It sure isn’t the worst thing that ever happened to me back
then. I don’t think it would have made a difference if I’d known he
was doing it while I was with those men. I didn’t have much
self-respect at that point. I was just a piece of property for
Sandy to treat any way he wanted. Monica and I stayed high a lot
during that time. We could get as much weed as we wanted, but Sandy
made sure we didn’t get anything stronger.”

“So, what happened to the
videotape?”

“Russell took it with him
over the weekend and then met me at the branch early on Monday
morning and we put it back in Darrell’s safe deposit box. Darrell
came back in a day or two later and said he had been looking all
over for his safe deposit key. He acted like it was my fault that
he left it here or something. Darrell always was a jerk
though.”

“Why do you think Darrell
had the tape in the other safe deposit box in the first
place?”

She shrugged. “I dunno.
Maybe he was gonna try to use it against me if I decided not to
play along with what they were doing with the money or
something.”

“Did Russell say anything
more about the tape after that weekend?” I asked.

“Not right away, but he
started asking even more questions about Sandy and his different
businesses and sort of wondering aloud how much cash they
generated.”

“He knew that Sandy was
into drugs and gambling?”

“Yeah, he knew. Sandy
really doesn’t have any girls working anymore. There’s not enough
money in it I guess. I think he still gets some money from the guys
who do run the girls, but he’s not directly involved like he was
back in the day.”

“But Russell did bring the
tape up again?”

“Yeah one other time, the
weekend before he was killed. Kandy and Russell and I were having
some drinks and getting pretty frisky. Russell wanted to watch me
make love to Kandy and he said something like ‘Or, I’ve got a movie
we could all watch together’. It took me a minute to pick up on
what he was talking about and I shut him down before he could say
anything else about it and before Kandy could catch on.”

“So, he made a copy of the
videotape?”

“I never saw it, but that
would be my guess.”

“Any idea what he was
going to do with it?”

“No, but something must
have happened that week before he got shot.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, but I’ve
been thinking about it since that night in the pool. I think he
must have contacted Sandy.”

“Why do you say
that?”

“Well, Darrell usually
came in on Thursday or Friday, and if he didn’t then Sandy would
call and tell me how much to deposit to each account. But Darrell
never came in at all that week and when Sandy finally did call, he
didn’t say anything about the deposits. He sounded pissed about
something. Said he was disappointed in me, but then wouldn’t
explain what he meant. He just hung up on me, and I haven’t heard
from him since. It isn’t like Sandy to not call me at least every
few days, just to shoot the shit and see how I’m doing. I had my
cell with me since that night and he still hasn’t called. When I
try to call him back, he lets it go to his voicemail.”

“And, you think Russell
had something to do with that?”

“Russell was out of the
office all day on Tuesday and then when he came by the branch on
Wednesday he was acting really happy. Happier than I’ve ever seen
him act. I said something about it to him and he said something
like Sandy Doyle is a pretty nice guy. So, I asked him if he had
met him, and he said he’d bumped into him at the Odessa Country
Club, which I know is total bullshit because Sandy wouldn’t be
caught dead there.”

“You think Russell went to
see Sandy on the Tuesday before he was killed?”

“That’s the only way he
could have met him. And, I think he let Sandy know that he knew
about the tape. Russell wasn’t stupid. He knew what a videotape
showing G. Travis Kirkland screwing a teenaged prostitute could be
worth.”

“Why do you think Sandy
was keeping the tape at your bank instead of somewhere in
Odessa?”

“I don’t know. But he
didn’t want me to know about it or he wouldn’t have had Darrell
open another safe deposit box to keep it in. He couldn’t keep it in
the bigger one because I would get into that one to get cash to
make deposits with.”

“How do you think Sandy
would react to Russell if he did happen to pay him a visit and
brought up the tape?”

“Sandy would be pissed as
hell. He might not let Russell see that, but believe me he would
be.”

“Mad enough to kill
Russell?”

“I’ve been thinking about
that and I just don’t know.”

“Did you see anybody that
night?”

“No. It was dark, of
course, and the only lights in the back yard were those little
lights along the walkways. We were making love when it happened.
Russell had me up against the edge of the pool and he was behind
me, so I was facing away from the gate. I never heard anybody come
through the gate and I don’t even remember hearing the gun. Russell
just suddenly jerked and then fell back in the water. I turned
around and saw there was blood in the water and he was sort of
hanging there under the water, not moving anymore. Then I noticed
the gate was standing open.”

“What did you do
then?”

“I freaked. I jumped out
of the pool and ran to the bedroom door, but it was locked. I
pounded on the door, but Kandy didn’t hear me I guess. I was scared
that whoever shot Russell might come back for me, or might be
inside the house. And, for a second there I thought maybe Kandy had
shot him and run inside and locked me out. I was just so confused I
grabbed my clothes and got the hell out of there.”

“Where did you
go?”

“I started to go home, but
on the way there I started thinking about how Sandy had sounded on
the phone, all pissed off at me. I had a sort of an intuition that
whoever shot Russell might have been sent by Sandy. And, if that
was the case they would know where I live. So, I kept driving until
I got to my Granny’s house.”

“Does Sandy know where
your grandmother lives?”

“No. I always kept that a
secret so I would have someplace I could go when things got bad.
But, I’m not staying with her anyway. Jimmy found me a safe place
to stay until I can figure out what’s going on.”

“Why don’t you let me take
you back to Elmore? We can talk to the police and tell them what
you know about the shooting. They can protect you if you think
Sandy’s after you.”

She studied me
carefully.

“So, you’re really not a
cop?” she asked. “Of any kind? FBI? DEA?”

“No I’m not. Come back to
Elmore with me and talk to the detectives.”

“And go to jail for
helping Sandy launder money? I think I’ll take my chances staying
here.”

“Just tell them what
happened that night.”

“You won’t tell them what
I told you? About Sandy and the money?”

“Solving the murder is
what’s important right now. That’s what Kandy asked me to help with
and that’s what I’m focused on.”

“Is Kandy okay?” she
asked. “I mean I can’t believe I thought she might have been the
one who shot Russell that night. I was just so confused and
scared.”

“She’s holding up fine,
considering the circumstances. Of course it would help if you
talked to the detectives to corroborate her story.”

She stared at the pool
game going on at the other end of the building for a few seconds
before slowly shaking her head.

“I’m sorry, but I just
can’t. Not until I talk to Sandy.”

She stood up suddenly and
started toward the front of the building, wiping her eyes as she
went.

“Jimmy! Let’s go,” she
said.

I followed her to the
front of the building, but the largest of the pool players stepped
in front of me, holding the butt end of his cue like a
club.

“You and I are going to
wait here for a few minutes,” he said, smiling.

I made Eva take one of my
cards and got her to give me her cell phone number before they
left, heading back down the road the way we had come, leaving a
cloud of red dust behind them. After watching them go, I turned to
my captor.

“What’s your name?” I
asked.

“Most people just call me
Mad Dog.”

“Okay, Mad Dog. I’m Buddy.
Care for a quick game of nine-ball?”
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CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO

 


The next morning I was
sitting in Lita’s Little Mexico enjoying a plate of huevos
rancheros, topped with an extra helping of Lita’s green chile
sauce, when John Donnelly dropped a copy of the Elmore Sentinel on
my table. The headline on the front page read ‘POLICE SEEKING LOCAL
WOMAN’ above a picture of Eva Trout and a story entitled ‘Bank
Employee Missing Since Chilton Murder’.

“I thought I might find
you here,” he said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “You
spend so much time in here you should ask Pete about renting office
space.”

“You know that’s really
not a bad idea,” I said, thinking about the convenience of having
an endless supply of hot coffee and sopaipillas within steps of my
desk.

“Seriously,” he said. “You
ought to consider moving back to Elmore. Angie tells me you’re not
happy with your job situation in Austin. There’s plenty of work
around here to keep you busy. And, it would give Angie another
reason to stay around here and work for me.”

“I’ve been thinking about
it,” I answered, digesting his comment about my presence giving
Angie a reason to stay in Elmore. I had forgotten how much I missed
my hometown until I had come home. Although I’d been preoccupied
with Russell Chilton’s murder lately, I had to admit to myself that
Angie was one of the reasons I’d been thinking about extending my
stay.

“I’m hoping this will take
some of the focus off of Kandy,” Donnelly said, nodding toward the
newspaper. “At least they didn’t give the reporter anything about
the hanky-panky going on between the three of them.”

“Well, it’s not over yet,”
I said. “Every good reporter knows to follow the rumors, and there
are plenty them out there about Russell Chilton and his weakness
for the ladies.”

“I’ve told Kandy she
should consider getting away, at least until things can quiet down
some. She’s going to Dallas with her girls for a few
days.”

“That’s probably a good
idea,” I said. “Did Kandy’s revelations about the threesome with
Eva surprise you?”

He glanced around the
restaurant before answering.

“Not really. I’d heard
stories that Russell and Kandy had been involved in some swapping
of partners, but it was always just rumors. You can’t keep secrets
for very long in a little town like Elmore.”

I noticed the trio of Jake
Sutton, Louis Rogers and Sid Fuller approaching us from across the
room where they’d been watching us talk.

“This should be good,” I
muttered.

“Good morning, gents,”
Jake said. “Interesting development in the Chilton murder, isn’t
it?”

“Morning fellas,” I said.
“You all know John Donnelly?”

“Of course we do,” Jake
said. “Good to see you John.”

“You too, Jake,” he
answered.

Jake pointed at Eva’s
picture on the front page of the newspaper.

“You know that bank is
right there close to my house,” he said. “And I always thought
there was something going between that lady there and one of the
uppity-ups at the bank. I’d go in there sometimes and it would just
be the two of them in there alone and I could tell there was more
going on than just banking.”

“Let’s go Jake,” Sid said,
nudging Jake towards the door. “Can’t you see they’re
busy?”

“No, I was just leaving,”
Donnelly said, standing up and picking up his newspaper. “I’ll talk
to you later Buddy.”

Jake stood watching
Donnelly as he left the restaurant.

“Now there goes another
guy who’s always getting his name in the newspaper,” he said. “Just
food for thought.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,”
I said. “Where you boys off to this morning?”

“Jake’s taking his wife to
Midland to do some shopping,” Sid said. “Louis here has to go home
and clean up his bachelor pad. And me, I feel a nap coming
on.”

“Sounds like you got the
better deal,” I said.

“Bullshit,” Jake said.
“He’ll be mowing the lawn or painting the house as soon as his wife
notices he’s back home.”

Louis started toward the
front door.

“Come on you two. Let this
man finish his breakfast in peace.”

After The Three Amigos were
gone, I sat sipping coffee and looking around the half-empty
restaurant. I had eaten at Lita’s Little Mexico in two different
locations, during days of boom and days of bust in the oilfield.
Presently, Elmore’s economic status was somewhere in-between, with
the price of oil not quite high enough to justify much new drilling
in the area, but not so low enough to shut things down
completely.

During the most recent
boom, Lita’s had moved into the building where they were now, which
was much larger and would allow for expansion to accommodate the
hundreds of oilfield workers who flocked into town for lunch each
day. But, not long after the move, the price of oil plunged and
things slowed down, forcing Pete and Manuelita Rascon to scrap the
expansion plans. Instead they walled off only as much space as they
needed for the dining room and kitchen and left the rest of the
building unfinished.

Being a private detective
with an office inside a Mexican restaurant might not be something I
could get away with in Austin, but here in Elmore it had a certain
West Texas style to it. Of course my clients would have to tolerate
leaving my office with the smell of fajitas lingering on their
clothing, something they might be able to overlook if they had free
chips and salsa while they waited to see me.

As I drained the last of
my coffee, Pete Rascon emerged from the kitchen pushing a rolling
cart with a plastic dishpan on top and began to bus the empty
tables around me.

“Hey Pete,” I said. “You
got a minute?”
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CHAPTER
THIRTY-THREE

 


I wasn’t really sure what
to do next on the Russell Chilton investigation. Clemmer and
Puckett were still looking for Eva, but Eva wasn’t coming out of
hiding until she talked to Sandy Doyle. Kandy had told all she was
going to tell, whether she knew more or not, and had probably left
town like John Donnelly had advised her to do. Jay Bradley at the
bank had promised to keep me informed if Darrell Swain or Sandy
Doyle’s lawyer Dayton Clark showed up at the bank again. There was
not much to do but wait for something else to happen.

It didn’t take long. I was
on the thirteenth hole of the Elmore Municipal Golf Course with Ray
Garcia when my cell phone interrupted Ray’s putt.

“Do-overs!” he yelled as I
flipped my phone open and saw from the prefix that the call was
coming from an Odessa number.

“Buddy Griffin,” I said,
shaking my head at Ray as he moved to reposition his
ball.

“Mr. Griffin, my name is
Dayton Clark. I’m an attorney representing a corporation in Odessa
that needs some help with an internal security matter. I understand
that’s your business.”

“That’s right,” I said,
remembering the cover story I had used at the WTEG building in
Odessa. “What can I do for you?”

“Do you deal with all
sorts of security matters, or do you focus only on oilfield
theft?”

“Well, the oil companies
are my bread and butter, but I work with all sorts of businesses on
security, employee screening, theft investigations, that sort of
thing.”

“Excellent, excellent. The
corporation I represent is looking for someone to investigate a
defalcation that took place recently. Would you be able to meet
with me in my office in Midland later today?”

Dayton Clark gave me the
address of his office and I agreed to meet with him at three-thirty
that afternoon. He hadn’t mentioned Sandy Doyle’s name, or any of
Sandy’s companies, but I had little doubt who had asked him to
contact me.
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CHAPTER
THIRTY-FOUR

 


I found it mildly amusing
that Sandy Doyle used an attorney located in Midland, even though
his home and businesses were all in Odessa. The two communities had
enjoyed a long rivalry and each developed singular reputations in
the region. Midland had achieved a status as being
business-oriented and many professionals chose to live there, while
Odessa’s population was traditionally more blue-collar. People from
Odessa and Midland interacted freely enough, since those dressed in
starched shirts and ties in the shiny office buildings of the major
oil companies located in Midland depended on the dirty hands of the
coverall-wearing oilfield workers in Odessa to make things happen.
Sandy Doyle had built his empire on the vices that attracted the
latter. But having an attorney with a Midland address apparently
carried a cachet that Sandy couldn’t resist.

Dayton Clark’s office was
located in a gleaming five-story building near downtown Midland.
The elevator smelled of oranges and patchouli. Or, the scent may
have been coming from the white-haired refined looking gentleman
who rode up with me.

Clark’s receptionist was
attractive in a way that I would have paid more attention to
fifteen years ago, but that now just seemed superficial. One of the
benefits of getting older I guess. She behaved with a slightly
disdainful air designed to help the clientele understand that only
through her good graces could they gain access to one of the most
brilliant legal minds in West Texas.

After making me sit in the
waiting area long enough to be sure I noticed the quality of
magazines they subscribed to, the receptionist ushered me into
Dayton Clark’s finely appointed office and offered coffee. I
accepted her offer, partly to see how she reacted to performing
such a menial task and partly to see what passed for coffee in a
high-class Midland law firm.

Dayton Clark wasn’t in his
office, but as I sat in the expensive leather chair in front of his
desk, I could hear the unmistakable sound of someone urinating into
a nearby toilet, followed by the predictable sound of the same
toilet flushing. I waited for the sound of someone washing their
hands, but instead heard one side of a muffled conversation
concluding. Only following the sound of a cell phone snapping shut
was I relieved to hear the much-anticipated hand-washing
sounds.

A door to the side of a
bookcase containing about three billion law books opened and a
compact nattily-dressed man emerged and introduced himself as
Dayton Clark, after which he dropped his cell phone on the desk and
took his seat in the power position behind the dark cherry wood
desk.

“I’m so glad you could
come in, Mr. Griffin,” he said, sliding around a little as he tried
to sit up a bit taller in his slickly-finished leather chair. “As I
told you on the phone, my client is looking for someone to help
them with a security matter and they asked me to interview you to
see if you would be a good fit.”

“A good fit? Are we
talking about putting me on their payroll or letting me help figure
out who raided the petty cash box?”

Clark gave an irritatingly
fake laugh.

“Oh, no, it’s nothing
permanent, but my client likes to screen all vendors before making
a business commitment with them.”

“I’m guessing that must
get expensive at your hourly billing rate.”

The irritating laugh
again.

“Well, if my client does
decide to do business with you, I think you’ll find that they are
not averse to paying a little more to get what they
want.”

“I like the sound of
that,” I said. “So, how does this screening work?”

“I’ll just ask you a few
background questions to get an idea about whether my client can
work with you.”

“You keep saying ‘my
client’. Just who exactly is your client?”

He raised his index finger
and waggled it at me.

“Not so fast, we’ll get to
that eventually. First, I’d like to get some information about your
experience. Do you have a background in law
enforcement?”

“I do. I recently retired
from the Austin Police Department after twenty-three years on the
job.”

“Street cop?”

“When I started out.
Homicide the last twelve years.”

“Homicide. That’s
exciting.”

“It’s not anything like it
looks in the movies or on TV. Mostly just talking to people and
filling out forms.”

“Ah, I think you’re just
being modest, Mr. Griffin. Don’t most police departments usually
promote their best and brightest to the Homicide
Division?”

“I was the exception to
the rule.”

More of the irritating
laugh.

“So, now that you’re no
longer a public servant, how do you feel about cops?” he
asked.

“What do you mean? How do
I feel about my former employer, or a particular police department?
I’m not following you.”

“Let’s say law enforcement
in general.”

“Well, I guess I’d have to
say I’m in favor of it, although there never seems to be a cop
around when you need one.”

The irritating laugh
again. I was going to have to learn to curb my sense of humor
around this guy.

“Tell me this, Mr.
Griffin. When you were in law enforcement, did you ever have
occasion to consider supplemental sources of income?”

“Not really, some of the
guys did security guard work on the side, but I didn’t.”

Clark leaned forward and
put his fingertips together delicately and lowered his
voice.

“I was referring to more,
um, unorthodox types of income.”

“Oh, you mean bribes,
graft, payoffs, that sort of thing.”

Clark involuntarily
glanced around the closed office as if I might be overheard by
someone. Then, he looked at me expectantly, raising his
eyebrows.

“Oh, no. Never,” I said.
“Of course being in Homicide we didn’t get a lot of those
opportunities. Sometimes being the best and the brightest can work
against you.”

Thankfully, that line
slipped by Clark without eliciting another irritating
laugh.

“I see,” he said. “Well,
let’s move on—“

“I’m just curious,” I
interrupted. “Why would you ask something like that?”

“Well, it’s just to get an
idea about how you view different situations.”

“Did I pass? Or were you
looking for somebody who had some experience with looking the other
way.”

His face
reddened.

“I-I don’t know what you
mean.”

I laughed. “I’m just
kidding with you. Say, I thought that receptionist was going to
bring me a cup of coffee.”

“We won’t be much longer,”
he said, glancing at his watch.

“Oh, take all the time you
need. I was just looking forward to a nice cup of java, since she
offered and all. You do keep it made up around here don’t
you?”

“Yes, yes of course. But I
don’t want to keep you any longer than necessary.”

He stood up and came
around the desk.

“No problem, I’ve got
plenty of time. I take mine black.”

He stood there for a few
seconds waiting for me to stand and follow him out of the office,
but I stayed put. Finally, he strode toward the doorway muttering:
“I’ll be right back.”

As soon as the door closed
behind him, I reached across and picked up his cell phone and
flipped it open. I scrolled to his saved numbers until I saw the
name Sandy, highlighted it and pushed the Send button. A gruff
voice answered after a few rings.

“What?”

From his tone I got the
impression that if Sandy Doyle wanted to talk to you he would be
the one to do the calling.

“Do you have Prince Albert
in a can?” I asked.

“What the fuck? Dayton, is
that you?”

I hit the End button,
closed the phone and put it back where I’d found it. Clark came
back into the room carrying a Styrofoam cup of steaming black
coffee.

“I knew she wouldn’t be
the one bringing me my coffee,” I said. “She just didn’t look like
the type.”

“Here you go, Mr. Griffin.
Now, I’m sorry but I’ve got—“

His cell phone rang,
playing the theme from The Godfather. He snatched it off the desk
and gestured toward the doorway.

“I’m sorry, but I’ve
really got to take this. I’ll be in touch.”

I just nodded for him to
go ahead with his call and took a sip of coffee. There was almost
as much steam coming out of his ears as from the cup. He opened the
phone and listened for a few seconds.

“No, it wasn’t me. Of
course I’m sure.”

He held the phone out and
looked at like nobody had ever hung up on him before, then snapped
it shut and looked at me. I did my best impression of Jimmy
Do-Rag’s shrug, turned and shuffled out of the office.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTY-FIVE

 


After leaving Dayton
Clark, instead of making my way across Midland to Highway 158, the
quickest route back to Elmore, I drove south and got on Interstate
20, which led to Odessa. I was a little pissed off at Dayton Clark
for making me drive all the way to Midland and then giving me so
little information. So I decided to give myself the thirty-minute
drive from Midland to Odessa to figure out what to do
next.

When I got into Odessa, I
exited the interstate near the campus of the University of
Texas-Permian Basin. On University Boulevard, not far from the
campus, I spotted a coffeehouse called The Brutal Bean with a big
sign proclaiming FREE WIRELESS INTERNET!! I parked, grabbed my
brand-new laptop computer from behind the pickup seat and went
inside. The Brutal Bean? What was Odessa coming to?

So I wouldn’t look too out
of place, I ordered one of what Norris Jackson had referred to as
an ‘eight-dollar double-fluff-mocha-latte-bullshit drink’. Before
the gangly dreadlock-wearing barista could finish making it, I had
fired up the laptop, connected to the Brutal Bean’s FREE WIRELESS
INTERNET!! and jotted down the address for Doyle Financial Group.
Just so the barista-mon wouldn’t get his feelings hurt by my hasty
departure, I sat for a few more minutes sipping my eight-dollar
double-fluff-mocha-latte-bullshit drink and surfing the Ikea
website like I’d seen the Starbuck’s crowd in Austin do. Paging
through the starkly uncomfortable desks and chairs shown on the
website, I tried to imagine them arranged in the converted
storeroom inside Lita’s Little Mexico where I was setting up my
office. I decided a trip to a second-hand furniture store might be
more appropriate. Maybe I could persuade Angie to help me pick out
something.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTY-SIX

 


The name of the Doyle
Financial Group made it sound more impressive than it looked. It
was located in a glass-walled storefront in a strip center with a
faded plastic sign reading DOYLE FINANCE. The words All Paychecks
Cashed had been hand-painted in two-foot high bright yellow letters
on the front window. A couple of doors down from Doyle Finance was
the E-Z Pay Furniture Rental store with the same yellow lettering
on the windows proclaiming Flat Screen TV’s Starting at $20 Per
Week!! I wondered if they rented office furniture too.

Inside Doyle Finance there
were half a dozen cubicles, each with a desk and a couple of metal
folding chairs. The employees were all Hispanic women and the
clientele occupying the folding chairs were working-class people,
often with two or more kids bouncing around while their parents
told them to shut-up, leave-that-alone and sit-down.

After I waited a few
minutes, one of the employees finished with her customer, so I gave
her my card and told her I was there to see Sandy Doyle. She
excused herself and walked to the back of the building and through
a doorway that went into the building next-door. She returned a few
minutes later and asked me to follow her. I turned down her offer
of coffee since I was certain she could hear the gurgling in my
stomach from the eight-dollar double-fluff-mocha-latte-bullshit
drink I had just consumed, and the Dayton Clark Law Firm coffee
before that. Why didn’t these receptionists ever offer you the use
of their restroom instead of more coffee?

At the end of a long dark
hallway, we reached a brightly-lit doorway and she gestured for me
to step inside and then closed the door behind me.

Sandy Doyle stood behind a
large desk littered with paperwork and magazines with a telephone
receiver to his ear. He was wearing an expensive-looking red golf
shirt and black Sans-A-Belt slacks. If he’d been wearing a cap with
the Nike swoosh on it I might have mistaken him for Tiger Woods
were it not for the salt and pepper hair and the face that could
have easily earned a screen test for a revival of the The Sopranos
television series.

Photographs of Sandy Doyle
standing in groups of people at various public functions cluttered
the office. I spotted one photo of Sandy shaking hands with G.
Travis Kirkland at an awards ceremony of some kind. Another showed
the two of them side by side on a sport fishing boat. He watched me
while he talked on the phone, looking almost as pissed off as he
sounded.

“Yeah, well I’ll talk to
you about it later. I got a guy here to see me,” he said, hanging
up without waiting for a response.

“What?” he
asked.

“Aren’t you going to ask
me to sit down?” I asked.

“I don’t even know who the
hell you are,” he responded.

“Buddy Griffin. Your
attorney just interviewed me.”

“Oh, sure, sure. Sit the
fuck down,” he said, sinking into his own chair.

“I thought maybe we should
just cut the bullshit and meet each other,” I said. “Make things a
lot less complicated.”

He shrugged and nodded.
“Whatever. Freakin’ lawyer thinks I can’t talk to anybody without
tripping over my own dick.”

“Speaking of Dayton Clark,
he said you needed some help with what he called a security matter.
Is that true, or was there some other reason for calling
me?”

“Well, I guess I could
have just called to ask what you’re up to with all the nosin’
around, but the truth is that I do have a problem. Somebody I
trusted, in fact two somebody’s that I trusted, have taken
something that didn’t belong to them and I’d like it
back.”

“Two people were
involved?”

“Yeah. Well three people
actually. Two employees and one guy from outside the company. But
the outside guy isn’t so much of a problem anymore. One of the
employees, it didn’t surprise me a bit that he would try something
like this, and I’ve already severely disciplined him. But the other
employee, I always thought of more like a family member. It’s
disappointing, you know, when people that you think of that way let
you down. This was a longtime employee, and we go way back
together. And now this employee seems to have
disappeared.”

“And you think this
missing employee may have the stolen item with them?”

“Yeah, probably. It sure
looks that way. It’s hard to think that this particular employee
would screw me like this, but I don’t know what else to
think.”

“Have you contacted the
police to report the theft?”

He chuckled.

“It isn’t that simple. In
case you don’t already know this about me, I’m a very private
businessman and the last thing I need is word of this kind of thing
getting around town.”

“And, you haven’t always
had the greatest relationship with the police.”

He chuckled again. “Well,
shit yeah, I guess you could say that. I’ve got a few guys working
on this.”

“Listen,” I said. “I don’t
mean to try to tell you how to run your business, but letting your
own men look for this missing employee could be a
mistake.”

“You got any better
ideas?”

“Let me take a shot at it.
Tell your guys to back off and give me a few days,” I said. “I
think I might be able to help.”

He stared at me for a few
seconds before answering.

“And why should I think I
can trust a squeaky-clean ex-cop to help me with this kind of
problem?”

“Because I need to find
out why Russell Chilton was killed and you need to find out if Eva
Trout really broke your heart. From what I know about this, Eva’s
about as close to you as your own daughter might be, and I’m the
only one in a position to figure out the truth about what happened.
You have my word that I’ll share that truth with you, good or
bad.”

I may have been mistaken,
but for a second I thought the old psychopath’s eyes got misty.
Then he shook his head and stood up.

“I’ll give you a few days
to come up with something, but I’ve been around long enough to know
when somebody’s playing me for a fool. Don’t think I won’t come
after you too if you try to screw with me.”

I stood up.

“Good enough,” I said. “Is
there any way I can talk to the employee that you disciplined. To
see if he has anything that would help?”

“I’m afraid that’s not
possible. We let him go and haven’t seen or heard from him since.
But, we gave him a good talking-to before we sent him on his way.
I’m sure he didn’t hold back anything.”

I had no doubt Sandy Doyle
was telling the truth.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTY-SEVEN

 


Driving out of Odessa, I
noticed a large warehouse building with an Estate Sale banner
draped above the entrance, so I stopped on the chance that they
might have an old office desk I could use. Thirty minutes later I
was on the way back to Elmore with a beautiful old wooden desk in
the bed of my pickup. It looked like a Government Issue desk from
World War I and weighed slightly less than the Texas State Capitol
Building. I had talked the woman running the sale into throwing in
an executive chair from a more modern era and a couple of guest
chairs for not much more.

The next morning, I called
Ray Garcia and asked if he wanted to go to Lita’s with me. I failed
to mention the purpose of our visit.

“Holy crap, hombre. You
couldn’t have found a heavier desk somewhere?”

“I thought you’d be
grateful that the waitresses inside get to see you flex your
muscles.”

“Shit. I wondered why you
wanted to go to breakfast so late. Didn’t want the whole town
laughing at us carrying this raggedy old desk past them while they
were eating breakfast. Let’s just hope the lunch crowd don’t get
here early and see us.”

We slid the desk down the
bed of the pickup and lifted it off the tailgate, taking slow,
short steps and watching each other to see who would be the first
to drop their end. Manuelita Rascon saw us from inside the
restaurant and ran out to prop the entrance doors open.

“Oh, my God! Do you need
some help? I can get Pete if you need some help.”

“Thank you, but I think
Ray’s okay. He’s got the lighter end, and I’m fine.”

Once we had the desk
inside the area I had rented from the Rascons, we brought the
chairs in and arranged them into what resembled a formation one
might find in an actual office.

“You know what I think?”
Ray said. “I think it looks like a storeroom for old
furniture.”

“Thanks Ray. That’s the
look I was going for.”

“I also think you need to
buy me some huevos for blindsiding me about coming here and then
using me like a damn pack mule. Speaking of food, are you and Angie
still going to the picnic with us?”

“You bet. Angie’s looking
forward to it. Is Melba making tamales like you
promised?”

“Oh my God, you wouldn’t
believe how much time she’s spent talking about making them on the
phone to her mother. I’m telling her make the damn things already
and quit talking about it and running up the phone bill so much. Is
Angie making potato salad?”

“Well, we’ll be bringing
the potato salad. It may come in a plastic tub with an H.E.B. label
on it though.”

“Oh, man? Grocery store
potato salad? I should have told Melba just to stop off at Taco
Bell and get a six-pack of burritos. How could you let her bring
grocery store potato salad dude?”

“Ray. I mentioned to Angie
that we were bringing the potato salad but I didn’t order her to
make it. Are you trying to tell me you have the least bit of
influence on what Melba decides to do?”

I pulled out my cell
phone. “Maybe we should give her a call and ask her whose idea
making the tamales was.”

“I’m not saying that, man.
Besides, the only time her number don’t give off a busy signal is
when she’s in the shower. She called me at work one day and I swear
to God I heard this little tinkling sound, like water you know?
And, I’m thinking no way is she taking a dump while she talks to me
on the phone, but sure enough she flushes the damn commode before
we hang up.”

“Ray, there are some
things that happen between a man and his wife that probably
shouldn’t be shared with other people.”

“Thank God I didn’t hear
any other noises besides the tinkling sound. You know what I mean,
Bro?”

“If I buy you breakfast
can we change the subject?”

“Now you’re talking. Hey
dude, did I ever tell you about Melba’s toenail
problem?”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTY-EIGHT

 


Angie met me at the door
wearing a silk robe and an exotic scent that made me want to attack
her. She stood with the door open a few inches, leaning on it and
looking me straight in the eyes.

“Are you sure we’re ready
for this?” she asked.

“I’m ready if you
are.”

“But, we’ve never done
this together,” she said, running a hand seductively along the
neckline of her robe.

“There’s a first time for
everything,” I said. “And besides, you said you have a lot to teach
me.”

“Oh, I do indeed. Are you
sure you’re willing to do everything I ask tonight?” she
said.

“Not only willing, but
eager.”

She smiled and stepped
back, opening the door wide.

“Okay, big boy. You know
where the kitchen is. I’m going to finish changing clothes and you
can either start peeling the potatoes or open the wine, your
choice. There’s a Shiner Bock with your name on it chilling in the
freezer.”

By the time she joined me
in the kitchen, I had Angie’s wine poured and was slicing potatoes
while sipping beer and listening to Alejandro Escovedo on the
stereo. The silk robe had been replaced by a Midland Rockhounds
T-shirt and a pair of shorts.

“Ah, a minor-league
baseball fan,” I said.

“More of a major-league
fan,” she said. “But a minor league game in the park beats a major
league game on TV any day.”

“I hear you. We should go
see them play sometime.”

“The schedule’s right
there on the refrigerator, mister. I’ve got the stadium cushions if
you’ve got the beer money.”

“That reminds me,” I said.
“When I paid a visit to Eva Trout’s house the other day I was
talking to the father of a guy I knew who was a star on our high
school baseball team.”

“Anybody I might
know?”

“Maybe. His name’s Ham
Burnett.”

“Does he still play
ball?”

“Oh, no. The baseball
player was Ham’s son. He apparently died a few years back. Got
mixed up in drugs I think. Anyway, Ham lives alone and I get the
idea he’s probably pretty lonely there by himself.”

“Well, if he likes
baseball we could take him along,” she said. “But he gets to sit on
your stadium cushion. My butt is too tender for me to give mine
up.”

“I wonder if he’d go,” I
said.

“Sure, he’d go. Who would
pass up the chance to spend time with two people as intelligent and
attractive as we are? In fact, maybe you should call and see if he
wants to go to the picnic tomorrow.”

“You think?”

She shook her head. “How
is it you can spend twenty some odd years chasing down ruthless
killers but are too shy to pick up the phone and call a kindly old
senior citizen?”

“I’m not shy, I’m just
trying to think this through first.”

“Give me his damn number
you big wuss.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
THIRTY-NINE

 


As a tradition, the
population of Elmore gathered annually for the Elmore Fourth of
July Picnic at Veteran’s Park, which was located on the northeast
edge of town. The park was built in the 1950’s on land donated by
the widow of a local war hero who died on D-Day in 1944. There were
acres of green grass and big healthy trees, fed from years of
constant watering by the water wells drilled on the property. The
original agreement to donate the land for the park mandated the
drilling of the wells and the watering schedule. Before shipping
off to war, the benefactor’s husband had brought her to West Texas
from eastern Missouri where trees and green grass weren’t such a
novelty and didn’t require daily watering during scorching summer
months to keep them from burning to a crisp. The gift of the land
to build the park was her way of trying to make sure the children
growing up in Elmore always had a place to play that looked like a
real park.

A four-foot thick wall
made of caliche rock and concrete surrounded the park, and there
were large barbeque pits made of the same material. The grounds
were dotted with concrete picnic tables, some of which were located
under shelters constructed of pipe, corrugated metal and the same
caliche and concrete mixture. There was a larger covered seating
area constructed of the same materials and open on the sides for
larger groups to use. Today, local civic groups were set up and
selling cakes, cookies and homemade Mexican food dishes alongside
the contestants in the annual chili cook-off.

Ray and I were sitting at
one of the tables; sipping beer and watching Angie and Melba try to
turn the great outdoors into something resembling a kitchen. It was
an age-old ritual women seem to fall into whenever food preparation
is required to take place outside of the territory of their own
kitchen. I had watched my mother do the same thing when I was
younger and my only concern had been to grab a hotdog and meet my
buddies to see who had been able to score some
firecrackers.

Angie had called Ham
Burnett the night before and he’d jumped at the chance to ride to
the picnic with us, but had started up a conversation with an old
friend he bumped into and wandered off soon after we’d
arrived.

“Did you ever notice how
some people just don’t look natural wearing shorts?” Ray asked,
gesturing towards a group of people next to the staging area for
the water-balloon fight.

“Are you talking about
yourself?” I asked. “I really think that’s what those
twelve-year-old girls that walked by a few minutes ago were
giggling about.”

“No, I’m talking about
John Donnelly over there. I’ve never seen him when he wasn’t
wearing a suit.”

I found Donnelly in the
crowd just as he turned our direction and we exchanged
waves.

“He’s an attorney, Ray.
People place their lives in his hands when they hire him to handle
a legal matter. He’s got to look sharp. In fact, you could probably
learn a lot by studying his wardrobe.”

“Shit bro, if I went
around looking any sharper than I already do women and men all over
town would be fainting dead when I walked by.”

After he finished his
beer, Ray excused himself and headed off toward the row of
Port-A-Potties that had been set up at the edge of the park for the
occasion. I saw John Donnelly walking my direction, so I got up,
pulled two fresh beers from the ice chest and offered him one. He
was there with his wife, who was watching their grandson compete in
the water-balloon toss at that moment.

Angie and Melba were still
fussing with the food, which I really didn’t think needed anymore
attention than unwrapping and plopping down on a Styrofoam plate,
but maybe I’d been living as a bachelor for too long. Donnelly and
I stood sipping our beers and watching the kids tossing the
water-balloons for a few minutes before he glanced around to see
who might be within earshot.

“I haven’t heard anything
from our friends at the police department since we met with them
last week,” he said. “Do you have anything new to
report?”

“So far, nothing that
helps Kandy. I’m still trying to piece it all together.”

“I heard you took my
suggestion and opened an office at Lita’s. You knew I was just
joking, didn’t you?”

“Actually, it was a stroke
of brilliance. They’ve always got a fresh pot of coffee going and
you’ll always know where to find me if you want to buy me
lunch.”

“By the way,” he said.
“Kandy did take my advice and is spending some time in Dallas
shopping with her girls. Maybe things will settle down a little bit
before she comes back.”

“How was she the other
day, after she told her story to Clemmer and Puckett?”

“Oh, you know Kandy,” he
answered. “She’s a strong woman.”

“She is that,” I agreed,
taking a swig of my beer. “Did you get the idea that she really
didn’t mind giving us all of those details about her personal
life?”

He was quiet for a moment,
then chose his words in the slow, deliberate manner he had learned
through decades of handling delicate situations with discretion and
billing hundreds of dollars per hour to do so.

“Mr. Griffin,” he said,
with a wink. “You might be shocked to know some of the things that
go on behind closed doors in this little town.”

“However,” he continued,
raising an index finger in the air. “I feel it especially
noteworthy to point out to you today, of all days, that according
to the Declaration of Independence, we are all endowed by our
Creator with the inalienable right to pursue happiness.”

“So, those threesomes
between Kandy, Russell and Eva Trout were really all about being
patriotic?”

“It’s the American
way.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER FORTY

 


A few days later, I was
sitting in my office inside Lita’s Little Mexico Restaurant, which
I was pretty sure was the only private detective office actually
located inside a restaurant, at least in the state of Texas, when
The Three Amigos, also known as Jake Sutton, Sid Fuller and Louis
Rogers walked in.

“He’s busy,” Louis barked,
pulling the other two back toward the door.

“No, not at all. Come in
guys,” I said, putting the newspaper aside and gesturing for the
three of them to sit down.

“You got yourself all set
up in here it looks like,” Sid said, gesturing around at the
office. “I thought you said you just came to town for a class
reunion.”

“I did, but I’ve been
thinking about sticking around for a while. My folks passed away
and I’m getting their house ready to sell.”

“Who was your daddy?” Sid
asked.

“Woody Griffin,” I
said.

Sid and Jake both
acknowledged that they had known him from his days in the
oilfield.

“Your daddy was a good
man,” Jake said, and then launched into a humorous story about an
incident on a drilling location they were both working back in the
1970’s.

As he finished, my cell
phone rang and I saw that it was John Donnelly calling so I stepped
outside the office door to answer it.

“Can you come over to
Kandy’s house right away?” he asked.

“Sure, what’s going
on?”

“Somebody broke in while
Kandy was out of town and ransacked the place.”

“I’ll be there as quick as
I can.”

When I put my phone away
and stepped back into the office, Sid and the other Amigos were
standing at the back of the office where I had draped my butcher
paper diagram of the Russell Chilton murder investigation over a
stack of boxes.

“So, you really are
working on the Russell Chilton murder after all, huh?” Sid said,
with a look of disgust.

“Excuse me, boys,” I said,
gesturing toward the door. “I’ve got to leave the office, so I’m
afraid I’ve got to ask you to leave.”

They reluctantly began to
file out the door, with Sid bringing up the rear and letting one
last barb fly before leaving.

“A Texas Ranger would
never lie to the citizenry like that.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FORTY-ONE

 


I met John Donnelly at
Kandy’s house and toured the damage inside while he stood on the
porch outside talking to Kandy on his cell phone. She had been
planning on staying in Dallas another week, but Donnelly was
advising her that the police might want to talk to her about the
break-in to determine if there could be a connection to Russell’s
murder.

Whoever had broken in was
looking for something, although there was no way of knowing if
they’d been successful in finding it. They had pulled out all of
the drawers in the bedroom and dumped the contents on the bed. And
then done the same for drawers located in the kitchen and den. But,
Kandy’s jewelry cabinet, while a little askew, didn’t seem to have
been a target. My thoughts on what the break-in might have been
about were confirmed when I noticed an expensive oriental cabinet
in a corner of the den that had its door jimmied open. Inside the
cabinet were shelves containing a wide assortment of adult
videotapes and DVD’s. Several opened videotape boxes lay on the
floor next to the cabinet.

“Any idea who it could
have been?” Donnelly asked, coming into the den.

“Hard to say,” I answered.
“Might have been some kids looking to vandalize the place, since a
real thief wouldn’t have passed up so many items that are so easy
to fence.”

“What’s this?” he asked,
nodding toward the video collection.

“Well, I’m not sure,” I
answered. “But it looks to me like the pursuit of happiness you
mentioned the other day may be televised.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FORTY-TWO

 


I parked in the alley
behind Doyle Finance and watched as the employees left for the day
one by one until the only vehicle left in the parking lot was the
black Cadillac Escalade that I’d seen tailing me on my run a few
days earlier. I figured some of the same guys I’d seen riding in it
might be inside with Sandy, but was surprised to see him walk out
the side door of the building alone. I drove into the lot, stopping
directly behind the Escalade, which was parked nose-in against the
building. Sandy watched as I approached, squinting into my
headlights, with a mild look of annoyance.

I killed my lights and
stepped out of the pickup, carrying one of the empty videotape
cases I’d brought from Kandy’s house.

“I thought you agreed to
give me a few days to try to recover what you were missing,” I
said, holding up the videotape case, with the flap open. I had no
idea if it was the same case that had once contained the tape of G.
Travis Kirkland and a sixteen-year-old Eva Trout, but it served as
a good prop.

Sandy Doyle looked at the
videotape case and shrugged.

“What the hell are you
talking about?” he asked.

“Somebody broke into Kandy
Chilton’s house and went through Russell’s adult tape
collection.”

“And, you think I sent
someone to do that?” he asked. “That wouldn’t be very smart would
it? Send somebody to break into the house where somebody’s just
been whacked?”

I couldn’t believe he’d
just used the word whacked. Maybe he really was a fan of The
Sopranos.

“Well, when you put it
like that it really doesn’t sound very smart, does it?” I
admitted.

“Listen. I already told
you I’d give you some time to work on this. My people are leaving
it alone for the time being. But, from the looks of things, you’re
not having a hell of a lot of luck, are you? I hope you’re not
going to make me regret giving you a chance.”

“But,” I said. “You do
understand that if I figure out that you’re involved in the murder
of Russell Chilton then all bets are off.”

“I’ve told you, I’m just a
businessman. I got no control over what somebody working for me
does. If they go off and do something on their own, and I don’t
even know about it, how am I supposed to stop them?”

“Are you saying that one
of your people may have shot Russell Chilton?”

“I ain’t saying anything
of the kind. I’m just saying I can’t follow everybody around
watching what they’re doing like some kind of damn babysitter. I
hope you don’t think that I control everything these people do.
Sometimes they get big ideas and decide to go off and do things on
their own.”

“So, somebody came up with
a plan of their own for the tape of G. Travis Kirkland?” I asked.
“I mean with e-mail, the internet and YouTube, his political career
could be over within a few days if that fell into the wrong
hands.”

“So, what’re you doing
standing around here waving that empty tape box at me? Get the hell
out of here and go use your detective skills to fix this.
Otherwise, Eva can forget about ever walking the streets during
daylight again, and after that things may get unpleasant for Kandy
Chilton. I can’t believe she wasn’t up to her well-heeled ass in
this too.”

With that, Doyle opened
the door to the Escalade and climbed in. I barely had time to move
my pickup out of the way before he backed away from the building
and roared off into the darkening streets of Odessa.
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CHAPTER
FORTY-THREE

 


On the drive back to
Elmore, I called Eva using the cell phone number she had given me
when we’d met a few days earlier. The call went to voicemail, but
she called me back almost immediately. She was probably screening
her calls since Clemmer and Reese had probably tried to call her
using the number they’d gotten from Kandy.

“How many people know
about the videotape that Russell had?” I asked.

“I don’t know who Russell
told, but the only person I told about it was Jimmy.”

“Tell me about your
relationship with Jimmy,” I said.

She was quiet for a few
seconds, as if she had to think about how to explain it.

“He’s an old boyfriend.
Somebody who knows all about my past and doesn’t look at me funny
because of it. We were involved at one time, but he’s more like an
older brother to me now.”

“What did you tell him
about the tape?”

“Just that Russell had
gotten hold of it and that it was filmed when I was
sixteen.”

“He doesn’t know who’s on
the tape with you?”

“No. I don’t think he
would know who Kirkland is anyway. Jimmy’s life revolves around his
motorcycle and the guys he rides with.”

“Do you think he would try
to get that tape back if he knew where to find it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It
really bothered him what Sandy did to me and Monica, taking
advantage of us when we were so young. What’s this all
about?”

“Kandy’s house was broken
into and it looks like somebody may have been looking for the
videotape. I need to find it, and I need to talk to Jimmy to see
who he might have told about the tape or if he knows anything about
the break-in. Have you seen him in the last few days?”

“No, he gets a little too
possessive when we’re around each other very long, so I had to
split. I’ve been staying—well, let’s just say I found another safe
place to stay.”

“I think it’s a good idea
for you to stay put for now. I need to talk to Jimmy, so if you
hear from him, let me know. I also need you to think about what you
want me to do with the videotape if I can locate it.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Sandy Doyle wants it
back. And, I think he may know something about who killed Russell
Chilton, which would help take the heat off of Kandy. But, on the
other hand, that tape is evidence of child prostitution, sexual
assault and indecency with a child at the very least. If I were
still in law enforcement I wouldn’t have any choice but to arrest
both Sandy Doyle and G. Travis Kirkland.”

“And ruin their lives over
something that happened over twenty years ago?”

“Ruin their lives? You
were the victim here, Eva.”

“And my life will be
ruined just as much as theirs if you go to the police. If Sandy
wants it and the tape can get you information to help clear Kandy,
give it to him.”

“Even though you’re the
one on that tape? Even though Sandy will still be able to do
anything he wants with it at any time in the future?”

“Listen. The girl on that
videotape isn’t me. She doesn’t exist anymore. I left her behind
when I left that lifestyle and grew up. Besides, if Sandy taped me
with that Kirkland guy, I’m sure he taped me with every other john
I slept with. And, I’m pretty sure that the tape Russell borrowed
from Darrell Swain’s safe deposit box was only a copy. The original
tapes are probably in a vault in Sandy’s house on Lake LBJ or
someplace like that.”

“Okay, so you don’t want
me to go to the police with it. But, what about the other
sixteen-year-old girls out there who might be in the same situation
right now?”

“Sandy’s not even running
whores anymore. And Monica and I were the only ones Sandy ever used
who were that young. Sandy’s been more like a father to me more
than anyone has. I know there are kids being abused out there, but
locking Sandy up for this isn’t going to help them.”

“Have you thought anymore
about why Darrell may have had a copy of the tape?”

“Darrell? Who knows,” she
said, laughing.

I got Eva to give me a
list of places I might find Jimmy before she hung up. It was too
late to go looking for him, so I decided to start fresh in the
morning. I needed to come up with the tape as soon as possible if
there was any chance of getting Sandy Doyle to help me clear Kandy
of her husband’s murder.
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CHAPTER
FORTY-FOUR

 


The next morning I had
breakfast with Ray Garcia at Lita’s before we walked across the
dining room to my office entrance. Ray had been unusually quiet
during breakfast and barely responded to my attempts to verbally
spar with him. Once inside my office door, he headed straight for
the old leather couch I had picked up at a local furniture store
that seemed to be having a perpetual ‘Closing Business’ sale. He
stretched out on the couch and threw an arm over his
eyes.

“Don’t mind me,” he said.
“I just stayed up a little too long playing poker online last
night.”

“Was Jack Daniels sitting
in on the game?” I asked.

“Now that you mention it,
I think he might have been.”

“You gonna call in tired
today?”

“That’s not a bad idea,
homie. One of the great things about being self-employed. And, one
of the bad things too. No boss to be afraid of at the
office.”

“Just at home,
huh?”

“Ha, you said it. That’s
the only thing that gets me out of the house every weekday; Melba’s
dirty looks if I act like I might take a day off.”

“Well, I’ve got to get out
of here soon, but you’re welcome to sleep it off so long as you
don’t answer the door if anybody knocks.”

“Where are you off
to?”

“Pecos. Gotta find a guy
who might know something about the break-in at Kandy’s.”

Ray sat up, suddenly awake
and alert.

“Can I go? I’ll tell the
girls at the office that I’m meeting with a client all
day.”

“What about Melba? What if
she finds out?”

“Shit, I’ll have my cell
phone with me. She can get hold of me if she needs to. I’ll tell
her you’ve got a friend in Pecos that needs some estate planning
help.”

“Estate planning? Think
that will work?”

“Estate planning always
works. Anytime Melba asks for details I just start rattling off
Internal Revenue Code sections and Proposed Regulation numbers and
she drops it.”

“Sounds like you’ve got
this figured out.”

“Well, hey. A guy can’t
keep his nose to the grindstone all the time. He’ll end up with a
flat nose.”

I looked at him and shook
my head.

“Maybe you could just
grind it down enough so that you looked normal,” I said.

“Dude, you got any
aspirin?”
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CHAPTER
FORTY-FIVE

 


When Ray and I got to
Pecos our first stop was Jimmy Do-Rag’s trailer, which sat in a
mobile home park just outside the city limits. Nobody answered the
door and an elderly lady sitting in a lawn chair at the trailer
next to Jimmy’s told us she hadn’t seen him in several days. Empty
beer bottles and motorcycle parts littered a wooden picnic table
next to Jimmy’s trailer, but there wasn’t a complete motorcycle in
sight.

We drove into Pecos and
stopped at a tire shop where Jimmy sometimes worked, but struck out
there too. The manager of the shop said Jimmy hadn’t been in to
work in over a week, but acted as if that wasn’t
unusual.

I had Jimmy’s cell phone
number, but didn’t want to use it unless I had to. I didn’t want to
spook him if he really had been involved in the break-in, at least
not until I could spook him in person. I hoped having Ray with me
might work to my advantage. I had been coaching him on the drive
over from Elmore on the art of appearing menacing by remaining
silent. I doubted Ray would be able to remain silent for more than
a few seconds, but I figured it was worth a try. I intended to
school him on the use of serious facial expressions too, but we ran
out of driving time.

After we left the tire
shop, I remembered my eight ball game with the muscle of Jimmy’s
gang, Mad Dog. He’d told me that he worked for a welding company in
Pecos, so I found a phone book and looked the address up. It was
located a few blocks from where we were.

Wild West Welding operated
out of a big pre-fabricated steel building that sat at the front of
a large dirt yard filled with rusted oilfield equipment in varying
stages of construction or repair. A chain-link fence topped by
barbed wire surrounded the yard. I told Ray to stay in the car and
started to get out of the pickup.

“Is there a gun in here?”
Ray asked, opening the glove box.

“What? A gun? What do you
mean?”

“Don’t I need a gun in
case something happens in there? What if you need my help? I can’t
just walk in there and threaten them with my silence can
I?”

“You could always make a
face, with that un-flattened nose of yours. Really, I think I’ll be
okay. I’m not expecting any trouble.”

“Okay,” he sighed. “But,
you need me I’m there for you, dude. I’ll do whatever an unarmed
man with a hangover can do.”

Inside the door there was
a small front area with a waist-high counter made of old wooden
paneling and Formica. A woman sitting at a desk on the other side
of the counter working on a computer looked up when I came
in.

“I’ll be right with you,”
she said. “I just gotta get this invoice entered completely or I’ll
lose track of where I am.”

“No hurry,” I said. “I’m
not a paying customer.”

“Oh, well we’re used to
that,” she laughed, picking up a group of papers and stapling them
together.

“Now,” she said, standing
and moving to the counter. “What can we do you for?”

“Well, I hope I’m in the
right place,” I answered. “I’m looking for somebody and I think he
might work here. A couple of weeks ago my wife was driving home
from El Paso. We live in Midland. And, she had a flat tire just
outside of town here, and a man on a motorcycle stopped and changed
her tire for her. She didn’t get his name, but she remembered the
name of your company—he told her he worked here, and she said he
was a pretty big fella and riding a big black
motorcycle.”

“That would be Myron I
bet,” she said, nodding. “He’s one of our welders.”

“Is he around? I’d sure
like to thank him in person.”

“Sure, let me call
him.”

She stepped to the desk
and picked up her telephone receiver and pressed a button. I could
hear her voice echo through the shop building behind the office and
on the loudspeakers outside as she paged him.

“I think I’ll just wait
outside if you don’t mind. It’s such a beautiful day.”

I stepped outside and gave
Ray the okay sign so he’d stay in the pickup. A minute or two
later, Mad Dog came out the front door of the building wearing
dirty coveralls and a leather apron.

“Hey partner, you come by
to get your ass kicked in eight ball again?” he asked with a grin
as he shook my hand.

“Actually, I need your
help,” I said. “I’m trying to get in touch with Jimmy. I thought
maybe you knew where I might find him.”

“Did you try his
house?”

“Yeah, we went by there
and went by the tire shop too.”

“Huh. I’m not really sure
then. We’re not real tight, Jimmy and I. We ride together sometimes
on the weekends, but he’s a little too wild for me.”

“I thought maybe you and
the other guys you were with were in some kind of gang together,” I
said.

“Gang? Oh, like the
Bandidos or something? No, we just hang together cause we all ride
and we love motorcycles. We’ve all got jobs and families. Remember
Stevie, that short dude with the red hair, he’s a high school
history teacher.”

“What about Jimmy? Is he a
straight arrow too?”

He looked off to the
horizon and scratched his beard.

“Naw, now Jimmy’s
different. There’s no telling what Jimmy might do.”

“Breaking and entering?” I
asked.

He shot me a quick glance
then looked down and started shaking his head.

“Man, I told him he was
out of his mind. Breaking in where there’s just been a murder
committed? How stupid is that?”

“I get the idea Jimmy’s
not a real Mensa candidate.”

“No kidding. He tried to
get me to go with him, just to be a lookout or something. I told
him no way am I going to risk getting caught and going to prison.
He just laughed at me and called me a pussy. So, I decided I’d just
give him some space for a while.”

“Did he say why he wanted
to break into the Chilton’s house?”

“Aw, it was something
about a homemade porno tape or something. Hell, somebody ought to
teach him how to use the internet sometime if that’s what he’s
looking for.”

“Got any other ideas about
where I might find Jimmy?”

He thought for a
moment.

“There’s this biker bar
outside of Monahans that we went to a couple of times called Sugar
Mama’s. And, I mean there are real bikers there, not weekenders
like me. I wasn’t comfortable there at all, and I don’t scare too
easily. Jimmy loves the place though; he’s right in his element.
You might catch him there tonight if you’re lucky.”

“Thanks Myron. I really
appreciate the help.”

“No problem. Come by after
work some time and we’ll grab a beer and shoot some
pool.”
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CHAPTER
FORTY-SIX

 


Ray slept most of the way
home, and I got to look Sugar Mama’s over in the daylight when we
passed through Monahans. It was a small building set back from the
highway, and might have been a combination store and gas station at
one time. The outside had been painted with tribal tattoo-style
designs and a small sign posted next to the entrance read ‘Members
Only’. I’d have to plan on bringing my membership card and secret
decoder ring with me later that night.

When we got back to Elmore,
Ray was refreshed and ready to face life as a Certified Public
Accountant once again, so we parted ways at Lita’s where he’d left
his car. I went inside to find The Three Amigos waiting for me
inside my office, which I had left locked earlier that
morning.

“We needed to see you and
they told us it would be okay for us to wait inside,” Sid
explained.

“I think they were trying
to get rid of us,” Louis added.

“What can I do for you
guys?” I asked, glancing around to see what confidential
information they had been perusing in my absence.

“We think we’ve solved
Russell Chilton’s murder,” Sid said, with an air of
certainty.

“Oh, really? Shouldn’t you
go to the police with this information?”

Sid snorted.

“Heck, those detective
guys act like they’re too busy to even talk to us. You know how
City employees are.”

“That young one, the one
who looks like a steroid case, he told Sid to get a life,” Jake
added with a grin.

Sid shot Jake an annoyed
look. “There’s something wrong with that boy. He doesn’t belong on
any police force.”

My cell phone rang and I
recognized the phone number of the Donnelly Law Firm. I expected to
hear John Donnelly’s voice, but it was Angie.

“How was your trip to
Pecos?” she asked.

“Yes sir, I’m so glad you
called,” I answered, then to the Amigos:

“Can we maybe talk about
this tomorrow?” I asked, holding my phone up. “I’ve got an
important call I’ve got to take right now.”

Sid reluctantly nodded and
the three of them shuffled out, closing the door behind
them.

“I really, really am glad
you called,” I said after they were gone.

“Anybody I know?” she
asked.

“My private detective
squad.”

“Awwww, those guys are so
cute. But I am glad they want to be detectives instead of lawyers.
So, how did it go?”

I told Angie that I’d
struck out on finding Jimmy Do-Rag, but planned to drive over to
Monahans that evening to see if I might find him at Sugar
Mama’s.

“Sugar Mama’s, huh? Sounds
like a tittie bar,” she said.

“I sure hope so. Hate to
drive all that way for nothing.”

“You’re a pig. You better
let me go with you. I can wear some leather pants and be your old
lady.”

“I would, but this isn’t a
costume party. I don’t know how rough the people who hang out there
will be. I’m a trained professional, which means I know when to cut
and run.”

“Aw, come on. Just because
I carry a briefcase to work doesn’t mean I can’t handle myself
outside of a law office. I tended bar when I was going to school in
Waco. Even had to use a baseball bat on a guy once.”

“You? I am duly
impressed.”

I could tell she really
wanted to go.

“What color are your
leather pants?” I asked.

“Whaddaya think? Black of
course.”

“And, what if it really is
a tittie-bar?”

“I’m okay with that, as
long as it isn’t amateur night.”

“I’ll pick you up at
eight.”
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CHAPTER
FORTY-SEVEN

 


When Angie answered the
door, I thought I might have stopped at the wrong house. She was
just as attractive as she usually was, but in a much different way.
Her makeup, which was usually understated and tasteful, was much
more dramatic and emphasized her big, beautiful eyes. The black
leather pants she’d mentioned fit about as well as any I’ve ever
seen on a woman and her low cut black blouse revealed a tasteful
amount of cleavage.

“You look magnificent,” I
said, a little bit in awe.

She smiled and did a
little twirl.

“Play your cards right and
I’ll wear this for you when you’ve been a good boy.”

“I just hope the guys at
the bar don’t decide to take you away from me.”

“Don’t worry about that
Buddy Griffin. My heart belongs to you,” she said, holding her
right hand up to show me a heart tattoo on the back of it.
“Temporarily, of course. I hope I don’t have to hide it from John
in the partner’s meeting tomorrow morning.”

“Are you sure you haven’t
worked undercover before?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t be very good
if I answered that truthfully, now would I?”

By the time we got to
Sugar Mama’s an assortment of motorcycles, pickups and cars crowded
the dirt parking lot in front of the tiny building. Three men who
were dressed like extras from a bad 1970’s biker movie stood
outside the front of the club smoking and laughing. They watched us
as we walked toward the entrance, but I wasn’t sure whether they
were more interested in Angie or me. I had forgone the white dress
shirt and khaki’s deputy sheriff look for tonight’s occasion and
was instead wearing a black T-shirt from a Harley-Davidson dealer
in Austin, Levi’s and a pair of motorcycle boots. I had considered
wearing a do-rag of my own but sometimes an understated look works
best.

Inside, there were more
bike movie extras crowded at an odd arrangement of tables and
chairs and mismatched booths that must have come from three or four
different restaurants. There was also a roughly-constructed bar
along the back wall, with enough elbow-room for half a dozen
patrons. It was noisy, a jukebox beside the bar competing with the
roar of conversation from the tables.

A few heads turned to look
at us when we came in, and some continued to watch as I surveyed
the room looking for Jimmy. I finally spotted him at the bar with
his back toward the door. I started toward him, but a Mad Dog-sized
biker stood up and raised his hand.

“This is a private club,”
he shouted over the music. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you
and your lady to leave.”

“But I told a buddy of
mine I’d meet him here.”

“Who?”

“My man Jimmy, at the
bar,” I said pointing.

“Jimmy!” he yelled,
glancing around in the direction I pointed. “This dude with
you?”

Jimmy turned around and
squinted in our direction and then nodded. “Yeah, Squeezer, he’s
okay.”

Squeezer stepped aside and
gestured for us to pass, smiling and nodding at Angie as politely
as he could. We stepped up to the bar next to Jimmy and ordered
beers.

“What the hell are you
doing here?” Jimmy asked, glancing over.

“We need to talk about the
videotape.”

He looked at me without
speaking, then at Angie, who was doing her best to act like my
bored old lady.

“Who’s the
chick?”

“My old lady,” I answered.
“Says I never take her anywhere. Let’s talk about the
tape.”

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

“Come on, Jimmy. I know
you went to Kandy Chilton’s house looking for the videotape of Eva
and I think you probably found it.”

“You can’t prove
anything.”

“You’re right, I can’t.
But, I don’t need to prove anything. I just need you to give me the
tape.”

He looked at me with
disgust.

“What are you, some kind
of pervert? Why do you want it, anyway?”

“Eva told you about Sandy,
the guy who made the tape, didn’t she? Well, he wants it
back.”

“Oh, so he’s the pervert
and you’re just working for him?”

“Listen, Jimmy. It’s
complicated, but I think Eva’s probably told you that Sandy Doyle
is more like a father to her than her own father was. He just
doesn’t want that tape to fall into the wrong hands. He’s trying to
protect her.”

“Protect her? Man, that’s
some messed up thinking. No. No way, man.”

With that, he turned to
face forward again, taking a long pull on his beer. I stepped a few
feet from the bar and pulled out my cell phone and keyed in Eva
Trout’s number. It went to voicemail again, and again she called
back almost immediately. I told her that Jimmy had the tape but was
refusing to turn it over. She told me to hand the phone to
Jimmy.

He took it reluctantly and
listened for a while, mumbling responses and looking over at me now
and then. When he finished, he flipped the phone closed and handed
it to me.

“Buy me one more and then
you can follow me to my house. Hey, your old lady’s welcome to ride
with me on my scooter if she wants to.”
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CHAPTER
FORTY-EIGHT

 


The drive from Sugar
Mama’s in Monahans to Jimmy’s trailer in Pecos would take about
forty-five minutes, with Angie and me in the pickup following Jimmy
on his motorcycle. On the way, I had time to think about how easily
Eva had been able to make Jimmy change his mind, just by talking to
him on the phone. She obviously knew how to use his attraction for
her to her advantage. It made me wonder what else she might have
convinced Jimmy to do during the time they had known each
other.

While I found Eva’s story
about the night of Russell Chilton’s murder believable, there were
parts of it that didn’t make much sense. Like why she wouldn’t have
pounded harder on Kandy’s bedroom door when there was an armed
killer in the alley behind the house, instead of putting on her
clothes and going to her car parked just outside the gate, which
meant going toward where the killer had gone just a few minutes
earlier.

“Gee, maybe I should have
taken Jimmy up on his offer to ride with him,” Angie
said.

“What? Oh, I’m sorry. I
was just thinking about Eva Trout and the fact she can make our
friend Jimmy dance around like a puppet.”

“It sure didn’t take her
long to convince him to give up that tape, did it?”

“No,” I answered. “He gave
in to her a little too easily.”

“What, like they talked
about it ahead of time?”

“Possibly, I don’t know.
I’m not sure where Eva’s been staying, but she said it wasn’t with
Jimmy. Of course that doesn’t mean they haven’t been in
touch.”

“Do you think she put
Jimmy up to breaking into Kandy’s and getting the
videotape?”

“I’m thinking that’s a
real possibility. But, she just acts too blasé about what happens
to the tape.”

“And this videotape shows
her having sex?”

“Yeah, how does that work?
As a woman you can’t tell me that you wouldn’t do everything you
could to get that tape back if you were in her
position.”

“It’s difficult to say how
I’d feel about it if I had Eva’s history. Could I become
desensitized about being used and humiliated if I spent my
formative years working as a prostitute? Maybe, but I still think
I’d want to get control of that tape, especially if I’m now trying
to build a career in an image-conscious industry like
banking.”

“And, from the man’s point
of view,” I said, “If I were Jimmy and was deeply in love with Eva,
I’d probably do whatever it took to get that tape for
her.”

“But why not give it to
her? Or, destroy it?” she asked.

“I told Eva how much Sandy
Doyle wanted the tape, and that he might know something about who
murdered Russell Chilton. Maybe that’s why it wasn’t
destroyed.”

“And, maybe that’s why
Jimmy’s giving it up so easily, because Eva wants Sandy to have
it,” she said. “Didn’t you tell me they had some kind of twisted
father-daughter relationship?”

“Yeah, it’s hard to
imagine she would feel anything but hate for him after the way he
used her when she was younger, but there’s a really strong bond
between them.”

We were about half way to
Pecos when Jimmy’s motorcycle slowed and he pulled off the highway
and rolled to a stop. I got out of the pickup as he turned off his
bike and stepped off. Angie waited in the pickup.

“What’s up?” I
asked.

“I been thinking,” he
said, leaning against his bike and pulling out a pack of Marlboros.
“I really want to deliver that tape to that sick son of a bitch
myself.”

“I don’t think that would
be such a good idea, Jimmy. I know you’re doing this because you
care about Eva, but Sandy Doyle is a pretty heavy hitter and he’s
not somebody you want to piss off.”

“Oh, I’m not going to piss
him off. I just want to look into the sick bastard’s eyes and make
sure he understands that I’m watching out for Eva and he’d better
think twice before doing anything with that tape that might hurt
her.”

“Jimmy, if you think you
can intimidate Sandy Doyle, you’re out of your mind. And, if you
try to lay a finger on him his guys will carry your body out of
there rolled up in a rug. Doyle has a very low tolerance for
bullshit of any kind.”

“I’m not going to try any
bullshit. I’ll just give him what he wants and see where it goes
from there. Besides, I’ll have my own guys with me to make sure
everything’s copacetic.”

“I guarantee you won’t get
anywhere near Sandy Doyle unless you go alone. Or, unless I go with
you. He knows I’m not going to try anything, but if a group of
bikers roll up on him he’s not going to take the chance that you
might be there to settle some score. Why don’t you let me set up
the meeting with Doyle and the two of us can meet with him
together?”

He watched the traffic go
by for a few seconds.

“I guess that could work,”
he finally said.

He gave me his cell phone
number and I told him that I would call to let him know the details
about the meeting. He climbed on his bike and rode off toward the
west while Angie and I turned around for the drive back to Elmore.
I hoped Sandy Doyle would agree to meet with us and that Jimmy was
being straight with me about keeping things non-confrontational. If
he wasn’t, I knew Jimmy’s body wouldn’t be the only one Doyle’s
guys would carry out rolled up in a rug.
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CHAPTER
FORTY-NINE

 


I decided to visit Sandy
Doyle in person to set up the meeting for Jimmy to deliver the
videotape. So, the next morning I drove to Odessa to see him. I
didn’t call ahead, but found his car in the lot behind the Doyle
Finance building. One of the women working in the front office
escorted me through the maze of hallways to Sandy’s office, where
he sat reading the sports section of the Odessa American. He
glanced up and scowled.

“I don’t see you carrying
anything, so I’m guessing you’re not quite the bird dog you thought
you were.”

I sat down in one of the
guest chairs facing his desk.

“I need some information,”
I said. “About what happened to Russell Chilton.”

He closed the newspaper,
folded it and laid it on the desk before looking up and
shrugging.

“As I understand it, he
got himself shot while he was diddling somebody he wasn’t married
to, and in his own pool to top it off.”

“You know what I’m talking
about. I told you I could help you find what you were looking for
if you can help me clear up what happened that night.”

“I think it’s what you
people in law enforcement call a domestic disturbance,” he said.
“Wife sees husband putting his dick where it don’t belong and
expresses her displeasure by puttin’ a cap in his ass. It happens
all the time, although usually not in such a nice
neighborhood.”

“I’ve located the tape. I
can get it to you if you want to play ball. If not, I’m sure the
district attorney would be interested in it.”

He shrugged again. “And,
why would I care about that? Ain’t no way to put any charge on me
from that thing.”

“No, not unless Eva would
testify against you, which I’m sure you know isn’t a possibility.
She looks up to you, even you can see that, but it didn’t stop you
from thinking she was in on whatever plans Darrell Swain had for
that tape.”

“Who the hell knows what
Darrell was thinking,” he said. “He wasn’t bright enough to try to
use that tape to its full potential.”

“Maybe not by himself, but
Russell Chilton was, wasn’t he?” I said. “So you suspected Eva was
in on the plan too, since she was getting close to Russell and
Kandy. They were planning to go to G. Travis Kirkland and threaten
to expose him and derail his career if he didn’t what, pay some
kind of ransom?”

“It wasn’t about money,”
he answered. “Chilton had plenty of money. It was about power. This
is a guy who’s tired of turning down farmers who want to borrow
money to buy a tractor. He wanted bigger and better things. He just
got a little too big for his britches.”

“So, you had to stop
him.”

“I wasn’t involved,” he
said. “And, don’t know who was.”

“So, did Russell Chilton
contact Kirkland?”

He nodded.

“G. Travis come to see me.
He was so mad he was spittin’ nails. Thought I was in on it
somehow. I didn’t know what was going on, didn’t even have a clue
that Darrell had a copy of that tape. I still don’t know how he got
it.”

“So, Russell Chilton
jumped the gun, trying to blackmail Kirkland before you could. That
is why you made the tape in the first place wasn’t it?”

“Shit. Blackmail is for
weak fucks with no imagination and no patience.”

“But you’ve got patience,
don’t you Sandy. Enough patience to sit on that tape until you
could use it to your best advantage. That tape has been like prime
real estate, rising in value over the years as G. Travis Kirkland
climbed the political ladder. But, if there’s a copy of it out
there somewhere, suddenly the original tape loses a lot of its
power.”

I gestured at the pictures
of Sandy and Kirkland together decorating the walls.

“Is that how you’ve been
able to keep him in your pocket all these years? He already knew
about the tape before Russell Chilton contacted him?”

“G. Travis and I had a
real close relationship for a long time,” he said. “He knew I
wasn’t going to do anything to embarrass him or try to hold him
over a barrel. But, this thing with Chilton really screwed things
up, you know?”

“So, you think if you can
get the copy of the tape back and prove to Kirkland that he’s not
in any danger of being exposed you might be able to mend fences
with him.”

“Something like that. So,
you got this thing for me or not?”

“I can get it for you.
Eva’s willing to let it come back to you if it can help clear Kandy
Chilton. Otherwise, I’d be delivering it to the district
attorney.”

“You can get it for me.
What the hell does that mean?”

“A friend of Eva’s has the
tape. He wants to deliver it to you himself. Wouldn’t let me do
it.”

“Biker dude?”

“Yeah. Jimmy something. I
told him I’d try to set up a meeting with you.”

“Well, we could do that,”
he said. “Of course we’d have to take some precautions. If this is
the guy I’m thinking about he thinks he’s all hot shit. I don’t
need no jealous boyfriend trying to prove something.”

“I told him you would have
some guys there, and he should be prepared to be searched before he
meets you. When can you meet with him?”

“For everybody’s sake, the
sooner the better,” he said. “It’s only a matter of time before G.
Travis has some people down here looking for that tape. I’d rather
call him and tell him it’s been taken care of before he sends Hank
and his boys out here.”

“Hank?”

“Yeah. Hank’s this badass
ex-military guy the people in power like to use when they need
somebody who don’t mind coloring outside the lines. The way he
dresses you’d think he’s on the board of some Fortune 500 company,
but he’ll slit your throat without blinking an eye. Very
professional.”

“I guess I’d better get
busy then. If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to be there when
you meet with Jimmy.”

“No problem. This biker
boy tries something I’m gonna be holding you responsible
anyway.”

“And you can give me some
help with Russell Chilton in exchange for the tape?”

He nodded. “I’ll have
something for you as soon as I get the tape back and have a chance
to look at it.”

We agreed that Sandy would
call me the next day with the details of when and where the meet
would take place, and I would pass them along to Jimmy. I still had
my doubts about whether Sandy would hold up his end of our bargain
and give me the goods on Russell Chilton’s murder, but I had no
doubt that he knew what had happened.

If G. Travis Kirkland was
sending people to track down the tape, as Sandy had speculated I
wondered if those same people might not have had a hand in the
shooting in the Chilton’s backyard. Angie had told me there was
serious money invested in Kirkland’s political future, and more
often than not, where there was money there was willingness to
stand behind it, no matter what it took.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER FIFTY

 


“Aren’t you worried about
what Sandy Doyle might do once he has that tape back?” Angie asked.
“I mean what if he decides he doesn’t want anybody else around who
even knows about the tape? Wouldn’t it be in his best interest to
bury the two of you out in the desert somewhere?”

We were sitting in lawn
chairs out behind the house, taking a break from painting the
living room walls and watching the cats coming out to sample the
dry cat food we’d just dumped in the outdoor feline dining area.
Angie was wearing a worn pair of cutoff jeans and an old t-shirt
with a picture of a brightly colored skull and the name of the band
Calexico underneath. She looked amazing no matter what she
wore.

“Guys like Sandy don’t
kill people unless it’s absolutely necessary,” I said. “He might
have somebody hit over a turf war or in retribution for another
killing, but not usually for something like this.”

“Not usually,” she said.
“That’s a comforting reassurance.”

“Sandy’s old school,” I
said. “Guys like him actually have a kind of code of honor. They
don’t purposely go after anybody who hasn’t crossed over into their
world and decided to play by their rules.”

“And, you don’t think that
being involved with that tape puts you squarely in his
world?”

“Hey, I’m helping the guy
out, but he still sees an ex-cop when he looks at me. And no way is
he going to draw attention to himself by doing anything to me. All
he wants is for this tape business to go away.”

“If you say
so.”

She was quiet a few
minutes, but I could tell she still didn’t like the idea of the
meeting with Sandy and Jimmy Do-Rag.

“Okay,” she said. “Tell me
the names one more time. I swear I’m going to learn them
all.”

“The gray one over by the
well house is Hubbard, and that’s Neko next to him. The black and
white one is Lucinda and the three kittens over there are left to
right Waco, Earl and Lauderdale.”

“All named after whoever
was playing at the time,” she said. “Cute. I’m just glad you
weren’t listening to the Butthole Surfers.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FIFTY-ONE

 


Sandy set the meeting up
to take place in an empty oilfield parts warehouse that he owned on
the outskirts of Odessa. There weren’t any active businesses nearby
and the vacant grassland surrounding the building meant it would be
easy to see anyone approaching. The building itself sat back from
the highway several hundred yards and a chain-link fence topped
with razor wire encircled the empty pipe yard that made up the rest
of the property.

I arrived early, pulled my
pickup off the highway and rolled to the gate. Parked near the gate
was a dusty wine-colored Suburban. Two men got out of the Suburban
and gestured for me to step out of my pickup. One of the men was
large and muscular, the other small and wiry.

The larger of the two
frisked me while the smaller guy took my keys and drove my pickup
through the gate, where he parked it a dozen yards to the side of
the entrance.

“Where’s the other guy?”
the big one asked.

“He’s coming on his own,”
I said. “He’ll be on a motorcycle.”

“Okay. He’ll give you a
ride up to the building,” he said, nodding towards his
partner.

I got in the Suburban with
the smaller guy, who drove across the dirt lot and stopped beside
Sandy’s Escalade outside the building. There were two large
unopened garage doors, and to the right of them a small concrete
porch with a door to what I presumed was an office.

“Through that door,” he
said, pointing. “Be sure to knock first.”

After knocking, another of
Sandy’s men ushered me into a small office and frisked me again in
case the guys on the gate had missed something. Then, he led me
into the adjoining shop building where Sandy Doyle sat at a large
conference table surrounded by leather chairs arranged in one of
the drive-in bays where one might normally expect to find an
oilfield truck. The table and chairs belonged in a boardroom
somewhere instead of a mostly-empty shop building, and couldn’t
have looked more out of place.

Sandy was talking on his
cell again, I wouldn’t want to trade phone bills with him, but he
gestured for me to take a seat at the table.

“Okay, I gotta go,” he
said into the phone, flipping it shut and dropping it on the
table.

“Where’s the biker?” he
asked.

“He should be here soon.
He’s on his bike.”

“Sure, sure. Rebel with a
cause, and all that.”

“Nice digs you got here,”
I said.

“Started to unload this
place the last time the oilfield boomed, but I found out I like
having it. Lots of storage space. Gotta boat I keep out here
sometimes. Picked this table up real cheap back in the mid-eighties
when they shut down PetroBasin Bank.”

“Nice,” I said.

He shrugged.

“You wait around long
enough, and everything goes on sale.”

“Even a United States
Senator.”

He chuckled. “I told you,
G. Travis is a friend of mine. Hell, we used to go waterskiing on
Lake Buchanan together when we were younger.”

“I’ll bet the wine and
women flowed in those days,” I said.

“Oh they did, that’s for
sure. But I’m talking about vacations with the family. We spent a
whole week down there together one summer. G. Travis has a daughter
a few years younger than my own daughter Jenny was. Jenny liked
being a big sister to G. Travis’ girl and both girls learned to
water ski that summer. My wife Maggie got to be real good friends
with his wife. Those were some good times back then.”

He was lost in thought for
a few seconds, looking down at the cell phone lying on the table,
as he used a finger to push it in slow rotations.

“That was Jenny’s last
summer. We lost her that fall.”

“I’m sorry,” I
said.

Sandy’s phone began to
vibrate and skitter across the table. He picked it up and opened
it.

“Yeah? What? Sure, send
them both.”

He closed the phone and
put it back on the table.

“Your biker friend didn’t
come by himself after all.”

My level of apprehension
went up a couple of clicks. If Jimmy brought somebody else with him
it might mean he intended to do more than give Sandy Doyle a
threatening look when he handed over the videotape. I was pretty
sure no weapons would get past Doyle’s people and their
double-frisking routine, but Jimmy might be looking for an
old-fashioned barroom style fistfight. If he tried to start
something like that, I knew it would end with guns drawn on Jimmy,
and possibly used.

A minute or so later, the
door from the office opened and Jimmy and Eva stepped into the
shop. Jimmy’s face was set with an expression that he probably
thought would strike fear into the heart of Sandy Doyle, but Eva
looked like a teenager afraid to show her father a crumpled fender
on the family car. Jimmy was carrying a rectangular shaped bundle
wrapped in a plastic Wal-Mart bag.

“Hi, Sandy,” Eva
said.

Sandy looked at her for a
few seconds before his expression softened.

“Hey, kid.”

“Sandy, I swear to God I
didn’t know,” she said. “You’ve got to believe me.”

He stood up from the table
and stepped over to her.

“I believe you,” he said,
placing a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”

Then, he turned his
attention to Jimmy.

“That it?”

Jimmy nodded, handing it
over. Sandy looked down at the tape without unwrapping it. On the
table, Sandy’s cell phone vibrated loudly against the surface of
the walnut table.

Sandy picked it up and
opened it and listened.

“Alright. No, that’s
okay,” he said, and then closed the phone.

“We got some more
visitors. I guess I shoulda had this thing catered. Let’s everybody
have a seat at the table.”

Sandy sat back down at the
head of the table while Eva, Jimmy and I sat along one side. A few
seconds later, the office door opened and three men came into the
shop. Leading the way was a neatly-groomed older man in an
expensive-looking suit, followed by two younger men who probably
bought their suits at the Big & Tall Shoppe. Directly off the
rack obviously, since their jackets did little to hide the fact
that they were wearing side arms.

“Good to see you again,
Hank. Please, have a seat,” Sandy said, gesturing to the empty
chairs on the opposite side of the table. The older man sat down,
while the muscle took up positions on either side of the
door.

“I think you know why
we’re here, Sandy,” the older man said. “We need to get this
cleared up before it goes any further.”

“I understand your concern
Hank,” Sandy answered. “But, I’ve already taken care of
it.”

He slid the blue package
across the table to the older man, who picked it up, opened the
sack and looked inside.

“This looks like any other
videotape cartridge. How do I know this is the one the banker said
he had?”

“I guess you’ll have to
trust me on that,” Sandy answered, looking over at Jimmy. “I
haven’t looked at it yet, I just got it. But, I hope our friend
here wouldn’t be stupid enough to try to make a switch.”

“And, why should I believe
that there aren’t more copies out there somewhere waiting to pop up
when we leave town?” Hank asked.

“Again, you’ll just have
to trust me,” Sandy said.

“No, you see the problem
is you’ve been trusted too much already. It was a mistake to let
things go on this long. It’s not me, you understand.”

He looked from Sandy to
Jimmy, Eva and me, as if he were explaining why he had to give us
failing grades on a chemistry exam.

“It’s the people I work
for. They can’t take a chance on this becoming a problem again.
That’s why they hired me. Because I know how to take care of
problems before they even become problems.”

“Now, just wait a second,
Hank,” Sandy started.

“What the hell’s this all
about?” Jimmy asked, with a look of confusion.

“Shut up, Jimmy,” Eva
said.

“Well, God damn, all I
want to know is why—“

Before he could finish the
door from the office swung open and all three of Sandy’s men
stumbled through the doorway into the shop, their hands bound
behind them with zip ties. Four men dressed in oilfield coveralls
followed them with pistols drawn, their faces covered with
translucent Halloween masks. The sudden appearance of the men
caught Hank’s bodybuilders off-guard and they were disarmed before
they could reach for their weapons.

“What the fuck?” Sandy
yelled.

“Sorry, boss,” the man who
had frisked me at the gate mumbled.

I didn’t recognize which
one of the four was Sheriff Norris Jackson until he stepped forward
and spoke.

“Line those guys up along
that wall!” he barked at the other three men in
coveralls.

I turned to Jimmy and
Eva.

“You two can leave now.
I’ll be in touch.”

They both quickly scooted
their chairs back and exited the room hastily. Norris joined the
other masked men while Sandy and Hank sat looking at me. Outside, I
could hear the sound of Jimmy’s motorcycle firing up and roaring
off into the distance.

“What the hell is this?”
Sandy asked. “Some kind of bust?”

“Not at all. I just wanted
both of you to understand the terms of the arrangement.”

“What arrangement?” Hank
sneered.

“The arrangement that
calls for this to end here and now, but on my terms.”

“Which are?” Sandy
asked.

“Did you bring the TV?” I
asked Norris.

He nodded, and pointed at
one of his men, who left his post and exited the shop, returning a
few seconds later carrying a portable television with a built-in
VCR. He set it up on a workbench next to the office doorway where
there was an electrical outlet. I picked the videotape up off the
table and carried it over to the VCR and fed it into the
slot.

“Come on over here,
fellas,” I said, turning on the power. The VCR hummed and in a few
seconds a grainy image appeared of a couple that I assumed was G.
Travis Kirkland and a teenaged Eva Trout. They were sitting on a
narrow cot-like bed and talking but there was no sound on the tape.
On the screen Kirkland began to pull Eva toward him and I reached
out and hit the pause button.

“Do we all agree that this
is what you’ve been looking for?” I asked.

Both men
nodded.

“Appears to be,” Hank
said.

“Good,” I replied, hitting
the EJECT button and pulling the tape out of the player.

“Hey Norris!” I
shouted.

He walked over and removed
his mask.

“You got a business card
on you?” I asked.

He reached inside his
coveralls and pulled out a western tooled business card case and
handed me one of his cards with his name and below that his title,
Starcher County Sheriff. I passed the card to Sandy, who held it
for Hank to read.

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” Hank
muttered.

“The terms of our
arrangement are as follows. Hank, you and your guys are going to
saddle up and head back to wherever you came from and tell the
people holding the purse-strings that all is quiet on the western
front. Sandy, you’re going to come forth with the information you
and I discussed. We can talk about it later. And, both of you and
all of the members of your respective organizations are going to
stay as far away from Eva Trout and her friend Jimmy as you
possibly can. Understood?”

“What about that?” Hank
asked, nodding at the tape.

“Here Norris,” I said.
“Hang onto this for me, would you? In case I need it
later.”

“Sure thing, Buddy,” he
said, sliding the tape into one of the oversized pockets of his
coveralls and strolling back to the other side of the
shop.

“Do we have an
understanding?” I asked. “If anything happens to Eva, Jimmy, Kandy
Chilton or me for that matter, Norris there will open an
investigation into what’s on that tape and you can be certain all
hell will break loose.”

Sandy and Hank both looked
like they’d eaten something they wished they hadn’t.

Norris and his men herded
everyone outside and told them to stand beside their respective
vehicles. First, Norris directed Hank to get into the silver Hummer
they had arrived in. Hank climbed into the back seat, and before he
could shut the door one of the Big and Tall twins turned
around.

“Hey, what about our
guns?” he asked.

Hank looked at
me.

“File an expense report
with the campaign committee,” I suggested, closing his door for
him.

The Hummer rolled off
toward the gate and Norris’s men turned their attention to Sandy’s
men, cutting the zip ties and allowing them to drive off in the
Suburban, leaving Sandy and his Escalade behind with us.

“You ready to follow
through with that information we talked about?” I asked.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,”
Sandy answered.

“I hope you don’t forget,”
I said. “Otherwise all bets are off.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FIFTY-TWO

 


“Do I want to know what’s
on that videotape?” Norris asked. He was sitting across from me at
a table inside the donut shop in Elmore. The tape lay on the table
between us.

“No, I don’t think so,” I
answered. “Just seal it in an evidence bag and keep it under lock
and key for me. If nothing happens, in a year or two you can throw
it on the fire when you’re holding one of those big cannabis
bonfires you like to invite the TV cameras to.”

“And, if something does
happen?”

“If I’m still around, I’ll
ask for it back. If I’m not, pull it out and see what’s on it.
You’ll know what to do. Listen, I really appreciate you helping me
out on such short notice.”

“No problem, compadre. It
was fun.”

“Were those your
deputies?”

“Starcher County’s finest.
Told them it was a training exercise. They thought the bad guys
were FBI agents doing some role-playing.”

“No shit? I’m glad none of
them tried to get fancy with you.”

“You and me both. I’d have
had a hell of a time explaining what we were doing out of our
jurisdiction wearing masks and dressed up like oilfield
workers.”

“You and your guys sure
helped resolve the situation and may have saved our
lives.”

“That’s what we try to
do,” he said, standing up. “I’m gonna grab a half-dozen for the
road and get back to the office. You want anything?”

“No thanks. Here, don’t
forget the tape. And, why don’t you try one of those French
crullers over there.”

“Yeah, right.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FIFTY-THREE

 


The next morning, Ray and
I we were sitting in my office inside Lita’s Little Mexico
Restaurant, reminiscing about our respective trips to the
barbershop as young boys when my phone rang.

It was Sandy Doyle. “You
familiar with the Mabee Oil Field?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said. “About
fifteen miles east of Elmore if I remember correctly.” The Mabee
Field was an oil-rich geographic region several miles across that I
had visited with my father when I was a teenager. The whole area
was criss-crossed with a gridwork of graded roads connecting
several hundred oil wells, all laid out in a regular
pattern.

“I’m not sure where it’s
at myself, but I do know that if I were looking for who killed
Russell Chilton it might pay to look out there.”

“It would,
huh?”

“Yessir, I think you’ll
find just what you need.”

“Mabee Field? You can’t be
anymore specific than that?”

“Some detective you’ve
turned out to be,” he said, laughing. “You got a pencil and a piece
of paper? Would the goddam GPS coordinates be enough for
you?”

“Now you’re talking,” I
said.

He gave me the coordinates
and I read them back to him to be sure I’d written them down
right.

“Now, exactly what am I
going to find when I get out there?” I asked.

“Russell Chilton’s
killer,” he said.

“And I’ll be able to prove
he’s the killer how?”

“Now, I’m just speculating
here, but if he’s the killer, I bet he’ll have the murder weapon
with him,” he answered, just before the line went dead.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FIFTY-FOUR

 


Using the GPS coordinates
I had given him, Norris Jackson and his deputies found Darrell
Swain’s body in a dry lake bed at the edge of the Mabee Field. The
badly decomposed body showed signs of extreme trauma prior to
death, but the investigators were able to obtain fingerprints that
matched those on file for Darrell Swain. A test round fired from
the gun found with the body matched the slugs recovered from the
Russell Chilton shooting. The discovery of the body and gun meant
that the Elmore City homicide detectives Reese and Clemmer were
able to begin winding down their investigation while Norris opened
the books on a new murder.

The new murder wasn’t
likely to be easy to solve, though. Swain’s rap sheet showed he was
from Baltimore originally, and included enough prior arrests to
indicate the possibility of a violent death was an occupational
hazard. The list of people with a motive to kill him was probably
pretty long and went back a number of years.

Of course I thought I knew
who killed him, and I told Norris as much, off the record. I didn’t
have any evidence to support my theory that Sandy Doyle had
tortured and killed him when he discovered Swain was running his
own game behind Sandy’s back, but it seemed the most likely
scenario. Of course there was always the possibility that G. Travis
Kirkland’s man Hank had taken care of Swain instead. Whichever
party was responsible, I knew there wouldn’t be any way of tying
the crime back to them, and Norris had been in law enforcement long
enough to have developed the same cynical attitude I had about
trying to bring the killer of a killer to justice.

A couple of weeks after
Swain’s body was discovered, I was sitting in my office inside
Lita’s when there was a soft knock on the door and Eva Trout walked
in. She looked softer and more relaxed than I remembered her, and
she flashed a smile now and again as we talked.

“Are you going back to the
bank?” I asked.

“No. I talked to Jay
Bradley and apologized for disappearing like that, but I’ve got to
do something different for a while.”

“Will you be staying in
Elmore?”

“No, Monica’s
re-decorating her house in Abilene and invited me to stay with them
for a while to help. So, I thought I’d see how I like it there.
Maybe look for a job.”

“Have you talked to
Sandy?”

She nodded.

“Yeah, that’s all good. He
told me you were the one that convinced him I wasn’t involved in
that mess. I appreciate it.”

“I’m glad it worked
out.”

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FIFTY-FIVE

 


A few weeks later, I
visited Jay Bradley at Elmore National Bank, carrying a battered
briefcase I rarely used. The board of directors had promoted
Bradley to President of the bank and he had moved into Russell
Chilton’s former office. After we caught up on the events since we
had spoken last, I reached into the briefcase and pulled out the
envelope containing the key to Kwik-Stop Convenience Stores’ safe
deposit box.

I handed it to Bradley and
he examined the sealed flap, over which we had both scribbled our
signatures. He handed it back to me. I reached in the briefcase and
pulled out a pair of rusty bolt cutters I had found hanging on my
folks’ garage wall. I tore open the envelope and carefully cut the
safe deposit key into thirds, giving the two ends to Jay and
tossing the middle piece into the briefcase along with the bolt
cutters. I’d made the cuts so that the two ends by themselves would
be useless in trying to make a duplicate key, as would the center
piece. It was a simple way of keeping us both honest.

“Nobody’s asked to be let
into that box since Dayton Clark got into it a week or so after
Russell got killed.”

“They’ll probably wait a
while before they show up again,” I said. “Or, they may just walk
away from it and consider it part of the cost of doing business.
How long before the contents of a safe deposit box is classified
unclaimed property and turned over to the State?”

“That only happens if we
lose complete contact with the renter of the box for at least five
years,” he said. “As long as somebody keeps paying the rent on the
box and responding to audit confirmations we send out, the contents
can sit in there forever.”

“Have you told anybody
what’s inside that box?” I asked.

“How would I know what’s
inside it?”

“Sorry, dumb question,” I
said.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



CHAPTER
FIFTY-SIX

 


“I don’t know,” Angie
said, scanning the chalkboard menu one more time. “They say the
pork ribs are heavenly, but I’m not sure if I can eat them without
ending up covered in barbeque sauce.”

We were standing at the
walkup window of Benny’s BBQ, a recently-completed addition to one
end of Benny Shanks’ Pumpjack Club. There was a freshly-sodded
grassy area in front of the walkup we had our choice of three new
picnic tables. People around Elmore hadn’t quite grasped the
concept of dining ‘al fresco’ unless they were in their own
backyard or at an officially-sanctioned event like a picnic,
football game or chili cook-off. Even though it was the middle of
October, it was warm enough to sit outside and enjoy the
combination of beer, barbeque and a sunset.

“If it’ll make you feel
any better, I’ll promise to be messier than you are,” I
answered.

“In that case, I’ll have a
full-slab and share a pitcher with you.”

“My kind of girl,” I said
stepping up to the window to order.

When I finished ordering
we sat down with our pitcher of Coors and checked on the progress
of the sunset. The conditions were perfect, with high, lacy clouds
overhead and a clear spot just on the horizon for the sun to shine
through and bounce of the bottom of them. Sunsets in Elmore were
more spectacular than any other place I’d been, and for some reason
they were even more so in the fall. Some people said it was because
of all the hydrocarbons in the air, released from the thousands of
oil and gas wells. Others insisted it had more to do with the
flatness of the terrain allowing the sun rays to travel further
through the air at sundown. It didn’t really matter to me one way
or the other which theory was correct. My own personal theory was
that sharing a beer with a beautiful woman made any sunset worth
watching.

In the summer it was so
dry in Elmore that the skies were often completely clear at
sundown, eliminating any chance to watch the constantly-shifting
panorama of golds, oranges, reds, and shades of violet as the skies
flared to life and then faded slowly to deep blue. But fall and
winter were a different story and tonight everything was in
place.

“How did the meeting with
the detectives go?” Angie asked.

“About like I expected,” I
said.

Earlier in the day, I had
met with Elmore City Police detectives Bob Clemmer and Reese
Puckett, along with Kandy Chilton and John Donnelly. The purpose of
the meeting was to update Kandy on the investigation into Russell
Chilton’s murder.

“They’ve taken it about as
far as they can,” I said. “They interviewed Eva and her story
matched up with Kandy’s so they’ve focused on the theory that
Darrell Swain was acting alone and the women weren’t involved. They
suspect Swain might have been working for Sandy Doyle, although
they didn’t mention him by name or try to tie him to the murder.
Clemmer referred to Sandy and his contacts as the Odessa Syndicate,
which sounds a lot more impressive than Sandy’s outfit really is.
They don’t have a theory as to why Darrell Swain would shoot
Russell Chilton or not one they wanted to share with Kandy anyway.
I suspect they may think Russell was doing some dirty dealings with
Swain, and might even think Sandy Doyle was in the middle of it,
but without any evidence to prove it their investigation is
beginning to lose steam.”

“And meanwhile Sandy Doyle
and G. Travis Kirkland continue their strange relationship, bound
together by the original videotape, which Sandy still has,” she
said.

“They do. In fact, Sandy
probably feels like the copy of the tape that Norris has will keep
Kirkland’s people from coming after the original. Better to let
sleeping dogs lie.”

“What do you think will
happen to the original tape?” she asked.

“Oh, I imagine it will sit
wherever it is until Kirkland has had his run in public office, and
is of no use to Sandy anymore.”

“Even if he makes a run
for the presidency?”

“Sure. The tape isn’t
really worth much once its existence becomes public. There might be
a few months of scandal and Sandy might be able to sell a copy of
the tape to a tabloid, but once Kirkland’s career is ruined, what’s
Sandy left with?”

“True,” she said. “The
threat of exposure keeps Kirkland right where Sandy wants
him.”

“Blackmail is one of the
oldest cons around, and Kirkland’s been targeted by a
master.”

“Ooh, look at that,” she
said, turning to face west, where the first traces of orange were
beginning to paint the tips of the clouds. The dance of light that
had just begun would only last a matter of minutes, but would
create a scene that would linger in our minds for much
longer.

“I think this will be the
best one yet,” she said.

“I do too,” I said, taking
her hand. “I do too.”
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