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EVIL AT THE ROOT




1Chapter
1

It was a brisk
morning—48 degrees on the jailhouse thermometer—and Sheriff Dan
Rhodes had all the windows rolled up on the county car. It didn’t
matter, though. He could still hear the little man yelling at him
as he parked in the lot of the Sunny Dale Nursing Home.

“Ah ain’t got no teef! Ah ain’t got no
teef!”

The man had on a Western-style straw hat, not
exactly appropriate for the weather, a white Western shirt that was
buttoned at the collar and seemed to have been made for a neck
about two sizes larger than the one that was in it; very clean blue
jeans, newly pressed with a sharp crease down the front; and black
cowboy boots. Over the white shirt he wore a puffy insulated ski
jacket, unzipped. It was electric blue with a bright red band
circling the chest. His face was red and scraped from his morning
shave, and he was quivering with anger.

“Ah ain’t got no teef!” he yelled. “Ah ain’t
got no teef!” His voice was thin and high, but strong.

Rhodes walked up to the porch. The little man
came up to about his shoulders and probably didn’t weigh more than
ninety pounds. His eyes were red and rheumy.

The porch was lined with chairs, but the man
wasn’t sitting in one. He was standing in the sun to keep warm,
though Rhodes suspected that anger was keeping his blood pretty
hot.

“I’m the sheriff,” Rhodes said, indicating
the badge case on his belt. “What’s this about your teeth?”

“Ah ain’t got no teef!” the man yelled.

Rhodes resisted the urge to put his hands
over his ears.

The man stopped yelling and pointed to his
mouth. There were no teeth in there, that was for sure. It was just
a smooth-rimmed black hole surrounded by chapped lips.

“I’d better check with Mr. Patterson,” Rhodes
told the little man. He opened one of the big glass doors and
started inside.

“Ah ain’t got no teef” the man yelled behind
him.

Rhodes let the door swing shut. He was in the
lobby now, the sun coming in through all the glass and making the
somewhat worn furniture look as cheerful as possible. There were
no visitors sitting there yet, but it was still early in the
day.

Rhodes was not overly fond of nursing homes,
no matter how much sunshine there was in the lobby. He didn’t like
their peculiar odor; he didn’t like the rails on the walls, there
to help the people walk without falling down; and he especially
didn’t like to think that he was not getting any younger himself,
though that was certainly the case. Besides, they were always too
hot in the winter, in deference to what Texans considered the
well-known fact that people’s blood thinned out as they got older,
a condition that caused them to suffer more from the cold than
younger folks.

Rhodes had visited Sunny Dale before in the
course of his job, when some of the residents had rioted to protest
about certain rules they thought were unfair. He had later attended
the marriage ceremony performed for two of those residents, Mr.
Stuart and Mrs. White, and he had visited them several times since
then.

Familiarity had not endeared the place to
him, though he knew that it was well run and that the residents
were well cared for. He still hoped that he would never wind up
there.

He walked to the reception desk. Earlene,
whose last name Rhodes had never learned, and who shared reception
duties with a black woman named Linda, sat in a chair behind the
desk. She was reading a tattered, dog-eared copy of
Cosmopolitan that she had probably picked up from the
visitors’ area.

“Good morning, Earlene,” Rhodes said.

She looked up from her magazine. “Hi,
Sheriff.” She giggled. “That’s a joke. Get it? ‘Hi, Sheriff’? It’s
like High Sheriff.”

Just in case he still didn’t get it, she
spelled it out. “You know. Like H-I-G-H Sheriff?”

Rhodes tried to laugh convincingly. “Is Mr.
Patterson around?” he asked.

Earlene stood up, laid her magazine down with
the spine up to save her place, and leaned over the counter. “It’s
about Mr. Bobbit’s teeth, isn’t it?” she said in a conspiratorial
whisper.

“I’m not sure I ought to say anything about
it until I’ve talked to Mr. Patterson,” Rhodes said.

“Hell, honey, we all know about it,” Earlene
said. “You’d be surprised at what-all gets stolen around here.
Candy bars, money, jewelry boxes, all kinds of stuff. A toothbrush
now and then, even. This is the first time for teeth, though. I
tell you, these old people, they’ll—”

“That’s enough, Earlene,” Mr. Patterson said,
coming up behind her from his office. “I’ll handle this.”

He stuck his hand across the counter to
Rhodes, and Rhodes shook it. It was soft and white, like the rest
of the man. Patterson obviously didn’t get out in the sun much, and
he was even dressed in white, right down to a pair of gum-soled
white shoes. He had carefully styled blond hair that was sprayed
stiff, every individual hair in its place.

“Let’s go in my office,” he suggested, and
Rhodes went around the counter and followed him in. It was a small,
cramped room, most of the space taken up by a wooden desk and a
gray metal filing cabinet. The top of the desk was neatly arranged,
papers in three separate piles, and Rhodes couldn’t help envying
Patterson’s ability to keep things in their places.

Patterson went behind his desk and sat down,
asking Rhodes to take the only other seat in the room, an
uncomfortable wooden chair with a straight back and no
cushion.

“What’s this about the teeth?” Rhodes
said.

Mr. Patterson touched his hair with his right
hand as if to smooth it down. Rhodes figured there was so much
hairspray on it that touching it would be like touching baling
wire.

“Someone stole Mr. Bobbit’s teeth,” Mr.
Patterson said.

“I gather that’s Mr. Bobbit on the porch,”
Rhodes said, squirming a little in the chair. It didn’t help. He
still couldn’t get comfortable.

“Yes,” Mr. Patterson said. “That’s him all
right. A dear gentleman, most of the time.”

“He seems a little upset about the teeth,
though,” Rhodes said.

Patterson smiled weakly. “Yes. Well, it’s not
him so much as his daughter. Seems to hold me personally liable,
though of course I’m not.” He looked sharply at Rhodes. “Am I?”

“You’d have to check with your lawyer about
that,” Rhodes said.

“Oh. Well, I will. Still, Miss Bobbit is very
insistent that we find the teeth. And of course, it is pretty hard
for Mr. Bobbit to eat without them.” Patterson touched the left
side of his hair this time. “Not that we don’t have things that he
can eat perfectly well. We do, all sorts of things. But he does
miss his teeth.”

Rhodes nodded. “So I gathered.” He was
thinking about having to eat strained prunes or pureed vegetables
or something equally horrible for every meal. “Can’t say that I
blame him.”

“Naturally. That’s why I called you. I hoped
that you’d investigate and see what you could do.”

“Couldn’t he just have lost his teeth?
Misplaced them?”

“We thought about that, but there’s really no
place for them to be, at least not in his room. We searched very
carefully.”

Rhodes thought about it. This kind of theft,
if that was what it was, wasn’t exactly the kind of thing the
taxpayers wanted their sheriff to spend his time on. Still, he
might be able to do something without sacrificing any time from his
other duties. Patterson was a taxpayer, too.

“I’ll try to help out,” he said, standing
up.

Patterson stood too, putting out his hand for
another shake. “Thank you, Sheriff. If there’s anything that I can
do to assist you, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“All you need to do is let me talk to a few
people,”

Rhodes said.

“Of course. Of course. Anyone in
particular?”

“I thought I’d start with Mr. Bobbit.”

“Well, Mr. Bobbit…I mean, you met Mr.
Bobbit.”

“On the porch.”

“Yes. Then you know…”

“I want to talk to him anyway.”

“Of course. Of course.
Go right ahead.”

Mr. Bobbit was still
on the porch where Rhodes had left him.

A man and a woman about Rhodes’s age had
gotten out of their car and were trying to get through the front
door, probably to visit a relative or friend.

Mr. Bobbit was yelling at them. “Ah ain’t got
no teef!”

The man, pudgy and red-faced, wearing a gray
felt hat, was trying to maneuver around him on one side, his wife,
also pudgy, on the other.

But Mr. Bobbit wasn’t having any of it. They
weren’t going to get by him like Rhodes had. He was moving from
one side of the door to the other, yelling.

“Ah ain’t got no teef.”

Rhodes went outside. He was sweating under
his shirt because of the heat in the building, and the sudden
chill of the air felt very good. “Mr. Bobbit?” he said.

Surprised, Mr. Bobbit spun around. The pudgy
man and woman scooted past him and through the door, looking back
gratefully at Rhodes. He hoped they’d remember him at the next
election.

“Did someone steal your teeth?” he asked Mr.
Bobbit. The old man looked immensely pleased that someone had
figured it out. “Dod-damn wight! Sum’buddy stole ’em!”

“Who did it, do you think?”

That stumped Mr. Bobbit temporarily. He quit
moving around and stared at the concrete porch beneath his feet. Or
maybe he was looking at the toes of his boots poking out from
beneath the bottoms of the jeans.

“Mr. Bobbit?” Rhodes said.

The old man’s head jerked up. “Ah ain’t got
no teef!”

Rhodes nodded. “Right. And who do you think
might have taken them?”

Mr. Bobbit went into another trance, and
Rhodes was about to give it all up as a bad job, when the old man
spoke again.

“Mighta been ’at Dod-damn Mah-weece
Kenn’dy.”

“Maurice Kennedy?”

‘At’s what Ah said. Dod-damn sumbitch.”

“Does Mr. Kennedy live here?”

“Ah ain’t got no teef!”

Rhodes decided that he had learned just about
as much as he could from Mr. Bobbit. He left the old man to his
anger, which seemed to be about all he had left, and went back
inside.

He didn’t stop at the desk to ask Earlene
about Mr. Kennedy. He had a feeling that anything he said to her
might just as well be published in the local newspaper. Instead, he
walked down the hail of what had been known as Sunny Dales “men’s
wing” until the riots. Now that Mr. Stuart and Mrs. White were man
and wife and were being allowed to live together, there was no more
separation of the sexes. No more riots, either.

Rhodes tried not to look into any of the open
doors as he walked along the hallway. Though some of the elderly
residents of Sunny Dale were spry and lively, the Stuarts being a
case in point, others were invalids, seemingly without any spark of
life or hope. They often sat in their chairs studying the floor for
hours on end, or they lay in their beds staring endlessly and
blankly at color television sets, their eyes as unblinking as the
screens.

Once upon a time they had rolled on the lawn
with collie dogs, played hide-and-seek and baseball, fallen in
love, borne children, had families, worked at jobs they loved or
hated. And now this. What really bothered Rhodes was that he was a
lot closer to them in age than he was to a kid playing
hide-and-seek.

The depression that he usually felt in the
nursing home lifted a bit when he went into the Stuarts’ room. They
had a television set, but it was hardly ever on. They preferred to
read or to play draw poker.

Mrs. Stuart liked Stephen King and was a
steely-eyed opponent at the game table. Rhodes had sat in for a
few hands of penny ante once and lost fifty-seven cents to her in
about fifteen minutes.

Mr. Stuart read mostly mysteries, and his
greatest wish was to live long enough to read every hard-boiled
private-eye novel so far published in a large-print edition. He was
nowhere near the poker player his wife was, and had told Rhodes on
a recent visit that he was down five thousand dollars at the last
accounting. Fortunately they didn’t play for real money, just kept
a running tab. That way, Rhodes didn’t have to arrest them for
running a high-stakes illegal gambling operation.

They were both well over eighty years of age
and were quite frail, but their health was in general very good,
and their marriage seemed to have made them even more energetic
and spirited than they had been before.

They were seated at the small table in the
center of their room when Rhodes entered through the open door.

He didn’t say anything, just glanced at Mr.
Stuart’s hand—two pairs, nines and tens—and went to stand behind
Mrs. Stuart. She had a pair of threes in her own hand, which she
couldn’t quite hold steady.

“I’ll see your twenty and raise you fifty,”
she said in her quavery voice, shoving five red chips to the center
of the table and staring into her husband’s eyes.

Mr. Stuart was wearing a sport coat that
looked about three sizes too big. He looked back at his wife for a
second or two, then sighed and folded his hand.

“Too rich for my blood,” he said. “What did
you have?”

“You know better than to ask that,” Mrs.
Stuart said, folding her own hand and slipping it into the deck.
“You have to pay to see.” She pulled the small pile of chips over
to her side of the table, where she had already accumulated quite a
stack.

“How’re you, Sheriff?” she said.

“Fine,” Rhodes said. “Been at it long?”

“‘Bout an hour,” Mr. Stuart said. He had a
tendency to talk a little louder than was really necessary. “Ivy
come with you?”

Ivy Daniel was Rhodes’s fiancée. They were
going to be married in one week, on February 27.

“Not this time,” Rhodes said. “I’m here on
business.”

“I bet it’s about those teeth,” Mr. Stuart
said.

“That’s right,” Rhodes told him. “Does
everybody in here know everything that goes on?”

“Pretty much,” Mrs. Stuart said. “There’s not
much else to do except keep up with everybody’s business.”

“What about the teeth, then? You know who
took them?”

Mrs. Stuart shook her head. It was a little wobbly on her thin
neck. Her hair was completely white and very short. “Not yet, we
don’t,” she said.

“Not yet?”

“She thinks she’s got a way to find out,” Mr.
Stuart said. “I’ve got a bet with her for half my losses.”

“He’ll lose on this, just like he does at
cards,” Mrs. Stuart said. “I’ll just scoot down the hall in my
walker when they feed us today, and I’ll watch to see who’s
enjoyin’ himself the most while he eats. You can bet it’ll be
somebody with new teeth, somebody who hasn’t been eatin’ well
lately.”

It sounded to Rhodes like as good a way as
any to find out. “It wasn’t either one of you, was it?”

Mr. Stuart grinned, exposing his own
choppers, of which there appeared to be about six. “Got my own
teeth,” he said proudly. “Don’t need anybody else’s.”

“Me, too,” his wife said, though she didn’t
offer to show them.

“How about Maurice Kennedy?”

Mrs. Stuart thought about it for a second or
two. “Might’ve been. He strikes me as a sneaky type, all right.
I’ll pay special attention to him. But he and Mr. Bobbit are
supposed to be friends from way back.”

Rhodes had never met Kennedy. “I’ll pay him a
visit,” he said.

“If you do that, I won’t have much of a
chance to win my bet,” Mrs. Stuart said.

Rhodes didn’t see any harm in letting the old
woman have her fun. “I won’t talk to him until tomorrow, then.” he
said. “But don’t try to do anything except look. I’ll tell Mr.
Patterson that the case is in good hands.”

“I’m still bettin’ she don’t find out,” Mr.
Stuart said. “I figure to get back around three thousand dollars
out of this.”

“Ha,” Mrs. Stuart said. “You’ll just be nine
thousand in the hole, is what you’ll be.”

“We’ll see. Let’s play another hand or two. I
feel lucky today. You want to sit in, Sheriff?” He was putting the
cards into a mechanical shuffler that sat on the table.

“No, thanks,” Rhodes said. “I’ve got to get
back to the jail, see what’s going on around the county. I’ll see
you two later.”

“You bring Ivy next time,” Mr. Stuart
said.

“I’ll try to do that,” Rhodes assured him. He
left the room and went back down the hail to Mr. Patterson’s
office, told him that the investigation was continuing, and went
back outside.

“Ah ain’t got no teef!” Mr. Bobbit announced
when Rhodes came through the doors.

“I’m working on it,” Rhodes told him. He went
to his car and got in.

“Ah ain’t got no teef!” Mr. Bobbit yelled as
Rhodes drove away.

It was the last time Rhodes saw him
alive.

 



Chapter 2

When Rhodes got back
to the jail, Hack Jensen was in a state of high dudgeon, a
condition Rhodes had read about but which he was pretty sure he’d
never actually witnessed.

There was no doubt that he was witnessing it
now.

Hack was even more outraged than Mr. Bobbit
had been. If he’d been a cartoon character, smoke would have been
pouring from his ears.

Lawton, the jailer, was equally upset,
hopping from one foot to the other. He was short and stout, and
right now he was so red-faced that Rhodes thought a heart attack
might be imminent.

“What’s going on here?” Rhodes said. “You two
look like you’re about to explode.”

Hack, the dispatcher, was sitting at his
table with the radio and telephone. He picked up a sheaf of papers
and rattled them at Rhodes. “Upset? I guess I am! And you will be
too, when you find out what’s goin’ on around here!”

Rhodes had a sinking feeling in the pit of
his stomach. If he had to depend on Hack and Lawton to get the
story told, he might not find out until the next week. Their main
pleasure in life seemed to be knowing something that Rhodes didn’t
know and making him wait as long as possible to find it out.

He decided to give Lawton a try. “Do you know
what he’s talking about?”

“Do I know? Of course I know. Hell, he told
me first off. It makes my blood boil, let me tell you.”

“What does?” Rhodes asked.

“Them papers, that’s what! I swear, I never
in my life—”

“What about the papers?” Rhodes asked.

“We got ’em this mornin’, right after you
left for the nursin’ home,” Hack said, avoiding the question.

Rhodes gave it up. As always, he was going to
get the story their way, and in their own good time. He went to his
desk and sat down, leaning back a little in his chair.

“All right,” he said when he was comfortable.
“Let’s have it.”

“Well,” Hack said, “this man came in lookin’
for you.”

“Had on a dark blue suit,” Lawton added. “One
of those with the fine little blue stripes in it, so fine you can’t
hardly see ’em.”

‘Course we knew he was a lawyer right off,”
Hack said. “Anybody dresses like that must be either a lawyer or a
banker, and we don’t get a whole lot of bankers in the jail.”

“Could’ve been a bondsman,” Lawton put in.
“Couple of them wear suits.”

“Wasn’t no bondsman, either,” Hack said.

“Who was it?” Rhodes asked, hating himself
for trying to get to the point. He knew it wouldn’t do any
good.

“Now that was the interestin’ part,” Lawton
said. “We didn’t know who he was, and I guess we know about ever’
lawyer in Blacklin County, don’t we, Hack?”

“You got that right. They’ve all been in here
at one time or another, and if he was a local, we’d know him. But
like Lawton said, we didn’t know him, which meant he wasn’t from
around here.”

“Turns out he’s some big dog from Harris
County, here to bring those papers to us,” Lawton said. “That’s
them over on Hack’s desk.”

Hack picked up the papers and rattled them
again. “That’s right,” he said. “This is them.”

“And exactly what are they?” Rhodes asked,
thinking that this time he might actually get an answer, not that
he really wanted one now. He was pretty sure he wasn’t going to
like it.

“We’re bein’ sued,” Hack said.

“That’s right,” Lawton said. “Sued!” He shook
his head. “I never been sued before in my whole life.”

“Who, exactly, is being sued?” Rhodes asked
Hack. “You and Lawton?”

“You’re damn right. And you, and the county,
and the commissioners, and ever’body they can think of.”

“Everybody who can think of?”

Hack looked at Rhodes sorrowfully. “Who do
you think?”

“I can’t think of anyone,” Rhodes said,
trying to be patient.

“You remember that we had Little Barnes in
here a while back?” Lawton said.

Rhodes remembered.

“And you remember how contentious him and his
daddy always were?” Hack said.

Rhodes remembered that, too.

“Well, they’re the ones suin’ us,” Hack said,
shaking his head sadly. “You try to treat people right, and you see
where it gets you.”

“What are they suing us for?” Rhodes
asked.

“A million dollars,” Hack said.

“Apiece,” Lawton said.

Rhodes laughed. He couldn’t help it. He just
started laughing. The idea that anyone could get a million dollars
from him, much less from Hack and Lawton, was hilarious.

The other two didn’t see the humor in it.
They sat stony-faced and watched him laugh.

“I’m glad you think it’s so funny,” Hack
said. “You won’t be laughin’ for long, though.”

“Why not?” Rhodes said when he had gotten
control of himself.

“‘Cause I think they’ve got a good case,”
Hack said.

Rhodes didn’t feel like laughing anymore.
“Let’s hear it,” he said, and Hack finally told him.

What it came down to was that Barnes had
turned out to be a pretty fair jailhouse lawyer, and with his
father’s help had gotten in touch with a real lawyer from
Houston.

They were suing Hack, Lawton, and Rhodes for
neglect. They were suing the county for conditions in the jail,
specifically the fact that there was no supervised exercise
program for prisoners, no air conditioning, no central heating, a
leaky roof, and bad plumbing.

Rhodes was aware that, unfortunately,
everything Barnes alleged was true, except the part about personal
neglect. The jail was very old, after all, and though the county
kept it up as best it could, it was certainly not a modern
facility. There was no doubt they’d have to go to court, that the
Commission on Jail Standards would investigate them, and that a
number of changes would have to be made.

There might even have to be a new jail,
though Rhodes didn’t think there was any chance Barnes would
collect any money.

“If we do get a new jail,” Rhodes told Hack,
“you could have that computer you’ve been wanting.”

Lawton snickered, his mood suddenly
improving. “He ain’t worried about that computer. He’s worried
about that million dollars. ’Specially now that he’s got himself a
girlfriend.”

Rhodes grinned. Hack had met Mrs. McGee not
long ago as a result of a murder case.

“They been courtin’ right regular,” Lawton
went on. “I figger we might have ourselves two weddin’s before
long.”

Hack didn’t think it was funny. “All right.
You can laugh if you want to, but I bet you can’t afford a lawyer
any more than I can.”

Lawton admitted that he couldn’t. “I guess we
can plead that we’re poverty-struck. They’ll have to let us off if
we do that.”

“I imagine the county will take care of
things,” Rhodes told them. “Most of those charges will never even
go to court. There’ll be a lot of bargaining back and forth before
anything really happens.”

He thought about what the county
commissioners would say. If spending money were one of their
favorite pastimes, there would have been a new jail long before
now. He would have to talk to Jack Parry, the county judge, about
things. That was the part he dreaded. The county fathers were not
going to be pleased.

“For now, I wouldn’t worry about it,” Rhodes
told Hack and Lawton. “If anything does come of it, nothing will
happen for a long time. And if you don’t have any money, they
can’t take it away from you.”

Hack didn’t look convinced. “They might try,”
he said. “And besides, that ain’t the point. I don’t like somebody
suin’ me for neglectin’ them. I never neglected nobody.”

“He’s afraid they’ll throw him in the
jail,” Lawton said. “Then he can’t see his sweet patootie.”

“If they throw him in jail, then he can sue
us,” Rhodes said.

That cheered Hack up a little. “Now that’s
not a bad idea. I’ll take all Lawton has left after Little Barnes
gets his million.”

“They aren’t going to get any of us for
neglect, anyway, when it gets right down to it,” Rhodes said.
“That’s just in there for haggling; All the times I’ve been to the
county asking for a new roof or for better cooling are on the
record over at the commissioner court, and some of the times I went
before them, it was about requests you two had made for
improvements. So there’s no reason to worry about whether you were
neglectful.”

He


















































tmp_d2474bbd70768961438ccbdc9e5bb04d_WX9zJI_html_37d65c8a.jpg





tmp_d2474bbd70768961438ccbdc9e5bb04d_WX9zJI_html_48078f78.jpg
e Bl S R RN i it
A DAN RHODES MYSTERY
Hl 2y |

b | g
N
AumnnuF'TﬁE’m
KT m—r—

BILL'C

RUMIAN SMITH MYSTERY SERIES
/| o N






tmp_d2474bbd70768961438ccbdc9e5bb04d_WX9zJI_html_m708794bd.jpg
Nl
AN





cover.jpg
: Moo o VRSl N
A DAN RHODES MYSTERY

BILU'CRIDER

AUTH[]RUF Tl'i{j“M‘N SMlTH MYSTdW SEHlES
74|





