

[image: Cover]



BAD SIDE OF A WICKED MOON

The Boomtown Saga: Book 2

By Caleb Pirtle III


[image: ]



A Gordian Knot Production

Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press


Crossroad Press digital edition 2021

Copyright © 2018 Caleb Pirtle III

Original publication by Venture Galleries, LLC—2018


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author


[image: ]



Caleb Pirtle III is an award-winning author who may live in the present, but he prefers the past. He is happiest when he digging down beneath mounds of antiquated newspapers, diaries, and other research materials to track down information that become part of his historical mysteries and historical thrillers. He believes that good fiction is always built on nuggets of truth.

Pirtle has been writing all of his life and has published more than 85 books, mostly nonfiction travel and historical books. He began working with newspapers, both large and small, including the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. He was hired to handle travel publicity for Texas when Governor John Connally created the Texas Tourist Development Agency and moved on to become the first travel editor for Southern Living Magazine. He later served as editorial director for a Dallas custom publisher and began writing fiction about ten years ago.

Pirtle’s Boomtown Saga includes three novels about the discovery of oil in a mythical East Texas town during the Great Depression. Oil begat money. Money begat greed. And greed begat murder in Back Side of a Blue Moon, Bad Side of a Wicked Moon, and Lost Side of an Orphan’s Moon.

 His Ambrose Lincoln series follows the exploits of a government agent whose mind and memory were erased by electrical shocks during the beginning of World War II. If a man has no memory, he has no fear and will tackle missions go places where the sane would never venture. The thrillers include Secrets of the Dead, Conspiracy of Lies, Night Side of Dark, and Place of Skulls. 

Pirtle’s Man on the Run series features a rogue CIA agent who walked away from the agency and became a wanted man. His battles may be freelanced and unsanctioned but still need to be fought in Lovely Night to Die, Rainy Night to Die, and Lonely Night to Die.

Pirtle grew up in Kilgore, a small town that became a boomtown during the Great Depression. He majored in Journalism at The University of Texas and became the first student to ever with the National William Randolph Hearst Award for feature writing. Much of his life is covered in his memoir of sorts, The Man Who Talks to Strangers, and his travel writing can be found in Confessions from the Road. His XIT: The American Cowboy was produced with members of the Texas Artist Association and became the third best-selling art book of all time.

Pirtle presently lives with his life Linda, a cozy mystery author, in Fort Worth, Texas.

Contact Caleb at calebpirtle2@gmail.com. He would love to hear from you.

Visit their website at https://www.calebandlindapirtle.com to learn about some of the best books and writers in today’s literary marketplace.

Bibliography

Novels

The Boomtown Saga

Back Side of a Blue Moon

Bad Side of a Wicked Moon

Lost Side of an Orphan’s Moon

Ambrose Lincoln Series

Secrets of the Dead

Conspiracy of Lies

Night Side of Dark

Place of Skulls

Man on the Run Series

Lovely Night to Die

Rainy Night to Die

Lonely Night to Die

Psychological Thrillers

Last Deadly Lie

Friday Nights Don’t Last Forever

Westerns

The Gambler Series

Dead Man’s Hand

Jokers Are Wild

Memoir

The Man Who Talks to Strangers

Selected Works of Nonfiction

Gamble in the Devil’s Chalk

Confessions from the Road

XIT: The American Cowboy

Fort Worth: The Civilized West

The Trail of Broken Promises

Dark Side of the Rainbow

Sports Books

No Experience Required

Never Afraid, Never a Doubt

The A Game: The Greatest Moments in the History of Alabama Football

Travel Books

Texas: Its Lore and Its Lure

The Texas Outback

The Unending Season

The Grandest Day

Where the Stars Are Always Shining

Georgia Through the Looking Glass

Tennessee Through the Looking Glass

Kilgore Historical Series

Echoes from Forgotten Streets

Visions of Forgotten Streets

The Unforgettable Streets of Kilgore


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook

Find and follow us on Facebook and Twitter


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


Dedication

To my high school English Teachers,

Myra Adams, Ira Duke Hart, and Gertrude Locke,

who, once upon a time,

gave me the chance to write

and taught me to stay as far away as possible

from comma faults, comma blunders and comma errors.


Table of Contents

 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54


1

A gentle wind ruffled her long white silk and satin nightgown as Eudora Durant watched the hearse rise up out of the fog. It was that mystical hour when threads of daylight were trying to weave their way in and out of the darkness, and mist above the river lay upon the water like ashes in a fire that had burned too long. The sun had not yet awakened, and the frogs still owned the shoreline. Eudora found herself humming “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” by the time the hearse rounded the bend and headed toward the distant lights of Ashland.

Was the hearse coming to take someone away or bringing someone home? It was, she thought, a mighty fine motorcar for the grim reaper to be driving. Not too long ago, he would have been hauling the remains away in a second-hand wheelbarrow. Oil made ladies and gentlemen out of the most worthless scalawags on earth. Eudora should know. She had been one of them.

Oil had indeed changed the complexion of the landscape. It may have stained the land black, but oil had washed away more transgressions than a Sunday afternoon baptizing down at the New River of Life Baptist Church. It was easy to tell the difference between the haves and have-nots of Ashland. The rich, what few of them there were, had oil flowing deep beneath their farms. The poor were still sucking on persimmon seeds and chopping weeds out of destitute cotton fields. The cotton stalks looked a lot like the weeds. Those farmers had drilled, too. But mostly they found dirt at the bottom of a dry hole.

God had cursed them, they said. God had poured his oil under somebody else’s farm.

No, Doc Bannister had told them. You boys just bought the wrong patch of dirt.

The early morning silence was broken only by the banging of metal against metal as pipe from the pump jack in the backyard kept pounding the deep earth, lifting crude to the top of the ground and dumping it into a storage tank. The constant grinding and clanging no longer made it difficult for Eudora to sleep at night. She had criticized the ominous and calamitous noise that disturbed her night and day until she cashed her first check from the Midwestern Oil and Natural Gas company. Now the clanging and grinding, the hammering and pounding that had hammered against the back of her skull and seared her senses sounded more like the overture of an Irish lullaby.

Eudora walked back inside the farmhouse, searching through the darkness, her fingers rummaging around inside Doc’s trouser pockets for the keys to his Ford Model A Runabout.

She stumbled against the bedpost.

Damn.

She quietly made her way through the darkness and into the kitchen. She leaned against the table for a moment, waiting for cobwebs, leftovers from a deep sleep, to melt away in the early chill. She ruffled her hair with her fingertips and walked on bare feet toward the door. Her elbow upended the coffee pot. It tumbled off the counter and bounced on the floor.

Damn again.

The dead are probably awake by now.

It must be judgment day.

“What’s wrong?”

The voice dripped with sleep.

It belonged to Doc.

“I’m going to town,” Eudora said.

“At this hour?”

“Somebody’s dead.” Eudora traded her silk and satin nightgown for a long, bird’s egg blue dress, slipped on her black T-strap Oxford shoes, and started for the door.

“How do you know?”

“Saw the hearse go by.”

“Did he stop outside?”

“No.”

“Then don’t worry about it.” Doc yawned. “It’s not coming for us. The big spinner spun for some sinner’s soul, and then spun down another street.”

“There’s a heavy and a grieving heart out there this morning.” Eudora’s voice had a soft edge. “Nobody should be left alone at a time like this.”

“Who died?”

“That’s the reason I’m going to town.”

“Why?”

“To find out,” she said.

Doc sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his eyes. His dark, thick hair looked as if rats had been nesting in the crown of his head for most of the night. An undershirt sagged across his shoulders. It was stained as though he had used it to wipe the grease off a drilling pipe. He had.

“We’ll go to the funeral,” he said. “Funerals are held at a decent hour.”

“Aren’t you curious?” Eudora paused in the doorway and glanced back at him as the first ragged rays of daylight reflected off her green eyes and danced atop her auburn hair.

“I was up past midnight.” Doc groaned as he stretched the muscles in his back.” I haven’t been asleep long.”

“It may be someone we know.”

Doc’s head slumped back down on the pillow. “If the hearse comes looking for me,” he said, “don’t tell it where I am.”

Eudora drove into downtown Ashland. Its streets were as dark as the inside of a casket with the lid nailed shut. She pulled the Runabout in front of Jim Hamilton’s Dinner Bell café and cut off the engine. It was too early for the chickens to be laying eggs, much less for Hamilton’s short order cook to be frying them. No lights were shining in any of the windows, not even on the top floor of Maizie Thompson’s sporting house for gentleman callers and lovely ladies of questionable repute. Men left their reputations hanging beside the front door, along with their coats and hats. The ladies hadn’t bothered to bring their reputations to town.

The hardship days of the Great Depression, when jobs were as scarce as hen’s teeth, had turned drifters into cowards and wayward women into whores. She did pity the girls. She seldom spoke to the gentlemen callers, not even when they sat on the same Sunday morning pew, lustily singing “Rock of Ages,” and loaned their hearts to God to hold in escrow. They never gave their hearts away to either God or the girls.

Eudora walked down the street to the black Model T hearse, parked next to the live oak tree outside the courthouse. Its driver climbed out when he saw her marching his way. He was unusually tall and thin. Without the broad-brimmed hat and black funeral coat, Eudora thought, she could have slid him through a keyhole. His face was gaunt with high chiseled cheekbones, and he wore a gray mustache that drooped below both sides of his chin. His dark, piercing eyes gleamed like marbles in the last, fleeting moments of moonlight. They left little doubt. The driver was no stranger to dancing with either death or the devil.

He removed his broad-brimmed beaver hat and bowed slightly. “Mortimer T. Thurgood at your service, ma am.”

Eudora tipped her head to one side and smiled. “You have arrived awfully early for such a solemn and unfortunate occasion,” she said.

“I follow the road,” Thurgood said. “The clock doesn’t always catch up. I’m here when I’m here and usually never when I’m expected.”

“Like death itself.”

Thurgood straightened his hat. “We do travel a lot together,” he said.

“Do you ever come alone?”

“Not unless I’m invited.”

A ray of stray sunlight touched the far end of the street. The fog was lifting across the river and falling into the trees. The sky was as gray as a weathered tombstone, and Eudora wondered if it was a foreboding omen or just an unexpected change in the weather.

Eudora folded her arms across her chest. “Have you come to collect someone?” she asked, “or leave someone?”

“I have a passenger.”

“A name?”

Thurgood shook his head. “I was given a casket and the name of a town.” He shrugged and took a deep breath. “The passenger began his or her travels in St. Louis, came to Arkansas on a train, and rode a mule-driven wagon to the upper reaches of East Texas. I picked the casket up just south of Texarkana and was paid eight dollars and fifty-four cents to bring it to the little town of Ashland.” Thurgood lowered his voice. “You know, your little village is not on the map, at least not where I come from.”

“Then how did you find us?”

Thurgood threw his head back and laughed. “They told me to travel down the Sabine River until I found a town with the richest men and the prettiest women, and that would be my final destination.”

Eudora raised an eyebrow. “Is that what they really told you, Mister Thurgood?”

“Well, not exactly,” he said. “They said to travel down the Sabine River until I found a town that smelled like Sulphur and rotten eggs and had wooden oil derricks rising upon the farmlands, and I would be in Ashland.”

“Doesn’t smell like Sulphur and rotten eggs to me,” Eudora said.

“No?”

“Smells like money.”

“Then maybe I should stay a while.” Thurgood glanced up and down the street and back alleyways of the town. “It’s not a very big place,” he said.

“It’s growing.”

“You got much dying?”

Eudora leaned against the back of the hearse. “Mister Thurgood, you look like a good and decent man. I’ll be honest with you.”

“Please do.”

“We’re digging a lot of holes around here, and none of them are graves.”

“I guess you’ll have to dig one more.”

Eudora arched an eyebrow.

“For my passenger,” he said.

“Of course.” She paused, frowned, then asked, “Do you know if he lived around here?”

“No one said.”

“Has the deceased already been given his funeral service?”

“Preacher in Texarkana said he prayed over the casket.” Thurgood shoved both bony hands into his pockets. He was jingling some loose change.

Probably fifty-four cents worth of pennies, Eudora figured.

Mortimer T. Thurgood opened the back doors of the hearse and struggled as he pulled out the casket, letting it slide gently to the ground. It was a pine box with all the pine knots in place. It was rough-hewn, wrapped in leather straps, and had not been painted or stained. It was the kind of coffin that held the remains of the lost, the vagabonds, the penniless, and the poor souls who would be condemned to lie in a pauper’s field until the trumpet sounded and God’s deliverance fell upon them all.

“I’m sure you will see that my passenger gets to the right place.” Thurgood tipped his hat again and straightened his long coat. His face was as solemn as a preacher’s final prayer.

“You can’t just leave a casket lying in the street.” Eudora couldn’t believe her eyes.

“I was paid to deliver the box to Ashland.” Thurgood ceremoniously rubbed his palms against his trouser legs to wipe the dust off his hands. “I was not paid to dig a hole. I was not paid to bury the deceased. I was not paid to say a good word or a foul word against either him or her. My eight dollars and fifty-four-cent fee ran out at the front door of the courthouse. The carcass now belongs to you and God.”

Eudora was grasping for words. “We don’t even know who he is,” she said.

“It may be a lady.”

“Then we don’t even know who she is.”

“Think you might recognize her?” Thurgood asked.

Eudora shrugged. “I’ve lived here a long time,” she said.

Thurgood returned to the back of the hearse, knelt, and unbuckled the leather straps. “The box isn’t even nailed shut,” he said. “It’s the damndest thing I’ve ever seen.”

He removed the lid.

Eudora bent down for a closer look.

She saw a boy, a young man really. He had hair the color of wheat straw lying in the field after a rain. His face was ruddy and packed with freckles. He wore denim overalls, a little on the large size, and a Gretsch guitar had been wedged into the casket beside him.

Eudora touched his face.

His skin felt warm as if he had been lying for too long beneath an August sun.

She jerked her hand away.

The boy smiled.

He opened one eye.

He winked with the other.

“Name’s Johnny B. Goodnight,” he said. “I perform at weddings, funerals, bar fights, and will stoop to accept tips for playing my guitar on street corners in rowdy towns big and small. I have been known to partake of good whiskey and am still in search of my first wild and wanton woman, who I’ve been assured can be found on most any street in Texas. I’m here and now and mostly tomorrow, and I am indeed pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”

He sat up.

He took her hand.

Eudora’s face had turned as pale as the specter of death.

“I’ve been known to dance a good bit, too,” he said.

By the time Johnny B. Goodnight had unfolded himself and climbed out of the pine box, Mortimer T. Thurgood had the black hearse in gear and was racing madly out of town. The Model T was running hot and doing its best to outrun a pesky dust devil trailing after the back tires as they tore down the ruts of Main street.

Johnny B. was on his feet now.

“It’s not resurrection morning,” Eudora said. “But welcome to Ashland anyway.”

“I usually sing for my supper,” the boy said, “but I have a right good song for breakfast, too.”

Across the street, a light had been turned on in the Dinner Bell.

And Eudora smelled eggs frying.
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Eudora Durant thought the sky was a little bluer, the morning a little brighter, the voice of God a little more comforting when Johnny B. Goodnight sat down on a stool beside the counter of the Dinner Bell Café to play. He held the Gretsch guitar against his chest as gently as a father holding his newborn. He closed his eyes, reaching deep inside his own soul to find the right notes, his fingers dancing from string to string as they ran wildly up and down the fretboard. She could hear the bumblebees buzzing on the flowers outside, the rain falling like a lover’s secret on a rusting tin roof.

He sawed the key of G in half, shuffled the emotions of C and A minor together as if he were a gambler dealing from the bottom of the deck and touching on haunting melodies known only to Johnny B. and a few brush arbor evangelists who could sing a man out of his last dollar, loan him a ten spot, and steal it back before pouring salvation like smooth Kentucky bourbon down the throat of every sinner while dragging them in the nick of time away from the gates of hellfire and damnation.

Johnny B. had sung all seven verses of “Standing on the Promises” and was wading knee-deep in “Amazing Grace” when Jim Hamilton slid a plate of hog-lard biscuits and eggs fried with bacon grease in front of him. The man who served as the day cook, night cook, and proprietor of the cafe stepped back to wipe his hands on a long white apron heavily stained with whatever happened to splatter out of his skillet for the past three months and twelve days. The iron skillet had been working overtime ever since a few sticks of random dynamite tore into the earth and painted the night sky above Eudora’s farmstead a darker shade of black.

“I can remember the days,” Hamilton told Eudora, “when I only had to change aprons the first of every year. Now I’ve got Pauline Carter over at the sporting house working from can ’til can’t to keep me in clean ones.” An honest sweat glistened atop his bald head, and his glass eye was always looking out the front window even when he wasn’t. A toothpick hung out of the corner of his mouth, and the sleeves of his wrinkled white shirt were casually rolled up to his elbows. A pair of frayed black suspenders held up his dark twill trousers. He pretty much wore the same clothes every day, washed them down by the river late Saturday night, and showed back up behind the counter early Sunday morning with a bucket of fresh eggs and a damp shirt hanging around his shoulders.

Hamilton glanced up when he heard feet shuffling through the doorway. A roustabout with big hands, long arms, and a gaunt face staggered into the café and slumped on a barstool at the far end of the counter. He looked as if he had a two-week growth of bristled whiskers. He brushed loose strands of long dark hair out of his eyes.

“Working all night, Early?” Hamilton said.

“Damn near lost the well.”

“What happened?” Eudora stood and walked to the end of the counter.

“Rock grabbed hold of the bit and wouldn’t let go.” The roustabout yawned. His face was stained with grit and mud. He looked up at Eudora, leaned back on the stool and laughed. “You know Doc and his dynamite.”

Eudora’s smile was gentle as she sat down beside him. “Doc likes to shake the ground up a little bit,” she said.

“Uses it like a sane man uses a hammer.”

“Did it break the bit loose?”

“Broke it loose and shot it damn near to the far side of Slidell.”

“Anybody get hurt?”

“Mostly, we just got wore out.” He shrugged. “Doc don’t ever give up without a fight. He says we saved the well. Waskom says we ought to move over about twenty feet and start over.”

“What did Doc say about that?”

He kicked a few rocks in the slush pit and threw a few rocks in the river. Along about midnight, he decided we’d move over about twenty-one feet and start over.”

“He hates to be wrong.”

“He just knows that Waskom is generally right when it comes to whipping up oil out of the ground.” Early Bodine waited until Hamilton had finished pouring a cup of hot coffee. “We cleaned the pipe out of the old well. Got through about an hour ago. I figured if I hurried, I’d get here while the eggs were still fresh. Jim, if you have a dozen of the brown ones, I’ll take a mess of them fried, scrambled, or baked. But don’t poach any of the damn things.”

“Over easy?” Hamilton asked.

“Ain’t nothing ever over easy.”

“I was talking about the eggs.”

Early stood up and removed his jacket, folded it. and placed it on the stool beside him. He cast his eyes toward the far end of the counter. Both sleeves were slathered with mud and blood that had soaked into the feed sack shirt.

Eudora frowned and reached down to touch the shirt. “Did you get hurt out there?”

She was staring at the blood.

Early grabbed the shirt, wadded it into a bundle and stuck it under his arms. “Just a cut here and a scratch there,” he said, his voice barely audible. “It comes with fighting the dirt for every ounce of oil it’s got. Sometimes it wins. Sometimes it doesn’t. Last night it damn near took a hostage or two.” He looked away and scratched his neck with broken fingernails as the first ray of sunlight spilled across the windowsill.

Johnny B. was plucking one string and then another, and it didn’t seem to matter which string his fingers caressed. The music sounded as pure as the cold air falling through the trees on a clear and early winter morning.

“I thought I heard singing coming from in here,” Early said.

“Kid calls himself Johnny B.,” Hamilton said.

“That guitar don’t look like no guitar I ever saw before,” Early said.

“Probably doesn’t.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

The flicker of a grin crossed Johnny B.’s face. “It’s got seven strings.”

Early laughed. “Ain’t no guitar got seven strings.”

“This one does.”

“How in the world can you play a guitar with seven strings?” Early stuffed his mouth with a pile of butter sitting on a slice of light bread.

Johnny B. shrugged as he quit playing long enough to finish sopping the last hog lard biscuit through a pile of brown gravy on his plate. “I got six fingers on my left hand.” He held up his hand to prove it. “God didn’t give me a lot of sense, but he did give me an extra finger.”

Early shook his head. “You do play a mean guitar,” he said.

“Ain’t nothing mean about it,” Johnny B. said. He frowned. “It plays church music.”

“Is that all you sing?”

“What?”

“Church music.”

Johnny B. slid the guitar onto the counter. “I got a harmonica.” He pulled a silver one from his shirt pocket. “The mouth harp plays honky-tonk,” he said. “But the guitar, it don’t know nothing but church music.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Bought it off a preacher.”

“What difference does that make?”

“Preacher taught the guitar what to play.” Johnny B. picked up the Gretsch and wiped away the biscuit crumbs that had fallen beneath the strings. “Didn’t teach it nothing but church music.”

Early cocked his head to one side. “You ever pick out a little lovesick blues on that thing?”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Doing a foolish thing like that would send me straight to hell riding a horse with a porcupine saddle.”

“You a might be a little touched, boy.”

Johnny B. drained his cup of coffee. “Might be,” he said with a lilt in his voice. “But I don’t dig holes in the ground.”

Eudora spun around on her heels as she heard footsteps running down the wooden sidewalk. Somebody was in a hurry. Somebody in a hurry always meant somebody else was in trouble. The oil patch may have brought unexpected wealth to Ashland, but it had also ushered in blowouts, wildfires, grass fires, falling derricks, and broken pipes that could beat a man to death or cut him to shreds.

Waskom Brown bolted into the café, breathing heavily. He leaned forward, placing both hands on his knees for support. Mud and sweat ran in streaks down his face. His eyes were big. He removed his military campaign hat and wiped the dirt out of his eyes with the sleeves of his woolen undershirt. He had worn his dark twill trousers so long they no longer had wrinkles.

Eudora hurried to him. “What’s wrong?” She took Waskom’s arm and led him to a table.

He slumped down into the first chair he saw.

Hamilton placed a glass of cold water in front of him.

Waskom drained the glass before setting it down again. “Has the sheriff been in this morning?” he asked.

“No, and that’s not like him at all,” Hamilton said. “He’s usually my first customer in the morning and my last customer at night.”

“He may have gone by the well he’s drilling on the south ten acres of our farm,” Eudora said. “He has a new crew, and he doesn’t like the geologist, and he doesn’t trust the driller. Thinks they’re a little too young and a lot too reckless. Sheriff doesn’t like to take chances.”

“Told me he was firing Potts,” Hamilton said.

“The driller?”

Hamilton nodded.

“When did he tell you that?” Waskom asked.

“He came by while I was closing down last night.”

“Waskom,” Eudora said softly.

He looked up at her. His black face had grown pale. The whites of his eyes looked more like milk than marbles.

“Why are you so worried about Sheriff Lodge?”

“I was coming to town this morning. Must have been a quarter after five. Still dark, but the moon was bright. And I saw his car parked out on Judge Mayfield’s place.”

“It’s not unusual for the sheriff to go see the Judge before he comes to work.”

“Something wasn’t right.”

“What you got troubling you?” Hamilton asked. He poured himself a cup of coffee.

“The car was nowhere close to the Judge’s house.” Waskom nervously rubbed his hands together. “His left rear tire was flat. There wasn’t just a hole in it. The tire was ripped into little old pieces. A shotgun does things like that to a tire. The passenger’s door was wide open. The driver’s door had been ripped off.”

An uneasy frown creased Eudora’s face. “Had he been in a wreck?”

Waskom shook his head. “Car was sitting smack dab in the middle of an open cotton field. No trees around for the sheriff to hit. Car hadn’t been turned over. It was spotless.”

Eudora began pacing the wooden planks in the café’s floor, deep in thought. “Maybe, John just had a blowout and walked home,” she said at last.

“I went by and checked with his wife.”

“Need a cup of coffee?” Hamilton asked.

“Need the whole pot,” Waskom said.

“Black?”

“Just give me the coffee grounds to chew. I’ll make do.”

“Had Florence seen her husband?” Eudora asked.

“She hadn’t seen him for two days.”

Eudora turned to Hamilton. “John say where he was going when he left here last night?”

“Said he was planning to take one last look at the well before he turned in.” Hamilton’s face turned granite. “He was afraid Potts was slow playing the well. Thought somebody might be paying the drilling crew to sabotage it.”

“He have any proof?” Eudora walked to the door and looked both ways down the street. The sun was a gold coin above the trees. Asa Hathaway was unlocking his mercantile store. Judge Chester Mayfield was walking into the courthouse.

“Just gut feelings. Nothing else.”

“I tell you what’s got me scared,” Waskom said.

“What’s that?” It was Eudora.

“Those new Bedford cord seats the sheriff bought are soaked down and ruined.”

“With what?”

“Somebody’s blood.”

Eudora tried to speak but couldn’t. Hamilton’s cup slipped from his hand and splashed coffee across the wooden floor. Early stood and glared at the floor. Johnny B. began picking softly and tenderly.

“You think it’s the sheriff’s blood?” asked Hamilton.

Waskom shrugged. “Everybody bleeds the same color,” he said.

Eudora glanced around as Early sauntered out of the café, the stained shirt still wadded under his arm. She hurried to the door and looked down the street.

Downtown Ashland was coming to life.

Early was nowhere to be seen.
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Doc Bannister caught a glimpse of the sheriff’s abandoned car as soon as he drove past the two ruts that wound over a knoll and led toward Judge Mayfield’s place. He stopped and backed up. The sheriff’s 1924 Chevrolet Superior Tourer looked like a dead man’s car. The thought struck him as soon as he saw it. Didn’t quite know why. But it did. A dull ache settled in the pit of his stomach. He felt as if he had knocked back a jigger of battery acid. The sedan sat sad and forlorn on the crest of a small ridge just beyond a stand of pecan trees, a black skeleton of rubber and polished steel. Splinters of light from a rising sun ricocheted wildly off a bug-splattered windshield that had been shattered by either a sledgehammer or double ought buckshot. One was usually as lethal as the other.

Doc turned down the pair of ruts and pulled his pickup truck to a stop beside a small peach orchard, climbed out, and began ambling up a worn-down pig trail that was slowly being erased by time, fall rainstorms, and tire tracks. His straw boater was pulled low to shade his eyes. He wore dark brown twill trousers and had not bothered to tuck in the blue chambray shirt. His black boots were thick with dust. There was a time when his unkempt appearance would have bothered Doc greatly. But rich men didn’t care how they looked. He kept drilling holes, and the oil down deep sounded a lot like money rustling down at the bottom of Woodbine sand.

The Chevrolet Tourer was an extension of Sheriff John Lodge’s life. It was big, powerful, and dominated the landscape regardless of which road he might be traveling. Nobody had yet been able to outrun him when the sheriff ratcheted up all four cylinders at once, and over the years, he had stuffed the trunk with two-bit thieves, scam artists, moonshiners, illegal whiskey, runaway wives, cheating husbands, ladies of the night, a hold-up man or two, and the slightly rigid carcasses of drunks who had been looking for John Barleycorn and wound up with Saint Peter, may their souls rest in peace. But most were only guilty of being hungry, trying hard to survive, wondering why life had never given them an even break. Preachers couldn’t convince anybody to go to heaven when they figured somebody had already stolen the pearls off the gates, and hell wasn’t as hot as East Texas in August.

Doc knelt beside the open passenger door. It was hanging crookedly beside a nest of bull nettle and above a broken blackberry bush. The knotted end of a rope still hung from the handle. Something mighty powerful had broken it. Somebody might have tied one end on a saddle horn and used a horse to tear the door open. Looked a little like overkill to Doc, but desperate men did resort to desperate measures, and he wondered why anyone would be desperate enough to drag John Lodge out of his own Chevrolet car.

Maybe the sheriff put up a helluva fight. He did carry that old Colt Walker .44 revolver on his hip. Said he bought it off a Texas Ranger’s widow. It held only six bullets, she said. Her husband needed a seventh. Lodge bragged he had never shot a man. The old-timers said he shot at a lot of them, just never did hit one.

Doc walked around the black Tourer several times, looking at the dirt for any drops of blood. The dry earth had not been disturbed. The only traces of blood he found had soaked into the front seat, drenched the floorboard, and doused the splintered windshield.

The signs didn’t look good.

Doc leaned against the hood of the sedan. It had grown cold during the night. No telling how long it had been since the sheriff shut off the engine for the last time.

Why had he driven out such a lonely road?

Was he on his way to see the Judge in the dark hours before morning?

Had the Judge summoned him?

Who was John Lodge chasing?

Or was someone chasing him?

Doc pushed the straw boater back on his head and scratched his chin. He had not taken time to shave that morning.

Such was the plight of mankind, he thought.

He died alone.

He was buried alone.

Within a generation, no one remembered his name.

And those who did were almost always glad he was gone.

Doc watched a whirling dervish dance across the earth and head toward the river. The wind would kill it before the dirt devil ever touched the water.

When was the last time he saw John Lodge?

Doc thought back.

Was it two nights ago?

Or three?

Or did it really matter?

His mind traveled a dark road back to the curious and short period of time when he realized that Sheriff Lodge, who was afraid of no one, was certainly troubled by something.

He and the sheriff had walked out of the Dinner Bell Café, and John looked down the street as the sun was dying on the far side of the river. Long shadows fell across Ashland like crooked fingers clawing at the town’s throat. The street was no longer empty. A few men had driven into town. Others had walked for miles and hitched rides when they could. There were few places for them to spend the night and no place they could afford. They were broke, out of work, and looking for jobs.

Not all of them were honest.

That’s what John Lodge said.

He never looked at their faces when they walked past. He stared at their hands.

Those with calluses and blisters were all right, he said.

They were working men.

The ones with smooth white skin were up to no good.

They’re the con artists, he said.

The card sharks.

The pickpockets.

The flim-flam men.

They would rather steal a man’s last dollar than work for their first one.

“That’s what you called me,” Doc said.

“What’s that?”

“A flim-flam man.”

“I was right about you,” the sheriff said. He grinned. “I would have nailed you,” he said, “if Eudora hadn’t beaten me to it.” The grin widened. “One day you’ll regret it.”

“What makes you think that?” Doc asked.

“A shot in the heart is far better than a broken one.” Lodge shrugged. “One is quick, and then it’s done,” he said. “The other lingers for a long time.”

“What makes you think Eudora will break my heart?”

“You spent much time around a rich woman?”

“No.” Doc shoved both hands in his pockets. “Have you?”

“I’ve hanged a couple who did.” The sheriff laughed out loud. “They were begging for the noose.”

“Seems rather drastic.” Doc shoved a cigar in his mouth and lit a match.

“Death is sometimes the quickest way out of town.”

From down the road, a car backfired.

A driller was thrown out of Maizie Thompson’s sporting house where a man with a little loose change could find most everything but a good night’s sleep.

Maybe it was a roughneck.

It was hard to tell anymore.

A man laughed.

A woman screamed.

She wasn’t scared.

He had better be.

The sheriff’s face grew solemn. “We didn’t do ourselves any favor when we hit that oil well,” he said.

“We made ourselves a little money.”

“No.” Lodge sat down on the bench outside his office. He removed the long denim jacket and draped it around his shoulders. Autumn had a nasty way of staying out of town until winter kicked it across the river. “We made ourselves a lot of money. We kept Ashland from dying so a bunch of damn strangers could come to town and kill it.”

“Can’t kill progress.”

“You can strangle it to death.” Lodge took a deep breath. It was one of exasperation. “When a man’s broke, he can’t afford any whiskey, so he’s easy to pick up and take to jail. He’ll probably even play checkers with you all night. When a man’s got change jangling around in his pocket, he’ll drink ’til the money’s all gone, then try to take whatever the next man has stuffed in his pockets. That’s becoming a real problem, Doc.”

“What’s that?”

“Too many worthless men have change jangling around in their pockets.”

“Wearing a badge is no longer a job for one man,” Doc told him. “Go ahead and hire yourself some help.” He leaned his head back and blew circles of cigar smoke into the air, watching them lose their shape in the wind.

“I think I’ll do better than that.”

“What do you have on your mind, John.”

“I’m turning my badge over to Judge Mayfield,” he said. “Keeping the peace is a young man’s job. I’m too old. I’m too stiff. I’m too jittery. I don’t need the money or the headache anymore.”

“Something bothering you?”

“I’m afraid this town’s on the threshold of exploding wide open.”

Doc watched the parade of men leave the sporting house and head for the Last Train Saloon. He watched a parade of men leave the Last Train Saloon and head for the three-story house of good times run by Maizie Thompson. She was what she was, a peddler of flesh and passion, but she was a damn fine woman. “What do you know that you’re not telling anybody?” he asked.

The flecks of amber in Lodge’s eyes turned black. “When Ashland explodes, there’ll be somebody else wearing my badge, and he can put the damn fire out or die trying.”

Doc frowned. Even in the dim light, he could see the sheriff’s hands were trembling. “You’re afraid of something or someone, aren’t you, John?”

“I’m just old and cautious,” Lodge said. “When you’re old and cautious, your dreams change.”

“You have a new dream?”

“I just want to live another day.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

“Someday, Doc, you’ll be just as scared.”

“When’s that?”

“When your past catches up to you.”

Those were the last words he heard John Lodge say. Now the sheriff was nowhere to be found. His famous old car sat abandoned in the weeds and beggar lice. Somebody’s blood had spilled and dried.

The past was a dangerous thing, Doc knew.

It could stalk a man.

It was always right behind and catching up.

On quiet nights, a man could hear its footsteps.

It drank whiskey at the far end of the bar.

It was the cold kiss at the end of a hot night.

It could weave its way into his nightmares.

On dark nights, it whispered in his ears like a jealous lover.

Maybe it was a jealous lover.

Or her husband.

Or someone John Lodge had put away for a long time.

Just not long enough.

The silence around Doc was heavy and foreboding. He found it hard to breathe, and the night’s hot wind scratched his face like briars in a blackberry thicket. His skin itched.

Oil had saved them.

Had oil doomed them?

Doc heard the car before he saw it bouncing up the two ruts of a pig trail. He reached instinctively into his jacket. All he had was a pocketknife, and one of the blades was missing.
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Doc Bannister blinked and shielded his eyes as the harsh glare from the headlights of Judge Chester Mayfield’s 1928 Packard 443 briefly blinded him. He watched the car swing off the trail and crawl up a gravel road that didn’t have nearly as much gravel as it did back in the early days of the nineteen twenties when a work gang of rogues and ruffians were working off jail time by hauling buckets of river rocks from the dried-up banks of Rusty Bottom Creek.

There were at least two things Doc had not expected to see that morning when the pale face of a quarter moon hung like a fishhook above the stand of live oak and hackberry trees: A heavily damaged car left abandoned in the Judge’s milk goat pasture and the honorable Judge Mayfield himself driving back home before the day had officially broken over the fields south of Ashland. The sky had turned from black to purple, streaked with clouds the color of blood and burning embers. The moon had excused itself and was fading fast but had not yet bothered to go elsewhere or drop out of sight. Doc felt as uncertain as a gambling man who needed an ace to save his last dollar bill and drew a deuce. Wrong suit. Wrong hand. Wrong bet.

He leaned over the hood of the Chevrolet Tourer with both elbows planted on the right front fender. His face was wet with sweat despite the chill blowing off the river. He dropped the cigar at his feet and ground out the embers with the heel of his boot. He had grown to manhood smelling the blood of hunted deer and raccoons. The stench of human blood was different. It had the aroma of kerosene mixed with sweat, urine, and a salt lick melted by an August rain.

Judge Mayfield pulled his Packard to a stop and opened the front door. He climbed out, looking dour, his face barbed with morning shadows. He walked to the sheriff’s car, stepped up on the running board, and looked inside. He abruptly turned away, his jaws clenched, his eyes turning from molten green to buttermilk.

“Where’s the sheriff?” Mayfield asked, his voice barely audible.

“I thought you might know.”

“I haven’t seen him.”

“He was obviously coming to see you.”

Silence lingered between them.

Didn’t have an answer.

Didn’t ask the question.

The Judge rubbed his fingers lightly over the car seat.

The blood had dried. Shavings stuck beneath his fingernails.

“Why would he be coming to see me at such an ungodly hour?” The Judge unbuttoned the jacket of his blue suit.

“Why would you be coming home at such an ungodly hour?” Doc’s eyes were dark and penetrating. He figured he and the Judge had at least one thing in common: a bitter dislike for each other.

Mayfield took a deep breath. “Business,” he said. He cut the word off as sharply as if he had used a razor. He was trying to dig the dried blood from beneath his fingernails with an Ivory handled Case pocketknife.

“You been gone all night?”

“I’ve been gone for two days.”

“Sorry,” Doc said.

“About what?”

“Didn’t notice.”

Mayfield turned his back and walked behind the sheriff’s Chevrolet. He propped his foot on the back bumper. “Did you open the trunk?”

“Don’t have a key.”

“I have an axe.”

“Works quicker than a key.”

Doc waited until Mayfield walked to his goat pen behind the barn, picked up a double-bladed axe hanging on the gate post, and was shuffling back over Johnson grass wet with dew. A mockingbird had a song but little else. A field rat scurried out of the hayloft. Doc rolled the sleeves of his chambray shirt to his elbows.

“You think somebody stuck John in the trunk of his own car?” Doc asked.

“You see him anywhere else?”

“Haven’t seen him at all.”

“Might as well check.” Mayfield handed the axe to Doc.

Doc grinned and ran his hands up and down the wooden axe handle, worn smooth by years of chopping wood to burn. The Judge owned it. Doc doubted if he had ever used it. “Too early for a Judge to work?” he asked.

Mayfield matched his grin. “I sentence men to hard labor,” he said, wiping the sweat off his forehead with a yellowed handkerchief. “I don’t do much of it myself.”

Doc tore a ragged hole in the trunk the third time he hammered it with the axe blade. The sharp grating ring of metal pounding against metal pierced his ears. His fingers went numb. He rubbed his hands together and leaned down close to look through the crack. A patch of stray sunlight broke through the clouds.

“See anything moving?” the Judge asked.

“I got a glimpse of something.”

“The sheriff?”

“Not unless he’s a cockroach.”

Mayfield shrugged. “He’s been called worse.”

The Judge walked around the Chevrolet Tourer again. His shoulders were sagging. The wrinkles had become permanent creases in his dark blue slacks. Dust had caked on his black shoes. The wind blew strands of loose gray hair down around his eyes.

“You think John had a wreck?” he asked.

“I think somebody’s been shot.”

“John?”

“If he was in the car, he was.”

“John didn’t let anybody else drive that fancy car of his.”

“Then John’s been shot.”

“Here?”

Doc straightened the boater on his head. “He didn’t drive very far once the buckshot tore up his windshield.”

“Think it was a shotgun?”

“There’s some double aught shot in the floorboard.”

Mayfield’s face turned ashen. His Adam’s apple bobbed furiously as he swallowed. “Why would somebody want to kill a man like John Lodge?” he asked. “He might be a real sonuvabitch, but that’s no reason to blow him from here to Nacogdoches.”

Doc thought it over for a long moment, then answered, “Three reasons.”

“What do you figure?”

“A scorned woman.”

The Judge shook his head. “A mad woman would kill him while he was sleeping. She wouldn’t chase him all the way out here.”

Doc nodded. “A jealous husband, maybe.”

The Judge sat down on the running board. “John wasn’t the kind to do any Tom cattin’ around here.” Mayfield propped his elbows on his knees and propped his head in his hands. “If he did, Florence wouldn’t kill him. She’d cut his nuts off.”

Doc nodded again. “Somebody is holding a real serious grudge against him. Got any idea who might want John Lodge dead?”

“Besides me?”

Doc looked up in surprise. A faint smile creased his lips. “Didn’t know you and he had a feud.”

“He doesn’t like the way I run my courthouse, and I don’t like the way he bossed people around with that badge of his.” Mayfield reached down with a handkerchief and wiped the dust off his shoes.

“He boss you?”

“He tried.”

“What about?”

Judge Mayfield stared off into the distance. The mist had risen off the river and drifted away. A hot sun was chasing the clouds from the sky. The Judge removed his jacket and dropped it across his lap.

“It happened a long time ago,” he said. “I thought about killing the cocky sonuvabitch then and wouldn’t hesitate to do it now except he’s older and I’m wiser, and we’ve learned to live with each other’s faults even though he has more than I do.”

“No reason for you to kill him now,” Doc said.

“What makes you say that?”

“He told me he was quitting.”

The Judge jerked his head around and stood up. He had a strange, quizzical look in his eyes. “What did he say exactly?”

“Said he was turning in his badge.”

“There’s only one reason he would do that.”

“Not sure I follow you.” Doc wore a puzzled frown.

“The bastard wants to ruin me.”

“I get the idea he just wants to be an oilman.”

“Don’t you get it?” Mayfield’s voice had reached a fevered pitch.

“Don’t have a clue.”

“John’s a rich man now,” the Judge said. He began pacing back and forth in front of the sheriff’s car. “He doesn’t have a worry about me firing his ass anymore. He can drag my good name up and down the streets of Ashland like an armadillo dragging a poor man’s trash through the mud, the blood, and the beer.”

“Any reason your good name might be tainted?”

“John’s been lurking in the dark for a long time, Doc.” Mayfield fastened the top button of his white shirt and tightened his dark red tie. “You’ll be hearing about them. John’s ready to spill his secrets and salve his conscience. But let me tell you right now before God and every sinner in Ashland, they’re lies. All of them are damn foolish lies. You gotta stop him, Doc. The law is on your side.”

“One problem,” Doc said.

“What’s that?”

“I’m not a lawman.”

“Ever been one?”

“I’ve seen both sides of a jail cell,” Doc said, “I’ve heard the guilty sing hymns and the condemned read the Bible, and I know what they did and to whom they did it and why they did it. And, Judge, it appears to me you’re facing the same consequences they did.”

“What’s that?” The Judge’s voice was dull and sullen.

“You’ve got a damn good motive.” Doc crawled into his pickup truck and fired up the engine. He leaned his head out the window. “You may be right,” he called out to the Judge.

“About what?”

“The sheriff may have indeed wanted you dead.”

“There’s no doubt in my mind.”

“Maybe you beat him to the punch.” Doc chuckled. “Maybe you fired the first shot.”

“Not me, Doc Bannister. You know me better than that.” Mayfield threw his blue jacket across the hood of the Chevrolet Tourer. “I can sentence a man to die, but I couldn’t kill one.”

“So why is John’s bloody car sitting there on your land,” Doc yelled as he turned the old pick up around, “and John is nowhere to be found?”

He kept his eyes on Judge Mayfield in his rearview mirror as he turned onto the main road that led back to the farm.

The Judge was slumped across the hood of John Lodge’s car. His shoulders were shaking.

Chester Mayfield was still alive. But inside, he must be dying a thousand deaths.

That happens to cowards sometimes.

Doc was whistling by the time he lost sight of Mayfield’s goat pen and barn. He was a damn fine whistler, too. He hoped the mockingbird was listening. He would leave the funeral dirge to the Judge. A man who lived by the rope should never let his neck get caught anywhere near a noose.
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Eudora Durant had not slept well during the night. Her face had been flushed by the summer heat, but the chill that touched her shoulder blades felt like a cold kiss forced on her by a pair of dead lips. She shivered and looked outside the window just above her kitchen sink.

The sun had climbed three rungs above the creek bottom timber, and her thoughts kept going back to that strange and curious arrival of a vagabond guitar picker who came to Ashland riding in a wooden casket. She knew his name but had no idea who he was or why he had drifted into town like a man with a song needing to be sung or a life threatening to end.

He was jovial—maybe a slow thinker or a cautious thinker—and as carefree as a red-tailed hawk whose wings caught the updraft and were content to go anywhere the wind wanted to carry them.

With oil staining a cotton field here and there, Ashland was bursting at the seams with strangers, men from all walks of life looking for a job, looking for a payday, looking to make a buck any way they could. They were coming by automobile and on foot, atop a freight train rumbling through in the dead of night, or stuck on a bus that slowed down on Saturdays but hardly ever stopped for very long. No one was leaving. Only Johnny B. had rolled into town in a hearse.

Said he might stay.

Said he might be gone tomorrow.

Said he liked Jesus.

Said he liked John Barleycorn.

Said he liked one better than the other.

Didn’t say which.

Said he sang Holy Roller songs.

Said he’d been to Heaven.

Once.

Said it looked a lot like New Orleans.

Said it smelled like French Perfume.

Said if dying was the only way back to Heaven, he’d just as soon the Good Lord took him on home, although he wasn’t sure dying had anything to do with the French perfume or cognac on her lips.

And he said it all in the key of F.

Johnny B. was always laughing, and that’s what worried Eudora.

His words and laughter never matched. His laughter rolled out of his throat but never touched his eyes.

The sun might be high in a sky unfettered with clouds, but it was as dark and oppressive as any day Eudora could remember. Something was terribly wrong, and she had no idea what it was. A deep dread wormed its way into the frayed endings of her nerves. She hadn’t felt that way since she awoke one morning and realized her husband was gone and wouldn’t be coming back home. Guilt was still a thorn festering in her conscience.

The magpies were making quite a fuss in the trees above the well site. Buzzards circled in the wind. A squirrel chattered. The morning bore the stench of raw oil spilling into the slush pit. Eudora shivered. It had the smell of death.

She found it hard to breathe and stepped out onto the front porch in her bare feet. Her auburn hair had been tied into a knot on the back of her neck, and patterns of wildflowers fell down the skirt of her pale yellow calico dress.

The magpies grew silent. They had come without warning and left the same way. The only sound she heard was the steady rhythm of a pump jack coaxing oil from Doc’s first well—drilled in Woodbine sand just beyond the chicken coop. Hens were scratching in the dirt. A rooster crowed. An old mule grazed in the pasture on the far side of a rail fence. His hard days of working at the head end of a plow had ended.

A day’s worth of black crude brought in more money than a season’s worth of cotton and purple hull peas. Besides, nobody could fight the boll weevils anymore. On the road to Little Hope, men had dismantled their cotton gins and started hauling in wagon loads of pipe and drilling rigs. All anyone needed to survive or maybe grow rich was a little patch of land. Lease it. Sell it. Drill it. Not so long ago, tall pines stood like evergreen sentinels above the landscape. Now they were being replaced one at a time with derricks no taller than a windmill.

If you listen real hard, Waskom Brown had told
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