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  Chapter One


  The Clearview Sons and Daughters of Texas had put a lot of time and money into improving the Old Settlers’ Grounds since the last time Sheriff Dan Rhodes had been there, a year or so ago. His visit this time wasn’t going to be any more pleasant than the last one, however, if the phone call Hack Jensen had told him about was any indication.


  Rhodes drove onto the grounds through an arched gateway that no longer leaned precariously to one side. The name of the campground had been freshly painted in black letters on the span of the arch. Rhodes could see bright new wood on the dance pavilion, too. All the rotted boards had been replaced in the floor, roof, and steps. The sides had been straightened and braced.


  Years ago Rhodes had square danced on the pavilion with girls who were grown up and married now, with children older than they had been on those summer nights when they had gone allemande left and do-si-do. Some of the women still lived in town, though most of them were long gone from Clearview. Rhodes had heard that one of them was a dean at a community college and that another was a social worker somewhere near Dallas. He wondered if they ever thought about the square dances or the Old Settlers’ Grounds. He figured they probably didn’t.


  Rhodes drove the county car past the old pavilion on a road covered in fresh white gravel, another recent improvement if you didn’t mind a little dust. He stopped his car by Ty Berry’s blue Ford pickup and got out.


  The day was warm, and the sun was high in a blue sky flecked with only a few high clouds, but it was November and there was a not-so-subtle hint of fall in the air. Rhodes wasn’t sure just what it was. It could have been the angle of the sunlight through the high tree limbs, the light breeze that swished through the red and yellow leaves, or just the smell of things, as if some faint scent of the high country was sneaking in on the breeze.


  Rhodes started down the path toward the two old swimming pools that had been built down by the river. Long ago, when the citizens of Blacklin County had devoted a full week every summer to celebrating the contributions of the county’s original settlers, the Grounds had been filled for days with laughing people. There had been playgrounds for the children, and the swimming pools had been popular spots for cooling off.


  But the yearly celebrations had stopped even before Rhodes was a boy. There was no evidence remaining of see-saws or swings, and the pools had become dangerous. Their concrete sides had cracked, and chunks had broken off into the pools. The river still flowed nearby and still fed water to the pools, but no one was supposed to swim in them anymore. People did, occasionally but it was a risky business, if not exactly against the law.


  The shade of the pecan trees was cool, and Rhodes heard a squirrel scampering through the branches. A pecan fell from above, missing Rhodes by not more than a couple of feet. He wasn’t sure whether it had been dropped, dislodged, or deliberately aimed in his direction. You never could tell about squirrels.


  Rhodes looked over toward what was left of the Wishing Well. He had thrown a penny or two into the well when he was a kid, but he couldn’t remember what he had wished for. Whatever it had been, it hadn’t been what he had found there a year ago.


  Rhodes went on down the path, dry leaves crackling under his feet. Turning a bend and looking down the steep bank, he saw Ty Berry standing by one of the swimming pools.


  Berry was the president of the Clearview Sons and Daughters of Texas. He was short and thin, and he’d drawn his eyebrows together so often in his perpetual worry that some precious bit of Blacklin County history was going to be destroyed or forgotten that there was a permanent line running up from the bridge of his nose. He had been the driving force behind the restoration of the Old Settlers’ Grounds, and he had personally raised nearly every penny of the money that had been spent on the project.


  He had both hands thrust into the pockets of the blue nylon jacket he was wearing. A Clearview Catamounts baseball cap covered his balding head, and he was pacing nervously up and down the edge of the pool.


  The water in the pool was as clear and green as Rhodes remembered having ever seen it. Leaves floated on the surface and covered the bottom, but they had fallen only recently and there was no dirt or slime to be seen.


  The Sons and Daughters had spent quite a bit of their money in cleaning the pools and removing the debris of years from them. They hadn’t repaired the cracks, and they hadn’t made the pools safe for swimming. There hadn’t been enough money for that, and the pools were so far out of town that repairing them wouldn’t have been advisable. It would just have encouraged unsupervised swimming. But the Sons and Daughters had certainly made the pools look better.


  The sunlight filtered through the tree branches and the dying leaves and sparkled off the water, and somewhere high above, a bird, either a year-round resident or one that hadn’t yet left for a warmer climate farther south, whistled softly. In the river, three turtles sitting on a log seemed to sense Rhodes’ presence at the same instant, and all three slipped into the smooth green water, hardly rippling its surface.


  Rhodes thought it was a peaceful and relaxing scene, except for one thing: the dead body that floated in the water of the nearest pool, only a few feet from where Ty Berry was standing next to a bright red and white sign that read:


  DANGER!


  ABSOLUTELY NO SWIMMING!


  THE WATER IN THIS POOL COULD BE POLLUTED!


  NO LIFEGUARD ON DUTY!


  DANGER!


  Berry looked up, saw Rhodes, and pulled his right hand out of his jacket pocket to wave. Rhodes waved back and walked down the crumbling concrete steps to the pool.


  “I called the ambulance, too,” Berry said. “I guess you beat them here.”


  “I was in the neighborhood,” Rhodes said.


  


  Chapter Two


  Rhodes had been on his way back to Clearview after driving to Thurston to check on a welding machine that had been abandoned on a county road. The man who’d called in about the welding machine wanted to know if he could keep it if no one claimed it, and Rhodes had been forced to disappoint him. The machine had been reported stolen in a neighboring county the previous evening, along with the truck that the owner had used to transport it. The welding machine was in a ditch by the side of the road, but there had been no sign of the truck.


  “Any idea who that is?” Rhodes asked, looking down at the body, which was floating face down.


  “I haven’t tried to get a look,” Berry said. “He … he was at the bottom of the pool, but I pulled him up. I don’t know why I did it.”


  Berry looked a little queasy, and Rhodes didn’t blame him. It wasn’t every day that you found a dead man, much less one that had been in the water for a while.


  “After I pulled him up, he sort of floated,” Berry said. “I didn’t do anything else. I thought you’d want me to leave things pretty much like I found them.”


  Rhodes nodded. “You were right.”


  His knees cracked as he knelt down to look at the body which had sunk back under the water for about six inches. It was that of a man who had been wearing only a pair of jockey shorts, and it was tangled in a practically new rope, one end of which was tied to a dead-looking tree limb that floated several feet away in the pool. The rope that wasn’t twisted around the body had absorbed enough water to sink, but it hadn’t pulled the limb under.


  “Looks like he was swinging over the water on that rope,” Berry said. “The limb broke, and he fell in and drowned. Maybe the limb hit him on the head. And he was probably drunk.”


  “Why do you say that?” Rhodes asked.


  “Why else would he be swimming out here at this time of the year? That water’s cold!” Berry jammed his right hand back into his jacket pocket and shook his head. “And it’s dangerous to swim alone, here or anywhere. Do you think he couldn’t read the sign?”


  Berry took a step and whacked the red-and-white warning sign with his hand.


  “Do you think it wasn’t big enough for him to see? Or do you think he even looked at it?”


  “He probably just ignored it,” Rhodes said.


  “That’s right,” Berry said. “He ignored it, and now he’s dead. I tried to tell everyone that this would happen if we cleaned up the pools. I tried to get them to agree to drain them, but would they listen to me? Hell, no.”


  He stalked away and stood looking angrily out over the pool. “And now what’s going to happen?” He didn’t wait for Rhodes to answer. “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. First of all, everybody’ll blame the Sons and Daughters for this. They’ll say that we should’ve built a fence around the pool or something stupid like that. Never mind that the pool’s been here for ninety years without anybody drowning in it. And then somebody’ll sue us, sign or no sign.”


  The breeze shook brown leaves out of the pecan trees, and they spiraled down toward the water. Rhodes stood up. His knees cracked again. He wished they wouldn’t do that.


  “You know what Bob Dylan said in the sixties?” Berry asked.


  Rhodes remembered quite a few things that Bob Dylan had said, but he didn’t know which one of them Berry was referring to.


  “Hey, Mr. Tambourine Man?” Rhodes guessed.


  Berry shook his head. “He said that everybody must get stoned. Remember?”


  Rhodes said that he remembered.


  “I thought you would. But he wouldn’t say that these days. You know what he’d say?”


  Rhodes looked down at the body and shook his head.


  “He’d say everybody must get sued,” Berry told him.


  “Maybe no one will sue. There was a warning sign here, after all.”


  Berry laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “That woman sued McDonald’s when she spilled the coffee in her lap, didn’t she? Surely you read about that. You’d think anyone would know coffee was hot, but she got a judgment for millions. Oh, we’ll get sued, all right.”


  Rhodes decided that he might as well agree. “Maybe so. But that doesn’t really matter right now. What matters is that we’ve got a dead man here. Any idea where his clothes are?”


  “Right over there,” Berry said, pointing to where the bath house had once stood. Only part of the foundation remained. “Behind that tree.”


  Rhodes walked over to the tree Berry had indicated. Sure enough, the clothes were there—a pair of faded Wrangler jeans, a pair of cheap roping boots, a western shirt, socks, a belt with a buckle the size of a hubcap, and a t-shirt that had been white at one time but that now had a distinct yellowish tinge. Nothing was folded. It was as if everything had simply been tossed there as someone undressed.


  He looked back at Berry. “Any idea where that rope was tied?”


  “In one of those trees close to you, I guess,” Berry said.


  Rhodes looked around. There were several pecan trees towering over him. All of them had limbs that stretched out over the pool.


  “You could run along the bank there,” Berry said. “Then you could grab the rope and keep right on going, swing out over the water and drop straight down and in. Not a good thing to do if you’re drunk, though, but of course a jury won’t consider that. They’ll just award the family eighty million dollars and go home to watch themselves on TV.”


  Rhodes didn’t think it was worth mentioning that Blacklin County had never had a trial that merited television coverage and wasn’t likely to. He didn’t think Berry would be comforted.


  “You seem mighty worried about a lawsuit,” he said.


  “Hell, yes. Wouldn’t you be?”


  “I’m more worried that a man’s dead here.”


  “Through his own damn fault. If he’d stayed home and stayed sober, he’d still be alive.”


  Rhodes wasn’t so sure about that. Several things were bothering him. For one, it didn’t seem likely that anybody, drunk or sober, would suddenly decide to go to the Old Settlers’ Grounds for a swim all by himself, much less decide to go for a swim where no one had been accustomed to swimming for fifty years or more. How had he gotten here, anyway? And where had that rope come from?


  “Did you see his car?” Rhodes asked.


  Berry walked over to where Rhodes was standing under the tree. “Yeah. That’s why I came down to the pool. I was out here checking on the Burleson cabin. There’s a pickup parked behind it, little Chevy S-10. I looked around, but I didn’t see anybody, so I came down here. That’s when I found him and called the jail.”


  “How’d you call?”


  Berry pulled a cellular phone out of his pocket and held it up without saying anything. Then he put it back.


  “Do you come out here often?” Rhodes asked.


  “At least once a week. I have to check on the Burleson cabin, like I said.”


  The Burleson cabin was the central issue in a feud between the Sons and Daughters and another organization, the Clearview Historical Society. The Society claimed that the cabin, supposedly the oldest structure in the county and supposedly built by Cletus Burleson, one of the very first settlers, had been moved from near Clearview to the Old Settlers’ Grounds in the early part of the century.


  The Society members, prodded by Faye Knape, their president, wanted the cabin brought back to Clearview and set up on the grounds of the county courthouse where they thought it belonged and where they hoped it might be more of a tourist attraction than it was hidden off in the country. The Sons and Daughters believed that if they didn’t keep a close watch, the Society would sneak out to the Grounds in the dead of night to spirit the cabin away.


  “Do you look around the Grounds every time you’re here?” Rhodes asked.


  “Every time. We’ve put a lot of work into this place, and we’re going to revive the Old Settlers’ Days celebration next summer. We want to be sure everything’s in top shape.”


  “Did you ever see a rope hanging from one of these trees?”


  Berry looked over his shoulder at the body, then back at Rhodes. “What if I did?”


  Uh-oh, Rhodes thought. No wonder Berry was worried about a lawsuit. He’d known the rope was there and hadn’t done anything about it.


  “If you did,” he said, “it might mean that someone had been swimming here before. You should have reported it, or taken it down.”


  “It was just a rope in a tree,” Berry said. “I didn’t think anything about it.”


  Maybe, Rhodes thought, but more likely Berry just hadn’t thought it was worth fooling with. And certainly he hadn’t thought anyone would drown.


  Rhodes looked at the jeans on the ground. There was a bulge in the right-hand back pocket, and Rhodes reached down to take out the billfold. He flipped it open to look at the driver’s license in its clear plastic holder.


  “Peter Yeldell,” he said. “You know him?”


  Berry shook his head. “Heard of him. Never met him, though. You?”


  Rhodes nodded. He’d heard of Peter Yeldell, all right. Better known as Pep, Yeldell had been in trouble for most of his thirty-one years. Little things, usually. Joyriding and minor in possession of alcohol when he was a kid, DWI, abusive language, and assault when he got a little older. Rhodes had arrested him once or twice and the deputies a lot more than that.


  “I hear something up there,” Berry said, looking up toward the road. “Somebody’s coming.”


  Rhodes stuck the billfold back in the jeans. “That would be the ambulance,” he said.


  Chapter Three


  Rhodes sent Berry up the hill to keep the ambulance away. He didn’t want anyone else down there while he was investigating the crime scene.


  But it hadn’t been the ambulance that they’d heard. It was Ruth Grady, one of the deputies. She was short and stout and utterly dependable.


  “Hack gave me a call,” she said as she came down the hill. “He thought you might need some help with the crime scene.”


  “He was right,” Rhodes said, glad that Hack had made the call. Hack hadn’t taken to the idea of a woman deputy at first, but Ruth had won him over quickly. “Where’s Berry?”


  “I told him to stay up there, wait for the ambulance,” Ruth said. She looked at the floating body. “Anybody we know?”


  “Pep Yeldell,” Rhodes told her. “You’ve brought him in a time or two.”


  Ruth nodded. “I sure have. Mostly for drunk and disorderly. What do you think happened here?”


  “It looks like an accident. Pep got drunk, decided to come for a swim, and took a swing over the water on that rope. The limb broke, and he drowned.”


  “You think the limb hit him on the head?”


  “That’s one of the things we’ll have Doctor White check,” Rhodes said. White did the autopsies for the county, saving a lot of money and time that would have been wasted if the body had to be sent to Dallas or Waco.


  Ruth bent down to get a better look at the rope. “Yeldell was alone?”


  “That’s what it looks like. His truck’s up there behind the Burleson cabin. We’ll check it later.”


  They photographed the scene, then searched the area around the pool thoroughly and found nothing, not even so much as a beer can. Rhodes wondered about that and then remembered that Ty Berry came out every week. He probably policed the area each time. There was nothing at all to indicate that there had been anyone with Yeldell.


  “Let’s check out the truck,” Rhodes said at last. “Maybe there’s something there.”


  “Better take that rope with us,” Ruth said.


  Rhodes agreed, and he knelt down by the side of the pool to unwind the rope from Yeldell’s body.


  “I wonder how he got so tangled up,” he said.


  “He might have twisted around in the air when the limb broke,” Ruth said.


  “I guess we’ll take the limb, too,” Rhodes said. “We might need it later.”


  He stood up and pulled the freed rope toward him hand over hand, looping it as he gathered it in. The limb coasted over the top of the water, making ripples that spread across the pool and slapped gently against the concrete. When the limb got almost to the edge of the pool, Rhodes bent down and picked it up.


  “Ready?” Ruth said.


  Rhodes hefted the waterlogged rope and the tree limb. “Let’s go.”


  They climbed the hill to where Ty Berry waited by the ambulance, which had arrived while Rhodes and Ruth were doing the crime scene. Rhodes stopped to talk; Ruth went on toward the Burleson cabin.


  “Find anything?” Berry asked, looking at the rope and limb that Rhodes carried.


  “No,” Rhodes said. “This is just the stuff we already knew about.”


  He put the rope and limb in the trunk of the county car and then told the ambulance attendants that it was all right for them to get the body.


  “Take it to Ballinger’s Funeral Home, and tell Clyde to give Doctor White a call.”


  One of the attendants nodded and they went down the hill.


  “Is there any need for me to stay around here?” Berry asked.


  Rhodes told him that there wasn’t.


  “I guess I’ll go on back to town, then. See about a lawyer. Get ready for the lawsuit.”


  “Let’s hope there won’t be one,” Rhodes said.


  “If the family doesn’t bring one, Faye Knape probably will,” Berry said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she were behind this whole thing.”


  “Do you think she had something to do with Yeldell’s death?” Rhodes asked.


  “No, no. Nothing like that. She wouldn’t have had anything to do with it directly. But who put that rope up there in that tree? Think about it. It was on a dead limb. She’d know that someone would be sure to try a swing on it, and if they didn’t get killed, they might get hurt. I wouldn’t put it past her to have put that rope there.”


  It sounded pretty far-fetched to Rhodes, and he said so. For one thing, he couldn’t imagine Faye Knape climbing a tree.


  “You don’t know that woman if you think she wouldn’t do it,” Berry said. “She’s a maniac.”


  Rhodes knew that Faye Knape was obsessive about the history of Clearview, but he didn’t think she was a maniac.


  “She’s just a little eccentric,” he said.


  “Hah. I’ll bet she’s mixed up in this. You’ll see.”


  “If she is, I’ll find out,” Rhodes said, but Berry didn’t hear him. He was already on his way to his truck.


  The Burleson cabin didn’t look like anything special. It sat up on blocks sawed from some kind of tree trunk, and it was made of hand-hewn logs that had weathered to a light gray color over the years. The mortar that had been used to fill the cracks was mostly gone. There had been a chimney at one time, but it had long since disappeared. The hole in the wall had been boarded up sometime in the past. There was no glass in the windows, and most of the rough wood shingles were missing from the roof.


  Rhodes walked around to the back, where Ruth was looking around a blue Chevy S-10. He rustled through ankle-deep leaves that had fallen from a huge burr oak tree.


  “Find anything?” Rhodes asked.


  “Not a thing. Maybe we should vacuum these leaves.”


  “I don’t think we have to,” Rhodes said. “If there had been another car in here, it would be easy to tell.”


  Yeldell’s truck had crushed a path through the leaves, but there was no sign that another vehicle had been there.


  “Anything in the truck?” Rhodes asked.


  “A couple of cardboard beer cartons. Lots of empties in the bed of the truck.”


  It was about what Rhodes had figured.


  “You know what worries me about this?” Ruth asked.


  “That it looks like an accident,” Rhodes said. “And that makes one too many accidents around here lately.”


  “That’s right,” Ruth said.


  “But the two accidents don’t have anything in common,” Rhodes said. “This one’s a drowning.”


  “That’s different from the other one, all right,” Ruth said.


  Rhodes nodded. In the other one, a man had exploded.


  Chapter Four


  The man was John West, and he had exploded a little more than two weeks earlier on a county road outside of Clearview at around 2:00 a.m.


  “Two-oh-three exactly,” David Grice had told Rhodes. “I put my glasses on and looked at that little digital clock I got at Wal-Mart’s when I heard him blow up, and I called your office right after that.”


  Hack had taken the call and phoned Rhodes, who drove to the scene. West’s clothes had burned away, and his body was a blackened mass. The grass in the bar ditch had burned in a circle around him.


  Grice, who lived in a farm house a few hundred yards down the road, had been waiting by the ditch when Rhodes arrived.


  “Good thing we had us a little rain here last week,” Grice said when Rhodes shined his light on the body. “Otherwise, he’d likely have burned up my whole pasture. What do you think’d make a fella blow up like that?”


  Rhodes said that he didn’t know.


  “Smells terrible, too,” Grice said. “Sort of like a barbecue, but off a little if you know what I mean.”


  Rhodes knew. He felt a little sick at his stomach. He’d seen dead men before, but never one who’d been burned so badly.


  “Made a pretty considerable noise when he blew up,” Grice said. He didn’t seem bothered by the smell. “Course I had the window up a little crack


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
. e R e
A DAN RHODES MYSTERY

==
=

BILL GRIDER

AUTHOR OF THE TRUMAN SMITH MYSTERY SERIES





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





