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THE SHERIFF OF VERDANT VALE

BOOK ONE

WHO KILLED TOMMY HARPER?

CHAPTER ONE

“We live in a dictatorship.”

“We do?  Holy Moley.  This just happen?”

“Don’t be smart.”

His name was Vern Harper.  He and his brother Vance were sitting in my client chairs.  Vern smoked a pipe, Vance smoked a cigar and I smoked a Blue Buzzard.  Three smokers.  If I were a betting man, I’d put my cancer chips on Vern.  I’d read somewhere that pipe smokers were virtually guaranteed to get mouth cancer.  And I’d been told, like eight million times, in my life that cigarette smokers were guaranteed to get lung cancer or heart disease.  Out of this trio, I guess Vance was the health nut.

Vance inhaled deeply and said, “My big brother here isn’t talking about America, Mr. Hacklyn, he’s talking about Verdant Vale, Albany.  Population 5002.  Vance and I run the lumber mill.  That’s the town’s primary source of revenue other than tourism.  We have one hotel, one motel, it’s a dive,  a few restaurants, farms, of course, and two school-houses.  Fierce rivalry, there.”

“Fierce,” Vern added helpfully.

“Our town is self-sustaining.  We receive no money whatsoever from the Feds.  Now, don’t get me wrong.  We are proud Americans.  Vern and I both served in ‘Nam.”

“Thank you for your service.”

“We lost that one, but we were proud to serve.  Vance and I hate draft dodgers and gold-brickers.”

“What are your thoughts on draft beer and gold-bracelets?”

“One more smart-alecky remark like that and you can kiss our business away.”

Huh.  This was a tough one.  If I apologize, I’ll look weak.  At least in the eyes of these guys.  On the other hand, I wasn’t exactly flush with cash at that time in my life.

“Okay, gentlemen.  I’ve surpassed my wise-crack quota for the day.  How may I be of service to you?”

Vance nodded. 

“Better.  I respect a man who takes the high road, once in a while.  As I was saying, we love our country, but life in Verdant Vale...have you ever heard of it?”

“No, Mr. Harper.”

“Well, it’s different from just about everywhere else in the US, right now.  Save for other towns, maybe.  We live the way people lived in the forties and fifties.  There’s very little violent crime.”

“Until recently.”

“I’m getting to that, Vern.  We have a Sheriff’s Department.  Sheriff Dennehy is new.  Took over from Sam Cooper a few months ago.  Good man, Cooper.  Bought himself a sail-boat and decided to see the world.  We have no idea where he is.  Wish that we did because we sure could use him, right now.”

“Dennehy’s corrupt?”

“That is the understatement of the century.  The shame of it is, we had twenty deputies, all fine men.”

“Except for one.”

“Thank you, Vern.  Many of them were on the ballot, come election time.  But Dennehy won.  Did he really win?  Who the hell knows?  But truthfully, most of us were impressed by his resume.  And his credentials were verified by town council.  He’s a World War 2 army vet who served as a clerk.”

Vern appeared to choke on the word “clerk.”

“He joined NYPD in 1946 and retired last year.  Never got higher in rank than patrolman.  Nothing wrong with that, but in my view, it betrays a lack of ambition.  Fire.  We Harpers are all about fire.  Entrepreneurial fire.”

“Dennehy, huh?  I know a few cops, but that name doesn’t ring a bell.”

“He and his college buddy, Larry Appleton moved themselves and their families to our town, last year.  Larry bought our one department store, Harry’s, and renamed it, Larry’s.”

Vern stewed in his juices.

“Harry’s was one of the town’s first businesses that went up in 1902.  Then, along comes this character.  I don’t blame Harry for selling, but, Geez Louise, don’t change the name of the place.”

I nodded, biting my tongue chewing on a dozen hypothetically funny, at least to me, smart-ass responses.

Vance watched me like a hawk.

“So.  Here’s where we get to the butter of the bread.”

The foam of the beer, I wanted to add, but didn’t.

“Larry and Richard Dennehy have all but taken over the town.  Richard fired all of the deputies.”

Vern said, “Except for that one goof-ball, Roscoe.”  Vance continued, “Richard brought in his own men.  The toughest bunch of characters you’ve ever seen, outside of a bike gang.”

Vern interjected, “Hell, they are a bike gang.”

“And they’ve got their own shenanigans going on.  Nobody wants to come forward officially, but there’s plenty of talk.  These new deputies are shaking down almost every business in town.”

“Larry’s one of the exceptions, of course.”

“He owns some of our other businesses, too.  Our one supermarket, all three of our gas stations and our one car wash, too.  There’s other stuff, too.  Again, a lot of it is gossip, but when you hear stuff from different folks around town, again and again, well, it tends to stick.  There’s a house somewhere in town that’s a brothel, or so we hear.  If adult women want to sell their bodies, that’s their business.  I think it’s an atrocious way to make money, but c’est la vie.  At the end of the day, none of us are angels.  But we’ve heard, again and again, that there are underage girls at this den of inequity.  Drugs, too.  Hard drugs.  Now.  Mr. Hacklyn, we come here with no proof whatsoever of our allegations.  But when you come to town, if you come to town, and stay with us, if you like, we have a guesthouse, and if you agree to help us, well, we’ll pay you, of course, whatever your rates are, and on top of that, you’ll get free room and board, too.  Our chef, Francoise, is a cook of mighty magnificence.  We have a swimming pool, a gym and a sauna.  An epically well-stocked bar.  Plenty of beer, too.  Lee...may I call you by your Christian name?”

“Yes, beer.  I mean, Mr. Harper.”

“We’re Vance and Vern.  Come to town and hang out some.  Get the lay of the land.  Dollars to doughnuts within a day or too, you’ll feel the same vibe that we do.  A vibe of fear and gloom.”

“Here’s a dumb question:  Have you guys considered calling the FBI?”

Vance replied, “That’s a last resort.  I told you, Lee, we are proud Americans, but much of America has fallen.  As for the Feds, well, I’m sure they mean well, at least some of the time, but some people, well, you invite them to a party and then they overstay their welcome.  And then you have to ask them to leave, and that can be awkward.”

“Okay, I’m interested.  What is it exactly you want me to do?”

“There’s an election coming up.  We want you to run for the position of Sheriff.”

Oh, I thought.  Is that all?

Sheriff Lee Hacklyn.

I lit another smoke and I felt a tingle in my solar plexus.

“You want me to pull up stakes and live in your town?”

“For a while,” Vance said, “As I said, you can stay with us.  The Harpers are one big, happy family.  Just like the Brady Bunch.”

“Hah,” Vern said, “More like the Ewings from Dallas.  He’s pulling your leg, Lee.  Most of the time, we’re at each other’s throats.”

“Don’t scare him  off, little brother.  I’ve got five kids and Vern has four.  They’re anywhere from ten to twenty-two.  Lucy’s twenty-two.  Now.  The chances of my sweet Lucy taking a shine to you are approximately 100 percent.  You got a woman in your life?”

“No.  My batting average is way down.  Is there such a thing as a negative batting average?  Anyway, I’m a perfect gentleman while I’m working.”

“You’d better be.  I so much as catch you cocking an eye towards Lucy and I’ll put a hole in your head.”

I nodded and lit a smoke.

“Let’s move forward, Vance.  And if you threaten me again, for any reason, fuck you, there’s the door.  Maybe Andy Griffith’s available.”

Vance smiled at his brother.

“I think we’ve got out man.”

“Well, hang on, fellas.  If I’m gonna square off against an army of Nazi Deputies...”

“Pray God, it doesn’t come to that, but if does, Vern and I will help level the playing field.  All of our kids know how to shot.  I can think of ten or twenty men, in town, who’d be all too happy to back you up, if the shit hits the fan.”

“Still.  I have two guys who work for me, sometimes.  Their names are Clint Courage and Jeremy Bell.  Like yourselves, Jeremy was in-country.  Clint only recently got his investigator’s license, but he’s useful and dependable.”

Annoying, clumsy and occasionally, pathetic, I wanted to add, but didn’t.

“You expect us to pay them, as well?”

“No.  Whatever we agree to, I’ll divvy up with them.  Can they stay in the guesthouse, too?  Maybe sleep on the floor?”

Vance and Vern looked at each other skeptically.  I grunted.

“Look, guys, what you’re asking me to, is a big leap from the stuff I’m used to, like spying on a woman’s husband.  It’s a good thing I’m no longer attached right now, otherwise, I’d have to say “no.”  We’re just meeting for the first time.  You seem to be on the level, but trust takes time.  The more I think about it, the more I want Jeremy and Clint with me.”

Although truthfully, I wanted to say, but didn’t, I’d prefer two Jeremies.  An army of Jeremies.

Vern said, “Are they house-broken?”

I laughed.  Clint, it wasn’t hard to imagine him in a diaper, even though he’s a few years older than me.  Yes, I often think poorly of Clint, and there are times when I want to bitch-slap him, for his obsessive routine of checking his pockets for his keys, his wallet, etc.  But I loved him all the same.  He’d proven himself worthy, when it counted, time and again.  And you gotta love a guy who takes care of his Mom.

“Excuse us,” Vern whispered into Vance’s ear and they nodded.

“Looks like we’re three for the price of one.  That’s fine.  We’ll keep the three of you well fed while you stay with us.”

“Okay, great.  So.  What’s your plan?  I mean, I’m kind of well-known, not to brag or anything.  A recent case nearly got me killed, for that very reason.’

“We tell everybody the truth.  That we hired you to investigate corruption in the Sheriff’s department.  Nobody knows your friends, so maybe we come up with stories for them.  It’s risky, but we think the greater risk is concocting some hare-brained story like you and your friends are long-lost cousins.  After a few days, you announce to everyone in earshot that you’ve fallen in love with Verdant Vale.  You’re tired of the rat race of urban life and once you heard about the upcoming election, you decided to throw your hat into the ring.  People get excited because you’re a wild card and a bit of a state-wide celebrity.  The catcher of the Central Park rapist.  Well, in any event, the election isn’t for another three weeks.  During that time, you and your friends, God willing, without resorting to violence, do whatever it is you do.  Shake trees, politely ruffle some feathers.  Earn the townsfolk’s trust and someone will talk to you.  We even have a contender or two for that, right now.  If you agree to run and if you...hell, let me ask you?  What would you do if you ran and won?”

I looked out my window.  I loved New York City.  I thought of her as my city.  On the other hand, if this town, Verdant Vale, is as amazing as Vern and Vance described...I’m thirty-four.  How many beatings can I take?  Sheriff Lee Hacklyn.  Kind of has a ring to it.  Once more, my solar plexus buzzed.  It felt good, but for all I knew, if could have been a warning.  From whom?  God?  Never mind.

“Do I get to wear a cowboy hat and silver star?”
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CHAPTER TWO

Two days later, Clint, Jeremy and I were unpacking our bags in the guest-house of the Harper compound in Verdant Vale, Albany.  Jerry—he hates it when I call him that, like I give a shit—refused to come, unless he got the one bed in the place.  That was fine by me.  Jerry was married with five daughters.  He told me in advance that if there was any problem at home, he’d have to amscray to get it fixed and mosey on back as quickly as possible.  Jerry didn’t think much of Clint and Clint was tense around him.  That worried me a little.

The first night we were there, while
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