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The time: 1970. The place:
Arizona

Somewhere on the Navaho
Reservation a war was set to break out. A war that would plunge the
Southwest—eventually the whole country—into bloody chaos.
Modern-day Ghost Dance Raiders dressed in the ancient costumes of
the peyote cult, and armed with automatic weapons, staged swift,
murderous, commando raids against isolated towns.

Berger was caught in the
middle, on one side a sinister Indian radical leader, on the other
a powerful neo-Fascist rancher with his own private army. Two
beautiful girls threw themselves at Berger—and he wondered why.
Berger was no ordinary reporter—he carried a gun—and he learned
quickly that it wasn’t nearly enough.
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Chapter One

 


THE WORD FROM the New York
office was to work up some kind of wetback horror story, and that
was what I was trying to do. It’s easier when you have something to
work with, but since they stopped the bracero program, the legal business of
bringing temporary Mexican help across the border to work for less
than even black Americans; and since the Mexicans have been getting
richer on their own side of the line, wetback atrocity stories are
harder to write.

I’m what they call an investigative
reporter. Which means I’m a paid snooper.

I snoop for a New York magazine
named Scoop. It’s the only slick-paper scandal weekly in the world, and
it’s gaining fast on Newsweek and Time. Remember the old Confidential magazine of the Fifties? Sinatra with
the chick and the carton of Wheaties? Robert Mitchum with the
ketchup? Confidential was big in its day, but it’s nothing compared
to Scoop. My magazine looks something like Time; anyway, the cover does.

The sole owner is an ex-comic book tycoon
named Francis X. O’Brien. I think that’s his real name. O’Brien
went to Notre Dame. He has a red face and graying blond hair, and
the only thing he likes better than putting salt in people’s coffee
when they aren’t looking is his collection of ties with horses’
heads on them. Only his mother would call him a nice man.

I work out of a regional office in
Albuquerque and now I was in a saloon in a town called Gage,
listening to a stringy, red-necked fellow in an LBJ hat spinning a
yam about a secret wetback slave camp not more than five miles from
town. He tried to hit me for fifty bucks, but I talked him down to
five. If his story checked out, he would get the other forty-five.
I didn’t think it would; after some years in the business you get
to where you can smell a phony.

The bartender uncapped two more beers while
my red-necked friend made a map, a very rough map, on the back of a
welfare check envelope. Last night’s whisky was giving my head a
hard time, and the beer helped only a little. The barfly gave me
the map and got his five dollars. No, he said, switching from beer
to whisky, he’d like to come along, but he had an important
appointment in exactly thirty minutes. Something about a job.

It wasn’t my five dollars and I didn’t give
a damn. I knew I’d probably end up putting the story together with
the help of my vivid, if somewhat tired, imagination. If O’Brien
wanted a wetback horror story, that’s what he was going to get.
Wetback stories are like wife swapping stories, like Mafia stories;
like child beating, corruption in high places, neo-Nazis in
Argentina. Always good for one more turn of the wheel.

My rented car took me out into the desert,
and there was a camp exactly where my drinking buddy said it would
be. A camp: a hippie commune. No, man, they hadn’t seen any
wetbacks. A gorgeous girl with long, dirty hair, wearing an old
army blanket, gave me a mug of carrot tea—that’s what she said it
was—and I drove back to town and had three more beers in another
bar. After that, still feeling furry-tongued and twingy, I went
back to the hotel to have words with my tape recorder.

I turned the air conditioner up high and lay
down on the bed with the microphone in my hand. I clicked the
remote-control button and said, “America the Ugly. Period.
Paragraph. Today, one hundred and five years after slavery was
abolished, I witnessed something that ...” The telephone rang. That
and what was left of the hangover annoyed me. I wanted to get
finished telling lies to the tape recorder; after that to kill the
pain in my head with whisky, bourbon in a tall glass with lots of
ice.

“What is it?” I said into the
receiver.

“What is it?”
Molly DiMarco said at the other end of the line in
the Scoop offices in Albuquerque. “Business, Berger. Would I call you
for any other reason?”

If Miss DiMarco likes me she keeps it well
hidden. I think it would take the Chinese water torture to make her
say she likes me. like me, she works for Francis X. O’Bastard, but
she answers to George Cranach, nervous Georgie Cranach who bosses
the Southwestern operation. Private secretary is her title, but I’m
pretty sure she takes other kinds of dictation from nervous
George.

Molly isn’t like other secretaries who are
in tight with the boss. Other secretaries know they have the power,
but they don’t put it into their voices. Molly always does. Molly
is from the North End of Boston, and she has never quite managed to
get rid of that awful twanging accent.

“Drop what you’re doing, Berger,
and get back here right away. Charter a plane if you have to. Mr.
Cranach wants to see you.”

I asked if she could give me a hint. “Right
away,” she said. “I’ll be at the airport.”

The tape recorder was still turning its
reels. I said, “Shit” to the microphone, and turned it off. So much
for the damned wetbacks, wherever they were.

I hadn’t shaved that morning
and now I went into the bathroom and shaved without looking at
myself. I didn’t want to look at myself. What I wanted to do was to
make a collect call to Francis X. in New York and tell him what he
could do with the Goddamned job. But I didn’t, and that’s another
problem. At thirty-seven, after five years with Scoop, I wasn’t doing so badly, no matter
what Molly DiMarco thought of me. That’s what I told myself and I
believed some of it. Maybe I should have stayed in the Military
Police; life was simple and I liked it. I thought back and maybe I
didn’t like it so much; I knew I didn’t like the pay.

“Think positive,” I told my reflection in the mirror. So I forced
myself to be positive. Without stretching, I stood six-one, and
there wasn’t too much fat on me. Both my pale blue eyes, I was
happy to acknowledge, were my own.

After I got dressed and called the airport,
I checked my gun. That’s right—my gun. The sort of reporter I was,
a Scoopie, doesn’t just walk around with pad and pencil asking
impertinent questions. When you try to dig up things people would
have preferred to leave buried you can’t be surprised if sometimes
the bullets and the fists start to fly. I have state permits to
carry that gun in most parts of the country, and I might as well
tell you I’d carry it, permit or no permit. Because if you want to
get a story and to stay alive, you have to be rough.

The gun I carry is a P 38 Walther, but not
the regular officer’s side arm with the long barrel. This
particular shooting iron was made for the Gestapo in small
quantities, and the barrel measures a handy two and five-eighth
inches. Some years back I took it off a junkie GI in
Kaiserslautern, Germany; and it has all the good points of the
regular army pistol plus the short barrel. All you have to do is
pull the trigger. After that it fires one every pull, very fast.
It’s a fast-firing gun with great penetration; it has never jammed
on me—not yet.

Now I pushed it into the angled shoulder
holster and put on my jacket. I didn’t think much of the town I was
in—Gage, New Mexico—but I wanted to stay there. I wanted to sleep
there.

I picked up the telephone and asked the
operator to call me a taxi.

 



Chapter Two

 


MISS DIMARCO DUMPED me in front
of the Scoop Building on Wallace Street. Francis X.
O’Brien—Mister Scoop himself—likes his regional smut-gatherers to take Lexington
& 50th wherever they go, so he gives them a whole building.
Before Miss DiMarco dropped me, I looked for my shades in my top
pocket and found them. I didn’t feel like staring down Georgie
Cranach on this Tuesday morning, and even lightly-smoked shades are
useful when you feel like that. Georgie was waiting for me. I don’t
mind George when he gets puffed up with New York impatience. I
guess there are times when he thinks maybe he should have sat it
out with the Washington Post. I think he should have, too. Scoop suits me fine. It’s my kind of magazine
now.
There won’t ever be
a now
for George. I
didn’t know if I could bear to have Georgie chew me out one more
time. He didn’t look as if he wanted to: he didn’t try. I thought
it was likely that George had a hangover too. He might have had,
the way he reacted to me.

“Thanks for coming,” he said.
Taking that tone with me, as they say, wasn’t going to do him any
good. He changed the tone. “Here’s the nut, Berger, and you’d
better hold onto your head if you haven’t had your
coffee.”

I held my head.

“Ever been in an Indian war?”
Cranach asked.

I held my head harder. It had
started to throb worse than ever. After five years with
Scoop,
I
had grown
accustomed to just about anything. Working for Scoop, I had scooped up just about
everything. People who worked for Scoop weren’t just ordinary garbage men.
Ordinary, useful garbage men collected the garbage and took it to the city
dump. The garbage men, like me, who worked for Scoop, wrapped up the trash and took it home
with them. Working with trash you got used to
anything—but
an Indian war! I looked at George.

“I know,” he said. “Please don’t
ask any questions until I fill you in. Ready?”

I nodded.

“Last week a party of uranium
prospectors were shot to death in Monument Valley. Yes, I know,
that’s the Navaho Reservation and they had no business there. That
doesn’t matter now. The fact is, they were killed by
Indians.”

Maybe it wasn’t as screwy a situation as
Cranach tried to make it sound.

“That’s happened before,” I
said. “The Indians don’t like trespassers. Why should
they?”

“Wait,” Cranach said. “One of
the prospecting party got away in a jeep—the only vehicle that
wasn’t destroyed. You want to know what destroyed the other
vehicles, Berger? Anti-tank rifles!”

I didn’t say anything.

Berger went on. He had my attention now in
spite of the hangover.

“They were riding along like
covered wagons in a Western when suddenly they were caught in a
crossfire. The man who got away—a Professor Meggs who served as an
infantry major in the war—says it was a real professional ambush.
He was hit by machine gun fire in a couple of places. He’s still on
the critical list. The point is he floored the jeep and managed to
get away.”

Cranach paused, and for that I was
thankful.

“Now,” said
Cranach. “Here’s the really interesting part. Professor Meggs
swears some of the men shooting at him were Indians dressed in crazy shirts, with
paint and feathers—the whole bit.”

“Could I have a drink of water?”
I asked.

“When I finish,” Cranach said.
“We’ll let the Monument Valley thing go for the moment. That was
over the line in Arizona. Now get this. The next day, the day after
the ambush, a party of men dressed like Indians shot up the post
office in a place called Durgin Springs, in San Juan County, this
state. They killed the postmaster and two people buying stamps.
They got away—that’s wild, desolate country—but again there were
witnesses. It was the same story—crazy shirts, feathers,
warpaint.”

Cranach has absolutely no sense of humor, so
I knew this was no put-on. It was hard to know what to think.
Cranach drummed his fingers on the desk while I helped myself to
more of his bottled water.

Cranach said, “The men who
wrecked the Durgin Springs post office were riding in jeeps. Two
days later a group just like them crossed over into Utah and
dynamited a Department of Agriculture station south of a tiny place
called Monticello. There were no witnesses this time, but it must
have been the same group. Some of the dead were mutilated. Now,
Berger, the question is, what is Scoop magazine going to do about it?”

“You mean nothing has been
done?” I said. “It seems to me the Government...”

“For Christ’s
sake, Berger, wake up,” Cranach snapped. “You
think
they should send in
the Seventh Cavalry, is that what you think? With the whole world
looking on, you want to send in the militia! Boy! Can’t you see
what the Communists would do with that if the Government sent in a
platoon it would come out like a regiment in the newspapers. They’d
blow up two helicopters into a force of long-range
bombers.”

“What does the Government have
to say?” I asked Cranach.

“The Government isn’t saying a
thing,” Cranach answered. “Nobody is supposed to know. They’ve
managed to keep the news pretty much bottled up. If the wire
services know, they aren’t saying anything either. You know how
persuasive the Government can be.”

“But Scoop magazine knows, doesn’t it?” I said. There was no need to
ask how Scoop got the information. Mr. O’Brien’s money has a way of
corrupting everyone, even Government investigators.
Scoop
doesn’t care how it
gets its information and it doesn’t care how it uses it once it
gets it.

“It’s a big story,” Cranach said
smugly. Cranach talks like a man who wears a vest, which he
does.

“And we’re
going to print it whether the Government likes it or not. My guess
is they won’t like it. My guess is the Government would like to
catch those guys and file the whole thing away under
Top Secret,
meaning Uncle Sam
doesn’t want this so-called Indian uprising to get into the foreign
press.”

“That isn’t our business,”
Cranach said. “Our job is to keep the public informed. Mr. O’Brien
was on the phone to me this morning. He says not to worry about the
Government. He says he’ll take care of the Government.”

“Maybe
someday the Government will take care of O’Brien,” I remarked. When
you work for a magazine like Scoop you have to do a lot of rotten
things—that’s the nature of the scandal business—but every once in
a while I gagged on Francis X. O’Brien. These twinges of conscience
never bother me for long. Where else would a thirty-seven-year-old
drunk like me get four hundred dollars a week?

Cranach walked over and pulled down a
detailed map of New Mexico. He tapped it with a pointer. With his
tightly-buttoned vest and sour face he might have been a school
teacher.

“Up here,” he lectured me. “This
is where the trouble is.”

“I know where it is, George,” I
told him. “I was raised in New Mexico—remember?”

Cranach pulled on the map cord
and it rolled back into its case. He went back behind his big desk.
“I want you to get up there and see what’s going on. The Government has
men up there and they may try to run you out. If they catch you
snooping around they may throw you in jail. I’m not worried about
that.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Don’t screw up, Berger,”
Cranach warned me. “Mr. O’Brien wants this story. Come back without
it—screw up any way at all—and you’re finished. I don’t have to
tell you just how mad Mr. O’Brien can get when he’s
disappointed.’”

I knew all about Mr. O’Brien
and his mobster friends. I knew what had happened to his
competition when he first started Scoop. Mr. O’Brien might have gone to Notre Dame,
hut he was still a thug. A multi-millionaire, smooth, urbane, even
witty—but still a thug. I didn’t say I was afraid of O’Brien. I
just didn’t want to get him mad at me, that’s all.

“That’s all, Berger,” Cranach
said. He pressed a buzzer on his desk and Miss DiMarco came in. I
think part of Miss DiMarco’s job was to put everything that was
said in Cranach’s office on tape. While I was leaving with Miss
DiMarco, Cranach
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