
  
    [image: Refrain from Evil]
  


  
    
      REFRAIN FROM EVIL

    

    
      
        DONNIE DALE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A Novel Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Donnie Dale

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN: 978-1-938968-05-1

      Refrain from Evil is a work of fiction. All characters, incidents, and dialogue are products of the author’s imagination, with the exception of actual locations and historical events.

      

      Cover image:  Andrew Linscott

      Cover design: Paula L. Johnson

      Page design: Vellum

      

      Published by A Novel Press

      DonnieDale.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY DONNIE DALE

          

        

      

    

    
      A Little Game

      Black and Whites

      Reluctant Prophet

      Ice Pick

      Hunter’s Fire (as Floyd D. Dale)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          I. Married to the Law

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Fight or Flight

        

        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Disappointment All Around

        

        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. Pain or Pleasure?

        

        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I

          

          
            MARRIED TO THE LAW

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Backing the little pickup until the lowered tailgate nudges the stack of seed sacks, Charlie Dooley ratchets up the parking brake handle and waggles the gearshift into neutral. The gray metal shed beside the cotton gin throws a large shade, and the rusty, idling truck rests in it like an old dog panting in the morning sun.

      He's a small man and he lobs the fifty-pound sacks of cottonseed into the bed as close to the cab as he can throw them. The brown paper sacks sag in the middle when lifted, as awkward to heft as small, hours-dead bodies. Each bag when it lands draws a dry squeak from somewhere deep in the chassis. He’s finishing when the gin manager, a huge man wearing what must be size 50 slacks, hails him from the office door.

      “There’s a phone call from Millie!” the man yells. “You want to take it?”

      “I’m headed home right now!” Charlie yells back.

      “Sounds important. Sheriff’s trying to get you!”

      “Tell her I’ll be at the house in five minutes!”

      The tailgate of the faded blue pickup, product of Japan, as scratched as an old tomcat, requires a pretty good beating and a hip shove before it closes. Charlie pulls the truck out of the shed, raising fingers to acknowledge the glances of three farmers stuck in conversation in the middle of the driveway. The men nod back at him, in as smooth a mood as he is. Winter is done in Arizona. The air is almost warm enough to germinate cotton.

      Alongside the gin Charlie parallels what seems to be a snowdrift against a fence. A windrow of tumbleweeds coated with escaped cotton bolls. The hanger-sized gin, made of corrugated iron, top and sides, just two months ago was howling as it cleaned last year's crop and emitted steamdrifts of cotton dust. Now it sits quietly, locked shut in its enormous yard. A fleet of empty cotton-hauling trailers rests in untidy rows marshaled by the little red tractor used to tow them around in season. The tractor’s vertical muffler has a rusty tin can inverted over the pipe to keep out any late rain, but it hasn't rained for weeks.

      Out on the county road he takes his time, sawing at the steering wheel as the front end floats gently back and forth. Trees in the yards of isolated houses are beginning to leaf out, though the row of windbreak cypresses marking the boundary of his farm is green all winter.

      He pulls off the pavement and heads down his quarter-mile dirt driveway. Before he goes to the house he unloads the cottonseed in a shack of a shed that sits beside the barn among a graveyard of angular old farm equipment in the faint yellows, reds and greens of farm equipment. Broken tractor toolbars rest in peace with worn-out disc harrows, cracked engine blocks and defunct pickups gone brown with rust and door-high in dead weeds.

      “You got the message that Arnie called?” Millie asks as he comes in the back door.

      His wife has on her rooster apron, and the yeasty smell of fresh bread is all through the house and heading outdoors. She only works at the gas station in town on Monday, Wednesday and Friday now that he’s joined the sheriff’s department.

      “Yeah.” Charlie takes off his down jacket. Another feather seeps out of the split seam on the shoulder. “What’s the occasion?”

      “The bread? I thought I’d do something special.”

      “Smells good.”

      “You’d better call him.” Their voices are more polite than affectionate, but they are so good at this that even their children can’t tell how far polite is from affectionate.

      As Charlie dials from the wall phone in the dining room he can see his wife moving from stove to cupboards and back again in the open kitchen. It’s an old house that has been remodeled at for years. Even before they moved back here a couple of years ago, while his parents were alive and living in the house, he and Millie and the kids would come down on holidays and help with carpentry and painting. Walls have been torn out here and added there.

      He can’t even recall what the floor plan was like when he was a boy, though he crawled and learned to walk on these pine floors. Everything in the world is so different from the way it was then. His memory banks don't like how different everything is.

      “Hi, Martie,” he says to the dispatcher.

      “Just a second, Charlie,” the woman says in her official radio controller voice, always a touch too serious.

      “Charlie?” his sergeant, Arnie Matson, says. “I’ve maybe got a job for you. You done much undercover work?”

      “Well, when we were trying to catch those kids vandalizing the school last year.”

      “Oh yeah. The little sonofabitches’ parents still buttonhole me in the store and say it isn’t fair to set a trap and have police arrest kids.”

      “Just as they’re about to torch the school.”

      “That’s no big deal, burning the school down.”

      “What kind of undercover?”

      “For the feds. They’re working on a baby-selling scam, some kind of fake adoption thing. They called us wanting to know if we had somebody that could speak Mexican. A white man that can speak Mexican.”

      “Selling babies?”

      “You heard me right. That’s all I know about it. I thought about you, you talk Mexican so slick. It would be an inter-agency deal.”

      “Sounds like me.”

      “Good. They’re flying in tomorrow.”

      “Is it that big?”

      “First time I ever heard of a special agent of the FBI flying into a town like Benjamin to brief a deputy. You on duty tomorrow?”

      “Right. The weekend too.”

      “Charlie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You think you can handle it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “These undercover jobbies are tough on the nerves. I know you’ve been doing better, but you won’t be able to fly off the handle in deals like this. Sometimes it’s months before you can nail anybody.”

      “I’m good.”

      “What about the farm? I don’t know how long you might be away, or even where you’ll be. Mexico, maybe.”

      “Arnie, we’ll manage.”

      When Charlie hangs up the phone he sees Millie in the kitchen, watching. He realizes he has not seen a thing throughout the phone conversation. A curtain of translucent insulation was drawn around him, like that frosted glass that encloses offices. At odd moments he thinks much of his life has been this way, passages disappearing behind a fogged partition that just suddenly slips down around him without his knowing. He realizes he doesn’t miss the deleted segments.

      “What’s the matter?” Millie walks halfway to him.

      “Nothing. Is Janey home yet?”

      “Not yet.” Glancing, she goes back to work.

      “Nothing,” he says.

      Millie is what he might call the perfect wife, with flaws. Though pretty in her auburn hair and brunette eyes, she has put on some weight. Though generous in nature, she finds it difficult to cede him too much territory. After nearly twenty years of marriage she feels it’s her right to know everything.

      Once she was perfect. He remembers those days. He understands she’s assumed most of her faults from him.

      “Come on, tell me what you can.”

      She has a sweet, high voice pitched up in false pleading. She has to be careful here, or he’ll escape outside to some chore until dark.

      “An undercover job of some kind is all he knew. It’s an inter-agency thing out of Phoenix.” He comes in, enticed by a floppy, steaming slice of bread she’s put on a plate for him.

      “Is it dangerous?”

      “It’s all dangerous, Mill,” he says, amazed at her naiveté at this stage of her career as a cop's wife. “I stop somebody for speeding, and maybe he’s had a bad day at the office and wants to box my ears.”

      “And you could bring that on by being too hard on him. You don’t have to be so strict, Charlie. It’s just somebody going ten miles over the speed limit. You don’t have to throw the book at him.”

      “It’s the law, Mill. You live by it, or you don’t. You know how I feel about it.”

      “Well if the guy tries to punch you, ease off and call for backup.”

      “It never works that way. And when he pulls a pistola on me, what do I do? Go to the house and wait for somebody else to handle it?”

      Neither speaks for a moment. They look into each other’s eyes, wanting to laugh off the hypothetical event they’ve enlarged into a crisis. He butters, bites and finishes off his bread, his eyes out the kitchen window on the lumpy, winter-dead farm fields. It’s the kind of bread that makes your eyes wander like that.

      “Or give him the lecture you give the kids,” she says. “Always do the right thing. No matter what.”

      “And they’re good kids because of it.”

      “But you can’t change all the bad in the world.”

      “Yeah, that’s why we have sheriff’s deputies.”

      Before she saws him another slice of bread she slips inside his arms and gives him a hug. To show it’s for his own good that she’s a pest. She’s a short, rounded woman, but he’s short too. He’s so lean that her convexities fit nicely to his concavities.
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      At one he parks his patrol car in the little tree-shaded parking lot behind the old courthouse. Benjamin is a town that in the ninth decade of the twentieth century is piecemeal modern, and somehow completely archaic. Once agriculture propped up a cyclical economy. It’s been on the downside of the cycle for twenty years. The surrounding farms and ranches have diminished in number and prosperity. Feed stores, lumber yards and the saddlery shop are losing business even as the population swells. A good part of local earnings is gleaned from travelers on the interstate heading east, west, or anywhere else.

      They're headed for more prosperous or picturesque parts of Arizona. This is flat, dry grassland at the sump of the valley, and in winter the tobosa and grama grasses are as desiccated as the few cows that hobby cowboys keep on their back lots. The dryness can be felt all up into the sinuses and down into the throat. The town is the county seat, which is why it’s still here.

      The sheriff’s office is in the basement of the colonnaded courthouse. On the way down the back steps Charlie greets a couple of county employees and a woman dressed so outlandishly he assumes she’s a prostitute or something released from jail. He didn’t know Benjamin had a prostitute, though, as he thinks about it, the repressed little town sure could use one.

      He nods to everybody, to the prostitute and to the dispatcher inside a little window. Martie is a robust woman bunched into a uniform that was cut a little kinder twenty pounds ago.

      “They’re here,” she says, turning to a persistent phone. As she answers it she waves him on into the back.

      The sheriff is allocated X amount of space in the basement, and it seems this has been divided into twenty or thirty tiny offices, though there’s space for only ten or twelve. Most of the deputies office out of their squad cars and, like Charlie, do their paperwork at home. The sheriff has the largest space, back in one corner, and when Charlie sticks his head in the doorway he is waved in by Jerry Muldowney.

      “Come on in, Charlie,” the sheriff says. A tall, imposing man with a voice he booms at people, Muldowney has a rule that every meeting must be held in his office. Elected to clean up the mess left by the previous administration, and not doing any better himself, he’s afraid that staff are talking behind his back.

      He sits behind a big desk, petting his mustache. In a variety of brought-in chairs sit three other men. One is Charlie’s sergeant, Arnie Matson, defined by a face like an overfilled balloon and a bean-bag gut that his cartridge belt pinches like a saddle cinch.

      “Arnie,” the sheriff says, “why don’t you do the honors.” In other words, he’s forgotten the names of the other men already.

      “Deputy Charlie Dooley, Arnold Gans, special agent, FBI, from Phoenix. This is Henry Brooker with DEA out of Tucson,” Arnie says. “Me and Henry, we've worked together on a couple of drug cases.”

      Everybody expresses how pleased they are to be met. Brooker is a big white man, Gans a big black man, good in a suit. There is no empty chair, so Charlie stands.

      He’s in uniform today, and this makes him seem leaner and more commanding. Some in town say he would make a good sheriff, what with his background. Sheriff Muldowney, who was a going-broke real estate agent before he ran for office, is a little leery of the deputy with the narrow, crook-nosed face and the habit of not seeing him but, when he does, looking too hard.

      “We might as well get right down to business,” says Brooker, a thick, older man wearing a gray suit. “There’s a detective we’ve borrowed from Phoenix P.D. that’s going to be your partner, Charlie. We don’t want anybody recognized, and you’re pretty new here, I understand. Detective Bear has had desk duty for so long that nobody on the street has seen her. She was supposed to be here by now.”

      “She?” Charlie’s brain, good at people, is trying to recall seeing a female cop on his way in.

      “What we’re putting together is a man-and-wife team,” Brooker says. “We need somebody to adopt a baby. You always wanted another wife and kid, didn’t you?”

      Apparently a man with a sense of humor, Brooker grins at the assembly. This moment is interrupted by a commotion outside. Female voices rise in discord. Curses are distinctly heard. Two women appear in the doorway.

      One is the dispatcher. Martie’s face is red, as if she’s swallowed her cud of gum. The other is the woman Charlie saw in the corridor.

      The prostitute. Or so he assumed. She’s such a sight that now he doesn’t know what to make of her. Despite her baby-doll clothes and ample cleavage, what he focuses on is sharp little black eyes set in a tiny face, the look of a winner in a psychological battle.

      “Good,” Brooker says. He makes introductions all around again, saving the newlyweds for last. “This is your brand new wife. Charlie Dooley, Henrietta Bear.”

      “Honey,” the woman says. “My first husband called me Sugar Bear, and my second called me Honey Bear. I always liked Honey better. It’s the sexy feel of it in your mouth.”

      “Pleased,” Charlie says.

      “I’m pleased too, Charlie. I never had a fake husband, but I had some guys who thought they were for a minute. Just keep your hands to yourself, and we’ll be okay here. That goes for your eyes too.”

      Charlie removes his eyes and looks to Brooker for help. He wants to laugh, but the woman seems dead serious. The dispatcher takes off with a rustle. Leaves a dog-eyed glance at Honey in her wake.

      “Go easy on the guy, Detective,” Gans says. “Listen, Charlie. DEA will be the lead agency on this case, but the FBI has been working on it across the country. So their files are at our disposal. We’ve briefed Detective Bear, and I’ve got a packet of reports and pictures in here you can look at. In general, what we have on our hands is some kind of an adoption scam.”

      “Babies from Mexico,” Brooker says.

      “Couples in twenty-five states have paid money, up to ten thousand in some cases, and not many ever got their kids. A few come in to keep the conveyor belt greased, so to speak. Har.”

      The reference to greasy Mexicans gives Charlie a new overlook from which to view the agents. The men have an overbearing attitude, a kind of frayed persona that city cops can acquire and then have to live with at work and at home. He’s familiar with the type, which may be part of the reason he’s out here in the country.

      “We’ve gotten some info on the adoption agency on this side of the border,” Gans says. “Their main office is in Scottsdale, so you’ll be applying for adoption with them there. You’re desperate for a kid.”

      “When is this going to happen?” Charlie asks.

      “Couples are traumatized by adoptions that go bad, and when they find out there’s really no kid at the end of the rainbow they get kind of irate. Congressmen from Georgia to California are rattling our chains.”

      Brooker nods. “The problem is in Mexico. We don’t really know how all this works.”

      “Wait a minute,” Charlie says. “DEA has beaucoup agents in Mexico. Why not use one of them? And while we’re at it, why is the drug agency working on a baby scam?”

      “Very perceptive,” Brooker says. “Now we’re getting down to the complications. Because of the names of some of the people involved, we think the adoption network may have a connection to a big Mexican drug cartel operating across the border.”

      Odd. Before Charlie knew this he was worried about taking the undercover assignment. It hadn’t sounded very interesting. Undelivered babies didn’t worry him that much. Now it’s becoming worthwhile.

      “So where’s the connection? And how do we confirm it?”

      “Sheriff,” Brooker says, “I have to commend you on your choice of Deputy Dooley. He’s just the type we need, somebody who can put two and two together.”

      The sheriff is jittery with pride, rocking his head side to side in fake modesty. He sweeps his mustache with his fingers.

      “Charlie, Detective Bear,” Brooker says, apparently afraid to begin calling the Phoenix woman Honey. “You’re going to hustle these adoption people, keep your ears open. We do have evidence that at least two adoptive couples have been used as mules to transport cocaine - whether with their knowledge or not, we haven’t determined yet.”

      “Henry?” says this Honey, who obviously calls everybody by their first name. “When are we supposed to start on this?”

      “How does right now sound?”

      “Okay by me.”

      Nobody has offered the woman a chair, and she stands a little spraddle-legged in a leather mini-skirt. For the first time, Charlie notices the hand she has perched on one hip. The fingernails are so long they are grotesque red talons, though one is broken off short. It’s the one on her trigger finger.

      “Utilizing Charlie’s background, you’re a farm couple from southern Arizona.” Brooker shuffles papers he takes from a large manila envelope. “We’ve got background, names, references, false IDs. You’re Arthur and Julie Kent. Don’t carry anything incriminating into Mexico. No weapons.”

      “I’ll just go by Honey,” Detective Bear insists.

      “The adoption thing will probably bust up like a bunch of chickenshit stock swindlers,” Brooker says. “It’s in Mexico you need to watch out. It’s a new breed of drug runners, I don’t have to tell you that.”

      “That reminds me,” Arnie Matson says. “We’ve got a bust scheduled for tonight. A coke processing deal out in the desert. We sure need Charlie for that.”

      “That’s right.” Charlie has been looking forward to this. The bust is the frosting, the reward for weeks of telephone and leg work. He eats a lot of dry cake before he gets to that layer of sugar. He's never figured out why law enforcement has to be like eating dessert upside down.

      “Okay, no problem,” Brooker says, glancing to Gans for approval. “Be in Scottsdale the day after tomorrow. Mr. and Mrs. Kent can get to know each other in the meantime. Honeymoon, so to speak.”

      “And what if there’s a hitch someplace?” Honey asks. She has a way of turning away from the person she’s talking to and peeking back at him out of the corners of her eyes as if trapped inside that huge head of dyed-black hair. Charlie still doesn’t quite believe this is a cop.

      “Get out quick,” Brooker says.

      “What about a vehicle?” Charlie asks.

      “Detective Bear was supposed to pick that up in Phoenix.”

      “What do you think I drove down here in, a pumpkin?” she says. “The mucky-mucks fly, the troops march.” Every time she moves, Charlie notices that the air is refreshed with the musky odor of crushed flowers.

      “I’m ready, then,” he says.

      “Let’s go, Darlin’.”

      Suddenly Honey has a country-western accent and moon eyes. Her false eyelashes are an inch long and when she bats them it seems her entire face is trying to fly.

      “I love me a good, long honeymoon.”

      “I’ve got to go home and explain this to Millie.”

      “You take Honey’s hand, and we’ll go right this very minute.”

      When she reaches for his hand, he almost extends it. Here’s a role he’s suddenly not sure he can live up to. There are hoots and tiger growls from the men in the office as the couple, wary, not holding hands, make their way into a new life together.
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      It’s very dark. Moody-dark the way it was in the war under the rainforest canopy, though he rarely thinks about that anymore. He’s driving the squad car without lights. He can see just enough of the dirt road to know he is still on it. He has to poke his head out of the window to see that.

      The lights of a house lie dead ahead but seem little closer than when the three carloads of deputies and highway patrolmen cut their headlights and turned off the last stretch of pavement two minutes ago. Frank Carlyle, another deputy, is beside Charlie in the front seat; Honey Bear is in the back. Charlie and Frank are in camo, faces blacked, M-16s locked and loaded between them, muzzles on the floor. The other two vehicles are behind them, glinting in the light of a very narrow moon. They rise and fall in the rearview mirror with the undulations of the dirt road.

      Honey is in silver jeans and a pink stretch blouse, the tightness of the clothing revealing even more of her than her previous outfit did. Her denim jacket is unbuttoned and much is exposed. She rocks with the bumpy road as if astride a bull-riding machine in a saloon. All the way out she’s been telling Frank what a nice family Charlie has.

      “I’m so glad you took me out to your farm,” she’s saying. “It’s so cute and country. I mean real country, not city tavern country like I grew up in.”

      “Almost there.” Charlie glances savagely at Frank. One of the vehicles accompanying them, a four-wheel-drive carryall, peels off into the desert to flank the house, dust boiling up around it.

      “I wish I’d brought my blues,” Honey says, pursing her lips between sentences. “I didn’t think I’d be doing anything but undercover, so I just packed street clothes. These jeans, I can’t run in them, so don’t you boys stir up Hell’s spawn out here.”

      “Veer to the right a little.” Frank, a big, fleshy lawman, is whispering. He takes his rifle off the floor and pulls back the slide an inch for the third time to make sure a round is in the chamber.

      They drive right into the backyard of the house. The roof throws a triangular silhouette against the starlight, and a room is visible through a partly curtained window. The light isn’t on in the room, but diffused light from farther inside the house illuminates it.

      “Ready to jump?” Charlie jams on the brakes and they all sit very still trying to hear over the suddenly monstrous whine of the car's engine.

      Through the open car windows Charlie hears the sudden banging by the other lawmen at the front door, and he throws the car into Park and leaps out. The rifle is in his hands, and he feels for the safety and flicks it off. He hears Frank going out the other door.

      Suddenly a dark knot of people breaks out of the back door of the old house, running full speed off the porch. They are on the lawmen and through them before either one can react.

      By the time Charlie shouts out a warning to stop, the suspects are in the darkness and away. Charlie chases, despite the realization that one of the men fired at him twice with an automatic pistol as he ran by.

      He runs with the rifle held in one hand by its pistol grip, hearing Frank stumbling along behind him. Ahead he hears nothing, sees nothing. He runs faster. It is the lesson he learned in war - you out-savage the other guy or you die. He knows he could already be dead from the two shots fired and he lets that anger prod his mood and propel him into the darkness.

      Stopping suddenly, he listens. He doesn’t know why. Something is wrong. For seconds all he can hear is his blood thumping in his chest and throat, but now there’s an odd noise off to the left.

      He feels he should run toward that so he does. He falls, tripping over something, the plastic rifle clattering under him. Then he’s up again, shaking dirt out of the rifle. Stands as still as he can.

      The person he chases is right in front of him, he realizes, though this is only intuition. It’s too dark to see anything but hints. There’s a panting and a whimper out there, though it might be his own uncooperative body shivering in the chilly air.

      “Hold it right there!” he says loudly. Looking right and left, he stands still, trying to get an angle on the darkness so he can see through black. “Sheriff’s Department!”

      “All right, fuckers,” a voice says. “God!”

      It’s a woman’s voice. When Charlie’s eyes adjust a bit and he bends low he can see a human shape against the stars just out in front of him.

      “Throw your gun out here and I won’t shoot.”

      “I don’t have anything.”

      “Throw it out or I’ll kill you!”

      “I don’t, I don’t!” she screams.

      Her voice pierces, chills him. Arnie was right. There’s still something in him that freaks, that rises up so quickly he doesn’t know it’s part of him until it’s there.

      “All right. Don’t move even one inch.”

      “I’m hurt,” the voice is saying between sobs. “Don’t shoot me. God, I can’t move. It hurts so bad. Please….”

      Charlie fumbles his flashlight out of his belt. He flicks it on, holding it way out in his left hand as he aims the M-16 with the other. He’s ready to kill her. He feels the impulse, the imperative, come up his torso from his belly. All the way to his throat. His body wants him to kill her, just to be safe.

      Hell, she’s just a girl. The light hits a baby face and long hair. She’s run full tilt into a barbed wire fence and she’s suspended there like a scarecrow. He would have joined her in a second if he hadn’t stopped. Her shirt is snagged, blood is running down her neck and dripping off the fingers of one hand. She sobs so softly she may be in shock. The deputy guesses she’s seventeen or eighteen, a little older than his daughter.

      And something deep and hideous and almost uncontrollable within him still wants to kill her. It is the need to set the world right, crazily enough.

      “Charlie!” someone yells. “Charlie?”

      “Over here!”

      He moves closer to the girl, stunned by unexpected pity. He runs the flashlight up and down her thin body, looking for a gun and feeling sick to his stomach. He wishes he had lived a hundred years before, a thousand. Whenever the criminals were all grownups. Whenever that was, he wants to be there. The light he holds is shaking. He flips on the rifle’s safety, terrified he’ll shoot her. Intentionally or by accident.

      “Over here,” he croaks again, shining the light behind him to direct the others. He can’t even help the girl out of the wire for fear she has a weapon. By the time Frank arrives, the girl is crying her heart out.

      “Fuckers. Fucking narcs.”

      “Goddamn drug heads,” Frank is mumbling as he stumbles up shooting his flashlight here and there. He’s panting. He puts the beam on the girl. It’s so strong she throws her face away from it. “Jesus,” Frank says. “Oh, Lord Jesus. Darlene?”

      “What’s wrong?” Charlie says.

      “It’s Darlene,” the other deputy says. “It’s my niece. Aw, Darlene.” He hands Charlie the light and begins disentangling the girl from the wire. “Oh shit. What am I going to tell my brother?”

      “Uncle Frank?” the girl cries. “Uncle Frank.”

      “How did you get mixed up in this shit, Darlene? Come on, Charlie, help me get her out of this goddamn wire.”

      “Right.” Charlie hears other lawmen approaching. “Don’t talk to her, though. Before you read her her rights.”

      “It’s my niece.” He’s got her down and in his arms. “Aw, Darlene.”

      “What’s that got to do with it?”

      “She’s the only child in the family, the last of the Carlyles, Charlie.”

      “Okay.” He can see the girl isn’t hurt badly. “You still have to read her rights.”

      “I can’t do that, Charlie. Goddammit, you do it.” He lowers the girl to the ground, where she sits in the dust, head hanging, her western shirt half torn off. All baby fat and tears in cutoff jeans and an exposed 30 A bra. She’s hardly old enough to wear one.

      “Listen,” Charlie says, bending his face in her face. “You have the right to remain silent and have an attorney represent you. You are not required to say anything, but if you do it may be used as evidence against you. You understand?”

      “Fucking pig,” she whispers. “That’s what I understand. I didn’t do anything, Uncle Frank. I was just visiting some friends.”

      “Okay, Darlene. It’s okay, just hold your mouth.”

      “They raped me and everything, Uncle Frank. They said if I didn’t do stuff they’d hurt me.”

      “So how come you ran out of the house to get away from us?” Charlie asks. The girl doesn’t answer him, and Frank gives him an accusatory glance as he wipes the tears off her cheeks.

      Now other officers huff and puff in. Long flashlight beams slap the girl’s face, and she flinches away. Beams are flung outward, protruding deep into the desert and illuminating oddly shaped trees, an old ranch windmill, a yucca plant with its stiletto leaves. The men seem afraid of the dark.

      “Bunch of Mexicans got away,” one says.

      Charlie tells them the situation. He apologizes to Frank for having to bust his kin, though he doesn’t mean it. Who the hell is this girl, a crackhead or worse. Who the hell is Frank, an old friend whose friendship finally got tested and fragmented against the hard crust of the law?

      Walking back to the car, Charlie feels drained and shitty. The raiders have two suspects, both minors. They will eventually get the others because kids always talk their heads off, but there’s a mood of loss brooding in Charlie. As he flips his safety on, he feels he’s not getting at the headwaters of the problem. Is it drugs? Is that the problem? Or is it people? And if people are the problem, how can people solve it? People never seem to be able to solve themselves, and that just turns this into layer upon layer of problems.

      When he opens the squad car door he lowers himself gingerly to the driver's seat. The platinum policewoman is sitting right where he left her in the back, garish as a department store mannequin. The interior light reveals her hands splayed out to either side on the seat, in the right a nickel-plated revolver, about four times as big as the hand that holds it. Half covered by her left hand is a little four-shot derringer.

      “Are you hurt?” Honey leans to look over the seat back at him.

      “Just skinned up.”

      He docks the M-16 in its mount and turns his hands up to the light. Pebbles are embedded in one palm, the little impact wounds purple with blood. Both hands are shaking. The night is cool, but he isn’t cold. That isn’t it.

      The other lawmen come back to the house, their lights jiggling this way and that. They sit the girl on the back steps where, Charlie sees now, one of the highway patrolmen is guarding a handcuffed boy of about sixteen. The deputies stand between Charlie’s car and the house lights, arguing whether they should have carried out the raid in daylight with helicopter backup. The sheriff, who is not here, has made goofy decisions like this before.

      “You guys gotta see this,” says another highway patrolman, who has emerged onto the back porch after searching the house.

      Charlie is drawn by the astonishment in the man's voice. Several of the cops get up and go into the house. He can’t help himself. He gets out of the car and follows them into the old board house. Through a kitchen, down a hall, linoleum floors creaking, the patrolman leads them to a back bedroom closet. The doors of the closet are flung open, and there is suddenly an unbelievable stench in the air.

      “Oh, shit,” one of the deputies says. He backs up quickly, holding his nose.

      On the floor of the closet lie two dead animals. Difficult to identify at first as to species. Their heads are missing. A chicken and a little dog, Charlie finally realizes. Their heads stand upright on the top tier of what appears to be a makeshift altar built of pieces of shiplap siding from the house. They’re glued to the wood by dried blood. Between them lies a big lump of organic matter, flesh, tissue, something.

      “I’ve heard of this,” somebody says. “It’s one of those satanic cult things, where they sacrifice animals and do something with the blood.”

      “What the fuck they do with the blood?”

      “Goddamn. What next.”

      “It’s just kid stuff,” says Frank, whose whole attitude has changed since he found his niece here. “Kids fooling around.”

      “Yeah, fooling around with about twenty kilos of coke,” Charlie says, leaning to get a closer look at the putrid flesh. “This is a brain.”

      “What kind of a brain?”

      “A big brain.”

      “From a human?”

      “I’ve seen pig and cow brains, and none of them were as big as this.”

      “I’m going to puke if I don’t get out of here,” says a patrolman. He pushes out the door. This is the signal that the men can lockstep out of the room. It’s getting late, and they have evidence to collect and reports to write, and they all rush outside, which now smells putrid too.

      They begin loading the vehicles. Frank argues about the girl - whether he can sit in the back of the car they’re transporting his niece in. They’ve handcuffed her, and she starts sobbing again. Charlie points out it’s against regulations to fraternize with a suspect. Frank asks what he would do if it was his family. We’re all guilty of something at one time or another, he argues.

      For some reason the bickering makes Charlie feel better. He gets in his car a little refreshed by the lunacy of this entire scenario. He turns so he can see the woman, Honey, his partner. His wife, even, if he wants to look at it that way.

      “Were you sitting here the whole time?”

      “It’s not my party,” she says, twitching her shoulders. He realizes her makeup is so thick he can't actually see her face.

      He turns forward. Car headlights are switched on. Cops in camouflage fatigues move quickly and in step with their suspects. White and brown plastic-wrapped bricks are carried to open trunks of unmarked cars. An onlooker would have no idea what is going on here if he came in now, Charlie realizes. The activities do not inherently speak for themselves.

      As he starts the car his first thought about his new partner is that she shirked her duty by not helping out. Or maybe she’s the only one sane enough to not fall into the trap of organized confusion. Either way, he’s going to have a difficult time with her. Because his philosophy is a more active one. You either conduct your business properly or you shoot yourself in the goddamn temple and save the world a headache.

      It doesn’t make matters any more savory to him when he realizes that the outcome of the great war between good and evil - may be universal, possibly global, certainly societal but probably ultimately only personal - is determined not by rule of law or civilization’s stratagems, but by which side runs the fastest in the dark.
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      The night that Detective Bear spends on the Dooley farm is a little tense. Millie frankly is uncertain that Honey is a policewoman - the way she dresses, after all - and Charlie isn’t at liberty to say enough about their assignment to dispel her doubts. It feels odd that he calls her Honey. Some cross looks are exchanged. Honey catches him by himself and offers to stay in a motel, but he refuses to let her. Millie sees them coming out of the living room with conspiratorial looks on their faces, which makes things worse.

      Janey, the Dooley’s daughter, gets home very late from track practice. A long, slender girl who's going to be taller than both of her parents, she seems somewhat taken with Honey. Over spaghetti she is quizzed about her day at school, as usual, but the other woman’s presence lends an awkwardness that Charlie isn’t able to fix with ready responses and convincing eye contact. Janey, like her father, dresses in sweats and running shoes in the evening hours, and the tawdry Honey seems half-naked by comparison. They eat their dessert, a plate of cinnamon rolls Millie scorched a little, and move off to the living room praising the meal much too highly.

      It’s rare that Charlie spends this much time with his family. There is so much to do on the farm, even during the winter, when broken equipment must be repaired and books balanced, that he usually goes right to indoor tasks when darkness impedes his progress. And, as earlier tonight, there's police work, though the other deputies have relieved him of the report filing so he can focus on this undercover assignment.

      They sit in the living room and flip through various country magazines that Millie subscribes to and discuss the crops they’ll plant on their hundred and sixty acres. The cotton is traditional, Millie explains to Honey, who sits in the dark corner beyond the computer desk where Janey hunches in front of a blue-lit monitor, not listening to their chatter.

      “It gets harder and harder every year. Our son Jeff usually helps out,” Millie says, “but he’s gone to college. It’s his first year.”

      “You must be proud.” Honey is giving all the conventional responses, already aware of something that Janey is not. That she’s a new segment of the rope in some kind of marital tug-of-war that's been going on for a while.

      Charlie moves to a chair beside Janey, who’s supposed to be writing a school paper on the computer. But the speakers are bonking and beeping softly as she squirms around playing a video game. At sixteen, she is something of an expert on operating systems, programming and games, and as her father comes over she clicks out of Donkey Kong and back into her paper.

      “What are you working on?”

      “Oh, an essay for English.” Janey glances up in the Dooley manner. Abstract, yet intensely observant.

      “Show me.” Using his thumb as a bookmark, he closes the book he’s been reading. It’s a red and black textbook on criminal law, twice as thick as a volume of encyclopedia. He is an avid reader but in limited subjects. Now he’s catching up on the farm magazines that accumulated all last summer and spot-reading the law. A precise man, he’s noticed how some laws reinforce ethics - he statutes on murder, for example -and some don’t - those relating to drugs, oddly enough. He bought the used text to try to figure out why there’s this disparity.

      “It’s no big deal,” Janey says. But she moves her chair to the right so her father can move the other one beside her. She takes the cursor back to the beginning of her essay.

      “Why I Hate Prejudice,” he reads. “You’re right to the point, anyway.”

      “I’ve got to change it all.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I said what I really think, and the teacher won’t be able to handle that. He’s too bogus. And I put some cuss words in it.”

      “I see that. Have you gotten your grade up yet?” She had a C on her last report card because she was so bored. They’ve had lengthy discussions on the topic.

      “A little.” The way she looks at him, he knows this is true, but maybe barely.

      He enjoys his daughter. Because he knows her so well, because she’s so like him. She's as hard-headed as a mule, but even a man’s faults can give him pride. In class Janey tells her teachers what she thinks, out of class she tells her classmates what is true. Like him, she has few friends. Maybe she’s better than him. He has no friends.

      And she’s a runner. In track she runs the middle distances - 400 meters and 800 meters - and she’s as thin and tough as a lizard. Because he runs with her occasionally, he is too, though he just turned forty and is careful to not race her anymore.

      “I may need you to help me a little more in the next few days,” he says.

      “Mom said you’re going on a trip.”

      “Mom’s right as usual.” He says it loudly enough that Millie will hear. His wife is offering Honey a stack of magazines, for the same reason that Charlie offers Millie a compliment and Millie bakes cinnamon rolls. Burnt offerings.

      “Do some chores?” Janey hates chores. She knows she should offer, though. Part of the overall household stubbornness to do what’s right.

      “Just feed the calf and water the tomatoes in the greenhouse. John Deere is supposed to send out that part for the starter, and you can put it in the shop for me.”

      “Okay. Do you have to go?”

      They turn in their chairs and gaze at each other. On the surface his daughter is asking if he has a choice about the assignment, but beneath this lies the fabric of an oft-discussed family topic. Does he have to work somewhere else in addition to the farm? Does he have to go off and try to get himself killed five days a week?

      “No,” he says, answering the surface part. The other questions are loaded with danger.

      “Charlie?” Honey chirps. She’s flipping pages past country decorating, pie-making, wood stoves. Tired of country already. “How did you end up on a farm?”

      His eyes have a hard time removing themselves from Janey’s computer, which is much more compelling than the question. It bores him to dwell on himself, especially in past tense.

      “He was born here,” Millie says.

      “So you’ve been here all your lives.” Honey addresses all of them.

      “We moved away and came back. Two years ago.”

      “So you’d been looking for a chance to come back.”

      “Not exactly.”

      Charlie listens to the silence created by the statement. It’s a comfortable silence. He likes the padding it gives. He likes all silences, which are an inherent safeguard.

      “It was either that or have the government repossess the whole thing,” he says. “My dad died. There was a lot of debt.”

      “Ahh.”

      The silence returns and is welcomed by everyone. What he doesn’t say, and won’t, is that the debt is higher now than it ever was. The money he saved from his previous years of work is gone. He works off the farm to support the farm, and so does Millie. There's some resentment about this.

      “We read about it in the city. I guess it’s hard to make a living out here.”

      “What’s a few hundred thousand dollars in debt when you love the land, right?” The sarcasm he speaks is only the exhaust of the great engine of cynicism he feels grinding away inside him. Still, everyone hears it so distinctly that they look to him for an explanation.

      Instead, he goes back to his law book.

      “What are you reading?” Honey asks, trying to polish up the broken china of the conversation.

      “Law. Culpability.”

      “Oh.”

      Everybody gets away from him. He spends the rest of the evening perplexed, floating in legal matters such as accountability, accusation, conspiracy, and of course culpability - thumbing back and forth between table of contents and text to find subjects he’s drawn to almost supernaturally.

      Odd, he thinks, how the most ordinary focal points of the law - arrest and trial and incarceration and release - sometimes make almost no sense whatsoever. Especially when compared to the textbook explanations of why they exist. There are anomalies. There are inconsistencies.

      In fact, the more he tries to background them, the less sense they make. And it shouldn’t be that way for something as confident of itself as The Law.
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      The next morning, long before the sun is up, Millie fixes them a special breakfast of omelets and whole wheat biscuits, and Charlie and Honey drive off at six after bombarding her again with overwhelming compliments. It’s an odd feeling, having his wife send him and his fake wife off with a wave. The wave is a short, cautionary one, and Millie’s face bobs by the door in the rear-view mirror like a little boiling egg stood on end in the water.

      The trip north to Scottsdale is more relaxing than he thought it would be, despite the weather and the most unattractive stretch of highway anywhere in the United States. It’s ten now, and hot already. The landscape along the interstate is dust-dry, and Phoenix is beginning to glow white, threatening summer. It is barely springtime. Charlie doesn’t remember it being as hot as this so early in the year, ever. Honey drives. The car is a Lincoln Continental with a vinyl top as ripped as old jeans that they've given her from the police impound yard. They make it through the four-hour drive with idle chit-chat and agreed-upon rotation between light rock and country western radio.

      He has his law text with him and reads intermittently as she gives him time. She’s quite a talker.

      “So, what did we decide to grow on our little farm this year, Art?” she asks. She’s cutting through North Phoenix, angling across the black volcanic hills toward an address on Scottsdale Road, all the way across the metropolis. “I forget what you said. Cotton?”

      “And watermelons and winter squash, Honey. Something for folks to eat, something for folks to wear.” She insists that they practice calling one another Art and Honey. It’s a lot more effort for him than for her. He says it almost sarcastically, which she has already pointed out to him twice. She cautions him to say it affectionately.

      “And did we make enough money last year for this baby we’re adopting?”

      “We didn’t. We had to borrow it, I’m afraid.”

      “Well, Art. That’s no way to run a railroad.”

      “Well, Honey. That’s the way we run a farm. It just doesn’t make enough to buy a baby.”

      “Not even a second-hand one?”

      “Not even a rebuilt one.”

      But now he’s quiet, seeing something. Turning his head to watch a familiar landmark go by. He closes the book on one finger to mark the place.

      “What is it?”

      Already she’s starting to pick up on his moods. Being on an undercover assignment is like a date, she figures. It’s hard for her to act herself on a date; she’s always trying to please the guy. It’s always been that way on assignments, too. Difficult. Strenuous.

      “The resort. I worked at that resort for eleven years.”

      “At a resort?” A patch of green eucalyptus and red tile resides on a rise in the black hills.

      “Thunderhead Resorts. Back there’s the head office. They own six resorts altogether. One in Mazatlan, one in Vancouver and four in the States.”

      “What were you, a chef or something?” She glances at him, coy as hell.

      “Chief of Security.”

      “Whoa. Sounds important, Art.”

      “I made more money there in one year than I’ll make all my life farming, I suspect.”

      “Your dad must have been pretty young when he died.”

      “Fifty-seven. Stress-related heart disease. There’s a lot to worry about on a farm. Will the weather hold off. Will you make a crop. Will the prices be livable. Will you be able to borrow enough to go through all the pain again next year. And then you get down to the details.”

      “Give Honey an example.”

      “Right now, for one, I need to get back and fix my tractor or I won’t be able to plant. Then there are details within the details. The tractor part I need hasn’t even come yet.”

      “And you’re in Scottsdale.”

      “And we’re in Scottsdale.” He leans his head toward the dash to listen to the engine. “Did you pick this car?”

      “Yeah, why?” She anticipates a slighting remark. “They told me to go get one I could live with. This one was seized in a racketeering case.”

      “It runs like new.”

      After riding in his little pickup he feels as if he’s floating on broad, calm water. Honey leans way back, so small on the seat that she appears to have nothing to do with the car’s movements. Her hair is huge, but her eyes are barely seeing over the steering wheel.

      “I would have liked a different color. Pink, maybe.”

      “Yeah, right.” He snorts and opens his text. It’s a thick book, and he’s only a hundred pages in. He’s drawn to it as if it were great literature, or self-help, or porn. Maybe that’s it. Maybe the law is more like pornography.

      “Will you put that down so we can get our characters straight?” She can’t seem to stand him reading in her presence.

      “I think we’re good. Art and Honey Kent. I got it.” He goes back to reading.

      “So is the subject still…”

      “Culpability.”

      “That’s boring.”

      He turns from his book. “Not as goddamn boring as I am. So get used to it.”

      “Don’t you profane to me! Don’t you do it! I won’t stand for it!” She whacks the steering wheel for emphasis.

      Weary, very weary already, Charlie, Art, closes the book. This time he doesn’t leave his finger in to mark the page. He looks straight ahead at the nice houses of Scottsdale, all Navajo white and xeriscaped.

      “We need to talk,” she says.

      “Yeah?”

      “Our marriage. It may be on the rocks already.”

      “Going to have to be later. Turn right here.”

      She wheels right onto yet another upscale street and slows in traffic. A commercial district. Now they’re at an old strip shopping center refurbished with an upscale Scottsdale look. The hybridization is between a mental hospital (the old) and a Spanish mission (the new), fraught with buffed stucco and black wrought iron. There are several businesses, and the name on the third facade says: NEW HOME CHILDFINDERS.

      “Make sure you lock,” he says as she parks.

      She gives him a stern look as she gets out. At first she just stands there by the door, but finally, locked in eye-war over the top of the car, she puts the key in and locks the car.

      Stepping out in front of the car, they look each other up and down. Neither is quite sure how the other is going to work out. He wears western gear, from a straw cowboy hat down to flared boot jeans, but on his feet are a pair of red hightop basketball shoes. She’s wearing a form-fitting navy blue dress with hefty cleavage, waist tapering so narrowly he thinks he could encircle it with both hands, though he has no urge to try. At her watersheds - the dark gap between breasts, the corners of her eyes, the insides of elbows - wrinkles have gone dark from too much sun and deep from too much time.

      They’ve had their minor disagreements during the course of the morning, sure, but she flatters herself that they look like a couple. He's just as convinced that they could never be. Even as a fake couple they’re a little worn.

      “Ready?” she asks, taking a deep breath.

      
      “I’m ready. How about you? Honey?” He feels a little sorry for her, though he knows nothing about her life.

      “I reckon so. Art.”

      “I forgot to ask. Why did they pick you for this job?”

      She smiles brightly. “Because I’m the best liar you’ll ever see in your whole born life, Darlin’.” Her accent has all of a sudden gone country right off the charts.

      She reaches out for him, and he surrenders his gnarly mitt to a tiny little hand constructed of balsa wood and onionskin tacky with moisturizing lotion. He gives her one last look. Her arms, her legs and half her chest are bare. She's as odorous as a broken bottle of perfume.

      Inside, the office is right out of the Southwestern Interior Decorator’s Handbook. Pastels coordinate in pale sage greens and soft pinks. Huge Gorman prints lend the requisite Navajo colors and a falling-into-fashion sensation. The only thing that’s missing is the Musak, to put them in the baby-buying mood. A dolled-up receptionist relays their names, too softly to hear, over the inter-office phone.

      Almost immediately they catch their first glimpse of Eadie Hammocker. Striding toward them down the corridor that leads to other offices. A tall, handsome woman in a gray linen suit and a wide range of smiles, she’s upon Art before he can exchange a glance
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