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Prologue

Irene Compton awoke one morning with no husband, no home and few possessions. What she had left was a group of people who had signed her and her husband's death warrants. Those facts had to be accepted. Letting them get away with it was something she could not and would not accept. Her focus then shifted to revenge.

Now sit back with a drink and a snack and enjoy

the fifth Carter A. Johnson and Kate Menke novel

Acceptance First: Revenge Second
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Acceptance 1
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Elmer Basinski watched the hubbub across and down the street from the comfort of his plush sedan. Two firetrucks left as sunbeams streaked across the early morning sky to create dim, elongated shadows. Enthralled neighbors drifted away when the three-alarm fire dwindled to smoking remnants that hours before was a family’s home. The remaining fire truck and its crew continued to douse smoldering embers on the charred remains before the slight to gusting southern breeze fanned them back to life. 

He guessed the Fire Marshall's crew would arrive soon. Eventually, two adult bodies would be discovered. Then gory autopsies would reveal the cause of death was two small holes in each of the victims’ roasted foreheads. The hitter he hired shrugged and made a face, then said the couple unexpectedly returned early last night and had to be dealt with fast. Harry was enraged when he found the stranger in his house and attacked him. Robert said he had no choice but to kill the big man and then the wife. Then the house had to be destroyed in case Robert inadvertently left a fingerprint. Thank the Lord above, the child wasn’t home. Now, the grandparents would likely be stuck with it.

Harry Kraus was a dumbass, punk lawyer to think he was smart enough to blackmail powerful businesspeople to pay for his silence. Seven thousand five hundred dollars a month. Huh, no way José. Harry thought some kung fu shit and a few kickboxing trophies made him a smart, tough guy. The evidence was found by the hired mechanic in a safe mounted above the garage ceiling under the insulation. Hopefully, Harry hadn't made copies and left them with someone else. Probably not. He was independent, big-headed, and overly confident. 

Elmer sipped his coffee and made a face. Too cold and rank even for him. The side glass lowered, and he dropped the two-thirds empty foam cup onto the street. The Lincoln Town Car's engine started; then he pulled away from the curb. Stupid kid. Invited to a party with his boss’s team where he stole a tablet computer from the hidey-hole behind Elmer's desk. Fingerprints lifted the next morning, by a cop Elmer paid, identified Harry as the light-fingered thief. Elmer wouldn’t be putting the files of the group's payoffs and laundered money transfers there again. No siree, not again. The tablet also contained a file of his personal drug sales and quantities received. He was forced to pay for a proper high-security safe to be installed. That fiasco was costing him plenty. The others said it was his mess, and it was up to him to personally fix it. And fix it fast. And pay all expenses himself.

He was surprised to learn there was a highly respected hitter so close by. Thorough but costly. Handed the evidence back earlier that morning in exchange for the final portion of his fee. Elmer hired Robert Compton because of a recommendation from an acquaintance on the East Coast. Fancy that. Contact the eastern seaboard to hire a guy sixty miles away. And get hit with a twenty percent finder’s fee to boot.

Elmer glanced at the dash clock. He had time for another coffee and a donut or two. Then he'd pick Sharon up in time to hit the midmorning Olive Branch Baptist Church service. They needed to feed their image of trusted pillars of the community. A nap would then be in order after traipsing around half the night.

A week passed. The following Tuesday afternoon, Irene Compton drove up the quarter mile gravel lane to the three-car garage. All three overhead doors were open. Robert stomped out and stood waiting for her. Clearly upset, he motioned for her to stop short of entering the garage. No smile for a greeting. Instead a frown marred his blocky face. 

She stepped from the car to hear, "We've been robbed. Somebody broke in this morning in broad daylight while I was on the lake fishing." She stood openmouthed as he continued. "The place is trashed. They hit every room, but mainly our offices."

"Have you called the Sheriff?" she asked.

"No. I don't think that’s wise. There was very little taken: my laptop, files from both our file cabinets, a DVD player, and your jewelry box are the main items I noticed missing. Nothing big was taken. They didn’t even take our handguns from the bedroom nightstands." He leaned against the side of her Impala. "I don't think this was a random break-in, but I can't imagine who did it or why it happened." Her eyes squinted, and she trembled slightly. He took her in his arms and kissed her. "Everything has been good on my end, except for that parking ticket I got while working in Springfield last week, and it was no big deal. How about you?"

She nodded absently. "Yeah, me too." They were both silent. "I don't like this; it scares me. Who would do this? And for what reason?" She abruptly pulled away. "I'm going in. I’ve got to see how bad it is." Swiftly she moved through the garage in a blur of motion and disappeared through the door to the kitchen hallway.

He followed but waited in the kitchen and popped a beer tab while Irene toured the damage. After five minutes, she eased over to the southern country themed breakfast nook, sat at the oak table, and sighed. "You're right, this isn't an average burglary. The big screen TVs and other electronics weren't touched. Those are typically what small-time thieves want. My new SLR camera is gone; it was on the credenza in my office. They concentrated on our personal things. They either don't know valuable jewelry or only took that cheap stuff to make the break in look legitimate when we turned it in to the authorities and our insurance agent. I don’t know if our handguns being underneath clothes in the drawers caused them to miss them or why they were left. Doesn’t make sense."

"Yeah, and your laptop would be gone if you hadn't been driving back from Kansas City this morning." Robert grabbed another beer from the fridge and held it out toward Irene.

She nodded while thinking of what could have triggered the intrusion. Something and someone definitely caused it. But what and who?

He sat across the table and passed an opened can to her. "Since we won't file a report, I think we shouldn't say anything and see if anyone slips up and mentions it. The other thing that bothers the hell out of me is the thieves bypassing that high-dollar security system we paid a bunch of money for. It wasn't just a bunch of local redneck yahoos. Whoever did it was experienced at high-security break-ins."

Irene shook her head in frustration. "That in itself is scary. We’ll have to be extremely cautious and keep our guard up.” She shook her head and shrugged. “Well, the damage isn’t as bad as I envisioned, so let’s get busy. We can have it put back well before supper time if we stay at it."

Robert was thoughtful as he added, “It could have been worse if we had a fancy safe and they found it. They could have jimmied the mechanism and messed it up, and that would have been another expense to cover.”

The following Thursday, Irene's cell phone rang. "Ha, girl, whatcha doin?" 

Irene grinned and rolled her eyes upward. "Same old same old. Nothing new. How about you?" She stepped to the sofa, sat, and plunked her bare feet on the coffee table. Blue jean shorts and a red cotton T-shirt hung loosely on her slender body.

"Yeah, me too. Boring as hell. That's why I called. Let's get out of town Saturday night and drive up to Aurora for dinner. There's a great little Chinese restaurant we like. How about it?"

"Thanks, but we're going to pass. Maybe another time, Vicki."

"Oh, come on, Irene. You and Robert are getting to be old stick-in-the-muds before your time. John and I go out every weekend. We haven't done anything with you and Robert for weeks. Are you avoiding us? Have I done something to offend you?"

"Of course not. We just planned to stay in this weekend and snuggle."

"Well, you can snuggle after we get back from dinner. I'm not taking no for an answer, young lady."

"Okay, okay, I'll check with Robert. Unless you hear from me before Saturday, we'll plan on it. We'll be at your house by six."

"No, no, you two always drive. It's about time we drive. Fair is fair, and we owe you. We'll pick you up at six. I just love seeing that beautiful mansion of yours. See you then, sweetie."

Vicki clicked the cellphone off. Her pinched face showed her feelings as she hunched over and let out a deep breath. “Damn it to hell,” she mouthed as her head shook and fought to accept the vile role she was forced to play. She knew she would regret that call forever. But as John explained the reason to her, she accepted they didn’t have a choice. And besides, she now knew Robert was a hired killer, so it didn’t matter anyway. But why involve Irene?
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Irene sprang from the bed and raced to the bathroom. She fell to her knees, hugged the commode, and heaved. She muttered, "I'm going to kill that God Damned Vicki Carmody. That couldn't have been sweet and sour pork I ate. It must have been rat meat or spoiled opossum roadkill." She splashed her face with cold water then crawled back into bed for the third time in as many hours. 

Robert reached out to her. "You must have a terrible dose of food poisoning."

"Yes. And we don't have a damn thing in the house for it. Will you be a dear and run to town and pick up something to settle my stomach? McMartin’s General Store should be open this morning.” 

He nodded. "Yeah. I'm ready to get up anyway. Since you’re not able to go to church, I’ll skip it and get back as soon as I can. I'll be ready to leave in about half an hour. Try to sleep."

Irene closed her eyes and grimaced then opened them. "John and Vicki were going to meet us in church this morning. I should get up and dress, so I can go there and strangle her ‘til her eyeballs pop out of her head and bounce on the floor. Then I can stomp on them until they squish."

Robert chuckled. "Damn, that's quite a graphic image. But I sympathize with you. They kept going on about how great the food was. Mine was mediocre at best. Maybe, with any luck, both of them are sick this morning too. Probably not though. You're the only one who ordered the sweet and sour roadkill." He leaned over and kissed her forehead. "I'll be back as soon as I can. Shouldn’t be gone more than half an hour or so."

She wiggled her head into the pillow, pulled the covers close, relaxed, and dozed off again for the fourth or fifth time since the middle of the night. 
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Acceptance II

Suddenly, a gigantic explosion rocked the house. Irene lept from the bed totally confused. The nightlight was out, and the digital clock flashed on battery backup. Meagerly reflected light entered the room through windows on the west end of the house.  

Irene ran from the large room to the hallway. Smoke rolled down the hallway to the master bedroom suite and attempted to wrap her in its ebony gauze. A roaring noise grew louder as she advanced. Thick smoke billowed along the ceiling and extended halfway down the wall. She choked on the dense, acrid cloud, then dropped to her hands and knees and crawled twenty feet toward the living/dining room area. She froze and stared in horrid disbelief. 

Through the smoke and leaping flames, she vaguely saw the entire east end of the house, including the garage, kitchen, and most of the living and dining rooms, were gone. Instead of walls, she saw the rising sun shining on the outside grass and driveway through a wall of flames and smoke. Timbers and other debris blazed in the basement. She noted it wasn't a simple wood fire; something fed and intensified the inferno in mere seconds. Her face and arms stung from the radiating heat. 

She dropped flat and crawfished along the carpet back to her bedroom knowing in her heart that Robert was surely dead. No one could have survived the devastation she saw. She stopped dead still. Jesus Christ almighty, not Robert! Not her soulmate. Tears surged down her cheeks.

In the safety of her bedroom, she slammed the door. It was painfully clear she needed to grab what she could and get out of the house before the remaining section she stood on collapsed into the basement as well. Cellphones, travel bag, wigs, and several changes of clothing. Anything, it didn't have to match. Shoes, several pair. 

She opened the double patio doors to the small composite board deck off the bedroom and tossed the armload to a chair across from the steps then turned to gather more. After removing the cover from the toilet bowl tank, she wetted a hand towel and tied it over her nose and mouth to make more procurement runs. Smoke wisped through the far wall covering followed by intermittent orange flickers of flames through the wallboard. 

The floor tile in the master bathroom felt hot on her bare feet and made her hurry faster. Handguns in both nightstands, cell phones, her computer. She grabbed Robert’s then rolled across the bed for hers. A picture of her and Robert sat atop her nightstand. She grabbed it and sped through the patio doors with her arms full before pulling the doors shut against the draft and rolling smoke chasing her. She gathered as much as she could carry and raced barefoot across the grass toward the horse barn. The dogs met her, and she yelled them off as they cavorted around her legs. After three trips, she had it all stashed in the bed of Robert’s F-350 pickup parked in the barn.

Flames and smoke filled the bedroom, and sporadic fire and smoke clawed through the roof over it. She cried uncontrollably over the loss of her precious soulmate while focused on the roaring inferno. Heckle and Jeckle, the couple’s pit bull and German shepherd, cautiously approached for attention. She hugged both animals and chuckled and cried as they licked her face. Thank God, she still had them for comfort and support. The bedrooms and bathrooms at the west end of the house crashed into the basement, pulling the remaining roof down with them. The crashing noise demoralized her anew, then abated. Embers and sparks expelled in a rush of hot air floated in the breeze for over a minute. 

Sirens sounded in the distance as she flopped and leaned against the sun-warmed metal of the tan horse barn.

A minute later, two old, faded red firetrucks downshifted as they chugged up the gravel lane to fan out on the north and south sides of the meager amount left of the fire-ravaged building. The trucks maneuvered around wall studs, sections of roof, and other household detritus cluttering the area in a wide radius. The pumper went north to the ten-acre lake behind the house as the crew of volunteers materialized to drag hoses and make connections to the truck. 

Several cars belonging to neighbors or from town, parked at the perimeter of the clearing, and people gathered to gawk and point at the devastation. 

Irene made a mental note that John and Vicki Carmody were conspicuous by their absence. Their big red Cadillac was missing. Several men ran to help the volunteer fire crew members while a small number of women approached Irene to offer support. She pulled the dogs close and made them behave. 

When asked about Robert, tears flowed, and Irene solemnly shook her head while staring at the blazing home. “He's gone; he didn’t make it out." A brightly painted ambulance wailed its siren in short burst for gazers to move and park out of its way as neighbors pointed to where Irene leaned against the barn surrounded by other women. She took both dogs in the barn and corralled them in an empty room.

An EMT and the ambulance driver wedged themselves through the bevy of women to tend to Irene. The hairs on her head and arms were singed, and several blisters were formed on her face and forearms. Her hair, skin, and pajamas were blackened and smelled of smoke. They treated her wounds and offered to take her to the medical clinic in town. She refused adamantly. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she wore her sorrow like a painful cloak of thorns. 

When a neighbor offered to take her in for several days, she again forcefully declined. "I'll be fine here. There's a camping trailer I’ll stay in. I have to tend to the dogs and horses. But thank you for the kind offer. I’ll be fine." No way was she moving in to burden someone else and be patronized to boredom. She wasn’t close to the woman before the fire and wouldn’t intrude in her life now.

The warm afternoon breeze was slight when the fire crew extinguished the last glowing embers. The volunteer Fire Chief gave his sincere condolences as he passed his phone number in case of an unexpected flareup. The last of the sightseers and do-gooders drifted off hours before. A Sheriff’s deputy sat on the hood of his cruiser talking on his cellphone outside the yellow Crime Scene tape surrounding the perimeter of the ravaged home. She’d gotten over being sick—there wasn’t time for it among her major problems.

Finally left alone, Irene rose and walked the edge of the charred remnants of her and Robert's dream home. The three vehicles in the garage almost ceased to exist. She recognized the pickup’s frame, engine, wheels, and drivetrain. Scrap metal and other debris were scattered widely over the clearing. Earlier, she watched members of the emergency response crew amble around the site in white paper suits, paper masks, and blue plastic gloves. She controlled the lurking hysteria when she figured out they were picking up larger pieces of Robert's body parts. She choked down the bile rising in her throat until she ambled out of sight behind the barn and upchucked the little remaining roadkill, or whatever, from the previous night.

Near dusk, a large box truck bearing the logo Berry County Sheriff's Dept—Crime Scene Unit drove slowly to the burned-out house. The deputy securing the site met them. They set perimeter lights for the four crew members to sift through remnants of the once beautiful home. Robert worked many hours with an architect to custom design their dream home. Now, he and it were gone in one horrible blast, and she was left to fend for herself. Confusion overrode her emotions, but she knew the enormity of it would sink in when she was left peacefully alone with time to grieve and think.

After an hour the lead technician found her and asked a long list of questions to gather background information for the investigation that would follow. She almost mentioned the recent robbery but caught herself. That could lead to more questions she didn’t want to answer. He surmised they should finish their examination and evidence gathering before dawn.

Outside the twenty-eight-foot camper, Irene set about notifying relatives. A single bulb under the shed roof held the darkness at bay while night bugs fluttered around it. 

Heckle and Jeckle lay at her bare feet. Looking to her legs as she sat, she noticed the smudged smoky smelling PJs she still wore. She passed over her family and called Robert’s parents first. Naturally, Micky and Joan were devastated once they accepted the unexpected death of their only remaining child. They pressed for an answer as to why their son was murdered, and Irene knew it dredged up memories of their daughter’s senseless rape and death many years ago. They were jubilant after Robert left the Army and the dangers of battling enemies in a foreign land. Now, they fought shock and disbelief that their son was taken from them not by accident but murdered horribly. 

Irene feigned ignorance. She couldn’t bear to destroy his parents’ image of the Robert they adored. Before ending the call, she promised to notify them Monday afternoon of the funeral arrangements. As she clicked off the phone, the tears she’d held back came to the forefront once more, and she cried long and hard as only the grief-stricken can. The emotions aroused by her loss caused suffering she’d never faced before and strengthened her exploding resolve to learn the identity of Robert’s killers. Fifteen minutes after ending the first phone call, she faced the next contact with great trepidation.

She dreaded the call to her mother more than triple root canals without anesthesia. They weren’t close, never had been even before her father passed. Then the rocky relationship deteriorated from bad to terrible. A week before her eighteenth birthday, she moved out to get away from the hateful, degrading old biddy she’d been saddled with for a parent. Reluctantly and with foreboding, she pressed the number saved in her phone’s memory.

“What the hell you doing calling this late at night? I ain’t buying whatever the hell you’re—"

“Mom, it’s me, Irene, don’t hang up.”  

“Irene . . .  ain’t heard from you in so long, thought you mighta died.”

“No, I’m alive. Robert's dead. He died earlier this morning.”

“Your husband? What was wrong with him? Cancer, AIDS, heart attack?”

“It wasn’t from natural causes. Someone placed a bomb in our house and killed him.”

Ten seconds of pregnant silence hung like a wide, bottomless gorge between them. Conspiratorially, Doris asked, “Was he selling drugs? That’s what the cartels do to enemies here in Texas.” 

“Mom, damn it, we’re not into drugs. Robert didn’t even like to take aspirins. Why do you always have to be so damned negative?” 

Doris spoke heatedly, “Ain’t seen you or your man in what, four, five years. Now you call wantin’ me to be all broke up ‘bout somebody I don’t even know. Saw him what, maybe twice? Wasn’t even invited to your weddin’.” 

“No one was, and you know that. We got married on the cheap with a J.P. because we couldn’t afford the cost of an expensive wedding ceremony with a lot of guests.”

“Speaking of expense, I can’t afford to go to wherever you are now, Ohio or Missouri wasn’t it. And I ain’t able to drive that fer neither.”

“I’m not expecting you to come to the memorial service. Funerals are for the living, not the dead. You and I couldn’t be in the same room two minutes without sparks flying and barbs being thrown. I called to let you know about a major disaster in my life . . . but I’ll get through it on my own like I always have.” 

“No need to be so smart-mouthed to your mother, girl. But then you always had a nasty mouth on you.”

“Goodbye, MOTHER.”  She wanted to blurt out, “go to hell,” but didn’t. After the call ended, she wondered why she hadn’t.

She flopped her head back on the lounger, let bountiful tears flow, and pulled her thin legs up tight to her heaving chest. Heckle and Jeckle stirred and glanced up when her feet broke contact. When she calmed and the rivulets down her cheeks dried, she went inside the trailer to a storage cabinet and retrieved a warm bottle of Pinot Grigio and a bag of chips. Crassly, she poured a water glass half full, then set to the task of calling her siblings, Karen, and Tommy. At least she’d gotten the worst of the three calls behind her. In retrospect, it went far better than she’d feared it would.

Tuesday morning, two detectives from the Berry County Sheriff's Department sauntered around the crime site talking and taking notes. Irene watched from the barn after feeding and watering the two mares and Robert’s stallion. Finally, the short and thin detective, followed by a tall and fat one, headed toward the barn. They met outside. She expected them to be onsite either Tuesday or Wednesday. She'd spent extra time primping and putting on the wig to look like she did most days, especially if she expected anyone to visit. That was always the physical image she wanted at the forefront of everyone’s minds when they thought of her. Unfortunately, folks responding after the explosion witnessed her at her unadorned worst and were sure to remember that image. She gave a damn about it, but not for the reasons they’d think.

Short and thin flashed his badge. "Mrs. Compton?" he queried as he thumbed himself then nodded to his partner. "Goddard, and he's Minski." He started with the obligatory apology. "Sorry about the loss of your house . . . and your husband." He immediately added Robert as an afterthought. Why the hell did he apologize unless they had something to do with blowing up Robert and the house? She judged it was more politically correct bullshit they were trained to regurgitate in the name of public relations. Both men extended business cards.

"Per the crime scene crew, your top-of-the-line residential alarm system was bypassed to gain entry to the garage . . . took a high level of skill to do that. They also indicated a large amount of diesel fuel was placed in the attic above the garage and two more five-gallon plastic fuel cans and bombs were set in separate areas above the other living spaces." Goddard squinted pointedly at Irene to judge her reaction. She looked him in the eye with a curious expression but didn’t flinch as he continued. "An estimated one-fourth to one-half pound of PETN explosive was placed under each front seat of each of the three vehicles in the garage. That doesn’t sound like much, but combined it’s a hell of a lot. That’s some bad, powerful stuff. The crime scene crew is of the opinion it was overkill. Somebody wanted the entire house destroyed along with whoever was in the cars. You’re lucky to be alive." 

He withdrew several folded papers from the pocket of his Sheriff's uniform shirt. "This is where it really gets interesting. Wireless electronic detonators activated charges under both front seats of each vehicle and two other bombs in the house at the same time as soon as any of the engines started. Lady, this was a very sophisticated, hi-tech attack. The expertise to do that is rare and cost a pretty penny.” He glanced up and made eye contact with Irene, then read again. “A Chevy Impala, a ZL1 Camaro, and an F-150 pickup were totally destroyed,” he thumbed back over his shoulder toward the house, “and turned into pieces of burnt and twisted scrap metal." 

Minski nudged his partner in his side, cleared his throat, then spoke softly, "Mrs. Compton, we need your help. Who would have gone to that much trouble and expense to ensure both of you died in that explosion and fire?" Both men straightened to their full stature and waited expectantly.

Irene suddenly saw a truth in the conclusion the detectives put forth that she consciously avoided accepting. It lingered at the edge of her mind, but she’d steadfastly refused to let it root. She was expected to be with Robert on their way to church Sunday morning. She was also a target and could possibly still be in some shooter's crosshairs. Their pseudo friends, the Carmodys, ensured they’d be away from the house Saturday evening while the bombs were installed; Vicki wouldn’t let the dinner invitation drop without a yes. That also explained why the Carmodys insisted on driving and why both seemed preoccupied and distant on the drive to Aurora and during dinner. Furthermore, Vicki and John each strenuously set the expectation of seeing both of them at church Sunday morning. They even insisted on a luncheon in town after the church service. That also explained them staying at a distance Sunday after the explosion. It was a foregone conclusion that she would be close to Robert Sunday morning. Even if she dawdled behind him, she’d have been killed when the entire east end of the house was leveled. Ironically, that horrible food poisoning saved her life. It was only the Carmody’s choice of eateries that prevented her death.

To the detectives, she feigned a look of complete ignorance, shaking her head from side to side violently and bawling loudly with her arms clenched tightly across her chest. "I don't know; I just don’t know what’s happening. Robert was a professional fisherman. He went out of his way to be friendly and non-confrontational. I give motivational seminars. We’re not criminals or crooked politicians. Who would do this?" she cried out pitifully before running around the end of the barn to the trailer and slamming the door behind her. She was sure that wouldn’t be her last interrogation, but it would give her time to think and prepare her attitude and response. She needed to be very careful from here on. Sincerity and truthfulness would be projected while cutting corners and not revealing her suspected reason behind the extreme, unprovoked attack. She would not contribute to an investigation that imprisoned her attackers. She wanted, no needed, them to remain free and accessible.

Wednesday morning at ten, Irene suffered through the closed casket memorial service at the Fohn Funeral Home, a farce to appease relatives, neighbors, and townsfolk. Given a choice, she would have mourned for Robert in private as she’d heard some tribes of Native Americans did. Tommy showed up minus his wife and daughter. Karen expressed her condolences but claimed she couldn’t make it from Nevada for the memorial. She did send flowers though, a grand, expensive bouquet. The funeral home director assured her Robert would be resting comfortably within the midrange-priced casket she’d selected. With supreme effort, she bit back yelling, “Bullshit, bits and pieces of him are sealed inside plastic food storage bags at the morgue. The coffin is empty. Some comfort.”

Irene arranged for cremation of Robert's remains by Fohn as soon as the Medical Examiner saw fit to release the body parts. Irene already knew of a private burial site on their property at the edge of a woods above a small stream for his ashes. It was their favorite spot for outdoor lovemaking. No marker would be necessary because she wouldn't be able to visit it past the near future.

With no time or inclination to go shopping for new clothing appropriate to the occasion, she made do with the best she could put together from her salvage runs from the burning house and what was stored in the trailer. A dressy cream T-shirt above a black skirt and a short, thin charcoal jacket fit the occasion even in warm, humid weather. Heavy makeup and a wig were all the onlookers should expect under the circumstances. She shed no tears at the ordeal. Tears flowed in copious floods during her three-day acceptance of Robert's death. That portion of her life was over and done with. Robert's memory would linger in her heart and soul forever, but it was time to move on. She reminded herself over and over again that life is for the living; furthermore, there was a mission to accomplish in Robert’s memory. 

The service lasted all of twenty-five minutes. Preacher Marty Frolick gave the canned eulogy for people he didn't know followed by his hymn choice the Old Rugged Cross sung by Elvis Presley. The Carmodys attended but made no effort to comfort her. They stayed in the back of the chapel and left near the front of the first group to escape en masse. It was good they slunk out at the first opportunity, because she didn’t know how she would react publicly if they offered condolences after setting her and Robert up to be killed. They hadn’t attended for her but to be seen by their friends and neighbors. They and Basinski were the only culprits she had to work with as leads to the attack she’d unexpectedly survived. Now, she needed to learn if anyone else was involved in their treacherous plot. 

She graciously declined the invite to attend a luncheon in the church basement hosted by the Ladies Auxiliary, to the consternation of several of the kind but addlebrained geriatric ladies. Couldn't they understand she wanted to be alone to grieve in private instead of attending a free lunch with people she had little to no connection with? Nothing strangers could say or do could ease the impact of Robert's murder. Besides, she and Robert had never been close to anyone in town except the Carmodys, and that was a distant and occasional relationship at best. They were both loners and functioned best on that level. Robert made more of an effort to intermingle and be part of the community by occasionally pairing with a few dedicated fishermen. But that was a haphazard relationship that only involved a few hours of fishing on the lake. His relationship with John Carmody was how Vicki later came to intrude in her life.

She gave in to propriety by taking Tommy, Joan, and Micky to Schrader’s Shell Knob Diner for lunch. They sat at a square table in the back of the southern comfort décor where they could talk in relative privacy. Mary Jane Schrader solemnly expressed her sincere condolences as she took their orders then left them alone. Robert’s parents were still in shock and hadn’t fully accepted Robert's death. Micky interrogated her at length trying to make sense of her and Robert being attacked. She hedged and hemmed and hawed. She knew the truth would devastate them if they were forced to acknowledge their son was a professional assassin. They left in an unsatisfied muddle for the eleven-hour drive back to Chicago. In her heart, she knew that was likely the last time she would ever see them. Her only tie to them was Robert, and with his passing the bond to them was irrevocably broken.  

She later remembered Tommy saying he’d moved his family to Minnesota the previous year. Since then, he worked in I.T. for some unmemorable insurance company. Before he drove off, they hugged and promised to stay in touch, both knowing full well they’d only meet again for another funeral. Their mother’s absence wasn’t discussed nor was she even mentioned. That alone spoke volumes about the state of their parental relationships.

Irene rose Thursday morning before dawn for an hour of strenuous exercise and a two-mile jog on trails on her and adjoining neighbors’ properties. Since Robert’s death, she had mostly foregone her usual exercise routines. It was time to assert control of her life again.  

She felt antsy and on edge since accepting she was targeted to die with Robert. Could someone else already have been dispatched to finish the job? Was she being watched even now? Would they take a long-range rifle shot and leave the body lie? Or would the hit be up close from behind before her lifeless body simply disappeared? Whatever. She’d deal with it when it came because there were no other options. Her intuition said it was coming and coming hard and soon. She thought of a silent, charging freight train and knew she’d have to stay off its track or be squashed to a bloody pulp.

Tired but pumped up, she showered and dressed and primped for appointments. A full day loomed ahead. Her sheathed 9mm Beretta went against her backbone inside her best jeans and a thin, long-tailed shirt covered it.

The insurance adjuster arrived at nine for his second visit. In under twenty minutes, they finalized the settlement for the house and autos. She was pleased. As the adjuster left, short and thin called to schedule an appointment for an official meeting that afternoon at the main Sheriff’s headquarters in Cassville.  

At eleven, a contractor submitted a bid and schedule to remove and dispose of the remnants of the house and autos. His crew would haul dirt to fill the gaping hole the removal would expose. She went with the sole source bid only because there wasn’t time for multiple estimates to get the lowest price.

When the excavation contractor left, she drove to the Sheriff's headquarters in Cassville for the two o’clock appointment with the detectives. After much forethought and planning, she was ready. She felt she controlled the interrogation superbly; the detective learned only what she wanted them to know and no more. Her attitude toward them softened somewhat when Goddard produced a letter sized envelope with a slight budge in one corner. He tore the end of the envelope off and dumped a gold wedding band onto the table. He slid it over to her. "This belonged to your husband. The Crime Scene Crew recovered it during their investigation."

Irene was thrilled by the sight of Robert's gold band. Tears marred her mascara and ran down her cheeks as she thanked the detectives profusely.

Well before dusk, a local real estate agent walked the barn and lake area then sat with her beside the trailer. She signed a sales agreement with a stipulation allowing her to maintain possession for three months after the final closing date. She would pay a respectable monthly rental fee, and the new owners were to respect her privacy until the end of the contract.
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Acceptance III

Early Friday, she donned running gear and armed herself with Robert’s .40 caliber Glock before leaving at first light for her morning run. She liked the idea of the heavier bullet for its stopping power but was uncomfortable with the idea of carrying it hot. After jacking a shell into the chamber, it was ready to fire at the touch of a finger on the trigger. Since there was no safety switch, it would be easy for the shooter to blast their own body while grabbing it. She’d practiced pulling it unloaded from the holster at her backbone until the recommended procedure was ingrained in her reflexes. It came down to a matter of creating and following a carefully trained habit. Her forte. 

Her mind functioned in deep thought as she ran. Yesterday had gone well. The insurance settlement for the house and autos was slightly more than she’d anticipated, and the excavation contractor would arrive two weeks from Monday to remove the debris that had been her home. The detritus would settle in a deep, long washed-out gully on her property. The inquisition by the county detectives had gone well on her end but was probably highly unsatisfactory as judged by her adversary’s outward reactions. They didn’t learn any more than she volunteered at their first meeting. The grieving widow could only be pushed so far before she wept and shuddered. She felt she’d played her grieving widow role to the hilt. It was Academy Award quality except no one applauded. At the first opportunity she would have Robert's gold band sized to fit her ring finger. His ring would reside on the same finger as hers. They would remain united spiritually as long as she lived.

After running twenty minutes, a gloomy feeling settled in her core. She was uneasy and apprehensive. Something was off kilter. Robert, her dear Robert again, often impressed on her to not fight back when the body or mind sent warnings. It had saved his ass many times in dangerous situations. The dogs, as usual, abandoned her shortly after entering the woods to chase some animal in the undergrowth. From past experience, she knew they’d likely head back to the barn instead of chasing after her. Out of sight out of mind could be ascribed to them. 

In a section of dense woods and shallow bushes, she increased her pace to where the trail made a hard-left turn before running flat out for fifty feet. Slowing quickly, she moved hurriedly off the trail through low, sun-starved deciduous bushes to the security of a towering black oak standing like a protective sentinel. Behind the huge tree, she squatted and peered through the tops of the scrawny bushes. What if her gut’s churning was simply gas or unfounded paranoia? Then she’d be embarrassed, laugh about it, and move on, and no one would be the wiser. But if she was right? A knot formed in the pit of her stomach in fearful anticipation.

Ninety seconds passed.  She saw movement before she heard his footfalls. A tall white man with a black crew cut tailed her. He ran easily without panting. His thin, muscled frame was that of an athlete. Green shorts and T-shirt, and black running shoes had been well chosen for the job. Standing still, he’d blend with the other various shades of nature’s greenery and shadows. Obviously, he’d watched her Thursday to learn her early morning run routine on the trail through the woods. His left arm pumped slightly as he moved while his right arm extended downward clutching a semiautomatic with a short stubby sound suppressor. 

Irene straightened, stepped right, and raised the .40 caliber Glock. “Stop!” she yelled harshly. “Drop the gun!” 

The assassin’s frown showed momentary surprise at being ambushed, but he recovered like a pro. He pivoted on his left foot, planted his right foot, and faced his adversary. He dropped to his right knee smoothly and raised his weapon as he leaned to the right and fired.

At the assassin’s first movement, Irene fired. It was obvious he wasn’t about to surrender. As his gun swung and raised, she fired twice. As he fired wildly several times, she hit him a fourth time at center mass. Her attacker fell backward and lay still. She crouched and listened . . .  after the initial flutter of wings, the birds stopped chirping. No sound save her own laborious breathing broke the stillness. Her pulse raced. She resisted the need to wipe her brow of sweat trickling into her eyes and down her cheeks. The temperature was still cool, so it wasn’t exertion that triggered the perspiration. 

After fifteen minutes, no one else appeared, and no out of place sounds invaded the silent woodland. Birds gradually resumed their darting and chirping. She stood and carefully advanced to the prone would-be assassin. His gun lay inches from his right hand. She kicked it away while keeping her weapon trained on his bloody torso. She knelt beside the comatose man and punched his chest hard with the Glock. “Who sent you?” She punched harder and asked again, “Who sent you, damn it?”

His eyes remained open, staring vacantly to the sky. Her left thumb compressed the artery in his wrist . . . no pulse.

She rifled his pockets and found keys, a cellphone, and a billfold. The keys had a Hertz key fob. The billfold held a thick wad of cash and an Indiana driver’s license issued to Tracy Lindquist with an Indianapolis address. It could be, probably was, an alias. The stamp-sized photo matched the mildly handsome corpse with a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. An electronic keycard had the name and logo of the Creek Side Motel in Branson. She carefully tucked the Glock away, then straightened the assassin's right leg. She grabbed the dead man by the ankles and dragged him a dozen feet off the trail and deeper into the woods. He lay on his back, and she crossed his arms on his chest before rigor mortis set in. She carried his H&K semiauto by the silencer as she jogged back home. 

Heckle and Jeckle strutted and pranced as she approached the horse lot. They waited to be petted and fed and were immune to the situation that left her feeling anxious and exposed. The failed assassin was proof positive she was originally targeted to die with Robert.

She assumed her unknown adversaries would send another hitter after this one mysteriously disappeared. And disappear he would. She didn’t have a clue as to how many days reprieve she’d have before another took his place, but she guessed it would be at least three or four. She knew from experience hiring a competent killer wasn’t as simple as most crime novels made it out to be. Hitmen were like car mechanics: there were skilled hitters and lazy incompetent ones. And, of course, they all claimed to be the best and charged whatever they felt the market would bear. Mr. Lindquist likely thought he was good. His death proved she was better. She didn’t want to gloat, but it was a nice thought. With what she anticipated lay ahead, she needed the confidence boost.

After the house breakin, she and Robert voiced bad feelings about it, but couldn't place a name to the person behind it or fathom why. Neither believed in coincidence. The
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