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  Chapter 1


  “What do you mean, there’s no law against it?” Samuel A. Martin, DDS, was wrought up. His sharp-featured face was suffused with red, and his hands were clenched tight.


  “I didn’t say there was no law against it,” Sheriff Dan Rhodes told him. “I said I’d never heard of it before. Maybe we could make a case for abusive language.”


  “Abusive language, my foot,” Martin said, stomping for emphasis. “She put a curse on me! She threatened my life!”


  “Well,” Rhodes said, “I don’t think we could say she actually threatened you.”


  Martin turned away. The two men were in what had been the kitchen of the small frame house he had converted into his dental offices. Rhodes was sitting in a vinyl-covered chair, leaning forward with his elbows on the Formica top of the table. Martin was standing at the sink, looking out into the back yard.


  “She threatened me,” Martin said. He turned back to Rhodes and repeated the statement. “She threatened me.”


  “Let’s go over it again,” Rhodes said. “Do you remember her exact words?”


  “Not her exact words, but pretty close,” Martin said. “It was too long for me to remember the whole thing, and there were some funny names in there. But basically she said something about me getting sick, losing all my money, and having all my teeth fall out.”


  Rhodes tried not to smile. It wasn’t a bad curse to put on a dentist, though, he thought. He remembered the dentist who had worked on his own teeth when he was a kid, Dr. Cranfill, who had been dead for some years now. “This won’t hurt any more than a little sticker burr up on a sandy land hill,” Dr. Cranfill would say. Then he would jab the needle in Rhodes’s gum and merrily jiggle it around while he pumped in the Novocain, or whatever it was he used to deaden the mouth. It always hurt a lot more than a sticker burr.


  Those days were long past, though. All dentists now were painless, or so Rhodes had heard. He hadn’t needed any fillings for a long time. “Why did she curse you?” be asked.


  “It didn’t have anything to do with my practice,” Martin said, as if he had been reading Rhodes’s thoughts. “She’s been renting one of my houses.”


  “Houses,” Rhodes said, leaning back from the table. “Which houses?”


  “Rental property,” Martin said. He was a tall man, at least six and a half feet, and very thin. As he crossed his arms and leaned back against the sink counter, he reminded Rhodes of a big white crane. “I bought some houses and fixed them up. It was a tax thing.”


  “What was wrong with the house?” Rhodes asked.


  “There wasn’t anything wrong,” Martin said. “Not with the house, anyway. It was just that I was trying to get her to pay the rent.”


  “I guess that can be pretty upsetting to some people,” Rhodes said. “She owe you much?”


  “Three months.” Martin was calming down now, and his color was returning to normal. He had unclenched his fists. “I let the first month slide, which I guess was a mistake. The second month I went out to talk to her and found out she had a man living there with her. That was all right with me, rent was the same. But you’d think one of them could pay it, wouldn’t you?”


  “What about the third month?”


  Martin looked sheepish and studied the floor, an unpleasant yellow tile that Rhodes didn’t much like. “Uh, that’s when I took the TV set,” Martin finally said.


  “Took the TV set?”


  “Well, they wouldn’t pay.” Martin unfolded his arms in a sort of appeal for understanding. “So I took something of value to hold until I got the money.”


  “She might have a better case against you than you have against her,” Rhodes said.


  “Well, it just wasn’t fair,” Martin said. “There they had that big, expensive TV set—a brand-new RCA, mind you, a console. With stereo. I don’t have stereo.”


  “Me neither,” Rhodes said. Not that he cared, really. Most of the old movies he liked to watch were made long before stereo came along.


  “Anyway,” Martin said, “I gave it back. After she cursed me.”


  “When?”


  “After she cursed me.”


  Rhodes couldn’t help himself this time. He smiled.


  “It’s not funny, Sheriff,” Martin said.


  “I know,” Rhodes said. “Do you have any witnesses to all this?”


  “Of course I do,” Martin said. “That’s what’s so upsetting. That woman came right into the office, and then barged right on into Room 1, where I was working on a cavity in Jennie Dunlap’s incisor.”


  “So Jennie Dunlap is a witness?”


  “Yes, but she’s gone. Everyone heard. My assistant, my hygienist, my receptionist. You can ask any of them.”


  “I guess I’d better,” Rhodes said.


  “I’ve had to cancel the rest of my appointments for the day,” Martin said. “This has been awful. If you could only have heard the way that woman talked …”


  “I’m sure it was bad,” Rhodes said. “Why don’t you send the receptionist back first?”


  “All right,” Martin said. He almost had to bend to get through the doorway.


  Rhodes got up and looked out the window. All the grass was dead, killed in the last freeze. There was a big pecan tree, its branches whipping in the wind. Martin had done a good job on this house. It was tight and quiet. You’d never know what was going on outside, unless you looked.


  The receptionist came in. She was dressed in black slacks and a multicolored striped blouse. Dentists’ offices just weren’t what they used to be. She also looked about fifteen years old. Rhodes had found that one of the distracting things about reaching middle age was that everyone looked younger than you. Dr. Martin, for that matter, looked about twenty.


  “I’m Sheriff Rhodes,” he told the receptionist.


  “I’m Tammy Green,” she said. At least she didn’t sound like a fifteen-year-old.


  “Tell me about what happened this morning, Tammy,” Rhodes said.


  “O.K.,” she said. “Can I sit down?”


  “Of course.”


  She sat in the chair Rhodes had just left, then smiled at him. He could see why Martin had hired her. Either her family had spent a small fortune on orthodontic work, or she had naturally straight white teeth. Either way, she would have been a reassuring sight for people in a dental office.


  “You heard what happened out there today?” Rhodes asked her. Now he was leaning against the sink.


  “Sure,” she said. “It would’ve been hard to miss.”


  “Why don’t you tell me what happened.”


  “Well, that Betsy Higgins came in. She looked a sight, too. An old sweater that looked like her daddy must’ve owned it, and that long dress dragging the floor. I swear.”


  “She didn’t have an appointment, I guess.”


  Tammy laughed. “She sure didn’t. I tried to tell her that Dr. Martin was busy, but she just wouldn’t listen. She went right through the door and jumped him out while he was doing a filling. I heard her going on in there, loud as could be.”


  Rhodes pushed away from the sink and walked over to the table. “Could you hear what she said?”


  “It was something about Dr. Martin getting sick and his teeth all falling out. And she was putting a curse on him. She said stuff about Lucifer and all.”


  “What did Dr. Martin do?”


  “Well, he got all upset, naturally. He told her that the TV set was here and that she could have it back. He got it out of the storeroom and carried it to her car. Carol had to help him. She’s the hygienist. She’s a pretty big girl.”


  Tammy was no china doll herself. The short sleeves of her blouse were tight around her round white arms.


  “Do you believe in curses?” Rhodes asked her.


  “Well, I don’t know about that,” Tammy said. “But that Betsy Higgins is a real witch. I heard her tell Dr. Martin so. I wouldn’t want her putting any curse on me, I’ll tell you that.”


  “I guess not,” Rhodes said. He sent Tammy back to the front, then interviewed Carol Shamblin, the hygienist, who had straight blonde hair that looked as if someone had inverted a soup bowl over her head before giving her a haircut. She had pretty much the same story to tell, and so did Jamie Fox, the assistant.


  After he had talked to them, Rhodes called Dr. Martin back. “Why’d you give her the TV set back?” he asked.


  “I thought I’d better. She was pretty upset.” Martin gave Rhodes a hard look. “It wasn’t that I believed the curse,” he said.


  “What about your rent money?”


  “The check is in the mail,” Martin said.


  “You could have her evicted,” Rhodes said.


  “That’s a lot of trouble. Besides, I really do believe she’ll pay. It’s not that she’s a bad renter. I’ve never had any trouble from her, which is a lot more than I can say for some of my other tenants.”


  “I guess I’d better have a talk with her, though,” Rhodes said. “We can’t have people going around cursing our dentists. It’s not good for the county.”


  Martin managed a smile. “I’m sorry I got so agitated. I shouldn’t even have called you. I don’t really want her put in jail or anything like that, not now that I’ve had time to think about


  “I’m not going to arrest her,” Rhodes said. “I don’t think we have any witchcraft laws. I’ll just talk to her, ask her to be a little better behaved in public. Maybe I’ll even mention that the Sheriff’s department can be called in to evict her, just in case that check isn’t really in the mail.”


  “I’d appreciate that, Sheriff,” Martin said. He put out his hand to be shaken. “She lives on Taylor Street. Two-twelve Taylor Street.”


  Rhodes took the hand, trying not to worry about how many mouths it had been in that day. “Give me a call if she causes you any more trouble.”


  “Thanks, Sheriff, I’ll do that,” Martin said.


  Rhodes went out through the waiting room. There were comfortable-looking chairs, and on the wall there were signs saying “We Cater to Cowards” and “Did You Remember to Floss Today?” He felt vaguely guilty. To tell the truth, he couldn’t remember having flossed in a week or two. Well, he’d do it tonight. He took his jacket off the old-fashioned coat rack and went outside.


  When Rhodes was young he had seen comic postcards that depicted a map of Texas with the Panhandle stretching all the way to the North Pole. Only a single strand of barbed wire separated the two regions. On days like this he knew what the inspiration for the drawing was. It was December 3, and early in the morning a blue norther had come roaring down out of the high plains, dropping the temperature into the teens. It had warmed up a little, probably into the upper twenties, but that thirty-mile-an-hour wind went right through your clothes and directly to the bone. The sky was a solid gray overcast, and a little snow wouldn’t have surprised Rhodes. It never stayed cold for too long in Blacklin County, but when it got cold, it got cold.


  Rhodes got in the county car, started it, and turned on the heater. Cold air blew out on his feet. It would take a while to warm up, probably about as long as it would take him to drive over to Taylor Street.


  Dr. Martin’s rental property, at least this particular house, was not in the very best part of Clearview, the largest town in Blacklin County. The street was paved, but it hadn’t been resurfaced recently, if you defined recently as any time within the last thirty years. It was full of potholes that were several feet wide, though not too deep. In places the paving had almost disappeared.


  The houses that lined both sides of the street were mostly wood-frame structures in various states of disrepair. Here and there would be one with a fairly fresh coat of white paint, standing out the more prominently because of the contrast with the neighbors, which often had patched or peeling walls, screens hanging loosely, and an old truck seat on the front porch for a lounge chair.


  Rhodes stopped in front of 212. It was one of the better ones; Dr. Martin hadn’t been exaggerating when he said he’d fixed it up. The paint was no more than a year old, the screens were new, and there was even a sturdy cyclone fence.


  The heater had just begun to warm Rhodes’s feet. He hated to get out and face the wind again, but he did, hurrying up a narrow cement walk that was also new to knock at the door.


  He tried not to shiver as he waited for someone to come to the door. Looking down at the porch, he saw that several of the boards in it had been replaced, though it had not been repainted.


  The inner door opened, and looking through the screen Rhodes saw a man so big he looked as if he’d have to step through the door sideways to get out.


  “Yeah?” the man said. He had a bass voice that one of the Oak Ridge Boys would have envied.


  “I’m Sheriff Dan Rhodes,” Rhodes said. “I’d like to talk to Betsy Higgins.”


  “If it’s about that pansy dentist that took our TV, she ain’t got nothin’ to say.” The man’s voice rumbled up from the deep cavern of his chest, which seemed to act like his own private echo chamber.


  “She’s the one to tell me that,” Rhodes said.


  “Oh, hell, all right,” the man said. He reached out a hand that you could lose a basketball in and opened the door.


  Rhodes stepped inside, glad to get out of the wind and cold. The house, however, was unpleasantly warm.


  “My name’s Swan,” the man said. “Phil Swan.” He didn’t offer to shake hands, for which Rhodes was grateful. “I’ll get Betsy.”


  He went through a doorway at the back of the room, and Rhodes looked around. Martin had apparently furnished his rental houses, at least this one, with items he picked up at garage sales. There was an old floral couch with sagging cushions, a platform rocker with the patterned cover so worn that the foam rubber showed through, a coffee table with the varnish worn off three of the legs, and a what-not shelf that listed slightly to the left. There weren’t any what-nots on it, just a couple of issues of Prevention, which Rhodes thought pretty strange reading for a witch.


  Betsy Higgins came into the room. Swan was right behind her. She was wearing pretty much the same outfit Tammy had described, a bulky cable-knit sweater and a long black skirt that dragged the floor. The only thing that surprised Rhodes was her size. She looked like she might just be able to stand in Swan’s hand, being no more than five feet tall, if that, and thin as a tenpenny nail.


  “What can I do for you, Sheriff?” she asked. Her voice was thin and whiny.


  “Where’s your TV set?” Rhodes asked.


  “It’s in the bedroom,” Swan said. “That’s where we like to watch.”


  Rhodes wondered if Swan had had any trouble carrying the set in from the car. He didn’t think so. “That’s good,” he said. “Miz Higgins, I’ve got to ask you about what happened down at Dr. Martin’s office.”


  “I demanded my TV set back,” she said. “He had no right to take it—”


  “Damn straight,” Swan said. “He tries anything like that again, I’m gonna wring his pipsqueak neck.”


  He flexed his huge hands. Rhodes didn’t have any doubt he could do what he said. Probably wouldn’t have to use more than his thumb and first finger, if Rhodes recalled Martin’s neck rightly.


  “I’m sure we can settle things a little more calmly than that,” Rhodes said. “I understand you folks are a little behind in the rent.”


  “Don’t matter,” Swan said. “He ain’t got no right to come in and take folks’ belongings away. That’s … stealing.”


  “He might think that failure to pay the rent is a little like stealing, too,” Rhodes said.


  Swan raised his hands and clenched them, as if he’d like to wring Rhodes’s pipsqueak neck right then. Rhodes tried not to step backward.


  “We’ll pay,” Betsy Higgins said. “I told him we’ll pay.”


  “You know how some people are,” Rhodes said. “They like to see the color of your money.”


  “I told him,” Betsy said.


  “Now about what else you told him …” Rhodes said.


  “I didn’t tell him anything else,” she said.


  “Now, Miz Higgins,” Rhodes said. “‘Everybody in the office has a different story from that.”


  “You sayin’ you don’t believe her?” Swan asked, stepping forward lightly, balancing on the balls of his feet like an athlete.


  Rhodes held his ground. “I’m saying that there are four or five witnesses who don’t agree with her.”


  “Maybe they’re lyin’.” Swan’s face was hard and weathered. He’d done a lot of outside work at one time or another. His coarse black hair looked as if he’d combed it with his fingers.


  “I don’t think they’d lie about something like this,” Rhodes said. “I’d like to hear what Miz Higgins has to say.”


  “Oh, all right.” Her own hair was stringy and brown, with a few streaks of gray. “I may have put a curse on him.”


  “‘May have’?” Rhodes said.


  “I’m not sure. Sometimes when I get mad, I do things like that. I don’t really mean anything by it.”


  “It sounded pretty serious to Dr. Martin,” Rhodes said. “Serious enough for him to call the law.”


  “That skinny little …” Whatever else Swan had wanted to say was lost in a deep growl.


  “It’s all right, Phillip,” Betsy said, laying a hand on his huge arm. Then she turned to Rhodes. “I didn’t give him a really severe curse, you know.”


  “Not really,” Rhodes said.


  “I cast a minor spell on him. It’s all in the mind, really. The power of suggestion. If he’s got a strong mind, he’ll be all right.”


  Rhodes had an idea of what she meant. She didn’t seem to have very much faith in her own magical powers, or whatever they were. If Martin believed she could put a curse on him, then he might be affected, but Rhodes couldn’t see him being seriously hurt.


  “All the same,” he said after he’d thought about it, “it might be better if you avoided cursing people—or putting spells on them—around here. It might get you into trouble.”


  “As long as he stays out of my house,” she said.


  “As far as that goes,” Rhodes said, “you’d better pay the rent. I’d hate to have to come back here to serve an eviction notice.”


  “Damn right, you’d hate it,” Swan said. “You’d hate it so bad …”


  Once more Betsy Higgins laid a hand on his arm. “We’ll pay, Sheriff. Is that all you wanted to know?”


  “I guess it is,” Rhodes said. “Thanks for your time.”


  He turned and went back outside into the cold.


  Chapter 2


  Sometimes on a slow day Rhodes liked to slip home in the middle of the afternoon and watch the Million Dollar Movie, but today he thought he’d better check in at the jail. He didn’t like to talk much on the radio, since practically everybody in the county had a Radio Shack police scanner and had learned all the codes. Besides, he didn’t know if there was a code for witchcraft.


  The jail was old, but at least it was warm. In the office section, at any rate. The cells sometimes got uncomfortable, but Lawton, the jailer, provided prisoners with extra blankets at night if they asked for them.


  When Rhodes walked in, Lawton and Hack Jensen, the dispatcher, were discussing the weather.


  “I wish this wind would lay,” Hack said.


  “So do I,” Lawton said. “We could use the eggs.”


  The two old men wheezed with laughter, and Rhodes joined in, not because the joke was funny but because it was so old. He had heard them use it a thousand times, but it never seemed to fail to tickle them.


  Or maybe they just told it to aggravate him. He was never quite sure. They both knew that they were indispensable to the county, working for next to nothing just so they would have something to do. Both were long past retirement age, but Lawton was a certified jailer, and Jensen kept things under control while the sheriff was out, taking calls and seeing that something was done about them.


  They were complete opposites in appearance, Jensen tall and thin, Lawton short and stout, and one of their chief pleasures was withholding as much information from Rhodes as they could, right up until he would be almost about to lose his temper.


  He knew the game, and they played it expertly. Usually he just went along with it, thinking of them as a comedy team. If Bob Hope and George Burns could do it at their ages, why not Jensen and Lawton?


  Rhodes told them briefly about the Martin episode. “Either of you ever heard anything about him or that Betsy Higgins?”


  “Never heard of her,” Hack said. “I’ve heard a little about that tooth dentist, though.”


  “Me, too,” Lawton said.


  Rhodes didn’t say anything. He knew better than to push them. It only made them worse.


  The two old men looked at one another, as if deciding who would get to tell. It was usually Hack, and this time was no exception. “That little old house on Taylor Street ain’t the only property he owns, not by a long shot.”


  “That’s right,” Lawton said. He brushed at his thinning hair as he spoke. Until very recently it had still had a few streaks of brown in it, but it was totally white now. “And that business with the TV? That’s not the first time something like that’s happened.”


  It was always a surprise to Rhodes that these two knew a lot more of the county gossip than he did, despite the fact that they were hardly ever out of the jail. Maybe people just talked more freely to them than they did to the sheriff.


  “No, sir,” Hack said. “Not the first time.”


  They looked expectantly at Rhodes. He looked back. He thought of two old tomcats, one stringy and one hefty, looking at a bowl of food after a couple of days going hungry.


  Finally Hack said, “Hear he like to’ve got into a fight a time or two with Little Barnes.”


  “Big Barnes, too,” Lawton said. “Big Barnes said he’d whip Dr. Martin’s butt so bad he’d have to stand up to sleep.”


  Big Barnes was Little Barnes’s father, and both of them were known to be rowdy. In fact, both of them had been inside the jail a time or two, though no charges had ever been filed.


  “Little Barnes rents that old Williams place out at Mt. Roma,” Hack said. “Been runnin’ a few cows on it, growin’ a little garden. I hear he does all right, but he ain’t gettin’ rich. Maybe not rich enough to pay the rent every month.”


  “So he had a run-in with Dr. Martin?” Rhodes asked.


  “That’s what I hear,” Lawton said. “Dr. Martin went out there to collect and kind of got ugly about it. Big Barnes was there helpin’ Little Barnes do some work on the fence. I think
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