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B.O.L.O.

In official police jargon, a message for all
units to

“Be On The Lookout.”

 



PROLOGUE

Trooper First Class
E.K. Clark could think of several places he’d like to be at 2:00
A.M. on a summer-warm November night. The forsaken stretch of
mountain highway known as the River Road didn’t appear on his list
of choices. He could also think of a lot of people with whom he’d
like to share the evening. The rookie trooper on the passenger side
of the cruiser wasn’t among them, especially given the nature of
the complaint they were dispatched to answer—an alleged brawl in
Tipple Town.

Clark was the new kid’s training officer—T.O.
in the department’s jargon. The burden had fallen to him after a
request for volunteers had received no positive response
whatsoever. Not that the rookie—his name was Sam Mahoney—was any
worse than the usual state police academy virgin. In fact, he was
one hundred percent typical, which explained why no one wanted to
be his or any other rookie’s T.O.

Eddie Clark gingerly guided the cruiser over
the narrow tortuous highway, cursing every foot of it—and the
rugged and desolate terrain it traversed.

Even in the late twentieth century, the
stumpy but steep mountains of southern West Virginia continued to
obstruct civilization. In western Raven Country, at the
southernmost point of the state, a spine of just those kind of ugly
and hostile ridges separated the agricultural region of the county
from the coal-rich lands to the west. The mountains themselves,
reaching an average and meager height of 2,500 feet, had been found
rich in anthracite coal. They still were; it just wasn’t profitable
any longer to mine the dirty fossil fuel.

That hadn’t always been true. Clark, himself
not yet forty, hadn’t even been an urge in his father’s loin during
the boom days, but a kid didn’t grow up in southern West
Virginia—as Clark—without hearing how prosperous things had been.
In those days coal mining was labor intensive, and the operators
imported droves of starving immigrants and southern blacks to the
homely coalfields of Raven County. The industry took more from the
state than it gave, but a few improvements were necessary. So the
operators built company towns centered around company stores. They
issued their own money called scrip to be spent at those stores,
just so most of the dollars would stay in the family. There wasn’t
much retail competition. The miners either bought at the company
store or they did without.

Since the out-of-state coal barons owned the
state’s politicians, it wasn’t any problem to get roads constructed
to serve the multitude of coal camps. In Raven County, its western
coal seam offered more than adequate reason to build a narrow and
winding artery along the unfriendly mountain slopes to the
coalfield communities on the other side.

Engineered about midway up the mountain
slope, the road bed had been blasted from coal-blackened rock.
Decades later, a handful of people still lived at each extreme of
the River Road, but for most of its length it was bordered on one
side by the rock wall created during its construction and on the
other by a sheer drop of several hundred feet to a north-south
waterway, a tributary so obscure in the scheme of things that it
didn’t even warrant a name.

Few folks dared its serpentine ten-mile
length in the daytime, much less after nightfall. In places, chunks
of the pavement itself had fallen into the creek. At those
junctures where other unpaved arteries branched off the River Road,
always on the high side and always leading to an abandoned strip
mine site, mud and water and rock washed across the road and
undermined the pavement. Strip mining—surface mining to those who
practiced and defended it—had been a coalfield plague during the
boom years. Whatever beauty the wretched mountains might have
possessed had been erased by the blades of bulldozers as they
scraped away the very summits themselves to recover the burning
earth.

Mahoney had his window down, allowing the
warm night air to refresh him as it rushed into the car.

“It’s hard to believe,” the rookie was
saying.

Clark’s fingers threatened to cramp from his
choking hold on the steering wheel. He squinted at the road ahead,
trying to judge his speed as he headed toward a vicious turn.
“What’s that?”

“They say it’s gonna be a bad winter, but
here it is November and still in the sixties at night.”

Clark braked before he reached the curve and
allowed the cruiser to glide through it. “Hell, kid, last year it
was eighty-two one day and snowing like hell the next. That’s West
Virginia for ya. I hear we got a cold front bearing down on us now.
When it passes, the temperature could drop fifty degrees in a
couple of hours.”

The car swayed as it exited the curve.
Mahoney leaned with it. “This road’s not so bad.”

The state police academy put a macho edge to
the rookies who completed it. Nothing was to frighten or deter
them—not even the River Road.

Clark glanced at his untried partner. “That
so? Lemme tell you something, Sam. I say a special prayer ever’
time I cross it. The damn thing could drop right out from under us
any minute.”

“So, if it’s so damned dangerous, why don’t
they close it?”

At that moment a man-size shadow sprang from
the driver’s side of the road and into the beam of the headlights.
Clark jammed his foot down on the brake. Tires squealed. Mahoney’s
hands shot forward to brace himself on the dash. The dark figure
vanished into the woods on the up-slope side of the road.

“What the fuck—” Mahoney’s hands maintained a
white-knuckle grip on the padded dash.

“A deer,” Clark said, bringing the cruiser
back up to speed.

“Jesus!”

“Now, what were you saying about the
road?”

“Hell, that could have happened on any
road.”

Eddie smiled and shook his head “You can bet
your cherry ass on one thing, boy. If that complaint hadn’t sounded
so damned needful, I’d have gone the long way around. That’s how
much respect I got for this road’s reputation.”

Lizzie McOwen, the dispatcher, had radioed
them a few minutes before about the alleged brawl in Tipple Town, a
small and all-too-often lawless community at the other end of the
River Road. The call had come from the chief of Tipple Town’s
two-man police force and had gone first to the Raven County
Sheriff’s Department. Its units were tied up, so the call had been
transferred to the “states,” as the state troopers were called.
From the point at which Clark received the transmission, the
road—as infamous as it was—provided the shortest response time . .
. a lousy road to a lousy town.

Mahoney was relaxing back into the seat. He
had grown up in Parkersburg, a city located in the relatively flat
northwestern part of the state. He had been pleased when he
received a placement in the state’s rough-and-tumble southern end.
“I think these mountains are kinda pretty,” he said.

“That’s because it’s dark. In the daytime,
they look like the bombed-out mountains I saw in Nam.”

“Bombed out?”

“You ever seen a high wall, Mahoney?”

“A what?”

‘A high wall. It’s what’s left of the side of
a mountain when strip miners have had their way with it. In these
hills, we’re lucky to even have high walls. They’ve gouged away the
friggin’ tops of most of them.”

Mahoney eased his head toward the window.

Clark shook his head at his partner’s
naiveté. “You can’t see ‘em in the dark, for Christ’s sakes.”

The veteran cop braked again as he approached
another curve. “Up ahead, we got the only straight stretch along
the entire road. When I first was assigned down here, kids used to
come out here and drag-race. They thought it was a real thrill
runnin’ full out on this narrow son-of-a-bitchin’ road. One night a
carload of ‘em went over the goddamn side. It took us two days to
pull the bodies up out of that goddamn piss stream of a creek.”

“Two days?”

“We had a hell of a rain, and the creek—” The
cruiser completed the curve and entered the straightaway. Clark
stopped his story as he gaped at the odd scene framed by his
headlights. “What the hell—”

A hundred yards down the straightaway the
heretofore negligible berm widened into a pull-off formed over the
years by people who used the location to dump household garbage
over the mountainside. It created an eyesore, but the practice
continued to flourish in spite of the halfhearted efforts of law
enforcement authorities to put a stop to it. On this night two
vehicles occupied the small parking area. It didn’t require Eddie
Clark’s twelve years of experience to know the circumstance was
out-of-the-ordinary. Sam Mahoney, just a couple of months out of
the academy, sensed it, too. Unattended vehicles, one a car and the
other a van, would have been suspicious enough to warrant an
investigation, but that wasn’t all the two cops saw. A large group
of people milled around the two vehicles.

Clark glanced at the digital clock centered
in his instrument panel. “It’s two-fifteen in the goddamn morning.
I’d bet next month’s pay they’re not just dumping trash.”

Mahoney already had a hand on the butt of his
revolver. “Whadaya mean?”

“They’re parked at a dumping site—an illegal
one, but don’t let that fool you. I’d say we got a bunch of drunks,
kids—or maybe a bunch of dopers or glue sniffers.”

Mahoney straightened his posture. “Let’s
check ‘em out.”

Clark was slowing down as he approached the
gathering. Specific details emerged. “Check out that fancy
van.”

“Awesome!”

Mahoney’s choice of a word caused the veteran
to do a double take. His sixteen-year-old daughter called
everything “awesome.” The rookies were either getting younger, or
he was getting older . . . much older.

“Some paint job,” Mahoney said.

Customarily, vehicle color was difficult to
judge at night, but in this instance the van’s hue was undeniably
fire-engine red. Flame decals decorated the side that was visible
to them.

“Keep your guard up.” Clark warned as he
eased the cruiser to a stop.

The veteran caught the movement from the
corner of his eye. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“What’s it look like, goddammit?”

“Put the gun back.”

“Christ, Clark—” He returned the sidearm to
its holster.

“When your sidearm clears your leather, you’d
best be on the verge of pulling the trigger. I’m your T.O., and I
don’t need all the bureaucratic bullshit that goes along with a
drawn gun. I’m gonna radio in our position. You stay put until I’m
done.”

As Clark slid the cruiser into PARK, he half
expected the group to make a panicky break for their cars. In a
way, he wished they would. Burdened as he was with a gung-ho but
untested rookie, he didn’t relish the idea of a confrontation with
a drunken mob. Not a single member of the party appeared to be
fresh from a late-night revival meeting.

Redneck hippies . . . that was the
description that came to Clark’s mind.

He counted at least ten of them, all of
varying shapes and sizes and only one of which was indisputably
female. It was hard to tell about the others. Several wore their
hair long, and only a few sported telltale beards. Most of their
faces were turned toward him, but a few seemed otherwise occupied.
At what he couldn’t be sure . . . too damned many for him to
watch.

Clark had the radio transmitter in his hands.
Both of the vehicles faced him, so there was no way he could comply
with a regulation that required him to radio a tag number to the
dispatcher before he exited the cruiser. West Virginia only
required a tag on the rear of the vehicle. Just another example of
the kind of legislative ignorance that frustrated cops.

“Keep your eyes on ‘em, Sam.”

“Will do.”

The senior officer depressed the key on the
mike. “Unit 280 to station.”

Several long seconds passed as they waited
for the dispatcher, located some twenty-five miles away, to
acknowledge. Clark kept his eyes on the group, and several of them
were looking at the cruiser. The radio remained silent. It was
possible his transmission wasn’t even reaching the station. The
rugged terrain often devoured radio signals.

“The big guy’s heading this way,” Mahoney
warned.

With a quick flick of a button, Clark shifted
the transmission of his voice from the radio to a small but potent
loudspeaker installed in the cruiser’s grill.

“Stay where you are,” he commanded. “All of
you, remain in sight—in the open.”

The giant of a man who had been approaching
the cruiser stopped. His knees curved in toward each other, as if
bent by the weight he carried. He wore a red plaid shirt and bib
overalls. A floppy, sweat-stained hat drooped down over the upper
portion of his face, and a full unkempt beard concealed the lower
portion. He held up his skillet-size hands in a signal of amiable
confusion. The gesture did nothing to ease Clark’s anxiety. The man
in the floppy hat, along with the rest, looked about as guilty as
folks could look, which prompted Clark to reach down to unstrap the
hammer guard on the regulation .357. That simple act of preparatory
self-defense violated no regulations

“Where the hell’s Lizzie?” Clark asked aloud.
He flipped the mike back to RADIO and repeated his call to the
station.

Immediately a female voice said, “Station to
Unit 280. Go ahead.”

Clark cleared his throat, trying not to sound
too nervous. “We’ll be out on the River Road with two suspect
vehicles and a group of individuals. At this time, plate numbers
are unknown.”

A moment’s silence, then the dispatcher
responded, “Repeat your traffic, 280. Did you say two
vehicles?”

“Affirmative.”

“Do you need assistance?”

Clark had to smile. Lizzie McOwen had been a
dispatcher for the local state police detachment for a very long
time. The question was her way of asking Clark if he might be
biting off more than he could chew. As far as she was concerned,
Sam Mahoney represented useless baggage to her veteran unit.

“Lemme check it out, Lizzie. I don’t know
what I’ve got.”

“Give me a better location, 280.”

“Jesus Christ,” Mahoney said, anxious to exit
the car.

Clark gave his young cohort a chilling look
as he returned her traffic. “I’m approximately five miles southeast
of Tipple Town at the off-road dump site.”

“Ten four, 280.”

Mahoney’s fingers were on the door handle. At
that point, he clicked it open. The dispatcher, though, wasn’t
finished.

“Please follow with a description of the
vehicles,” she said.

Mahoney grumbled in frustration, but he
remained in the cruiser.

Clark was studying the vehicles. “Be advised
that one is a customized red van, a Dodge maybe . . . with flame
decals. The other appears to be a very old and very rusty Chevy,
maybe a Malibu. Let us check ‘em out, Lizzie. I’ll get back to
you.”

“Be careful,” she cautioned.

Clark dropped the transmitter in the
seat.

“Jesus,” Mahoney was saying, “is she always
like that?”

“Lemme tell you one thing, kid. She’s worth
ten damned pistols. She’s the best protection you got out here, and
she knows her job. Once we’re out, you stay by the car—behind the
cover of the door. I’ll do the talking. Understand?”

“Sure, Eddie—”

Clark’s jaw set. “I mean it, Mahoney. Don’t
get trigger happy.”

“Yes, sir.”

The suspects had ceased much of their
movement after Clark had spoken to them over the loudspeaker. As he
exited his cruiser, his mind was on his wife and two kids. That’s
the way it always happened when he was in a tight spot, and he
often wondered if it was the same with other cops, those with
families at least. The guys with whom he worked never compared
those kinds of notes. Each man came to grips with his
apprehension—his fear—in his own silent fashion . . . except maybe
for the rookies, who were too stupid to be afraid.

In this instance, he had to depend upon a
rookie to cover his back. It wasn’t the best of feelings, but
that’s the way it was. A guy had to play the hand he was dealt. He
placed the palm of his hand on the revolver’s grips as he moved
toward the front of the cruiser and closer to the man who had
started to approach: In his other hand Clark carried a long
flashlight.

The man raised a welcoming hand. “How ya’
doin’, sir?”

Clark stopped. The subject’s body spread so
wide that it obstructed his view of the others. “Just stand where
you are, friend.”

The suspect held out his hands to demonstrate
they were empty. “Hey, officer, no problem. We’re just shooting the
shit . . . passin’ the time of day, so to speak. No trouble here at
all.”

Clark could tell nothing about the man. Even
in the point-blank glare of the cruiser’s headlights, the drooping
hat brim and wild beard concealed his face.

“Kinda late for a roadside picnic,” Mahoney
said from behind Clark.

Dammit, kid! Shut up! Clark would
reprimand him once they were clear of this.

The suspect shrugged. “It’s a nice night. We
just saw some friends and started chewing the fat. Nothing wrong
with that. Surely we ain’t botherin’ nobody way out here. There
ain’t no house within several miles.”

Of that Clark needed no reminder. The
isolation of the place—and the odds—weighed heavily on the veteran
trooper’s mind. Clark wanted to get a closer look at the faces of
the other people. Maybe he knew some of them? Maybe one or two
would be on the list of folks wanted for some violation or the
other? Eddie Clark had been a cop in Raven County long enough to
know most of the repeat offenders.

He had a gut feeling that they were somehow
up to no good. They appeared just a little too antsy, almost
frightened. He caught sight of one shadowy figure—a man judging by
the bulk of the figure—inching away from the revealing reach of the
headlights.

“Move back with your friends, pal.”

The man in the overalls shrugged. “Whatever
you say, officer.”

The words were polite, but Clark recognized
the smug contempt in the coarse voice. It was a tone you heard
frequently once you put on a uniform. Usually it came from someone
who knew the system from the wrong side. He kept a wary watch on
the man as he backed toward the group.

“Take it slow and easy,” he heard Mahoney
say.

The damned kid. The rookie couldn’t stand it.
He had to get in on the act.

Clark noticed the girl as soon as the big man
moved back beside her. She stood rock still, almost rigid, her eyes
wide and ripe with fear. A lot of folks were frightened by cops,
but her appearance went beyond that. If he’d been pressed to
describe her look, he would have called it the face of terror—the
same kind of look that must seize a face in that horrible split
second before a head-on car crash. Her eyes gleamed with what
appeared to be tears. He gazed deeply into them and saw the plea
for help.

At that instant, a whining cry—muffled and
seemingly distant—electrified the air.

“What the hell is that?” Mahoney said,
stunned by the strange sound.

Clark tensed, too.

“A baby,” the man in the overalls said
quickly. “It’s in the van here. Must need changing or
something.”

Clark’s instinctual antenna vibrated. The
atmosphere was taut, like a big rubber band stretched far beyond
its limits, ready to snap at any time. Something was wrong. Not a
single member of the party appeared to be drunk, at least not to
the degree that they could be charged with public intox. The guy in
the rear nagged at his experience, the one who seemed to be working
so desperately to stay out of sight. He’d get to him in just a
minute. It was the woman who intrigued him. He fixed his attention
on her. She was willing him a message with her frantic eyes. He
flicked on the flashlight and aimed it squarely at her face. Her
lower lip trembled; her flat manly chest heaved. The beam of light
lifted back to her face for a second. He waited, hoping she would
speak. When she did not, the beam returned to the face of the
behemoth of a man who had stepped forward to meet them. There was
no fear in his eyes – just a cruel smile of amusement.

“I need some ID, pal,” Clark said.

“You bet, sir.” He started to come
forward.

“Stay put!” Mahoney commanded.

Clark stiffened as he struggled to contain
his fury. He wanted to pistol-whip the smart-mouthed rookie.
Instead, he spoke to the suspect in a firm and unemotional tone.
“Just pull out your driver’s license and hand it to the young lady
there. She can bring it to me.”

The huge man smiled, revealing
tobacco-stained teeth. “Yessiree. It’s in my hip pocket.”

“Reach for it slow and easy.” Five years ago,
Clark would have already pulled the .357. Not these days. Like he’d
told Mahoney, nowadays you didn’t even pull a gun unless you had
cause to use it.

As the man reached back to his hip pocket,
Clark watched the others. Some were grinning; others appeared
almost as stiff—as frightened maybe—as the girl. The beam of his
flashlight roamed in search of the elusive figure in the rear of
the crowd. Finally, it isolated the troubled face of its quarry—the
man who had so stubbornly sought concealment. Clark squinted. The
man obliged by stepping forward.

“Jesus,” Clark said as recognition dawned,
“what the hell are you doing here?”

From behind him, Clark
heard the sharp intake of breath. He turned to look back. Mahoney’s
hand was full of gun. That’s when all hell broke loose. The sheer
force of an explosion—its sound lost to the agonizing
shock—impelled Clark back against the grille of the cruiser. The
vehicle’s hood ornament gouged into the flesh of his back. Then the
pain was everywhere, searing and consuming. An incessant thunder
warped the night air. In those short tormented moments, he caught
sight of the passenger door of the cruiser flying past . . .
Mahoney, too. The very last thing Eddie Clark heard was the frantic
wailing of the baby.

Lizzie McOwen
drummed her fingers on the surface of the desk as she waited for a
response from Clark. He and the rookie had been out of the car—at
least off the radio—for a good ten minutes. According to policy,
she was to wait five more minutes for traffic from him. Then she
was to radio him. This time, though, she didn’t wait five minutes.
Clark had had more than enough time to obtain the vehicles’ tag
numbers and radio them to her. That, too, was policy, and Clark was
one of the few troopers who routinely followed policy. He was at
that age when life’s value tripled.

“Station to Unit 280.” Lizzie paused for him
to reply. Thirty seconds turned into an eternity without so much as
a crackle of static.

“Station to Unit 280. Please respond.” Her
voice now possessed a sense of urgency. Perspiration from her hand
trickled down the mike stand she clutched.

She’d been dispatching for the department a
decade. She’d lost her husband five years before, and her own two
children had long since relocated. It wasn’t surprising that she
became so attached to “her boys” – her words for the troopers with
whom she worked. Many young men in green came and left during her
years with the detachment, but she had yet to bury one of them.
Those who had left the department or who had been transferred to
another detachment stayed in touch with Lizzie. She sent each one a
small container of homemade candy at Christmas and considered them
family, and a few, such as Eddie Clark, were almost as dear to her
as her own children.

More than likely he was too far from the car
to hear her transmission. She hoped that was it. Clark was the only
unit she had patrolling that night. She decided to try one more
time before dialing the number of the Raven County Sheriff’s
Department for assistance.

She pushed down the key on the mike. “Darn
you, Eddie. You answer me. Right now!”

 



CHAPTER
ONE

Anna Tyree grabbed
the phone on the first ring—the first ring she had heard anyway.
She mumbled a sleepy “hello” into the mouthpiece.

“Anna?”

Even handicapped by a groggy mind, she
recognized the familiar voice of Tony Danton, Raven County’s
prosecuting attorney.

“Jesus, Tony. It’s late.”

“Sorry to bother you, but I need to talk to
Whit.”

Anna sought out the digital alarm clock on
the other side of the room. Her eyes struggled to focus. “What time
is it?”

“Three A.M., Anna.”

Her reporter’s instinct took hold, and her
mind shifted into gear as she righted herself in the bed. “What’s
going on, Tony?”

The man beside her stirred and turned toward
her. The bedroom was dark, but she knew he was awake—that his eyes
were open.

“Just put him on the phone, Anna.”

She ran a hand through her long, auburn hair.
“Come on, Tony. If you’re calling Whit at this hour, I know it’s
gotta be something big. I’ll find out sooner or later. Why make it
hard on you and me, too?”

“Dammit, Anna. I need to talk to Whit.
Now!”

“What’s gotten into you Tony?”

“I didn’t mean to snap, Anna. May I please
talk to Whit?”

Before she could reply, a hand shot out of
the darkness to rob her of the phone.

Whit Pynchon, the investigator for the Raven
County prosecuting attorney, rolled rudely over top of her and
settled down on the side of the bed. “What the hell’s up,
Tony?”

“Can Anna hear?”

She had bounded out of bed and was turning on
the bedroom light.

Whit glanced at her. “I don’t think so, but
whatever it is, she’s right. She’ll find out sooner or later.”

“Let’s make it later this time. We’ve just
had a massacre out on the River Road. Five bodies at least, and two
of them are state troopers, Eddie Clark and a rookie.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus—”

“Yeah. It doesn’t get any worse than
this.”

“A shoot-out?” Whit asked. At once, he was
sorry he had spoken his thought aloud. Anna went rigid with
militant curiosity, poised to read his reaction to the reply from
the prosecutor.

“I dunno, pal. That’s what you and I need to
find out. Pick me up and we’ll head out there.”

Whit’s head drooped. “I’m on my way.”

“Hold it a second. I’m serious as hell about
not telling Anna. The last thing we need is a bunch of reporters
out there until we know what the hell went down. This is one crime
scene I want frozen in time. From what I understand, it’s a goddamn
bloodbath.”

“My oath of silence.” Whit hung up the
phone.

“Your oath of silence!” Anna’s youthful face
was ripe with outrage. “Just who the hell do you two think you are?
I know something’s happened. If there’s been a shoot-out of some
kind—”

Whit dropped back on the bed. “Jesus, Anna,
it’s too early in the morning for this.”

“Dammit, Whit. I’m the editor of the
newspaper. I can’t just pretend I didn’t hear any of this. We have
a right—”

Whit, his face rosy with his own escalating
anger, catapulted himself from the bed. “I swear to God I’m gonna
quit this job. I’ve had a curdling gut full of reporter’s rights.
I’ve read the Constitution. The word ‘reporter’ isn’t there, Anna.
This job’s bad enough as it is without having to go through this
every time I get a phone call.”

She pursued him into the bathroom. “What do
you expect me to do?”

“Behave.”

“What does that mean?”

He was standing over the toilet. “I
apologize. It was a tasteless, highly offensive thing to say.
Actually, I’d be tickled pink if you would take ‘no comment’ for an
answer just once in a while. Try it sometime. You might discover
that the gods of yellow journalism won’t automatically revoke your
press card.”

“Very funny.”

The pressure in his bladder was intense. “I’d
also like to take a leak, which I can’t seem to manage in the
middle of an argument.”

Anna’s pretty face flushed a deep red as she
turned away from him. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

Whit had to laugh. “You’re still the
prettiest woman I ever woke up with.”

“Go to hell.” She slammed the bathroom door
shut on him.

Whit finished at the toilet and then went to
the mirror where he groaned at the reflection. His thick, graying
hair stuck out in all directions, and his face—itself just
beginning to show its first wrinkles—was shadowed by stubble. Each
time he looked into a mirror he saw another new sign of middle age,
which was a nice way to say impending old age. He took some comfort
in the dark halo around his chin. His beard hadn’t turned to gray
yet. Maybe this would be the day he started to grow the beard. . .
just in case it made him look a year or so younger. He used a wet
comb to tame the hair as much as possible and decided to disregard
the stubble. After all, it was 3:00 A.M. in the frigging morning.
He could decide about the beard later.

Sounds of feverish activity—a closet door
slamming, drawers opening—penetrated the closed bathroom door. He
took a few moments to load his toothbrush with Colgate before he
opened it to investigate.

By that time, Anna sat on the bed, dressed in
a bra and panties, struggling with a pair of worn blue jeans. “Just
what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Getting dressed. What does it look like I’m
doing?”

“If you think you’re going to follow me—”

“The last I heard it’s still a free country.
You remember reading that in the Constitution?”

Whit slumped against the door frame. “No, not
specifically, but then I haven’t read it since eighth grade
civics.”

“It shows.”

“C’mon, Anna. You sound like some punk kid
nabbed on the street after curfew.”

She stood and hiked the jeans up to her
waspish waist. “Yeah, well, I know the smell of something big, and
that’s how I make my living—making sure that the Journal
doesn’t miss something big.”

Whit finished brushing and then went to the
bed. He sat down beside where she stood. “You’re putting me in a
hell of a bad position.”

“Only because you insist on putting me in one
first. I’ve got no choice.”

Whit shrugged. “Okay, neither do I then.”

She had stepped to the closet and was
searching for a blouse. His words made her turn. “What do you
mean?”

Whit had the phone in his hand and was
jabbing buttons.

A baffled frown formed on her face. “What are
you doing?”

He ignored the question. When the unknown
party he was calling answered, he said, “This is Pynchon. I’m
getting ready to leave my house. Send a unit over here. If Anna
Tyree attempts to follow me, arrest her for obstructing
justice.”

“You jerk!” Anna shouted.

But Whit’s attention was still on the phone
conversation. “I know she’s the goddamned editor of the
paper. Do it on my authority—and tell that unit to hustle.”

He reeled off the address and hung up the
phone. “You’re off the hook, hon.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“I just resolved your professional dilemma.”
He rose from the bed and marched into the hall where he opened a
closet, withdrawing a pancake holster containing a 9-mm automatic.
He slipped the weapon in his hip pocket.

She followed him. “Whit, you’re making one
hell of a mistake. I swear to God I’ll spread this all over the
front page—and the editorial page, too.”

“Won’t bother me a damned bit. I never read
the paper, remember?” He pulled a worn corduroy sports coat from
the same closet. “Once I get a handle on things, I’ll try to fill
you in.”

“Don’t try to humor me, Whit Pynchon.” She
was in his face, the beauty of her blue eyes intensified by cold
anger. “You’re going too far this time! So help me, Whit—if you
have me arrested—”

“If you try to follow me, you’ll be arrested,
Anna. You can make book on it. On the other hand, you can go back
to that soft, warm bed. I promise to give you the details in time
for your edition day after tomorrow or today, I mean. No way can
you get a story in this morning’s paper anyway.”

“That’s not the point.”

“It’s not? I thought getting the story was
the entire point, and I’m promising that you’ll have it for your
very next edition.” He didn’t wait for a reply. He marched to the
front door and opened it. Uncommonly mild autumn air drifted into
the house as he watched for the unit from the Raven County
Sheriff’s Department.

At least winter was being held at bay. Whit
despised the cold weather and spent most of the months between
October and March in what Anna called his arctic doldrums. This
would be his last winter in West Virginia. This time no one,
including the voice of his own common sense, would dupe him into
staying.

Anna had vanished into the bedroom. He heard
her talking, probably to Kathy Binder, the new publisher of the
Milbrook Daily Journal. He didn’t want to hear what she had
to say, so he slipped out onto the front porch and closed the door
behind him. A gentle breeze filtered through the skeletal, leafless
trees that lined the street. Bright stars twinkled in the night
sky. Whit gazed up at them. For the first time, his mind was able
to turn to the reason for his conflict with Anna.

A massacre. That was a word Tony
Danton had used.

A bloodbath. He said that, too.

Raven County’s prosecutor wasn’t given to
overstatement.

Whit’s mind focused on Eddie Clark. He was a
veteran trooper—a pretty decent officer in Whit’s opinion. He
didn’t know much about the trooper’s personal life other than that
he had a family. He knew that much.

The killing of a cop, especially in the line
of duty, always escalated into a super-murder. The details of the
death would be teletyped to every police agency in the country that
had one of the machines. Shift commanders would run several copies,
post them on bulletin boards, stick them into faces of their
rookies . . . just to prove it can and does happen.

A second message would issue from Raven
County sometime during the coming day, announcing the time of the
funeral services and inviting officers to attend who wished to pay
their department’s respects. When received, that, too, would be
clipped and posted and saved. Departments from across the country
would reply by teletype, sometimes by phone, offering condolences
and assistance. Many officers would attend the service, some of
them from miles away. Even if they didn’t know Eddie Clark, they
all shared with him the potential for violent death in the line of
duty. It made them spiritual friends if nothing else. More than
that, it underscored the all-out effort that law enforcement
agencies exerted when a killer dared to claim one of their own.

The approach of a car brought Whit back to
reality. The gray sheriff’s cruiser rolled to a stop in front of
the house. Whit hurried down the steps, but he heard the door open,
then Anna’s voice.

“Kathy told me to call your bluff. Neither
she nor I think you—or that deputy—have the stones to arrest
me.”

The deputy was getting out of the
cruiser.

Whit motioned for him.

As the deputy approached the house, Whit
turned to Anna. “I don’t want to do this and I won’t if you give me
your word that you won’t follow me.”

Anna crossed her arms. “You know better, Whit
Pynchon.”

“Yeah, I guess I do.”

The deputy was at the steps of the house. He
was a baby-faced officer, fresh enough on the job that Whit didn’t
recognize him.

“You know who I am?” Whit said to the
confused officer.

“Yes, sir. I do.”

“And your dispatcher told you who she is?”
The deputy nodded.

“I plan to get in my car,” Whit was saying,
“and if she tries to follow, me, place her in custody for
obstructing justice and take her down to the courthouse. Don’t—I
repeat, do not—book her. Just detain her until you hear from
me.”

Anna moved down the steps. “Listen, officer,
I think you should know that the Milbrook paper plans to sue if you
follow Whit’s orders.”

The deputy, his virgin face tortured by
indecision, looked at Anna and then to Whit, who was on his way to
his car. “Come on, folks. I don’t like gettin’ involved in these
kinds of domestic matters.”

Whit stopped. “This is no goddamn domestic
matter, kid—and it beats the mortal hell outa getting on the bad
side of the prosecutor’s office.”

“Yes, sir.”

 



CHAPTER
TWO

The deputy placed a
gentle hand just above Anna’s elbow as he escorted her to his car.
“I’m sorry about this, ma’am. I’m just following orders.”

“That’s what Hitler’s Nazis said.”

“I don’t know much about politics—Nazis and
such—but I can’t afford to have the prosecuting attorney mad at
me.”

Anna glared at him. “You might change your
mind once the newspaper’s been mad at you.”

He led her to the front seat on the passenger
side of the cruiser.

“I don’t guess there’s any need to put you in
the backseat behind the cage, ma’am. You can ride up front with
me.”

As irritated as Anna was, his comment forced
her to suppress a smile. The poor kid was doing his best to
mitigate his guilt. She let him off the hook just a little. “I
appreciate that, Deputy . . . what’s your name?”

“Frank, ma’am. Frank Wilshire.”

Besides, Anna’s mind was busy, and a scheme
was beginning to materialize. She polished it as he circled the
cruiser. He opened his door and crawled in under the steering
wheel.

“How many died in the shoot-out?” she asked.
“Whit didn’t say.”

He turned to look at her, curious about how
much she knew. Since she was going to be in custody he saw no harm
in answering her as best he could. Maybe she wouldn’t be so mad at
him afterward. He started the car and pulled away from the curb
before answering. “I don’t know what all happened. I wasn’t out
there, but they requested at least three ambulances.”

“Three?”

“Yes, ma’am. So I’d say there’s quite a few
casualties. I think they’re all dead.”

“All of them?”

“Our guy at the scene said to tell the
ambulances there was no need to run a code call. That means no need
for emergency lights and sirens. Plus, we were told to call the
local medical examiner and a photographer. I hear the state police
lab in Charleston has already dispatched a forensic team.”

The cruiser rolled through residential
Milbrook. At that time of night, the streets were lifeless. Fallen
leaves, dancing across the pavement on the arms of the
southwesterly breeze, provided the only visible movement.

“I didn’t think anything motivated the troops
that fast.”

The deputy shrugged. “You know how it is when
one of your own gets it.”

Be careful, Anna told herself. “I
can’t place the officer who was shot.”

“One? There were two—Clark and Mahoney, a
rookie. Clark was one of the older guys . . . a trooper first
class, I think. I never met him, but the dispatcher said he was a
nice guy.”

“Oh yeah. What was his first name? I
forget.”

“They called him Eddie.”

Anna made mental notes. “I don’t think I knew
the rookie.”

“Mahoney . . . Sam Mahoney. At least they
think he’s dead. They haven’t found the body yet.”

“What?”

“That’s how I understood it, ma’am.”

“Exactly where did it happen?” In asking the
question, Anna employed a tone of voice that implied she had some
general notion as to the answer, which—of course—she did not.

“I’m kinda new at this job, ma’am. I’m still
not real familiar with the entire county, but I heard them say it
was several miles east of Tipple Town on the River Road—around some
trash dump.”

“The River Road?” Not many weeks before, the
Daily Journal had done a feature on the dangerous condition
of the highway. School bus drivers had been refusing to drive over
it until some portions were reinforced. One of the photos that was
published with the story showed the notorious trash dump. The
following day, Anna’s front page editorial had scalded the state
Department of Highways for disregarding public safety in the matter
of the River Road.

“You know it?”

“I sure do. Anyone in custody yet?”

The deputy chuckled. “Are you kidding? It’s
an honest-to-God mystery. From what I hear, the troopers’ car is
even gone, like maybe the culprits fled in it. We got a B.O.L.O.
out for the cruiser.”

“I’ll be damned,” she said.

The deputy glanced at her. “Hey, now you
can’t use any of this.”

“Oh, of course,” Anna
said.

“What the hell took
you so long?” Tony asked as he
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