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Chapter One

 


 


“If that ain’t a shit-eatin’ grin, I never
saw one. You goin’ to shatter that plate glass you keep admiring
yourself.” The man behind the desk put his pen down and scratched
under his arm while flexing his shoulder. His uniform was snug and
the collar cut into the second of his chins.

“Careful, Willie. You’re talking to a free
man now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? That makes you
better all of a sudden?” A hint of querulousness, another dig at
the armpit.

“Maybe. Maybe you’re talking to a rich, free
man.” Eric dropped his voice and leaned over the desk before
stepping back. It felt good to tease Willie a little. Tenth grade
education made you eligible for shit-detail if you were born and
raised this side of Lubbock, Texas. And Willie qualified. Probably
hadn’t strayed more than twenty miles in any direction since
birth.

“You telling me somebody bought seven years
of your life?”

“Maybe.”

“Shit.” Willie picked up the pen again.
“Nobody’s got that kind of money. Not for my life. Tell me, how
much is seven fucking years in this place worth?”

Eric Linden just smiled. It was tempting to
brag. America’s newest millionaire was about to step out into the
muggy closeness of a late summer afternoon. Seven years in Milford
Correctional minimum security prison had earned him the right to
brag. Willie was right about the years being worth something. Were
the seven years a forfeit? A sacrifice? How many times had he flown
cattle or semen to Central America for Billy Roland Eklund? And how
many times had there been a little something hidden on the plane
for the return trip? Was it just plain luck that he hadn’t been
caught before? Brought down at the border to have agents swarm all
over, dismantle the plane before they found the cache, the discreet
little bundle with a tidy street value?

“I hear all sorts of crazy things in a place
like this. Time was I’d even believe some of ’em.” Willie snorted
his skepticism.

Now he had Willie going. But it was true.
He’d been asked to take the rap, admit to helping himself, a fringe
benny of flying to places like Colombia. He was offered two million
by a lawyer who remained anonymous but indicated that he
represented Mr. Eklund. And all Eric had to do was be the decoy.
The lawyer brought the bankbook. Eric called and verified the
amount. Two million had been deposited in Midland Savings and Loan,
Tatum, New Mexico. The bank would act as broker, manage the
portfolio, send a monthly statement if he pulled time. But that
hadn’t seemed likely.

He’d known he could get off. Talk his way out
of it. He didn’t have a record. He was just a pilot who couldn’t
resist temptation, for God’s sake. He’d grown up with these people.
Gone back East to get a law degree from the right school but
returned to hang a shingle in Roswell, New Mexico, practice a
little, do some flying, raise a family. Maybe if he hadn’t handled
his own defense there would have been a different outcome. But
how’d he know the judge would be a Yale brother who took pleasure
in cleaning up the profession?

“I suppose you goin’ tell me you dumped that
wife of yours to take off with the piece of ass that’s waiting
outside? A little quail will get you right back in here. Some men
don’t never learn. They just whip it out and let it lead ’em
around.”

The pronoun reference was clear and Willie
was staring at him, mouth shut tight, accusingly sanctimonious.
Andrea Lott was twenty-three. But he wouldn’t waste his breath
telling Willie. And it was good to know that Andy was waiting at
the curb. More than likely in that big, pink Caddy, some Mary Kay
castoff of her mother’s, but it’d get them back to
civilization.

“Come on, Willie. You can check paperwork
faster than that.” He was beginning to feel antsy and tired of all
the small talk.

“Hold your horses. You’d be pissed as hell if
I missed something. If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right.”
Willie was checking dates and signatures and stamping each page.
And taking his sweet, ever-loving time. Passive-aggressive came to
mind, but Eric didn’t push it. Wouldn’t do him any good. He just
needed to let old Willie play out the control thing, get his
jollies by being an asshole. Besides, Eric wasn’t going to let
anyone ruin his day. Everything he’d ever hoped for was ten steps
away.

He sat back down in a chrome and peeling
padded leather chair, his back to the wire-reinforced glass
partition. He didn’t need to check his reflection to know that
forty looked pretty good on him. And felt pretty good. Milford
Correctional hadn’t been so bad. There were amenities in
minimum-security lockup, like the Caddy’s driver, teaching
assistant and highlight of the college enrichment program—and hell
of a good fuck. If every Thursday at two forty-five behind the
kitchen in the walkway to the freezer, fifteen minutes before the
start of Culinary Arts 104 could qualify as something good. Six
quickies before the course ended.

“Guess that’ll do it.” Willie stacked the
papers in front of him, neatly aligned their edges, then slid them
into a manila envelope. “They say a fool’s born every day.” His
look said that he wouldn’t mind a little debate on the topic if
Eric wanted to stick around. But Eric wasn’t biting. Not today.

“That ought to keep you in business.” Eric
grinned, picked up the envelope, stuffed it into the outside pocket
of his duffle, and walked to the door. “Hey, Willie. No more
advice? Nothing about wooden nickels? Or not doing whatever the
shit it is that you don’t do?”

He laughed and, overcome with a delirious
giddiness, he pushed out of the building and stood drawing the
suffocatingly hot air into his lungs. Out. He was finally out. The
rebel yell caught the attention of the guard at the front gate, who
watched a minute, then picked up the phone before he buzzed Eric
through.

A couple pirouettes, a toss of his duffle bag
in the general direction of the Caddy’s back seat and he turned his
attention to Andy, leaning against the hood in short shorts and
halter top.

“Only one other thing might look half as good
as you do right now.” He lifted her and did a third pirouette as
her tanned legs grasped his waist.

“There’s a cooler full of Heineken on the
back seat,” she said, her arms around his neck, mouth close to his
ear. He pulled back to kiss her, turning to make certain that
Willie had a clear view.

“Woman after my own heart. But that beer’s
gonna have to wait.” He nipped at her bottom lip, then sucked on
it, then laughing, covered her mouth with his, pushing his tongue
in and out, and didn’t come up for air until he felt her
squirm.

“Oh, baby, you know how I feel right now?” he
murmured into her hair. The question was rhetorical. How could
anyone know unless they’d been uprooted—jerked out of society and
buried for a few years?

“I could check.” That breathy whisper of a
voice and then Eric felt her hand drop to his crotch and knead
gently. “I think you feel pretty good.”

He laughed and set her down. Maybe there were
limits to what Willie should see. Suddenly he just wanted to get
the hell out of there.

“Want me to drive?” he asked.

If Andy was surprised at this about-face, she
didn’t let on.

“I’m okay.” There was a hint of a pout, but
she slipped behind the wheel. She was West Texas pretty in a
rodeo-queen sort of way. Long, straight blond hair, apple-smooth
ass with cheeks that just fit the palms of his hands. Growing up
he’d watch ass like that circle the show ring on the back of stud
Appaloosas. He reached around and retrieved a beer, scattering ice
chips across the front seat.

“That’s cold.” Andy jumped.

“Thought you needed to cool down.” Eric
leaned over and sucked up the melting specks from bare skin,
letting his tongue linger on the inside of her thigh. She laughed
before pushing him away and gave the gas pedal a couple thrusts.
The Caddy roared into action and Andy deftly pulled a U and headed
out of the parking lot.

Eric flipped open the glove box. “Got a
church key around here?”

“Don’t that just twist off?” Andy glanced his
way.

“Yeah. Sure,” Eric laughed. A church key
probably dated him.

“You hungry? We could stop for something to
eat?” Andy was headed southwest toward Meadow, Brownfield, Tatum,
then Roswell.

“Maybe later,” Eric said.

“There’s that cowboy place outside Tatum.
Couple hours from here.”

“Sounds good.”

Was he going to regret this? She’d offered
the ride to Roswell, but the price might include a ticket out—out
of the wide spot in the road she called home. A body like hers
could rot in a Tatum, New Mexico, town of five thousand, but did
his plans include letting her tag along? Maybe.

He had a couple days’ business in Roswell:
meet with Elaine’s lawyer, sign the divorce papers, clean out a
safe deposit box, make sure the two million plus had been
transferred to the Caymans. Then he was out of there. Next stop was
Miami and the best catamaran cash could buy.

“Will you stay with your wife?”

“What?” Eric jolted back to the present.

“In Roswell. Will I be dropping you off at
home?”

“No. That’s married in the past tense.”

“Kids?”

“One.” Eric felt vaguely uncomfortable. He
didn’t want to dwell on what wasn’t waiting for him, a son who
would start college in two weeks, but hadn’t spoken to him in five
years.

He waited for more questions, but Andy was
concentrating on the highway. He let his thoughts stray to Elaine.
He hadn’t expected her to leave him. They had always been friends,
lovers in the beginning. At forty-five she could turn every head in
a room. Nineteen years was a long time.

He sighed. Andy quickly glanced his way and
he smiled reassuringly, then slumped against the door, intent on
watching the miles roll by. Not that there was much to watch. The
land was flat and scrubby—the kind that took four acres to support
one cow. But this was cattle country with a few oil wells thrown
in. Big ranches, big bucks. The tough plains grass had fed buffalo
a hundred years ago; now prize herds of Brangus, Charolais, and
Santa Gertrudis foraged among the monotonous up-and-down swing of
the pumps.

Standing pools of water dotted the side of
the road. This was the monsoon season. Intermittent showers would
pummel the earth, and the sun would turn the moisture into steam.
Looked like there was going to be more rain. To the west, virga
trailed from a bank of high-flying clouds. The temperature cooled,
they could be in for a real gully washer.

 


* * *

The hottest damn day of the week but the
first one in three that it hadn’t rained half the night—only half
the morning. This was not Dan Mahoney’s pick of weather to tour the
Double Horseshoe. He’d gone back inside the Silver Spur Motel to
change shirts twice. The final choice was a linen weave guayabera,
a relic from six months in Matamoros a few years back. He wasn’t
wrong; the climate here in Tatum, New Mexico was about the same.
This part of the country had some kind of patent on shit for
weather. Hot, more hot, then when a person thought he couldn’t
handle it, throw in sticky-hot.

He’d gotten off the plane bitching about the
heat, but if he wanted to be truthful, it wasn’t just the weather.
He plain didn’t want to be here, a detective specializing in
insurance claims out in the field. Tracking down some perverts who
sliced up a calf and threw her over an altar. Probably did a couple
half turns to the beat of a drum in the middle of the night, to
boot. But he wouldn’t be here if the calf hadn’t been insured for
two hundred and fifty thousand. So, who said it was cheap to
worship the devil? Lame joke. He wasn’t in the mood. It was
difficult to see the humor in any of this.

What had happened to the desk job? The cushy
nine to five, report every day, go home at a decent hour, have
dinner with the wife and kids—only there weren’t any of those.
There had been a couple wives, not at the same time, but both a
long time ago. Now it was just a Rottweiler who had earned the
right to slobber on him now and then. The on again, off again thing
with the fifth grade teacher was doomed, and he guessed he knew he
didn’t want to revive it. The sex was just so-so, but she was a
Cubs fan. He’d miss the companionship.

So, what was he doing at fifty-two, somewhere
out West in a one-horse town, getting ready to spend Friday and
maybe a month of Fridays tramping around the Charolais cattle ranch
of one Billy Roland Eklund? The money? No. Ego? Probably. “You’re
the best. The only one who could get to the bottom of this.” His
boss knew how to work him.

United Life and Casualty had received three
claims in three months. All for over two hundred thousand each. Any
insurance company would be hysterical; his was. And there was the
family thing, his boss reminded him, as if he needed reminding.

He could visit his sister who lived out this
way, ninety miles west to be exact, and wouldn’t it be nice to
combine a little vacation with business? To sister Carolyn, family
vacation was an oxymoron and the only word that really fit with
family was crisis. But he enjoyed Carolyn in small doses; he’d
probably spend a few days in Roswell.

He looked up the street. Odd sensation to not
only see the end of the main drag but the open space beyond. He’d
been in a city too long. Home was Chicago; maybe he should think of
relocating. But not to a Tatum, New Mexico. He liked the amenities
of a city, the impersonal, get lost in a crowd whenever you want.
Sometimes a person’s soul needed that.

Here, five shops on Main Street were named
after their owners: Alice’s, Lil’s, Jack’s, Ray’s, Bert &
Faye’s. Some sort of ego involvement to see your name in
two-foot-high neon. Halfway down the block, a pickup was backed up
to a loading dock in front of the Feed and Seed Co-op. Two young
men were loading what looked to be some first rate alfalfa. The
insignia on the pickup’s door panel read Double Horseshoe. Billy
Roland’s was one good-sized operation. Snatches of Spanish floated
down the street as the two workers tossed the bales onto the truck
bed.

He eyed the dark coolness of Jack’s. A bar
probably run by a second or third generation owner with the same
name. Even at ten in the morning, it looked inviting. He dug the
directions out of his pocket. He missed a briefcase. But somehow
out here that would be laughable and brand him as a true outsider.
No, boots and jeans were the uniform.

The fax paper was already breaking down; some
of the lines meant to be roads had faded an indistinct gray.
Finding a ranch out here, even a fifty-thousand-hectare spread,
would be difficult. He’d better ask for directions.

The Circle K looked promising until he read
the note on the door. Gone for aerobics-ten to eleven. He rattled
the door just to make sure, but it didn’t give. He shaded his eyes
and looked across the street. He’d try the Chevron station
cattycorner across the way.

Ray’s occupied one corner of Tatum’s main
street and seemed to be the only station in town. The double row of
pumps wasn’t quite new and the prices were forty cents higher than
when he had filled up in Albuquerque. If you were stupid enough to
drive this far into nothingness, served you right to pay to get
out.

“Be with you in a minute.” The voice came
from under a Wonder Bread truck hiked up on one of two racks.

Dan found seventy-five cents in his pocket,
treated himself to a root beer, and leaned against the door leading
to the service bay to wait.

“Hot enough for you?” The voice belonged to
someone with a massive set of arms, grease stained and hairy.

“It’ll do.” Dan was beginning to feel the day
slip away. He was still ticked about having to wait for the fax.
The home office wasn’t what it used to be. Efficiency had lost its
crisp edge.

“Now then. What can I do you for?” The man
walking toward him was enormous; thick bull neck, jowls, and a
three hundred pound plus torso. He wiped his hands on a paper towel
but it was a lost cause.

“You Ray?” Dan didn’t know why he asked.

“Yeah.”

Brick shithouse kept coming to mind, but even
that image didn’t quite capture Ray’s sheer bulk. “You want to see
me about something?” The voice was losing its friendly edge.

“Just looking for Billy R. Eklund’s place.
Double Horseshoe.”

“You got business with Billy Roland?”

Damned small towns. Everyone wants to know
everything.

Dan didn’t let the smile slip from his
face.

“Yeah. Here’s my card. I’m down here to help
with the investigation into the death of Grand Champion Taber’s
Shortcake Dream.” He hoped he sounded like he’d been on a first
name basis with the heifer. Chummy with its owner, too. He watched
as Ray considered something, then looked up and stared him straight
in the eye.

“That was some mess we found out there.”

“You part of the team who found her?”

“Led the investigation. I’m Sheriff.”

“Any speculation on how it might have
happened?”

“Naw.” A flicker of the eye said
otherwise.

“This sort of thing happen before around
here?”

Dan watched the man take the edge of his
business card to the cuticle of his left thumb. The furious digging
and scraping still left a grease-stained nail bed. Dan waited.
Something told him Ray had more to say.

“One theory has it, it’s aliens.” His voice
dropped and Dan wasn’t sure he heard.

“What was that?”

“Aliens.” The man didn’t look up. Was this a
joke?

“Are sightings common?”

“Maybe. Depends on how you think.”

“Was there evidence?”

“If you knew what to look for.”

“Just what exactly would that be?” Daniel
could play along with the best of them. But aliens?

“Slime. No blood. All around her mouth,
around the anus, was this goo. Thick stuff, clear like K-Y Jelly.”
Probably was K-Y Jelly but Dan kept his opinion to himself. “You
know they’d shoved the severed dick of a bull calf in her mouth?”
Ray paused to see if Dan was with him.

Dan wasn’t certain what kind of comment was
expected, so he asked, “Have there been other mutilations? Ones
that you’ve seen?”

“A couple. But it’s been a few years.”

“Cows carved up the same way?”

“Yeah. Exactly the same way.”

Dan finished the can of pop and strolled to
the trash bin. He’d seen the pictures and wasn’t up to a play by
play description by Sheriff Ray.

“I probably need to get going. Why don’t you
take a look at this map and tell me if I can find the Double
Horseshoe if I follow it?”

The sheriff took the map and moved to the
window. “Shorter if you go straight here.” He pointed to a section
of road that intersected with County number five. Dan made a couple
notes, folded the map and watched Sheriff Ray head back to the
Wonder Bread truck.

Dan walked out on Main Street, looked up and
down the street. And then, without any real plan in mind, he walked
across to the corner of Elm opposite from Ray’s, up the steps of
the bank, Midland Central Savings and Loan, and pushed open the
double glass doors. In a small town, the bank was always a good
place to start if you wanted a character reference.

Everyone, this included four people, looked
up expectantly. He got that “you’re a stranger” once over before a
teller leaned across her wrought iron cage to inquire, “Is there
something I can help you with?”

“I’d like to speak to the president.”

“Do you have an appointment?” A tall man,
impeccably dressed in navy suit, white shirt, and red power tie
stepped around the edge of an impressive mahogany desk outside a
set of carved wood, double doors leading somewhere in back. Must be
a sentinel, among other duties, more than a junior clerk but not a
trustee, Dan thought.

“No. I was hoping Mr. Cyrus might have a
minute.” Dan handed him a card. Thank God he’d glanced at the
gilt-edged directory painted on the door. “I believe United Life
and Casualty has dealt with Midland Savings and Loan before.” A
lie, but the junior clerk wouldn’t necessarily know that.

“Dad, uh, Mr. Cyrus prefers a call in
advance.”

I just bet he does, Dan thought. This wasn’t
a town that would like surprises. “Why don’t you check with him? My
time is limited.”

The clerk disappeared after a short staccato
knock on the heavy doors and returned almost immediately.

“Mr. Cyrus will see you now.”

Dan wondered if Junior had had to refer to
his father as Mr. Cyrus since birth. Probably. Dan stepped into the
room, not quite an office, but not really anything else unless
there was such a thing as a one-room library. A ladder on wheels
with a small railed platform on top stood just inside the door. And
everywhere he looked were rows of law books.

“Awesome, ain’t it?” Dan assumed the small
man behind the desk was sitting until he walked toward him. A
dwarf. With tailored suit, vest, pocket watch and well-trimmed
graying goatee. “I should have ‘Esquire’ painted on the door out
front. But newcomers are the only ones who don’t know I’m also
Judge Franklin Cyrus. Now, you here to see the bank president or
the judge?”

The laugh that bounced against the bookcases
was the one thing not small about Judge Cyrus. He motioned to an
overstuffed chair and sat on one end of a matching loveseat, custom
made with shortened legs.

“Possibly both.” Did everyone in this town
have two occupations? Kept things nicely accounted for if you
discounted conflict of interest issues, Dan decided. “I’d like to
just chat about Mr. Billy Roland Eklund. I’d appreciate it, if
you’d be comfortable in sharing your opinions of Mr. Eklund. Maybe,
how well he’s thought of around here or a little background.
History of the family and ranch, that sort of thing.”

“Why, I don’t mind at all. Billy Roland’s an
open book. Won’t find a nicer human being. And I emphasize ‘human’
when I say that, human and humane. Lots of youngsters in this town
realized a college dream because of him. You know he’s founder of
that Bible College over yonder?”

Judge Cyrus studied him for a moment, then
gestured for Dan to follow him as he walked to the only window in
the room, a deep casement inset that opened out onto Main Street.
“Look at this little town. We don’t have poverty in Tatum. You
aren’t going to find drunks on the corners. Nobody is going to
follow you down the street asking for a handout. This is what clean
living and having a benefactor with a heart of gold looks
like.”

They stood silently for a moment. Dan looked
for the truck loaded with alfalfa but it was gone. Ray was backing
the bread truck out of the service bay and three teens leaned their
bikes against the Post Office across the street before going into
the building. Dull came to mind but he said, “Nice town. I don’t
suppose cattle money alone can do all this?”

“Oh my, no. Billy R. married Texas oil money.
Missy Anne was the daughter of the Governor of Texas at the time.
Came from Houston, but their home was just outside Plains. There
was the biggest ol’ party of a wedding you’d ever hope to see.” It
was evident that Judge Cyrus had attended from his wistful fixed
stare as he doubtlessly recounted happy days past. “She was such a
pretty thing but not very well. Sickly, really. Never gave him any
children. You don’t go saying you heard it here, but that’s the one
disappointment in Billy Roland’s life. Not one soul with his blood
to leave everything to.”

“Probably shouldn’t rule out his second wife
giving him some offspring.”

“No can do. Tubes are tied. One of those
decisions made before she even met Billy Roland.”

Dan was stunned. Just more proof of the “my
business is your business” mentality of a small town. But wasn’t
something like “tubes” private?

“Those Charolais are his babies, so to speak.
Wedding gift from the Governor on Billy R.’s marriage to Missy
Anne. Original herd purchased in France in 1958 for thirty-seven
million. Only about fifty head all together. One happy bull and
forty-nine cows.”

This time he slapped his knee in mirth. “Yes,
sir. That bull was happy all right. Bunch of us used to go out and
watch. That bull just about went cross-eyed with happiness, but he
got the job done.”

Dan was glad he wasn’t expected to comment.
The vision of a group of men hanging over a fence watching animals
unite seemed a little perverted. But then he hadn’t been raised on
a farm, had never had a chance to get a sex education from nature.
He wasn’t sure but suspected it was better than the garbled street
versions that he’d received.

“What do you make of the problems he’s having
with the cattle now?”

“Well, you’re going to hear everything from
aliens—” Judge Cyrus paused and looked up at him, possibly to see
his reaction.

“I’ve already talked to Sheriff Ray, but I
gather you don’t necessarily share that theory?”

“Now I’m not going to rule anything out. Not
yet, anyway. Only one’s been mutilated so could be kid stuff,
somebody from a neighboring town. Could be some sort of grudge
thing, but I doubt it. Billy Roland’s been pretty free with his
favors. Few years back, farmer to the south of here lost some
goats. He thought at the time it was some sort of satanic
worship.”

“Tell me about the other cows. How did they
die?”

“Virus. Some virulent unknown killer picked
up at a cattle show. That’s how those things get started, you know,
shows where there’s lots of exposure to cows from all over and you
can’t control the new strains. Humans are beginning to have some of
the same problems, wacko viruses that eat the heart muscle or into
the brain. Makes you want to live in a bubble.” More booming
laughter. “Look, don’t want to give you the bum’s rush but I gotta
meeting coming up. If you need any more info don’t hesitate to drop
by, door’s always open once you get past Junior out there. Oh, in
case you’re wondering, his mother’s regular size.” This time the
laughter almost rocked him off his feet, but he recovered to walk
Dan to the door. “It’s the one question they all want to ask.”

* * *

Tatum’s one-mile stretch of Main Street was
deserted when Andy aimed the Caddy toward the Double Diamond Bar
and Grill. Friday night, and the parking lot was already crammed
with mud-encrusted pickups. Garth Brooks was blasting from the
jukebox, but a sign announced live music at seven thirty.

She maneuvered the car to a spot six rows
from the exit on the side of the weathered building garish with
flashing neon tubing outlining lariats, boots, and cowboy hats.
Eric noticed a group of posturing young studs leaning against their
trucks, jawing and tipping back longnecks. Human nature dictated
some of those conversations would turn into brawls before
sundown.

They found a booth by the bar in the back of
the warehouse-sized building. Nothing small about the place, Eric
noted. The bar could probably seat forty with another twenty
standing. Not too many were dancing; the crowd was still light.
Serious partying wouldn’t start before nine. It was weird to think
that the place hadn’t even been there seven years ago.

He’d found his appetite and put in an order
for a New York steak smothered with grilled onions and home fries,
green chile on the side. They might not stock Heineken but the
first Coors was sliding down real nice. Eric leaned back against
the cool red vinyl. He was beginning to enjoy this. He slipped an
arm around Andy and pulled her close. It sure as hell beat anything
he’d been doing the last seven years.

* * *

The Tercel had air-conditioning, which was a
plus because it took Dan an hour and a half to find the ranch. And
damned if it wasn’t something out of the old Dallas series. Big
white two-story house with a wide veranda nestled in a windbreak of
poplar and desert cypress. Barns better than half the houses in the
United States. Pens, feeders, corrals, machinery, in freshly
painted sheds. Horse flesh that represented five years’ salary if
you made a hundred thousand plus a year. Somewhere he’d read that
Billy Roland kept two strings of polo ponies, thoroughbred-quarter
horse crosses. Interesting how the sport was catching on out here;
there was supposed to be a playing field at San Patricio, a hundred
and fifty miles to the west. The sport of kings—too rich for his
blood.

The wood-fenced runs beside the curving drive
held some real long-legged beauties. Dan slowed to watch them buck
and run, slide to a stop then turn and double back, necks arched,
tails floating out behind. This was the type of thing that might
get him out of the city someday, horseflesh and wide open
spaces.

He cursed the Tercel as he accelerated and
made the wide graveled turn in front of the house. The home office
had never played loose with travel expenses. Maybe, just this once,
it would have been to their benefit. This was the kind of house
that dictated you pull up in a Mercedes, something that cost no
less than fifty thousand. And the guayabera had been a wrong call,
too. Designer jeans, thousand-dollar boots, Ralph Lauren linen …
much more correct.

He’d reviewed the players until every detail
was memorized. William R. Eklund, rancher, sometime politician,
founder of Wings of the Dove Bible College, top breeder/ importer/
judge of Charolais cattle, married to Iris Stuckey, thirty years
his junior, second wife but with tied tubes; first one, sickly but
filthy rich had left him fixed for life. But it didn’t put ol’
Billy Roland above suspicion of killing a few of his own cattle for
seven hundred thou pocket change.

He walked up the front steps, oddly pristine
with no paint chips, no dirt. Out here you’d have to hire someone
full time to just keep the dust off. Geraniums and petunias
overflowed their hanging terra cotta pots and a huge Stars and
Stripes hung flaccid from a thirty-foot pole. Conservative
Republican.

Possibly anal retentive, Dan noted.

There was some cutesy wreath on the door
about three feet in diameter with wooden cutouts of Charolais,
those brahma-like bumps behind their heads carefully chiseled, each
one nestled in corn shucks dyed a teal green to match the trim on
the house.



The knocker was another Charolais, this one
an anatomically correct brass bull. He let it thud against the
wood.

“Yes?”

The door opened so quickly he hadn’t been
ready. And the person standing there wasn’t a servant but had to be
Ms. Iris Stuckey-Eklund herself.

“I’d like to speak to Mr. Eklund.”

“Not here. Maybe I can help. I’m Iris.”

“Iris.” He repeated her name out loud. Not
because it was a pleasing sound but because it made her continue to
look at him straight on, full in the face. He had her complete
attention, the door between them distorting slightly what he knew
was peachy skin, clear and smooth, despite the dot-matrix grayness
caused by the screen.

“April, May, June, and little ol’ Iris.”

“Come again?”

“My sisters, and then there was me and my
Daddy fresh out of months. He couldn’t have two Junes, now could
he?”

“No, I guess not.”

“So he looked around and saw a big ol’ patch
of purple iris in full bloom. And here I am.”

Dan couldn’t think of one appropriate thing
to say and just stood there. Abruptly, he cleared his throat. He
was there to ask questions and he’d better get started.

“My card.” The screen door opened half an
inch, and she took the card. He waited until she looked up. “I have
some routine paperwork to complete. A few questions that I—”

“What sort of questions you want to ask,
Dan?” She opened the door another couple inches and leaned against
the jamb. He ignored the familiar use of his name. In fact, he kind
of liked it when she said it.

“Routine stuff. Just need to make sure that
everything’s in order.”

“I don’t think I can help much.”

“Could you have identified Grand Champion
Taber’s Shortcake Dream? “ He knew the question was abrupt, but he
needed to know who would recognize a substitution—just a regular
ol’ cow standing in for the real thing when it came to killing.

The giggle surprised him. She leaned close to
the screen, her lips brushing the harshness of the wire.

“I can’t tell a heifer from a Hereford and
don’t plan to learn.” The hint of sultriness wasn’t lost on him.
Little miss end-of-the-months was one hot tamale.

“Suppose the two of us might sit out here on
the steps a minute or two? You could help with names and
dates.”

He stepped back and pulled the screen door
with him. Silhouetted against the dark interior of the house, Iris
seemed bigger than life. He wouldn’t need to check the pubic hair
to know the blond wasn’t real; it was too golden, and just above
her ears was the shadowing of dark fuzz defying peroxide to return
to nature. But the rest of the body explained why she didn’t need
to know the difference between anything, not even for the man who
had devoted his life to raising prize-winning Charolais.

“I’m not real sure Billy Roland would want me
talking to you.” But she tucked the skirt of her sundress under her
knees and sat on the top step.

“He’s real anxious to get this claim in,
isn’t he? I’d think he’d welcome your involvement.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“Do you happen to know where he’s off
to?”

Iris shrugged; a tiny twisted wisp of a cloth
strap slipped over one shoulder. The sundress covered only what
absolutely had to be hidden and the lacing on the bodice had pulled
apart four inches. His concentration was suffering. He’d try a
different tactic.

“What, if anything, did you see on the night
of July twelfth?”

The petulant look was giving way to deep
thought. She raked her perfectly white teeth over her bottom lip
and stared off into space. He was beginning to think she’d help
when she glanced at him, and he could see that fear overshadowed
all else. Billy Roland must be one mean son of a bitch. Or Miss
Iris just doesn’t want to fall off the chowder wagon. He was
running out of ideas.

“Tell you what. If anything comes to mind,
give me a call at the Silver Spur. I’ll be there until tomorrow
night.”

He thought she nodded as she hopped up,
skipping to safety behind the screen door. He felt her eyes on his
backside all the way to the Tercel. She wouldn’t call, wouldn’t
think of something. She didn’t get to live in this big house by
babbling what she knew, which was probably plenty.

He rolled down the windows and waited until
the Tercel cooled down, considerably past the end of the half-mile
driveway. But then it struck him. This ranch, this land, little
Miss Jayne Mansfield look-alike, all of it was a cliché. Too rich,
too macho, too Out-West big. He couldn’t shake the unreality of it.
Even Sheriff Ray back at the gas station was probably some kind of
pawn owned by Billy Roland Eklund.

He looked past the fence posts to the right
and thought he saw a rider disappear into a clump of poplar.
Someone could watch the house from that distance; the grassy knoll,
slightly elevated, made a good vantage point. Could it have been
the master of the house? Billy Roland spying on Iris, on him, his
house? Of course, he didn’t know for sure, but how many times had
he been wrong? Not very many.

He reached for the binoculars. Two could play
this game. He realized that he didn’t care if he did piss off Mr.
Eklund. He hated being lied to, given some kind of cat-and-mouse
runaround. He switched off the engine and, with the field glasses
swinging around his neck, eased out from behind the wheel.

He marveled at the stillness. Flat land,
livestock, fences. Nothing human. But he had the
prickly-hair-on-the-neck feeling that he was being watched. He
leaned against the top rail and took a bead on the house. Quiet.
Might have been a flutter at a window on the second floor. Then
again, maybe not.



Movement at the side of the house caught his
attention. Coming from the back, someone was walking toward what
was probably the pool. Iris. And if she wasn’t naked, she had on
the tiniest string bikini he’d ever seen. He knew he was meant to
fog up the lens, get a hard-on just looking, take his mind off what
he might have seen. But Miss Iris wasn’t his type. He turned back
to the stand of poplar. Nothing. Better call it a day. Might be the
kind of case where nighttime gave up more clues than daylight. He
could come back this evening. Jerk. He could get shot, too. Wasn’t
this one of the reasons he’d opted for a desk job? Stay out of the
line of fire. Coast to retirement, get out at sixty after warming a
seat the last ten years, giving seminars, training some crack-ass
team of agents to do field work? A smile spread across his
face.

He’d go back to the motel and think it over,
but he was already pretty sure he’d be back out here after sundown.
Habit was a powerful thing.

* * *

Three Coors later, the grease had congealed
along the side of the steak platter and Eric had heard twenty-two
years’ worth of living in Tatum, New Mexico. Yeah, he was the
ticket out, all right. Only thing left around here that could make
a girl some money was the Ranch, across the state line near Plains.
Not an option if you had three brothers.

Andy had a friend who worked at the Ranch.
And she said it reverently, not like it was a glorified whorehouse,
but a privilege her friend richly deserved.

“One summer, a whole bunch of Japanese
businessmen took the place over. They were throwing around one
thousand dollar bills until somebody from Dallas, you know,
immigration or someone like that, put a stop to it, sort of
suggested they move on. I’ve never even seen a one thousand dollar
bill.” She paused to sip on her Southern Comfort and Coke. “I went
out there once, on kind of an interview. It’s just three big
doublewides behind an old farmhouse. It doesn’t even look like you
think it would.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, velvet everywhere, crystal
chandeliers.”

“So, what do they have?”

“A big room with cubby-holes. Floor to
ceiling. Then another room with hot tubs.” She turned to face him.
“You know a lot of their work is therapeutic, massages, steam
baths, custom-mixed lotions, stuff like that.”

I’ll bet, he was tempted to say, but didn’t.
He was saved any further discussion of the Ranch’s decor by Andy
saying her nose needed powdering. He stood to let her out of the
booth. And then he saw him. For that split second, their eyes
locked in the mirror behind the bar. Recognition? Eric couldn’t be
sure. There was something. The man was a gorilla, massive, thick
neck; his jacket was ill-fitting but an important item if you were
trying to conceal something like a gun. Eric could see the outline
of it as the man bent forward to pull his drink closer. Some pretty
good sized revolver? Semiautomatic?

No. This was stupid. Paranoid. Who would be
after him? Andy’s father? He almost laughed. Forty and he could get
decked by an irate parent. He just knew for certain that it wasn’t
a setup by Billy Roland. He’d made a bargain with that lawyer and
kept his word to the old man, covered for him.

Eric relaxed. The man at the bar seemed
intent on studying the burned-in brands displayed in the wood beam
above the cash register. One man carrying a gun and glancing his
way didn’t make an armed assassin. Not that it wasn’t important to
be on your toes, but it was a little too egocentric to think
someone wanted you dead. He’d waited seven years for this day. He
needed to start enjoying it.

The band was tuning up, and the lead singer,
dripping sequins and fringe, settled herself on a stool facing the
audience. Long red hair cascaded down her back and swept below her
ass; her full thighs were encased in doe-soft white leather; she
looked his way and waved. He nodded and held eye contact a minute.
God, women could be so beautiful in these backwash places. Or was
he reacting from deprivation? Horny. That was it. That was what was
wrong with him.

There was nothing like getting laid to put
things in perspective. Actually, no better way to start the first
day of the rest of your life than with a bang. The cracked leather
backseat of the Caddy was beginning to look pretty good.

Andy was motioning to him from the edge of
the dance floor as the vocalist began a slow pulsating tune that
had been popular a few years back. Walking toward her, he noticed
how young everyone looked; mean age had to be twenty-five. Even the
bartender wasn’t more than thirty. It was like an entire generation
of people had sprung up from nowhere. Seven years had been a long
time. But then, two million was a lot of money.

Andy put both arms around his neck and folded
her body into his. Holding her like this wasn’t helping him put off
his decision to get laid. But, from the looks they were getting
from some of the single women about Andy’s age, Eric knew it was
important for her to show him off. Even the man with the gun was
dancing. Must be a local.

Andy felt good against him. Smelled good
against him. If he had to take a guess, he’d say she wasn’t wearing
underpants.

He didn’t encounter any elastic as he slipped
an index finger under the cuff of her shorts. He liked that. He had
found it exciting behind the kitchen; he found it exciting now. As
the band struck up a lively rendition of “Cotton-eyed Joe,” Eric
grabbed Andy’s arm, steering her toward the booth.

“Let’s get out of here. I can think of a
couple things I’d like to do that don’t require a crowd, and
music’s optional.”

“Am I going to like these ‘things’?” A
teasing smile played at the corners of her mouth. She tipped her
head back and on impulse, Eric covered her mouth with his, letting
his tongue barely push between her lips. It wasn’t a kiss as much
as an invitation. Leaving his hands clasped behind her head, he
pulled back to read her expression. Just what he had hoped for.
God, how he loved women to meet him head on, matching his own raw
wanting. Andy grabbed her purse from the booth and hung onto his
arm as they worked their way toward the door.

 


* * *

No motel used individual air-conditioners
anymore. Their inefficiency was staggering. Dan pulled off the
tight boots, stripped to his shorts, and fell back prone on the
bed, letting the window unit blow full force over his body. He
could have stayed in Roswell, at Carolyn’s. She had offered. But
knowing his sister, it was probably more gesture, the right thing
to do, than anything she really expected him to take her up on.

Carolyn had married well to rancher,
entrepreneur, oil-rich Phillip Ainsworth. Ski-bum handsome, Yale
graduate, native of Roswell, bright enough to recognize blind
ambition in a mate. Dan had wondered twenty years ago how Carolyn
would ever survive in a town like Roswell. But it hadn’t taken her
long to groom her ticket to better things. And she’d done a good
job of it. Phillip was a force in the state, charter member of a
good ol’ boy network.

She and Philip wouldn’t be back from Santa Fe
until next week and then only to kick off some fund raisers for her
husband’s newest project, a series of down-home barbeques for the
next governor of New Mexico. Jason, the only nephew, was at school,
so it would have been just him and Dona Mari, the Mexican
housekeeper/nanny who was a self-proclaimed herbalist and whose
last cleansing had left him with two days of the trots. No
thanks.

Was he looking forward to seeing the future
First Lady of New Mexico? Yes, out of guilt. Not really, out of
truth. Dan knew she’d be totally wrapped up in this newest
adventure. Carolyn was born to be First Lady of something. Dan
rolled over. He had about three hours until sundown, a nap, a
sandwich in the coffee shop, and then a little night work. He
wadded the pillow under his head and closed his eyes.

The first rolls of thunder sounded like
cannon fire. He sat straight up, dazed and apprehensive before he
got his bearings. Was there anything worse than sleeping in a
strange bed? A peek out the window showed patches of blue sky with
some ominous gray-black clouds threatening to the west. The digital
clock turned over 6:39. Time to get going.

How could anyone ruin a toasted cheese with
chips? The waitress was apologetic but didn’t offer to make it
good. Daniel left her a couple bucks anyway and walked outside.
God, he was cranky. A lumpy bed, humidity you could cut with a
knife—he stopped himself. Yes, those were reasons, unpleasantries,
but wasn’t he bugged the most by knowing he was going snooping?
Taking a chance on being caught where he wasn’t supposed to be?

But, damn it, they hadn’t given him any
alternative. Why was it every time he was in this neck of the
woods, the words to country western tunes played in his head? A
little number by Johnny Paycheck was drowning out everything else
right about now. He slammed the door to the Tercel harder than he
meant to.

It was a great night if the rain would just
hold off. No moon. Light wind. He couldn’t have ordered anything
better. He studied the map to the Double Horseshoe. He had an
hour’s drive ahead of him; he’d better get going.

 


* * *

The crowd spilled out of the Bar and Grill
into the parking lot. A couple of discussions had turned ugly. But
so had the weather. Blinding flashes of light bounced against the
horizon, branching jaggedly to the sides. A series of nature’s
sonic booms rattled the bar’s single-pane windows. The rain, heavy
all around them, was just beginning here. Big splats of water hit
the cement sidewalk, sending up an aroma of dust and limestone.

“We’re going to have to run for it.” Eric
pulled Andy closer, and they darted from under the protective
overhang. The air hung charged and heavy; wet slaps of raindrops
stung their arms. They reached the Caddy, out of breath, both
scrambling to roll up the windows. Pulling Andy toward him, Eric
leaned back against the leather.

“Front row seats if you like a light
show.”

The rain was just a loud spattering of drops,
but the lightning illuminated the entire parking lot. And that’s
when he saw him. Again. Local or not, this guy was more than just
curious. He’d started fiddling with something on the dash of his
Dakota when he saw Eric look that way, but he was tailing them,
pure and simple. It wasn’t coincidence. Eric didn’t like the feel
of it. Had he been a fool to trust Billy Roland? Was this guy some
hired goon?

“If you really had to run this old tank
top-out, what would she do?”

“A hundred.” Andy hadn’t hesitated but
watched him closely.

“How well do you know the back roads in this
county?”

“Is that a personal question?” She pouted,
then offered a small flirty smile. Andy was sitting upright facing
him, her back against the dash.

“Maybe.” He grinned. No use upsetting her by
something that still might be just a figment of his imagination.
“If we needed to ditch somebody, think you could do it?” He had her
full attention now.

“It’d be easy.” She started to turn her head
in the direction of his gaze. Roughly grabbing her chin, he turned
her back to face him.

“Can’t let on we suspect anything.”

“Who is it?”

“Damned if I know.”

Actually, he thought he knew. How could he be
so naive as to think he could do a favor, pay with seven years of
his life and then be left to enjoy two million dollars? He had even
entertained the idea of arranging to have a gun waiting when he got
out but had thought it too risky. A gun in the possession of a
felon could turn a routine traffic stop into a major event. He
wasn’t planning to stay in the States any longer than he had to. A
gun could be purchased later.

“I think we need to change our plans. If I
wanted to rent a plane, is the closest small airstrip still the one
at Lovington?”

“Aerowest Charters. If they aren’t open, we
could try Hobbs Field.”

“How long will it take to get there? “

“Maybe an hour.”

Eric checked his watch. The storm might give
them some time. Time to dump the Caddy and become inconspicuous.
Then if they had to wait until morning to rent a plane, they’d be
okay. It didn’t look like the tail was too eager to move. Probably
put off by Andy’s being there.

“Wait at the top of the drive until I tell
you to pull out on the highway.”

Andy nodded, pumped the gas, and slipped the
old car into gear. Slowly inching forward, they wound their way out
of the lot, stopping for cars of locals turning in to park and
begin the weekend. Eric had turned the rearview mirror to check the
Dakota. He wasn’t disappointed. It was pulling out.

“Which way is the closest turnoff to a back
road?”

“To the right. About five miles down we’ll
intersect County Five. There’s a maze of section roads that cut
through four large ranches. We’ll be okay. The roads are
graveled.”

Eric smiled. He liked the way she had jumped
right in. No questions. Just an escape plan. He was at her mercy as
much as the tail.

“Let’s do it.” He had to yell. The rain was
washing over the car in waves now. “What do you call these? Toad
Stranglers?”

She didn’t respond. She was intent on turning
at the top of the drive. The water was already making the traction
tricky for the big rear-wheel drive vehicle. The sliding didn’t
instill confidence, but the headlights of the pickup following them
didn’t either.

 


* * *

Damn. Dan was lost. And there wasn’t a
snowball’s chance that he even had the slightest idea where he was.
In the middle of nowhere everything looked alike in broad daylight,
the dark had him totally turned around. Dan pulled over to the side
of the road. He must have missed the marker. He needed to find
County Road Number Five. Stay on it for thirty miles before turning
to the right. He double-checked the map.

The start of the downpour caught him by
surprise. He flipped on the wipers but realized they were useless.
He’d have to wait it out, couldn’t go anywhere in this anyway. He
left on the parking lights, pulled a roll of Life Savers from the
glove compartment and leaned against the steering wheel. A nap? Or
contemplation? He chose the nap. If he had to think too much, he
might see what he was doing as idiocy.

 


* * *

“You okay?”

There was no going a hundred in a blinding
storm, but Andy had pushed the old tank up to fifty. Her arms were
rigid, hands gripping the wheel.

“I don’t want to miss the turn. According to
the odometer, we’ve gone five miles.” Andy slowed, intent on the
right side of the highway.

“There. Thirty feet. County marker.” Eric was
pounding the windshield with his index finger. Parking in high
school, hoping to grope and get groped, hadn’t made him this
excited to see a county road.

“Got it.”

The Caddy left the highway and slipped and
swished down a short incline before leveling out onto a narrow but
seemingly stable stretch of gravel. The road was slightly elevated
with steep edges that allowed for good drainage. The rain seemed to
be slowing. Eric rolled down the window. Squinting into the wet and
wind, he watched behind for some sign of the tail. The flicker of
headlights was no more than a half mile back.

“Too close.” Eric eased around to face Andy.
“I think we need a Plan B.”

He watched as she chewed her lip. He could
tell the fun was gone. She looked scared and couldn’t keep the
tremor out of her voice.

“Let me think. Past Elm Creek Bridge there’s
some silos. An access road makes a big U around the back. We could
pull in and wait till he goes by. It’ll work if I can see with my
lights off.”

Why not? They probably didn’t have much of a
choice. Eric was beginning to curse himself about the lack of a
gun. The worst of the storm seemed to have passed. There was just
enough rain to keep the wipers on.

“How far to the bridge?”

“Maybe a half mile.”

The high beams were blinding and coming up
fast. He was able to make out the hood ornament. The truck was
practically on top of them.

“Do you think this guy’s really dangerous?
Maybe if we just pulled over?” Andy looked terrified.

“I think we’re past having a friendly
chat.”

The first bullet ricocheted off the fender,
making a loud ping. The second found the left rear tire. The Caddy
listed but kept going on the rim.

“Floorboard her!” Eric screamed. He could see
the bridge.

“I’m sorry. They said they wouldn’t hurt you
… they just wanted to talk …” Andy sobbed and fought to control the
steering wheel as the Caddy fishtailed violently.

With a jolt the front wheels connected with
the bridge planking, bucking both of them into the unpadded roof
overhead. The low guard rails caught the swing of the Caddy first
on the left, then on the right.

Eric lunged for the wheel. Andy was no longer
in control, her body slumped against the driver’s side door, her
head bouncing off her chest. He screamed her name, but the sound
got lost in a thunderous roar as the car was thrust upward,
suspended above the bridge before being plummeted downward. They
were being pushed by a solid wall of water that was rolling the
Caddy on the crest of a thirty-foot wave. Andy’s body hit him in
the side; the back of her head caught his nose. It was the last
thing Eric remembered.
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