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CHAPTER ONE

Gun-shots.

Dave’s entire body spasmed and he dropped his side-arm.  Jeremy went for it, while I rushed the bars.  Like magnet and steel, Dave and Jerry raced for the gun.  I stuck my arm through the bars, grabbed Dave’s hair and gave his head a hard yank.  CLUNK!  His forehead struck two bars and his eyes crossed.  Jerry was able to grab his gun.  With my legs, I pushed myself away from Dave and gave Jeremy a clear shot.  He took it.  BOOM!  Dead-shot, right between Dave’s eyes.  His head exploded.  Blood and brain matter splattered about.

“Clint!”  There was another man, in a deputy’s uniform with him.

“Hi, I’m Andy Stevenson.  Hang on a sec.”

Clint, dressed in his civilian clothes, pointed his gun at Dave’s corpse and fired into the back of his head.  Jeremy laughed.  My face, already red with Dave’s blood, burned with embarrassment.

Jerry said, “My hero!”

“Clint!  Watch the door!”

Andy pulled a set of keys from Dave’s Sam Browne belt.  With competent dexterity, he found the right key and unlocked the cell door.

Absurdly, he shook my hand, and then, Jerry’s.

Andy said, “Clint there just killed two Deputies.  Boom, boom.  Best shooter I’ve ever seen.”

Clint looked at me, grinned and said, “I learned from none other than Lee Hacklyn.”

“Clint!  Watch the fucking door!”

Andy said, “The mill!  I already called the fire department.”

We stepped over the bodies of two Deputies I didn’t recognize.  Irene, the receptionist, sat placidly at her desk, as if it were just another day at the station.  She looked at us and rubbed her “I killed JFK” tattoo.  

She said, “About time somebody stirred up some shit around here.  Sam Cooper used to let me take a one-hour lunch.”

Jerry looked at me.

“Cooper was Sherriff before Dennehy.”

“Good man,” Irene continued, as she regarded her nails, apparently oblivious to the fact that three dead men lay near her.  Andy exhaled with exasperation.

“There’s a bomb at the Harper mill!”

“Of course there is,” I replied, as the four of us piled into Andy’s Police Department Unit.  With Andy driving, he activated his lights and siren.  Clint and I sat in the backseat.  I wiped some of Dave’s blood off of my face and Jeremy, of all things, fell asleep and started to snore.

“Anytime you boys wanna fill me in,” I said, “If it’s not too much to ask...”

Clint cleared his throat.

“Roscoe picked me up about an hour after you left.  When we got to the Club, Sheriff Dennehy was there and some of the other Deputies, too.  Not Appleton.  A very nice woman, dressed like a Playboy bunny, served us drinks.  I was very careful, Lee, to take small sips of the Male Ale she served me.  Everyone got super-drunk super-fast, but me.  Around five, Dennehy rings a bell.  Like a town crier’s bell..  Three girls—gosh, they looked young—came downstairs in their underwear.  Dennehy at this point was plastered by now.  He claps me on the shoulder and says to me, “Clint, since tonight is your first night here, you can have the pick of the litter.”  Jeremy stopped snoring, opened his eyes and said, “Lee, I’m going to kill that son-of-a-bitch.”

Jeremy has five daughters.

I nodded.

“Go on, Clint.

“I say to him, “Gee whiz, Sheriff, that sounds swell.”  In the meantime, I gotta take a leak.  So he points me in the direction of the can.  There’s two guys in line waiting.  I hide in an empty bedroom and turn on the mini-tape recorder you gave me.”

He pushed “play.”

\

“Oh, man, those Harpers are fucked.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you know?  Well, you know about the Baker ranch, right?”

“I know what I heard.”

“And what did you hear?”

“I heard Billings planted a bomb under Orville Baker’s pick-up truck.”

Clint turned off the recorder.

“Tucker Billings, Lee, is the Verdant Vale court stenographer.  Isn’t that funny?  A male court stenographer.  Well, I guess in this day-and-age, anything’s possible.”

Andy went through a red-light. I hammer-fisted Clint’s thigh.

“Get on with it.”

“Well, there’s been no reason to bring this up until now, Lee, but a few days ago Billings came to the station to see Sheriff Dennehy, who introduced me to him.  He says, “Clint, this here’s Tucker Billings, our court stenographer and veteran of the Korean War.”  We shake hands and I say, nice to meet you, sir.  Thank you for your service.”

Then, Dennehy says, “Tucker here’s a combat veteran and demolitions expert.  He knows how to blow stuff up, don’t you, Tucker?”  

I said, “For fuck sakes, Clint, you should’ve told me that earlier.  He’s likely the guy who blew up the Baker ranch.”

“How would I know that, Lee?  The report said Baker’s ranch burned down on account of his moon-shine still.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose.

“Okay, Clint, I give you a pass on that one, I guess.  Carry on.  Andy, how long before we get to the mill?”

“Maybe fifteen minutes.”

“Can you radio the State Police?”

“We could when Sam Cooper was Sheriff.  These are Dennehy’s and they’re only good for local transmissions.”

“We’re coming up on some pay phones, right?”

“Sure.  At the mill.”

The highway we were on was lined with beautiful Douglas fir trees.

I punched Clint’s thigh again.  He pressed “play.”

“Now why in the hell would he do that?”

“Because the Big Man wants his land and Orville won’t sell.”

Knocking sound.

“Hurry up in there!  I gotta pee!”

“Well, you know who owns Baker’s land now?  Big Man.  He got it for a song.”

“Which one?”

“This Land Is My Land.”

Laughter.

“Hell, by the time he’s done, he’s gonna have this town renamed Ap...”

“Be careful.”

“Big Man Burg.”

“Better.”

“What about the Harper clan?  They’re big and powerful, too.  Hell, they’re one of the founding families of Verdant Vale.  Their lumber mill employs damn near half the men in this town.”

More laughter.

“Well, my friend, that’s about to change.”

“What do you mean?”

“Let me put it to you this way:  At nine am tomorrow?  Ka-Boom!”

I looked at my watch.  Eight-thirty.

Clint said, “So I snuck out the window, climbed down the trestle, ran to a phone booth and called Andy at home.  I filled him in and he told me that you and Jeremy had been arrested.  So he picked me up and we went to the station.  When we went in, I said to Nick, one of the deputies who was there, “We want to speak to Lee and Jeremy,”  Holy Moley!  He drew his gun on us!  So did the other guy!  Nick says, “We got a call from the Sheriff.  He said you were at the club and then you disappeared.  Everyone there was looking for you and then, he put two and two together.  He figures you’re a spy, working for Hacklyn and the Harpers.  Clint?  Andy?  I’m real sorry, fellas, but we’ve got orders to kill you.”  And then, Lee?  For real?  Hell, if I can remember what happened next, until I shot Dave, who was already dead.”  

Andy, who’d been driving like Al Unser said, “I’ll tell you what happened.  While Irene was hiding under her desk, I jumped into the conference room.  When I landed on the floor, I heard two gun-shots.  I got up.  Nick and Chuck were on their backs with holes in their heads.  Just like you saw.  And Clint is standing there with his elbows bent and his gun up to his face like he’s Sean Connery.”

Clint blushed, “Sure wish I looked like Sean Connery.”

Jeremy looked back and said, “Clint?  I’d like to shake your hand.”

“You would?  Okay.”

He wiped the palm of his hand on his dress slacks and they shook hands.  Clint bit his lower lip and I grinned.  Jeremy had a hand-shake that could turn a lump of coal into a diamond.

“You did real good, Courage.  You saved our lives.  I won’t doubt you again.”

Clint blushed, then checked his fly and zipped it up.  I said, “Did you take any pictures?”

“No.  Oh, hell.”

He checked his pockets and looked at me. 

“I’m real sorry, Lee.  I must’ve lost it while high-tailing it out of that place.”

“You’re buying me a new one.”

“Sure, Lee.  How about a six-pack of Male Ale, too?  I feel real bad.”

“You really are a gullible man-child, you that, buddy?  I’m kidding.  Ten-out-of-ten.  Andy, anything you’d like to add?”

“Tommy Harper and I were lovers.”

“We already know that.”

“You do?  How?”

“He had a diary and Sherry let me read it.”

“What did Tommy say about me?”

“He said that you were a good man.  He said that he loves you.”

Silence, other than the siren.

Andy cleared his throat and said, “How do you macho tough guys feel about that?”

He ran another red light.  I looked at my watch.  Eight-forty-five.

“Nobody cares, Andy.  It’s a big world we live in.  We’re very sorry about Tommy.”

“Thank you.  He sure as hell didn’t commit suicide.”

“No, he was murdered.”

“I knew it.”

Vern grunted.  I kept my mouth shut about Dave’s claim that his brother Vance was Tommy’s killer.

“Andy, you got a bull-horn in this thing?”

CHAPTER TWO

“Attention!  This is Deputy Andy Stevenson of the Verdant Vale Police Department.  This area must be evacuated right now.  Your lives are in danger!  You boys all know what happened at the Baker ranch.  What happened there is gonna happen here!”

The men of the Harper Lumber Mill, many of them, still holding buzz-saws, looked at each other uncertainly.  One of them yelled, “We just started our shift and we have a quota to meet!  And any-who, Orville Baker’s ranch blew up on account of his incompetent still-maintenance.  That moron makes legit moon-shiners like myself look bad.”

The men roared with laughter.  “Just teasing, Deputy Andy.”

I pulled out my gun and fired at the clear blue sky.  Silence.

“Every one of you is getting into his car now!  There is a fucking bomb in this mill and it could go off any sec...”

Ka-boom!  Ka-boom!  Ka-boom!

There was a three-story administrative building in the middle of the yard.  Suddenly, it was two stories.  Screams.  The second bomb went off maybe fifty feet away from where Jerry, Andy, Clint, and I were standing on a grassy patch between the parking lot and the yard.  The third blast was about the same distance, east of us.  Much of the yard was on fire.  So were several men.  Jerry and I took off our shirts, while Clint and Andy took off their jackets and we did what we could to spare as many men as possible, the agony of a slow death by fire.  There was no sign of the Verdant Vale Fire Department or any other authorities, other than Andy, who was in uniform.

“That son-of-a-bitch!”

Out of the chaos, emerged Vern Harper.  We were covered with soot from head-to-toe.

I said to him, “Are you injured?”

“No, I don’t know.  I was on the second floor of that building.  Oh, my God, there were thirty people on the top floor and Vance was one of them!”

“Let’s go!”

The two of us raced to the still burning and smouldering building, while Andy, Jerry and Clint did what they could to save as many people as possible.  Still no sirens.  As we ran, I said, “Where’s the closest phone?”

“I already tried calling right after the
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