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Chapter One

 

It was only a matter of time until the party turned into a drunken brawl. It wasn’t “if” it was “when” and judging by the flow of moonshine, when was coming very soon. What had started as a dozen men, knocking down pints of moonshine after a hard day at home on the couch, had turned into a full-blown party with well over two hundred men and women in attendance. It had started a little after 10:00 P.M. and by 2:00 A.M. most of the partygoers were well past drunk and on their way to passing out. A dozen or so “pick ‘em up trucks” were parked along the river bank with their lights aimed at a sand bar that extended out two hundred feet into a large, slow-flowing river. The license plates on the trucks told where—Mississippi and when was 2004, August 21 to be specific. A Saturday for anyone keeping track. 

 

The term men and women in Mississippi has a far different meaning than elsewhere in the country for in Mississippi, girls and boys as young as sixteen were considered adults because that was the legal age of consent. Most of the prettier teenage girls were dancing with older men, men old enough to be their fathers and maybe even their grandfathers. The older women, many on the wrong side of homely and overweight, stood in a group, eyeing their husbands and boyfriends as they danced with the perky younger women. Being courted by an older man was a status symbol for the teenage girls who intentionally dressed sexy to attract the older men. Unfortunately for the older women, it was a one-way street for the men and no such arrangement existed for them. So, they stood shoulder-to-shoulder with their pints of moonshine and gossiped about the girls and who was screwing whom. What made the men attractive to the teen girls certainly wasn’t charm, good looks and the knowledge of how a shower works because most of the men wore the same clothing weeks at a time, didn’t shave unless the old woman got after them and only had a nodding acquaintance with the bathtub. No, it was a man’s standing in the community that got the teens attention. The high school football coach was at the pinnacle of the food chain and everyone else got what he didn’t want. It was rumored the local high school football coach had seven young women in his stable of beauties.

 

It was hot—of course it was—because in Mississippi, in the summer, in August, there is humidity and heat. Not just a little humidity but humidity that would make a man sweat out his shirt on the walk from his house to his car. There was a tepid breeze, blowing off the water but the partygoers were used to the heat and hardly noticed it. Someone might comment about the heat but it wasn’t a topic anyone spent much time on because it was what it was. Woods surrounded this particular section land. Not big, high-standing trees, but low, paper-mill trees, good for nothing but to be ground into pulp, bleached and flattened into paper. Densely packed around the trees was a wide assortment of bushes and plants that made a hike through the woods a sweaty nightmare, not that anyone at the party had intentionally hiked anywhere. The only reason the men went into the woods was to shoot something—usually a deer or bear—and occasionally one of their friends. The women had absolutely no reason to go into the woods except for a few steps when nature called.

 

On this particular night there was a lot of friction in the air because the coach had let one of his girls go and she was now in play and the older men were positioning themselves to move in on her. Her name was Libby and she was sixteen, very pretty and very aware of the stir she was causing. She was tall for her age, standing six feet tall in her bare feet. Her long brown hair hung down over her shoulders and her pretty brown eyes flirted with all of the right older men; the Mayor, the Sheriff and of course the undertaker. While most of the girls wore shorts and halter-tops, Libby wore a very short skirt that accented her long slim legs. That along with a skimpy tube top completed her outfit and to put it mildly, she was the toast of the town. She had a boyfriend—Tank—who was a junior and the varsity center but she knew screwing him wouldn’t get her half as far as a fling with the Mayor. She had been one of Coach Remming’s girls for a year but she rarely got to be with him because of the other girls. She had confronted him about it and he had suggested it was time for her to move along. There were other things to consider besides a title. Two of the county’s most powerful men never ran for politics or held office because they didn’t need to. 

 

One of the men was Paxton Flatt and the other was Poplar (Poptop) Baxter. Both men were in their fifties and there the similarities ended. Paxton was a White, burly, hairy, homely man, in his mid-forties with ugly teeth and ragged beard. Why a pretty teenage girl would have any interest in him was absolutely unfathomable unless you knew that Paxton ran most of the booze in the county and was one of the wealthiest men for several counties. Poptop on the other hand, was tall, skinny and topped by an unkempt mop of red hair. When he was in the sun, his white skin burned quickly and popped up an amazing array of freckles. He too had a little more than passing acquaintance with hygiene products preferring to wear the god-given sweaty smell of a workingman. It didn’t matter much to his wife because she considered bathing something that uppity rich people did because they had nothing else to do. But Poptop owned the only clothing store in town, a store full of baubles and pretty things that every girl in town wanted. So, although they weren’t much to look at, or smell, each man had something that made him attractive to the younger women. 

 

Paxton and Poptop were drunk but after a lifetime of drinking, drunk was an arbitrary term. They had probably each consumed a quart of moonshine and although they were sweating and slightly wobbly, they were still sober enough to notice Libby gyrating in her skimpy outfit near the big bonfire that had sprung up in the middle of the sandbar. 

“She’s askin’ for it, Poptop.” Paxton observed. “She’s been waggin’ her ass in front of me all night. Don’t know why Remming booted her but she’s a keeper for sure.”

“Do tell. You think I ain’t got eyes. But if your old lady finds out, she’ll cut off your balls and taxidermy ‘em over the mantle.”

“You let me worry ‘bout my balls. I’m gonna pick that cherry.”

“She’s seein’ Tank. He’s a big boy. Might break you in half.”

Paxton looked at Poptop. “You think I’d fight him. I’d shoot the dumb bastard and screw her on his dead body. If I don’t get to her, the Mayor will. He’s been watchin’ her since she got here. I figure he’ll make a move soon as his old lady passes out and she’s damn close. Hey, you might take a shot at his wife since she’s passed out. She wouldn’t remember anything cause your dick couldn’t hit two sides at the same time.”

Poptop gave Paxton the finger. They both looked at the young teen girl. She gave Paxton a long slow look then looked toward his truck.

“Damn, she’s a bold one. Guess the coach trained her well,” Poptop said.

“I’m goin’ to get some of that.”

Without another word, Paxton walked across the sand bar to where Libby was now dancing with Tank. Paxton elbowed Tank out of the way and the young man wisely beat a hasty retreat to the outskirts of the firelight where he glowered at Paxton.

“I got your message,” he growled.

She stuck her nose in the air, a look of feigned arrogance.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she sniffed.

“Don't play with me, girl. I ain't one of them little boys you been dry-humpin' behind the church. You want a real man, start actin' like it.”

Paxton was aware his wife and the other women were watching him but he didn’t give a fuck. Look all you want, he thought. In fact, if any of them wanted to come along to the back of his pickup truck they could watch him hump her like a dog in heat.

“A real man takes what he wants,” she said.

“Get your ass on over to my truck,” he ordered. He saw the flash of obedience in her eyes and knew he had gauged the situation correctly.

Noonan Duff, a good ten years older and twenty pounds of muscle heavier, rudely stepped in front of Paxton so he faced Libby.

“You want to dance?” he asked Libby.

Seeing she had two older men interested in her, Libby quickly stole a glance around the sand bar and to her delight, saw that everyone was watching her. She had the limelight. 

“Get your ass out of here,” Paxton snarled. He hadn’t fought in at least ten years but in his first 30 years of life, he had done nothing but fight. He fought dirty and fast. He had already apprised Noonan and knew the younger man was no match for his inspired ferocity. 

“Old man, you better walk away while you can, or they’re gonna have to carry you home.”

Paxton didn’t know Noonan but he had heard about him. Noonan had been a boxer and he was sure he could lick any man in town although his theory hadn’t been tested on anyone as mean and underhanded as Paxton which is why, with a lightning move, Paxton belted Noonan on the jaw with a hard right. 

 

The fight was on. The crowd quickly formed a circle around the men who, with fists raised, circled each other in a circle. Blood dripped from a wide cut on Noonan’s chin. 

“You’re gonna pay for this,” Noonan growled.

Paxton charged the younger man, swinging haymakers that both hit and missed the younger man. Noonan didn’t back down but launched hard, calculated punches that hit Paxton’s ear, temple and jaw. All drew blood. In the rush of adrenaline, neither men felt the blows but their bodies would later on in the brawl. The crowd screamed and bellowed support for both men—the crowd really didn’t care who fought; they just wanted to see someone get his ass kicked. Libby, very conscious of her role in the drama, barely stood aside from the two battling men and subsequently her dress was spattered with blood from Noonan’s first punches. She would keep the dress for many years, always ready to tell the story of how two grown men fought over her.

 

The men were pretty evenly matched. Even though Noonan was younger, Paxton’s natural meanness and sneakiness easily offset the difference in years. Noonan fought with his head down and his chin covered while Paxton swung wildly, hoping to connect every couple of punches. They slammed into each other, fists beating hard on their opponent, blood streaming down from various cuts and scrapes. Paxton’s hand got caught in Noonan’s shirt and with a single swipe of his arm; Paxton tore the shirt off of Noonan whose chest was marred by several fist-sized red spots.

 

Within two minutes, Paxton was exhausted and he knew unless he did something, he would get his ass kicked. He had noticed Noonan lowered his head after he threw a hard right, and the next time he did, Paxton head-butted him on the forehead. Staggered, Noonan backed away, covering his head with his arms but Paxton went right after him, pummeling his head and neck with blows. And had Noonan been a few years older, and untrained in boxing, Paxton probably would have put him down right then, but Noonan kept his chin and eyes covered, letting Paxton’s blows crash into his arms. In the few moments he had, Noonan recovered enough to slam a hard fist into Paxton’s gut, a blow that sent the air, whooshing out of Paxton’s lungs. 

 

The two men split apart, took several rasping breaths then rushed each other. Only this time, Noonan knew he could take Paxton. He also knew to watch for Paxton’s cheating ways and ducked the older man’s head butts, eye gouges and nut shots. Working methodically, Noonan began to take Paxton apart, one blow at a time. He crushed both Paxton’s eye sockets, his nose and knocked out several teeth. His last and heaviest blow, caught Paxton on the temple and the older man went down into the dirt. If nothing else, Noonan was a quick study and he had learned to fight dirty to win. With Paxton down on his hands and knees, Noonan drew back his foot to break some ribs.

 

Only his foot never connected. Halfway to Paxton’s ribs, Paxton suddenly swung up his arm, a pistol gripped in his fist.

 

BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!

 

Paxton shot Noonan in the guts three times with his .45 auto. The bullets punched through Noonan’s shirt, leaving surprisingly round holes from which erupted three geysers of dark blood. With a surprised look on his face, Noonan pitched forward, flat on his face.

 

With screams and yells, the crowd instantly evaporated from the sand bar. One minute there had been more than two hundred people watching the fight, the next, no one but Noonan in sight. And where nearly 100 pickup trucks were parked beside the river, pandemonium as they all tried to get away. It looked like bumper cars as they trucks slammed into each other, bounced off and did it again. A driver would crunch a truck out of his way only to be crashed from behind by another truck. Crash after crash, crunch after crunch, the demolition derby played out on the narrow road that went through the forest back to the main road. Only a few trucks escaped unscathed and that was because they wisely waited until the other trucks were gone. Several feuds started that night, feuds that would go on for several generations and several killings, all because Noonan cut in on Paxton’s action.

 

 

Kingswood, Mississippi was a small town of 2,000 people on the east side of the Mississippi River some 75 miles south of Vicksburg, Mississippi. Sustained by the Mississippi fishery, farming, cattle and hogs, the town had survived several economic busts more by luck than anything else. The town was approximately two miles wide and five miles long with half the population living on farms and rural houses and the other half living within the city limits. Separated from the surrounding small towns by woods, the town looked like something from the 1950’s with a downtown that could easily have been plopped down anywhere in the Midwest without changing it much. The main street, Northfork Street, ran alongside the river, curving where the river curved, and bending where it bent. Streets on the Mississippi River side of Northfork were short because the road ran so close to the river. Streets heading east out of town were long and lined with a canopy of tree branches.

 

On this particular day, a crowd was gathering in the town square for a big event—a parade—the Klu Klux Klan was celebrating its one-hundredth year in Kingswood with the parade and a big barbecue at the fair grounds. Dressed in their white robes and masks, the Klansman milled around, talking and joking and occasionally indulging in a little horseplay. Even with their masks on, the Klansmen knew each other and greeted each new arrival with gusto—loud gusto. Even though it was only 9:00 A.M. most of the men were drinking which raised the volume of the crowd noise several hundred decibels. Pocket flasks were passed around until they were empty at which time someone else would offer his flask and it too would be emptied. Where Northfork Street crossed First Avenue, a group of men dressed as clowns, roared around the pavement on tiny cars, cutting close to anyone who dared to cross the street. The Klansmen’s families lined and other spectators lined Northfork Street for several blocks. Kids ran back and forth across the street, daring each other to evade the clowns in the little cars. One young kid, maybe ten years old, didn’t evade a car and was run over by the slightly tipsy clown. After making sure the kid was ok, the mom smacked him hard on the ass, angry that he had shamed her in front of the crowd. Everyone was happy and having a good time.

 

A nondescript, late model, light green sedan eased through Northfork Street, driving around groups of people in the street and gradually working its way to a driveway on the east side of a building marked with a sign that read SHERIFF’S OFFICE. The car parked in the side lot and a woman stepped out of the car—not just any woman but a beautiful, sexy Black woman in a business suit. Her name was Mattie O’Malley and she was thirty something, trim and sophisticated. From her polished loafers to her neatly cut hair she exuded confidence and grace. Figuratively, she was a sleek Jaguar in a parking lot full of Ramblers. Her business suit was cut tight and it fit her like a glove. Everything about her said class.

 

As she walked toward the Sheriff’s Office, she glanced at the activity in the park. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out what was going on. As she reached for the doorknob, a man in slacks, boots, a white shirt and big hat called to her.

“’Scuse me, Mam, but there ain’t nobody inside. They’re all over at the parade.”

Mattie lifted a badge out of her pocket, flashed him with it.

“FBI. I’m looking for Sheriff Wilks.”

The man pushed off the wall he had been leaning against and eyed her like she was a lab experiment. His gray eyes didn’t miss anything as they traveled up and down her body.

“Ain’t that sumpthin’,” he exclaimed. “I never seen a nigger FBI lady before.”

“That’s strange,” she countered, “Cause I’ve met a whole lot of redneck asshole sheriffs.”

The man brightened, smiled at her then laughed.

“Is that a fact?”

“Mattie O’Malley—Jackson Office.”

“You don’t look Irish.”

“Why, because I don’t have a potato stuck in my ass?”

The man laughed. A real laugh. 

I’m Sheriff Wilks,” he said. “Honey, you have a tongue that could cut concrete. I think I like you.”

“Gee, aren’t I lucky.”

“They give you a gun, Honey?

“Sheriff, I don’t have time for this.” She nodded toward the park. “What’s going on?”

The Klan’s putting on a little parade. Nothin’ special.”

“Are your men providing security?”

“No, they’re in it.”

Mattie looked at him to see if he was joking. He wasn’t.

“You don’t see a problem with that.”

The Sheriff didn’t. Matter of fact, he hadn’t ever thought about it.

“They got just as much right to join the Klan as you do to join the NAACP. Ain’t no law agin’ it.”

“So, when the Klan goes to torch some poor Black family’s home, your men go along to make sure the Black family burns peaceably?”

“Ain’t you a corker? With a mouth like that you gotta be from New York.”

“Can we cut the chit-chat? I want to know about the shooting last night.”

“What shooting?” the Sheriff asked, a big dumb look on his face.

“Don’t play dumb, Sheriff, you’re too good at it. You know which shooting—the one at Willow Bend.”

“Now why in the world would the FBI care about that little two bit shooting?”

Mattie slowly shook her head. She was getting tired of his bullshit.

“Because that little two bit shooting happened on a United States Air Force Base. Get it?”

The Sheriff glanced nervously around.

“We better go inside. Too many ears out here.”

She went through the door first, letting it slam in the Sheriff’s face. 

“Ain’t she something?” he grinned.

 

 

At the Town Square, the parade got underway. With the clowns in the little cars leading the way, the Klansmen spread out across the street and walked away from the square. It didn’t look like a parade. It looked like a mob on their way to a lynching. The boisterous crowd cheered and clapped as the 200-odd men passed by.

 

 

Across town, at the Kingswood Fair Grounds and Race Track, a White stable boy named Dewey Young watched a White, fat, hairy, ugly man named Jubal Flatt rub down a race horse. Dewey wasn’t much to look at. His white, sallow skin was peppered with acne and his greasy hair hung down in his eyes. He was twenty but looked forty. Guys joked with him that if he turned sideways they wouldn’t be able to see him. At five feet nine inches tall and one hundred and thirty pounds, he was certainly skinny which wasn’t good for a stable boy who was supposed to pick up 50 pound saddles and 90 pound bags of grain dozens of times a day. 

 

Jubal stopped rubbing the horse with a gunnysack and looked at Dewey. 

“Have you been rubbin’ him down twice a day like I told you,” he demanded.

Dewey shuffled his feet and avoided eye contact with Jubal. He might as well have said he was lying.

“Twice a day,” he said.

“I ever find out you ain’t been rubbin’ him down, I’m gonna scalp you and put that hair on your ass.”

“I could rub him all day and he’d still lose. My sister’s pony can outrun him.”

Jubal put a big fist under Dewey’s nose.

“You keep your opinions to yourself,” he ordered. “I hear you badmouth Dusty in public, they’ll find pieces of you all the way down to the bay.”

“Why don’t you buy another horse?”

“Cause I ain’t got the money right now.”

Jubal pulls a little glass bottle out of his pocket. He hands it to Dewey.

“You got down to Big Blues stall and put this in his water.”

Dewey looked curiously at the bottle. He held it up to the light.

“What is it?”

“Don’t matter. I told you to do it.”

“It’s poison, isn’t it?”

“Boy, you do what I told you or I’m gonna stick my boot up your ass.”

With the bottle in hand, Dewey scurried out of the stall like a rat on a mission. He was glad to go because he was afraid of Jubal. He had seen Jubal knock out a horse with a single punch.

 

 

Sheriff Wilks sat down at his desk, opened a drawer and took out a bottle of whisky that he offered to Mattie who shook her head.

“Suit yourself,” he said.

He poured himself a stiff drink. Aware of her eyes on him, he gulped it down then put away the bottle.

“Look, Honey, I know you got jurisdiction cause of the Base, but you're wasting your time. It was nuthin' but two old boys drinkin' too much and things gettin' out of hand.”

“Who shot who?”

“Paxton Flatt shot Noonan Duff.”

“Pistols—rifles—shotguns—What?”

“Forty-five—three times in the guts.”

Mattie looked around the office. It was sparsely furnished almost like Sheriff Wilks wasn’t there. No pictures. No trophies. Nothing personal. It told her a great deal about him. He wasn’t somebody to take lightly. He saw her looking around.

“What do you think?”

She studies his face.

“About what?”

“I saw you lookin’ at my office. I can tell by your face you thought something. You psychologically analyzing me?”

“A little. It’s part of the job.”

“What do you think—about me? And what do you base your conclusions on?”

Mattie hesitated. She knew he wouldn’t like what she had to say.

“You’re a loner. You were in the military. You don’t like this job. You aren’t married. You live by yourself. You don’t have any children. You do have a dog.” She hesitated. “You are a dangerous man.”

He slowly sat back in his chair, his eyes searching hers.

“How””

“You aren’t at the parade. Your haircut is strictly military. You liked the military and got this job because it has a little bit of military to it. You aren’t wearing a ring. You have worn that shirt at least a week. Parents always put pictures of their kids on their desks. There’s dog hair on your shirt.” She stopped. 

“You’re very smart. But why am I dangerous?”

“Because you’re tired of all the bullshit and you want to check out. Given any chance you’ll shoot it out and hope you die.”

His eyes never left hers.

“How?”

“There’s not one thing in here that is yours. You have stripped away everything that makes you you. You’re ready to go.”

He didn’t answer. She wisely changed the subject.

“Is this Noonan character at the morgue?”

Sheriff Wilks didn’t answer. He was afraid his voice would fail. He swallowed a few times. 

“He’s at the hospital. Doc says he’s gonna live.”

“He’s one tough son of a bitch to survive three in the guts.”

“Around here people say he’s too stupid to die.”

“What about the man who shot him—Paxton wasn’t it?”

“I arrested him.”

“He in back. I’d like to talk to him.”

Sheriff Wilks shook his head.

“I let him go. He’ll come back if I need him.”

It was Mattie’s turn to shake her head.

“Where is he?”

“Across the street. He’s in the parade.”

Mattie laughed. 

“Sheriff, I have to thank you. Till now, I thought I had seen it all, but you take the cake. Hell, you make Andy of Mayberry look like Elliot Ness.”

“This ain't the big city. We do things different. Not better, not worse, just different. You want some advice? Forget this shooting. Let us handle it. Go back to Jackson.”

She could tell he was pissed. Anger danced in his eyes. He had it controlled but not by much.

“Believe me, Sheriff, the sooner I get out of here the better. I'm gonna look around a little, talk to a few people, and if it's like you say it is, I'm gone. Nice meeting you.”

She left without a word from him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

Mattie left the Sheriff’s office with a sense of relief. Her encounter with Sheriff Wilks had pretty much gone as she expected it to. She had run across at least a dozen similar men in her travels. In the rural areas of Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia and parts of Louisiana, the county sheriff ruled with an iron fist, dispensing his own brand of justice regardless of the law. Each sheriff was more or less like a Feudal King who reigned over his subjects and exacted his taxes for providing protection for them. Their word was law and anyone who challenged them was likely to find themselves face down in a deep hole in some nameless swamp. Some were decent men who tried to treat everyone with fairness but others were ruthless tyrants who ruled by fear and intimidation. Sheriff Wilks was more toward the fairness side but she didn’t know him well enough to say it with any certainty.

 

As she walked toward her car, she saw three young White men clustered near her driver’s side door. She wasn’t sure what they were doing because their bodies blocked her view. When she was ten feet away, she saw one of them held her side mirror in his hand. As soon as he saw her, he dropped it, the glass shattering on the concrete. His name was Wade; he was seventeen, played on the football team and was a master of stupid pranks. Up close, you could see his eyes were slightly crossed and there was a small ridge up the center of his forehead. Wade didn’t know, and his father had never told him, that he wasn’t really his mother and father’s son. The truth was a bit juicier. Actually, he was the product of a one-night stand between his father and a different woman. All things considered it wasn’t a big deal except for the fact the woman was his father’s first cousin. This liaison probably explained the Simian ridge up the center of his forehead and the protruding bones under both his eyebrows as well as his extra long arms and small skull. 

 

“Oopsy!” Wade exclaimed, feigning concern about what he had done. With as much insolence as he could muster, he pushed himself backwards onto her hood, his ass deflecting the metal several inches.

“Get your ass off of my car!” She snarled. Mattie had fought this battle dozens of times. She knew the dance, knew the song and was ready for anything.

“Or what, you’ll spank me?” he crowed.

With a lightning fast move, she grabbed his finger and bent it back.

“Yowl!” he bellowed.

In one smooth motion, she yanked him off of the car and slammed him on to the asphalt. Mattie knew this was a critical moment because if his two friends jumped her at the same time, she would be in trouble. She twisted Wade’s arm, forcing him to stay down.

A.J, and Morris, his two friends started toward her. A.J. was a big teen, standing six feet two inches tall and weighing a solid 220 pounds. He wasn’t especially bright but what he lacked in brains he more than made up for with brawn. He fought a lot because it was the one thing he was good at. During the football season, he was sure to start a brawl after every game, a brawl that usually ended up with him beating some poor idiot with his helmet. Morris was a halfback and a lady’s man who avoided brawls because he didn’t want his good looks marred by a helmet to the face. His was a youthful handsomeness that would not age well as he got older. His narrow face would widen and by the time he was forty-five, he would have jowls that sagged an inch below his chin. He was fast—running the 100-yard dash in 10.6 seconds but he would never make it in college ball because he only weighed 160 pounds. 

 

“Get back!” she snapped. “Or I’ll break his arm.” She tweaked his arm.

“Get back!” he yowled.

“Next time I tell you something, you better listen, dumb shit. That's an FBI car and I can arrest you right now for destruction of government property, got it?

“Yeah!”

“Yeah what?”

“Yeah, Sir.”

“Why don't you take your two inbred friends and go hang around the grade school with your candy bars or whatever it is you do and don't let me see you again today or I'll kick all three of your butts.”

What they didn’t know was that Mattie had the skills to take on all three of them and was hoping they would attack. She had already picked out the spot on A.J.’s leg she was going to break with a snap kick. For Morris she planned to plant her elbow square in the middle of his face and let his teeth fall where they would. A.J. and Morris considered the odds—one Black woman against the three of them and started toward her.

Behind her, the Sheriff stepped out of the door, saw what was happening and let his hand drop to his night stick, a night stick with two teeth embedded in the business end of the wood, teeth that had belonged to suspects who had decided to fight him. Mattie let up Wade who glowered at her.

“This ain’t over,” he growled.

Wiping himself off, he nodded to A.J. and Morris who followed him away.

“Makin’ new friends?” Sheriff Wilks asked.

“You don’t have to protect me, Sheriff. I can take care of myself.”

Sheriff Wilks laughed. “You?” I was protecting them. Wouldn’t want that Irish temper to blow.”

“See you around, Sheriff.” 

She opened her car door.

“Say, Sheriff, where’s the Doc live?”

He pointed south.

“Six blocks south and one block east.”

“Thanks.”

Moments later, she drove away.

 

 

She easily found the house. It was marked by a plain white sign with black lettering that said “DR. JOHN FLINT M.D. GENERAL AND EMERGENCY MEDICINE. She parked at the curb. As she walked to the house, she noticed the recently mowed lawn and well-kept flowerbeds. Someone, possibly the doctor, cared about his yard. It was a large house that had been converted into an office/hospital. The front porch had been swept clear of leaves and debris—another indication that someone cared about the place.

 

She stepped inside, expecting to be greeted by a receptionist but no one was sitting at the front desk. Even though the furniture was old and worn, the floor was clean and recently mopped. She counted a dozen seats in the waiting room, all of which were empty. A doorway led deeper into the house.

“Anybody home?” she called.

No one answered, so she walked through the door into a hallway that ran to the back of the house. At least a half dozen doors opened off of the hallway. She had taken a few steps when she heard voices coming from the room to her right. She entered the room.

A White, bearded man in coveralls and boots was sweeping a small office loaded with medical books. He was tall, handsome and had curly brown hair that matched his beard. She guessed his age to be around forty-two—maybe forty-four. 

“Hey,” she called.

He looked up and smiled.

“Is Doctor Flint around?” she asked.

The man stopped sweeping and parked the broom against a bookshelf.

“Is it an emergency?” he asked.

“No, but I still need to see him.”

“This is the Doctor’s day off,” he explained. “Maybe you can come back tomorrow.”

She flashed her badge.

“Mattie O’Malley, FBI. I need to see him right now.”

He studied the badge. “FBI, huh. Don’t recall ever meeting an FBI agent before, particularly a beautiful one.”

She blushed. 

“Can you call him?”

“I can do better than that. Come on, I’ll take you to him.”

She followed him to a much bigger room, equipped with all kinds of laboratory equipment and electronics.

“Wait here,” he said.

He disappeared through a side door. A moment later, he reappeared, wearing a white doctor’s coat.

“Doctor Flint, at your service, Agent O’Malley.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Nope, I’m Doctor Flint. Want to see my diploma?”

She eyed him carefully, hoping to find some clue as to whether he was for real or not.

“What’s the largest bone in the body?” she asked.

“The head,” he laughed.

His laughter was catching. She found herself laughing along.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dr Flint.”

“Likewise,” he said. “What’s this about?”

“Sheriff Wilks said you have a prisoner named Noonan here.”

“That’s right. He’s in the back room.”

“I’d like to talk to him.”

“Fine, if he’s awake.”

He motioned for her to follow him.

“This about the shooting?” he asked over his shoulder.

“Something like that. Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure?”

“Why the grubby clothes? 

He stopped to look at her.

“I know, I don't look like a doctor, but there's a reason. Five years ago when I first set up practice here, I wore suits every day. After a couple months of treating only a couple of patients a day I was ready to quit and go somewhere else. But the Sheriff stopped me. He said people weren't coming to me because they figured anybody who wore suits all of the time would charge them too much. Every since I started wearing these old clothes, business has been booming.”

“I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“No offense taken. I know you’re used to big city doctors.”

“How bad is he? Is he going to die?”

“Don't think so. His stomach was torn up pretty bad, but I put him back together. A couple of days, he'll be up and around. People around here are tough as leather.”

“He say anything to you?”

“Just that he was going to kill Paxton, but that’s what I would expect him to say. Around here, if you don’t seek revenge, everyone thinks you’re a coward.”

“Do you think he’ll try to kill Paxton?”

“Not for a couple of months. He’ll be lucky to swat a fly for a month.”

Doctor Flint continued walking. She followed.

“Aren’t you afraid Paxton will come back to finish off Noonan?”

“Naaa. Paxton’s scared shitless of the Sheriff.”

“He shouldn’t be. The Sheriff let him out to march in the Klan rally.”

Doctor Flint laughed.

“Bet you never saw anything like that before. Trust me, the Sheriff doesn’t do anything out of the goodness of his heart. You can bet that money changed hands.”

She thought about his comment.

“That’s bribery.”

“Not around here. It’s just a cost of doing business.”

Mattie heard music coming from another room.

“That’s Pachobel.”

“Do you like classical music?”

“It’s all I listen to.”

They stopped at a dark doorway. Doctor Flint disappeared inside. A few moments later, he returned.

“He’s unconscious. You probably won’t be able to talk to him until tomorrow.”

“Damn, that means I’ll have to spend the night.”

“I feel for you. I felt the same way my first night here. Can I ask you something outside of business?”

“Why not?”

“Are you married?”

“Only to the Bureau.”

“I’m married to medicine.”

“Looks like we both don’t have lives,” she laughed.

“Hey, why don’t I take you out to dinner tonight and we can talk about classical music.”

“Have you noticed I’m Black? I don’t think the townspeople would take kindly to you having dinner with me.”

“Screw them. I’m the only doctor for 200 square miles. Anybody gives me any trouble the Sheriff will take care of them.”

“I’ll think about it. Where’s the best motel?”

“The best and only motel is two miles east on Northfork.”

“Thanks.” She hesitated. “I didn’t expect to meet anyone here who’s color blind. It’s very refreshing.”

“I didn’t expect to meet a beautiful single woman, either. But here you are.”

“Here I was,” she blushed. “I’ve got to go.”

“I have 10,000 classical CD’s. You’re welcome to have a look after dinner. I might show you my special “romance” CD.” 

“I’ll let you know.”

 

 

Out at the Fair Grounds spectators filled the grandstands in anticipation of a day of horse racing. It was a festive atmosphere with neighbor and friend hollering greetings across the other spectators. It was still a little hot with the temperature hovering around 90 degrees. The first race was scheduled for 2:00 P.M. If they waited until 6:00 P.M. to run the first race, the temperature would drop to 70 degrees but what they gained in coolness they lost in the millions of mosquitoes that swarmed up from the river at dusk. So, rather than face millions of bloodsucking insects, they scheduled the race for early in the afternoon.

 

Down by the stalls in the middle of the racetrack, the trainers and owners prepared their mounts for the various races. There were probably one hundred horses scattered around the infield, which was closed to spectators. Some of the horses looked like thoroughbreds while others looked like plugs. Inside one of the better stalls, Jubal gave Dewey final instructions on how to ride the race. Dewey seemed distracted which irritated the hell out of Jubal. The horse wore Number 13.

“Stay away from Big Blue. He’s goin’ down. You be ready. If you screw up, I’ll beat your ass black and blue.”

“Stan said Rafe’s got a whole lot of money bet on Big Blue. Rafe ain’t nobody to mess with. He’ll kill you.”

“Guess he’s gonna lose. Too bad.”

“Are you crazy? Rafe’s gonna be mad as hell.”

“Nobody’s gonna know nothin’ unless you open your big mouth.”

Dewey started to take off his racing gear. Jubal grabbed him by the front of his shirt.

“I ain’t gonna do it.”

Jubal shook him like a terrier shakes a rat.

“Listen, you little shit. You're gonna ride this horse and keep your mouth shut or I'll tell Rafe you did it. You poisoned Big Blue.”

“He won’t believe you. He knows I’m scare to death of him.”

“He will when I tell him the bottle of poison is hid in your house.”

“But it ain’t.”

Jubal shook him again. “It is now. Paxton’s hiding it there right now. And you know what else? I bet $200 in your name against Big Blue. Now do you think Rafe will listen to you?”
“You son of a bitch.”

“Now you get it.”

Jubal let Dewey down. Without a word, Dewey got on Number 13 and rode out.

 

 

Down by the Mississippi River, Mattie walked out onto the sand bar where the big party had been the previous night. All that remained of the fire was a pile of ashes. She looked at all of the footprints in the sand and knew there was no point in making plaster casts. It would be a total waste of time. She made her way from one end of the sand bar to the other without finding anything. Near the fire, she found a dried pool of dark blood where Noonan had lain after being shot. She knelt beside the blood and scanned the sand for anything out of place. She didn’t move for five minutes. The first thing that caught her eye was a shiny object glinting in the sun. Reaching into the sand, she pulled out a bullet case—a forty-five shell casing. She dug around the area and found three more. Noonan had been shot three times by a forty-five and she had three empty forty-five shell casings. She was making progress. 

 

Standing up, she walked to the area where the trucks had been parked. She found several marijuana butts among the other debris scattered among the grass and bushes. It was easy to see the parking area had been chaos after the shooting. She counted a half-dozen pieces of car bumpers and fenders lodged in tree trunks and limbs. She got a camera out of her car and took pictures of the sandbar and parking area. After an hour more of walking the area she was satisfied there was no more evidence to find. With a grateful sigh, she drove away; glad she wouldn’t ever have to return.

 

The third race of the afternoon was underway. Fourteen horses ran along the backstretch with Number 13 at the front. Number 13 was running strong which was a surprise to everyone at the track because Number 13 had never led a race in the entire three years Jubal had raced him. Dewey, who was used to being in the back of the pack, started to believe that just maybe, for the first time in his life, he was riding a winner. Kicking the horse in the ribs, he urged it to go faster. On the sidelines, Jubal smiled a broad smile. Everything was going to plan. All Dewey had to do was keep Number 13 against the rail so any horse that wanted to pass, had to go around the outside. 

 

As the horses hit the far turn, Number 13 was clear two lengths over the nearest horse. There were six horses bunched up behind Number 13, including Big Blue. All wanted to pass Number 13 but the jockeys knew going around the outside would cost their horses a lot of energy, so they waited. Number 13 swooped around the inside curve and headed for the finish line. Four horses swung wide at the curve, moving outside to try to pass Number 13. Number 4, a young mare, stretched out her legs and began to close on Number 13. Dewey flailed at Number 13 for all he was worth—he had to win. Big Blue’s jockey saw a momentary opening between Number 13 and Number 4 and reined the big horse into it. With a burst of speed, Big Blue moved up beside Number 13 then tumbled to the ground, his forward momentum carrying him into Number 4. Both horses went down—followed a second later by three more hard-charging horses. 

 

Jockeys were tosses aside like dolls as the horses bugled and screamed, their bodies a tangled mess of legs. Number 13 surged for the finish line but out of nowhere, Number 24 rocketed past him, beating Dewey and Number 13 to the finish line by two lengths. With the aid of several track officials, the jockeys untangled their horses and led them away. But Big Blue stayed unmoving on the track. At the finish line, Jubal tore up his betting tickets and threw them on the track. With an oath he angled across the track to where Dewey sat on Number 13.

 

In a special box near the top of the grand stand, a hawk-faced White man named Rafe Cummings turned to his two companions with hard anger in his eyes. Rafe was not a nice man. In fact, he was a mean, treacherous, evil, ruthless son of a bitch who would do anything to make a dollar. He was forty something, fit, hard-eyed and had black hair cut very short. He wore slacks, a nice Polo type of shirt and loafers. If you saw him on the street you would think he was a well-dressed businessman but instead, he was a well-dressed crime boss whose tentacles spread across the entire state. If a criminal committed a crime, you could be sure Rafe got his cut. One of his companions was a huge Black man named Leroy Jones. Leroy was six feet ten, weighed 324 and could bench press 400 pounds. He had a few extra pounds around the middle from sitting too much. He worked out three times a week at the local gym. Leroy wasn’t particularly smart which didn’t impede his chosen profession in the slightest. He had gone to college where he excelled in football and sorority girls. Had he not sustained a severe knee injury he probably would have turned pro. Without football to keep him occupied, he had drifted into drugs, which is how he had met Rafe. To work off a drug debt, Rafe had let him do a little work for him—sort of collection work but with a lot of broken bones. 

 

The other man, Junior Barnes was White, short, nearly bald and forty pounds overweight. He was also certifiably crazy, with a propensity to settle any argument or confrontation with the 9mm automatic tucked in his waistband. He wasn’t scared of Leroy because he knew a single round from his pistol would put the big man down for good. Because of his short stature, he did most of the things short me do to prove they are just as good as taller men. He drove a big 4-wheel drive truck. When he wasn’t driving the truck, he drove a very fast motorcycle—without a helmet. He wore boots with tall heels that made him look at least five feet ten. When he went on a date, which was rare, he wore a toupee, which he had secretly purchased in Las Vegas. He carried two guns; the 9mm and a single-shot .45 caliber derringer in his boot.

 

“He looks dead,” Rafe observed. “He hasn’t moved since he went down.”

“I think Number 4 tripped him. Maybe he busted his neck,” Junior Barnes suggested.

“Let’s go. Leroy, find Mercer and tell him Big Blue’s not to be moved until I say so. If he gives you any trouble, break something.”

“On it, Boss.” 

Leroy hustled away while Junior Barnes and Rafe made their way to the bottom row of the grand stand. People saw them coming and quickly moved out of the way. No one wanted to upset Rafe. A few people nodded to him but no one voiced a greeting. With Junior Barnes trailing a few feet behind him, Rafe walked on the track until he came to Big Blues body. Several men who had been looking at it quickly got lost. Rafe scanned the body then watched as Leroy hurried to join them.

“It’s all set, Boss.”

“He give you any trouble?”

“Nope.”

Leroy knelt beside Junior Barnes who was carefully examining Big Blue from tail to head. When he came to the horse’s mouth, he pried it open. Leroy lifted the horse’s lip with one of his huge fingers.

“He was poisoned, Boss.”

“You sure?”

“Looky here at his gums. See that blue color. That’s poison. As long as he wasn’t running hard, it didn’t bother him but once he started runnin’, it blew out his heart. I used to know the name of it.”

Rafe’s face clouded over with anger. Both men shut up because they knew Rafe had a hair-trigger temper.

“Some motherfucker cost me one hundred grand and I want to know who it was.”

“We’ll get right on it, Boss,” Junior Barnes promised.

“Find out everyone who bet against Big Blue and everybody who won over five grand. Bring me the list.”

“What about Big Blue, Boss? You want us to bury him?”

“No. Take him to the slaughterhouse and tell Jeb to freeze him. Tell him not to do anything with the body unless I say so or we’ll put him in there with Big Blue. Got it?”

“Check.” Junior Barnes made a snapping noise with his mouth and pointed his finger at Rafe a move he had seen Goober make on the Andy of Mayberry Show. He had thought it was cool so he had added it to his cool moves. He was the only one who thought it was cool. Rafe tolerated it for the moment but if it got on his nerves, he would have Leroy break Junior Barnes’ finger.

“Find that bastard Jubal and tell him he's got two weeks to come up with what he owes me. After that, I'm gonna start cutting off body parts.”

“You want us to rough him up a little bit?” Leroy asked.

“Shoot off his big toe. That’ll let him know I’m serious.”

“Check.” Junior Barnes made the noise again and pointed his finger at Rafe.

Inwardly, Rafe made a note to talk to Leroy about it.

“Get going,” Rafe ordered. “I want some answers by tonight.”

 

 

Back in Kingswood, Paxton drove through an upscale neighborhood on the east side of town. Upscale to a Mississippian meant the homes had indoor plumbing and bathrooms. Paxton was in a bad mood. Things had been going south on him every since the shooting and he needed something to turn around his bad luck. He had thought about going to the fortuneteller on the edge of town but when he got there, she was closed. That in and of itself was a bad omen not to mention all of his other troubles. The only bright spot in his life was his date with Libby. As he came around a corner, he saw her waiting in the street in front of her house. She waved but he didn’t wave back. He wanted her to know her place. As soon as he stopped, she jumped into the truck and scooted across the seat next to him.

“Better go. My dad’s coming.”

Paxton dumped the clutch, burning rubber all the way down the street. Who cared about her dad? Certainly not him.

True to her word, her dad, Gus, rushed around the side of the house in time to see Paxton’s truck screech around the corner.

Gus picked up a rock and hurled it after the truck.

“I’ll kill you, motherfucker!” he screamed.

Inside the truck, Libby snuggled up against Paxton.

“Your dad know about me?”

“Yeah, he heard about the fight.”

“He say anything?”

“Yeah, he said I couldn’t go so I snuck out.”

“I got to see Deacon Boggs then we’ll go someplace private.”

“All of the girls are jealous of me. Ain't none of 'em ever had two grown men fight over them. It's so romantic.”

“I don't want you tellin' them everything we do. A woman's got to keep secrets.”

“I know that, silly.”

Moments later, Paxton’s truck headed out of town.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

Deacon Boggs was a Black man who had survived and prospered in a business that was dominated by White men. What had kept him alive and out of the Klan’s sights was his ability to make cheap, good-tasting moonshine that none of the White men could match. For the most part, the local White moonshiners bought moonshine from Deacon and then called it their own. Deacon didn’t care because everyone knew it was his hooch. And even if someone didn’t know, he didn’t care because every load he sold put more money in his pocket. He only hired Black men. Not because he was a racist but because the local Whites wouldn’t work for a Black man. He had a dozen men who bought the makings for him in faraway towns so they couldn’t be traced back to his still. Even though it was a big pain, he moved his still lock stock and barrel every three months even if the cops hadn’t found it. Most of the White moonshiners had a grudging admiration for him because of his expertise in bootlegging. On more than one occasion a White moonshiner had snuck into his camp to ask him how to solve a particular problem. Deacon gave good advice, which explained his longevity in the business.

 

His men had just finished a run of shine when he saw Paxton’s truck grinding up the narrow dirt road that dead-ended a mile beyond Deacon’s current camp. As soon as he saw the truck, he called to his men.

“Paxton’s coming. You three get rifles and hide out in the woods over there. If I take off my hat, shoot the son of a bitch.”

The three men quickly left to do his bidding.

“Get rid of that good stuff and get that shit no one will buy. Hurry it up.”

By the time Paxton’s truck stopped near the still, the good hooch had been moved into hiding and cases of a bad run had been moved next to the road. Paxton wasn’t worried. He had a dozen heavily armed men backing his play so even if Paxton got crazy, his men would take care of him. Deacon saw there was a young girl in the car, sitting next to Paxton. He recognized her as being in his daughter’s class at the high school. His hatred of Paxton rose a couple of notches but he kept his cool.

“Where’s the money you owe me?” Deacon called.

“What money?” Paxton asked.

“For the last load I sold you.”

“I ain’t gonna pay for that. You know damn well the Sheriff grabbed me before I even got a mile from your camp.”

“Ain’t my problem what happens to a load after you pick it up from me,” Deacon said, trying to keep cool.

“The hell it ain’t. For all I know, you tipped off the Sheriff so you could sell me two loads.”

“You ain’t getting’ no more until you pay me,” Deacon said stubbornly. Actually, he didn’t care because he was going to fuck Paxton like a tied dog.

“That ain’t smart, Deacon. Think about it. If I bring the Sheriff back up here, you’re out of business and you sit in jail for a year.”

“You do that and they’ll find little pieces of you scattered all over the county,” he threatened.

Paxton stepped forward so they were face to face.

“Listen, you black motherfucker. You better watch your fuckin' mouth or I'll have the Klan up here and burn you out for you can say watermelon. You talkin' to a white man, boy.”

Deacon feigned anger, his hand on his hat. He thought about what kind of trouble he would be in if he took off his hat.

“Get out of here!” Deacon snarled.

“Not until I get a load.”

Deacon motioned to his men who began loading the bad hooch into Paxton’s truck. The ploy had worked. 

“That Libby in your truck?” Deacon asked.

“None of your business,” snapped Paxton. “Tell your lazy ass niggers to work faster. I got things to do.”

Deacon reached for his hat, his mind clouded with anger—but he stopped. It wasn’t worth it.

“Seein’ how you sassed me, I ain’t payin’ for this load either,” Paxton boasted.

Seeing his truck was full, Paxton got in the cab. He drove away without a backward glance.

One of Deacon’s men, a man known only as Asa, nodded his head after Paxton.

“What are you gonna do about him?”

“He’s one dead cracker,” Deacon promised.

 

 

The Nickel Diner was located near the town square on North Fork Street. It was where all of the locals ate. The menu was simple, the food good, the portions large and the prices cheap. The number one item on the menu was fried chicken with gravy, a side of beans and a baked potato. All of that, plus a drink was only $3.99. The Diner was where everyone met to drink coffee and gossip. If you weren’t a topic at the diner, you weren’t a mover and shaker in the town. 

 

Mattie entered the restaurant, ignored the hard stares from a varied collection of motley locals and spotted Sheriff Wilks at a back table. He saw her but didn’t wave or acknowledge her in any way. She didn’t really care. She wasn’t there to make friends. If Sheriff Wilks wanted to ignore her, she was cool with it. She stood beside him until he had to look up.

“Your deputy said you were here,” she told him.

“Remind me to shoot the little prick,” he commented. He took a swig of coffee before continuing.

“What exactly do you want, Agent O’Malley?”

“We need to talk.”

“Can it wait until after I eat?”

“I haven’t talked to Noonan. He’s still unconscious. What about Paxton, where is he?”

“I sent him home.”

“Could that have something to do with a little thing called bribery?” 

“No, but I’m sure you think so.” 

Unbidden, she sat down across from him. A momentary look of annoyance flashed across his face before he could hide it.

“Why else would you release an attempted murder suspect without bail?” 

“You’re a big pain in the ass. I don’t have to explain anything to you.”

“It's like this. Paxton has seven kids and a wife at home who depend on him to put bread on the table. If I hold him in jail, he don't work, and if he don't work, they don't eat. Is that plain enough for ya?

“Why didn’t you just say that to start with instead of giving me shit?”

“You didn’t give me a chance.”

“I want to talk to him. I can’t go home until I do.”

Sheriff Wilks thinks about it before he replies.

“Be at my office at 7:00A.M. tomorrow morning. I’ll take you to see him.”

“Ok, Do you know what he and Noonan were fighting about?”

The Sheriff looked tired. He picked up his spoon.

“Can't say as I do. But it don't matter. If it wasn't one thing, it would be another. They was both itchin' for a fight.”

Mattie holds up a clear evidence bag that contains the three forty-five shell casings.

“If you’re interested, I picked up three forty-five shell casings out at Willow Bend.”

The Sheriff didn’t reach for the bag. He downed a big spoonful of eggs and hash browns before he continued.

“Yeah, and if you want more of them, all you have to do is dig down in the dirt. There are hundreds of them.”

“Where are all of the Black people, Sheriff? I’ve been in town two days and I haven’t seen one.”

“You’re in the South, Hon, people tolerate you ‘cause you’re an FBI. YOUR people who live here know how it is. They stay away from places they ain’t welcome. Come to think of it, I don’t think there’s ever been a nigger in the Diner before.

“Sheriff, how’d you like it if I called you “dago” to your face?”

The Sheriff’s face colored. He didn’t say anything for a while.

“You think I’m Italian?”

“I did a little checking. Your dad and mom were Italian immigrants when Italians weren’t very welcome in the U.S. Cause you’re White, YOUR people learned to blend in so now they’re acceptable. But underneath that uniform, you’re still a dago.”

“So, what do I call you—Afro American—Black American—What?”

“How about Mattie?”

She rose. Stood a moment.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

With that, she walked away.

 

 

Jubal sat on a chair in his horse stall at the fair grounds and pondered what to do with Number 13, which hadn’t placed in a single race. Jubal had finally reached the point where he believed what every one had been telling him for the past three years. Number 13 was not a racehorse. It hurt Jubal to admit it because he had hand-raised Number 13. Because Number 13’s sire had been a champion, Jubal had figured the big colt couldn’t help but win but he had been wrong. He knew he should sell Number 13 to whoever would buy him but he just couldn’t do it. Maybe if he changed jockeys Number 13 might win. He used Dewey because he was free but Dewey had absolutely no sense of how to ride. He thought about who he knew that could ride a horse. Before he could start on a list, the stall door banged open.

“You hidin’ from us?” Leroy asked, his mere presence enough to scare any normal person.

“No—I—uhh—“

“Rafe wants his money,” Junior Barnes said, stepping around Leroy.

“I’m good for it, honest,” Jubal whined. “I just need some more time.”

Leroy sat down next to Jubal.

“You win any money today,” he asked.

“I lost a grand,” Jubal admitted. “I borrowed the money ‘cause I thought my horse was gonna win. He almost did.”

Leroy and Junior Barnes both laugh. 

“Your horse couldn’t win a race if the other horses were all dead,” Junior Barnes sneered. “Rafe don’t think you’re tryin’ hard enough.”

“That’s not true,” Jubal objected. “All I do is try to make some money to pay off Rafe. I sold all of my equipment. I ain’t got nothin’ left to sell.”

Junior Barnes hauled out a silenced pistol from his waistband. Seeing the pistol, Jubal began to shake.

“Don’t kill me—Please—I got a wife—“

“Rafe wants us to give you a message.”

“Please—Please—Don’t kill me,” Jubal sobbed.

“You got two weeks,” Leroy snapped. “Two weeks, you got it? After that, me and Junior Barnes get to skin you like a big fat catfish.”

Junior Barnes and Leroy laughed at the prospect of skinning Jubal.

“I’ll have it. I promise,” Jubal blubbered.

Junior Barnes lowered the pistol. Seeing that, Jubal relaxed, he had survived. But he relaxed too soon. In one smooth motion, Junior Barnes raised the pistol, fired. WHAP. He shot Jubal’s right big toe. Jubal’s scream was cut short by Leroy’s massive hand closing across his mouth. Junior Barnes leaned his mouth down close to Jubal’s ear.

“Two weeks—that’s all.”

With a final smirk, Junior Barnes headed out the door. Leroy stayed behind a moment.

“You scream, I’ll come back and skin you now.”

Leroy left.

Rolling around on the floor, Jubal stifled the screams of pain he would have shrieked but he knew what would happen if he opened his mouth. He was in agony. He knew there would be no second reprieve. Even as he writhed in agony, his mind was racing to find a way to save his ass.

 

 

Paxton and his wife and kids lived in a ramshackle house eleven miles north of Kingswood on a dirt road that went from the main road down to the river. Several hay fields surrounded the house. They were irrigated by water from the river. A big barn stood behind the house. It was badly in need of repairs and paint. Other outbuildings were scattered around the property. Corrals around the barn were host to a variety of farm animals. Old junker cars and farm equipment, surrounded by weeds dot the farmyard. 

 

An old weather-beaten sedan stopped in front of the house and Jubal, and his wife, Hannah, got out of the car. It took longer for Hannah because she weighed 300 pounds and was wider than she was tall. What she lacked in stature she more than made up for with facial hair, which gave her the fuzz-faced look of a teenage boy. She wore a featureless smock that she had made herself. It was basically a square with a hole for her neck and arms. Had it not been on her, it might have been mistaken for an outdoor cover for a large riding lawn mower.

 

Jubal came around the car to help her. He was limping heavily and grimaced in pain as his tow hit a big rock. He hadn’t gone to their regular doctor to have his toe fixed up, choosing instead to go to the school nurse who did medical work on the side. She also would keep her mouth shut because Jubal supplied her and her friends with shine. A fact he didn’t even have to mention. She had been shocked by the perfectly round bullet hole in his big toe until he explained who had done it. Helen hated Junior Barnes who had roughed her up because she owed Rafe some money. She had sold her car to get together the funds to pay off Rafe and had spent a year walking to work until she put enough money together for a car.

 

As Jubal and Hannah approached the house steps, Paxton, and his wife, Grace, came out the front door.

“Hey, Pop, why you limpin’?” Paxton said.

Before he could answer, four kids burst out of the house, in loud pursuit of a small, happy puppy that stumbled down the steps and out into the driveway. Yelling at the top of their lungs, the kids ran after the puppy that disappeared in the tall grass across the driveway.

“Damn! Them kids are noisy,” Jubal yelled.

“Shut up, you little bastards,” Paxton roared.

The kids wisely shut up. They stood a while, looking at where the puppy had disappeared then headed for the barn.

“Hope you’re hungry,” Grace smiled. She was an attractive woman except for her belly that hung slackly from her waist to mid-thigh. It was the result of the home-birth of their last son. She hadn’t gone to the doctor after her belly sagged and by the time she did, it was too late. She had long gray hair that hung in a ponytail down her back. Her face was deeply tanned, made that way by her constant work in the garden, which she did to supplement the allowance Paxton gave her for food. Her food budget had shrunk over the years instead of growing and she had to cut corners any way she could to keep food on the table. Paxton didn’t feel it was his problem. Her face, which had widened with each childbirth, was still pretty although wrinkles had begun to show at the corners of her eyes and mouth.

“We’re hungry alright,” Hannah answered, “We ain’t had anything since lunch except for a couple of pork chops and a cherry pie.”

“Come on inside,” Paxton ordered. “Why talk about food when we could be eating.”

 

They moved into the dining room, slower than normal because of Jubal’s limp.

“What happened to your foot?” Paxton demanded.

“Horse stepped on it.”

“Break anything?”

“Don’t think so. If I’d had my gun I would’ a shot it.”

“That horse is no good. You should get rid of it.”

The four kids suddenly reappeared, screaming loudly as they chased the puppy around the table.

As the last kid passed him, Paxton swung his fist and slammed the last boy in line in the side of the head. The kid went down—out cold. Paxton shoved him with his boot until the kid groggily came to.

“I told you to shut up and get that damn dog out of the house. Next time, somebody’s gonna get hurt.”

Still wobbly, the kid hustled out the door.

“Sorry about that.”

“Can I get you men a drink,” Grace asked.

“Bring us two glasses and a jug,” Paxton grunted.

He showed Jubal a red spot on his fist.

“Fuck that kid’s got a solid head. Felt like I hit rock.”

“Use a club. That way you don’t hurt your hand,” suggested Jubal.

“I used to pitch rocks at you and your brothers,” she laughed.

“Yeah and you didn’t miss much,” Paxton agreed. I still got a knot on the back of my head from one of your rocks.”

“Next time them kids come through here, I got a rock in my purse. I may just see if I still got the touch.”

“They ain’t your problem,” Paxton objected. “You raised your kids now it’s my turn.”

Grace returned with the glasses and a jug that she handed to Paxton..

“You mind if I smoke?” Hannah asked Grace.

“Not at all.”

Hannah pulled a big green cigar out of her purse. She bit off the end and held it out to Jubal who lit it for her. She pulled in a lungful of the smoke and blew it to the ceiling.

“Nothin’ like a good cigar. Paxton, I don’t mean to stick my nose where it don’t belong but I think you’re bein’ to lenient on your kids. You’ve told ‘em three times to shut up and they keep right on makin’ noise.”

“You’re right, Ma, I have sort of let the little bastards take advantage.

Paxton poured two glasses of shine. He kept one and gave the other to Jubal.

“Here’s shit in your eye,” he toasted.

“Up yours,” Jubal replied.

They tossed down the drinks in one gulp.

“How’d that flea-bitten nag of yours do today?” Paxton asked.

“She led most of the way but ran out of gas on the final quarter. She just needs more seasoning.”

“What she needs to be is canned. She’s only fit for dog food. I’ve got pigs that can out run her.”

The puppy scurried back into the dining room with the kids screaming after it. They chased the puppy around and around the sofa.

Without a word, Paxton went to the mantle where he picked up a pistol and shot the puppy.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

“Next time I tell you something, you damn sure better listen,” he bellowed.

The kids poked and prodded the puppy that was stone cold dead. One boy took a piece of rope out of his pocket. After rolling the puppy over, he tied the rope around its tail. Dragging the puppy behind him, he ran out of the room with the other kids hot on his tail.

“You ladies get in the kitchen. Me and Paxton’s got some business to discuss.”

After the two ladies disappeared into the kitchen, Jubal and Paxton sat down at the dining table.

“Son, I know money is tight for you but I wondered if you could see your way clear to loan me $25,000?”

“Shit, Dad, that’s a lot of money. What’s it for?”

“I got a chance to invest in a lead mine that is guaranteed to pay 50 to 1 as soon as it’s developed.”

“I ain’t heard nothin’ about no lead mine.”

“It’s in Alabama. One of my old army buddies found it. It’s very hush hush.”

“I might be able to get you ten.”

“Good enough. When can you get it?”

“Tomorrow, by noon.”

“Good.”

A White, pimply-faced teenage boy with a shock of brown hair came into the dining room. His name was Beau. He was Paxton’s oldest.

“Hey, Grandpa, what up?”

“Hey, Beau.”

“I gotta go turn off the well or it will flood,” Paxton said. He went out a side door.

Beau looked around to make sure no one else could hear.

“Where’s my money, old man?” he whispered.

“Things are real tight this week,” Jubal complained, “how about we skip a week?”

“We got a deal, old man, so pay up or get a beating.”

“Jubal counted out some bills and threw them at Beau.

“You happy, you little bloodsucker,” he snarled.

“Kiss my ass,” Beau grinned. “You better have my money on time next week.”

Beau left. Jubal poured himself another shot of whisky and downed it.

Fuck, he hated Beau.

 

 

After a dinner of ham, sweet potatoes, mashed potatoes, green beans, dinner rolls, gravy, shine, cherry cobbler and brandy, Jubal, Hannah, Paxton and Grace retired to the patio where they sat in easy chairs that faced west. Hannah brought along some cinnamon rolls and a plate of fried chicken just in case she got hungry later on. Paxton rounded up two jugs of good shine that they passed around as they watched the stars and fireflies. The other entertainment was the two large-size bug zappers that hung from poles on each side of the patio. Their blue light flooded the yard, giving everything a bluish tinge, including their faces. When a moth or other flying insect hit the blue filament in the center of the zappers, it would POP! with a loud noise. But every once in a while, something really big would fly into the zapper, and instead of a POP, there would a BANG! that dimmed the lights and sent a big cloud of smoke up into the sky above the zappers. When the men were by themselves, they would bet on whether an insect they saw would be a POP or a BANG. Every once in a while, something really big would fly into the zapper and there would be a shower of sparks, a loud buzz and the zapper would go dead. They had never seen what caused the zappers to die but whatever it was, the electricity didn’t bother it.

 

“My garden’s doing real good this year,” Grace bragged. “I got tomaters the size of cantaloupes and green beans as long as your arm.”

“What did you use for fertilizer?” Jubal asked.

“Old horse shit.”

“Can’t use fresh horse shit,” Jubal observed. “It’ll burn your plants.”

“You always did have a green thumb,” Paxton acknowledged.

“Old horse shit will grow a big garden for anyone,” Grace said. 

“Son, you want to go down to the lade and do some catfishin’ tonight?”

“Can’t, Pop. I gotta fix my baler. Damn thing won't kick out the bales and Ernie and his crew are comin' over first thing in the mornin' to cut that alfalfa.”

“Did you hear about that big catfish, Eric Hanks caught off the landin’? They said it weight 150 pounds.”

“What good’s a fish that old?” Paxton asked. “It’ll be tough and taste like mud. What you want to catch is five pounders. They got firm flesh and don’t taste like mud.”

“You could cut some big steaks off a 150 pounder, but I think Paxton’s right, they wouldn’t be no good.”

“How’s your garden this year, Jubal?” Grace asked.

“Not worth a green shit,” he exclaimed. “My tamaters all died in June.”

“That’s a tough break. You know why?”

“Grasshoppers ate ‘em.”

“Would you like to see mine?”

“Sure, Grace, unless you’re just tryin’ to brag.”

“Naaa, you’ve won first place at the county fair a couple of times, I can’t even get in the competition.”

Grace and Jubal got up and walked into the darkness.

“You’re a lucky man to have a good wife like Grace,” Hannah commented.

“Yeah, she’s a hard worker, that’s for sure,” Paxton replied.

“She gets along with Jubal so well,” Hannah added. “She ain’t like that first bitch you married. Glad we don’t ever hear from her.”

“Sometimes I wonder where she is,” Paxton said softly.

It was a lie because Paxton knew exactly where she was. She was buried fifty feet north of the house and 100 feet south of the barn. He knew two other things. He had gotten tired of her mouthing off to him and he had shot her with the same pistol he had shot the puppy.

 

Several hours later, Jubal’s car parked in front of the General Store, which was across the street from the town square. Hannah was nodding off in the passenger seat. When the car stopped, she sat up.

“We home?”

“Nope. George said he’d leave my new fishing pole in back so I’d have it tonight. I’ll be back in just a minute.

The whole down town area was completely deserted. Jubal’s was the only car in sight. He walked quietly around the side of the building.

Back in the car, Hannah went back to sleep.

 

Mattie stayed in shape by running a couple of miles each morning no matter where she was. Even when she was on special assignment out of state she still ran every day. She had tried biking but it didn’t give her the same burn that running did. Plus, when she went on special assignment, there was no way to take her bike. No, running was her passion.

 

The next morning after Paxton and Jubal’s get together at Paxton’s place found Mattie on a deserted country road east of town. Since leaving her hotel, she had seen no cars or people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

Mattie was aware that all of the men were watching her to see how she would take it. If she threw up or ran outside, they would brand her as a stupid woman not worthy of her badge. She had to think of something—and quick to rattle their cages. It came to her.

“Anybody got a smoke?” she asked.

A deputy handed her his lit cigarette. With feigned indifference, she stepped back to the machine and put the cigarette in Paxton’s mouth. When she looked around at their faces, she knew she had scored big. Although he tried to hide it, even the Sheriff was shocked. She had desecrated the dead.

“Last cigarette, right?” she asked.

The men exchanged covert glances.

“It’s what he would have wanted,” she continued. 

They didn’t know whether to shit or go blind. It gave her a chance to look over the deputies who were the worst pack of mongrels she had ever seen. The one who had given her the cigarette was Frank Upton. Although permanently crossed eyes could be handsome on a man, she found his gaze somewhat disconcerting because her eyes didn’t quite know where to focus on his eyes. She found herself avoiding his eyes just so she didn’t start to laugh. She guessed he was around forty although it was hard to tell because of his eyes. He was taller than her, weighed at least 250 pounds and wasn’t a bad looking man although it didn’t appear he had exercised a day in his life. She had been around big people before but the people she had been around were athletes who were big by choice not their inability to push away from the dinner table. With his dark, slicked-back hair and big face, he reminded her a bit of a very large Elvis Presley except of course for the crossed eyes. 

“How’d you know he smoked,” Deputy Frank asked her.

“Saw his yellow fingernails,” she replied. 

“He never did turn down a free smoke,” Deputy Dave chimed in. Deputy Dave Yorrick was a skinny runt of a man with big hands and big feet at the ends of stick-like arms and legs. He should have gone into comedy, she thought, because his appearance made you laugh. He looked like a stick figure come to life. The only thing on him that was normal-sized was his head. Stuck on the stick figure, it looked gigantic. When he moved, it looked like he had gone several feet before his uniform took up the slack and caught up with him. She guessed him to be around five feet eight inches tall. What she couldn’t guess was his weight. She weighed one hundred and twenty five pounds and he weighed a lot less than her. Maybe ninety pounds but she couldn’t be sure.

“He was always bummin’ cigarettes,” Deputy Clyde Asher spoke up. “I quit bringing cigarettes to the bar cause he smoked more of ‘em than I did. He’d give me hell if I switched brands, too.”

“He liked the ladies, too. You gonna crawl in there with him for one last humpy-humpy?” the Sheriff growled.

“Not my type,” she said, “Too short.”

They all laughed, even the Sheriff. Morbid humor was something all cops knew.

“Was it an accident?” she asked. She took the cigarette out of his mouth and crushed it under her foot. No point in pushing the point.

“Don’t know. Waitin’ for the coroner. Maybe you can wave your magic wand and tell us,” the Sheriff intoned.

“From what I hear, the only one wavin’ a magic wand around here is one of your deputies,” she deadpanned.

“Cecil ain’t with the Department no more. I fired him for that. Why are you here, anyway, this ain’t no federal case?”

“How do you know, Sheriff? Paxton shot Noonan so maybe this is part of that.”

“Looks to me like he was shovelin’ loose hay into the baler to make sure it was fixed and fell in hisself,” Deputy Clyde Asher guessed. He was the hairiest man she had ever met, she thought. The hair on his arms was so thick it looked like fur and tufts of thicker, longer hair peeked out at her from the open neck of his uniform shirt. She had seen less hair on dogs. She wondered why he didn’t invest in a set of clippers so at least the hair would be presentable but then she remembered where she was. No doubt about it. He fit in with the rest of the pack. She guessed him to be around six feet tall and one hundred and seventy pounds, with just sort of an average body shape. He was the handsomest man she had seen in Kingswood even with the excess body hair.

“Bravo for you, Sheriff, for firin’ Cecil. May I assume that wasn’t his only boo-boo?”

“Why does it matter?”

“He got fired for wienie waggin’ Old Lady Crenshaw,” Deputy Clyde smirked. “At the library. She came along lookin’ on the shelf for a book and found a dick instead. Cecil was on the other side with his pants downs—his uniform pants at that.”

Clyde and the other deputies snickered at the remembrance.

“Shut up, Clyde,” Sheriff Wilks snapped. “This is a local matter, Agent O’Malley. Ain’t no connection between this and Noonan. It’s our jurisdiction. If you want to watch, fine, but we’re runnin’ the show.”

“For now but if it turns out to be ours, I want it treated like a crime scene not a Penny Arcade. You can start by keeping everyone out until the Coroner gets here. If he was murdered, you will need to collect evidence.”

Hon, if he was murdered, we don’t need no evidence to know who did it,” Sheriff Wilks said.

“You aren’t going to gather any evidence?”

“I didn’t say that. We’re just gonna wait to hear from the Coroner.”

“That’s too late. When they walk around, your men may be destroying evidence.”

Mattie didn’t want to stay but now it was a matter of pride. She damn sure wasn’t going to just give in and walk away. The Sheriff knew how to push her buttons, which made her even more determined to stay.

“I got a camera out in the car. Cecil’s the only one who ever used it.”

“No thanks,” Deputy. “I have everything in my car.”

“Agent O’Malley, I don’t need you to tell me how to do my job.”

“Fine. You wanna risk compromising a murder case, that's your problem. But I don't. I'm going to do a crime scene investigation,” she said.

She didn’t really want to do a complete crime scene evaluation but she didn’t have a choice. After lugging the big crime scene suitcase from the car, she put on some hospital shoe covers, rubber gloves and a hair bonnet. With all four men watching her, she photographed the area around the baler, took close-ups of Paxton and anything else she saw that looked like evidence. Not one of them offered to help. Next, she dusted the baler, its controls, all of its metal parts and the surrounding area for prints. Needless to say, she found hundreds of them. She would have to lift each one, which meant hours of bending over and kneeling in awkward positions. 

 

It didn’t take the four lawmen long to get tired of watching her. After about ten minutes they went outside and talked next to the Sheriff’s car. She was glad they were gone. She didn’t need for ignorant slobs, watching her with critical eyes. With a flashlight from the evidence suitcase, she went across the floor inch by inch, her eyes looking for anything out of the ordinary. She found some footprints in a patch of fine dirt but too indistinct to do anything with. She looked at the baler from stem to stern and found spots of blood on many surfaces. Using cotton swabs, she took samples of each one, separating each swab into its own capped test tube. After that, she used pieces of heavy scotch tape to lift each print she had found. 

 

She was so engrossed in her work, she didn’t hear the Sheriff and deputies come back into the barn. The first she knew of their presence was a chortle from Deputy Dave when she had to tiptoe through some grease to get to a little blood.

“Havin’ fun?” Sheriff Wilks asked.

“What’s taking the Coroner so long?” she asked. 

“Got a floater up at Jake’s slough. Been in the water so long, the gators got most of it.”

“Why aren’t you up there spreading cheer?”

“Cause it’s in Bend County.”

Deputy Dave looked out the door.

“Shit, Sheriff, it’s Jubal.”

“Let’s go. I don’t want him to see this.”

 

Outside, Sheriff Wilks and the deputies intercepted Jubal and Beau who were headed for the barn.

“Hold up, Jubal,” Sheriff Wilks ordered.

Mattie eased out of the barn where she could watch what happened.

“Where’s Paxton?” Jubal yelled. “What are you doin’ here?”

“Calm down, Jubal” Sheriff Wilks said. “We got to talk.”

Deep down, Jubal knew. He lunged toward the barn but the three deputies grabbed him.”

“Paxton!” he bellowed. “Paxton!”

It was all the deputies could do to hold him. 

“Let go of me, you assholes!” he cursed.

He struggled harder, actually dragging the three deputies almost to the barn door.

Sheriff Wilks stepped in front of him.

“He’s dead, Jubal. Stone cold dead. Ain’t nothin’ anyone can do for him. You got to calm down or I’m gonna have to cold-cock you.”

“Dead!” “Oh, my poor boy.”

Jubal sagged onto the deputies, his bulk dragging them down. They let him gently to the ground. Tears rolled down his face.

“What am I gonna tell Hannah?” he blubbered.

It was hard to watch. Mattie had seen pain and sorrow before but Jubal was her worst case.

Sobbing, Jubal pounded on the dirt, his face a mess of tears and dirt.

“Why, Sheriff? Why?” he wailed. “He was too young to die.”

“Maybe you should go inside,” Jubal. “We’ll take good care of him.”

“No! No! No!” he roared.

He struggled to stand up, the deputies clinging to him like ticks.

Sheriff Wilks drew his pistol, turned it around, and raised it over Jubal’s head.

“You’re gonna give yourself a heart attack,” Sheriff Wilks explained, “And that ain’t gonna happen on my watch. Either calm down or I’m gonna do it.”

Jubal saw the pistol and knew Sheriff Wilks would indeed knock him out with it. He slid to the ground.

“What happened?”

“Looks like he fell in the baler,” Sheriff Wilks responded.

“God, No!” he sobbed.

“You got to pull yourself together, Jubal, your family needs you. You ain’t no good to them all weak and whining. You got to be a man,” the Sheriff advised.

“Tell me it ain’t so. Tell me this is just a bad dream. Tell me he ain’t dead.”

“Wish I could, but it’s him,” the Sheriff continued.

“I went fishin’ ‘stead of helpin’ him,” Jubal wailed. “I ain’t no good. What kind of father don’t help his son?”

“Take him inside.”

The deputies struggled mightily to get Jubal to his feet. With Beau following like a lost dog, they took Jubal to the house.

Mattie moved over beside the Sheriff.

“He’s gonna be back,” she said.

“I know it, but it gives us time to finish up.”

A long black station wagon with CORONER in large white letters stopped next to the patrol cars. After a few seconds, a White, tall, stork-like man wearing a black jumpsuit exited the car. His name was Andrew Fields. He walked over to the Sheriff.

“What’s goin’ on?” he asked.

“Paxton’s in the baler—dead,” Sheriff Wilks explained. “How’d the floater turn out?”

“Got it in a couple of bags in back. Gonna be a tough one to identify less’n we find the gator with the head in it so I can match the dental records. Big gators up on the slough. Saw one went sixteen feet easy. Almost swallow a man whole. Take off a head quick as that.” He snapped his fingers. “Saw a man up by Merryville cut in half by a gator. Got a picture in the car. This one was in the water so long even the blue gills was havin’ a feast.”

“Remind me not to eat any fish from the slough,” Sheriff Wilks snickered.

“Don’t eat at Phil’s cause he gets all his fish from up there.”

“Don’t eat there anyway cause he catches carp and tells customers its bass. Been thinkin’ ‘bout havin’ a little talk with him. Give him a new atty’tude.”

“Don’t break his fingers cause that’s where I eat,” Andrew cautioned.

Side by side, Andrew and the Sheriff went into the barn with Mattie trailing along like an ugly sister.

They went to the baler where Andrew squatted down on his haunches so he could look into Paxton’s face. After that, he spent several minutes looking at him from all around the baler.

“Who’s she?” he asked after nearly walking into Mattie.

“FBI.”

“Ain’t that sumpthin’” Andrew observed without really looking at her.

“She’s investigatin’ the Noonan shooting cause it was on the Air Force Base property,” Sheriff Wilks told him.

“Heard Noonan took three in the guts. Real surprised I didn’t get him.”

“He’s tough,” Sheriff Wilks said. “His old man had his leg bit off by a gator and it didn’t slow him down none at all.”

Andrew squatted next to the baler again.

“First one I ever seen in a baler,” he said. “Seen ‘em under tractors, under trucks, lot under cars but never one in a baler. Jubal know?”

“He’s inside. Took it real hard.”

The three deputies returned. They all nodded to Andrew who nodded back. 

“I’d get a picture but my camera’s out of film,” Andrew complained.

“I took a lot of pictures. I’ll give you one if you want,” Mattie said.

“Ain’t that sumphin’? Andrew said.

Mattie blushed but luckily it couldn’t be seen under her dark skin. She wanted to whack him on the side of her head with her blackjack but thought better of it.

“We waited to take him out till you got here,” Sheriff Wilks mentioned. 

“You done the right thing. Anybody know how he got in here?”

“Ain’t no witnesses,” Sheriff Wilks replied.

Andrew poked the body with an electronic thermometer. It read 78 Degrees. Paxton had been dead quite a while.

“Ok, let’s get him out of there,” Andrew ordered.

It was no easy task. Even with Sheriff Wilks and the three deputies helping, it took them ten minutes to extract the body from the machine. In the baler, the true extent of the damage to the body had been hidden but once the bale was out, they could see every gruesome detail. First of all, the baler had crushed the whole body, along with a lot of hay, into a hay bale. Paxton’s body made up about a third of what was normally a one hundred and thirty pound bale, which meant there was a lot more of Paxton’s remains under the baler that they couldn’t see. Secondly, three very strong plastic straps held the bale tightly together. They would have to cut the straps to get the remains out which is exactly what the Sheriff did. Using a big pocketknife, he sliced the straps that “popped” when they snapped apart. The deputies used whatever tools they could find to pick apart the bale. With Andrew helping, they finally got the body out of the bale and laid out on the plank floor. At least what was left of the body, which amazingly was still fully clothed.

“Can you tell if he was alive when he went into the baler?” Sheriff Wilks asked.

“Judging by all of the blood under the machine, I’d say he was,” Andrew intoned.

Andrew started at the top of the body and worked his way down. When he opened the tattered shirt around Paxton’s chest, everyone caught their breath.

Three bullet holes in the stomach.

Mattie instantly breathed a sigh of relief that she had done the crime scene right instead of letting the Sheriff talk her out of it. There were a few things she could have done better but overall, she had done a great job.

“He was shot first—three times,” Andrew said unnecessarily. Everyone there saw the three bullet holes.

“Same place Noonan was shot,” Deputy Frank suggested.

“Same number of times, too,” added Deputy Dave.

“Was he shot here?” Sheriff Wilks asked Andrew.

“Over by the tractor,” Mattie interjected. “He was dragged to the baler from there.”

All of them looked at her like she was some sort of specimen.

“How do you know that?” Deputy Clyde asked.

“Hey, I’m askin’ the questions,” Sheriff Wilks snapped. “You want to ask ‘em, run for Sheriff.”

Mattie held up a clear plastic evidence bag. Three deformed slugs rested on the bottom of the bag.

“Cause I have the slugs and you can see where his heels dragged across the floor.”

The Sheriff held out his hand.

“Let me see them,” he ordered.

“You can see them but I’m holding them for evidence,” she replied.

“It ain’t a federal case.” Sheriff Wilks was very unhappy with her. She didn’t give a damn because he could have done the crime scene investigation but chose to let her do all of the work. So Henny Penny was going to keep the goodies.”

“If this related to the Noonan shooting it’s a federal case,” she needled him.

“You was holdin’ out on us. Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“Cause like you pointed out on the brass I found at the river, they could have been shot any time.”

Andrew emptied Paxton’s front pants pocket onto the floor. No one was surprised to see a handful of rubbers. 

“He sure was an optimist.” Mattie exclaimed.

“I ain’t yieldin’ jurisdiction yet,” the Sheriff argued.

“If not Noonan, who else wanted Paxton dead?”

The Sheriff scratched his head. No one else spoke up.”

“FYI, Noonan was still unconscious yesterday afternoon when I tried to interview him—as in he was in a coma—not just asleep,” she told them.

Mattie knelt beside Paxton’s head, looked very closely at his hair. After a few seconds, she pulled out several wood splinters. 

“You want these?” she asked the Sheriff.

“Just wood splinters off the floor. Ain’t nothin’ special.”

She bagged and tagged the splinters.

“Andrew, can you give me an approximate time of death?” 

Mattie noticed the Sheriff didn’t say “give us” a time of death. She wasn’t on the team. Just the men.

“’Round midnight, twelve thirty,” he pronounced. “Half hour either way.”

That explained the condition the body was in. He had been dead nearly twelve hours.

“You got anything else you found?” Sheriff Wilks asked her.

Mattie dug around in her shoulder bag and came up with a sealed evidence bag. She held it up. Inside was a bloody gauze bandage.

“What is it?” Deputy Frank queried. He was too far away to see clearly.

“Bloody bandage. Like the kind they use in hospitals,” she responded.

“Where’d you find it?” the Sheriff wanted to know.

She pointed. “Behind those hay bales.”

The Sheriff thought about it, then spoke. “Frank, you and Dave stay here. Clyde you come with me. We’re gonna have a little talk with Noonan.”

“Not without me, you aren’t,” Mattie bristled.

“Don’t get your undies in a bunch!” the Sheriff snapped. “You can follow us in your car. Andrew, call if you find anything else.”

“Shur nuff.”

Mattie followed the Sheriff and Clyde out to the cars. Moments later she had the accelerator to the floor to keep up with Sheriff Wilks as he hauled ass to town.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

 

On the way back to town, Mattie had time to look over the countryside. East of Kingswood, the grassy flats across from the river gave way to some low hills that stretched east as far as the eye could see. Most of the flat land near the river was planted with a variety of crops. Even though she hadn’t been raised on a farm, Mattie knew a few things about the farm world. She saw wheat, watermelons, corn and soy and some fields she thought might be peanuts. It was late enough in the season so most of the crops were ripe. The wheat was still a little green and she knew it had to be dead and yellow before the farmers would bring in the combines to cut it. Actually, most of the farmers probably didn’t own combines any more. They hired out the work to custom farmers who followed the ripening crops all across the U.S. The average small farmer couldn’t afford a $200,000 combine so the custom farmers were a blessing. 

 

She planned to buy a fresh watermelon from one of the farmers but knew she would take endless ribbing from the deputies if they found out about it. She had seen several small fruit stands next to farmhouses on the way out. Evidently, it had been too early for the stands to be open on her way out, so she was watching for one to be open so she could stop a moment. She was tired of butting heads with the Sheriff and hoped their relationship would cool down so they could work the case without acrimony. Both of them were proud which explained why they had crossed swords so early. Only one person could run the show and both of them wanted to be that person. He felt she was the intruder who wanted to boss everything while she felt he was a dinosaur who would cut enough corners that it would jeopardize the investigation. Both had some elements of truth to them.

 

She had come to Kingswood for a couple of reasons. First of all, her supervisor had told her if she took the assignment, he would support her request to transfer to San Diego where her mother and father lived. Both were ill and in Jackson, she was only able to see them twice a year. Second, she was coming off a bad break-up. She and Keith had been going together a little over four years. He was an agent, too and the relationship had been great for both of them. They had moved in together a year earlier with the intent being to consider marriage in a year or two. With their combined salaries, life had been good although he tended to hold more of “his” money than she did “her” money. As far as she knew things were going great until one day she found him in a hotel room with one of the secretaries. It had been a huge blow to her confidence—oh, and talk about trust issues. She no longer trusted men like she had before her little discovery. Later that day, when he came home, she had given him two words: Get out! It had taken a couple of months just for her to get used to the fact she was single again. It hadn’t slowed him down at all. Six months after the break-up he married the secretary. So, every day she had to see both of them in the office, which is why she had decided to ask for the transfer. After this assignment, the odds were good she would be transferred to San Diego.

 

She followed Sheriff Wilks’ car through several neighborhoods before she recognized Doctor Flint’s street. She parked behind Sheriff Wilks’ car then hurried across the lawn to catch up with Sheriff Wilks and Deputy Clyde at the door. Deputy Clyde, who was behind the Sheriff, let the door slam in front of her instead of holding the door open for her like a gentleman. What was she expecting, she asked herself. These yokels could barely put two words together let alone learn the finer points of etiquette. She opened the door for herself and continued after them. This time there were a couple of local people, waiting for the doctor. All were heavy and all looked like they hadn’t ever missed a meal. One of them hadn’t bothered to change his shirt, which was spotted with whatever it was he had eaten for lunch. From her perspective, it looked like there was enough left on his shirt for a light meal

 

They found Doctor Flint in the back room with Noonan who was awake and eating something out of a cup while Doctor Flint checked his IV line. True to his word, Doctor Flint wore clothing that had come from some sort of thrift shop. When he saw them come in, his face got serious quick.

“I assume this isn’t a social call,” he joked.

“We need to talk to Noonan,” the Sheriff said.

Sheriff Wilks stood over Noonan, stared down at him until Noonan stopped eating out of the cup.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea. He’s lost a lot of blood and he just came out of the coma about two hours ago. Course you don’t care what I think so he’s all yours.”

Doctor Flint smiled at Mattie who patted his shoulder.

“It’s good to see you,” she whispered.

“What are you doing with these mutts?” he whispered in her ear. 

“Official business,” she whispered back.

Noonan looked up from his cup, fear very clear in his eyes. A visit from the Sheriff was no little thing.

“What’s up? Sheriff?” he gulped.

“How you feelin’, Noonan?”

Noonan was getting more nervous by the second. He pulled the sheet up under his chin.

“Like somebody ran a cattle prod through my guts and forgot to take it out.”

The Sheriff scanned the area around Noonan’s bed.

“You been up?”

“Once, to go to the bathroom. Hey, what’s this about, Sheriff? I’m the victim, right? Paxton shot me.”

Mattie saw how effective questioning can be when the suspect knows the cops can do anything to him that they want to. Noonan was so scared he would probably admit he was Hitler in disguise.

“Once to the bathroom.” He saw the look on Sheriff Wilks’ face. “I ain’t lyin’.”

Deputy Clyde stepped around the bed and leaned down over Noonan.

“You always lied before, why should we believe you now?”

“Cause, I’m too sick to lie.”

“In my professional opinion, that’s probably true,” Doctor Flint said. “I gave him a general anesthesia while I operated on him. It won’t wear off for at least a week.”

“Thanks, Doc, but we have reason to believe he’s lyin’” Deputy Clyde asserted.

“Were you here last night, Doc?” Sheriff Wilks asked.

“On and off. I checked him a couple of times.”

“What about between 11:30 P.M. and 12:30 P.M.?”

Deputy Clyde leaned so far down over the bed that his face was nearly touching Noonan’s face. Sweat broke out across Noonan’s brow. Cold fear clouded his eyes. He didn’t know what was going on but he knew he was in trouble.

Doctor Flint picked up Noonan’s chart. After studying it a moment, he shook his head.

“I checked him at 11:00 P.M. and 1:30 P.M. He was unconscious both times.”

“How do you know if someone is really unconscious or just faking?” Sheriff Wilks asked without taking his eyes off of Noonan.

“I look at their eyes. If I shine a strobe into a normal person’s eyes, their pupils contract. The can’t help it. It’s the brain responding to a stimulus. When I shown the light into Noonan’s eyes, his pupils didn’t contract. No way to fake that.”

With a catlike move, the Sheriff snatched the sheet off of Noonan, exposing his gown that was splotched with blood.

“Son of a bitch,” Doctor Flint exploded. He quickly checked out Noonan to see if he was bleeding.

“Noonan, are you bleeding anywhere?” Doctor Flint asked.

“Don’t know, Doc.”

Doctor Flint checked the splotches then pulled aside the gown to reveal a large bandage that covered most of Noonan’s stomach. He checked every part of the bandage.

“I can’t find where he’s bleeding,” he said.

“Ain’t his blood,” Deputy Clyde sneered. 

“What’s that mean?” Doctor Flint questioned him.

“Last night, someone shot Paxton three times in the guts then threw him in a baling machine,” Sheriff Paxton stated flatly. “I’m gonna need that gown,” he told Doctor Flint.

Mattie had stayed out of it mostly because she wanted to watch Noonan a while to figure him out. She walked over to the bed and picked up his bathroom slippers.

“It weren’t me that shot him, Sheriff. I was gonna shoot him as soon as I got out of here but I can barely go to the bathroom. You got to believe me, I’m too weak to do anything.”

When Mattie turned over the slippers, the whole room grew still. Big splotches of blood covered the bottoms of both slippers.

“Did he get that blood on them slippers goin’ to the bathroom, Doc?”

“Not a chance.”

“Noonan, we’re movin’ your bed over to the jail. You’re under arrest.”

“This ain’t right, Sheriff.” 

“Can you tell me how the blood got on your gown and slippers?”

“Somebody’s framin’ me, only thing it can be.”

“Who, Noonan?” Deputy Clyde sneered. “Who would want to frame you?”

Noonan didn’t say anything more. Mattie saw tears in his eyes and wondered if he really was innocent. She started to ask him something—something that might have freed him but instead, the door banged open and a dozen men with rifles, shotguns and pistols barged into the room. She and Sheriff Wilks quickly stepped between the men and Noonan. The group included Jubal, Poptop, Wade, A.J. Morris and some other men she recognized from the parade. They were all loud and obnoxious, fueled no doubt, by big shots of shine to bolster their courage. They stopped a few feet from Sheriff Wilks and Mattie noticed they all carried their guns like farm tools not weapons. To add credence to her belief they were all drunk, she saw that Jubal’s face was a bright shade of red.

“We come for the son of a bitch who killed my boy,” Jubal yelled. “You step aside, you won’t get hurt.”

Sheriff Wilks shook his head in disbelief.

“Ain’t you learned nothin’ about me, Jubal?” he snarled. “Who do you think you are and what the fuck do you think you’re doin’? You know damn well I ain’t gonna give him to you. Now, get the fuck out of here before I lose my temper and do somethin’ you’ll all regret.”

Jubal glanced behind him, gaining confidence from the others with him.

“We got you outnumbered, Sheriff. Ain’t no way you can stop us from takin’ him. If you think this here nigger is gonna slow us down, you’re nuts. She ain’t even got her gun out.”

Jubal started to raise his shotgun. “I’ll bet you I can—“

In a flash too fast for the mind to comprehend, Mattie drew her Glock pistol and aimed it at Jubal’s forehead. It was so fast no one saw it happen. One microsecond she was standing there, the next, she had the 9MM Glock pressed against Jubal’s forehead. For those who saw her draw that day, it was so unbelievable that it was all they talked about for the next few months. Word spread through Kingswood and surrounding community and it was just about all they talked about at the barbershop.

“You move that shotgun and I'm gonna splatter your brains all over the dumb fucks behind you,” she threatened.

Jubal swallowed hard. He wasn’t even sure what had happened only that he was face to face with a cocked 9MM. His shotgun wasn’t even close to pointing at her.

“You still wanna bet, Jubal or do you want to go home and change your shorts?”

Jubal looked down. A dark stain widened on the front of his pants. He felt pee trickle down his leg.

“Come on, you cowards. Let’s dance. I’ll bet one hundred dollars I can get all of you before Jubal’s head hits the ground.

No one wanted to take the bet. Jubal backed a couple of steps away from her.

“You boys are makin' me look bad in front of the FBI. Now I gots to shoot one of ya so she don't think I'm yella. Who’s it gonna be?”

There were no volunteers. What Mattie did next would be the talk of the town for years to come. Without a word, she holstered her gun. It was so mind-blowing, the men just couldn’t comprehend it. Jubal still had his shotgun pointed ominously near her head but she didn’t care. That could only mean one thing. She wasn’t worried about him or them. Even Sheriff Wilks was taken aback.

“He killed my boy, Sheriff. Shot him down like a dog.”

“And he’s gonna go to trial. That’s how it works,” Sheriff Wilks responded. With one hand on his pistol, Sheriff Wilks looked over the men. His eyes stopped on Wade. In one smooth motion, he brought up his pistol and shot Wade in the leg. Wailing, Wade hit the floor, thrashing around like a landed carp.

“Who’s next?” the Sheriff hollered.

With a mad rush, the men rushed for the door, trampling each other and throwing elbows so as not to be the last one out. They figured, and rightly so, Sheriff Wilks might shoot someone else.

As the last man went through the doorway, Sheriff Wilks brought up his pistol. With an evil grin, he shot again, sending a bullet slicing along the man’s butt cheek.

“YOW!” he bellowed but he didn’t stop.

“Clyde, help Wade up on that table. Doc, how long to patch him up?”

“About half an hour.”

“Clyde, soon as he's done, you bring Wade over to the jail. He's gonna do two weeks for threatenin' an FBI. And Clyde, next time something like this happens, you better step up, or I'll shoot you myself.” He looked down at Noonan. “You want to walk over to the jail or have us carry your bed?

“I ain’t lyin’ to you, Sheriff. I can’t walk that far.”

“Clyde, cuff him to the bed. I’ll send someone over to get him.”

“I’m gonna collect some evidence,” she told Sheriff Wilks.

“Honey, I ain't never seen no one draw a pistol that fast. Man, it gives me goose bumps.”

“You think that’s something, Sheriff. You ought to see me shoot.”

Doctor Flint looked across the table at her. “I can use some help, if you don’t mind being a nurse a while.”

“Just tell me what to do.”

Sheriff Wilks left.

“I’m not going to work on him here. We have to get him to my operating room.”

“Am I gonna die, Doc?” Wade asked, his voice shaking with fear.

“Some day, but not today,” Doctor Flint replied.

With Wade between them, Doctor Flint and Mattie helped him hop back to the Doc’s operating room in the back of the building. After putting Wade up on the operating table, Doctor Flint began to gather instruments out of drawers. For being such a tiny operating room, it was well equipped and very modern. All of the instruments were spotless and shiny. Every drawer was marked and every instrument in its proper place. Doctor Flint was working in a hellhole of a town but his care was top-notch. 

 

“This won’t take long,” Doctor Flint explained. “He usually doesn’t hit any bones. He’s careful that way.”

Mattie couldn’t believe her ears. Here she was upset because the Sheriff had shot Wade and now Doctor Flint was telling her he did it all of the time. She was flabbergasted.

“He’s shot other people?”

“Usually two or three a year. He’s a good shot. Hasn’t hit a bone, nerve or major blood vessel yet. Most of the time he aims for the outside of the leg where there’s muscle, no big blood vessels and very few nerves. He shot the last guy out of here in the ass—winged it—leave a long furrow that will hurt like hell. I’ll be seeing the guy tomorrow or the next day.”

“Doctor Flint, cops don’t shoot people for breaking the law, they arrest them. You shoot people who are an immediate threat to you or the citizens around you. If I shot every person in Jackson who broke the law, I’d run out of bullets in five minutes. Where does it end if you shoot people who break the law? Do you shoot jaywalkers and let the pickpockets go? Or do you shoot everyone who commits a felony? It’s just plain-ass wrong.”

Doctor Flint stopped what he was doing to look at her. “This is the South, Mattie, the deep South. It’s not like anywhere else on earth. You can’t judge the Sheriff until you walk in his shoes. He has to be tough because if he isn’t, these people will eat him for lunch. The law doesn’t have a big foot hold here, it has a tiny little toehold. For the most part, people around here don’t like the law because it cuts into their criminal endeavors. If you stand on the main street and watch people go by, I can guarantee that at least three of any five people you see earn their money through moonshine. It’s the only way they can make money. Trust me, if there were other jobs they would take them, but the economy here is very slow and if you want to eat, you have to work and the only jobs are at the stills.”

“What if he decided to shoot you?”

“It’s not like that. If he shoots someone, they needed it. He’s very careful.”

“What about due process? Shooting someone takes away all of their rights.”

“A while back there was a new sheriff up in Bend County. He campaigned that if he won, he would shut down all of the stills. First day on the job, he disappeared. They found his car in the swamp a year later. He wasn’t in it. But there was a bullet hole in the windshield in front of the driver. Around here, the Sheriff is the judge, jury and executioner. If he settles something, it stays settled. His word is law. These people need an iron fist. It’s the only thing they understand.” He looked in a drawer. “Would you mind cutting off his pants leg. I’ve got some scissors here somewhere.”

“Don’t need them,” she said, pulling a long switchblade out of her pocket. Snap! She used the knife to slice off the leg of his pants. The sharp blade slid through the cloth like it was jello. When she pulled away the cloth, it revealed a clean bullet hole on the outside of his thigh. She used the sharp blade to pull a wad of cloth out of the wound.

“Owwwww!” Wade sniveled.

“Quit your whining. I’ve lost more blood shaving my legs.”

“Who was the last person he shot—before old Wade here?”

“Black drug dealer named Cain. Shot him in the back with a load of birdshot. I got most of the pellets out but he’ll probably die of lead poisoning some day.”

“What did he do?”

“Sold drugs too close to the school. Sheriff warned him. Next time he saw Cain he didn’t say a word, just shot him.”

Mattie looked at Wade’s leg more closely. It was coated with dirt and grease.

“Have you ever taken a bath? I’ve seen cleaner pigs.”

Insulted, Wade gave her an insolent scowl.

“Baths ain’t good for ya. My pappy didn’t take no baths and he lived to be a hunnert.”

“Hell, judging by the amount of dirt on you, you’ll live to be two hundred and change.”

“He isn’t alone,” Doctor Flint told her. “Most of the people around here only take a bath on Saturday night. Personal hygiene measures we take for granted won’t find their way here for another twenty years. Instead, they have all this folklore and home remedies. If you want to draw a bullet out of a wound, you smear it with pine tar. If you want to get pregnant, you wear garlic around your neck. If your child has a cold, you smear honey and mustard on his chest.”

“Sounds more like a salad than a remedy,” she grinned.

“It can go either way. One man’s cold cure is another man’s salad dressing. And by the way, salads aren’t a big thing here. You can get one if you ask but not many people eat them. They call it rabbit food.” He glanced at her. “Does this mean you’re going to be staying longer?”

“Against my better judgment, yes, it does. But it’s going to be a day-by-day thing. Given any chance, I’m gone.”

“Exact way I felt about this place until I got used to it.”

“When was that?”

“Next Christmas.”

She laughed. She really enjoyed talking to Doctor Flint. He was intelligent, open-minded and kind, plus a few other good things. He was everything her boy friend hadn’t been.

“If the shooting and killing are related, I stay. If not—“

“I hear you.”

“Where’d you learn to draw like that?” Wade asked.

“Like what?” responded.

But she said it over her gun that had magically appeared in her hand. One tiny, tiny microsecond to draw.

“Son of a bitch!” Wade exclaimed, his eyes wide with wonder.

“I second that,” Doctor Flint added. 

She holstered her gun.

“Practice, practice and more practice,” she said. 

“I never met no nigger lady like you before,” Wade said grudgingly. “You want to be on my team we shoot a course every two weeks out at the dump.”

“Thanks, Wade, but I’m not gonna be here that long.”

“Can I interest you in dinner at my place this evening? I cook a mean TV dinner.”

“Sure, anything’s better than eating at the café.”

“Hey, that’s where I eat,” Wade objected.

“No wonder I stuck to the chair seat,” Mattie adlibbed. 

Doctor Flint put a thick gauze pack on the leg wound.

“Press down gently,” he said.

She did as he asked, lightening the force when she saw Wade grimace. After all, he had invited her to shoot on his team.

“What time?” she continued.

“Sevenish.”

An hour or so later, Sheriff Wilks returned. Wade’s leg was bandaged, the white gauze a sharp contrast to his dirty leg. She had tried to clean the area around the wound but it was like hosing off a driveway with a squirt pistol.

“He ready to go?” Sheriff Wilks queried.

“Almost as good as new,” Doctor Flint joked.

“I told your old woman you was going to be in jail for the next week. Want to know what she said? the Sheriff asked Wade.

“She said if I made you take a bath, she’d sleep with every man in town and name your first born after me.”

Everyone but Wade laughed. He glowered at them but wisely kept his mouth shut. 

“So, as soon as you’re walkin’ again, I’m gonna take you down to the car wash and hose you off.”

“You can’t do that,” Wade said sullenly. “A man’s got a right not to take a bath.”

“As long as it doesn’t bother everyone else and right now, I can smell you from ten feet away. If it makes you feel any better, I can get you one of them water toys to play with.”

“Sheriff, I’ll come over and check on Noonan. I don’t want him to start bleeding again,” Doctor Flint ventured.

“Fine.” The Sheriff looked at Mattie. “You said you could shoot better than you can draw? Guess you’ll have to show me before you leave.”

“Why not?”

Neither one of them had the slightest inkling that within a very short time, Mattie would demonstrate her shooting ability but it wasn’t going to be on bottles at the dump.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER SIX

 

 

 

The land along the river was a maze of swampland, small lakes, thick trees and secret coves in both directions out of Kingswood. The men who fished the river probably knew the land the best because they saw it from their boats as they cruised the river, looking for fish to catch. Farmers who owned land adjacent to the river knew their land and maybe their neighbors’ land but no one really knew the entire area because it was just too big and complex. In addition, the river sometimes shifted its course and cut a new channel to follow, leaving the old riverbed to gradually become swampland. There were places along the river that had never felt the tread of human feet, places that begged to be explored. A few hunters had ventured into the thick underbrush, trees and swamp lands along the river but the vegetation was so thick, moving a quarter mile could take half a day. A few hunting guides from the area knew of secret places where the fish were big and the trophy deer roamed but they kept the information to themselves.

 

The people who probably knew the area the best were the moonshiners who drove their loads on the county back roads and occasionally sent a boatload of shine across the river for buyers in Louisiana. Each moonshiner knew his area so well that he could drive it in the dark, which made it hard for local lawmen to catch them. But the moonshiners were an independent bunch who seldom talked to their fellow entrepreneurs because the shine business was loaded with snitches. Had the moonshiners combined their information, it would have been a big help to all of them in eluding pursuing lawmen. Ironically, the men who made the best lawmen were men who had been moonshiners because they knew how the system worked. They knew how the moonshiners disguised their loads, what kinds of vehicles they drove, where they got their grain and how they hid their stills. Unknown to anyone in Kingswood, Sheriff Wilks had been a moonshiner for six years before being elected to his present post. He knew the back roads as well as any of the bootleggers, which is why he was able to find stills the feds missed.

 

Later that day, after jailing Noonan and Wade, Sheriff Wilks drove to an isolated river cove on a dirt road that connected two county highways. From the cove, Sheriff Wilks could see both highways so no one could sneak up on him. He could disappear in a half dozen directions before they could get to his position. It was his favorite spot for clandestine meetings. He was meeting Rafe and he could not afford for anyone to see them together, especially Mattie. She was just too damn nosey. She had surprised the shit out of him when she had shown up at Paxton’s place. Had she not done so, she wouldn’t have ever found out about Paxton’s murder. He would have made sure of that. But now she was ass-deep in the investigation, a fact that could potentially cause him all sorts of trouble. He needed to find a way to get rid of her. And soon. There was a lot of stuff going down in the coming weeks, stuff she didn’t need to stick her nose in.

 

He saw the expected vehicle turn onto the dirt road from the north county highway. Five minutes later a black Mercedes with blacked-out windows stopped next to his cruiser. After a few seconds, the driver’s side window hummed down to reveal Junior Barnes behind the steering wheel. A moment later, the back window hummed smoothly down. Rafe was a very careful man.

“How’s it goin’? Sheriff.” Rafe asked.

“It’s goin’,” he replied.

“Anybody else down here?”

“No one else knows about this place.”

Rafe got right to the point. “Someone poisoned Big Blue. Killed him right on the track.”

“So I heard,” Sheriff Wilks replied. He was very careful with Rafe. The man was a complete psycho.

“Son of a bitch cost me $100,000,” Rafe continued. “That’s not walking around money, that’s somebody’s dead money.”

“Are you sure he was poisoned?” 

“Lips turned blue. Leroy’s seen it before,” Junior Barnes said.

“This here is the names of the three big winners in the race.”

Rafe handed a slip of paper to Junior Barnes who handed it to Sheriff Wilks who studied the names.

“Dusty Pew’s the only one I know. Never heard of the other two,” Sheriff Wilks said.

“Them other two are from Atlanta. I doubt if it was them. Had to be someone with a horse in the race.”

“Me and Leroy’s gonna cut ‘em,” Junior Barnes bragged.

“Shut up!” Rafe exploded. “Dusty’s horse won. That’s good enough for me. I want you to lean of him.”

“On or off the record?” Sheriff Wilks asked.

“Off. If it is him, I don’t want anything to connect us to him.”

“Ok.”

“What’s this I hear about that nigger lady backin’ down Jubal today?” Rafe asked.

“Jubal was out of line. He brought a bunch of Klansmen to Doc Flints to take Noonan. You did hear that someone killed Paxton? Shot him then dumped him in a baler.”

“Saved me the trouble. He ripped off Deacon for another load of shine. You sure Noonan offed him?”

Junior Barnes didn’t like being left out of the conversation but he knew better than to piss off Rafe again. Rafe had a habit of putting things that irritated him into sinkholes in the swamp.

“Noonan done it, ain’t no doubt,” Sheriff Wilks assured him.

“I want you to find my shine,” Sheriff. “Paxton didn’t have time to sell it. Probably out at his place.”

“I know where you can buy a baler real cheap,” he deadpanned.

Both Rafe and Junior Barnes laughed out loud.

“Better keep that baler handy, cause we may need it for the nigger woman. She sticks her nose in my business, it could come in handy. We don’t need the feds down here snoopin’ around.”

“I’m on it,” Sheriff Wilks told Rafe.

“You remember how I thought Jenny was cheatin’ me?”

Jenny was the whore who ran one of Rafe’s two whorehouses. One was in town while the other one was out in the county. One was a premium house for the more affluent in town while the other was more of a discount place for the common man. The discount place didn’t have a name but everyone called it Jenny’s Place. The premium house was called the Gentlemen’s Club although Sheriff Wilks couldn’t ever recall seeing a gentleman in the place. Although not especially pretty, Jenny knew how to package her assets. She wore short skirts, tight tops and ungainly high heels that made her another six inches taller. The Gentlemen’s Club was run by Sara Polone, a tough old madam from Georgia, who was the one thing in the club that wasn’t for sale. She ran a tight ship, didn’t drink, and wouldn’t tolerate drug use by her girls. Rafe had long suspected that Jenny was cheating him.

“Yeah.” Sheriff Wilks didn’t give a big green shit about Jenny or that she was cheating Rafe since he didn’t make a single penny off either of the houses. As far as he was concerned, she could steal all of the money. Bottom line was Rafe paid him to keep an eye on things not to do any of his real dirty work. Junior Barnes and Leroy did that. Rafe knew there was a line Sheriff Wilks wouldn’t cross. 

“Last weekend I had Junior sit on her place Saturday and Sunday. Junior counted 121 Johns goin' in. She paid me for fifty. I can live with five or ten but seventy-one—not gonna happen.”

“Damn whores,” Sheriff Wilks said unenthusiastically, “They’ll cheat you blind. You want me to run her out of town?”

“No, I’ll take care of it. We’re gonna have a little going away party.”

“Tell Deacon to keep an eye out for the feds next week. They’re gonna raid some stills.” Sheriff Wilks didn’t mind feeding Rafe this kind of information because it was pretty much common knowledge around the county. 

“Here ya go.” Rafe handed Sheriff Wilks an envelope full of money. Sheriff Wilks took it with his left hand—leaving his right hand to keep his pistol pointed at Rafe but below the doorframe so the crime boss couldn’t see it. When it came to dealing with Rafe, Sheriff Wilks took a lot of precautions and always having a gun in hand was one of them. He didn’t bother to count the money. Rafe never short-changed him.

“Might be a good idea to lay low until the FBI’s gone. Stirring things up now might bring a lot more of them. Any more bodies turn up, she might ask for help.”

Rafe didn’t reply. With a whine from the window’s servo unit, the window closed, leaving Sheriff Wilks to look at his own reflection in the dark glass. Without a word, Junior Barnes drove away.

Sheriff Wilks holstered his gun then started the car. He didn’t deposit the money in his checking account. If anyone checked it, the cash deposits would be red flags that would demand an investigation. Instead, he would mail it to his sister in Flagstaff, Arizona who would deposit it in her business account. He had a nice nest egg stored up—one that he would be using in the not too distant future.

 

After leaving Doctor Flint’s office, Mattie drove out of town on her way to Paxton’s house. As she drove, she wondered what Doctor Flint was doing in such a hellhole when he could obviously make a lot more money and have a lot more prestige somewhere else. 

 

She had a little trouble finding the right turn because many of the corners looked the same. Wheat. Wheat. Wheat. Wheat. All four corners. Four stop signs. How in the hell was she supposed to tell them apart? The one thing she had going for her was she remembered the turn had been about seven miles north of town, so as her odometer approached seven miles, she started looking closely at each cross roads. The first two didn’t look familiar and she started to worry that she had missed it but then she saw a mailbox that she remembered and made the turn on a road that went down to the river. After a couple of blocks she knew she was on the right road. For the first few miles the road arrowed through wheat and cornfields. What amazed her was she never saw anyone working in the fields. As a matter of fact, she hadn’t seen anyone working in any of the fields she had driven past. Where were the farmers? Where were their helpers?

 

Where the road started down a long slope to the river, she saw Paxton’s place a mile or two ahead of her. She wasn’t sure who would be there. She knew Paxton had been married and had a couple of kids. What she didn’t know was what her reception would be. Paxton had been Klan, which meant the odds were good his wife shared his views. Hell, for all she knew, a dozen Klansmen were at Paxton’s place comforting his widow. It was going to be interesting.

 

She parked her car in the driveway near the house. When she exited her car, she saw a truck parked on the side of the house. It was either painted brown or it had been driven through enough mud to cover up its original color. Her best guess was that it had once been white. As she walked to the door, two big mongrel hound dogs came baying across the yard. They weren’t a threat just LOUD. Five seconds later three more dogs joined them. It was bedlam. With the noisy dogs milling around her, she knocked on the door. A moment later, a woman looked out at her through the dirty screen door.

“Hello, I’m Mattie O’Malley, FBI,” she said, extending her badge. “Are you Paxton’s wife?”

Her name was Grace Flatt. One thing stuck out in your mind when you first met her. She was smoking a big, green cigar. 

“Shut up, you mother fuckers!” she screamed.

It was all Mattie could do not to cover her ears. Grace’s strident voice could cut plate steel.

Discouraged, most of the dogs wandered away. It was quiet except for the ringing in her ears from Grace’s scream.

“Yeah, I’m Grace. What do you want?”

“I’m investigating the death of your husband. Can I ask you a few questions?”

Opening the screen door, Grace hawked a huge globe of spit into the face and eyes of a hound dog that had been too slow to leave. With a howl, the dog spun around and ran away.

“Get out of here you son of a bitch!” Grace screeched after him.

This time, Mattie couldn’t help it. She clapped her hands over her ears. She was afraid Grace would be offended but it didn’t seem to bother her.

“What’s to investigate?” she snapped. “That bastard Noonan killed him.”

Mattie heard some kids yelling somewhere inside the house. Didn’t anyone at the Flatt house talk in normal tones?

“There’s going to be a trial and we’re going to have to prove that Noonan did it. If we don’t prepare our case right, Noonan might get off and we don’t want that, do we?”

Grace hawked another big globe of spit that took a butterfly off a dandelion flower.

“You see that?” Grace asked. “Bet none of you city slickers can do that.”

“Very impressive,” Mattie said. 

“You think Noonan’s gonna get off?”

“No, but we have to be prepared. Can I come in? It would be easier to take notes at the dining table.”

With a loud crack, Grace yanked the screen door shut.

“Ask your questions out here. We ain’t never had no nigger in the house.”

Mattie was seething but kept her cool.

“I understand. We had the same rule about ignorant White trash.”

Not quite sure what Mattie meant, Grace gave her an evil glance.

Mattie opened a little notebook.

“Do you know why Paxton and Noonan argued at Willow Bend?”

“Why does it matter? There was always bad blood between ‘em.”

Grace lit up the cigar and blew a huge stream of smoke through the screen door. Now Mattie knew why it was so dirty. She stepped to one side to dodge the smoke.

“Any particular reason for the bad blood?”

“Years ago, Noonan sold my husband a lame horse. Paxton got even by burning down Noonan’s barn. They have been feudin’ ever since.”

None of it made any sense to Mattie. She understood the words but the mentality behind them totally escaped her. Burning down a barn because of a lame horse seemed excessive. She figured a lame horse was a couple of hundred bucks. As for the barn, it had to be thousands of dollars. Maybe she would have Doctor Wilson explain it to her.

“Last night, did you hear anything suspicious—a car—voices—shots?”

“Usually the damn dogs wake me up if anything happens, but that night, I didn’t hear a peep out of them. Guess I was sleeping too good.”

Four very grubby children, ranging in age from three to ten, ran out of the house, screaming at the top of their lungs. One kid was in front and the other ones were chasing him—not really him so much as the dead puppy he was pulling on a short cord. The ones chasing the puppy had sticks that they used to whack the corpse. Stepping aside, Mattie watched as the kids ran around the corner of the house.

“Mam, that puppy was dead,” she exclaimed.

“Do tell?” Ya think I’m blind. Course it’s dead. Paxton shot it. Damn kids wouldn’t keep it out of the house. They’ll get rid of it when it starts to stink.”

Mattie was at a complete loss of words. She couldn’t believe anyone could be as ignorant as to let their kids play with a dead puppy. She had seen things that shocked her, things that offended here and things she found downright disgusting, but never all three at once.

“You don’t think it’s strange that they’re playing with a dead puppy?”

“Ain’t hurtin’ nothin’. The puppy don’t care.”

Mattie had had enough. She had reached her breaking point. She just didn’t care what would happen. She had something to say.

“Maybe you can bring Paxton home from the morgue for a couple of days and let them drag him around.”

“GET OFF MY PROPITY!” Grace screeched. She slammed the door so hard it broke off one hinge.

Turning, Mattie headed for the barn. As she neared it she noticed a shed against the west side of the ramshackle structure. Like the barn, it was only a stiff breeze away from total collapse. With one eye out for Grace and a shotgun, Mattie opened the shed door. It was dark inside. She took her key ring out of her pocket. On it was a tiny flashlight for just such occasions. She played the light back and forth across the inside of the shed. It contained one thing. Moonshine. Crates and crates of it. She had stumbled on to Paxton’s two loads of stolen moonshine. Parked next to the crates of booze was Paxton’s old truck. It was still partially loaded with crates. She opened the driver’s side door. Instantly her nostrils were hit by a wall of stale body odor. She stepped back, her hand covering her mouth and nose. 

 

She waited five minutes before the smell had dissipated enough for her to search the truck. She went over every square inch of the interior. She found a .22 caliber Derringer, a bottle of shine and a rusty pocketknife under the seat. The floor was covered with fast food boxes, pop cans, leaves and other debris. She thought she had struck out until she looked behind the seat. Hung up on the frame was a pair of women’s panties. Mattie bagged them then finished her search without finding anything else. As she walked by the rear of the truck, she picked a bottle out of a crate. Gingerly, she took a swig—gagged—dropped the bottle. It felt like liquid fire burning down to her stomach. From this incident she learned a valuable lesson. She couldn’t hold her liquor.

 

Several miles away, Sheriff Wilks pulled over a car on a deserted stretch of road. It wasn’t a random stop. He knew Dusty Pew was alone in the vehicle. Sheriff Wilks had chosen this spot to pull him over for two reasons; very few people drove this particular section of highway and it was surrounded by thick woods which gave Sheriff Wilks the privacy he needed to conduct his field interrogation. Dusty knew it was Sheriff Wilks behind him. Getting out of his car, he walked back to the patrol car, stopping just off of the left fender. Sheriff Wilks stuffed his baton in its holder then stepped out of the patrol car. 

“Why’d you pull me over?” Dusty asked. He was thirties, pudgy, had thinning brown hair and wore slacks and a white shirt.

“You was speeding,” Sheriff Wilks told him.

“Couldn’t have been more than a mile or two over,” Dusty objected. “I’m real careful to drive the speed limit.”

Sheriff Wilks pointed with his nightstick. “You got a tail light out, too.” When he turned to look at the taillight, Sheriff Wilks hit him hard behind the ear. Dusty dropped like a sack of potatoes. Before he could blink, Sheriff Wilks was on him. With the skill of a master craftsman, Sheriff Wilks beat him up one side and down the other. Dusty squalled the first few hits but just blubbered after that. Sheriff Wilks worked him over a good five minutes before he stopped. Red welts covered Dusty’s exposed flesh. Grabbing his arms, Sheriff Wilks pulled Dusty over on to the grass next to the road. Dusty didn’t fight back. He just groaned. Sheriff Wilks put Dusty in a chokehold, with the baton under his chin.

“I heard you poisoned Big Blue—won yourself a lot of money,” Sheriff Wilks said.” Sheriff Wilks choked him harder. “That don’t go in my county, Boy. Not gonna have that kind o’ cheatin’. No, sirree Bob.”

Sheriff Wilks let up on the chokehold. Dusty coughed, retched and gulped for air.

“Don’t hurt me no more,” Dusty pleaded.

Sheriff Wilks whacked him on the side of the knee, a blow that hurt like hell but left little bruising. 

“You ain’t even beginnin’ to hurt, Boy.”

“Didn’t—poison—Big—Blue,” he gasped.

Sheriff Wilks had given himself ten minutes to take care of Dusty. He figured no one would drive by in ten minutes but after that, anything could happen.

“You’re lyin’, Boy.”

Sheriff Wilks snapped his baton into Dusty’s other knee. Dusty screamed with pain.

“Owww. No more, Sheriff, I swear I ain’t lyin’.”

“You gotta do better than that.”

He choked Dusty a little longer. As he let go of the baton, he glanced at his watch. Two minutes to go.

“I heard—talk—don’t know about—it. People—was—sayin’ it’s one—of the—hands.”

“Who?”

“Ain’t heard—no name—honest, Sheriff. I’d tell—ya if I knew.”

Sheriff Wilks pulled Dusty to his feet. Dusted him off. Leaned him against the patrol car. He liked Dusty. They’d had coffee together a couple of times. As a matter of fact, they had gone deer hunting together the previous fall. Dusty had invited him and a half dozen local businessmen to his cabin up in the hills. They’d had a lot of fun. Dusty provided everything. Booze. Food. Women. But Rafe’s business trumped their friendship.

“I find out you lied to me, I’m gonna feed you to the gators, Boy.”

“I didn’t poison Big Blue. I just run my horse for fun. I don’t need the money. You check, you’ll find out I bet on Big Blue and my horse.”

“We’ll see. Now beat it.”

Without looking back, Dusty drove away.

Sheriff Wilks leaned against the hood of his patrol car. He knew Dusty wasn’t lying. He hadn’t poisoned Big Blue. Dusty was too soft to take a beating. He had coughed up everything he knew after only a few hits from the baton. Some people were like that. Soft on the outside and soft on the inside. Mattie on the other hand would probably take a beating and come back for more. Sheriff Wilks knew people and Mattie struck him as one tough cookie. When Jubal and his gang came for Noonan, she had stepped up like a man unlike Clyde who had hung back and waited to see which side won. She had been quick with the gun—very quick—but he was sure that if it had turned into a brawl, she would have held her own against men twice her size. Unknown to anyone in Kingswood, Sheriff Wilks was a Black belt in Karate. He never used it so that anyone would recognize what he was doing. Something about the way Mattie walked told him she was into Karate or some other form of unarmed combat. Maybe Judo or Kung Fu. She didn’t put her weight down on her feet. He’d noticed that right away. Instead, she floated when she walked—not really floated but it was the best way he could describe it. If he was right, and any of the Klan picked a fight with her, they would deeply regret it. The other thing about her he liked was how quick she made decisions. Almost as fast as him. She made a decision and stuck with it. 

Going over to the grass, he wiped Dusty’s blood off of the baton.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

 

After Mattie left Paxton’s place, she drove back to Kingswood in her Bureau car. She only saw one other car on her way back to town. And she didn’t see one single farmer or hand in the fields. Or equipment. Where were they, she wondered. Did everyone go fishing or to a bar? Or did the fields just operate on autopilot until harvest time? It was a mystery to her. The more she didn’t see anyone, the more she watched. All in all she was very perplexed. On the outskirts of town she saw a fruit stand that was open for business. She slowed to a stop in front of it. An old man in bib overalls and two weeks of gray beard stood behind a counter full of corn, watermelons and cantaloupes. As she got closer she saw his shirt was crusty with dirt and sweat. Had she been ordering food, she would have turned around and left but personal hygiene didn’t matter much to a watermelon. She could wash it off at the motel.

“I want a good, ripe watermelon,” she said.

“I knew that soon as I saw you,” he replied. “You’re that FBI lady that fast drawed Jubal. I heard ‘bout that. Give you a free—“

He never got the words out because he was looking into the barrel of Mattie’s 9MM Glock. She had drawn her pistol so fast it appeared it had magically jumped into her hand.

“Mother fuck!” he exclaimed. He was shocked. He had heard how fast she was and now he had seen it—not actually seen it because it was too fast for the human eye to follow.

“Pick me out a good one, gramps,” she said. She holstered the pistol.

“Holy shit! Reaching under the counter, he brought out a beautiful melon.

“Best one I got,” he said, handing it to her. 

“Let me ask you something, Pops? Where is everybody? I haven’t seen a single person in the fields.”

“Farmin’ don’t make much money any more so they got to work at jobs to take up the slack. Most of ‘em work at the stills. They get home around 4 or 5 and then do their farm work.”

“Why aren’t you working at a still?”

“Don’t need to cause I make enough off of this fruit stand.”

“How’s the corn?”

“Wouldn’t sell it to anybody I liked. Its feed corn. Tough as rawhide. You could break a tooth on it.”

“What’s your name?”

“Elmer Lake.”

“I’m Mattie O’Malley.” She didn’t offer to shake. He did. They shook hands.

“First time I ever touched a nigger,” he said.

“You know what’s under this black skin?” she asked.

“What?”

“Same thing that’s under your white skin. Muscle. Bone. Blood. You see what I’m saying?”

“You’re sayin’ we’re the same?”

“Something like that. Thanks for the melon, I gotta go.”

“I’m gonna tell everyone you was here.”

“Better be careful. The Klan hears that and they might burn your house down.”

He looked at her with amused eyes. “Hon, I am the Grand Wizard of the Kingswood Klan. Nobody’s gonna burn me out.”

Ten minutes later, she spotted Sheriff Wilk’s patrol car parked on a street next to a park. It was a large park with a nice lake. There were a couple of canoes out on the water. What was great about the park was the huge trees that towered over most of the land. After locking her car, she walked through the park to see if she could find the Sheriff. Five minutes later, she found him near the lake where he was frisking a vagrant who didn’t seem very happy about the whole procedure. As she got closer, she saw the vagrant was a huge man who stood at least six feet eight inches tall. She guessed him to be at least two hundred and sixty pounds, which meant he outweighed Sheriff Wilks by at least forty pounds. How the Sheriff had managed to cuff the tough-looking vagrant was beyond her.

“Need any help?” she asked.

He had seen her coming. “I got it,” he said. “Waldo here just decided to leave town. Doesn’t like it here any more.”

Sheriff Wilks helped Waldo to his feet. Waldo was a little unsteady on his feet. Mattie didn’t have to guess why. The imprint of Sheriff Wilks’ baton was clearly visible slightly below Waldo’s right temple.

“What did Waldo do?” she asked.

“Waldo urinated into the town lake which is where I catch the bass I eat,” the Sheriff explained. “Which way do you want to go, Waldo, north or south?”

“North.”

“You want to come along to the city line?” Sheriff Wilks looked questioningly at her.

“Why not.”

They walked in the general direction of Sheriff Wilks’ patrol car.

“So, where you from Waldo?” she asked.

“Detroit.” Waldo was a man of few words.

“What are you doing down here?”

“Looking for work. I heard there was jobs.”

“Only jobs around here are at the stills,” Mattie told him.

Sheriff Wilks looked at her with surprise in his eyes.

“Where’d you here that?” Sheriff Wilks asked.

“From Elmer Lake. He wants me to come to the next Klan meeting and give some pointers on race relations,” she deadpanned.

It took Sheriff Wilks a moment to get that she was joking.

“That’s funny,” he said but his eyes weren’t laughing.

“Did you play pro ball?” Mattie queried Waldo.

“Four years for the Miami Dolphins. Inside tackle.”

Sheriff Wilks stopped. “I remember you. You got your knee blown out. Walton. Jim Walton. That’s right. They called you Waldo.”

The Sheriff un-cuffed Waldo. “I just commuted your sentence. You’re welcome to stay. Matter of fact, we’ll take you out to a still and get you a job.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Wait until I tell my buddies I had Waldo Walton in the back of my patrol car the Sheriff grinned.

“I’m sure they’ll be thrilled,” Waldo said,

 

True to his word, Sheriff Wilks drove Waldo to a still that was south of town in a grove of trees next to the river. After dropping Waldo off, Sheriff Wilks and Mattie drove back to town.

“Always busy, huh, Sheriff?”

“We get a lot of vagrants through town. Jail’s not big enough for all of them so I encourage them to move on down the road.”

“I have some more work for you. I was out at Paxton’s place and found a shed full of moonshine next to the barn.”

“I know you was out there cause Grace called me madder’n hell. Said you insulted her.”

“She’s letting her kids play with a dead puppy for crying out loud!” 

“That don’t mean you have to be rude to her. She just lost her husband. Have a little compassion.”

“She wasn’t exactly broken up about it—course I can’t say as I blame her. From what I hear, Paxton was a real asshole.”

The Sheriff turned at an intersection before continuing.

“He had his faults.”

“Was womanizing one of them?”

She holds up the pair of panties she found in the truck. He didn’t seem that surprised to see them.

“I found them in Paxton’s truck.”

“Why are you stirring things up? Paxton’s dead. Ain’t no point in draggin’ him through the mud.”

She didn’t get it. She didn’t understand why the Sheriff wouldn’t consider the possibility that Noonan hadn’t killed Paxton. Sure, there was a huge amount of circumstantial evidence against Noonan but nothing that absolutely proved he killed Paxton. They hadn’t found the gun. They hadn’t found Noonan’s fingerprints any where on the baler. They hadn’t probed how Noonan would have traveled the three miles to Paxton’s place on foot. Mattie always tried to keep an open mind until all of the evidence was in. She wished that Sheriff Wilks would do the same.

“I have to admit that it looks like Noonan killed him but it’s too early in the investigation to quit looking at other possibilities,” she admitted. “What if an angry husband killed him after his wife came home without her panties?”

“Not likely. All of the evidence points to Noonan. He had motive--opportunity--and a good alibi. For all you know, these could’ a been in Paxton's truck when he bought it.”

“I don’t think so. They still smell like perfume.” 

“You’re wasting your time.”

“That’s my choice. What about the moonshine?”

“I’ll take care of it.”

They drove the rest of the way back to town in silence each lost in their own thoughts.

 

As soon as Sheriff Wilks dropped off Mattie at her car, he headed for Paxton’s place. Mattie finding the moonshine had saved him the trouble of hunting it down. After he had returned to the office after meeting with Rafe, he had counted the money in the envelope Rafe had given him. It contained a measly $800, a tiny, tiny fraction of the money Rafe made each week. Sheriff Wilks knew he had sold his services too cheaply. Hell, he hadn’t even intended to sell his services at all. What had started as him doing a few favors for Rafe had turned into a full time job without a big change in income. He knew Junior Barnes and Leroy were paid a lot more than he was. Problem was, if he confronted Rafe about a raise, he might have to kill him, which would end his employment opportunities. Rafe was a cheap bastard. Sheriff Wilks had heard that he didn’t pay for sex at his two brothels. He considered it part of the girls’ employment package. Yep, Rafe was a real gem.

 

As he stopped beside Paxton’s barn, Sheriff Wilks expected Grace to come out to talk to him but the house was silent. She was probably at the funeral home making funeral arrangements for Paxton. Before he rousted Waldo at the park, he had stopped at the gas station to get one of his tires checked. To his surprise, there were already Paxton jokes making the rounds. How much for a bale of Paxton? How did Paxton get out of jail? He was baled out. How many bales of Paxton to the acre. All kinds of funny little jokes. Some were funny, some weren’t. 

 

Sheriff Wilks went into the shed where he found the moonshine Mattie had told him was there. Soon as he saw the number of crates he knew it was two loads, not just one. As he started to load the crates into Paxton’s truck, and idea crept into his mind. As far as Rafe knew, Paxton had already sold the first load so he wasn’t expecting any of it back. If he left the good load in the shed, he could come back later and sell it in another county—one where Rafe didn’t have any juice. He would give the bad load, the first load Paxton hadn’t paid for, back to Rafe who would sell it to some sucker who wouldn’t know it was bad booze. The Sheriff figured he could get at least $4 a case which meant he could snag a clean $600 for the hooch. It wasn’t much, not when he considered that Rafe made in the neighborhood of $25,000 a day from his various operations. Rafe’s accountant had told the Sheriff the $25,000 a day figure a day before he disappeared. Around Kingswood, loose lips didn’t sink ships, they sucked swamp mud. No doubt the accountant was dead the question that remained was which piece of swamp his body now called home.

 

It took Sheriff Wilks the better part of an hour to load the hooch into the truck. He stacked the cases he was going to keep in the corner of the shed. He wasn’t worried Grace or some of her relatives would find it. There just wasn’t any reason for them to be snooping around in the shed. As soon as the hooch was loaded, he swung open the shed doors. They screeched like a wounded coon. With the load in back covered by a tarp, Sheriff Wilks drove away, very glad that Grace had not come out to talk to him.

 

On the way to town he passed at least a dozen cars filled with adults and kids. He knew all of them. They were going out to Paxton’s place to comfort Grace. It was a good thing he had hurried. That many people prowling around—somebody would have stumbled on him in the shed which would have led to a lot of questions—questions he didn’t want to answer. The last car belonged to the Presbyterian pastor, a good man who was the heart and soul of the town. When someone died, he organized visitations for the surviving family members and arranged food deliveries for them. He was another local man who didn’t have any teen girlfriends. The difference between his situation and Doctor Flint’s situation was that no one thought the pastor was gay because he didn’t have any teen girlfriends. It was an amazing double standard, one that caused Doctor Flint a lot of grief. When the gossip first started, Sheriff Wilks had tried to defend Doctor Flint but he soon realized it was hopeless. Juicy gossip carried a lot more weight than the facts.

 

Doctor Flint could dispel the ugly rumors about him if he started dating a local woman who would leak the details of their intimate moments to her friends who would spread it all over town. That’s how it worked. It didn’t really matter how Doctor Flint performed with the local hottie, because she would embellish his abilities far beyond that of mortal man. What concerned Sheriff Wilks was Doctor Flint’s burgeoning relationship with Mattie. Not taking a teen girlfriend was one thing but dating a Black woman was quite another. In Kingswood, interracial dating was guaranteed to earn the couple a surprise visit from the Klan—a visit that could end with two fresh graves in the swamp. Sheriff Wilks knew how lucky the town was to have Doctor Flint. It wasn’t like there were doctors lined up to practice in Kingswood. Quite the opposite. When Doctor Brown had retired, the town had gone without a doctor for two years, which meant that anyone who needed to see a doctor had had to drive 35 miles to Charming, Alabama, a town with two doctors and a veterinarian. Kingswood had a veterinarian too—Doctor Evans—a man given to bouts of heavy drinking and depression. Had Doctor Evans been an MD who treated people, he would have lost his license many years ago but since dead animals tell no tales, he was still licensed and still drinking heavily.

 

With Doctor Brown retired and no new doctor to replace him, some of the townsfolk had gone to Doctor Evans for treatment but that had ended when Ulysses Chalk had died from complications related to a penicillin shot given to him by the vet. Whereas 16 milliliters of penicillin was fine for a 1,600 pound horse, 16 milliliters injected into Ulysses’ butt cheek was enough to send him, bright purple and swollen up like a tick, to the Happy Hunting Grounds. There had been some grumbling around town that maybe it was time for the vet to take his place in the swamp with several other careless (alcoholic) medical men but wiser heads had prevailed, noting that without a vet, the only thing available for sick pets and animals was a prayer or two from the pastor.

 

Back in town, Sheriff Wilks drove to the dog food factory where Rafe had his office. The dog food factory was the largest employer in Kingswood, employing seventy-five men but all of them worked part-time because the dog food factory didn’t have enough meat to operate full-time. There just wasn’t enough horses, cows and pigs to keep it going even with Doctor Evans’ help. Generally, the plant processed dog food three days a week. You didn’t have to drive by the plant to see if it was churning out dog food because your nose would tell you a long time before you arrived in the parking lot. There wasn’t anything quite like the stench of cooking animals to clear your sinuses. 

 

Sheriff Wilks parked behind the plant, noting there were only three other cars in the lot. Carrying one case of hooch under his arm, he hurried into the plant by way of the ten feet wide back door. It was quiet inside. None of the big grinders were operating. Making dog food was easy. All you did was take whole animals, run them through a chopper, then mix the chopped meat with spoiled grain or other filler. From there the “meal” went through a compressor that formed it into little chunks, then on to the ovens for baking. The mixing bowls were huge. Sheriff Wilks guessed they held 3000 pounds of meat. Since the tops of the bowls were at floor level, Sheriff Wilks gave them wide berth. He didn’t want to accidentally fall into one of them. As he walked by the last one, he saw a horse’s head sticking above the edge of the bowl. Its eyes seemed to follow him across the work floor.

 

He found Rafe, Junior Barnes and Leroy in the office. Junior Barnes and Leroy lounged on an old couch across the room from Rafe who was reading what appeared to be some type of accounting ledgers. Junior Barnes gave Sheriff Wilks an insolent grin—equal to equal. Sheriff Wilks wanted to smack the grin off his face—maybe another time. Rafe glanced at him then back at the ledgers.

“What’s that?” He had seen the case of hooch under Sheriff Wilks’ arm.

“I picked up that shine that the FBI lady found out at Paxton’s. Load’s out in his truck.”

Rafe snapped his fingers. “You two get out there and unload the truck.”

Junior Barnes and Leroy headed for the door.

“It’s too bad about Paxton,” Junior Barnes smugly grinned. “We was lookin’ forward to feedin’ him to the gators.”

“Would have had to find some big gators to swallow him” Leroy commented.

“Go!” Rafe commanded.

Leroy and Junior Barnes left.

“How many cases?” Rafe asked.

“One hundred eighty one.”

“Sounds about right.”

“You mind if I keep this case?”

“Knock yourself out,” Rafe said.

“You find anything more about Big Blue?”

Rafe stopped working. “No. What about Dusty?”

“We had a discussion. I'm pretty sure he didn't have nothin' to do with poisonin' Big Blue.”

“Pretty sure ain’t good enough,” Rafe snapped. “I want to know.”

“There ain't no guarantees on anything. He could have been lyin' but I don't think so. He told me that he's heard rumors around the track that one of the stable boys done it. If Dusty done it, we need to hire him, cause he’s the best liar I ever run across.”

Sheriff Wilks knew what Rafe was thinking. He wanted his $100,000 back but if he killed Dusty, it wouldn’t happen. On the other hand, if someone was to torture Dusty, they could get the truth out of him. 

“He give you a name. There ain’t that many stable boys.”

Again Sheriff Wilks knew what Rafe was thinking. “Ain’t that many stable boys” translated into “torture them all” which Sheriff Wilks had no intention of doing.

“He didn’t know a name. I’m gonna snoop around, see what I can find.”

“Get right on it. I don’t want him to spend any of my money.” He glanced out the window. From his vantage point he could see Leroy and Junior Barnes unloading the hooch onto a forklift. Neither one was working hard. They knew more about loafing than they did anything else.

“Good help is hard to find,” Rafe commented.

Sheriff Wilks wasn’t sure where the conversation was headed so he kept silent.

“I got Leroy and Junior Barnes in Atlanta. They both came highly recommended. I don’t think I’ve got an honest day’s work out of them in the two years they’ve been here.”

“Like you said.”

“You’re a hard worker,” Sheriff.”

“Thanks.”

“Anytime you want to make more money, I have more work for you.”

“More work for you” translated into “more people to kill,” something that didn’t interest Sheriff Wilks in the slightest. He knew Rafe wanted him dirty so he could leverage him into other crimes but Sheriff Wilks intended to stay clean—at least as far as murder went.

“I make enough,” he said blandly.

“That nigger FBI lady snoopin’ around?”

“She thinks someone else killed Paxton. She’s gonna keep on diggin’ until she proves it one-way or the other. You don’t need to worry. She doesn’t know nothin’ about you. She’s working the angry father angle. She found a pair of panties in Paxton’s truck.”

“You know whose they are?”

“Naaa. My guess, probably one of Coach’s girls.”

“We can’t afford to have that nigger snoopin’ around. Period. She might stumble onto something that would put my ass in prison. I want you to control her.”

“She pretty much talks to me before she does anything. Like I said, she ain’t a worry.”

“Maybe not to you but she is to me. I’m thinking a more direct response is in order. A visit from Junior Barnes and Leroy might do the trick.”

“Don’t let them kill her,” Sheriff Wilks pleaded. “That would bring down the feds on all of us. They’d be swarmin’ around here like maggots on a dead cow.”

“Not gonna kill her, just let her know she should go back to Jackson.”

“You’ve got a lot more faith in those two than I do. Between them, they could fuck up a wet dream.”

“She might have an accident. Get run over by a speeding car. Like that Jew car salesman from Lexington.”

Sheriff Wilks hadn’t known for sure that Rafe had ordered the salesman killed. Now he knew.

“What’s this I hear about Doc Flint being gay?” Rafe queried.

“It’s a crock of shit. Coach offered him a couple of his girls and Doc Flint turned him down.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Said it ain’t for him. He likes older women.”

“He seeing anyone?”

Sheriff Wilks wisely kept silent about Doctor Flint and Mattie. While Rafe hadn’t joined the Klan, he was a Klansman at heart.

“Not that I know of,” Sheriff Wilks lied. 

“You let me know as soon as you find out anything about Big Blue. Got it?”

“Sure thing.”

Sheriff Wilks had been dismissed. He was glad to leave Rafe’s office. Being around Rafe made him nervous. It was like being in the same room with a bomb that could go off at any second. He had seen Rafe blow up—over nothing—and beat someone who owed him money nearly to death.

Getting up, Sheriff Wilks left.

Once in his car, he headed for the diner. He was hungry, having skipped breakfast and lunch to take care of Rafe’s business. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that someday he was going to have to kill Rafe. It wasn’t if, it was when.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

 

Jenny’s Place had been an old chicken house until Rafe bought it for a few cents on the dollar from the owner’s widow. Rafe had wanted the chicken house because it was close to town but in an unpopulated area near the river. Rafe had tried many times to buy the chicken house and land but the owner hadn’t ever wanted to sell. True to his nature, Rafe’s patience had worn out and one night the owner had disappeared into the swamp. A day later Rafe had approached the new widow with an offer she couldn’t refuse. Although it wasn’t stated, the underlying theme of their meeting had been sell me the land or join your husband in the swamp. Wisely, the widow sold him the land and buildings for a song then left town with what little money Rafe had given her. After selling the chickens for a nice profit, Rafe had paid a contractor a couple of thousand dollars to turn the chicken house into a club although during a rain, the club still smelled like wet chickens.

 

Just after 11:00 P.M., Jenny and a pudgy, short man named Ben Reid staggered out of the whorehouse. Jenny wore a short cowboy skirt, boots and a top that showed a lot of cleavage. Ben, a city councilman, pressed a one hundred dollar bill into her hand.

“Here, Baby,” he cooed, “Something for you.”

“I don’t want your money, Ben. Being with you is payment enough.”

She tried to hand back the money but he wouldn’t take it.

“Buy yourself something pretty,” he slurred. “But real short,” he added. “You can show me next week.”

She tucked the money into her boot.

“If that’s what you want, Benny” she whispered in his ear.

“Why don’t you marry me? Jenny?”

“Because your wife would string you up by your balls.”

“Oh, that.”

“Drive slow,” she told him. 

“Only way I go any more,” he replied.

She disengaged herself from his arm.

“See you next Tuesday,” she promised.

“Wednesday. Council’s meeting on Tuesday.”

“Ok, Wednesday it is.”

He veered across the parking lot to his car. With a final wave, he drove away. Jenny watched him go then went inside.

 

Had Jenny been more observant, she would have seen Rafe’s car parked behind some trees at the edge of the parking lot. If Ben hadn’t talked her into having a drink, she would have spotted the car. As soon as she entered the building, Rafe, Junior Barnes and Leroy got out of the car. With Rafe leading the way, they went around to the back of the building. Jenny was in for a surprise.

 

Jenny went to the kitchen where she found two of the hookers, Fran and Suzie drinking shine out of a quart jar. Fran was tall with bad skin. Suzie was short, overweight and had greasy bleached hair. 

“Hasn’t been this slow in months,” Jenny observed. “Last time was February when the cops ran that sting.”

“Tell us about it,” Fran replied. “I’ve had better nights at church.”

They all laughed.

“You still singing in the choir?” Jenny asked.

“Naa, I don’t have time. I’m workin’ out at Wes’s still when I ain’t here.”

Suzie handed Jenny the jar of shine. Jenny took a long swing.

“I only made a hundred tonight,” Suzie complained. “Keeps up like this, I’m gonna have to get a day job. Might even go to that technical school in Jackson.”

“You made twenty five more than me,” Fran said. “It stays this slow, we’re gonna have to start givin’ out coupons like at the grocery store. Five dollars off on your next blow job.”

“Go ahead and keep the money. I’ll tell Rafe we didn’t have no customers.”

Fran and Suzie suddenly got quiet, their eyes locked on something behind Jenny.

“What’s goin’—

Leroy’s huge arm encircled her neck and lifted her off her chair. She struggled to breath, her hands grabbing helplessly at his rock-like arms. Junior Barnes and Leroy pinned her against the wall. A moment later, Rafe entered the kitchen, his eyes locked on her face.

“What else have you lied to me about?”

Leroy relaxed his hold on her. She sucked in several deep breaths before replying.

“I ain’t lied to you, Rafe. Leastways not about nothin’ important. They only made $175 between ‘em. It ain’t nothin’.”

He slapped her hard, bringing blood to the corner of her mouth.

“Lyin’ whore,” he snarled. “You think I didn’t know you was cheatin’ me? Saturday night you told me you had one hundred customers. Leroy saw one hundred and seventy five. Where’s the money from them seventy five customers?”

“There weren’t no one hundred and seventy five customers. Leroy didn’t count right. He can’t count past one hundred.”

Rafe looked at Leroy. “That right?”

“I can count ok. She’s lyin’.”

Rafe slapped Jenny across the face, leaving a row of red welts.

“Not my face, Rafe,” she begged. 

Rafe slapped her again. Harder. She sagged against Leroy.

“You girls get upstairs,” Rafe ordered. 

Fran and Suzie gladly ran up the stairs. They knew what was coming.

“Hold her up!”

Leroy held Jenny up by the neck. With calloused indifference, Rafe slugged her in the gut. The air shot out of her lungs and she doubled over. He leaned down so his face was an inch from her ear.

“Where’s my money?” he yelled.

She couldn’t hear him because she was out cold.

 

The streets around Doctor Flint’s house were dark and quiet. Most of the houses were dark as well with the exception being Doctor Flint’s house, which had light coming from every window. It was very unusual for Doctor Flint to be up so late. Normally, he was in bed before ten o’clock because he knew he could be summoned at any moment to take care of a sick or injured person. Being on call 24/7 in Kingswood was certainly no treat. There had been talk of funding a hospital that would attract more physicians but nothing had been done to put it into motion. 

 

Doctor Flint and Mattie sat on the floor with their backs against the sofa. They were listening to music from Doctor Flint’s stereo. Doctor Flint was dressed in very elegant slacks and an expensive pullover shirt. Mattie wore slacks and a tight top that accented her breasts. They were drinking wine from antique wine glasses Doctor Flint had bought at a garage sale. The song ended.

“That’s a great sound system,” she told him. “It sounds like the orchestra is sitting on the other side of the room. I could hear every little sound the musicians made.”

“I put you right in the sweet spot,” he explained. “That’s where all of the sound converges. I close my eyes and pretend I’m actually at a concert. After you listen to a song a couple of times, you can begin to pick out little things you miss on the first playing. If you listen closely, you can hear one of the violinists drop his bow.”

“I heard it.”

“Can I freshen your glass?” he asked.

“No, I’m good. Can I ask you something personal?”

“How personal?”

“Why do you stay here? You’re obviously way too talented for Kingswood. These people don’t appreciate you in the slightest. Do you have some sort self-hatred thing going on? I know you can work anywhere you want to?”

“I’m too tipsy to go into it now. Is that ok? We can talk about it next time.”

“Next time, huh? You’re pretty sure of yourself.”

“Not so much. It’s just the hooch. The drunker I get, the bolder I get. That’s fair warning.”

“We don’t have to go into the whole thing. Just give me a hint.”

“Ok. If you want to change the world, how do you do it?”

“You tell me,” she said.

“It starts with one person. You. Or in this case, me. I hate what medicine has become. It’s not about the patients any more, it’s about money. Doctors are far more worried about their bottom line and buying a new car then they are about how their patients are doing. Yes, I could have a very lucrative practice but that doesn’t bring about change.” He swept his arms around to indicate the clinic. “This does.”

“One step at a time.”

“Something like that.”

She decided to change the subject.

“How much did this stereo system set you back?” 

“A little over five thousand.” He held up his hand. “And before you think that’s way too much, it’s my only vice. I may live where I don’t want to but that doesn’t mean I can’t have beautiful music. It’s not like I have anything else to spend my money on around here. I don’t go out to eat very often—out of self-preservation—you wouldn’t eat out here if you could see what goes on in the kitchen—anyway, I put the money I save by eating at home into my stereo system.”

“I’m not busting your chops. I was just curious.”

“I know this isn’t cool but I’m curious about your last name.”

“You aren’t the only one,” she laughed. “My father is Irish--he's a red-faced New York cop--been on the force thirty-one years. He met my mother in a nightclub in the Bronx where she was singing. They got married--had one child-yada yada yada.”

“I'm from a mixed marriage myself. My Dad's an engineer and my Mom's a blond.”

They both laughed. Mattie loved how good she felt with him. She couldn’t recall ever being with a man who made her so at ease. There was absolutely no tension. She felt like she had known him her whole life. She had heard from her friends that when she met the right man, she’d know it and maybe they had been right.

“A cook and a comedian. You’re very talented,” she grinned.

“You don't know how good it feels to have an intelligent conversation--especially with a beautiful, sexy woman.”

 

The peeper had a perfect view of Mattie and Doctor Flint through the open front window. Pressed against a bush so his profile didn’t show, the peeper watched the couple, waiting to see what would develop. The peeper’s cell phone was in his hand, ready to take a picture if the situation warranted. He had been there the whole evening. He was a patient man. He had peeped many times before. He was astounded at how little people paid to the outside world once they closed their doors. In all of the years he had been peeping, no one had every caught him—or even realized he was there. He had some damn nice pictures he kept in an album in the basement where his wife and kids would never look. Once in a while someone closed a drape but that was usually later in the evening long after he’d snapped plenty of pictures.

 

“You better be careful,” she warned. “I might get the idea you’re hitting on me.”

“Was I that obvious? I hope so.” He smiled at her with a smile that let her know he was very interested in her.

Mattie had her concerns. Not about them as a couple—that seemed to be working fine. Her main concern was the town and how Doctor Flint would be perceived if he dated a Black woman. She was afraid he would be ostracized—or worse.”

“Do you think it’s a good idea?” 

He studied her face, trying to get a feel for her hesitation.

“Why not?”

“Aren't you concerned about what people will think?

“Would I be the kind of person you’d date if I was?”

“No.”

There it was. They both knew the risks and they both knew they would have to rise above them.

“Race doesn't matter one bit to me. What matters is what's in here.” He tapped his chest over his heart. “You have a good heart, Mattie, I can tell. That's what attracted me to you.”

“That’s strange,” John, “because most people think I’m too much of a hard ass.”

“I think that's a smoke screen to keep people away. Underneath, you're a warm, caring person, but something's bothering you--something that you can't let go of. I’m not trying to play super shrink here, it’s just that I feel it so strongly.”

Mattie stood up. After finishing off the wine in her glass, she put it down on the coffee table. 

“A cook, a comedian and a shrink. You’re quite the catch.”

Looking alarmed, he quickly stood up.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. It was just an observation.”

She touched his arm, noticing the slight tingling feeling she felt when their skin touched.

“You didn’t offend me, it was just getting too intense. It’s too late to have a serious conversation.”

“Don't listen to me. I was just going off a wild-ass hunch. Doesn't mean anything. Let's forget it.”

“You weren’t wrong,” she concluded.

 

Six miles away, Rafe methodically beat Jenny with his fists, a stick and a boot he had found on the floor. Each blow turned her flesh red and some of the red spots were already turning an ugly purple and blue. She was out cold, her body sagging against Leroy who held her up for Rafe to punch. Rafe wrested her out of Rafe’s big hands and threw her against a wall. As soon as she hit the floor, he kicked her in the back—hard—then stamped her legs with his shoes. 

“Get up!” he bellowed.

She didn’t move. He kicked her in the ribs then dumped a jar of moonshine over her head.

“No more,” she moaned.

“Don’t pass out on me!”

“Please,” she whispered.

“Nobody steals from me,” he snarled. Reaching in his pocket, he took out a knife and opened the blade.

He roughly threw her on the table.

“Gonna give you something to remember me by,” he said, his face a mask of savage hatred.

He pinned her down on the table.

“Hold her arms!” he said.

Leroy didn’t like what was happening. He didn’t mind beating a man but a woman—a white woman—well that was something else. But he knew if he hesitated, Rafe might turn on him so he held her arms.

Jenny got an arm free and scratched Rafe’s arm.

“You bitch!” he screamed.

With a single punch, he knocked her out.

Using the knife, he carved a crude “W” on her forehead. When he was done, he rolled her onto the floor.

“Junior, you and Leroy take her out to the highway and dump her. Don’t stop. Just dump her out of the door. You got it?”

“Sure, Boss,” Junior Barnes said. “She dead?”

“Does it matter?” Rafe snapped.

He and Leroy picked Jenny up by her arms and legs.

“Don’t carry her,” Rafe commanded.

They dropped her. 

“How fast?” Leroy asked.

“Sixty!” Rafe replied.

Leroy pointed his finger at Rafe and made a clicking noise with his mouth.

“Right!” Leroy said.

Each holding an ankle, they dragged Jenny out the door.

“Fran, you and Suzie get down here and clean the place up!” Rafe ordered.

 

Leroy and Junior Barnes put a couple of plastic bags on the back seat of Junior Barnes’ truck before they dumped Jenny’s bloody body on the seat. Leroy pushed her far enough across the seat so he had room to sit next to her. As soon as she was on board, Junior Barnes drove north out of town, careful to stay below the speed limit so he didn’t attract Sheriff Wilks or one of his deputies. It wasn’t that he was concerned about being caught—the Sheriff was in the bag—it was that he didn’t want anyone to think that he had beat up Jenny. As ruthless as he was, he still didn’t do some things and beating a woman was one of them.

“How far we goin’?” Leroy asked.

“Couple of miles.”

“I’m thinkin’ sixty be too fast,” Leroy stated.

Junior Barnes was glad that Leroy had spoken up. He was thinking the same thing.

“Rafe said sixty.”

“We don’t always do what he says,” Leroy reminded him. “She ain’t dead yet. She was always good to me. Never called me a nigger. Treated me like I was as good as anybody else. Shame to kill her.”

“Weren’t our money she stole,” Junior Barnes conceded.

“How about twenty-five?”

“Yeah.”

Five miles north of town, with the truck going twenty-five miles per hour, Leroy opened the back door, let Jenny dangle feet-first out the door then let her slip gently onto the asphalt. At the lower speed her body slid along the pavement rather than rolling which saved her life. At sixty, her body would have rolled end over end, snapping her neck or crushing her skull.

 

Jenny didn’t know it but Karma/luck/God was to play a role twice in her life this night. The first time was when her kindness to Leroy caused him to defy Rafe’s order to dump her out at sixty and the second was Mattie’s decision not to have a long conversation with Doctor Flint at the tail end of a long fun evening. Both were apparent random acts IF you didn’t believe in divine intervention or the power of a good deed. 

 

Had Jenny been conscious after her body rolled to a stop, she would have seen two things: the night was as dark as the inside of a politician’s heart and the stars were incredibly bright and beautiful. The Milky Way swept across the sky from horizon to horizon, boldly dividing the heavens into two segments, both equally beautiful. She lay on the pavement five minutes before distant lights flashed across her body and another two minutes before Mattie’s car stopped nearby, Jenny’s apparent lifeless form caught in its powerful headlights. After a brief examination, Mattie gently picked up her body and put it on the back seat of her car. Screeching a 180-degree turn on the pavement, Mattie’s car roared away, leaving the stars to shine on the silent asphalt.

 

Carrying Jenny in her arms, Mattie burst through Doctor Flint’s front door.

“John! John!”

Hearing her yells, Doctor Flint rushed to the waiting room. One look at Jenny was all he needed.

“Take her to the operating room.”

John ran ahead of her to the operating room. With one quick sweep, he cleaned off the operating table then helped Mattie position Jenny on the stainless steel surface.

“You know her?” Mattie asked.

“Name’s Jenny Calvert. She runs the local whore house.”

Doctor Flint quickly examined her, stopping at each injury to assess its impact on her.

“That might explain the “W”,” Mattie opined. 

“Might,” he agreed.

Doctor Flint listened to Jenny’s heart then felt all of her bones.

“Judging by the road rash, I’d say she was dumped out of a moving vehicle,”

“No doubt about it,” Doctor Flint concurred. “She’s in bad shape. It looks like someone beat her before she was dumped. Look.”

Doctor Flint pulled back her blouse to reveal a shoe print on her stomach.

“I’ll call the Sheriff.”

“Call him later. I need help. If we don’t get her stabilized, she’s going to die.”

“What can I do?”

“Cut off her clothes. It will hurt her too much to pull them off.”

Mattie knew where the scissors were kept. Being as gentle as possible, she carefully cut off Jenny’s clothes. As she pulled off each piece of clothing, it revealed terrible cuts and bruises on Jenny’s naked flesh. Someone had really done a number on her.

“Do you know anything about her? Does she have a husband or boyfriend?”

“Never treated her.”

Doctor Flint quickly hooked up an IV to her arm. 

“I’m going to give her morphine so she doesn’t shock out on us. If she doesn’t go into shock, she has a chance. As far as I can see, none of the cuts on her body are bleeding that badly. We’ll x-ray her to make sure she isn’t bleeding internally. She needs an MRI but we’ll just have to get by with an x-ray.”

Mattie liked the way he said “we’ll.” It was like they were a team. She felt herself liking John even more. He was a great person.

“I’ll get the x-ray machine.”

A second after he left, Jenny opened her eyes.

“Where am I?”

“Doctor Flint’s.”

“You’re the FBI lady?” she croaked.

“That’s right. Don’t worry. You’ll be ok.”

“Don’t let me die,” she gasped and then blacked out.

Doctor Flint came back in, pushing a portable x-ray machine.

“She came to—maybe five seconds.”

“Say anything?”

“Not much. She said not to let her die.”

“We have to position her.”

Doctor Flint and Mattie positioned Jenny over a big x-ray plate Doctor Flint slipped under her unconscious body. Next, he positioned the x-ray head over her.

“You have to step out of the room when I fire this up,” he told her.

Mattie stepped into the hallway. A moment later, Doctor Flint called to her.

“It’s ok.”

While Mattie watched Jenny, Doctor Flint wheeled the x-ray machine out of the room.

“I didn’t feel any broken bones,” he said. “Course that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. After she gets better, I’ll have to x-ray her from top to bottom.”

“Who owns the whore house?” Mattie queried.

“Rafe Cummings.”

“Who’s he?”

Doctor Flint returned with an x-ray that he slapped into an x-ray reading box. He studied the x-ray.

“No blood in her abdomen. That’s good. She has a good chance.”

“Rafe Cummings?”

“I don’t know that much about him but from what I hear, he runs the county.”

“You mean like a crime boss?”

“Something like that. There’s nothing I can do for the bruises.” Doctor Flint used a magnifying glass to study the “W” carved in her forehead.

“If I sew this up right now with very fine thread, I think I can pretty much make it go away. She might have some scarring, but the “W” won’t show.”

“That’s great. Could Rafe have done this?” 

“I’ve never talked to the man but from what I’ve been told, he’s a dangerous psychopath.”

“Where would I find him?”

“Let Sheriff Wilks handle it. This is a local thing.”

“I don't think you understand. Rafe Cummings is not someone you want to fuck with--pardon the French. Let Sheriff Wilks handle it. That’s what he’s paid for.”

“Humor me. Where does he live?”

“I don’t know where he lives. All I know is he spends a lot of time at the dog food plant.”

“What dog food plant?”

“The one on the south end of town. You can’t miss it. Just follow your nose.”

“Is she going to make it?”

“Gonna be touch and go for a couple of hours. I think I’ll give her some time to regroup then we’ll x-ray her head. If she doesn’t have any intra-cranial bleeding, she’ll probably pull through. I’ll have to leave her on morphine for a couple of days. She is going to be one hurting puppy.”

“This wasn’t a relationship thing. No husband or boyfriend would do this. Not even a John.”

“I agree,” Doctor Flint said. “Whoever did this was out to kill her with as much pain to her as possible.”

“It’s a good thing I drive with my brights on or I might have run over her. At first, I thought it was a dead animal in the road.”

“It’s a good thing you came along because with these injuries, she wouldn’t have lasted an hour. Why did you decided to bring her instead of calling an ambulance?”

“Time. It would have taken an ambulance crew at least a half hour to get her here. It only took me ten minutes.”

“You’re pretty sharp for a cop,” he grinned. “You probably saved her life.”

“You’re not half bad yourself,” she replied.

“There’s a very comfortable bed in the back room,” he suggested.

“Another time,” she smiled. “I have to talk to the Sheriff.”

“About Rafe, right?”

“Right.”

“Has anyone ever said you are stubborn?”

“Just once.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER NINE

 

 

 

Sometimes things sneak up on you—that’s what Mattie’s father had told her when he found out he had cancer. For him it was just another challenge in a life filled with challenges. He had set out to conquer it just like he had conquered the bullet-shattered leg from his second tour of duty in Viet Nam. Told he would never walk normally again, he had proved the doctors wrong through a regime of weight lifting and running that would make an Olympic athlete pale. She remembered how proudly he had walked into his doctor’s office without any trace of a limp. It had reinforced what he had often told her. If you want something bad enough, you can get it—if you pay the price. Still, cancer did sneak up on him and no matter how hard he fought, it won.

 

Preoccupied with thoughts of her father, she climbed into her Bu car without checking the back seat. It was a small thing but then again it is the small things that end up getting you. Every since she was in Junior High she had always checked behind the seat before getting in a car. She could still hear her mother’s voice, scolding her for not checking before getting into the family car. 

 

She dropped her purse on the seat then started the motor. Shifting into DRIVE, she pulled out onto the dark, empty street. Not a single light shone from any of the nearby houses. As she looked in the mirror to check for cars, a head suddenly bobbed into view. Someone behind her. A white face in the mirror. She whirled, her fist balled, ready to strike.

“Don’t be scared, I ain’t gonna hurt you,” a voice said.

Mattie hit the brakes hard, slamming the person into the back of the seat. With her free hand, she snapped on the dome light. She found herself looking at a skinny white woman with gray hair and dark eyes, wearing a simple dress and flat black shoes.

The woman rubbed her head where it had hit the seat.

“Turn out the light, I don’t want for anyone to see me talking to you.”

“Who the hell are you?” Mattie growled.

“Iris Duff—I’m Noonan’s wife. Now, turn out the damn light.”

Her heart still pounding from the sudden fright, Mattie clicked the light off.

“Wha—what do you want?”

“Talk to you about Noonan but if the neighbors see me talkin’ to a nigger, things might get rough for Noonan.”

“He’s Klan, right?”

“Same as me. We both took the oath.”

“You’re in the Klan?”

“All the wives are. We ain’t on the same level as the men—we’re more like support people.”

“You ever burned a cross?” 

“Four times. Three for niggers and once for a white man who was sniffing after a nigger woman.”

Mattie was tired—tired physically and tired mentally of hearing people calling her a nigger. Her anger flared but she held it in check.

“What do you want to tell me?”

“Noonan didn’t kill Paxton.”

“That’s it? You scared the shit out of me to tell me something that every wife tells me?”

“Well he didn’t.”

“It’s after two o’clock in the morning. Why don’t you meet me in the park tomorrow afternoon. Isn’t anything going to happen to Noonan before then.”

“Why don’t you listen?”

“Because every wife says the same thing. My husband’s innocent. I need proof.”

“Do you know how far it is from Doc Flint’s place to our farm?”

Mattie didn’t know and Mattie didn’t care. All she wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep. She felt like a wreck.

“A mile,” she guessed. 

“It’s two and a half miles,” Iris corrected her. “Ain’t no way Noonan walked that far in his condition.”

“Who said he walked? You can drive that far in three minutes.”

“Whose car did he drive? I had our only truck out at the place.”

“Maybe he borrowed one. Maybe you drove him. Maybe the Klan took him home. I don’t know.”

“You’ve seen him. He can barely walk. Even if he got a car and drove out there, how could he lift Paxton up high enough to get him in the baler? Paxton weighed at least three hundred pounds. And if you think I helped him, you got another think comin’. I’m a Christian woman. I don’t break none of the Ten Commandments. Never have, never will. I don’t care if Noonan was gonna get a million bucks, I wouldn’t help him commit no murder. You go to hell for that.”

“Noonan's slippers had blood on the bottoms. When the lab report comes back, I'm pretty certain it's going to be Paxton's blood.”

Why was she wasting her time, talking to Iris? 

“Anybody could’ a took Noonan's slippers and wore them to kill Paxton. Noonan was asleep and Doc Flint weren't around. Doc Flints never locks his doors.”

“You’re saying someone framed Noonan?”

“Course that’s what I’m sayin’. He’s a piss poor husband but he ain’t no killer.”

“Ok, if it wasn’t Noonan, who else wanted to kill Paxton?”

Iris looked all around the car before replying. She was a careful woman.

“That ain’t the right question. The right question is who didn’t want to kill him. That’s a small list. The ones who did want to kill him—that’s a long list.”

“Give me a name.”

A car turned onto the street, its headlights shining in the windshield. Mattie shaded her eyes with one hand and drew her pistol with the other. She heard Iris suck in her breath. It took her a minute to connect the dots. The draw.

“It’s like they say,” Iris said. “You can draw almighty quick.”

The car passed them without slowing. Mattie put away her gun.

“A name?”

“Deacon Boggs.”

“Who’s he?”

“A nigger. Makes shine out by Stiller’s Spring. Paxton stole two loads from him.”

Mattie couldn’t help it. She snapped.

“Lady, if you say nigger one more time, I’m gonna shoot you.”

Iris shut up. Mattie could hear her breathing.

“What do you want me to call ‘em?”

“How about you use their names? Do you think I call every white person I meet a honky?”

“No harm intended.”

It was as close to an apology as Mattie was going to get.

“None taken,” she answered. Maybe she was just too damn tired. “How do you know Paxton stole the two loads from Deacon Boggs?”

“Ain’t gonna tell. You can find out. Just ask around.”

“Do you know why Noonan and Paxton were fighting?”
Dead silence. Iris didn’t say a word.

“Did you hear me?”

“It ain’t important.”

For the first time, Mattie felt like she was actually going to make some progress. If Iris didn’t want to tell her, it had to be something bad.

“If you want me to help Noonan, you damn sure better tell me,” she said.

Iris thought about it a long time before she answered.

“A girl. They was fightin’ over a girl. You happy?”

“Who?”

“Libby Kirkland.”

“Your husband was cheating?”

“He’s a man ain’t he?”

This wasn’t the direction Mattie had thought the conversation would go.

“Is Libby married, too?”

Iris laughed. Actually, it sounded more like a wheeze than a laugh.

“Lordy, no. She just started high school.”

It caught Mattie by surprise. She had heard about it but never thought she’d run into it.

“Let me get this straight. Are you saying that Noonan and Paxton were fighting because they were both trying to have sex with a fourteen year old girl?”

“That’s right.”

“You think that’s ok?”

“Don’t matter what I think. Ain’t gonna change.” 

If true, Iris’s revelation added a considerable number of suspects to Mattie’s list. 

“Does everybody know about this?”

Of course they do, she thought. She was the only one in the whole town who hadn’t known what the men were fighting about. It made her feel silly.

“Course.” Well, there it was. She was the only one who hadn’t known.

“The Sheriff?”

“Course. He knows everything that goes on around here.”

“That son of a bitch—“ She shut up. No sense in letting Iris know that he had played her for a fool.

“Where does Libby live?”

“Over on Oak street. Green house. You can’t miss it.”

She knew who the prime suspect in her mind was.

“Does she have a father?”

“Gus. Why?”

“Because he has a motive to kill Paxton and your husband.”

“What’s that?”

“If two grown men were screwing my teenage daughter, you can be damn sure I'd fill them full of holes.”

Iris seemed confused.

“That ain't the way it is around here. All of the men folk have young girlfriends.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope.”

“All of the men?”

“’Ceptin’ a few. Doc Flint’s one of them. Pastor’s another. Think the pharmacist’s one. The Coach offered ‘em each a couple of his girls but they all turned him down. Cause of that, they think Doc Flint’s queer.”

“Unbelievable. Tell me something. Why would the Coach offer the men some of his girls?”

“Cause he’s got too many. All of them young ones want to have relations with the Coach cause he’s the most powerful man in town. Coach says something, people jump. Even the Sheriff don’t bother him. He’s a god to those young girls. They got one room down at the hotel just for the Coach.”

Iris opened the back door. She had switched the dome light to off so the light didn’t come on.

“I gotta go.”

“You hear anything—anything at all—you tell me.”

“I will.”

Before she could close the door, Mattie remembered something.

“Where does the Sheriff live?”

“Behind the jail.”

“Thanks.”

Mattie didn’t drive away. She sat in the darkness, trying to get her arms around the information Iris had given her. It was a lot to digest in one sitting. Her respect for Doctor Flint grew with each thing she heard about him. She couldn’t imagine the pressure he was under to conform to the town’s thinking. If he took an underaged girlfriend, he was accepted, if he didn’t, they called him gay. Having morals in Kingswood certainly put you at a disadvantage. After thinking about it a while, she realized something. Even though he was white, he was lower down the pecking order than she was. And she was black. Go figure.

 

She drove to the jail with all kinds of thoughts peppering her brain. The more she thought about it, the lower Noonan sank on her suspect list. How indeed had he lifted a three hundred pound man into the baler? Right at the top was Gus Kirkland. She couldn’t imagine a father being ok with having the men—coach or not—fighting over which one of them got to screw his daughter. Just thinking about it made her mad. What were the town women thinking? Were they that powerless that they had to accept anything their husbands did? Having an affair was bad enough but chasing around high school girls—well, it just wasn’t acceptable. 

 

She found the Sheriff’s patrol car parked next to a small house behind the jail building. When she knocked on the door, it took the Sheriff a good two minutes to answer. He peered out at her then switched on the light. He wore a bathrobe and a pistol. 

“Oh, it’s you,” he mumbled.

Leaving the door open, he retreated into the house. A light blinked on. He put the pistol down on a table.

“What’s wrong?”

“Somebody beat Jenny Calvert nearly to death then dumped her out of a moving car.”

She didn’t get any reaction from him. Maybe he had heard it all and nothing could surprise him.

“Where is she?”

“I took her to Doctor Flint’s clinic. He’s working on her now.”

She looked around, noting various things she saw. Apparently, it was a two-room building with the bedroom and bathroom in back and the “general” living quarters in front. She saw a small kitchen in the corner of the room. 

The Sheriff disappeared into the back room.

“Have a seat. I have to get dressed.”

 

Just like his office, there were very few signs of anything to personalize the room. There were no pictures, knick-knacks or mementoes anywhere. The walls were bare. The tabletops were bare. Even the bookshelves were bare—well, almost bare. Three books leaned against a sidewall. She moved closer to read the titles. All of them were police procedure books.

“How long have you lived here, Sheriff?”

“Eight years. Why?”

“Just curious.”

“Is Jenny going to live?”

“Doctor Flint thinks so. She didn’t have any internal bleeding. Whoever beat her cut a “W” in her forehead. Brutal thing to do. My money, it’s a he and he’s a psychopath.”

“Shit!”

Sheriff Wilks knew Rafe had done it. Mattie was right on the money calling him a psychopath. Just wasn’t any other word that fit as well. Rafe was getting careless or very overconfident. Dumping Jenny on a public road was just asking for trouble. If he didn’t want attention, he should have killed her and buried her in the swamp. Either Rafe was trying to send a message to the community not to mess with him, or he was getting too big for his britches. 

“Did she tell you who done it?”

“No, she’s unconscious.”

Rafe had lucked out again, the Sheriff thought. If she had told Mattie who beat her, Mattie would have called the Bureau for back up and the town would have been flooded with agents.

“Who found her?”

“I did—on the road south of Doctor Flint’s place.”

“Did Doc Flint tell you about her?”

“Said she was a whore who ran the local whore house. He said she worked for Rafe Cummings. Sounds like her pimp to me. Do you know this Rafe character? Could he have done it?”

“Don’t think so. Not his style.”

“Doc Flint said he’s a psycho,” she ventured.

“In some ways I guess he is.”

“Doctor Flint said he’s the local crime boss. Says he runs the whole county.”

Sheriff Wilks laughed. Rafe had really shit in his own nest this time. It would be all he could do to keep the incident from careening out of control. 

“I think the Doc was exaggerating a little bit. I run the county not Rafe.”

“If it wasn’t Rafe, who else would want to harm her?”

 

Sheriff Wilks finished dressing. He pulled on his boots, jammed on his hat and headed into the living room.

“Drifter…drunk…a John…Hell, it could be anybody.”

Mattie looked him right in the eye.

“Sheriff, you’ve been holding out on me.”

He wondered how much she knew. 

“No I ain’t.”

It gave Mattie no pleasure to throw Libby in his face.

“Why didn’t you tell me Noonan and Paxton were fighting over Libby Kirkland? You’ve known all along. If I had known it would have changed my whole investigation.”

The Sheriff strapped on his gun belt. She noticed his pistol had what appeared to be hair and blood on the butt. She wondered who had run afoul of him.

“There weren't no reason to drag Libby into the investigation. She's just a kid. Like I told ya before, if they didn't fight over Libby, it would have been somethin' else. They was always feudin’ about somethin’. Libby just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Has anyone talked to her, made sure she’s ok?”

“Ok? Why wouldn’t she be ok?”

“Because she saw one of her suitors gunned down right in front of her. Do you know if she’s ok?”

The Sheriff made sure the bullets in his ammo pouch were there.

“You don’t get it. She’s not upset, she’s happy as a dog in fresh hog shit. She’s the talk of the town. Everyone knows about the shooting. She couldn’t have got more attention than if she was the homecoming queen. She handles this right, she’ll get back in with the Coach which, by the way, is why she played off Noonan against Paxton.”

“Do you know how twisted that is?”

Sheriff Wilks shook his head. “I don’t make the rules, Hon.”

 

“She shouldn’t be having sex with old men. She should be having fun. Thinking about boys her own age. Buying a new dress. Going with her girlfriends to the mall. Going to the drug store for a malt. Studying her lessons. This is wrong in so many ways,” Mattie lamented.

“You’re welcome to preach a sermon about it Sunday. Course half the men in the congregation have underage girlfriends.”

Mattie shook her head. It made her crazy. She needed to get back on track.

“Libby’s dad, does he have a temper?”

The Sheriff scratched his head. “I guess so. I’ve had to run him in a couple of times for fighting. Come to think of it, last time, I had to knock him out with my pistol.”

That explained the hair and blood on his pistol butt.

“What would you do if you found out a couple of old geezers were fucking your daughter?” 

“You think Gus killed Paxton?” he asked.

“It's a possibility. I don't know he did, but he sure has motive, doesn't he? You know those panties I found in Paxton's truck? Bet you a hundred bucks they're Libby's. Gus has a lot better motive than Noonan. What’s Gus look like? Is he strong?”

“He’s a diesel mechanic. I guess he’s pretty strong.” He pointed his finger at her. “But there ain’t one shred of evidence that points to him.”

“That's because you haven't looked for any. You've got your mind made up that Noonan did it, and you aren't going to change it.”

 

“Noonan done it. Ain’t no other explanation.”

“You know Noonan's in bad shape. How do you think he got from Doc Flint's place to Paxton's?”

Paxton sat down in a chair. He was tired of the conversation.

“Drove, I guess.”

“Whose car did he use?”

“Hell if I know.”

“He didn’t use his own truck cause his wife had it at home.”

“How do you know that?”

Sheriff Wilks didn’t like where things were headed. She had taken a simple case and turned it into a mess. Women!

“I talked to her. You know what else? She asked me how Noonan lifted Paxton into the baler. Good point, huh? I can't see Noonan lifting three hundred pounds in his prime let alone with three bullet holes in his stomach.”

Mattie too was tired of the conversation. Sheriff Wilks was so damn pig-headed there was nothing she could do to change his mind. It was like prying open a big oyster with a toothpick. 

“Maybe he used the overhead winch,” Sheriff Wilks offered.

She felt like hitting him with his own gun butt. How narrow-minded could he be? 

“I doubt it. He can hardly lift his fork to eat dinner. You know what else Noonan's wife told me? She said that a Black man named Deacon Boggs might have killed Paxton because Paxton stole two loads of moonshine from him. We know where one of those loads is, don't we?”

How much did she know, Sheriff Wilks wondered. Had she been watching him?

“Not any more. I dumped it in the swamp.”

He watched her eyes to see if they narrowed. They didn’t. He was safe.

“It looks to me like we have a whole lot of suspects besides Noonan,” she suggested.

She saw his eyes suddenly focus on hers. What was he hiding, she wondered. Maybe not all of the booze had made it to the swamp. That made sense. 

“Let's sort this out tomorrow. I'm too damned tired to think about it tonight,” he said.

She was more than happy to go along with his suggestion. She had had enough for one day. She so wanted to feel the hotel’s rough pillowcase against her cheek.

“I’ll come by here first thing in the morning,” she responded.

“Wait until noon,” he said. “I’ll be lucky to get to bed by dawn.”

Mattie started for the door then stopped.

“I’m curious about something, Sheriff. How many underage girlfriends do you have?”

“Don’t have any,” he grimaced. “I only date one woman and she makes my life miserable enough by herself. She don't need no help.”

In spite of herself, she laughed. She couldn’t imagine what the woman would be like who gave Sheriff Wilks his marching orders. She made a mental note to meet her. It would be an interesting meeting.

“See ya tomorrow, Sheriff,” she said.

It was only five minutes to the hotel. Absolutely nothing was going to keep her from being in bed in ten minutes. Or so she thought.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER TEN

 

 

 

On the way back to the hotel, Mattie thought about everything she had learned that evening. If her hunch was right, Sheriff Wilks had either kept the whole load of moonshine, or part of it and he was feeling guilty about it. She wondered how upset Deacon Boggs would be if he knew the Sheriff had stolen the load that Paxton had stolen from him. In her estimation Sheriff Wilks was too powerful for Deacon Boggs to mess with so probably the Sheriff was going to get away with it. She didn’t know what a load of moonshine was worth but it had to be worth at least $500. If that was the case, Deacon Boggs would probably forget about it. His cost into the booze was probably a lot less than $500. All in all, it looked like Sheriff Wilks had made himself some money.

 

At the hotel, she found all of the parking places full so she had to park on a side street. She didn’t like leaving the Bu car on the street. Other agents had had their cars stripped or stolen, which was not something the Bureau took lightly. One agent had left his Bu car on the street loaded with weapons and ammunition because he had to teach firearms the next day. When he went to leave the next morning the someone had broken into the car. Two machine guns, some pistols and a crap load of ammo were gone. Working with the local police, agents had managed to find the two teens that had stolen the guns and recovered them. No matter how you cut it, the agent who had lost the guns had been at fault. He should have taken all of the guns and ammunition inside for the evening and carried them back out the next morning. Faced with such clear-cut negligence, the Bureau had responded with a Letter of Censure, a demotion and an opportunity for the agent to visit Puerto Rico for several years. Sort of like a vacation but without any of the good things.

 

As she walked to her room she thought about Doctor Flint. There was no doubt he was a man of strong character. Why no woman had snapped him up was beyond her. He was pleasant on the eyes, witty, honest, romantic, and certainly not a racist. He cared about people to the point where he had evidently moved to Kingswood to practice when he could have opened up a far more lucrative practice in a far nicer place. She knew it was very doubtful anything would work out between them. As soon as she wrapped things up on the Noonan shooting she was headed back to Jackson. After that, there was no telling where she would be assigned next. She couldn’t quit to stay with him and he couldn’t give up his practice to go with her. Not good odds for a relationship. 

 

As she passed the motel office, she didn’t see anyone behind the counter. Probably gone to bed, she thought. She had met the manager the first day and not been impressed. He was sort of what she imagined when she thought of someone who had given up on life. His name was Lars, which was ok if he was a Swede but he was Black. He was the first Black Lars she had ever met. She guessed him to be around sixty although there was really nothing to base it on. He was five feet eight inches tall, around one hundred and sixty pounds and his head was shaved clean. His daily wardrobe consisted of old, green, paint spotted sweats, worn, dirty bedroom slippers and a wife-beater undershirt that had once been white but now was a dirty gray color. Apparently, he was like many of the other Kingswood men who were scared to death of bathing. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t taken a bath since the Clinton Administration.

 

She stopped at the soda pop machine to get a soda. She had just enough change for the machine. After feeding it the coins, she was rewarded with an empty can that had lipstick smudges around the drink hole. Probably the manager’s, she thought. She was too tired to go to the office to complain. With dragging feet, she headed for her room. A glance at her watched showed it was just after three o’clock in the morning. She wondered if it was even worthwhile going to bed. She thought about Doctor Wilks’ offer—the nice bed in the back room. She wished she had stayed with him rather than going to the Sheriff’s home. They would have had a lot more fun and she would be asleep instead of walking to her motel room.

 

Her key was loose in the door lock, which was worn so badly that it wiggled in her hand. She had to hold the doorknob up as she turned the key to get it to work at all. Swinging open the door, she flipped the light switch on the wall next to the door. Click! Nothing. No light. She flipped the other switch. Nothing. She tried to picture the room in her mind. With her hands in front of her, she stumbled across the floor to the bed. Feeling her way to the head of the bed, she switched on the bedside lamp. Nothing. Anger rose in her chest. There was no excuse for the lights not to work. She considered going back to the office to read the manager the riot act but she was just too damn tired. She felt her way to her suitcase. Fumbling through it, she found her nightgown. She kicked off her shoes, glad to be rid of them. Problem was, her feet were now directly on carpet that had more dirt in it than the flower planter outside her room. And what else? She didn’t want to know. On tiptoe she walked to the bed. Laying the nightgown on the bed, she began to undress.

 

As she started to undo her bra, two dark figures suddenly loomed out of the darkness. With lightning like reflexes, she kicked the closest person as hard as she could. It was like kicking a side of beef. Two sets of hands grabbed her. A towel wrapped around her neck. Without conscious thought, she swing her elbow in a tight arc, hitting one of the men in the gut. He doubled over. She snapped her knee up, aiming for his chin, but hit ribs instead. She whirled, swung her locked fists at where she thought the other man’s head was. WHAP! Her fists connected with a chin. The man stumbled backwards. She kicked a hardened heel at where his crotch should be but missed. The first man grabbed her arm. Big mistake. It gave her his coordinates. She butted him on the side of the head. She heard him hit the floor. 

 

A huge arm wrapped around her neck, cutting off her air. She stamped down on his foot at the same time wishing she still had on her high heels. Regardless, her foot mashed the man’s foot and he let go of her. She heard the man on the floor, stirring around so she snapped a kick toward where she thought his head was. Instead, she hit soft flesh and brought an “ooffff” from her target. She spun around and swung a powerhouse right toward the big man’s face. Only her blow hit him in the chest. He was huge. Like a fucking gorilla, she thought. She whipped up her knee, aiming for his crotch but hit a knee instead. Out of nowhere, the second man tackled her onto the bed, trying to pin her arms against her sides. Wrong move. She drove her knee upward, connected with his groin.

 

“Owwww.” He slid off of her. She didn’t know where the huge man was. She tried to see him in the pitch-black room. WHAM! A fist glanced off her head, bringing a shower of dancing lights in her head. Instinctively, she rolled toward the headboard. Just in time. He dove on the bed where she had just been. She knew because it felt like the bed broke in half. Damn! The son of a bitch had to be 300 pounds. She dropped to her hands and knees on the floor and crawled toward the door. She was close to making it when her hand hit the second man.

“Here she is!” he bellowed.

The big man dove on top of her. She didn’t consciously select her punches or kicks. They just happened. She had spent ten years in karate and now those years were paying off. She slammed her elbow into the big man’s head. She felt his ear crush flat against his skull. He reciprocated with a hard fist to her side, knocking the air out of her lungs. In the moment it took for her to get her breath back, he pinned her on the floor.

“Got he---“

She head butted him—a glancing blow—to his temple. Knocked him off of her. She slashed him across the face with her elbow—jammed her knee in his balls. He couldn’t help it. He rolled off of her. She scrambled toward the door. Just as she reached it, she felt his huge hands wrap around her ankles. He pulled her back into the room. Before he could grab any higher than her ankles, she kicked backwards with all of her might—hit something soft—twisted around—rolled toward him—clobbered his head with her knee. He let go of her ankles.

 

She was beginning to tire. She had been going full blast for at least five minutes—all out as her karate instructor had said. It was something she had practiced over and over—at his insistence—going all out for as long as she could. He would put up a heavy bag—one she could barely lift and then have her hit it with jabs until her arms felt like they were going to fall off. She needed to end the fight and end it as soon as possible. To that end, she kicked straight out from her as hard as she could. She had no idea where the second man was but her foot connected with something human.

“Uhhh!”

She had to put the big man down. Now. She heard him breathing—cocked her head to one side until she was sure where he was then dove at his head with her elbow extended. 

It was a direct hit. Her elbow caught him in the neck just below his ear. He went flat on the floor. Wobbling to her feet, she started toward the door.

“BAM!”

She heard a shot and felt a sting in her back followed by an electrical shock that jolted her to the floor. Junior Barnes had shot her with a stun gun. Her body shook uncontrollably as Junior Barnes hit the trigger again.

“Take that, you stupid bitch!” he yelled.

“Shut the fuck up!” Leroy snarled.

Mattie was helpless. Her arms and legs wouldn’t do anything but shake. She clamped down her jaws so she wouldn’t bite her tongue. There was nothing she could do but ride it out.

Leroy closed the door.

“Wait until I blindfold her.”

Leroy used the towel to make a makeshift blindfold around Mattie’s head. 

“Turn on your light,” Leroy ordered. “And quit shocking her.”

She stopped shaking but her muscles were hit by tremors. She felt like throwing up. 

Leroy looked in the mirror. His face was battered and bruised and he had several cuts on his face and arms. Junior Barnes had fared no better.

“She really did a number on you,” Junior Barnes whispered.

“You ain’t no better,” Leroy replied.

Leroy knelt beside Mattie. He was amazed at how hard she had fought. He knew that if Junior Barnes hadn’t shot her, she would have walked out the victor. No woman had ever beaten him in a fight. Never. And what was astounding was, she had beaten two big men. Junior Barnes tied her feet together then her hands. He didn’t do it gently. Before she could close her mouth, he stuffed a dirty rag between her jaws. He leaned down close to her ear.

“You kept us waitin’ a long time. We was beginnin' to think ya weren't comin', that you shacked up with that nigger-lovin' doctor.”

Mattie tested the rope holding her hands. It held firm.

“Ain’t right mixin’ black blood with pure blood,” Junior Barnes said. 

Mattie tried to break the rope but it only cut into her wrists.

“Fight all you want to but it ain’t gonna do you no good,” Leroy told her.

Picking her up, they dropped her onto the bed. Leroy wasn’t happy with Junior Barnes’ remark about pure blood. As far as he was concerned, Junior Barnes’ blood was no purer than his.

Junior Barnes flopped down beside Mattie. With a finger he traced her bra around her breasts. She cringed away from him.

“What do you think, real or plastic?”

“Real,” Leroy said flatly.

Junior Barnes squeezed her breasts.

“They’re real all right. You have a good eye.”

Junior Barnes wanted to rape her but he knew Leroy wouldn’t tolerate it. 

“We come by to give you a message. Nobody wants you here. If you ain't gone by morning, we're gonna come back and feed ya to the gators. You got it?”

Mattie was silent. She had no intention of answering him. Junior Barnes had other intentions. He pinched her nipple hard. She tried to squirm away but Leroy held her firm.

“You got it?” 

She nodded her head.

“If you’re smart, you’ll pack up now.” He nodded to Leroy. “Get the car.”

Leroy pointed his finger at him and made the clicking sound with his mouth.

“Check.”

Leroy hustled out. 

Mattie had never stopped tugging at the rope around her wrists. Her effort paid off. One wrist broke free. Junior Barnes was so horny he didn’t notice. Big mistake.

With a twist, she got her other hand free. Junior Barnes grabbed zipper and yanked it down.

“Me an’ you’s gonna have a little fun before he gets—“

She hit him with a right cross so hard it snapped his head back onto the bed. Stunned, he could only watch as she quickly untied her feet. Leroy walked in just as she freed herself. Before she could yank off the blindfold he pounced on her. Drawing back his fist, he swung a hard blow that caught her in the chest. She went down flat on the bed. Even though he chest felt like he’d broken a couple of ribs, she didn’t stop. She swung her feet over her head, somersaulting backwards off of the bed and landed awkwardly against the far wall. For a brief instant neither man knew where she was. She dropped to her hands and knees. As quietly as possible, she crawled around the bed. 

“Where is she?” Leroy whispered.

“Don’t know,” Junior Barnes replied. Junior Barnes wasn’t feeling very good. Mattie had pounded the shit out of him. He was ready to go home.

Mattie didn’t try to go out the door. Instead, she picked up one of her shoes and threw it out the door. Luckily for her, it hit a car. 

CLACK!

“She’s outside!” Junior Barnes hissed.

“Hold up,” Leroy ordered. “Don’t say nothin’.”

The room was instantly quiet. Mattie could hear them breathing so she was pretty sure they could hear her. Like her instructor had said, the best defense is an offense.

Gathering her feet under her, she launched herself toward where she thought the second man was. Knees first, she landed on how back.

“Yowwww!” Junior Barnes squealed.

She punched him in the back of the head then rolled off the bed. Leroy didn’t fall for it. He dove on top of her. His big fists slammed her against the wall. She couldn’t take much more. She felt blackness overcoming her. She had to act. She felt the electrical plug and light cord against her back. An idea popped into her head. It was suicide but it was all she had. He wasn’t quite sure where she was which gave her a few seconds to put her idea into motion. With the last of her energy, she put her feet on the bed then planted her back solidly against the wall and lifted herself off the floor. Reaching behind her, she grabbed the lamp plug, pulled it halfway out, and then touched the bare copper prong.

ZAP!

She wasn’t grounded. Leroy was. 120 volts coursed through her body, without harm, then arced through Leroy.

“Aahhhhh!” he bellowed.

When she smelled the odor of cooking flesh, she let go of the prong.

Leroy slumped to the floor beside her.

“What happened?” Junior Barnes asked from across the bed.

Leroy stirred, used the wall to regain his feet.

“The bitch electrocuted me,” Leroy said shakily.

“Where is she?”

“Hell if I know.”

Mattie knew it wasn’t smart but she did it anyway. Laying on her side, she kicked in front of her as hard as she could. As luck would have it, her foot caught Leroy behind the knees. He dropped to the floor like he’d been shot.

“Damn!”

“What?” Junior Barnes wanted to know.

“She knocked me down.”

Mattie knew it was time for a change. She jumped back on the bed, punched Junior Barnes in the body then dove into the corner of the room.

“Let me kill her,” Junior Barnes begged.

“No.”

Junior Barnes took out his pistol. He didn’t give a damn what Leroy said.

“Where is she?” he whispered.

“I’m goin’,” Leroy said. 

With numb legs he wobbled out the door.

Junior Barnes hesitated.

“Don’t make us come back,” he warned. “Next time we’ll kill you.”

She couldn’t help it. She laughed. 

“You think that’s funny?” Junior Barnes asked, trying to hear where she was.

Mattie wasn’t stupid. As soon as she laughed, she rolled a few feet to one side.

“Laugh again, Hon. “It’ll be your last.”

Mattie kept still. It was the smart thing to do.

“If you ain’t gone today, you’re dead.”

With that, Junior Barnes staggered out the door. 

Mattie sat in the corner for a good half hour before she stirred. She had taken some hard blows and she hurt all over. Without turning on the light, she gathered her possessions, jammed them in her suitcase and forced it closed. After checking one last time to make sure she had all of her stuff, she threw the suitcase in her car and drove away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

 

After leaving the motel Mattie drove down to a secluded part of the river. She was dogged tired and felt like she’d been run over by a truck. She knew one thing. There was no way she could stay at the motel any more. It was just too dangerous. She knew the two men would be back. They would stew and fret about the beating she’d given them until they talked each other into going back to the motel to kill her. It was inevitable. Their pride wouldn’t let them take a beating from a woman. She figured the big guy would let it go but the smaller man wouldn’t. If she wanted to get any sleep it was going to have to be here where no one knew where she was. The car was parked under some trees, completely out of sight to anyone who drove down to the river. Unless the person drove through the bushes exactly where she had, she would never be spotted. Nevertheless, she put her gun on the seat beside her. After she locked the doors, she put her head down on her rolled up jacket. Ten seconds later she was sound asleep.

 

Sheriff Wilks had a lot on his mind. Foremost was selling the booze he’d stolen from Rafe over in Ford County where Rafe wasn’t welcome. The sheriff there was a tough lawman. He didn’t do anything for Rafe except escort him out of the county every time he saw him. Rafe was not used to such ill treatment. On more than one occasion he had told Leroy and Junior Barnes that he was going to kill Sheriff Tillman. Leroy and Junior Barnes wisely kept their mouths shut. They knew he was just blowing off steam. When Rafe was serious he kept his mouth shut. That was when people went to the swamp and didn’t come back. Sheriff Wilks knew stealing the booze was risky. If Rafe ever found out Sheriff Wilks would have to kill him, that or watch his own back for the rest of his life. Rafe wasn’t a vengeful man, he just didn’t forgive or forget. When he had something on his mind it stayed there. During his college years a fellow student had stolen $200 from him. Twenty years later Rafe had had Leroy and Junior Barnes beat up the man and throw him in the ocean three miles from shore. The other thing on Sheriff Wilks’ mind was who had killed Big Blue. He wanted to find the person because until he did, Rafe would be on his back. 

 

There were only three stable hands at the racetrack. Sheriff Wilks figured he could talk to all of them and still have time to eat breakfast back in town. The first hand on his list was a feeble white man named Gil who was definitely slow in the brain. Since dropping out of high school eleven years earlier, Gil had cleaned stalls at the racetrack without much motivation to do anything else. He didn’t talk much, which was just as well because he didn’t have anything to say. Every night he ate at the café then went home and watched TV until midnight. He never varied his schedule. If you wanted to find Gil, all you had to do was be at the café at 6:05 P.M. He would be sitting in the back at a table, eating fried chicken just like he had done every night for eleven years. You could set your watch by him. At exactly 6:25 P.M. he would leave for home, which was a brisk five-minute walk from the café.

 

Sheriff Wilks found Gil, sweeping out a stall. When Gil saw Sheriff Wilks, he looked around for a place to hide but it was too late.

“How you doin’? Gil,” the Sheriff asked.

In spite of being weak-minded, Gil knew one thing; he was in big trouble. He knew because the only time Sheriff Wilks talked to him was when the Sheriff thought he had done something bad. Gil thought back but couldn’t think of anything he had done that would bring a visit from the Sheriff.

“I din’t do nothin’, Sheriff.”

“Who said you did? Can’t we have a friendly little conversation?”

“Never had one before.”

Sheriff Wilks laughed. “Guess you’re right. Always been business. You been peepin’ again?”

“Not me, Sir. Not done it again since you whupped my ass over at Miss Cindy’s place.”

Sheriff Wilks had caught Gil window peeping at a single woman’s house. Rather than put Gil through the legal process, the Sheriff had beat him until he was black and blue from head to foot. It had made a big impression on Gil.

“That’s good.” Sheriff Wilks lowered his voice. “You heard Big Blue got poisoned?”

“Yeah.”

“You know who done it?”

Gil stopped sweeping and started sorting hay bales.

“Couldn’t tell if I did know. Ain’t a snitch.”

“How’d you like to make a hundred dollars?”

Gil thought about it. He knew it was a trap. If he took the money the Sheriff would want something for it.

“Naa, I got enough money.”

“You rob a bank?” the Sheriff asked. He laughed but he was dead serious.

“No way, Sheriff. You know I’m just a peeper.”

“But you know who did it. I can tell.”

Sheriff Wilks really didn’t know one way or the other. He figured he’d run a bluff and see what happened.

“I can’t tell ya. I ain’t no rat.”

Pay dirt, the Sheriff thought. Gil did know. And if Gil knew, he couldn’t keep it from the Sheriff.

He put his arm real chummy like over Gil’s shoulder.

“You're right. You don't have to tell me. Ain't a thing I can do about it. Course when Junior Barnes asks ya, he may not be as understandin'. He gets kinda violent when people tell him no.”

He felt Gil swallow. Everyone was scared of Junior Barnes. He was a psycho.

“What’s Junior Barnes got to do with this?” Gil said, his voice shaky with fear.

“Rafe lost a lot of money on the race. Damn near $100,000. He’s very unhappy.”

“Shit!” Gil swore.

“I’ll see you later.” The Sheriff walked to the door. If he was right, Gil would stop him before he got to his car.

“Wait up, Sheriff. If I tell you, ain’t no reason for Junior Barnes to ask me about it, right?”

“I suppose. If that’s what you want to do. Say, I was thinkin’ about Ronny Parks the other day. Too bad he left town. He was really good with horses.”

Gil got the intended threat. Ronny Parks had accidentally hurt one of Rafe’s horses. The horse healed but Ronnie disappeared anyway. Everyone knew he was in the swamp.

“You ain’t gonna tell anyone I told you, right?” 

“Course not, Gil. What you tell the Sheriff is strictly confidential.” 

Gil went to the door and scanned the stall area.

“During the Klan rally, I stayed here and tried to get a little sleep. After everybody left, I crawled up in the loft. I was just about asleep when I heard someone come into the barn. I didn't see him do nothin' but everybody else was gone.”

“Who was it?”

Gil didn’t want to say. It was plainly written across his face.

“Dewey.”

It was all Sheriff Wilks needed. Leaving Gil to clean his stalls, he headed for breakfast. He would find Dewey later.

 

Deep in thought, Sheriff Wilks drove back to town. He wasn’t thinking about the legal aspects of what Dewey had done, he was thinking about how he could make a buck off it. If he was, he was going to have to set it up before he told Rafe that it was Dewey. Once he did, it was only a matter of hours until Dewey paid for his sins. Sheriff Wilks doubted that Dewey had killed Big Blue but he knew who did. If he confessed quickly, Rafe might forget about him in his hurry to get his money back. The odds were very long that Dewey would live to see another week. Maybe he could tell Rafe an informant wanted money to give him the information about Dewey. Say $500. He could pocket the money and Rafe would never be the wiser. 

 

He parked across the street from the café. As he walked across the street, Mattie called to him. He was surprised to see her but he didn’t let it show.

“Sheriff!”

He stopped behind a car parked in front of the café. 

“Where have you been? I heard you left town.”

She faced him. He saw bruises under her jaw and on the side of her head. The more he studied her, the more bruises he saw.

“I left for a couple of hours to get some sleep. It’s pretty active at the motel at night.”

“I was worried. The night man at the motel said he saw two men come out of your room real late. Next morning, you was gone.”

“Two guys broke into my room. They warned me to leave town. Said if I didn’t, they’d feed me to the gators. I beat the hell out of them. One of them tased me but I got away from them. You see a really big guy and a short guy limping around, it’s them.”

“Are you ok? Did they hurt you?”

“I hurt them a lot more than they hurt me. I’m gonna be sore for a couple of days. Lots of bruises. I electrocuted the big son of a bitch. Thought he was dead but it only stunned him.” 

“How big was he—the big guy?”

“Six six—six eight—250 to 300. You know anybody like that?”

Leroy and Junior Barnes came to mind but there was no way on earth she had fought them and won. It had to be someone else.

“Not right off the top of my head.”

“When I find out who they are, they’re gonna pay.”

Sheriff Wilks was astounded. Here was this 120-pound woman who had fought two men and won. He couldn’t believe it. Thing was, she wasn’t even surprised. It was all in a day’s work for her.

“Are you a black belt or something?” he ventured.

“Black belt plus four bars,” she said matter of factly.

“I should have known.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she queried.

“When those three punks broke off your mirror you were hoping for a fight. I can tell. You were going to clean their clocks.”

“That’s right.”

“You get a look at them?” 

“No, it was too dark.”

“I'll find out who done it. I ain't gonna tolerate this kind of shit in my town.”

He meant it too. But for a different reason. Beating up an FBI agent was like kicking a beehive. You hit one bee, they all come down on you. 

She took a document out of her bag.

“I got back the preliminary lab report on the evidence I collected at the barn. Noonan's blood is everywhere--on the baler--on the barn door--on the floor. And it was Paxton's blood on Noonan's gown and on the bottoms of his slippers.”

“Told you so,” he gloated.

She didn’t seem to care that he had been right.

“I don't know. Something just doesn't feel right. I didn't find any of Noonan's fingerprints in the barn and they should have been there. If he wasn't careful about getting his blood all over everything, why would he be careful about his fingerprints?”

“He ain't no rocket scientist. My guess is that he didn't know his blood could be traced back to him. You’re givin’ him way too much credit. He’s a hillbilly. I doubt if he got past Sixth Grade. He doesn’t know a damn thing about forensics. They don’t even have a TV.”

“Maybe. But the thing I can't see is how he got Paxton into the baler. He just couldn't do it by himself even if he hadn’t been shot. The killer had to carry Paxton’s body—what—fifty feet to the stairway up to the second level—up the stairs and over to the baler? Paxton was dead weight. Movin’ him would have been like trying to carry a three hundred pound bag of potatoes.”

“You’re beatin’ a dead horse. We got enough to indict Noonan. Sometimes you have to dig deep but this time, it is what it is. Noonan done it.”

“You remember the splinters of wood I found in Paxton’s hair?”

“Course.”

“They didn’t match any of the samples I took in the barn. So where did they come from?”

“Did you check his house or the other buildings out there?”

Sheriff Wilks was tired of the conversation. He wanted to eat his breakfast.

“No.”

“Tomorrow the DA’s gonna take the evidence to the grand jury. I need a copy of that report.”

She handed it to him.

“Keep it. It’s a copy. I’m gonna dig a little more. It can’t hurt.”

“This ain't really none of my business but there's a rumor goin' 'round that you and Doc Flint are gettin' real cozy.”

Once again, his motive for warning her wasn’t to protect her. If she got her ass kicked or tarred and feathered, it would bring the hive down on Kingswood.

“You’re right. It isn’t any of your business.”

“You need to remember where you are. This is the South. As far as the people 'round here are concerned the Civil War ain't over. It's just on hold. The folks in New York City may be enlightened when it comes to mixed race couples, but 'round here, it ain't tolerated. Somebody gets hurt.”

She knew he was trying to protect her. The problem was it just wasn’t anyone else’s business what she and Doctor Flint did. 

“I thought this is your town. Nothing happens without your approval.”

“I can’t be everywhere,” he said. “Sooner or later something will happen.”

“I told you before, Sheriff, I can take care of myself. If they come after me, some of them are going to die.

She was as stubborn as he was.

“I ain't worried about you, I'm worried about Doc Flint. He's a good man, but he don't have a violent bone in his body.”

“I’ll warn him. Maybe it’s time he set up practice in another town. I don’t think he’s appreciated here.”

 

Mattie didn’t know what her next move was going to be. In her mind Libby’s father was number one on her list of suspects. Noonan had gone to the bottom. There was absolutely no way he had killed Paxton. Even if Noonan was indicted she was going to keep on investigating. If he wanted to the Sheriff could sit on his ass but she wasn’t going to. She now had two things to do. Find out who killed Paxton. Nail the two sons of bitches that had attacked her. Never mind that she had kicked their butts, they had invaded her room and touched her. As far as she was concerned, both were capital offences. Someone was going to pay. 

 

As she drove through the town’s “wealthy” neighborhood, she looked at the houses and was surprised to see that some of them were mansions. Evidently, someone had some money. If she had to guess, she would probably say the mansions belonged to the big moonshiners. No one else in town made that kind of money. Not even the bank president. Anywhere else most of the mansions would have been considered gaudy or over the top. She noticed that most of them had an inordinate number of columns. If she saw a house with a dozen columns on one side of the street, the house across the street had twenty. She guessed that the more columns a homeowner had, the richer he was. 

 

Just as she turned the last corner on the street to take her out of the wealthy subdivision, she saw a moving truck parked in the driveway of the largest house she had ever seen. It had to be at least three-quarters of an acre, she estimated. She couldn’t imagine having to take care of 35,000 square feet of house. Just cleaning her 800 square foot apartment was a daunting job for her. A house like that would take at least a half-dozen maids to keep it clean. She was wondering who was moving in when a familiar woman came around the truck. Mattie couldn’t believe her eyes. It was Grace Flatt, Paxton’s widow. She wore a brand new colorful dress, boots and sunglasses that made her look ten years younger. What the hell? Mattie wondered. How could Grace afford the biggest mansion in town? Something didn’t smell right. Mattie needed to talk to Sheriff Wilks.

 

Out at the racetrack, Dewey finished sweeping the last stall about two minutes before quitting time. He hated the work but needed the money. He knew his boss would be coming along any second to knit-pick his work so he went around behind the stall where he couldn’t be seen. Sure enough, he heard his boss enter the stall.

“Dewey!” His boss called. Dewey had no intention of answering. Two minutes with his boss could turn into an hour of unpaid extra work. His boss had a way of asking for five minutes of work that always dragged on a lot longer. Keeping the stall between him and his boss, he hurried toward the exit. He had a lot on his mind. He had heard something very disturbing from one of the other horseshit engineers. Sheriff Wilks had been out to the paddock area and talked to Gil about Big Blue. Dewey knew for a fact Gil couldn’t keep his mouth shut. There was only one thing for Dewey to do: leave town. He would go to his sister’s place in North Carolina. No one knew about it so there was no way Rafe could find him. All he had to do was pack his few belongings in his truck and sneak out of town.

 

If only.

 

As he put the key in the door lock of his truck, a voice called to him, a voice he dreaded. Junior Barnes.

“Where ya goin’? Dew Boy?”

He had been so deep in thought, he hadn’t heard Rafe’s car slide to a stop behind him. He knew he had screwed up big time. He opened the door. If he played it cool, he might buy enough time to get away.

“Home,” he replied.

Junior Barnes quickly exited Rafe’s car. Catlike, he moved to Dewey’s side.

“Don’t be in such a hurry. Rafe wants to see you.”

Dewey sat down behind the steering wheel.

“I got somethin’ to do,” he announced.

“Get in. You can talk to Rafe first.” Junior Barnes stepped between the door and the truck. No way Dewey could close the door.

“No,” he said stubbornly, “I’ll come by.”

Junior Barnes patience was molecularly thin and he had only one solution to most problems. He slid a silenced pistol out of his pocket.

“Get in the car or ten minutes from now you’re gator food.”

Reluctantly, and with a great feeling of dread, Dewey got out of the truck. With Junior Barnes right on him, he locked it then got in Rafe’s car. Leroy was on the far side of the back seat so when Dewey slid into the car, he was bracketed between the big nigger and Junior Barnes. He nodded to Leroy who just smirked at him. Another one of Rafe’s thugs, Rengo, was behind the wheel. Rengo had been named after Ringo Starr, the famous Beatle only Rengo’s mother had only made it to Fourth Grade so her spelling of Ringo’s name hadn’t quite turned out right.

Junior Barnes looked at Dewey and smirked. All Dewey could do was to try to keep from bursting into tears. He was in bad trouble. He had a knife in his pocket. He thought about pretending to need his inhaler. If he could kill Junior Barnes, he might have a chance at getting his gun. He reached for his pocket.

“What are you doin’?” Junior Barnes demanded.

“Getting’ my inhaler,” he claimed.

“You better bring out an inhaler?” Junior Barnes warned.

Moving carefully, he put his hand in his pocket. Eyes glued to Dewey’s pocket, Junior Barnes positioned his pistol so he could shoot Dewey without hitting Leroy.

Dewey felt the warm handle of the knife and the inhaler. Maybe if he just took out the inhaler, when he put it back, Junior Barnes wouldn’t be as suspicious. Taking out the inhaler, he held it up for Junior Barnes to see then took a big hit out of it. Satisfied, Junior Barnes sat back. Dewey waited a minute then took another hit. If he was in as much danger as the thought he was, two hits close together wouldn’t matter to his health one way or the other. After taking the second hit, he slid the inhaler back in his pants pocket. The moment Junior Barnes looked away, he palmed the knife out of his pocket. He let it fall onto the seat between his legs. With feigned nonchalance, he scratched his balls. Neither Junior Barnes nor Leroy paid any attention. When they both weren’t looking he opened the knife. It had a three-inch blade—more than enough to kill Junior Barnes if he could stick it in his black heart.

With all of the strength he could muster, he swung the knife at Junior Barnes heart.

SMACK!

Before the blade could sink into Junior Barnes’ chest, Leroy swatted it out of Dewey’s hand.

Startled by the commotion, Junior Barnes’ eyes swung back to Dewey in time to see the knife land against the seat.

“Wrong move, Pal,” he declared.

With a quick move, he slugged Dewey on the head with the pistol, opening a big cut over his eye.

“Next time you try anything, I’ll cap your ass,” Junior Barnes promised.

Totally dejected, Dewey sunk into the seat. He was a dead man.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

 

Mattie easily found Libby’s house. It was a ramshackle house on a street lined with identical houses. Evidently, pride of ownership wasn’t a big deal in Libby’s hood. As a matter of fact, pride of anything was in short supply unless you were proud of the five junker cars parked in and around your driveway in various states of disrepair. She guessed that she was in one of the poorer neighborhoods in town. If the age of the cars in the driveways was any indication of the wealth of the neighborhood, these neighbors were as poor as dirt. Another thing she noticed was the paint—or more concisely, the lack of paint on most of the houses. What had once been brown wood was now gray with age, which only added to the dilapidated appearance of the homes. The neighbors didn’t seem to spend a lot of time on landscaping either. Most of the houses were completely surrounded by dense vegetation. Two things made Libby’s house stand out: it was painted a bright blue and there was an old truck on jacks parked two feet away from the front door. For the light, she guessed, given off by the porch light. 

 

She saw a man working on the truck. From the Sheriff’s description, she was pretty sure it was Gus. He was late forties, lean to skinny, around six feet tall and had long brown hair tied in a ponytail down his back. As she got out of her car, she saw him glance her way but that was the only response she got. Having learned to be more cautious, she kept a close eye on the windows to make sure no one was going to take a shot at her as she walked to the truck. She saw it was a 1954 Ford that had seen better days—lots of them. Most of the truck’s original blue paint was covered over with gray primer—primer that had been put on over the course of many years. Everywhere there wasn’t primer there was rust. It appeared that if the truck hit a bump, it would just disintegrate. Like many of the neighborhood trucks, its tires were nearly worn through.

 

When she stuck her head under the raised hood, Gus didn’t look up at her. He just kept fiddling with the battery and starter cables.

“Won’t start?” she asked.

“Yep.”

She scanned the engine and engine well. If she could figure out what was wrong with the truck, it might give her some leverage in talking to him. She knew about engines. When she was nine, her father had begun showing her how to fix cars and engines. She had rebuilt several engines. She was probably best at trouble-shooting problems.

“Battery good?”

“Yep.”

She thought about it. If the battery was good, and she had to take his word that it was, that meant the problem was either in the cables, solenoid, ignition or starter. She glanced at the battery terminals. The cable ends were clean where they attached to the battery. It appeared he had just cleaned the corrosion off of the battery terminals so there was good contact between them.

“Terminals clean,” she stated.

“Yep.”

Unless the ignition switch was bad, which probably would have been something he looked at first, it was either the starter or the solenoid. 

“It give you any trouble before it quit?”

“Nope.”

As far as diagnostics went, that was big news. Something that doesn’t give any indication it is bad usually means something broke. She was leaning toward the solenoid.

“Solenoid old?” she asked.

“Nope.”

He sure wasn’t the talkative kind. Getting answers out of him was like pulling a boot out of the swamp mud. She considered what to do next.

“If you have another cable, you could go directly from the battery to the starter. Have you tried that?”

“Yep.”

“Did it start?”

“Yep.”

Another big development. It meant the starter and battery were both good. That only left the cables and ignition. To her, the cables looked relatively new. That meant it was the ignition switch.

“Key work?”

“Yep.”

She hated to admit it but she was stumped. The good news was that so was he. She ran back through her memories, trying to think of a possible solution. Then, out of nowhere, she remembered a problem with one of her dad’s cars.

“See the plastic wrapped around the cable where it attaches to the starter. If acid runs down the cable it can get under that plastic wrap and corrode the cable right in half but it still looks good.”

Without a word, he swung under the truck. A couple of moments, and a noisy ratchet later, he took off the cable. Coming up from the ground her took the starter end of the cable and whacked it against the ground. When the end broke off, she was not surprised. He was. He looked at the broken end and the white corrosion that filled the red cable instead of copper wire. She had been right. It was the cable.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked him.

“Yep.”

That was good.

“I want to talk to you about Paxton. Did you know he was romantically interested in Libby?”

“Yep.”

She was surprised he admitted it. If he had killed Paxton it was a bad move indeed. Or maybe he was being cagey. 

“Were you at Willow Bend?”

“Nope.”

She wasn’t surprised. If Gus had been at Willow Bend, Paxton and Noonan probably would have died there. It was hard for her to imagine a father who wouldn’t try to kill men who were courting his teen daughter. 

“But you heard about what happened, right”

“Yep.”

She was making progress. That he knew about the Noonan/Paxton incident gave him motive to kill Paxton.

“Were you angry?”

For the first and only time he looked at her. Anger sparkled clearly in his eyes.

“Yep.”

Anger was a good motive for murder. 

“Did you ever talk to Paxton?”

This was a critical question. If he had talked to or confronted Paxton it made her case that much stronger.

“Nope.”

Gus put the new cable back on the battery then carefully let the starter end down into the engine well.

It wasn’t the answer she was expecting. He could be lying but it didn’t seem like it.

“Why not?”

He didn’t answer just swung under the truck. She watches as he attached the cable to the starter.

“Why won’t you answer me?”

She tried to figure out why he wouldn’t answer. So far, all he had said was nope and yep. Then it came to her.

“You want me to ask questions you can answer yes or no?”

“Yep.”

He was a strange man. What he was doing made no sense. Maybe it was a pride thing. He didn’t want to snitch out anyone.

“Did you tell Libby to stay away from him?”
“Yep.”

“Did she?”

“Nope.”

There it was. 

“Were you going to tell Paxton to stay away from her?”

“Yep.”

If Gus was telling the truth, her case was getting weaker and weaker. 

“If he didn’t, you were going to kill him.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yep.”

She’d been an FBI agent long enough to know when someone was telling the truth and she was sure Gus was. That took him off her list of suspects. 

It came to her in a flash. “You didn’t go out there that night because your truck wouldn’t start.”

He smiled at her.

“Yep.”

Boom. There it was. A simple answer that explained everything. That night he was going out to kill Paxton but his truck wouldn’t start. Incredible.

“Do you think Noonan killed him?”

“Nope.”

She was running out of questions. She quickly ran over the names she had heard.

“Deacon Boggs?”

“Yep.”

It made sense. 

“Because of the two loads of shine Paxton stole from him?”

“Yep.”

Gus lifted himself out from under the truck and wiped his hands on his already dirty shirt.

“Is that a guess?”

“Yep.”

Gus went around to the cab. She heard the ignition key turn and the engine roared to life. A moment later he shut it off.

“Good as new,” she said.

“Yep.”

She waited a moment to see if he was going to say anything. He didn’t.

“Thanks for your help,” she exclaimed.

“Yep.”

 

It was the longest ride of his life. Dewey knew his life was on the line if he couldn’t convince Rafe that Jubal had forced him to poison Big Blue. He knew Rafe wouldn’t have sent Junior Barnes and Leroy after him if he didn’t know something. Dewey knew he should have left town before word had a chance to get out. What he didn’t know was who had snitched him out. It couldn’t have been Jubal and as far as he knew, he and Jubal were the only ones who knew about it. He had figured they would take him to the dog food plant but instead they drove him out to Deacon Boggs’ still. 

 

Rengo parked the car near the still. Junior Barnes and Leroy didn’t even wait until the car had stopped before they grabbed Dewey and hauled him out of the car. Dragging him between them, they hurried over to Rafe who turned away from Deacon as soon as he saw Dewey. Junior Barnes and Leroy held Dewey between them his feet a good six inches off of the ground. 

“We grabbed him at the track,” Leroy advised Rafe. “No one saw us.”

Behind Deacon, Dewey saw a dozen men working the still. He knew half of them as friends. Maybe they would come to his aid.

“We’ve heard some bad things about you, Boy,” Rafe told Dewey.

“They ain’t true,” Dewey objected. “I ain’t done nothin’. Ain’t been drinkin’.”

“We got somebody says they saw you in Big Blue’s stall the day he was poisoned,” Rafe stated. Dewey saw Rafe’s gray eyes were devoid of emotion. Not a good sign.

“I go in all of the horses’ stalls. I check their water three times a day. Ask anyone.”

“This was while everyone was in town at the Klan rally.”

It had to be Jubal who had ratted him out. He hadn’t seen a soul around the stalls at noon. 

“That was noon, right? I’m supposed to check their water at seven, noon and nine o’clock. Do it every day.”

None of the men working the still looked over. They knew better.

“I want to believe you, Boy, but I don’t know if you’re lyin’ or not. Might as well ask, did you poison Big Blue?”

“No. I liked Big Blue. He was a good horse.”

Rafe paced across the ground for at least a minute before he continued.

“You ever hear of Solomon?”

“He that guy with the red hair up in Elmberg?” Dewey asked.

“No, numb-nuts, he was a Bible guy. A king. Real big shot. People used to come to him with their problems and he'd tell them what to do. One day, these two broads brought him a baby--both of 'em said they was the baby's mother. He couldn't figure out which one of 'em was, so he told his guards to cut the baby in half--that way each broad would get half the baby. One of 'em said, fine, but the other one said no, give it to the other woman. She didn't want to see the baby killed. So Solomon told the guards to give it to the broad who said not to hurt it. He figured the real mother wouldn't want to see her baby cut up. But I ain't Solomon and we ain't got no baby. But I do have something that Solomon didn't. Deacon, get the poker.”

Going to the fire, Deacon pulled a red-hot poker out of the coals. With a quick twist, Dewey broke free from Junior Barnes and Leroy and ran like hell for the woods. He would have made it except for Deacon’s dogs. Soon as they saw him run, they chased him down and the biggest one knocked his feet out from under him. Before he could get up, Junior Barnes and Leroy were on him. And they weren’t gentle. They each gave him a couple of good licks before they hauled him back to Rafe.

“That wasn’t smart, Dewey,” Rafe said. “Guilty men run.”

“I din’t do nothin’,” Dewey begged. 

“Every time I think you’re lying, you get burned. Hold him, you two.”

“You have to believe me,” Dewey sobbed.

“Did you poison Big Blue?” 

What Dewey didn’t know was that it didn’t matter what he said because Rafe was going to burn him regardless. He enjoyed it. Besides, he didn’t like Dewey.

“No—Rafe—don’t!” Dewey pleaded.

“I don’t believe you.”

He pressed the poker against the outside of Dewey’s thigh. Smoke billowed into the air. Dewey screamed. 

“I’m gonna ask you again, did you poison Big Blue? Soon as you tell me the truth, you can go. Did you?”

“No, I swear. Please don’t—“

“Wrong answer,” Rafe snorted.

He touched the poker to Dewey’s other leg. Again smoke billowed into the air. The smell of cooked flesh filled the air. It smelled like baked ham.

Dewey shrieked, writhed, fought to break free of Junior Barnes and Leroy but they held him tight. They were very motivated. They knew in an instant Rafe could turn the poker on one or both of them because they had let Dewey get away. Luckily for them, Rafe had been so intent on burning Dewey, he had forgotten about their lapse.

“I can do this all day,” Rafe pronounced. “Be smart. Tell me the truth. Did you poison Big Blue?”

He held the poker next to Dewey’s dick. The front of his pants began to smolder.

“No—no—wait!” he shrieked. “He made me do it. Said he’d kill me if I didn’t.”

“Who?”

“Jubal. Jubal. Jubal. It was him. I din’t want nothin’ to do with it. He had a gun.”

A lookout yelled.

“Somebody comin’!”

Everything stopped. Everyone looked down the dirt trail that lead down the mountain. The lookout was in the tallest tree. From his perch he could see a good portion of the primitive road.

“Who the fuck is it?” Rafe yelled.

“FBI car!” he responded.

“Take care of him,” Rafe said to Leroy and Junior Barnes. “Deacon, hide the body where she can’t find it. We’ll put it in the swamp later.”

Dewey had been watching Rafe, which was a big mistake.

Junior Barnes shot him in the back of the head and watched the body fall to make sure a second shot wasn’t needed.

Leroy checked Dewey. 

“He’s dead.”

“Let’s go!” Rafe ordered.

Rafe, Junior Barnes and Leroy ran to the car. A second later it peeled out. In seconds it had disappeared behind some trees. 

“Get him!” Deacon yelled to several of his men.

They quickly picked up Dewey’s body. With only seconds to dispose of it, they found a very creative place to hide the corpse.

By the time Mattie’s car stopped beside the still only Deacon and three of his thugs remained. All of them were heavily armed.

Of one thing they were certain. Mattie would not leave the camp alive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

 

Mattie saw that Deacon had put his still in a perfect place. The camp was concealed by a grove of trees and brush that concealed it from anyone on the road. A driver had to practically drive over the copper boiler in order to find it. The narrow road added more security because only one vehicle at a time could drive on it. In addition, the still was on the uphill side of the road, which meant anyone trying to raid the still had to move uphill—sitting ducks to anyone with a rifle higher up the mountain. She guessed there were lookouts in the taller trees some of which were eighty feet tall. From eight stories up a lookout could see lots of territory. She had no doubt they had known she was coming for several minutes before her car appeared through the trees. Another factor Deacon had taken into consideration was the smoke from the still. Most anywhere else the smoke would be a dead giveaway as it rose in thick clouds from the boiler. But Deacon had put the still in a small ravine that coursed steeply up the mountain behind the camp. A nearly constant wind rose up the mountain and funneled its way up the ravine, taking all of the smoke with it and dispersing it among the trees and bushes higher up the mountain. 

 

Mattie only saw four men standing beside the still. All of them were watching her car and all were encumbered with a variety of deadly weapons. Once she parked her car, she walked toward the men with her hand away from her pistol. To them, it seemed like she wasn’t alert but they had no idea what she could do with her pistol. They were going to find out. As she approached the men the rest of the camp and still came into focus. It was much larger than she had imagined. The boiler was a round, oblong copper pot positioned above a metal trough full of hot coals. The boiler was different in that it had a removable top that was latched shut when the mash was cooking. The copper pipe that carried the steam had to be at least two inches around. The pipe went about twenty feet then turned into a bunch of coils that were drenched by spring water from a big pipe. At the far end of the drench pool the copper pipe dipped down into a barrel. When the still was running the whisky ran into the barrel. Judging by the number of cases of empty bottles stacked near the still, the operation put out several hundred gallons of hooch a day.

 

The closer she got to the men the more attention she paid to their weapons. The man closest to her, a Black man with dread locks, was armed with a 12-guage, semi-automatic shotgun with a short barrel. The White man next to him had what looked like a 9mm Smith and Wesson in a fast-draw holster on his hip. The third man was Deacon Boggs. He was big—almost as big as Leroy but a whole lot leaner. He carried a revolver of some type in his waistband. The White man farthest from her wore two pistols in shoulder holsters. She figured the pistols were either 9mm’s or .45’s but it didn’t really matter. He also had a rifle strapped to his back. 

 

She stopped about ten feet from the men. She was actually closer to the still than she was to the men. She focused on Deacon.

“You Deacon Boggs?”

The men looked at each other. 

“He ain’t here,” Deacon replied.

They were very sure of themselves. Four men against one woman—they’d take those odds any day.

“That’s funny because you look just like him.” With her left hand, she pulled out her badge. “Mattie O’Malley, FBI.”

“What do you want?”

All kinds of alarms were going off in her head. Something wasn’t right. Either something had just happened or it was going to. There was a charge in the air—something not definable—that put her on edge. 

“I’m investigating the murder of Paxton Flatt. Did you know him?”

Deacon pretended to think about it.

“Never heard of him.”

She noted that very slowly the three “gun” hands were spreading out—putting distance between each other so they wouldn’t be easy targets. The alarms in her head were so loud she was sure they would hear them. She was in as much danger now as she had ever been in her life. Her adrenaline soared.

“That looks like a still to me. I hear ATF’s been looking for it. Guess I should give them a call, let them know where it is.”

She turned toward her car.

“Ok, ok, I’m Deacon.”

She wasn’t sure why the men were on edge. Maybe because she had found the still.

“What about Paxton?”

“I knew him. You might say he was a customer of mine.”

“Not a good customer, right? He didn’t pay for his last two loads.”

“If you kno’s everything, why you askin’ me?” he grunted.

“Just answer the question. Did he steal the last two loads?”

“Son of a bitch, white bastard.”

Deacon was rising quickly on her list of potential suspects. The smoldering hatred she saw in his eyes showed he was a lot more angry than he let on.

“Is that a yes?” she asked.

“He threatened to bring the Klan up here and burn me out.”

He was positively flying up the list.

“I’d say that gives you a motive to kill him.”

Realizing he’d let his anger get the best of him, Deacon closed his mouth. Through clenched teeth he responded.

“What you talkin’ about? Noonan killed him.”

She saw the change in him and knew she wasn’t going to get much more out of him. He had visibly reined in his anger.

“The killer lifted Paxton into the baler. Isn’t any way Noonan did that. It had to be someone big--someone very strong--like you for instance.”

His face went blank. Until that moment he hadn’t known what she was after. Now he knew. She wanted a murder suspect. Him. 

“I got a dozen witnesses who will say I was over at Sara Davis's place eatin' ribs when it happened.”

“I’ll bet you got a dozen more who would say you are the Pope. Hell, if you put your fist in my face, I’d probably agree with them,” she joked. “By the way, how do you know what time he was killed?”

She wanted to keep them thinking they were in control. After all, she was just a gullible “nigger” woman with a gun. Far as they were concerned, they could take her out any time they wanted to.

“Don’t matter what time it was. I was at Miss Sarah’s all night.”

She threw out a bluff. Figured it wouldn’t hurt. 

“If that's true, then why do I have a witness who saw your truck drive away from Paxton's place just after he was killed?

“You bluffin’ me cause my truck weren’t there,” he exploded.

Ahh, she thought. Deacon has a temper. Something to remember.

Behind her the still made a strange burping noise. Without taking her eyes off of the four men, she backed a couple of feet until she was beside the boiler. The fire to heat the boiler was dying down, probably because the men who had been feeding the oak logs to the fire had run for the woods. She could smell the sour odor of the mash. The first two feet of pipe that came off of the boiler was Plexiglas, so they could see what was coming out of the pot, she imagined. As she watched, a stream of clear liquid ran out of the boiler and through the Plexiglas. 

“What kind of truck do you have?” she asked.

She was taunting him to see if he would blow up and give her more information.

“A blue Ford,” he snapped.

She had certainly pushed his buttons. 

Just as she started to turn away from the still, the fluid in the Plexiglas turned from clear to red.

“Is that supposed to be red?” she asked.

“Yeah. We’re makin’ hard cider.”

She thought about it. To her, it didn’t make sense. Any liquid boiling off of whatever was in the boiler should be clear. That was the point of the boiler. With her hand near her holster, she unlatched the top of the boiler. It was hot as hell but the latches had wood handles, which made it possible to snap them open. Once the latches were undone, she pushed aside the heavy lid. It took her eyes a second to adjust to the darkness inside the boiler. When she did, she jerked back with a start for staring up at her was Dewey’s slowly roasting body. 

“Shit!” she exclaimed.

She looked up to see all three of the men with their guns pointed at her.

“Kill her,” Deacon commanded.

For the four men, time seemed to stop because what happened next was so fast, it couldn’t be followed with the human eye. In less than .07 of a second, Mattie drew and fired her first shot which killed the man with the shotgun. Next, in less than .10 of a second, she shot the man with the fast-draw holster and in less than .15 of a second, she killed the third man with the two shoulder holsters. All of it happened within the blink of an eye, which for the average human is .15 of a second. Deacon and the three men didn’t even know what had happened. By the time Deacon’s mind caught up with what was happening, his three men were dead at his feet. One second earlier he had been planning out what to do with Mattie’s body and in the next second, his three men were dead. His mind just couldn’t grasp it. For a brief second, his brain locked up. It was just too much to comprehend.

 

For Mattie the shooting order had been easy. The man with the shotgun was the biggest threat, so he went first. The next biggest threat was the man with the quick-draw holster, which made him number two. The man with the two shoulder holsters hadn’t been much of a threat at all. He had just touched the handles of his pistols when her third shot punched a hole in his aorta. By the time he realized he had been shot, he was dead. Even though Deacon had the pistol in his belt, she holstered her pistol. She wasn’t being arrogant. She just didn’t need to have it out.

 

“Your turn,” she said to Deacon.

Deacon shook his head, tried to get a handle on the situation. He was now alone and facing a woman who had just killed his three men. He swallowed hard, tried to get his brain going.

“I ain’t gonna draw,” he stammered.

“Come on, Deacon, where’s your balls. Go ahead. I’ll even turn my back.” 

No way was he going to draw his gun. While he couldn’t fathom the why of what had happened, he could fathom the results. 

“You FBI. You can’t kill me in cold blood.”

Her draw this time was closer to .06 of a second. Deacon never saw it. She fired one shot and holstered her pistol well before Deacon felt pain sear through his right earlobe. He bellowed and clapped his hand to the bloody hole where his earlobe had been.

“You shot me!” he raged. 

“Only once,” she exclaimed. “I want to know who killed Paxton. You have five seconds before I shoot off your dick. Five—four—three—two—“

“I don’t know, but it weren’t me,” he yelled.

She looked pointedly at his crotch then dropped her arm to her side. He had seen that move before. Right before his three men died.

“Wait! Wait! Don’t shoot! I swear it wasn’t me.”

“Take a guess who it was.”

“Rafe—had to be him. It was his shine.”

Mattie was learning all sorts of new things.

“I thought it was your still.”

“I jus’ run it. Rafe own it.”

Rafe went instantly to the top of her suspect list. With Noonan and Gus off the list, it was a mighty short list with Rafe’s name in neon at the top. He had motive and the means to make it happen.

“Who’s in the still?”

He hesitated. No way was he going to say anything more about Rafe.

“Dewey Young.”

“Why’d you kill him?”

“Ain’t sayin’ no more. Shoot me if you want to but I ain’t talkin’.”
“Fine. You’re under arrest for killing him and attempting to kill me. Now, move it.”

She followed Deacon to her car where she handcuffed him and seat-belted him into the back seat. After one more glance around to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, she drove back to town.

 

After parking in the driveway of Grace’s new mansion, Jubal walked to the front door and knocked. He couldn’t believe how big the house was. Even though he had heard about it for several years, he hadn’t driven past to see it. He didn’t know what Grace was going to do with so much space. With Paxton dead it was just her and the kids. He had heard the owner wanted $250,000 for the house, which was more than he would pay for just about anything. 

 

Grace answered the door, wearing a new outfit. She looked like a new woman. When she saw Jubal, she beamed.

“I came over to see how you’re doing,” he ventured. “Oh, and Hannah sent over this casserole.”

He handed it to her.

“Come in, Jubal. There ain’t nobody else here.”

Jubal wanted to but it was broad daylight. He didn’t want the neighbors gossiping about the two of them.

“Can’t, Grace. I got some business to attend to. Maybe tonight.”

She looked almighty good in her new clothes. 

“Just for a little while. This house is so big and lonely.”

Jubal glanced around. None of the neighbors could see the front porch.

“Ok.”

He entered the house, marveling at the huge living room. He guessed that his entire house would fit in the one room.

“You want me to show you around?”

“Some other time.”

“Come on, I’ll put this in the refrigerator.’

The kitchen was almost as big as the living room. He watched as she put the casserole in the refrigerator. 

“You been busy?” she asked.

“Busy enough. Been getting ready for hunting season.”

“Paxton was talkin’ about bow hunting this year.”

“Not for me. I can’t hit the broadside of a barn. Say, where’s the kids?”

“Sent the little shits to day care. I don’t care if I ever see ‘em again.”

“Ya need any help around the house?” He hoped she said no. He didn’t want to actually have to work.

“No. I hired it all done.”

Jubal had a delicate issue to discuss with her.

“You know the package we talked about. Do you have it?”

“Sure. I’ll get it.”

She hurried out of the kitchen. A moment later Beau came in the back door.

“What are you doin’ here, old man?”

“Hannah sent over a casserole.”

Jubal wished he could slap the smirk off Beau’s face. He was deathly tired of the punk kid.

“That all you came for?” the younger man asked.

“Don’t get smart or I’ll whup your ass,” Jubal snarled.

“We’re changin’ our deal. Twenty-five ain’t enough. From now on, it’s a hundred.”

“You’re out of your mind, Boy. I ain’t got that kind of money.”

“You can get it.”

“Don’t push me, Boy, you’re getting too damn greedy.”

He was ready to grab Beau by the throat and choke the life out of him.

“Fuck you!” Beau sneered. “Get it or else.”

He hurried back out the door before Jubal could explode. Jubal knew there was only one way to handle a blackmailer. Soon as he could arrange it, Beau was going to have an accident.

Grace hurried into the kitchen with a manila envelope in her hand. She gave it to Jubal.

“Here you go. Oh, and why don’t you and Hannah come over for dinner tonight. I won’t take no for an answer.”

“You betcha.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

 

Mattie drove back to town in silence. She had just killed three men. Even though they were going to kill her, taking their lives had been the last thing she wanted to do. Had she had even a little more time, she would have considered wounding the men instead of killing them, but with only a second or two until they would have gunned her down, she had had no choice. It was kill or be killed. That didn’t make it any easier. In her mind’s eye she saw each man as her bullet hit him in the heart—the shocked look only moments before they died. The Bureau trained agents to shoot to kill, not wound. There were reasons for this. In a gun battle adrenaline surges through the shooters, causing hands to shake, brains to fog and easy shots to be missed. Mattie had reviewed a major report on officer shootings that showed most bad guys were hit by ricochets off the pavement not by direct fire by the officers. Most shootings occur so spontaneously and quickly that there is little or no time to prepare. As the officer’s gun clears his holster, he is already unconsciously squeezing the trigger, sending bullets into the ground at his feet or into the pavement ahead of him. These just-out-of-the-holster rounds are the ones that usually hit the suspect.

 

She parked her car near the back entrance to the Sheriff’s office. She didn’t want to attract any attention, leading Deacon into the jail. People were already paying too much attention to her. Deacon hadn’t said a single word on the drive back to town. He was most likely thinking about how he could stay alive once Rafe found out what he’d told Mattie, she thought. On this point she was right. Deacon knew his chances of survival were nonexistent unless he could somehow convince Rafe that she had tortured him. His ear was a pretty good indication he wasn’t lying. He was going to ask Sheriff Wilks to take a picture of him before he cleaned all of the blood off of his face and ear. He knew the wound looked a lot worse than it was which was perfect. Deacon also was afraid of Mattie although he would never admit it to anyone. Her lightning fast draw had him spooked. It just wasn’t natural for someone to move that fast. Even though his three men had been experienced gun hands, she had shot all three of them before they could get off a shot. It made him shiver.

 

Mattie scanned the area around the car to see if anyone was watching her. Not seeing anyone, she got out of the car and stretched. Going around the car, she opened the door for Deacon. It took a lot of effort for the big man to extricate himself from her car.

“If you try to run or cause a fuss, I’ll shoot you,” she warned.

“Just get me inside,” he replied.

Grabbing Deacon’s arm, Mattie headed for the back door. They were halfway there when someone yelled.

“Hey, you, FBI, I want to talk to you.”

She turned to see Jubal heading toward her. Behind him a bunch of the town loafers lined up on the sidewalk. They wanted to see Jubal knock Mattie down to size. Since Jubal outweighed her by 200 pounds, she didn’t have a chance. If she gave him any guff, he would crush her like a grape.

“You’ll have to wait. I have to book my prisoner.”

Jubal had worked himself up to a sullen rage. He didn’t give a damn about her prisoner.

“Hell, I will. I ain't gonna stand by while you screw up the case against Noonan. He killed my boy--in cold blood--and now you're stirrin' things up--confusin' people--makin' them think that somebody else done it.”

Jubal faced off in front of Mattie, his face only a couple of inches from her face.

“This isn't the place to talk about it. You want to wait while I book my prisoner, then I'll talk to you.” Losing her temper wasn’t an option. She kept cool.

With Deacon in front of her, she angled toward the rear door. If she could make it to the back door, she could avoid the confrontation with Jubal. She had only taken two steps when she felt him grab her shoulder. A very bad move. With almost inhuman speed, she whirled, grabbed his hand in a Judo hold and jammed it up behind his back. Spinning him around, she slammed him into the back of a nearby police car. 

THUMP!

Using all of her strength, she shoved upwards on his arm.

“If you touch me again, I’ll break your fucking arm,” she snarled. “You got it?”

Jubal didn’t have it. 

“Let go of me!” he bellowed. He tried to use his weight to twist away from her but she held firm.

“Let go of me, PLEASE,” she said.

With his arm held tight Jubal was pretty much out of options. He did a backwards kick that missed her by a mile. She tweaked his arm.

“Say it!” she commanded.

He took a swing at her with his other arm. 

“Say it!” she said.

Jubal finally saw the light. He wasn’t going to intimidate her.

“Please.” He whispered. He didn’t want his friends to see him beg.

She let go of his arm. He cradled it like it was going to fall off.

“If you want to talk to me, come back in half an hour,” she told him.

“I’m done talkin’, nigger. Noonan ain’t getting’ off cause of you. He killed my boy and he’s gonna pay.”

Jubal walked away, heading for his friends. 

“You must want to die young,” Deacon observed. “That man’s big in the Klan. If you stay, they’re gonna fry you like a trout.”

“He’s just blowing off steam,” she countered. “He’ll cool down.”

“He will—after you’re dead,” Deacon stated coldly.

 

Inside she found Deputy Dave sitting at his desk, reading a magazine. When he saw Mattie and Deacon, he leaped to his feet.

“Sheriff!” he called.

Sheriff Wilks hurried out of his office. He tried to hide it but he was shocked to see Deacon and Mattie.

“Now what?” he asked.

“I need him locked up.”

She sat Deacon down in the chair next to Deputy Dave’s desk.

“What for?”

She sat down in a nearby chair. She was tired.

“Murder—attempted murder.”

“Whoa now. Who did he murder?”

“Dewey Young. Deacon and his men cooked him in the still.”

“I’ll be damned. What’s this all about, Deacon?”

Mattie found it interesting that Sheriff Wilks asked a murder suspect what had happened rather than the FBI agent who had brought him in. It made her wonder which side of the law Sheriff Wilks was on. 

“I wants a lawyer. I ain’t saying nothin’ more.”

“You better send the Coroner up there. Tell him to take four body bags.”

Sheriff Wilks couldn’t hide the astonishment on his face. 

“Four!” he said sharply.

“Dewey and three of Deacon’s men. They tried to shoot it out with me but they were too slow.”

Sheriff Wilks looked at Dave. “Put him in a cell,” he said.

Deputy Dave took Deacon back into the cell area.

“When you stir up things, you really stir hard,” Sheriff Wilks said.

“Only way I know to go,” she replied.

Mattie needed to sleep. The rush of adrenaline had given way to the tremendous fatigue that comes after the adrenaline is gone. Leaning back in the chair, she closed her eyes.

“I talked to Gus Kirkland. My gut feeling is he didn’t kill Paxton—not because he wasn’t going to—he was ready—but because his truck broke down.”

“How do you know his truck was broken down?”

“Because I told him how to fix it.”

“You?” he snorted.

“Me. My dad started me fixing cars when I was nine.”

“I knew Gus didn’t do it.”

“He thinks Deacon did it--Deacon thinks maybe it was Rafe. I'm sort of leaning toward Rafe myself. I think that Dewey Young's death is somehow related to Paxton's. Deacon doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to put someone in a still. I think he’s too smart for that. I don’t know about Rafe.”

“Course you don’t have any evidence against Rafe, right?”

“That’s right, but I have time to find it. You know, when I drove down main street this morning, I saw Grace Flatt moving into one of those big houses. What's that all about?”

The Sheriff wasn’t surprised which meant he already knew it. What she found surprising was that the Sheriff knew just about everything else, but nothing about Rafe. 

“Paxton drove truck. He had life insurance through the company. Grace was the beneficiary.”

The insurance money explained everything but one thing.

“How did she get the money so fast. I’ve never heard of anyone getting their money so fast. Two days?”

“I heard she got a loan against it from the bank.”

“Who runs the bank?”

“A woman named Mia Clagg,” he responded.

“How much was the policy?”

“One million dollars,” he grimaced. “She’ll blow it all in a year or less.”

He was probably right. With no one to guide her and no experience, she would probably blow all of the money. It was sad.

“Guess I better talk to Mia.”

The Sheriff laughed. “Be sure to wear steel shorts when you do?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll see.”

“Ok. What about Sarah Davis?”

Sheriff Wilks studied her before replying.

“What do you want with Sarah?”

“Deacon said he was at her place all night the night Paxton was killed. She’s his alibi. I’m guessing but she’s Black, right?”

“That’s a fact. What’s strange is she owns the Triple K bar but she can’t drink there because it’s Klan.”

“Nothing surprises me about this place. So, where is the Triple K?”

“It’s out on Route 17 about a mile out of town. You can’t miss it. Klan’s there just about 24/7.”

“Except Sunday morning when they’re in church,” she joked.

He laughed then turned serious.

“You need to watch your back. You’ve made a lot of enemies.”

“You know what they say. Welcome to Alabama.”

She started to get up then remembered something.

“Do you have time to bring me up to speed on something?”

“Sure.”

“Until I got here, I thought moonshining died out in the Thirties. Am I in some sort of time warp or is moonshining in vogue again?”

“Moonshining never stopped. It just went deep undercover. After the Thirties, people quit talking about it so it disappeared from the national conscious. But in the South, it kept on going strong. People around here have been moonshining for ten generations. The only difference now is there are fewer moonshiners and the ones that are still in the business have big operations. The Mob controls most of the really big stills. The problem is that in order to make money, you have to be bankrolled by someone with deep pockets. There are three major stills in this county. All of them are controlled by one man.”

“Rafe Cummings.”

“That’s right. Rafe has a lot of money so he can keep the stills in supplies. That’s what’s critical. Most of the smaller stills sold out to him because they couldn’t afford corn.”

“Who buys it—I mean besides the locals?”

“Most of it goes back east to bars that sell shots of moonshine for a buck.”

Mattie thought about it a moment.

“That doesn’t seem like a good deal. You can drink a shot of legal stuff for a buck.”

“A gallon of shine sells for $20. A gallon is roughly 85 shots. So, the bar owner makes $65 on each gallon he sells. They got all kinds of names for the shine. Sunshine. Georgia Moon. The moonshiner makes it for about $4 a gallon so he makes $16 a gallon. Not bad for setting up a boiler in the woods. Problem is, a pick-up load of shine has probably around 200 gallons so a load is worth $3,200. That’s good money but not worth hauling it from here to New York.”

“So how does it get there?”

“Tractor trailer loads. That’s where the big money is. You figure 7,000 gallons times $16 and you’re looking at some serious money.”

“So, if Rafe sends two truckloads a week, he’s making a quarter of a million dollars”

“Yep.”

“But what legit bars in New York would sell illegal liquor?”

“The Mob has set up a bunch of non-licensed bars called nip joints or shot joints. All they sell is shots of shine. If they get raided, they just go somewhere else.”

“I hate to ask. How many truckloads does Rafe send a week?

The Sheriff hesitated. Blabbing any of Rafe’s business often came with a hefty price tag, usually a quiet piece of swampland to call your own.

“Six.”

“Wow! That’s over a half a million dollars a week.”

“That’s why moonshining is still around. It always has been big money.”

 

Mattie didn’t go back to the motel. She knew better. Instead, she drove to Doctor Flint’s house where she found him finishing up with his last patient. After helping him clean up, they went to the living quarters behind the clinic. Since she didn’t cook, he whipped up some spaghetti and meatballs that they downed in short order. As soon as they washed up the dishes, they retired to the living room for wine and good music. They both sat on the floor with their backs against the sofa. The mood was very mellow. With their wine glasses in hand, they listened to a couple of songs in quiet reverie, neither one wanting to break the spell that held them together.

 

Outside, in the darkness next to the bushes, the peeper watched the couple with lust in his heart. From his vantage point he could see Mattie’s shapely figure and occasionally when she bent forward, he was rewarded with a glimpse of her breast. He leaned closer to the window, his eyes focused on her. If he played his cards right, he might just get a little of that.

 

“I don’t know why you stay here, John. A doctor with your talents could find a job anywhere. I’ve only been here a couple of days and if I have to stay much longer, I’m going to slit my wrists.”

John took a long sip of wine before he replied.

“I worked at one of the most prestigious hospitals in the world. The pay was good, the hours reasonable, it was a great life. But I got bored. Everything was so organized and regulated that by the time I saw a patient, he was nothing but a name on a chart. It was like being a worker on an assembly line. The patients came in, I diagnosed them, they left, and I never saw them again. So, I quit. Then one day I happened to see an ad in one of the medical journals for a town that needed a doctor. I came here for a visit and decided that this is what I wanted to do. I thrive on challenges.”

“It’s a challenge just to get people to bathe. It’s a challenge to get them to eat right. It’s a challenge to get them to brush their teeth. It’s a challenge to get them not to drink that rotgut shine. How many challenges do you need?”

“You get used to it. You just have to lower your expectations or not have any at all.”

“Expectations of what? Do you think you can change anything? This town isn’t going to change. They have no reason to change. They are content with the way it is. It hasn’t changed since the Civil War.”

Without saying anything, he kissed her. It was supposed to be a short kiss but it changed into a long, passionate kiss with a lot of groping. Being a doctor, he knew just where the hot spots were.

“You won’t believe some of the home remedies and backwoods myths I’ve heard.”

“Like what?” she asked.

“Umm--like a girl can't get pregnant if it's her first time, or if the man is a relative, or if she's standing up. Stuff like that.”

Mattie couldn’t believe it. It was like being back in the Dark Ages.

“Who tells them this stuff?”

“Mothers hand it down to their daughters who hand it down to their daughters—and so it goes.”

“Can ‘t anybody read?”

“Oh, most of ‘em can read but they just don’t bother. The library is deserted. Oh, there was this one woman who brought in her nine-year old daughter because the girl had a tummy ache. I examined her and she was pregnant. When I told the mother, she said it wasn't possible. Her daughter hadn't been with any men. But then she remembered that her older daughter's boyfriend had spent the night in the same bed with the nine-year old. The mother told me that the nine-year old probably got pregnant because some of that "stuff" must have splashed on her from when the boyfriend and older daughter were doing the deed.”

“I’ll bet you have enough for a book. Really. You should write one.”

“Maybe. Say, did you join the FBI because your dad was a cop?”

“He wanted me to join the force but being a cop was just too restrictive for me. I wanted something bigger, something that would let me travel, see more than just a four block beat in New York.”

“Was he disappointed that you joined the Bureau?”

“At first, but he got used to it. Now he brags about the stuff I do to his cop friends.”

“Did he teach you about guns?”

“Yep. Started when I was three. Believe it or not, he’s faster than I am.”

“No way.”

“Way.”

They both laughed.

Suddenly from the dark shadows behind them a dozen Klansmen in full garb charged into the light. Before Doctor Flint and Mattie could react, the Klansmen piled on them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

 

Had Mattie not been sitting where she was, with her back to the couch, and all of her weight on her butt, she would have had a fighting chance. Even with such a disadvantage, and overpowering numbers to boot, she still gave a good accounting of herself. She punched the first man who touched her so hard four of his teeth flew over the sofa. Out cold, he dropped beside her. Twisting to one side, she tried to roll to her feet, but three of the Klansmen wrestled her to the floor. She kneed one of the men under his chin. The impact sent him flying on top of his unconscious friend. Two down. One of the remaining two men hit her on the side of the head with a blackjack. The blow didn’t land square, which saved her life. Before he could swing again, she elbowed him across the face. With a sickening crunch, his nose broke. Screaming, he grabbed his bloody nose, splattering blood everywhere.

 

Mattie knew she had to get up. If she stayed on the floor, they would stomp her. The remaining man had his arms wrapped around her waist from behind. She couldn’t land any punches or kicks on him. All he wanted to do was to hold her until more Klansmen could join the fray. She rolled quickly to the left then to the right, giving her one quick opening. She jammed her elbow into his side. With a bellow, he let go of her. She rolled to her feet just in time to punch a Klansman in the head as six more men rushed her.

In the meantime, six other men were beating and kicking the hell out of Doctor Flint. He had rolled into a ball, which made it harder for them to land blows. If he saw an opening, he punched anyone who got within range. His blows lacked the power of Mattie’s punches but he was trying. He took a hard kick to the head that stunned him. More kicks and punches followed. One thing that turned out in Mattie and Doctor Flint’s favor was the Klansmen’s costumes that made it hard for them to get any power behind their punches. To make up for it, several of them had sticks that they used freely on Doctor Flint.

 

Mattie met the six men head on. Being surrounded by assailants was nothing new to her. Her karate instructor had insisted that at the close of every class, one student had been attacked from all sides by the other students. What it had taught her was not to focus on one man. Instead, she shifted her targets as fast as she could. She kicked one man in the hood, another in the crotch, swept the legs out from under a third man and elbowed another man in the gut. Just as it looked like she might be able to break free, one of the Klansman hit her in the back of the head with a club, knocking her to the floor. Nearly unconscious, she kept fighting, kicking and punching at the men who swarmed on top of her. Fists dug into her ribs, her head and her body. The last thing she saw before she blacked out was a big dirty boot coming toward her face.

 

Leaving Doctor Flint behind, the Klansman carried Mattie out of the house. They weren’t quiet about it. Laughing and yelling, they dumped her unconscious body in the back of a pick-up truck. They weren’t gentle. Even though she was unconscious, it didn’t stop a couple of the men from smashing her with their fists. With a half-dozen Klansmen in the back, the truck drove away followed by eight other trucks. They paraded through the downtown like it was the Fourth of July. After a couple of passes up and down Main Street, the caravan headed for the river.

 

Perkins Landing was a dock and general store located on the Alabama side of the Mississippi about ten miles out of Kingswood. It perched on the side of a natural bay that extended about a mile inland from the river. It was about a mile wide and ranged from fifty feet to two hundred feet deep. In many places, its banks were lined with big trees that overhung the water, providing refuge for a wide variety of fish and animals. Smaller fish hung out around the roots to keep them safe from bigger fish. On the shore, under the earthbound roots, smaller animals hung out to keep them safe from bigger animals. Having a place to hide was essential to sustaining life in the swamp. For humans, sustaining life was more complicated. Having a safe place to hide was great but having a big gun was far more important.

 

The nine-truck convoy arrived at Perkins Landing just after 11:00 P.M. Between Kingswood and Perkins Landing a great deal of moonshine had been consumed by the Klansmen. They were louder, more boisterous and totally out of control. They didn’t give a damn who saw them or if Sheriff Wilks and his men tried to stop them. They were united. Invincible. Their cause was just and they were unstoppable. Of course they wouldn’t have been able to voice such a sentiment. They were too drunk.

 

The Klansmen lined their trucks up around the shoreline with their headlights pointed out into the bay. Although the store was closed, bare light bulbs strung on trees and poles lit the area. Next to the store, a dock about 80 feet long jutted out into the bay. Boats of all kinds were tied up to the dock. Bare light bulbs hung from poles above the dock, illuminating the dock and boats. Many of the Klansmen had shed their hoods. Among them are Poptop, Jubal, A.J. and Morris. With a whoop, Morris and A.J. run out onto the dock to Morris’s boat. Of all the boats tied up at the dock, it was the smallest and cheapest one. It was a 14-foot punt (a square bowed boat) with a tiny gas motor. Morris fed the motor some gas then used the pull rope to yank the engine to life. With Morris at the rudder, the punt sputtered toward the boatloading ramp where the truck with Mattie in it was parked. With more loud whooping and hollering, the Klansman dragged Mattie out of the truck through the shallow water to where Morris had just stopped his boat.

 

“Mo, can you come in closer, I don’t want to get my pants wet,” Poptop hollered. It was the wrong thing to say. Two Klansmen behind Poptop shoved him into the water. It brought a burst of drunken laughter from the other Klansmen. Flopping and flailing, Poptop floundered to his feet. He glared at the two Klansmen. 

“Bring it in closer,” Jubal ordered.

Mattie was hanging face down by her arms and legs, which were each held by a Klansman. When they paid attention, they kept her out of the water when they didn’t her head was under water. 

Luckily for her they were careless. Cold water pouring into her throat yanked her to consciousness. Sputtering and spitting, she jerked her head clear of the water. Still stunned from the boot to her face, it took her several seconds to get her bearings. She saw the Klansmen holding her arms and legs and quickly put it together. She didn’t know where she was but she knew why she was there. She remembered the fight at Doctor Flint’s place. Her last memory of him was him being beaten by a half-dozen Klansmen. She prayed he had survived. Realization dawned on her that if they didn’t know she had regained consciousness, it might give her an advantage. She let her head hang down just above the water. She quickly analyzed the men who were holding her. Only one was a danger. She felt hard muscle on his arms. The other three men were overweight. She could feel their flab against her flesh. Flab was no match for her hammer-hard punches. Feigning unconsciousness, she waited.

 

Unfortunately, Jubal had seen her move.

“She’s awake, Boys! He yelled.

Poptop and two hooded Klansmen joined Morris and A.J. in the boat. It sank lower in the water, barely four inches above the dark surface. 

“Ain’t so tough now is ya nigger?” he sneered. “This is what you get for touchin’ a White man.”

Mattie couldn’t help herself. “Cowards,” she whispered.

Jubal kicked her in the ribs. Luckily, the water and his robes kept the blow from having any power.

“What we gonna do here is troll for gators,” he snarled. “And you’re the bait. Course they prefer white meat.”

The Klansmen around him laughed. They were all having a good time.

He yanked back her head.

“See them gators over there? They’re so hungry they’ll even eat a nigger.”

Morris handed Jubal a rope that was tied off on a sturdy cleat on the back of the boat.

“Tie her hands in front of her. This old motor can’t take too much drag,” Morris ordered.

Several Klansmen tied the rope around Mattie’s wrists. They were not gentle.

“They ain’t ever gonna find you ‘cause by tomorrow, you ain’t gonna be nothin’ but gator shit,” Jubal whispered close to her ear.

“How fast you want me to go?” Morris asked Jubal.

“Take it nice and slow so we can watch the gators hit her.”

“Sure thing, Jubal.”

Jubal kicked Mattie in the head again.

“So long, nigger.”

Morris eased the boat away from the shore. He had to be careful because with so much weight on board, the boat might capsize. Once clear of the shore, he turned up the throttle. 

“Take her around the other shore so the gators can see her!” Jubal commanded.

There were a dozen or so gators lined up on the other shore. Their eyes glittered like little balls of greenish light. Most of the gators were six to eight feet long but there were a couple over fifteen feet. Size didn’t really matter that much. Getting bit by a six-foot gator will kill you just as quick as a big one. The difference being that a big gator could bite a man in half. Towing Mattie behind it, the punt motored along the far shore. As the boat neared each gator, it slid noiselessly into the water. Mattie was in for a tough time. Seeing the gators go into the water, the Klansmen gave a collective whoop.

 

It was all Mattie could do to keep from drowning. Each time the boat hit a wave, and slowed, Mattie sunk below the surface. With her hands tied there was no way she could float so all she could do was hold her breath until the boat jerked her out of the water again. She saw glimpses of the boat and shore. One small comfort was the cold water eased the pain of the dozens of deep cuts and bruises that dotted her head and body. Only problem was there was still a lot of fresh blood oozing into the water. She knew one thing. Blood and gators is not a good combination. There was no point in worrying about it because she couldn’t stop it. All she could do was hope the gators didn’t pick up the scent. That idea didn’t last long.

 

“You see any in the water?” Jubal yelled.

“Couple of little ones,” Morris replied. “Ain’t over four feet.”

“Throw some of that chum into the water. Get ‘em stirred up.”

Poptop dumped dead fish and cow guts out of a three-gallon bucket into the water.

“Save some of that for over here!” Jubal demanded.

Mattie had figured out that if she swept her arms under her like a narrow butterfly stroke that she could stay afloat when the boat slowed. She had just completed a stroke, when something hit her arm. Instant pain swept over her arm. It felt like someone had crushed her arm on red-hot coals. She screamed.

“Gator got her!” Poptop screamed, his voice high and girl-like.

“How bad?” Jubal wanted to know.

“Just a little one,” Poptop answered.

Mattie jerked her arms away from the gator. She felt it brush by her as it swam away.

“Dammit, don’t go too slow. We want this to last.” Jubal called. “You see any big ones?” 

“Three of ‘em, Jubal. Looks like ten-twelve footers to me,” Poptop announced.

“Slow down as you come by here!” Jubal ordered.

Jubal wanted the other Klansmen to have front row seats as the big gators hit Mattie. He was sort of the host of the event and he wanted for them to remember what fun they had had when it came time to vote for the next Grand Wizard.

As he passed in front of the line of pickup trucks, he slowed down. Their lights lit up the boat and water brighter than a full moon. It was bright enough to see fish in the water. 

Out of nowhere, a big gator grabbed her leg. It felt like he’d torn off her lower leg. She screamed. 

When the Klansmen heard her scream, they broke into spontaneous applause. On the shore, Jubal did a full bow.

Mattie felt around until she felt the gator’s eye then with all of her strength, she punched it. Instantly, the gator let go and swam away. The next time the boat slowed, she felt her leg. She could feel two rows of holes in her pants leg. The gator had got her good.

 

The boat circled wide to the right, away from the shore for another pass in front of the trucks. The motor suddenly sputtered and died.

“What happened, Morris?” Jubal demanded.

“Got to switch gas tanks,” Morris responded.

Mattie saw this would be her only chance. Taking a deep breath, she ducked under the water so her hands could reach her pocket. Reaching inside, she pulled out her pocketknife. As soon as her head surfaced, she used her teeth to open the knife. She felt faint. Through the haze of her oxygen-starved brain she saw her karate instructor in front of the class. What he said brought her back. He had always drilled into them one thing: anyone can quit. With the last of her strength she cut the rope around her wrists. As soon as they were free, she took several deep breaths then sank below the water.

 

“Where is she?” Jubal called.

“Can’t see her. Think a gator pulled her under,” Poptop answered.

“You better get that motor runnin’ or I’m gonna skin you alive,” Jubal warned.

All five of the men in the boat were focused on the motor. None of them were watching the water. Bad mistake.

Morris yanked the start cord and the engine sputtered but didn’t start. Morris yanked it again. SNAP. The starter cord broke off in his hand.

“Starter rope broke, Jubal!” Poptop yelled.

“You fucking idiots can’t do anything right. I swear if you lose her I’m gonna kill all of you!” Jubal roared. “Find her, you morons.”

While Morris worked on the motor, A.J., Poptop, and the two hooded Klansmen all looked on the port (left) side of the boat. Unfortunately, Mattie was on the starboard side. 

With a powerful spotlight, Poptop scanned the surface of the water. Almost instantly he spotted something on the surface.

“I see her,” he howled. “She’s a floatin’.”

Behind them, Mattie reached inside the boat and picked up an oar. With the oar held horizontally, she lunged forward, knocking all five of the men into the water. Before they could realize what had happened, she slid into the boat. She had done it. With a quick prayer of thanks to God, she grabbed a shotgun off one of the seats.

 

“What’s going on?” Jubal called.

“She knocked us out of the boat!” Poptop sputtered. “She’s in the boat.” 

For the Klansmen the show was over. For Mattie, it had just begun.

Aiming the shotgun at the Klansmen and their trucks, she opened fire, sending six loads of Number Six birdshot into the men who scrambled desperately to get out of the light. Several screamed as pellets ripped into their soft flesh. She dropped the empty shotgun and picked up a rifle that she used to rake the trucks and shoreline with hot lead. It was not a happy time for the Klansman. At least half of them sustained serious wounds from either the shotgun or the rifle. When she stopped firing, Jubal ran to his truck. Before she could reload, he drove away, leaving his fellow Klansmen behind. The ones who weren’t wounded too badly ran into the woods. 

 

After snapping a fresh magazine into the rifle, she felt the boat rock as Poptop and his pals tried to climb aboard. Using a boat hook, she pushed them away. When a gator rolled nearby, one of the hooded Klansmen threw himself halfway into the boat. With the boat hook, she pulled off his hood. It was Deputy Dave.

“You bastard!” she snarled.

After one yank on the cord, the motor started. As far as she was concerned, the four men in the water had dug their own graves. Gently goosing the motor, she pulled away from the four men. They could fend for themselves. She had.

“Help! Don’t leave us. Please! They all screamed.

They hadn’t had any mercy on her so payback was a bitch.

She aimed the boat for shore. The trucks were still there but the Klansmen were all gone.

Behind her the men flailed at the water. Suddenly Poptop was yanked underwater. A moment later he bobbed to the surface, holding his bloody arm.

“Help me. I’m bit!” he shrilled. “Don’t let me die.”

She looked back. Even in the darkness she saw at least a dozen gators, closing on the men.

They had been willing to let the gators eat her. Why not tit for tat? She didn’t owe them a thing.

She kept the motor purring toward shore.

But she knew she couldn’t do it. No matter how much she wanted revenge, her Oath of Office meant more to her than just a piece of paper. She swung the boat around.

 

She circled around to where the four men tried to stay afloat. She pointed the rifle at them.

“Get in the boat one at a time. If anyone tries anything, I’ll kill all of you.”

As they climbed into the boat, she trained the rifle on the men. She hoped one of them would try something but they were nearly powerless from exhaustion. 

“Deputy, tie them up. If the knots aren’t tight, you go back in the water.”

She watched him tie up the other men. Deputy Dave made the knots so tight they cut deeply into the men’s flesh. He wasn’t taking any chances.

After he was done, she took the rest of the rope.

“Lie down,” she ordered.

She tied his hands behind his back—hard. She felt no compassion for any of them. Only duty prevailed.

She guided the boat to the dock. With her gun trained on them, the men got out of the boat.

“Who owns that blue truck?” she asked.

“Me,” Deputy Dave replied.

“Give me the keys.”

He did. 

“Ok, walk to the truck.”

With Mattie shepherding them along with her rifle, they slowly walked to the truck.

“Get in the back and lie down flat,” she said.

Glad to be alive, all of the men quickly lay down.

“If one of you so much as raises his head, I’ll shoot it off,” she promised.

She got into the cab. For a moment, she relaxed—just a moment then put the key in the ignition. The drive to Doctor Flint’s house was uneventful.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

 

Had Mattie not been totally exhausted, and guarding five men, she might have seen the peeper scurry into the bushes next to Doctor Flint’s house. As it was, he watched with great interest as she rushed inside. As soon as she disappeared, he walked over to the blue truck. He knew who it belonged to—someone he hated with a great and burning passion. The peeper was very surprised at what he found in the truck. It seemed like the nigger lady had been busy. With any luck, it was going to be a good night for the peeper. He hid in the dark and listened to what the Klansmen whispered to each other. The peeper found it very interesting.

 

Mattie hurried through Doctor Flint’s house to the operating room where she found Doctor Flint asleep in a chair. She gently shook him awake.

“John. It’s me. Are you ok?” she asked anxiously.

He awakened with a start—saw her—relaxed.

“Damn am I glad to see you,” he said.

Bending down, she gave him a gentle hug.

“I was afraid you were dead,” she murmured.

“No, just beat up pretty good.”

She looked him over. His face was a mess. He needed stitches.

“They tried to feed me to the gators.”

She held out her arm so he could see the bite marks.

“It must not have gone well,” he laughed.

It was good to hear him laugh. He probably wasn’t that badly hurt if he could laugh.

“Last I saw of you, you were throwing punches like a crazy man,” she giggled.

“I’ve got a feeling I’ll be treating the men you punched,” he said. “I saw a couple who were hurt pretty bad.”

She pointed to her leg.

“I’m gonna need some stitches and so are you,” she commented. “You can do mine, but who’s going to do yours?”

“I’ll do them both,” he said. 

“We can do it later,” she said. “I’ve got five Klansmen out in the truck who are worse off than us. One’s bleeding a lot. Gators got them.”

“He can wait. Let him bleed. You’re first.”

“I need to call the Sheriff.”

She picked up the phone.

“I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” a voice said.

Mattie turned around. Jenny was standing in the doorway in her robe. She looked a lot better than when Mattie had last seen her.

“What do you mean?” Mattie questioned.

“He’s one of ‘em,” she mused. “Ain’t nothin’ happens unless he approves it.”

“I think you’re wrong,” Mattie countered.

“Rafe Cummings owns him, lock, stock and badge. When Rafe says jump, he jumps. He does all of Rafe's dirty work.”

Mattie had her doubts about what Jenny was saying. Mattie prided herself on judging people and she hadn’t seen anything in Sheriff Wilks that scared her.

“Did he beat you up?”

“No, but he knew it was going to happen. Rafe done this—him and his two goons.”

“What two goons?”

“Junior Barnes and Leroy. Rafe brought ‘em in from Atlanta cause none of the local scum were mean enough.”

“What do they look like?” Mattie queried.

“Leroy's a big nigger--goes at least three hundred pounds. Junior Barnes--he's white--squatty--short hair. A real smartass.”

“How do you know all of this?”

“When they’re a whorin’ all of the men blab like little girls. Tell the whores things why wouldn’t tell their best buddy. Nothin’ happens around her I don’t know about.”

“Ok, since you know everything. Why did Rafe have Deacon kill Dewey Young?”

“Dewey’s dead. It don’t surprise me none. It was bound to happen. He was runnin’ errands for that crook Jubal.”

“But it doesn’t make sense. Why would Deacon kill Dewey?”

Mattie only listened half-heartedly as Jenny explained. She was wondering about Sheriff Wilks and how badly she had misjudged him. If Rafe was the crime boss then Sheriff Wilks was one of his lieutenants. An enforcer. Someone who did Rafe’s bidding. It really shook her up.

“Cause Rafe told him to. Dewey worked at the racetrack. Somebody poisoned one of Rafe's racehorses. Maybe Dewey knew who done it.”

In her mind, she worked through the evidence. If Noonan didn’t kill Paxton then who did? Gus was out. Noonan was out. The only person she still had on her list was Deacon. But Deacon had told her he didn’t own the still and he only worked for Rafe. If Rafe had killed Paxton over two loads of shine he wasn’t the smart man she had thought he was. Killing Dewey over a racehorse made a lot of sense. A name popped into her head.

“Could Jubal have poisoned the horse?”

“He needed money real bad. I heard he owes Rafe over a quarter million dollars for something or other. I don’t know what.”

“So, if Jubal poisoned Rafe's horse, and bet on the winning horse, he might make enough money to pay off Rafe,” Mattie mused.

“God help him if he did. Rafe don’t forget or forgive.”

“Who else could have done it?”

Jenny thought a while before replying. 

“A couple of days ago, Rafe had Sheriff Wilks beat the shit out of Dusty Pew. His horse won the race Big Blue was in. Guess they thought he done it.”

Mattie felt the trail was getting warmer. If nothing else, at least she now knew some of the things that were going on. 

“Is Dusty Pew dead?”

“Nope but he ain’t never comin’ back here again. See, he thought he and the Sheriff were pals. Last year Dusty had the Sheriff and some local politicians up to his deer cabin to hunt. Had a bunch of liquor and women. I know cause I sent some of my girls up there. Dusty paid me $1,000 for the weekend but the Sheriff made me give him half. Dusty paid for the whole week. Sheriff didn’t have to shell out a dime. Dusty figured the Sheriff would go easy on him if something came up. Boy, was he wrong.”

“How long does Jubal have before the money’s due?”

“Not long. Rafe had Junior Barnes and Leroy pay him a visit. They leaned on him real hard. Junior Barnes shot off Jubal’s big toe to show him Rafe is serious.”

“Shit, that explains why Jubal limps.”

“I gotta go back to bed but if I was you, I wouldn’t tell the Sheriff shit.”

Jenny left.

“Now what?” Doctor Flint asked.

“Pretend nothing happened. See what he does. In the meantime, we can hide the four Klansmen in your basement. Be interesting to see if anyone misses them. I’ll bet a couple of wives won’t say a word,” she laughed.

“That’s a safe bet. Hey, let’s get you fixed up before we worry about them. Oh, and once this is settled, I’m leaving. Kingswood can fuck themselves.”

“It’s their loss,” she exclaimed. She was glad he was going. He was too nice of a guy to work for these smucks. 

“I’ll bring in the Klan. You have a basement, right?”

“First door in the hallway.”

 

It took Mattie the better part of a half hour to get the Klansmen secured in the basement. By the time she hid the blue truck in the woods behind Doctor Flint’s house, it was nearly 3:00 A.M. Carrying the weapons from the truck, she headed back to the front door of the house. She was only a few feet from the door when she heard something behind her and somebody slammed into her from behind. Driven to her knees, she tried to twist around to land a punch but whoever it was used his weight to slam her to the ground. Her hands were tangled in the guns underneath her and the weight on her back kept them pinned under her. She felt hands pulling at her pants, reaching around her to undo her belt. It suddenly came to her. Somebody was trying to rape her. After all she’d been through, some son of a bitch was assaulting her. That was it. Her temper went off like a volcano. 

 

With all of her strength she pushed up with her arms, twisted her hands around and freed them from the guns. She wasted no time on finesse. With every ounce of energy left in her body, she swung her elbow a full 120 degrees, connecting with the rapist’s head like a pile driver. She hit him so hard he literally flew off of her, landing in the grass a few feet away. Rolling to her feet, she took one step and kicked him in the head with a forward snap kick. She felt parts of his face collapse under her foot. With anger coursing red hot through her veins, she bent down to look at him but it was too dark to see. Grabbing an ankle, she dragged the guy inside the clinic, not really caring that his head bounced off each step and the door careened off the side of his head.

 

In the waiting room she dropped his foot. For the first time she got a look at his face. She couldn’t believe her eyes. The rapist was an eighty-year old man. Doctor Flint, who had heard the commotion in the front yard, limped into the waiting room. 

“He tried to rape me,” Mattie panted. 

“That’s Emil Thogan. He’s a nut. He’s tried to rape just about every woman in town. The Sheriff locks him up but he can’t keep him forever.”

“Has he ever succeeded?”

“Not that we know about,” Doctor Flint responded.

Mattie was beyond exhaustion. She hung down from the waist until she got her breath back.

Emil stirred, looked up at her and grinned.

“Wanna go back to my place and do it?”

“Emil, you did it again. You know you aren’t supposed to be around any women. Now the Sheriff is going to have to lock you up for six months.”

“Six months?” Mattie was incredulous.

“He’s eighty-four. Now judge is going to lock him up for any longer. It would be a death sentence.”

“But if he just keeps doing it, sooner or later he may succeed,” Mattie argued.

“I know. That’s why everyone keeps an eye on him.”

“I keep my eye on everybody, too,” Emil giggled.

“What are we gonna do with him?”

“Take him to the Sheriff, I guess.”

Emil eyed them slyly.

“Sheriff ain’t at the jail. No sirree, Bob. Sheriff’s got a secret. He weren’t in town.”

“Where is he?” Doctor Flint asked.

“Not gonna tell unless you let me go.”

Mattie looked at Doctor Flint.

“Let’s lock him in the basement with the others. We can sort it out in the morning.”

“I knows something real important,” Emil continued. “He ain’t gonna be Sheriff no more after I tell.”

Mattie just wanted to go to bed. She didn’t give a damn about Emil. She’d kicked his butt good.

“Ok. You can go—IF—I think it’s good.

“Can I have your panties?”

“Sure!” Doctor Flint deadpanned.

Mattie and Doctor Flint laughed at his quick aside.

“Don’t want yours. I want hers.”

“No. Tell me what you have or you’re going down in the basement with the others.”

“Sheriff was out at Perkins Landing with the Klan,” Emil claimed. 

Mattie didn’t believe him. No way would the Sheriff have let them try to kill her.

“You’re lying,” she said. “Come on.”

“Ain’t lyin’. Heard the Klan guys in your truck talkin’ about it. Don’t believe me, he got shot—bunch of shotgun pellets in his arm.”

“If you’re lying I’m going to hunt you down,” Mattie warned him.

“Ain’t scared of that.”

“Go!” She pointed out the door.

On wobbly legs, Emil staggered to the door.

“You sure about them panties.”

She rushed him but he went out the door before she could catch him.

“Do you believe him?” Doctor Flint asked.

“I don’t know but I don’t give a damn right now. I’m going to bed. Where is it?”

“Guest or mine?”

“Yours.”

“First door past the surgery.”

 

The next morning, on the other side of town, at the dog food plant, Leroy and Junior Barnes entered Rafe’s office to find him on the phone. They sat down and waited quietly because they had seen first-hand what happened if someone interrupted Rafe while he was on the phone. When he finally finished, he looked at them.

“Guess who that was?”

Neither one of them wanted to guess. Guessing was like playing Russian Roulette. If you guessed too far off base, Rafe would lose his temper so it was best to not be the one guessing. No one won if Rafe lost his temper. True to the streak of bad luck he had been having, Rafe pointed at Leroy.

“The President,” he ventured. He figured if he stroked Rafe’s ego, Rafe wouldn’t be as likely to blow up.

When he laughed, they both laughed, knowing it wasn’t funny at all.

“It was Jubal,” he told them. He’s going to pay me back my money.”

“Can we kill him?” Junior Barnes asked.

“He’s not coming here. He doesn’t trust me. He wants to meet in a public place. I said yes.”

“Then can we kill him? Maybe down by the river. We got this cozy little place where no one ever goes,” Leroy suggested.

“I want to do it here. I have this whole little party thing planned. Gonna have a special guest—“

Before he could finish his comment, Sheriff Wilks hurried in. It was obvious he had something important for Rafe.

“Where were you yesterday? I tried to call all afternoon.”

“I had some business over in Ford County. What’s going on, Sheriff?” Rafe asked.

“The lady FBI arrested Deacon. She found Dewey, cooking in his still.”

It sat Rafe back in his chair. Things were getting too close to him.

“That stupid son of a bitch. I told him to lose the body.”

“That ain’t the worst of it. Deacon told her you were involved in Paxton’s murder.”

Rafe leaped to his feet, anger surging through him like white-hot lava. 

“Fuck! He’s a dead man!” he hollered.

“I don’t think she knows anything but she’s going to keep right on digging.”

“Things are getting out of hand. This has to be stopped. I want you to whack Deacon, the nigger FBI lady, Jubal and anyone else who gets in your way.”

“There's more. Last night, there was a shootout at Perkins Landing. By the time Frank got there, everybody was gone. He found some shell casings and a lot of blood. We don't have any idea what happened or who got shot. This morning, Dave didn't show up for his shift and A.J.'s wife called and said he didn't come home last night. I got word that a lot of the Klan is wounded.”

“What the hell. Nothing is supposed to happen around here unless I say so and I didn’t say so. You two hold off until the Sheriff can talk to the FBI lady. I need time to think.”

 

Doctor Flint and Mattie slept until 10:00 A.M. And even though they slept in the same bed, there was no hanky panky. Both of them were too exhausted and sore to even think about sex. When Mattie awakened, she found Doctor Flint awake and looking at her across the pillows.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning,” she replied.

“I guess we both slept well,” he suggested. “I know I slept right through.”

“Me too,” she agreed. “I have to be at the bank in an hour. I’m going to interview Mia Clagg.”

Doctor Flint laughed. “You will have an interesting time.”

“Sheriff Wilks said just about the same thing. What’s up?”

“Nothing bad. I promise you it’s no big deal.”

“I hurt all over,” she said. “I used to hurt from karate but it was nothing compared to this. How are you?”

“The same. Everything hurts. You know what hurts the most? My spirit. I have taken care of every single man out there and this is how they re-paid me. I’ve saved their kids, I’ve saved their wives. I just can’t believe the did this to me—us.”

“Talk about cutting off your nose to spite your face. Guess the figure they can find a new doctor to replace you.”

“Good luck with that. I don’t know if I mentioned it but the people here were going to a vet because they couldn’t get a doctor to come here. Thing about the vet is he killed more animals than he cured. Wanna bet on how he did with people? He gave one man 16 ounces of penicillin—enough for a 1600-pound horse. Wanna know what the guy did?”

“Died, right?”

“Right. There’s probably still enough penicillin in that grave to cure every sore throat in town for the next decade.”

“I think you’re doing the right thing. They don’t appreciate you in the slightest.”

“Thanks. What do you want for breakfast?” he asked.

“Coffee and a roll.”

“Why don’t you shower and get ready while I get breakfast?”

“You don’t have to twist my arm. Oh, what about the guys in the basement?”

“I’m thinking bread and water. Isn’t a one of them that can’t benefit from a restricted diet.”

They slap hands.

 

Mattie wasn’t exactly sure what to expect at the bank. So, when she walked through the front door it was with a certain amount of trepidation. It was a small bank with the neighborhood feel that had left the big city banks decades earlier. The tellers greeted nearly everyone by first name. Seeing Mattie, all of the tellers pretended to be busy. She walked over to the closest teller and flipped out her badge.

“FBI. I want to see Mia Clagg.”

“Wait here, please,” the woman sniffed.

A minute or so later a medium-sized woman with a man’s haircut approached her. Mattie pegged her at thirty-five to forty, five foot seven inches tall and around 120 pounds. She wore what appeared to be men’s slacks with a golf shirt and loafers. A logo on her shirt said “YES I CAN.” 

“Hi. I’m Mia Clagg.”

“FBI. Mattie O’Malley. Do you have time to talk to me right now?”

“Sure.” (only she pronounced it ‘shore’) “Follow me.”

She led Mattie to a desk in the corner where she motioned her to have a seat.

“What can I do for you Agent O’Malley?”

“I’m working a murder investigation and some evidence has come up that pointed me to this bank. I need some information about a client.”

“Ok. Who is it?”

“Grace Flatt.”

“Oh. I’m not sure I can help you.”

“Look, Mia, it’s possible that her life is in danger. I don’t suspect her of anything. It’s someone else. So, how about it?”

Mia thought a great deal about it before she finally replied.

“Is it about the loan?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you think she’s in danger?” Mia questioned her.

“Because she’s already given away $250,000 of her loan money,” Mattie replied.

Mia looked shocked.

“I told her to be careful,” Mia whispered. “I told her people would be after her money.”

“You loaned her $400,000, right?”

“That’s the number.”

Mia eyed Mattie from the top of her head to her shoes. It made Mattie very uncomfortable.

“She’s used $300,000.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

“Right again. You know, I like that dress. It looks very sexy on you.”

“Ummm, thanks.” Now Mattie was really uncomfortable.

“Did she say what she was going to do with the money?”

Mia eyed Mattie’s breasts. Unconsciously, she licked her lips.

“Buy a house. Buy some presents. Nothing extravagant. Say, if you’re going to be in town for a couple of days, I’d be glad to show you around. We have some very interesting landmarks from the Civil War.”

“That sounds nice but I’m leaving soon. Oh, one other thing. Did she take out insurance on herself?”

“Yes. That was my suggestion.”

“Do you recall who the beneficiary is?”

“Her father in law—Jubal Flatt.”

“Thank you very much.”

Mattie stood up. She was more than ready to go. She had had other women hit on her but never so openly.

“Here’s my number if you should change your mind.”

She handed Mattie her card.

Mia’s eyes followed Mattie every step of the way out of the bank.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

 

In many small towns there is usually a café that is social gathering place for the entire community. The waitress’s name is Barb or Dora and she has her hair in a beehive hairdo, the same beehive hairdo she had when she graduated from high school 23 years earlier. Women come to gossip and show off new clothes and pictures of their kids and grandkids. Men come to talk about sports, hunting, cars or farming and they don’t gossip, they advise. They don’t ever share pictures of their family, friends or relatives. If they have a picture in their wallet, it’s a picture of their truck or tractor—or their dog. The odds of a man having a picture of his wife in his wallet are the same odds as him having on a clean pair of underwear—very long odds.

 

In Kingswood the White Rose Café was the community-gathering place. Over the years many deals had been finalized over a big piece of apple pie at the White Rose. The reason people went to the White Rose to talk business was because there was a row of booths in back with high walls that stretched to the ceiling. If you talked quietly in one of the booths, no one could overhear you. But the big draw wasn’t the booths, it was the mammoth slice of apple pie that was served very hot with two scoops of vanilla ice cream. If you couldn’t finalize a deal at the White Rose, it wasn’t because of the pie.

 

At lunchtime, the day Mattie talked to Mia, another meeting was about to get underway at the White Rose Café. At the café, if you didn’t get a table before noon, you didn’t get a table until after 1:00 P.M. It was that popular. It also helped that the only other restaurant in the downtown area had been closed by the health department for a week because of unsafe food preparation. It would have been nice if the health department was acting proactively in closing the restaurant but it wasn’t the case. It had sprung into action after five people had been hospitalized and one person had died. What it turned out to be was simple enough. No one had ever cleaned out the mayonnaise dispenser and it was loaded with enough clostridium to knock down an elephant. The silver lining for the restaurant owner, if you could call it a silver lining, was that he didn’t have to worry about being sued by the deceased person’s family. Why? Because it had been his mother-in-law who died. Although he wouldn’t admit it, Harold Baum the owner, was glad that it had been his MIL and not a customer. Although he was saddened by her sudden departure from this world’s trials and travails, he knew a lawsuit would have ruined him and the restaurant would have folded.

 

The café was noisy with three-dozen conversations as groups talked among themselves and called to their friends at other tables. With hard smooth walls and no baffling or knick-knacks on the walls, the sound sometimes reached 90 decibels or better. The old-timers with sensitive ears sat in a row of tables next to the front windows where it was quieter. At times the waitresses had to scream at each other to be heard over the din. People put up with the noise because there wasn’t better food within several hundred miles. The café excelled in prime rib sandwiches with French fries and horseradish sauce. A platter with a pound of beef went for $6.00. Most of the men ordered the two-pound plate to make sure they stayed at least 100 pounds over their maximum healthy weight.

 

Even though Jubal arrived at 12:30 P.M. he wasn’t worried about a table. He knew Rafe would already be there in the corner table with Junior Barnes and Leroy or as the Justice of the Peace called them, Rafe and his bookends. Jubal wasn’t very happy about meeting Rafe—even in public. The man was a psycho. On a whim, he might have Junior Barnes gun him down in the café—to show the town who was boss. Rafe had been known to do such things. It scared Jubal. He was used to being the bully—had been one his whole life so it was hard to assume the role of victim. He had thought about bringing his shotgun and gunning down Rafe and the bookends as they walked out but in the end, he was just too scared. 

 

They saw him at the same time he saw them. It wasn’t like he was meeting a friend for a good time. Jubal knew that if he wasn’t on his toe the whole time, he might be dead before dark. It wasn’t a good feeling. He pretended he was glad to see them.

“Hey, Rafe,” he greeted him. He ignored the bookends.

“Good to see you, Jubal.” 

Rafe stuck out his hand and they shook hands but it was like kissing a copperhead. You only do it once.

“What, ain’t you happy to see us?” Junior Barnes snorted.

“Yeah, ain’t we your pals no more?” Leroy chimed in.

He kept right on ignoring them. What was left of his big toe still hurt like hell. If he got drunk enough he still might gun them down. Course he’d have to do Rafe too. 

“Do they have to be here?”

“Boys, go out to the car and wait for me.”

Grumbling, Leroy and Junior Barnes left. The look Junior Barnes gave him as he got up from the table was mean enough to cause Jubal’s heart to thump in his chest. Jubal sat down where they had been sitting.

“Let’s get this over with,” he grunted.

“You got my money?” Rafe questioned.

“Put your hand under the table.

Jubal put the fat manila envelope in Rafe’s hand.

“You want to count it?” he asked.

“No, Jubal, cause you know what would happen if you shorted me.”

“Ok. We’re square. You got your money.”

Jubal stood up.

“Sorry I had to get tough with you, Jubal, but business is business.”

“I ain’t gonna borrow no more money from you.”

“I feel bad about your toe. Tell you what I'm gonna do. To make things right with you, I'm gonna cut you in on something. I got a horse for ya that's a guaranteed winner. You want him, I'll sell him to you for what I paid for him.”

Jubal sat back down. His eyes lit up with excitement.

“What horse?”

“Oh, it’s a thoroughbred. Three years old. Won three races, so far.”

“Just like Big Blue.”

“Hey, that’s right,” Rafe agreed.

He couldn’t believe Jubal would seriously consider anything Rafe offered him. The man was a total sucker. On Rafe’s orders, Junior Barnes had shot off Jubal’s toe and here Jubal was going to buy a horse from Rafe. If Rafe had been in Jubal’s boots, he would have waited in the parking lot and shot Rafe, Junior Barnes and Leroy as they got in their car. Simple math. 

“How much?”

Rafe had been going to sell him the horse for $4,000 but he decided to add another grand to it, just because he hated Jubal.

“Five grand.”

“You got papers on him?”

“You betcha.”

Jubal thought about it. He didn’t trust Rafe much but the man knew horses. Jubal knew there wasn’t a kind bone in Rafe’s body so there had to be an angle. But if Jubal got to examine the horse first, and if the papers were good, he couldn’t see a downside to doing a deal with Rafe.

“When can I see him?”

“Tomorrow night at the plant. The owner’s bringing him over from Benton.”

“I’m gonna bring a vet,” Jubal warned.

“Bring a dozen,” Rafe responded. “He’s a solid horse. I just have too many like him. He’s never gonna be a Secretariat but he’ll win a lot of mid-length races.”

“It’ll take me a couple of days to put the money together.”

“Tell you what, Jubal. Because of the unpleasantness that happened, you can keep him a month before you pay. That fair?”

Jubal couldn’t believe it. Now he didn’t have to bring a vet to the meeting. 

“More than fair, Rafe. I appreciate it.”

Rafe held out his hand. This time Jubal shook it for real.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
With waves to several people he knew, Jubal went through the restaurant and out the front door. About a minute later, Junior Barnes and Leroy returned to the table.

“He fall for it, Boss?”

“You just gonna take his money or give him the horse?”

“Oh, I’m gonna give him a horse alright.”

 

Mattie had a lot on her mind. Things were beginning to take shape in her mind. What Jenny had told them had been a real eye-opener. If Sheriff Wilks was in Rafe’s pocket, it changed everything about the case. Whereas she had been thinking that Sheriff Wilks was dead set on charging Noonan because he was too lazy to consider any other suspects, it now looked like maybe his laziness was really to help cover up something for Rafe. But even more alarming was Emil’s disclosure that Sheriff Wilks had been at Perkins Landing with the Klan. That too was a game changer. It meant she had better watch her ass because no one else was.

 

Focused on her thoughts, she didn’t see the Sheriff until he called to her from where he stood beside her car.

“Mattie, you have a second?”

He looked tired. Guess the burden of being on both sides of the law was taxing him. She stopped a few feet from him. 

“What can I do for you, Sheriff?” she asked coolly.

He pointed to the bandage on her arm. “How’d that happen?”

“I got too close to an alligator.” 

“Where?”

She knew that he knew and he knew that she knew. They were just sparring, looking for weaknesses in their opponent.

“Perkins Landing.”

She closely watched his eyes. They would tell her the truth. And they did. She saw them narrow and his eyes blinked several times for no apparent reason. He had known about Perkins Landing.

“What happened out there?”

“Sheriff, I'm not very good at hiding my feelings. Last night, I heard some pretty bad things about you. Truth is, I don't think we're on the same side of the law.”

He studied her for several long seconds before he replied.

“Just hold on. Don't I get a chance to defend myself?”

“Sure you do. Just tell me one thing, does Rafe Cummings own you and your badge?

This time it was a full thirty seconds before he answered her.

“People may think he does, but he don’t.”

“Have you ever broken the law for him?”

Another thirty-second hesitation told her a lot.

“Small things. Nothing important.”

“What about Dusty Pew?”

He tried not to show it but he was surprised that he knew about Dusty.

“Who told you about that?”

“Does it matter? It happened. Answer the question.”

“I roughed him up a little. He told me what I wanted to know so I let him go.”

She couldn’t believe he had admitted it. 

“So, where do you draw the line? Murder? Rape? Kidnapping? Bribery? Assault? Or does the line shift as he pays you more?”

“You don't have a clue how it is down here. You come here, stay a couple of days, and think you know everything. Well, you don't. This ain't New York. Sure, I do a few things for Rafe, but it's the only way I can keep him from takin' over completely. He already owns three other counties. I’ve tried to get help but nobody wants to come down here and get their hands dirty. Let me tell you something. You wouldn’t last a second on your own.”

“Maybe that's how you sleep at night, but it doesn't cut it with me. Right's right and wrong's wrong. Ain't no middle ground. You cross the line, you aren't a lawman any more. You're just a crook with a badge.”

The Sheriff’s face flamed red. She had hit a nerve.

“I ain't going to try to justify myself to you. I done what I had to. You don't want to work with me, fine.”

She figured she might as well get it all out in the open.

“I heard you were at Perkins Landing last night. Were you there on official business or just to watch the festivities?”

“It’s a lie,” he snarled. “I wasn’t there.”

“Then you won’t mind rolling up your sleeves.”

“Not a chance. Where does it stop? Taking off my shirt? My pants? What’s it going to take to satisfy you?”

“Just your sleeves,” she answered.

“Not gonna do it. Either you take my word that I wasn’t there or not. Your choice.”

“How can I trust you, Sheriff? If push comes to shove, which side of the line are you going to be on?”

“Let me ask you something, does Rafe own the whorehouse?”

“Yes, so what?”

“Jenny Calvert said Rafe, Leroy and Junior Barnes are the ones who beat and tortured her. Rafe owns the whorehouse. What’s it going to take for you to do your job?”

The Sheriff’s eyes had gone flat—a very bad sign for her.

“The only way anyone can stop Rafe is to kill him. He’s too smart to let anyone get close to him and he sure as hell isn’t going to fall for any stings. I could get an indictment based on Jenny’s testimony but you know what? I would be signing her death warrant and I like her. She’s a good person. But if she was going to testify against Rafe it wouldn’t be long before she disappeared. Permanently.”

She wanted to believe him. She ran a bluff.

“I heard that Jubal poisoned Big Blue.”

She saw surprise in his eyes. He hadn’t known.

“Why?”

“Jubal owes Rafe a quarter of a million dollars. If Jubal poisoned the horse, and his horse won, he would have enough money to pay back Rafe.”

“Except Jubal’s horse LOST,” he pointed out.

“I know.”

“Nothin' I say is going to change your mind.”

“Probably not. It’s best we go our separate ways.”

Without another word he walked away.

As she hit the button to unlock her doors, she suddenly thought of something. She needed a new battery for her watch. She looked around. She was in luck. The general store was just two stores over. She pressed the button again, locking the car doors. With Sheriff Wilks heavily on her mind, she entered the store. She didn’t know it but Karma was about to deal out a big payback for her.

 

In small towns, the general store is the grocery store, bait and tackle store, hardware store, deli, hunting and gun store, clothing store and gas station all rolled into one. This particular store was big when compared to the average general store. It covered five thousand square feet, had eight gas pumps and boasted the best deli food this side of the Mississippi. Over the years the owner had kept track of what people ordered and what stayed on the shelves forever and had winnowed out the stuff that didn’t sell. As a result, most of the things on his shelves sold quickly. If they could help it, the locals didn’t shop at his store because his prices were very high compared to the big discount stores in Hansville, a town about forty miles east of Kingswood. Problem was when they needed something fast, he was the only game in town. Not only that, his snacks and food were fresher than the big box stores. So, at 1:00 A.M. when the baby needed cough syrup his open 24 hours a day store was a lifesaver even if the bottle of cough syrup was a dollar more than the big stores. 

 

Mattie didn’t bother looking for the batteries. She asked the bored clerk at the cash register where they were.

“Second shelf from the top—back wall.”

As Mattie walked the long walk to the back of the store, she noticed some of the goods that were for sale. She saw fishing poles, guns, rafts, clothing, cook wear, groceries, lanterns, bait, candy and a lot of other stuff. It was really a well-stocked store. 

She found the batteries with ease. Taking off her watch, she read the tiny battery number off of the case. She quickly found the new battery on the display. Package in hand, she hurried toward the front of the store. As luck would have it though, she stopped for a moment to look at blouse. She heard the clerk call a greeting to someone.

“Hey, Toby, you still a virgin?” Junior Barnes razzed the clerk.

“Ask your sister,” the clerk quipped, slapping a high five with Leroy. All three of them laughed.

“Good one,” Leroy exclaimed.

“We got a load of grass comin’ in Saturday. You want a pound?”

“How much?” the clerk asked.

“Two hundred,” Junior Barnes responded.

“Ok. You gonna bring it over?” 

“Sure, why not,” Junior Barnes replied.

“We eatin’ free today?” Leroy asked.

“Sure,” the clerk told him. “My boss ain’t here today. Graze away.”

Mattie was tuned into the conversation. Moving closer to the front of the store, she peeked around a shelf. She saw a huge Black man and a shorter, stocky White man. Something clicked in her mind. These must be Rafe’s thugs from Atlanta. There couldn’t be two men Leroy’s size in the tiny town. She thought about confronting them about Jenny but decided against it. She didn’t have a shred of hard evidence to connect them to the crime. As she started to turn back to the blouse something happened that could only be Karma.

 

“Get me a beer,” Junior Barnes said to Leroy.

“Check.” Leroy clicked his tongue.

Recognition flashed instantly across her mind. She knew these two.

Junior Barnes went to the potato chip rack where he snagged two bags of chips. Opening one of the bags, he stuffed his mouth full of chips. Meanwhile, Leroy went to the beer cooler where he retrieved four bottles of beer. While they were both out of sight, Mattie snuck over to where all of the gardening tools were hung on a wall. Staying low, she grabbed a crowbar off the rack. With the clerk eyeing her suspiciously, and her pressing her finger to her lips, she snuck out of the front door. Hardly had the door closed behind her then Leroy and Junior Barnes returned to the checkout counter. 

After opening their beers, they ate potato chips and swilled beer for a couple of minutes before heading for the exit, Leroy in the lead.

One step out of the door, Mattie stepped out from behind a display rack. Drawing back the crowbar, she swung it with all of her might at Leroy’s head.

WHANG!

The crowbar hit at the base of his neck and he dropped like a rock. Before Junior Barnes could react, she twirled the crowbar around and rammed him in the stomach with it. Potato chips and beer spewed out of him like a fountain. Retching, he grabbed his stomach—gagged—and she hit him on the chin with the crowbar. He was out cold before he landed on top of Leroy. 

 

Across the street, Sheriff Wilks couldn’t believe his eyes. He ran across the street to where Mattie stood over the two men.

“Why’d you hit them?” he snapped.

“These are the two guys who assaulted me at the motel.”

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“Positive.”

Leroy stirred and looked groggily up at the Sheriff.

“I get hit by a car?” he asked.

“No, a crowbar. Get up. You’re under arrest.”

Leroy sat up. When he saw Mattie with the crowbar, his eyes darkened. 

“Son of a bitch.”

He scrambled to his feet.

“You dead!” he growled.

The Sheriff calmly reached for his gun—a move that Leroy knew too well. He knew the Sheriff would shoot him. At his feet, Junior Barnes tried to focus on what was happening. 

“What happened?”

“Get up,” the Sheriff responded. “You two geniuses are going to jail.”

“Rafe ain’t gonna like it,” Leroy argued.

“Tough. Help him up. If you ain’t walkin’ in ten seconds, I’m gonna shoot both of you.”

Even Mattie knew he would do it. The shooting in Doctor Flint’s office proved it.

Leroy lifted Junior Barnes to his feet. With the smaller man leaning on him, Leroy steered for the Sheriff’s Office.

“You could have killed them,” Sheriff Wilks stated.

“Not with the crowbar,” she said. “With my bare hands, who knows.”

“I’ll lock ‘em up.”

“I appreciate it.”

They parted company.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

 

After getting her watch battery in, Mattie decided to go back to Doctor Flint’s house to regroup. She needed a couple hours of quiet time to think through everything she had learned. If she was going to solve Paxton’s murder, she needed to put the pieces of the puzzle together. She had several new pieces that might just give her enough solve it. Actually, her conversation with the Sheriff had not gone off as badly as she thought it would. She guessed he had told her the truth about his involvement with Rafe. Just little things. If that was the case, maybe he was an ally. But if he had been at Perkins Landing there was no way she could trust him. 

 

As she drove along the main street a bright yellow Camaro blew by her like her car was standing still. Curious as to who was driving the Camaro, she tucked her car in behind it and followed it through several neighborhoods. To her surprise, it pulled into the driveway of Grace’s new mansion. Just for the hell of it, Mattie pulled in behind the car.

A second later Beau climbed out of the car. Seeing her, he drew himself up to his whole five foot five inches and gave her an insolent sneer. As she approached him, he leaned back against the car.

“What do you want?” he barked.

She guessed her weighed 155 pounds--not much weight to back up a big mouth.

“FBI. What are you doing here?”

“I don’t have to talk to you so why don’t you leave.”

Mattie was tired of people giving her shit. 

“You’re wrong about that. Put your hands on the car.”

Beau ignored her order.

“Bit me, nigger!”

That did it. She slugged him in the stomach. Not a karate strike, just an ordinary fist to the stomach. As he doubled over, she slammed his head into the trunk of his car.

WHUMP!

Down he went, sprawled out like a rag doll.

She gave him a couple of seconds to recover then hauled him up by his arm.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh.”

He screamed like a little girl.

“My arm,” he sobbed.

Leaning him against the trunk, she lifted his shirtsleeve. Underneath was a white gauze pad held on with tape. She pried up the tape. Underneath the bandage were three bloody holes in his arm. All about the size of bird shot.

“How did you hurt your arm,” she asked. She knew but she wanted to hear it from him.

“Ain’t none of your damn business,” he scowled.

He was a slow learner. He’d been hit in the stomach and his head bounced off the trunk and he still thought he was in charge.

“You little son of a bitch, you were at Perkins Landing last night. You’re going to jail.”

He started crying. 

“You can’t prove it,” he sobbed.

“You’re under arrest. Put your hands behind your back.”

She turned him around.

“Wait! Wait! I’m only sixteen. Give me a break.”

“Like you gave me,” she replied.

She cuffed one of his wrists, just to let him get a feel of the steel bracelet.

“Please! Let me go. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

What he didn’t know was that she would have to let him go anyway. He was a juvenile. 

“Were you at Perkins Landing last night?”

“Yes, but they made me go—to take my dad’s place. I didn’t want to go honest. They said I had to take my dad’s place. See, once your family is in the Klan, you can’t quit.”

“Where did you get the money for such a nice car?”

He tried to hold back but saw she wouldn’t let it go.

“From Grandpa Jubal.”

That surprised her, considering Jubal’s debt to Rafe.

“Why would he give you that much money?”

Beau didn’t want to tell her but he knew she would take him in.

“ Cause I got something on him.”

It didn’t surprise her a bit. So, Beau had been blackmailing Jubal. 

“What?”

Tears started down his cheeks.

“I can’t—“

“Kid, I’m losing patience with you. You have five seconds to tell me or you’re going to jail. You pick.”

It must be something very bad, she thought, something Jubal was willing to pay a blackmailer for.

“A couple of months ago I came home from school early—“

He hesitated. She saw his eyes scan the area as if he was going to run.

“Don’t even think about it. I’ll catch you before you leave the driveway,” she warned.

--“I caught Grandpa fuckin’ my mom.”

That shocked her. It would shock anyone. Jubal fucking his own daughter-in-law. Incredible. 

“You’re saying that your grandpa was having sex with your mother—his own daughter-in-law?”

“Yeah. Every time dad went out on the road, grandpa came over and fucked mom. He did make it right though, he paid her $25.00 every time.”

“And that makes it right?”

“I guess.”

“How long did this go on?”

“Maybe four or five months,” Beau responded.

“So, instead of telling your dad about it, you blackmailed Jubal?”

“I needed the money. It didn’t hurt no one. They was gonna do it whether I knew about it or not.”

“Do you see how wrong it is for your dad’s father to fuck your dad’s wife?”

“Somebody had to do it. Dad was gone all the time.”

“Unfucking believable,” she swore. “Did you know your mother got a four hundred thousand dollar loan from the bank?”

“Yeah, she gave Grandpa Jubal two hundred and fifty thousand of it.”

“Do you know why?”

“She wants Jubal to leave Grandma and marry her. They want to run away to Tahiti and never come back.”

For an instant a picture of Jubal on the beach in Tahiti flashed through her mind. It was horrible.

“Kid, you want some advice. Get in your car and drive as far away from this place as you can and don’t ever come back. These people are as screwed up as they come.”

With that, she went back to her car and drove away. Sometimes when you turn over rocks, there’s nothing there but sometimes there are things you don’t ever want to see. She had rolled over the wrong rock.

 

She went right to the Sheriff’s Office. When she walked into the office, Deputy Frank was the only one there. 

“Deputy, do you know where the bedroom slippers are we took from Noonan?”

“In the evidence room.”

“Will you get them for me?” She requested.

“Sure.”

He was gone several minutes. When he came back he had the slippers in his hand. They were in a clear plastic evidence bag.

“I need to sign these out so I can send them to the lab.”

“No problem.” He handed her a document to sign.

“The Sheriff’s gonna want to know why you took them.”

“Tell him Jubal stole them from under Noonan’s bed the night Paxton was murdered.”

“Ok. Oh, by the way, have you seen Deputy Dave?”
“No, but I’m sure he’ll turn up.”

With that, she left.

 

Outside, she opened the evidence bag and took out the slippers. One look inside the right slipper told her everything she needed to know. She had been right. After putting the evidence bag on the front seat, she opened the trunk. Taking out a pump-action, 12-gauge shotgun, she loaded it with buckshot. Six rounds. Next, she put on her bulletproof vest. Lastly, she put four extra loaded magazines in her pocket along with six extra shotgun shells. She was going to a party.

 

Like the Sheriff had told her, she couldn’t miss the KKK Bar. She just drove out of town and about five minutes later, she saw the sign. Actually, if you read the sign it was the KK Bar but she supposed it didn’t matter much to the patrons who probably couldn’t spell that well. As she drove up to the bar she saw it was completely surrounded by pickup trucks. She didn’t see a single car. In most parts of the U.S. the bar would be considered a dive. It was a ramshackle collection of buildings that evidently had been thrown together over the course of many years. The largest building, the one with the sign and the one that seemed to be the front entrance, was in the form of a teepee. It was three stories tall while all of the rest of the buildings were one-story. The bar was surrounded on all sides by forest. The two-lane asphalt road went by one side of the property. She guessed there were at least 200 trucks in the parking lot. That meant at least 200 rednecks and Klansmen inside--good odds for them and bad odds for her.

 

She locked the Bu car doors then walked to the front entrance. The music was so loud she could feel her face vibrate with the sound. She checked the shotgun one last time, made sure her pistol was free in the holster and then stepped through the door. The bouncer was the first one to see her. He was a big White man with huge shoulders but when he saw the shotgun in her hands, he quietly disappeared. If the music was loud outside, it was ten times louder inside. Cigarette smoke hung in the air like a fog bank. The bar was laid out in an “L” shape with the small section of the “L” on her right. It ran about 30 feet and then opened into the long section of the “L” which opened into a very big room. The bar ran along the edge of the “L” so it was “L” shaped too. There were at least 30 Klansmen sitting and standing at the bar on the short side of the “L” and another 60 lined up along the long side of the “L.” The rest of the patrons were dancing or where she couldn’t see them. The only women that she could see were the cocktail waitresses who wore skimpy bunny costumes and some local ladies on the dance floor.. From what she could see, most of the waitresses would have looked better in sackcloth and ashes. One of the closer ones to her had to be at least 200 pounds. Of course compared to a lot of the men, she was a tiny thing. Everyone was talking loud, smoking, belting down shine or dancing or just hanging out. It was a boisterous crowd that didn’t know things were about to go south on them.

 

Mattie walked into the bar with the sawed off pump shotgun clamped against her left side with her left index finger on the trigger. Although it looked awkward, it wasn’t. She had practiced the grip many times. It left her right hand free to use her pistol. Unfortunately, because of seeing her quick draw at Doctor Flint’s house, no one was going to be surprised by it. Well, maybe. The music was so loud it drowned out just about everything, She could hardly hear herself think.

 

Mattie was halfway along the bar when the bar tender saw her. Inconsequentially, she noticed his name was “Don.” He was a big man with a beer gut, thinning brown hair and a triple chin. His apron was heavy with dirt and grease. It looked like it hadn’t been washed since it was new. She didn’t know it but Don was a big bully. He loved to pick on weak people. When he saw Mattie, he figured he had a victim.

“Niggers ain’t allowed in here.”

Mattie gave him a hard look. She wasn’t about to take any bullshit from him.

“FBI. Turn off the jukebox.”

“Fuck you, bitch. You don’t give orders here.”

She swung up the shotgun and blasted the jukebox. Instant silence. With one hand, she jammed a fresh shotgun shell into the shotgun. It was a handy trick to know. Startled by the shotgun’s blast, patrons from all over the bar crowded into the bar area to see what was going on. Most of them were armed with some kind of weapon or another. She saw Jubal, sitting with a bunch of good old boys at a table near the bar.

“Jubal, you’re under arrest. You can come peacefully or I’ll drag your ass. Your choice.”

Everyone looked at Jubal then at her. They were astonished that she would have the guts to come into their bar—a lone Black woman with only one gun showing. Several of the men discretely pulled out pistols—just in case. At the bar, a half-dozen rednecks slid off the bar and stepped in front of her. Not one of them weighed less than 300 pounds. They were very sure of themselves—them against a lone, skinny nigger.

“She ain’t takin’ me anywhere, ain’t that right, Boys,” Jubal smirked.

“That’s right,” one of them answered.

They moved closer, crowding her back.

“Back off!” she snarled.

Full of shine and false courage, the six men had no intention of backing off. This was going to be fun. At the least they would beat the shit out of her, at the worst, rape her and bury her in the swamp. One of them, Otto, was out to make a name for himself. He wanted a rep and now was a good time to get it. When he thought she wasn’t looking, he tried to snatch the shotgun. But she was watching. With a lightning fast move, she butt-stroked him with the shotgun. The blow caught him under the chin and lifted him off his feet and flat on the floor, out cold. Seeing Otto go down, the bartender figured Mattie was focused on him. Reaching under the bar, Don pulled out a pistol. 

BOOM!

A full charge of buckshot from Mattie’s shotgun tore out a huge chunk of the bar next to Don’s stomach. With one hand, Mattie reloaded the shotgun. She fired again, blowing the mirror behind the bar into smithereens. Again she reloaded. What scared several of the men in front of her was that she had done everything with her left hand. Her right hand still hung at her side. They had never seen anything like it. If she could shoot that well with one hand, what was the other hand capable of? It gave them pause. Plus she wasn’t nervous in the slightest. Here she was facing a room full of big men, and she was acting like she was buying corn at the market. It gave them double pause.

“I said back off,” she yelled. The shotgun swung around to point at the lead man’s gut. It was one thing to confront her as a gang, but quite another to have the shotgun pointed at you. His false bravado fled like a dry fart in a high wind. He stepped back, shoving his pals out of his way. If they wanted to jump her, fine, but he was going to stay alive. She grabbed the pistol out of the bartender’s hand. It was the first time she had used her right hand. The men expected her to point it at them but she tucked it in her belt—another thing to give them pause. If she didn’t need two guns to face the crowd, just how good was she? They were about to find out.

“Jubal, I’m not going to tell you again,” she yelled. “Get your ass over here NOW!”

 

What happened next would be analyzed and talked about and thought about for many years to come and the people who were there to see it would become experts who would tell their story dozens of times to people who would shake their heads in amazement. The incident would become controversial with half of the town taking one side and the other half taking the other side. Had the bar’s security camera been working, it might have settled the controversy in short order but it wasn’t. The rednecks standing closest to Mattie had the best view which made their version of what happened a little more believable than those standing twenty feet away.

 

It went down like this. A man named Job (like the Bible) Smith who was standing about fifteen feet behind Mattie decided to make a move. He wasn’t a brave man, indeed he was something of a coward, but with Mattie’s back turned to him, he saw the chance to be a hero. Looking around, he spotted a stick that was used to prop open the door, leaning against the wall beside the door. The stick was four foot long and about two inches around. It was made of oak. With furtive movements, he picked up the stick. It felt good in his hands. No one around him noticed what he was doing because their eyes were focused on Mattie. With a quick step forward, he lifted the club for a crippling blow to the back of Mattie’s head only there was a BANG and the stick was jerked out of his hand, landing with a thud on the floor.

 

Everyone heard the bang—knew it was a gunshot—only Mattie was still facing the crowd with her hand still at her side. Everyone looked around, trying to see who had fired the shot then they looked at each other for inspiration which none of them had. It was a mystery. They had all seen Job raise the club and had been ready to rush over and stomp Mattie into a bloody pulp but the shot had put a stop to it. Job was so puzzled he didn’t know what to do. One second, he had been ready to brain Mattie with the stick the next the club was gone. He looked down at the club. Maybe he has just dropped it, he thought. Reaching down, he picked up the club. As he brought it up he noticed something. There were two very large holes in the club just above where he had been gripping it. He couldn’t make any sense of it. If Mattie had shot, he would have seen her draw her gun. No way around it. But she hadn’t drawn her gun. The rednecks around him saw the holes and were as puzzled as him. Maybe he should try again, he thought. 

“She’s tryin’ to bust up the Klan. That’s why she’s here!” Jubal shouted.

Rednecks from the dance floor and bar pushed toward Mattie. Several of them broke beer bottles on the bar, the ends of the bottles jagged and deadly. Leading them was Jeeter, a skinny redneck with a sunken chin and straggly red beard.

“Let’s rush her, she can’t get all of us,” he shouted.

BOOM!

He screamed and looked down at what was left of the bottle in his hand. Blood dripped from his fingers where broken bits of bottle had ripped through his flesh. Luckily for him, Mattie had fired at the bottle and not at his hand. A shotgun blast at such short range would have taken off his hand. As it was, he wasn’t that badly injured although no one could tell that with all of the blood, pouring onto the floor. The attack on Mattie instantly lost steam. With her left hand she reloaded the shotgun. It was very disconcerting for the men in front of her. They all thought of themselves as gunman which was interesting in light of the fact they never practiced. For most of them, the only practice they got was shooting at game during hunting season. Unfortunately, shooting maybe a dozen shots during hunting season was no match for a woman who had shot tens of thousands of rounds since she began shooting. It wasn’t even close.

 

“Try me!” she yelled. “Go ahead!” 

“Where’s your arrest warrant?” the bartender shouted. “You can’t arrest Jubal without one.”

The rednecks around him grumbled and called to their friends.

“He’s right,” one of Jubal’s friends bellowed.

“I don’t need one,” she responded.

 

It was at this point everything could have changed because Job had decided to try it again only this time he was going to make sure his grip on the club was sure. With his hands locked on the club, he swung it back then swung it in an arc toward Mattie’s head.

BANG!

Job looked down at the end of the stick clutched in his hands. Two more bullets had torn through the wood, cutting it cleanly in half. The rest of the stick clattered to the floor. Mattie’s arm was still at her side. There was no way she had fired the shot. Most everyone had been watching her and they would have seen her draw and shoot. It had to be someone else, someone hanging back where they couldn’t be seen. It was very upsetting to Job and his pals.

What they didn’t know was that when a shooter could draw as fast as Mattie, it couldn’t be seen by human eye. They only was to see it was to videotape it and then slow down the draw so it could be seen. It was that fast. Less than the blink of an eye. She had seen Job coming at her with the stick in the reflection off a lamp near her head. She had practiced shooting backwards enough to do it in her sleep. She hadn’t raised the pistol any higher than the rim of the holster. That was another reason they hadn’t seen her fire. 

 

“What are you arrestin’ him for?” the bartender snapped.

“Murder.”

“She’s lyin’. I didn’t kill nobody. All of you know me.”

“Who’d he kill?” the bartender asked.

“Paxton Flatt—his son.”

It caught all of them by surprise. There was no doubt in most of their minds that Jubal was capable of murder. There were rumors that he had killed several people. What was hard to believe was that he would kill his own son. That was unfathomable. The room became deathly still.

“That’s a fuckin’ lie,” Jubal yelled. “Noonan killed my boy.”

“You all know that Jubal owed Rafe a lot of money. Well, your pal Jubal couldn't borrow the money to pay Rafe back so he had to come up with it some other way cause Rafe was leaning on him real hard. Jubal found out that Paxton was covered by a million dollar life insurance policy, so Jubal seduced Grace and got her to loan him part of the insurance money she collected. If you don't believe me, you can ask Mia at the bank. She gave Grace three hundred thousand dollars in cash.”

Something about what she said hit home with some of the rednecks. They knew Jubal was a conniving con man who hadn’t hesitated to cheat others in the community. That he would kill his own son for a million dollars was certainly believable.

“You lyin’ nigger. It ain’t true. I loved my boy.”

Some of the rednecks turned to look at Jubal. He felt their eyes on him. The tide was turning. Mattie was believable. He was not.

“The night Paxton was killed, whoever killed him had to walk to the barn, and you know what, Paxton's dogs didn't bark--that's what Grace told me. The dogs didn't bark cause it was somebody they knew,” Mattie explained to an increasingly supportive crowd.

“Don’t listen to her,” Jubal shouted. “You all know how much I loved my boy.”

“After Paxton shot Noonan, Jubal saw the perfect chance to frame him for the murder. Before Jubal went to Paxton's place to kill him, he snuck into Doc Flint's place and stole Noonan's slippers from under his bed. When he was at Paxton's place, he wore the slippers so that they had Paxton's blood on them. After he killed Paxton, Jubal took the slippers back to Doc Flint's and put them back under Noonan's bed. His car was seen on the street behind Doc Flint’s house the night Paxton was killed. What were you doing there, Jubal?”

“That’s hogshit,” Jubal shouted. “She’s makin’ this up.” People began to move away from Jubal. Even his pals at the table scooted their chairs away from him.

With her right hand, Mattie pulled Noonan’s slipper out of her jacket pocket. She held them up still wrapped in the evidence bag.

“When Jubal didn't pay Rafe back on time, Rafe had Junior Barnes and Leroy pay him a visit. To show Jubal he meant business, Rafe had Junior Barnes shoot off Jubal's right big toe.”

Mattie noticed that the crowd was no longer pressing toward her. Instead, they were focused on Jubal. 

“Who you gonna listen to, that nigger or me?”

Had Jubal been a pillar of the community and a stand up guy, it might have gone his way. However, with his track record of schemes, thievery and cons public not many among the patrons were willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.

“Jubal bandaged his toe, but he was bleeding like a stuck pig.” She tossed the slipper to the bartender. “Turn it inside out,” she ordered. After taking the slipper out of the bag, he turned the slipper inside out. Blood was clearly visible on the fabric where a person’s big toe would go.

“The blood on the inside is Jubal's--from his big toe.” The FBI lab matched it with Jubal's blood.” The last part, about it matching Jubal’s blood was a lie. She hadn’t had time to get it to the lab. 

 

For a big man Jubal was remarkably fast. Mattie had hardly finished her sentence before he bolted for the door. Mattie didn’t waste a second. She ran after him. By the time she got to the back door, he had jumped in his truck. Spewing gravel, the truck swerved out onto the driveway narrowly missing another truck. Mattie ran to her car. A few seconds later she roared out of the parking lot in pursuit of Jubal’s truck. It was going to be a pursuit to remember.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

 

By the time Mattie pulled onto the highway, Jubal’s truck was going over 80 miles per hour away from town. She had no idea where he was going. Maybe he was just reacting and not thinking, she guessed. People do strange things when they’re caught in bad situations. Even as she watched, at least a mile ahead of her, his taillights vanished in the darkness. He had either gone around a curve or wrecked. Either way, she would know soon enough. She peeled out of the parking lot with her foot flat on the accelerator. Engine at full throttle, her car rocketed along the road, her headlights boring twin tunnels of light in the inky blackness. 

 

Glancing down, she saw the speedometer needle swing past the one hundred mile per hour mark and continue climbing. She knew she was risking everything to catch Jubal. At this speed, if she hit a car or animal she would be dead. All it would take was for her to turn the steering wheel a little too quickly and the car would flip and roll—six times at a minimum, she estimated. More than likely the car would end up in the woods, mangled and crushed into a coffee table-sized hunk of battered steel—with a soft, creamy center—her. She kept her eyes glued to the road in front of her ready to slam on the brakes or take evasive action.

 

Ahead of her, the road angled down to a narrow two-lane bridge then curved toward the river. It was here that Jubal’s taillights had disappeared. After about a half-mile the road straightened and paralleled the river again. As she came around the second curve she saw Jubal’s truck only a half of a mile ahead of her. She had closed the gap between them to half a mile in less than four minutes. She saw Jubal’s truck suddenly accelerate. Evidently, he had thought Mattie wasn’t following him and had slowed down. Bad mistake. By the time he got his truck up to speed she was only one hundred yards behind him. She never slowed until she was right on his bumper. A quick glance at the speedometer gave her a start. They were going over 125 miles per hour.

 

They raced along the two-lane road for a mile with her car only a few feet behind the truck. Jubal swerved back and forth across the road, trying to keep her from passing him. He knew that if she got ahead of him, she would slow him to a stop. Both vehicles rocked and swayed as a crosswind buffeted them back and forth across the road. Bumps that at 60 miles per hour wouldn’t have been anything but a mild annoyance launched the cars a foot in the air at 125 miles per hour. One thing in her favor was that the truck couldn’t take a curve as fast as her sedan which meant if she positioned her car right she might be able to cut low on a curve and pass him. It would be risky on a calm day but with the crosswind it would be downright dangerous. Looking ahead, she saw a curve coming up. As they headed into it, she feinted to the left then swerved low, accelerating around the curve with her tires squealing in protest from the G-Forces trying to tear the tires off the rims.

 

She would have passed him but for two things; a deer standing directly in the path of her car and Jubal cutting in front of her so she had no choice but to slow down and tuck in behind the truck. For a brief instant she considered hitting the deer but it was a big one and she quickly changed her mind. If she hit him at 125 miles per hour he would probably join her in the car along with the windshield and hood. Happy with forcing her to abort her charge to the front, Jubal suddenly slammed on the brakes. His move caught her off guard and her sedan nearly slammed into the back of his truck. What saved her were her blink of an eye reflexes. She never consciously told her feet to hit the brakes. It just happened. Tires smoking, the sedan slowed instantly to 60 miles per hour with a tight four inches between the two vehicles. Seeing she had slowed in time, Jubal accelerated away with smoke pouring out of his tail pipes. If she were lucky, he would throw a piston or burn a bearing. The chase was putting a big strain on his engine.

 

Jubal was so busy watching her he forgot to look in front of him which was nearly his undoing. He swerved back and forth across the road, blocking her from passing him. After a hard lurch to the left, he looked ahead in time to see a lumber truck bearing down on him—air horn blaring like a broken fire horn. With a microsecond to react, he swung the truck to the left, missing the semi but zooming off the road at well over 100 miles per hour. Lucky for him the road was relatively flat. The truck tore through small trees and brush, kicking up dust and debris like a rampaging lawn mower. It hit a bunch of small moguls that bounced it up and down in spine-jarring acrobatics that nearly tore the undercarriage off of the truck. Streaming dirt and tree limbs behind it, the truck slued sharply to the right, slid across the road and repeated the same process on the right side of the road. 

 

One thing about Jubal, he learned from his mistakes. When he jerked the truck back on the road the second time, he only turned the steering wheel a little bit. It paid off. The truck swung back onto the road, wavered a few moments then roared away. Mattie had hopped he would crash because it would end the chase. Even if it was just the two of them on the road, the chance of a fatal crash was probably better than fifty-fifty. Next time Jubal might not be so lucky and end up a hood ornament on a 40-ton semi truck. 

 

Unfortunately for Jubal his excursion through the ditch had taken a heavy toll on his truck. Although the engine and transmission had survived relatively intact, the same could not be said for his shocks and springs. She noticed that the back right corner of his truck sagged a good six inches lower than the left. Also, the right front fender was crunched back far enough for it to rub on the tire. Whenever Jubal hit a bump, the fender hit the tire sending a small cloud of smoke into the air. No way could the tire take that kind of punishment. It was only a matter of time until the tire blew.

 

The truck sped up, careening along the road like a runaway train. Sporadically, pieces of the truck would fall off and skim along the road in a shower of sparks. Mattie dodged the debris, knowing full well that if she hit one of them, it might be enough to wreck her. She backed off a little—a decision that probably saved her life. As Jubal topped a low hill, he found himself facing oncoming cars in both lanes. One car was passing another and there was no time to move over. Jubal had no choice. He angled off the road for another run along the shoulder of the road. A short ways behind him, Mattie had to make the same decision. A head on crash at a combined 160 miles per hour or a romp through the brush and debris along the shoulder. She chose the shoulder. 

 

What saved her car was that the truck essentially acted like a bulldozer and cleared a path for her. This minimized the damage to her car while maximizing it for the truck. Even though Jubal fought to keep control of the truck, his efforts didn’t change the outcome by much. Like a bucking horse, the truck bounced across the shoulder, careened off a big tree and flipped over in the middle of the road. It had hardly come to rest when Jubal scrambled out the driver’s side door and ran to one of the oncoming cars that had stopped for the wreck. With pistol in hand, he yanked the driver out of the car.

 

Mattie saw all of this as her car crashed through several small trees, gouged out a big chunk of an embankment and finally landed in a ditch, the impact crushing the front of her car like an accordion. Dazed, she tried to push open the car door but ended up kicking it open with her feet. By the time she got out, Jubal was accelerating away in the hijacked car. On wobbly legs she ran back to a car that had stopped behind her. She waved her badge in front of the driver.

“FBI—I need your car.”

The driver, an older man with short hair and a deeply wrinkled face pointed at the passenger seat.

“I’ll drive.”

“No, I just want your car.”

“Take it or leave it,” he calmly replied.

She didn’t have time to argue. Jumping in the car, she pointed at Jubal’s rapidly disappearing car.

“Catch him.”

With a loud roar, the car spun one hundred and eighty degrees and accelerated after Jubal’s car. Mattie was pinned in the seat by the force of the acceleration. She had never felt so much power. She looked over at the driver who was grinning at her.

“It’s a stock car,” he said. “Drive it to work sometimes. Race on the weekends. Got six hundred horses under the hood. Hope you have a change of underwear.”

With that, the car leaped forward with so much force it made her gasp.

“He’s got about two miles on us. We’ll catch him by the time we hit town.”

“What’s your name?”

“Dwayne.”

“I’m Mattie O’Malley—FBI. That’s Jubal Flatt ahead of us. Is that a problem?”

“What did he do?” he asked.

“Killed his son.”

Dwayne thought about it, the enormity of a man killing his own son almost beyond his comprehension.

“He done that?”

“Yes.”

“Son of a bitch. Klan finds out, trust me, they’ll take care of it. That ain’t right.”

“I was at the Triple K. They know.”

There was a long silence while Dwayne concentrated on keeping the racecar on the road. The engine thundered so loud it was difficult to keep a thought in her head.

 

Dwayne was a helluva driver. He kept the car at one hundred miles per hour regardless of whether the road was straight or curved. He took the curves down low, backing off of the accelerator just a hair then caught the centrifugal force coming out of the curve with a slight dip of the accelerator. It was like watching honey pour out of a jar. It was that smooth.

“You know where he’s goin’?” 

“No, could be anywhere.”

“Don ‘t matter. I’ve got enough gas to get to Dallas.”

For an instant she caught sight of Jubal’s taillights at least a mile ahead of them. They were approaching Kingswood at a high rate of speed. She glanced at the speedometer. It was over 160 miles per hour; outside her window the side of the road a white blur. In spite of the speed the car road rock solid on the asphalt. In fact, the faster they went, the more the car hugged the road. Unbelievably, she sat back and actually enjoyed the ride.

“You caused a big stir around here. People don’t know what to think about you.”

“Why is that?”

“You’ve kicked a lot of ass—especially up at Perkins Landing. Lot of Klan are carrying around birdshot cause of you. Guess you sprayed ‘em pretty good with that shotgun. Lot of trucks getting new windshields this week.”

“I was hoping to put a couple in the morgue.”

“Came close. Old Ray Franklin got a pellet through the lung. He went to the vet to get it taken out. Vet made it worse. Ray had to go up to Jefford City to get fixed up at the ER. He wants the Klan to run the vet out of town or kill him.”

“You Klan?”

“No, I’m the vet,” he grinned.

 

Coming around a big curve, they saw the lights of Kingwood a mile ahead of them. They also saw Jubal’s taillights a scant one quarter of a mile ahead of them. Like a rocket, they bore down on the hijacked car at 120 miles per hour. In less than a minute, they hit the outskirts of town with Jubal’s car only a few car lengths in front of them. “You want me to Pitt him?”

Before she could answer, Jubal steered the car onto a narrow side road that angled away from the main road at a 45-degree angle.

“Where does it go?” she asked.

“City Park. Dogfood factory.”

They rocketed along the back road, barely twenty feet behind Jubal’s car

“Can you wreck him?”

Without a word, he feinted right then pulled alongside the car and banged its rear quarter panel a sharp blow.

The Pitt maneuver worked—up to a point. Jubal’s car fishtailed, ran off the road and slashed through fences and bushes alongside the road. Even though Dwayne had Pitted the truck perfectly, in an instant, chance changed his future. An old car pulled out in front of the speeding stock car. With only a microsecond to react, Dwayne jerked the steering wheel to the right and followed Jubal’s car off the road.

The two vehicles were still going over eighty and in spite of Dwayne’s heroic efforts, he couldn’t stop the racecar. Neither could Jubal. Locked in a tight embrace, the two vehicles shot across the dog food factory’s parking lot and crashed into the main building.

The last thing Mattie saw was the side of the building rushing at them then everything went black. 

Jubal’s car tore through the outside wall, several offices and came to rest against the far side of the building. Desks, chairs, tables, file cabinets and other office furnishings were thrown aside like dollhouse furniture. Several sections of the roof collapsed on top of Jubal’s car, partially burying the cab. Although the car was demolished, Jubal kicked out the side window and disappeared deeper into the building. 

 

Because of his skill and training Dwayne fared much better than Jubal—at least until the stock car slammed into the back of Jubal’s car. Seeing that he wasn’t going to stop in time, Dwayne locked up the brakes two full seconds before Jubal and he almost got the speeding car stopped short of the building but when it hit a strip of lawn, the wheels skidded and it followed the hijacked car into the building. Mattie would have avoided any injury except as the stock car bounced across the narrow strip of lawn around the building her head hit the heavy roll bar cage above her. She was out cold when the stock car hit the building.

 

Dwayne too almost escaped injury. When the car came to a stop in a pile of debris from the crash he turned to look at Mattie who was slumped in the seat with a smear of blood across her forehead. Above the stock car a huge beam, unsettled by the crash, dropped off its support and crashed down on the stock car roof. It happened so fast Dwayne had no chance to dodge out of the way. The roof of the car slammed down on Dwayne and knocked him out. 

 

When Mattie came to the first thing she saw was Dwayne pinned under the crushed roof with blood dripping slowly from a deep cut above his temple. She shook her head to clear it but a flash of intense pain rippled through her brain. For an instant she thought she was going to pass out but after a few seconds the pain subsided. Moving very slowly and deliberately she opened her door. After exiting the car, she leaned against it for a couple of seconds. She was thinking about checking on Dwayne when she heard someone moving through the building. Glancing to the right, she saw Jubal stagger through a doorway at the far end of the room. 

 

She looked at Dwayne again, this time to evaluate his condition. She saw he was breathing which was a good sign. Even as she looked him over, he groaned and tried to sit up. She went around the car to the driver’s side door. After wrenching open the door, she dragged him out of the car. As she lowered him to the debris-strewn floor, he opened an eye.

“You ok?” he croaked.

“Yeah.”

“He get out of the car?”

“He just went into the factory.”

“Go after him,” he ordered. “I'll be ok.”

“You sure?” she asked.

“Go! Go!” He waved for her to get going.

“Soon as I catch him, I'll call for help,” she promised.

With that, she hurried over to where she had last seen Jubal. She drew her gun. If Jubal was armed he could be waiting for her around any corner. Being very cautious, she peeked through the doorway where Jubal had disappeared. It was semi-dark in the factory. From her position she saw a lot of machinery and vats. She saw four gigantic holes in the floor. Above them hung huge mixing blades that were connected to large electric motors. A conveyor belt with large hooks ran the length of the factory. She guessed the hooks were to carry animals to the big mixing vats in the floor. Keeping low, she crept through some machinery until she reached one of the big vats. It was empty. She knew Jubal wouldn't run too far because he was so out of shape even the slightest exertion made him wheeze. As if to verify her theory, Jubal suddenly appeared from behind a row of shelves about twenty-five feet from her. He was looking the other way. She tiptoed up behind him. 

“Put your hands up!” she yelled.

She startled him so much that she thought he was going to have a heart attack. He grabbed his chest.

“Don't shoot,” he pleaded.

“Get your hands up!”

“Can't,” he gasped. “I think I'm gonna have a heart attack.”

He certainly looked like it. His face was beet red and he was gasping for breath.

Grabbing his arm, she spun him around. It was like moving a side of beet. She strained to pull his arms behind him. She had the cuffs on one arm when she heard someone behind her. She whirled around.

“Drop the gun,” Junior Barnes sneered.

He and Leroy had pistols pointed at her. Rafe stood behind them with his arms folded across hi chest.

She had no choice. She dropped her gun.

“My, oh, my, what do we have here?” Rafe asked.

Mattie was in no mood to joust with Rafe. Her headache was getting worse.

“FBI. Jubal’s under arrest.”

“For what?”

“He killed Paxton.”

“You surprise me, Jubal. I didn’t think you had the guts. That what you paid me with?”

Jubal didn’t answer. He just hung his head with shame.

“Put down your guns,” she ordered. “You’re interfering with FBI business.” She was in a bad place and she knew it. Without backup, she was very vulnerable.

“I don't think so. You know too much. I'm not going to jail. Bad for the career. Junior, get her gun.”

Bending down, Junior Barnes picked up her pistol. 

With Mattie held at gunpoint, Jubal felt empowered enough to jerk his arm away from Mattie.

“Kill her, Rafe. She’s gonna close down the Klan. You know I didn’t kill Paxton.”

“That’s one thing about her, Jubal, from what I hear, she tells the truth. As I recall, we have some unfinished business. Leroy.”

Leroy grabbed Jubal who tried to pull away from the huge black man. 

“What are you doing?” he cried. 

Leroy dispassionately dragged Jubal over to the closest in-ground vat. With a mighty heave of his shoulders, Leroy pitched Jubal into the vat.

“Rafe—we’re friends—I paid you back your money,” Leroy whined from down in the vat.

Rafe walked over to the edge of the vat. 

“Get me out of here!” Jubal yelled.

Rafe snagged a control box that hung down from the ceiling.

“I promised you a horse and it’s a horse you get,” he growled.

Rafe pushed one of the buttons on the control and somewhere overhead an electric motor whined. A moment later the overhead electric conveyor belt ground into action. Out of the darkness a black shadow came toward them. As it passed under one of the few overhead lights, they saw it was a horse. Rafe picked at the buttons until the horse was positioned directly over the vat.

“Here's your horse, Jubal.” Rafe snapped. It's Big Blue--you poisoned him, you keep him. Enjoy.”

“No!” Jubal bellowed.

With a smug satisfied look on his face, Rafe punched a button on the control. Big Blue’s body dropped on Jubal, crushing him to the bottom of the vat.

Rafe spit in the vat then turned to Mattie.

“Son of a bitch. Hey, enough about him. I'm mixing up a special blend of dog food tonight, but I'm afraid it needs a little dark meat.”

“Are you really stupid enough to think you can get away with this?” Mattie asked.

Before Rafe could answer, Sheriff Wilks stepped out from behind some equipment.

“What’s going on?”

Startled to see Sheriff Wilks, Rafe stumbled for something to say.

“Uhh—we’re—we’re tying up some loose ends. Soon as she’s dead, we’re in the clear.”

“If she dies, they’ll send a swarm of agents here. They’ll turn over every rock. We’ll all go to prison.”

“They ain’t gonna find her body, that’s for sure. You worry too much, Sheriff. Junior, kill her.”

 

In a split second, Mattie knew she was going to die. Her life had come to an end. There was no way out. With a big grin on his face, Junior Barnes swung up his pistol—

As he pulled the trigger, Sheriff Wilks threw himself in front of Mattie, drew his own pistol and shot Junior Barnes three times in the chest. Astonishment plastered on his face, Junior Barnes fired three shots into Sheriff Wilks then dropped dead to the floor. 

 

In any situation, it’s often the small things you don’t know that can bite you in the ass and in this case it was the fact that Mattie had the bartender’s pistol tucked under her jacket that bit Rafe. As Junior Barnes hit the floor, Leroy jerked out his pistol. Problem was, he was very slow. By the time his pistol was out, Mattie had already shot him two times in the head. But even as he died, Leroy got off a shot that hit Mattie in the shoulder. The bullet hit her clavicle which shattered, the impact causing her to drop her gun. She dove to the floor to pick up the pistol with her left hand but Rafe, who was uninjured, kicked it away.

“It's not exactly what I had planned but it works. Just have to use more cans.”

He knelt beside her.

“Guess your luck ran out, little lady. Too bad too because I never got to see you draw.”

“Give me a pistol and I’ll show you,” she said defiantly. 

“I’ll bet you would,” he laughed.

With his foot, he shoved her over to the vat. It hurt like hell. She fought hard not to black out. Rafe picked up the bartender’s gun.

“Did you ever watch that old TV show with George and Gracie Allen?”

“Go to hell.”

“You know what he said at the end of nearly every show?”

She didn’t answer.

“Say goodnight, Gracie.”

He lifted the pistol. 

Mattie knew she would be dead in less than a second. She tried to think of something to do.

BOOM!

A shotgun blast shattered the silence and a large hole appeared in Rafe’s chest. Astonishment appeared on his face. Mattie swung her head to look behind her. Jenny stepped out of the darkness with a shotgun aimed at Rafe.

“That’s for cutting my face, asshole,” she said. “This is for what you done to her.”

She fired again. The charge of pellets his Rafe in the face, ripping a chunk of his head off. He toppled into the vat, his body landing on top of Jubal.

Mattie tried to say something but blackness overwhelmed her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

 

When Mattie regained consciousness, she was in the treatment room at Dr. Flint’s house. She was in a hospital bed with her shoulder wrapped in thick bandages. There was no one in the room but she could hear someone in the next room. She figured it was Dr. Flint. It took her a moment to figure out what had happened. Her mind felt dreamy and sleepy; probably from anesthesia, she guessed. It felt good to lie in the bed without a care in the world. She rolled to the side to get the pressure off of her shoulder. She gasped as a sharp pain ripped through her shoulder and arm. It took her a couple of seconds to get over it. A moment later, Doctor John popped into the room. 


“Finally decided to wake up, huh? Must be nice to loaf around all day.”

She could tell he was very relieved. It showed in his face.

“How long have I been out?”

He quickly checked her bandage.

“Almost twenty-four hours—of course a lot of that was under anesthesia.”

“How bad is it?”

“The bullet shattered your clavicle. Since I didn’t have much to do I rebuilt it with a whole bunch of screws and plates. Guaranteed you will set off any airport metal detector you get close to.”

“Will it slow down my fast draw?”

“Don’t think so. It’s exactly the same only heavier. I don’t think it will impede your movements at all. How do you feel?”

“Warm and snuggy.”

“That’s the drugs.”

He squeezed her hand. 


“You had me worried when they brought you in. You’d lost a lot of blood. I had to give you a transfusion.”

“You can get blood here?”

“Not exactly. I gave you a pint of mine. It would have taken too long to get it from Jackson.”

At that moment, Mattie knew she was in love with Doctor Flint. He wasn’t the handsomest man in the world nor the most charming but he had a heart a mile wide. 


“Bend down here.”

When he bent down beside her, she kissed him on the cheek.

“Thank you.”

He kissed her forehead.

“You’re welcome.”

“What happened after I passed out?”

He sat down beside the bed.

“Jenny called one of the deputies. He’d never seen so many bodies. They thought everyone was dead until you started moaning. The deputy brought you here in his squad car. It took me six hours to stabilize you and prep you for surgery. Took four hours to fix everything.”

“Is the Sheriff dead?”

“Everyone but you died. Jenny told them what happened.—real shocker to have five people killed. They called the State Police to help out. None of the deputies wanted to take the Sheriff’s place. Don’t blame them. Not much job security.”

“Rafe?”

“Jenny shot him with a shotgun. Far as I’ve heard she’s going to walk—no charges.”

“She saved my life.”

“I don’t think she aimed to. She was there to kill Rafe.”

Mattie studied Doctor Flint.

“I don’t think you should stay here. They don’t appreciate you or the sacrifices you make to practice here.”

He took her hand. 


“I feel the same way. I’m packing.”

“Where are we going?” she smiled.

“Jackson—where ever you want to go. I can work in any emergency room.”

“I asked for a transfer to San Diego. That work for you?”

“Great.”

“How long till I can get on my feet?”

“Couple of days. You won’t be 100% for two months.”

“I’ll have to call the Bureau. Fill them in. They’ll probably send an agent or two to wrap up everything. The sooner we get out of here the better.”

“I’ll get back to packing.”

 

Three days later, with Doctor Flint’s help, Mattie walked unsteadily to his car that was parked in the driveway. After opening the car door, he helped her in. She was very careful not to hit her shoulder on anything. It burned every time she moved it. She watched as he picked up three suitcases and put them in the trunk. A moment later he jumped into the car.

“Ordinarily, I hate to leave a place,” he said. “But it feels great to leave here.”

“You don’t have to tell me.”

He looked back, and then backed out of the driveway.

“Guess we can head straight out of town.”

“Do you mind stopping at one place?”

“Not at all. Just tell me where.”

The Triple K.”

She gave him credit because he didn’t ask.

 

Fifteen minutes later they parked in front of the Triple K. Doctor Flint started to get out to help her but she waved him off. Crawling slowly out of the car, she walked slowly inside.

A different bartender was behind the bar. Seven good old boys slouched on bar seats near the door. Several of them gave her hard looks. Taking an envelope out of her pocket, she put it on the bar in front of the bartender. 


“What’s that?” he sneered.

“Something for Emil Thogan. You know him?”

“Yeah.”

“Will you make sure he gets it—and tell him thanks for me.”

“That it?”

“Yeah.”
With that, the bartender turned his back on her. The hole from her shotgun blast hadn’t been repaired. She smiled knowing it irked the good old boys.

“See ya later.”

 

As soon as she was out the door, the bartender ripped open the envelope. Inside was $500 in cash. He quickly counted it.

“Son of a bitch!” he exclaimed.

“What’s that matter with you?” one of the good old boys asked.

“That nigger FBI lady left this envelope for Emil.” He held up the cash. “There’s five hundred dollars here.”

“That motherfucker was her snitch,” the good old boy snarled.

“Has to be,” the bartender agreed.

“What are we gonna do?” the bartender asked.

With a quick grab, the good old boy snatched the cash out of the bartender’s hand.

“First thing we’re gonna do is split up the money.”

He quickly handed out a split of the money to each good old boy.

“Then we’re gonna give Emil something to remember us by.”

 

As Mattie and Doctor John headed out of town, Beau’s Camaro, loaded down with all of his earthly possessions blew by them. 


“There goes Beau Flatt,” she laughed.

“Where’s he going?”

“Anywhere but here. I told him the smartest thing he could do was get as far away from his family as possible. Guess he listened to me.”

“I still can’t believe Jubal was sleeping with his son’s wife.”

“I can’t believe anyone would have sex with him. He’s totally gross. And that’s from a doctor who’s seen it all.”

“They don’t get out much,” she replied.

“Wave goodbye to Kingswood.” he said.

They put their arms out of the windows and waved.

 

That night, Emil parked his old truck in back of the Triple K. He did it so no cops would hassle him if he came out drunk. With his mouth ready for a shot of moonshine, he walked to the back door. He was just reaching for the door handle when a dozen men suddenly surrounded him. Before he could react they were on him, fists, feet and bats flying. Crushed by the weight of many bodies he went down. He tried to cover his head but it was no use. A bat smashed his right leg. He screamed. He felt the bone snap. A second later, his left leg snapped. Luckily for him he blacked out. He didn’t feel the merciless pounding they gave him. When they were done, they picked him up and threw him in the dumpster. Emil never raped a woman again.

 

THE END
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