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Broken Heartland




Chad Sanborn


One




Two something in the morning. 

Half a moon hanging in the sky, surrounded by stars. Enough light to see but not be seen. 

Rubber-gloved hands unfolding homemade stencils so large they need to be laid out on the grass like a dead body. 

The stencil’s menacing message opened to full size. 

 A coyote howling in the distance. The violent rip of masking tape. The gloved hands affixing the stencils to the side of a bright white house. 

Tink-tink of a metal pellet rattling around inside a spray paint can that’s ready to burst. 

Hissing as the built-up pressure releases a blood-red spray over the stencils and onto the house.


Two




Sheriff Billy Keene behind his desk at the sheriff's department. 

Cell phone to his ear, listening to the woman who held his heart not answering her cell phone.

Paige back in Boston for well over a year now. Been back home a few times, and he’d gone to visit once. Had a nice dinner at an Italian fish place in the North End, The Daily Catch. Saw the sights, Fenway, Old North Church and such. A nice stroll through The Public Garden.

But over the months they’d gradually talked less and less. Each understood the other was busy—Paige working as a photographer’s assistant and trying to build her own photography career; Billy with sheriffing back in Caulfield.

Lately, Paige not returning some of his calls. Answering fewer of them, too.

Her phone still ringing, and Billy thinking halfway across the country yet still close enough to break my heart.

Then telling himself at least that was some version of close. Would have to do for now. 

Billy killing his call before again having to listen to her recorded voice tell him to leave a message. A feeling in his chest like a rusty blade sawing up through him. 

Taking a sip of his morning coffee, trying wash that sawing feeling back down. Jumping a little as he spilled a few hot drops on his light brown uniform pants. Billy dabbing at the stain with a paper towel before finally giving up. 

Thinking Tuesdays are getting to be about as bad as Mondays.

Paige not texting, that was becoming a regular thing too. And Billy knowing that when a person of a certain age - hers, his - won’t text you back, something’s got to be wrong. 

Billy leaning back in his leather office chair, considering the cell phone in his hand. As if it might have an answer for him. Dandling it like it was a Magic 8 Ball.

Try again later.

Or now. 

Billy fighting the urge to hit redial. Thankfully saved by Cookie Reins, the office admin, walking past the glass walls of his office with a folder clutched to her bosom. 

Reversing on her heel, popping into his doorway. Cookie’s lips pursed with a mixture of pity and disgust.

“Put down that damn phone."

Billy with a what, me? look before laying his cell on his desk.

Every inch of Billy’s six-foot-three frame leaning way, way back in his chair as Cookie moved into his office. All thick thighs and tight skirt, as usual. 

Just Cookie dressing like she does. Closer to retirement age than she was to Billy's age, but dressing like she was younger than him even though Billy was still a few years shy of thirty.

To her credit, Cookie still kind of pulling it off in the right light. 

Billy listening to Cookie going on at him.

“You're doing nothing but driving that girl nuts, everyone around you too. And allowing yourself to be treated this way, that ain’t making you feel any better, is it?

“No ma’am.”

“Then, all due respect, boss? Cut the shit.”

“Feel better?”Billy said.

“Some. Depends on if you do like I say or not,” Cookie said, smiling, flirty but not meaning anything by it. 

Billy pretty sure that was the only way she knew how to smile. Asking Cookie if she invaded his office just to lecture him or was there anything else? As always, there was something else.

“Want me to run down all this for you?” 

Cookie meaning the thick folder she was now holding out to Billy. 

Billy shaking his head. 

“Will it keep?”

“It’ll keep,” Cookie said, frowning, “for a bit.”

Billy eyeing the folder. 

“Budget stuff for next fiscal year?”

Cookie nodding, turning so everyone else in the office could hear her.

“But hell, nobody here needs to get paid anyway," she said. "We’re all in it for the fun of it.”

Cookie turning back to Billy. Setting the folder on the far edge of his desk next to his baseball cap. A fitted cap, dark brown with a flat bill. The front emblazoned with "Caste County Sheriff" around an embroidered sheriff's badge.

Cookie keeping on him. 

“Better get your head in the game, right now. Hear me?”

Billy nodding, saying nothing. 

Still unsure he and the job were meant for each other. Same as when the local power brokers had convinced him it was a good idea to leverage his celebrity as a local sports hero in a run for sheriff. 

In the short year and a half he’d held the office — first as interim sheriff in an emergency election, then elected sheriff proper in a general election — he’d seen and learned some things about the people he thought he knew. 

And done some things that change a person forever. 

Lately, Billy coming to realize fully that the job of saving people from themselves, it almost never stops.

A sudden small flash. Billy’s cell lighting up, vibrating atop his desk. 

Both he and Cookie seeing it was Sara Jane calling. 

Billy unable to hide his disappointment that it wasn’t Paige reaching out. Still, doing a fair job of hiding his self-loathing from Cookie.

For her part, Cookie unable to hide her glee that it was Billy’s mother calling.

“Better take that one,” Cookie said. “Do you good to give a little of your time and attention to a woman who actually gives a damn about you.”

"Find one, let me know," Billy said. "Because I’m sure this one wants something from me like all the rest of you do.” 

Shooing Cookie out of his office with a look. Picking up the call. 

“Morning, Mom. How're you today?”

“I’m good, chipmunk.” 

Calling him by his nickname. His mother and his two older sisters the only ones who still called him that. 

“How are you?" she said. "You busy?”

Billy thinking there it is, working up to what she's calling about. 

“I’m good, Mom, I’m good." 

Eyeing the folder of budget paperwork Cookie had left on his desk. 

“About to get busy, though," he said, despite having little intention of getting to it right away. "Stuff's piling up around here.”

Sara Jane saying that’s good to hear. 

Billy wondering if she was even listening to what he said. Then his mother getting right to it.

“I'm down here at the track at the high school with the girls. You know how we get together, walk two, three times a week?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, Dixie hasn’t shown up yet. “

Billy knowing his mother was talking about her friend, Dixie Hamm. 

A big-boned and big-hearted woman. Quite possibly the kindest person Billy had ever met. Hell of a baker and hell of a talker. When his mother and Dixie were in the same room, Billy was amazed they could find enough space for both of them to talk. Probably why they walked and talked outside. 

“Hasn’t called or texted to say she didn't plan on showing,” his mother went on. “And you know Dixie. That’s not like her.”

“Maybe she got caught up with something in the kitchen, lost track of time. You try calling her?”

“I did. She didn’t pick up." 

Billy thinking there's a lot of that going around. Then hearing the lilt in his mother's voice, wary of it.

"Chipmunk, would you have time this morning to run by her place, check on her?”

“Mom, I’m sure Dixie’s fine. Maybe she’s busy. Or her phone died.”

“I thought of that.”

 An edge creeping into his mom’s voice, feeling like her only son was condescending to her. 

“So, I tried her home phone too,” she said. “Home phone’s don’t die, you know.”

Billy wondering to himself who still has a landline? Letting it go.

“Mom, you really got no reason to worry.”

“You won’t do it for your mother?”

“Mom, I’m an employee of the county, paid by taxpayers to enforce the law, not run errands for my mother because she’s got an unreasonable notion in her head.”

His mother saying nothing. 

Billy hearing her breathing heavy. Figuring his mother must be on the move while talking to him in the morning heat. All the girls at the track worried about Dixie. Starting without her, though.

Finally, his mother saying, “Am I not a tax payer?”

Billy conceding she was right on that point. Knowing where this was heading.

“So, you work for me. Do I have that correct, Sheriff Keene?”

Billy conceding it all to himself. Admitting now what he knew all along--he would give in. 

Still, no reason to let his mother know that right away. As if she didn’t already.

“Fine, fine, I’ll run out there, Mom.”

“Now?”

“Yes, Mom, now.” Billy catching himself sounding like he was twelve, feeling foolish. “But I’ll have to get off the phone with you first, won’t I?”

“Not really, it’s a cell phone. Goes where you go. That’s the beauty of it.”

Billy sighing. His mother using his own words against him. 

That’s what he’d once told his mother a few years back, when she'd gotten her first cell phone. For some reason, she'd been under the impression that cell phones only worked when she was in the car, like a car phone in the movies and television.

"Anything else I can do for you?” he said.

His mother pausing again. Her voice going soft, aware that she was about to touch on a sore subject.

“Heard from Paige?”

Billy saying nope. Keeping it short. Not wanting to get into it.

“Well, honey, I’m sure she’s busy," Sara Jane said. "Boston’s a busy place. Only don’t you be calling and texting her all the time.”

“I’m not, Mom.” 

That twelve-year-old's voice again. Billy finding no end to the ways to be disgusted with himself today.

“Ok, I’ll let you go, chipmunk. I know you’re busy.”

“Have a nice walk.”

His mother saying you too before getting off the line. 

Again Billy wondering if his mother ever truly heard the words coming out of his mouth.

Laying his cell phone on his desk next to the folders of budget paperwork. Reclining in his office chair. Trying to work up the energy to move. 

Do the paperwork?

Go check on Dixie like he promised his mother?

Find other busy work to pass the time?

Eyes falling on his cell lying there quietly atop his desk. Billy fighting the urge to speed dial Paige’s number real quick. 

Or maybe a short, light text asking how she was doing today.

Snatching up the phone. Looking at it in his hand.

Then slipping it into the front pocket of his stained uniform pants as he stood up from his desk. 

Grabbing his sheriff’s baseball cap. He’d stopped wearing the Stetson cowboy hat soon after the Arlita Hardy case. As much as the people around the county seemed to respond to the power of the cowboy hat and what it represented, Billy knew it wasn’t him. 

Trading the cowboy hat for the flat-brimmed baseball cap was one way he’d tried to come to terms with the job. Besides, he also had a gun on his hip that people now knew he wasn’t afraid to use. Billy hoping that was enough and he'd never have to use it again.

Billy placing the cap on his head, heading out to check on his mother’s friend.


Three




“What…in the hell….”

Billy in his black Escalade with Sheriff in gold lettering along the doors. Coming up slowly along the narrow asphalt driveway to Frank and Dixie Hamm’s place. 

Unsure what to make of the words painted on the side of their house. 

Their home a white three-story set back off the road in a newer development about a half-mile east of Caulfield. A congregation of large homes with space enough between them that it felt something like country living.

Billy reading the words as he made his way toward them: ome Pinko Whores. 

The letters about four feet tall by two feet wide, perfectly stenciled in an angry, dog-dick red paint. 

Getting closer and Billy realizing someone had already painted over some of the letters with white primer--G and o and H. 

Billy putting it together in his head: Go Home Pinko Whores.

Parking in front of the house. Before Billy could step out of his SUV, Dixie already out the door and coming his way. Her mouth already moving as fast as she was.

“How’re you doin’ today, Billy? Nice out, isn’t it? Not too hot. I mean, considering we’re coming up on July Fourth.”

Dixie with her sandy hair pulled back into a small ponytail. All smiles and gangly limbs. Taking long strides that matched her tall frame. Dixie in running shoes, too-tight spandex shorts half-covered by a long gray t-shirt that read Caulfield Baking Society. 

It was the joke title the women had given to their walking group. Billy’s mother with the same shirt only three sizes smaller. Damp, dark circles of sweat appeared in various spots on Dixie’s shirt. 

“So what happened here, Dixie?” 

Billy pointing at the apparent vandalism to her home.

Dixie turning as if just noticing it.

“That? Oh, nothing.”

“Doesn’t look like nothing,” Billy said. “Looks like somebody’s mad about…well, I don’t know what. They sure seem mad, though, going to all this trouble.”

“Heavens, who knows what drives people?” Dixie said, moving over to the stepladder standing alongside the vandalism to her home. “Can drive yourself crazy trying to guess why people do the dumb things they do."

Dixie’s words trailing off. 

Billy watching her get back to work. Pouring more primer in an aluminum tray, dipping a paint roller to coat it. Climbing onto the stepladder and covering up the o in Home. 

Billy asking if she needed any help. 

Answering Billy over her shoulder as she worked, Dixie saying goodness no, so nice of you but no need to bother. 

Billy surprised at her lack of concern or anger at the attack on her home.

"Reason I’m here, my mom called, worried about you.”

“About me?” Dixie said, still talking over her shoulder, covering the m before moving on to the e in Home. "Why on earth would she worry herself about me?"

“You know mom. You didn’t show up at the track, she didn’t hear from you…she got worried is all.”

Dixie pausing her work. 

“Gosh, that’s all my fault,” she said. “I went out to fetch the paper this morning, saw this mess and plumb forgot about walking today. That’s so sweet of Sara Jane, though. After I’m done cleaning this up, I’ll call her and apologize. When you see her, you be sure and tell her for me that I’m sorry, okay?”

Billy saying he'd pass it along to his mother. A thought hitting him and Billy laughing.

 “Where the heck is Frank, anyway? Ought to be out here in this heat taking care of this job himself, instead of making his poor wife do it.”

Dixie giving Billy a polite smile before turning to dip the roller again. 

“He’s at work, I guess.”

Billy catching something in her voice. 

“You guess, huh?”

Dixie getting to work on the P in Pinko. 

“Frank’s been staying out at the fishing lodge.”

Billy knowing she meant the mobile home Frank kept parked on a plot of land they owned down by the Konza river out south of town.

Not wanting to pry but Billy knowing he had to ask. 

“Everything ok between you and Frank?”

“Oh, you know…everybody goes through a rough patch here and there.” 

Dixie changing the subject. 

“Swear, if I ever get my hands on whoever did this….”

Billy watching Dixie cover the i. 

“So…any idea who might’ve done this?" Billy said. "Or what it's even all about?”

“Oh, probably just some kids.”

“Maybe,” Billy said, doubtful.

Wondering to himself did kids even know what pinko meant? He only knew it because he’d heard Bill Sr. use it. Had to ask his dad what it meant. Bill Sr. clarifying, “goddamn Commies.”

Billy asking, “Dixie, you have any idea why anybody would do this?”

“Nope.”

Billy floored by this briefest of answers from the always talkative Dixie Hamm. Not saying anything, letting the silence work on her. Dixie eventually obliging.

"Sometimes there's no figuring why people do the things they do," she said.

“Anyway," Billy said, "want me to file a report on this? That way we have it on record in case something else happens?"

“No, no need for all that,” Dixie said, almost finished hiding the W in Whores. “Like I said, probably just some kids."

 “Well, you might want an official report for insurance purposes. Frank’ll probably want that.” 

Frank Hamm being one of the largest and most successful insurance agents in Caste County. He’d been among those community leaders who’d persuaded Billy to become sheriff in the first place.

Dixie saying, “No need for that either. Won’t cost much to get the one side of the house painted. Or maybe we'll paint the whole thing. I’m thinking we might go with a nice straw yellow with white trim. What do you think about that, Billy?”

Billy thinking something’s going on here but only saying, “Yellow with white trim is nice.”

Looking over the house, seeing if maybe Frank had installed security cameras. Not finding any. 

Then Billy noticing a plantation shutter inside the house swaying as if someone had moved away from it.

“Dixie, is there someone in your house?”

“Um, yes.” Dixie keeping at her work. “I have company.”

Billy waiting but the silent tactic not working on Dixie. 

Asking Dixie point blank, “Mind if I ask who?”

“Just a friend.” 

Dixie almost finished covering up Whores.

The front door opening and a young woman in red running shorts and a white tank top came bopping out of Dixie’s house. 

At a glance, Billy put the woman in her early twenties, barely five feet tall. Brunette hair cut short, almost boyish.

The young woman looking fit and, though she was in flip-flops, moving with the bounce of a dancer or an athlete. 

The young woman coming toward them, ignoring Billy. 

“Dixie, you get more honey from store?” she said. Speaking with a thick accent. Billy guessing Russian.

Dixie climbing off the stepladder. Flustered, shooting a glance at Billy before answering the young woman. 

“Should be some in the pantry.”

“I look but not find any,” the woman said.

“Try the second shelf up,” Dixie said, pantomiming around her knees where the young woman would find the honey.

At that, the young woman nodding at Dixie. Then as if seeing Billy for the first time, nodding at him. A warm smile before turning and heading back into the house. 

Leaving Billy and Dixie standing there facing each other. Billy not sure what to make of the situation. 

“She seems nice.”

Dixie nodding, giving a hum of agreement. “That’s Tatyana.”

“Staying with you a while?” Billy said.

Dixie with a deep breath before speaking. 

“Like I said, sometimes there’s no figuring why people do the things they do. Now if you’ll excuse me, Billy, I need to go inside, cool off while this primer dries. Probably going to need another coat, and I don't want to wear myself out.”

“Of course,” Billy said. “I leave you to it."

Returning to his SUV and thinking it probably made sense to have a talk with Frank soon. 

Stepping into his vehicle and Billy taking a look back at Dixie’s primer work over the vandalism. 

Again wondering…what…in the hell….


Four




Peg Hake in her kitchen, wondering if her freezer was about to fly away, what with all the dang noise it was making.

Opening the left door of her side-by-side refrigerator and Peg reaching deep inside the ice-cold freezer. Pressing firmly against the plastic lining on the appliance’s back wall. Forcing the lining against the noisy freezer fan, hushing it.

After a few seconds, Peg taking her hand away. Listening to the soft hum of her freezer. Then placing two fresh, good-sized pork tenderloins inside before closing the freezer door.

A sudden pang of paranoia washing over her. Peg anxious, breathing a little prayer for strength. Waiting out her anxiety. 

Her unease passing after a moment. Peg's thoughts returning to the pork. 

Looking forward to eating it later that evening. Almost as much as she was looking forward to preparing it. A new recipe she’d found calling searing the loin in brown sugar and hot sauce before roasting it in the oven. Peg dying to give it a try.

She’d stopped off at Rusty’s Meat Locker, Caulfield’s lone butcher shop, to pick up the tenderloins on her way home after walking with the girls at the high school track. 

Today, she'd had no desire to join them for their usual post-walk coffee, donuts and gossip at the donut shop. Instead, anxious to pick up the pork tenderloins, then get home so she could re-wrap them individually in her own waxed paper and get them in the freezer as soon as a possible. 

Besides, she’d had enough of all the girls’ talk about Dixie Hamm. 

Why wasn’t she at the track? 

Why didn’t she answer her phone? 

Do you think something’s happened?

Peg thinking, Yeah, I do think somethings’s happened. 

But not saying that or much of anything as they walked. Kept her head down, mostly. It took everything she had not to snap at the girls, tell them she'd had it up to here with all this poor, poor Dixie trash. 

Peg frustrated, should even have to point out to them that Dixie had made her own bed. Now she had to sleep in it.

Couldn’t they all see that? This is just the kind of crazy stuff that happens when a woman falls short of her wifely promises. 

Should have kept her man happy. Especially a good man like Frank Hamm.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, now Dixie’s taking up with that little Russian slut. Lord knows what goes on in that house these days. 

Peg contemplating yet again how many different sins Dixie could commit with a single act. Peg simply not understanding how all the girls at the track didn't see it.

Still, Peg knowing enough to keep her mouth shut, let it go. 

For the time being, anyway. They’d all see soon enough.

Peg with another wave of paranoia, this one more intense than the last. This time whispering aloud her prayer for strength. 

Walking into the front room of her house. Peg peaking through the curtains and out the large picture window that offered a wide view of her neighborhood. 

She lived on a street lined with old, tall trees and a mix of homes. Bungalows, craftsmen, ranches and a Victorian thrown in here and there. 

Not sure what she was looking for exactly. Feeling relieved at finding nothing out of the ordinary. No one coming down the sidewalk. Nothing unusual at all in her neighborhood, one of Caulfield’s nicer areas. 

She and Hewitt had been there almost fifteen years before he’d moved out, divorcing her almost a year ago. Peg taking a measure of comfort that her marriage fell apart for different reasons than did Dixie and Frank Hamm’s. 

At least Peg hadn’t fallen short of her obligations. Hadn’t done anything to drive her husband away.

Hewitt had left because, plain and simple, he was an idiot. 

Always had been the smartest idiot she’d ever known. Peg always liking that about him, too. 

Smart enough to be a lawyer, provide a nice life. Yet easy to control. Peg knowing Hewitt had always liked that about their relationship too. 

Now he was off on his own, acting out his true nature, the fool.

Peg making sure her curtains were closed, not a ray of light coming in. Then picking up her computer tablet, opening the browser and bringing up the book-marked police scanner website. 

Choosing to listen in to the Caste County Sheriff's Department scanner feed. Turning up the volume. The tablet hissing static at her. 

Peg reassuring herself there was no need to worry. 

Still, if there were any chatter about her coming across the scanner, she would want to hear it.

Well, probably not about her. About it. Doubting they would be able to tie it to her so quickly, if at all.

Peg confident because she was careful and meticulous and righteous.

Double-checking that the curtains were closed tight, then heading upstairs with the squawking tablet under her arm. 







Peg entering the bedroom she’d converted to her arts-and-crafts room. Closing the door behind her, giving the room a quick scan. 

Sewing machine on a desk against one wall. A long work table against another. 

The worktable piled neatly with scrapbooking supplies like stickers and stamps, glitter, a hot glue gun, a box of disposable latex gloves, various patterned and solid fabrics, a roll of waxed butcher paper, sheets of colored construction paper, and all sorts of old photos. 

An office chair sat on a hard plastic sheet so she could roll easily between the sewing machine and her worktable. 

Situated elsewhere around the perimeter of the room were a well-organized bookshelf and a several stacked plastic storage bins with labels declaring their contents—Patterns, Rulers, Paper, Scissors, Thread and so on.

Peg half-hearing the chatter on the scanner as she laid it on her worktable. Unlike the clipped, code-heavy jargon she heard on the Kansas City, Kansas and Kansas City, Missouri scanner feeds, the Caste County Sheriff’s Department feed was more like a party line. 

One deputy saying much of nothing on one end of town. 

Another chiming in about a non-event on the other.

And always that dang dispatcher clogging up the airwaves, rambling on about whatever idiotic thought popped into his filthy head.

Peg moving directly to the bookshelf, reaching behind it. Pulling out the folded set of large stencils hidden there. The edges of the heavy paper stencils stained with red paint. 

That paint matching the red stains on a pair of latex gloves. 

The gloves hidden, along with three empty red spray paint cans, at the bottom of the storage bin marked Patterns. 

Peg had ordered the paint cans online instead of getting them at the local paint store because, well, she wasn’t dumb like most people she knew.

Peg unfolding the stencils, knowing full-well she should get rid of it. Ditch it, pitch it, burn it. Get it all the heck away from here and from her.

Such a shame, though. She’d done such a nice job on the stencils. 

Peg holding them up, inspecting her handiwork. Not easy to make stencils that big. Even harder to drive them halfway out to the country…

…then park along the side of a county road and carry them a quarter mile in the moonlight…

…cart them up a winding asphalt driveway…

…tape them to the side of a house…

…use them…

…remove them…

…get them back home and stash them behind the bookcase…

…all without tearing them. 

Peg knowing in her heart that pride was a sin.

But, really, she'd done such a nice job. 


Five




Billy sitting across the glass table from his mother. The two of them out on the deck at his parent's farmhouse having coffee. 

Getting outside while the temperature was still somewhat bearable. Late morning and already Billy could feel the sun’s heat bouncing up off the composite decking. 

Billy having swung by to tell his mother what he'd found at her friend’s place.

“Dixie’s okay," he said. "Near as I can tell, anyway. Said for me to tell you she’s so sorry to worry you and the rest of the girls.”

“Bless her heart," Sara Jane said. "I’m glad everything's okay.”

Billy letting that hang there a bit. Glancing at his cell phone on the tabletop. 

“Yeah, everything's okay, I guess.”

“Everything’s not ok?” Sara Jane said.

“I mean, there’s the vandalism.”

“Any idea who did it?”

“No," Billy said, "not yet, anyway." 

Picking up his cell to check it. Finding nothing from Paige, putting it back down on the table. 

Billy saying, “Something odd's going on there, though."

Sara Jane not biting right away. Pouring them both more coffee from the carafe, setting it back on the table. 

Stirring half-n-half in hers. Billy drinking his black.

“Odd?” Sara Jane said finally. “How so?”

“Well, Dixie had no interest in filing a report. Think she’d want an official record of it if only for insurance purposes, don't you?”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to make a big deal out of it.”

“Maybe. That’s not the odd part, though.” Billy sipping his coffee. “Or parts, really.”

Sara Jane tilting her head at her son.

“And what are the odd parts, really?”

The edge in his mother’s voice knocking Billy off balance. Not sure what she was getting all defensive about.

“Well, for one thing, she and Frank are separated.”

“Every marriage goes through a rough patch.”

“That’s what Dixie said. Then, while I was talking with her, this woman comes out of the house. Young, pretty, Russian gal.”

“Ukrainian.”

“What?”

“She’s Ukrainian, not Russian,” Sara Jane said. “Tatyana. That’s her name.”

Billy's face twisting, puzzled. Trying to catch up.

“You know about this?”

“Of course,” Sara Jane said. “We’re friends, me and Dixie. Known her longer than I’ve known you.”

“Well, thanks for letting me know. I mean, I’m only your son, the sheriff. Only out there running an errand for you on official county time. No reason you should tell me what I’m walking into, is there?”

“Don’t you get pissy with me,” his mother said. “Dixie’s a sweet person, private. Didn’t see any need to go talking about her behind her back.”

Billy annoyed with his mother. Downing his coffee. Busying himself, pouring more, topping off his mother’s cup. 

Finally saying, “Nothing’s private in this town. You know that.”

“True," his mother said, "but we can try to be discreet, respect other people’s privacy.”

“All I’m saying is," Billy said, "I’m sitting here on this side of the table wondering what the hell is going on. And you, my mother, you’re sitting there on the other side knowing what all's going on but not telling me.”

Sara Jane taking a long sip of her coffee before going on.

“She and Tatyana have become friendly, you might say.”

Billy still puzzled but a little less so. 

“You’re telling me Dixie and the Russian gal—“

“—Ukrainian”

“Whatever,” Billy said. “Don’t care if she’s martian. You're telling me Dixie and her…that Dixie Hamm is—“

“—Experiencing a later-in-life blooming. It happens.”

Billy leveling his mother with an inquisitive look.

“Oh, don’t be a smart-ass,” his mother said. "Not me."

Billy laughing at his mother before returning to the subject at hand.

“Dixie Hamm? A lesbian, huh?”

“Oh, I don’t know if she’s a lesbian. These things can be fluid, especially with women. Like I said, it happens.”

"Evidently," he said. “So, where’d she even meet a Ru…a Ukrainian woman.”

“She’s one of the mail-order brides.”

“Dixie ordered a mail-order bride?” 

"No," Sara Jane said, shaking her head. “Frank did.”

Billy sitting back in his chair, slicing his hand flat through the air, cutting off his mother as she was about to pour him more coffee. Feeling disoriented enough as it was. Any more coffee, his heart and his head might explode.

“You have got to fill me in, Mom.”

“Nothing to tell.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Spill it, please.”

“Well, like I said, Frank ordered Tatyana for his new bride. But the jackass went and did it before getting a divorce. I mean, how thoughtless and disgusting is that? That man can be such a pig.”

“Ok, so Frank order’s Tatyana and….”

“And she shows up. Frank moves her into that trailer he keeps down by the river. Basically stashes Tatyana there like he owns her. Eventually, he moves out of the house and into the trailer with her.”

“Dixie must have been destroyed.”

“Well, yes and no. You know Dixie. She’d worry herself over her worst enemy if her enemy had a cold. So Dixie's winds up taking meals out to them both. Can you believe that? Jerk husband and his mail-order-bride-to-be, and Dixie’s concerned about them both? I mean, she was mad as hell but concerned nonetheless. Concerned about Frank and his blood pressure and high cholesterol. Even concerned for this young woman!”

Billy saying yeah that sounds like Dixie.

“Know what Dixie said to me once?” Sara Jane going on. “Said she felt so sorry for Tatyana. Said think how scared that girl must be, dragged into this marriage drama from halfway around the world? Dixie, that woman, I swear.”

Billy thinking it over. Checking his phone again, nothing. Then a question popping into his head.

“So, how in the hell did Frank Hamm get a mail-order bride anyway? Internet?”

Sara Jane’s turn to be puzzled. “You don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“You need to get out more, Chipmunk,” Sara Jane said. “More than a few men around town have traded in their first wives for Ukrainian brides.”

 Billy shaking his head. 

“Seems I’m always late to the party on these kinds of deals.”

“Get off your phone, get out more, might learn a thing or two.”

“A mother’s love like no other.” 

What Billy always said to needle his mother. 

“Who's horse-trading wives, anyway?” he said.

“Well, Frank, of course. Dr. Kirkman, he traded in Barb for a lanky redhead. Not her natural color but she’s pretty enough. Think her name’s Zenona or Zerona, something like that. Then there’s Mike Ainsworth—”

“—Mike and Vivienne are divorced?”

“Yeah, few months ago. He’s living with Olena. Supposedly they’re tying the knot next month."

Billy taking a moment to look out over his parent’s back yard and the pasture butting up against it. Trying to make sense of this craziness his mother was telling him.

“These aren't kids we're talking about,” Billy said. “These are grown-ass men, midlife, married for decades. Now all of the sudden there’s an outbreak of divorces and imported, younger brides? It’s like an epidemic going around town striking middled aged men.”

“I blame the Viagra,” Sara Jane said.

“Might be right about that,” Billy said.

“I’m not completely wrong,” his mother said.

“That really what you think is to blame for all this?”

“Not what, who” his mother said. “If it’s an epidemic, then Hewitt Hake is Patient Zero. Took up with a big Ukrainian woman, runs that nail and waxing salon on Cottonwood Street, right off Main. At least he waited to marry her after he divorced Peg. That one there, the only surprise was he stayed married to bossy Peg for as long as he did.”

Billy knowing his mother was less than fond of Peg. More than once saying she found Peg to be sanctimonious, self-righteous and downright nosey. Of course, that didn’t bar Peg from walking with the girls.

“That’s why,” Sara Jane said, “I didn’t want to get into Tatyana and everything when I called you this morning. Peg was walking right beside me. Still a sore subject with her, understandably. 

 “Let me get this straight,” Billy said, leaning forward. “Frank orders up a new wife before he and Dixie are even divorced?"

Sara Jane nodding.

"Shacks up with this new gal in his trailer for a short while?"

Again, his mother nodding.

"But then this new gal up and leaves him to take up with his wife, Dixie? And it’s more than platonic?”

“I believe they used to call that sort of arrangement a Boston marriage,” Sara Jane said. 

Billy seeing his mother's face, recognizing that she regretted mentioning Boston as soon as it was out of her mouth.

“Anyway," Sara Jane said, quickly moving on. "I guess Tatyana didn’t come all this way from the Ukraine for muddy river trailer living.”

“Guess not,” Billy said. 

Getting up from his chair and coming around the table, giving his mother a goodbye peck on the cheek. Grabbing his cell phone off the table.

Sara Jane’s heart aching, watching her baby boy check it for the umpteenth time.

Again nothing. Again that rusty blade feeling cutting through Billy's chest. 

Only now there was a new feeling down in there with it. This new feeling not cutting him. More like nibbling away at him from the inside.

Billy saying, “Sounds like I ought to go have a chat with Frank."


Six




“Crimony, at least tell a new one.”

Billy driving over to Frank’s office for a chat. The chatter on the sheriff’s department two-way radio driving him nuts.

 Actually, it was mostly Lon Harmon, the dispatcher, driving Billy nuts. 

Lon telling a noodling story to Deputies Dustin and Emily over the radio. Like most of the stories Lon told, it wasn't a new one.

Lon had been a deputy once until Billy fired him for insubordination. Which caused Lon to lose it. 

Came unhinged, took the entire sheriff’s department and a few civilians — namely Paige and her mother, Julie — hostage at gunpoint. 

No getting out of a thing like that, so Lon did his time. 

Five months in a state mental health facility. It was mostly due to Billy's input that Lon ended up there getting the help he needed. 

Otherwise, Lon would have landed in the state penitentiary. It would have been only a matter of time until he took a shiv deep, either because he was an ex-cop or because his mouth got him in trouble or both.

Once the sedatives wore off and Lon’s mouth wound back up, he spent productive time in therapy. Eventually, the lab coats deemed him no longer a threat to himself or anyone else. Other than perhaps talking them to death. 

When Lon was paroled out, Billy hired him on as a dispatcher. Partly to make up for feeling terrible about the way it had all gone down; partly to give Lon a chance to redeem himself. 

Besides the department had a dispatcher opening and, even though he’d been a terrible deputy, no one could deny Lon loved and knew law enforcement. That the dispatcher position was an unarmed one was merely the cherry on top.

Still, here was Lon running his mouth over the two-way…

“…so I drop my hand down in the river and I’m feeling around by this slimy rock. My fingers find—what’s this?—the big sumbitch’s gills….”

Billy considering ordering radio silence to shut Lon up.

Instead opting to turn the radio all the way down. They weren’t supposed to but Billy craving silence at the moment.

Checking his phone and, no surprise, nothing from Paige. 

Billy driving and wishing she hadn’t moved back to Boston. But he hadn’t been surprised when she told him her plans. 

He’d seen it coming once her mother had recovered well enough from her heart attack that she didn’t need Paige to nurse her. Paige’s mother, Julie, wouldn’t want to be to be a burden on her daughter, wouldn’t want to be the one holding her back. 

Julie urging Paige to get back to Boston soon as she could, back to chasing her photography dream.

Paige being one of those small town people that you knew from a young age was getting out as soon as she had the chance. 

Billy had hoped he was a good enough reason for her reconsider taking that chance. Evidently not.

But he understood. Hell, he'd taken that same chance. Had even worked out for a while. Until it didn't on account of a bad shoulder.

Billy driving along Main Street, one hand on the wheel, the other holding his cell. His thumb pecking out a text message to Paige. 

Billy glancing up to check the flatbed truck in front of him, scan the traffic lights ahead. Green at the moment.

Back to his text, thumb twisting and tapping. 

Back to the traffic, yellow light now. Touching the brakes a little too hard. Billy looking around to see who saw. 

In the lane next to him, on his left, a beat-up red Ford Taurus. A young mother behind the wheel, baby safely in the back seat, facing backward in a carrier. 

The woman looking back and forth between the intersection and Billy next to her. Shooting hard looks at him, her eyes ripping him a new one for texting and driving next to her newborn. 

Finally flipping Billy the bird. White trash-style, the forefinger and ring finger cocked about halfway up the business finger in the middle. 

She knew she could get away with it. What’s he going to do, ticket her for giving him the finger when he was texting and driving?

Billy smiling and nodding, well-played and nicely done. 

Hanging a right and pulling up to the curb on a side street so he could finish his text message to Paige.

Thumbs pecking away at the glass screen of his phone. 

jst cking n. u ok? let me no.

Pausing a moment, staring at the phone like she might text him right back. Ignoring the realities of her slow-if-any responses of the last few weeks. 

No response back, so Billy pulling away from the curb. 

Making his way a few blocks down brick side streets until he turned back onto Main. 

About half a block down Main, Billy pulling into a slanted parking spot in front of Frank’s insurance office. A small storefront with The Hamm Agency, Inc. painted in Jayhawk blue-on-crimson script at the bottom of the large window pane.

Billy stepping out of his Escalade and immediately his face assaulted by the heat bouncing up from the asphalt street. Getting hot out fast. 

Billy noting a few other vehicles parked out front but seeing not Frank’s charcoal gray Chevy truck. 

Billy thinking maybe Frank had parked in the alley around back. Let his clients have the good spots out front. Wasn’t like Frank to put others first but business is business.

Inside, the office was quiet. Billy waving to Cath, Frank’s assistant, at a desk near Frank’s vacant office in the back. 

At a desk near the front, two young men sitting across from each other. Billy knowing the one behind the desk, Brent, from high school. 

Handsome, personable, somehow tan year-round. Hell of a tennis player. Won singles at state. Even had scholarship offers from a few smaller colleges, but his family didn’t need the help. Billy remembered Brent saying something back then about not wanting to work that hard. 

Doing well for himself now. Working his way up the ladder in the insurance game. Greeting Billy as he came through the door.

“Hey, Billy, how you been?”

“Head’s above water, so guess I’m good,” Billy said. “How’s things in your world?”

“I cannot complain.”

Brent motioning at the man sitting across from him. 

“Billy, do you know Luke Hallstrom?”

Billy saying he did not, reaching to shake the young man’s hand. Luke rising to greet Billy. Good-to-meet-you’s all the way around. 

Billy figuring Luke couldn’t be much over twenty. Suit hanging off of him like he borrowed it from his dad. A little too much effort with his handshake and smile but genuine at least.

“Luke here's training to be one our new agents. Messed up and went and got himself engaged, so now he needs to earn,” Brent said, grinning.

Billy smiling back, about to ask if Frank was around, but Brent not taking a breath.

“Anyway, yeah, business is great. Going really great. Wife and I are looking at buying vacation place in Branson. You know, happy wife, happy life. Got to keep giving her reasons to put up with me. Am I right?”

Brent laughing, and Billy saying, yeah, that’s right. Again about to ask after Frank but, again, Brent jumping back in.

“And Christina turned two on Saturday. Can you believe it? Man, that went fast.”

Cath walking up from her desk to join the conversation. 

“Only gets faster, trust me,” Cath said. “Before long she’ll be graduating high school, having kids of her own. That’s when it gets fun, being a grandparent. Nothing better than grandbabies. Me and Art got four of them now.”

Billy saying that’s nice and thinking Cath could only have been in her early forties. To have grandkids already, she must have started early. Her kids too.

“Any whooo,” Cath said, “How can we help you, Billy?”

Just like Cath to get right to it. Billy asking if Frank was around.

“Didn’t come in today. Most likely he’s out at his fishing lodge.”

“What makes you think that?

“Because that’s where he said he’d be when he called to let us know he wouldn’t be coming in.”

Billy giving her a look for not being clear the first time. 

"About what time was it that Frank called?" Billy said.

“Oh, what time was it? Brent?”

“I got in around eight thirty," Brent said. "He called right after that.”

“Alright, well, guess I’ll head out that way,” Billy said. “Everyone try and stay cool. Luke, nice to meet you. Good luck with the insurance and congratulations on the engagement.”

All of them telling Billy to stay cool too as he headed out the door.

Back in the SUV, engine running now. While he waited for the air conditioning to kick in, Billy pulling out a department notepad. Writing down the approximate time they said Frank called in. 

Not sure if it meant anything but you never know.

Billy checking his phone for a text from Paige. Finding, big surprise, nothing.

Steering the big black SUV south on Main, heading out to Frank’s fishing trailer. Billy allowing himself to feel sorry for himself. Thinking a shoe for every foot but his.

Brent with his wife and kids and all the stuff. 

Cath with her husband, kids and grandkids. 

Even Luke, young as he was. Already he’s found someone worth settling down with--someone who found him worth settling down with too.

Billy picking up his phone, considering sending Paige another text. Realizing he’d need to pull over.

Deciding, novel thought, use the phone to call her. 

Billy driving past the Caulfield city limits sign and heading into the countryside, listening to the distant ringing on his cell. Chances are she wouldn’t pick up, so already Billy forming the message he’d leave. 

Then the voicemail answering message kicking in. But not Paige’s voice. 

Instead getting that recorded generic lady voice telling him the person at this number wasn’t answering and telling him to leave a message. 

Damned if Paige hadn't changed her greeting.

Billy realizing he was now being denied even the crumbs that were Paige’s recorded voice. The pain of that pushing Billy that much closer to falling over the edge of his own heart and soul.

A beep and his turn to speak. Billy taking the Cath approach, getting right to it.

“You can call a guy back once in a while, you know. Or text. Not trying to hound you or anything, just making sure you’re okay.”

Billy hearing the edge in his voice and regretting it. Trying to soften himself as he passed by fields of prickly wheat stubble hardening in the late-morning sun.

“I mean, I worry about you, is all. Haven’t heard from you in a few days.”

Now feeling like a sap for denying his anger. His emotions ping-ponging.

“Anyway…please call me, text, whatever.”

Feeling the frustration rise up again. And letting it.

“Can you do that one little thing for me? Okay?”

Billy not sure what else to say, so ending the call. 

Driving and suddenly realizing Paige had him so screwed up he’s not only talking to voicemail, now he's asking it goddamn questions.


Seven




Billy pulling up to the white-and-cream-colored mobile home that was Frank Hamm’s "fishing lodge." 

The lodge plunked down about twenty yards or so off the river bank, surrounded by sparse woods. Sunlight ricocheting off the brown river water, blinding Billy. 

Billy hitting the brakes, and the SUV sliding on gravel. Coming to a stop just short of the tailgate of Frank's truck.

Pulling down his ball cap to block the sun's glare from his eyes and Billy stepping out of his vehicle and into the swelter. Climbing the redwood steps up to the mobile home's aluminum storm door. Billy knocking once. 

No answer.

Knocking twice. 

No answer.

Banging on it, calling out Frank’s name.

No answer.

Billy already sweating. And having had just about enough of people not answering him, not being where they’re supposed to be.

Deciding to see if Frank might be down by the river. Billy doubtful fish were biting in this heat but worth checking anyway.

Billy cussing to himself, stomping around the side of the trailer. Almost walking face-first into the ass-end of a window air conditioning unit. The unit whining, working overtime. 

Insects buzzing all around Billy. Dust and pollen floating in the shafts of harsh sunlight. 

No sign of Frank.

Then hearing the squeaky hinges of the storm door, so Billy heading back around to the front.

“Who the hell's pounding on my fuckin' door?”

Frank standing on the small landing, cigarette dangling from his lips. 

Short, skinny legs sticking out of his long, denim shorts. Knees and calves tanned all the way down to the distinct tan line just above his pasty ankles and feet. A black golf shirt straining against Frank’s belly. Three-day growth filling in around his goatee. 

Frank holding open the storm door, looking around. Seeing Billy coming back around the side of the trailer. 

Frank saying, “Oh, hell, it’s you.” 

Then turning and heading back into his trailer, letting the storm door smack shut behind him. 

Leaving the wooden door open, and Billy recognizing it for the invitation it was.







The air inside the trailer rank with cigarette smoke. Billy thinking at least it’s cool thanks to the window unit. 

Billy catching a hint of sugary aroma in the air, a faint boozy smell. 

Frank already plopped down in his leather recliner, sipping on a glass of ice tea.

“Have a seat, Billy,” Frank said, motioning toward a leather couch. “Want a place of iced tea? Just made up a pitcher, if you don’t mind instant.”

“I do not mind instant and definitely would not say no,” Billy said, settling down into the soft leather of the couch.

“It’s in the fridge,” Frank said, flicking cigarette ash into a beanbag ashtray atop a folding table next to his recliner. 

At the same time, Frank making a violent nasal-clearing noise. More of a hock than a sniff. A compulsive habit of Frank’s that everyone eventually got used to.

Billy digging himself out of the couch. Heading over to the trailer’s kitchen, getting the pitcher of instant tea from the refrigerator. 

"Glasses are in the cabinet next to the sink," Frank said, "Ice is where you think it’d be."

Neither man talking until Billy sat back down on the couch with his ice tea.

“So,” Frank said, “to what do I owe the honor of your visit, Sheriff Billy, whom I’ve known since you were wetting yourself?”

Frank only comfortable when he was playing from the upper hand. Billy used to it and not letting it get to him. Or at least not showing it.

“Well, this morning I was by Dixie’s house—“

“—My house, you mean.”

“Yeah, anyway, went by and saw someone had done a little decorating on the outside of your house.”

Frank leaning over the side of his chair, bringing up a half-empty bottle of Southern Comfort from under the small side table.

“Hope you don’t mind,” Frank said, topping off his ice tea with the sweet liquor, “Like a little sugar in my tea, now and then.”

Frank waving the bottle at Billy, offering it to him.

Billy shaking his head, partly to decline the offer and partly because Frank was drinking booze before noon.

“Suit yourself,” Frank said, swirling his drink with a nicotine-stained finger. Taking a long drink before finally asking, “So how do you mean decorating?”

“You haven’t talked to Dixie?”

“We ain’t talking much these days. Except when we have to, she needs money, something like that. Then she’s on the blower real quick, of course.”

“Well, at least you’re talking,” Billy said. “She said you two are going through a rough patch.”

“That’s what she called it?” Frank making that nasal noise again. “Well, ain’t that pretty.”

Billy’s turn to sip his tea, let it all hang in the air for a moment before continuing.

“Whatever’s going on in your marriage, that’s none of my business."

“You’re right," Frank said, stubbing out his cigarette in the beanbag ashtray. "It’s not.” 

“Thing is though, somebody went and painted a few not-so-nice words on the side of your home.”

“Like what?”

“It had to do with your Russian house guest.”

“She’s Ukrainian,” Frank said, lighting another cigarette. “Don’t mean much to you and me, but to them, it’s a big deal. Trust me, learned the hard way.”

“Either way, what they wrote wasn’t nice nor subtle. Then again, vandalism usually isn’t either one of those things.”

“They both okay?” Frank said.

Billy struck by the genuine concern in Frank’s voice.

 “They’re fine," Billy said. "Have any idea who might do a thing like this?”

“Probably some idiot kids,” Frank said.

“That’s what Dixie said. Didn’t even want to file a report.”

Frank leaning forward in his recliner, setting his ice tea on the low coffee table between his chair and the couch where Billy sat. 

“She didn’t file a report? Goddamn, how many times I gotta tell that woman always file a report with the police. Adds legitimacy to the insurance claim if you decide to file one. Son of a bitch, if she didn’t want to file a report, why in the hell did she even call you in the first place?”

“She didn’t. I was looking in on her after she didn’t show up to walk with my mom and the other gals.”

“Dispatched to the scene by your momma, huh?” 

Again Frank with the nasal noise.

Billy giving a slight smile, letting it slide. 

“Anyway, I don’t have to tell you about Dixie, kind to a fault. I mean, it was almost like she didn’t want to report it because she wanted to protect someone.”

“Like who?”

“Like whoever painted that on your house.”

Frank leveling Billy with a long look, saying nothing. Then picking up his spiked ice tea from the coffee table, taking a sip before speaking.

“Why in the hell would I vandalize my own house?”

“Maybe because you’re angry,” Billy said, “about the way things turned out between you and Dixie and that Ukrainian staying in your house. Maybe you got drunk, got a can of spray paint. Figured you'd get back at them a little.”

Franking thinking it over, finishing his tea. Billy noticing the pained look coming over Frank’s face.

“That’s plausible, I’ll grant you that,” Frank said, crunching ice as he spoke. “You got no idea what it’s like, son. Getting rejected, shut down and shut out. Hurts you inside something fierce.”

Billy aware of the pained look flashing across his face now, reminded of Page’s cold shoulder as of late. Wanting to check his cell phone before realizing he’d left it in the SUV.

“Still, I didn’t do it,” Frank said, “May not live there but I do still own the damn place.”

“Guess I could ask you if you have an alibi,” Billy said. “There’s no report filed, though, so there’s not much I can do about it. Unless you feel like confessing?”

“Nothing to confess," Frank said, laughing. "Wasn’t me. Anything else, Billy? More tea?”

“I’d have another glass if you don’t mind,” Billy said. “It’s hot out.”

Billy rising from the couch and grabbing Frank’s tumbler to fix them both a fresh glass. 







While he was over in the cramped trailer kitchen, Billy trying to decide if he should let it all go? Or get around to asking what he really wanted to know?

Realizing he'd come to a point in this matter where he could stop. Simply move on, get on with his day. Go back to wrestling with heartache and his main hobby as of late: Trying in vain to get Paige to acknowledge him.

Billy getting almost as tired of that game as was everybody around him.

Besides, something just not right about the situation with Dixie and Frank. And all these other men in town with their mail-order brides. Billy unable to shake the feeling there was more going on that he should know about. 

An instinct telling him this might be one of those situations Sheriff Otis Cady over in Eden County was always talking about. 

Sheriff Cady, a mentor of sorts to Billy. Every now and then pointing out to Billy there were moments when people need their sheriff to save them from themselves, even if they don’t realize it.

Billy asking how would he recognize those moments, and the man saying those particular moments usually come when people were at their worst.

Billy deciding to toss it out there, see where it goes.

“Frank, can I ask you a question?”

“Another one? Fine, shoot.”

“What’s the story with the Ukrainian gal?”

“Oh, hell, you know.” 

Frank making his nasal noise again.

“Not really, no,” Billy said. “ Gotten the outline of it, heard the gossip. But you know how things get twisted all around when people downtown get to talking. I was wondering about your version. If you don’t mind me prying.”

“No secrets in a small town,” Frank said, taking the tumbler of ice tea from Billy.

“Seriously, I mean, marriages fall apart," Billy said, "Happens every day. But what’s with all the Ukrainian mail-order brides all of the sudden? It’s spreading like a virus. I mean, you, Doc Kirkman, Mike Ainsworth—“

“—Doyle Weston."

“That’s a new one on me,” Billy said. “Who else? Hewitt Hake, of course.”

“Yeah, Hew’s got himself one,” Frank said. “Tall blonde, name’s Nastunye. He calls her Big Nasty. She’s hot but, man, she can be a mean one."

"Mean how?"

“You know, definitely wears the pants around that house. Like a bigger, Ukrainian version of his ex-wife, Peg. Nastunye’s nice enough when she wants to be. That ain’t too often, though. Then again, Hew’s always kinda liked it that way, if you know what I mean.”

Frank grinning. Billy not sure he knew what Frank meant. Not sure he wanted clarification either. 

“Way I heard it,” Billy said, “Hewitt’s the one pulled the trigger and started it all off.”

“You heard it right. Now, Hew’s the one making money on all these deals.”

“Like how?”

"He’s gone and turned it into a little side-specialty of his law practice. Calls it From Your Ex-Wife To Your Next Wife. Says it as a joke, but that sums it up pretty good.”

“How’s this specialty of his work?”

“Hew arranges it all: Divorce from your wife, match-making with the Ukrainian gals. Handles all the legal paperwork, immigration, marriage, what have you. Soup to nuts for his buddies around town, though my guess is he’ll handle it for any big swinging dick that’s got the money.”

“How’s Hewitt find the Ukrainian women?”

“Dunno. Got a connection of some sort, though. Heard something about the Ukrainian mob but like you said, people get to talking and all kinds of bullshit come flying out of their mouths.”

"How'd it worked with you?"

"Hew emailed me a link to a website. Site had a whole catalog of women to choose from. You know, their particulars, height, weight, likes, dislikes. And photos of course."

"Naked?"

"Nothing dirty like that, just faces, maybe a few in bikinis. You see a few you like, let Hew know. Day later you get an email from the gal. You’re off and running, emailing, texting, calls, what have you.”

“Direct? Or through Hewitt?”

“That’s all direct. Hew’s out of it until you hit it off and decide you want to meet in person. You pay Hew, he arranges to have her brought over. A nifty business plan. Innovative little sucker, I’ll give him that.”

“Innovative,” Billy said, “Guess you could call it that.”

“Way I see it, though, Hew’s still got a few kinks to work out with his little business.”

“Such as?”

“Such as when your product or service doesn’t perform like it’s supposed to, then you’ve got yourself a customer service issue.”

Billy knowing what Frank was getting at.

“Warranty, huh?” Billy said. “Free replacement?”

Frank shaking his head, making that nasal noise for the umpteenth time.

“To hell with that. Had about enough heartache for one lifetime,” Frank said, “Want my goddamn money back.”


Eight




The charcoal gray pickup truck flying into the driveway of Frank and Dixie’s house, tires screeching to a halt. 

Frank stumbling out. Looking over the faint outline of the vandalism across the side of his house. 

After Billy left his fishing lodge, Frank downed another hard iced tea. Decided it might be a good idea to go over, assess the damage to his property. 

Seeing it now, it didn’t look too bad. As long as you didn’t factor in how much hate it took to motivate someone to go to all the trouble. 

“Glad to see she had sense enough to primer over this horseshit.”

Frank talking to himself, testing the primer with his middle finger. Still a little tacky, but fuck if he had all day.

Frank poking the access code into the keypad, and the garage door groaning into motion. Frank not waiting, ducking under it before it was all the way up.

Rummaging around for the bucket of exterior white paint he kept for touch ups, trying to find the roller and paint tray.

The door connecting the garage to the house opening, and Dixie standing in the doorway.

“Frank, for Pete’s sake what are you doing?”

Frank not looking up at, barking at her over his shoulder.

“Where’s the damn step ladder?”

“It’s out back on the patio,” Dixie said. “Now what are you after?” 

“Well, woman, since you saw fit not to file a report, figured I better paint this myself. Ain’t going to submit an insurance claim without a police report. And I damn sure ain’t paying out of my own pocket for one of these jokers around here to slap a half-ass paint job on my house.”

Dixie stepping down into the garage. Getting a whiff of the odor of sweat and liquor coming off Frank.

“First of all Frank, you can’t pop over here anytime you feel like it. You’re supposed to call first. You agreed to that.”

“I don’t have to call if I want to come over to fix my own goddamn house.”

Dixie repeating, “You agreed to that, Frank Hamm.” 

Saying it with a sternness so rare for her that when she used the tone, it shocked people. 

Frank heeling immediately, freezing mid-search. His shoulders hunched with tension.

“Too goddamn hot to paint right now anyway,” Frank said.

“Why don’t you come in,” Dixie said. “Have a glass of ice tea.”

Movement behind Dixie. Then Frank seeing Tatyana’s pretty little head just beyond his wife’s broad shoulders.

“Hi Frank,” Tatyana said. “You like glass of ice tea? With mint? I pick from garden.”

Frank for the first time in a long time reminded of the aroma and taste of mint picked fresh from his wife’s herb garden. The way it made the iced tea even cooler, more satisfying.

Frank’s shoulders relaxing. “I could use a glass, I guess.”

“With mint?” Tatyana said.

Frank not saying a word, only nodding as he staggered into his home that he didn't live in anymore.
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Billy hunched over the counter at Trace’s Place.

Staring into his chicken pesto panini with a look somewhere between amazement and disbelief. Nothing to do with his sandwich, though. 

He was unsure which shocked him more: That there was a market in his town demanding mail-order brides? 

Or that there was service to meet such a demand?

Looking around the cafe bustling with the lunch rush, wondering if he really knew any of these people. 

Tippy, the head server, taking an order from two farmers in a booth. Tippy having grown out her natural blonde curls. All smiles. Sharp and crisp in her tone and movements, always friendly. 

Billy wondering if a darkness was hiding beneath her smile? And if so, did he even want to know?

Trace, owner and chef of the cafe and Billy’s good friend, working hard back in the kitchen. Every once in a while the kitchen door swinging open, revealing a glimpse of Trace at a stove or barking at one of his tight-knit cooking staff. 

Trace in his element, comfortable. At ease among the heat and the pressure. Billy all too familiar with Trace’s rough edges. Partly because of the two of them were close and partly because Trace didn’t go to great lengths to hide them.

Billy scanning the cafe. Along the far wall, sitting alone in a booth, Arlita Hardy. 

Eyes down, looking over the newspaper. Sometimes her granddaughter, Patty, joined her for lunch but not today. Word around town, Patty was down in Dallas visiting her mother and her mother’s latest husband, Gerald. 

Billy watching Arlita read her paper, an occasional bite of her wrap sandwich. Billy’d known Arlita all his life. A friend of his mother's. Gave him his first haircut and most of them ever since. 

All that was her outer layer. 

Didn’t mean her nice parts weren't real, just meant there was more to her. Something else down inside her that people would never suspect. 

Billy didn’t suspect those things about Arlita. He knew them well.

Arlita out of the state penitentiary a little more than two months now. After serving eight months. A short hitch for killing a person, justified or not, Billy thought. Billy guessing eight months is what Blind Lady Justice added it all up to.

Start with a county prosecutor who wants a plea bargain more than the defendant. The prosecutor is savvy enough to know it will be nearly impossible to find twelve people in Caste County — or for that matter, any surrounding county should they change the venue in search of an impartial jury — who would convict Arlita given the circumstances of her granddaughter’s kidnapping.

On top of that, you add a sympathetic judge, high-profile news coverage and the best criminal defense attorneys that lottery winnings can buy.

Oh, and Billy couldn’t forget the defendant herself. Arlita letting it be known she didn’t mind having it officially on record that she’d, as she put it, “killed the last guy who tried to fuck with me and my family.” 

Said it made for a clear and direct No Trespassing sign of sorts.

Arlita looking up from her newspaper, catching Billy looking her way. Billy nodding. Arlita nodding back. Returning to her reading.

Billy returning to his sandwich. 

The new server, Olivia, moving back and forth behind the counter. Billy wondering about the young brunette. 

Cute in a plain way when she wasn’t scowling. Welcomed to the restaurant team with open arms, the latest guest to find safe harbor in Trace’s Home for Single Mothers. 

Barely past twenty-one with two kids of her own and already divorced from her no-ambition high school sweetheart. 

What inside her kept her from seeing what everyone else saw all along in her ex-husband? 

Or was it that she thought she saw something in him that wasn’t there? 

Billy thinking that right there is what always does a person in when it comes to someone else—that mix of not seeing what’s obvious and seeing what’s not even there. 

Checking his phone for some word from Paige. Nothing. 

Wondering what he was not seeing and what was he imaging about Paige?







Billy listening to the others in the cafe. What the hell he would find if he started peeling back their layers? Wondering if that was the essence of his job as sheriff, to deal with those layers?

And if so, was this to be his life’s work?

Coming down out of his head and back to the present. Billy reminding himself he was no closer to knowing who’d vandalized the Hamm’s house. 

All but certain Frank didn’t do it. No evidence for or against him, just Billy’s instinct. Something in the way Frank reacted when Billy asked him about it.

Billy thinking no suspects at this time. 

Like they say at the press briefings on cop shows. Luckily, Billy was in the one place where there was no shortage of suggestions for possible suspects. 

Hadn’t taken long for word of the anti-pinko vandalism against the Hamm’s property to reach downtown Caulfield.

“I say it’s them neo-Nazi skinheads types.” 

The words spoken with a twang, coming from the pencil-mustachioed mouth of Dan Lippough. A local businessman, skinny but somehow with an ample belly. Sitting down the counter, Cobb salad out in front of his gut. 

Everyone calling him Dogpatch because he was born and raised in Arkansas. Someone said it once, it fit, so it stuck.

The man next to Dogpatch, Kenny Vogel, shaking his head adamantly. Saying just as loudly, “No such groups in Caulfield.”

Kenny the city manager. Always on the lookout through his big, square wire-frames for any kind of criticism, legitimate or otherwise, of the town’s reputation. Kenny going on.

“We got people whose grandparents and great grandparents fought Hitler and the Nazis, Tojo and the Japanese too.”

“Oh, I’m talking about the young ‘uns,” Dogpatch said. “Mix up some hate speech with a young man’s hormones, shave his head, you got yourself a mess on your hands.”

“I’ll tell you what we got,” Kenny said. “We got us folks who like their guns - as do I. And we got some folks who may feel we got too many people coming into this country from too many other places - which I don’t necessarily agree with or disagree with too much either way — but that don’t make them Nazi’s.”

“Kinda does, actually, that last group you mentioned,” Tippy said, pouring both men more iced tea. “At the very least, distant kissing cousins.”

“Name calling doesn’t help, Tippy,” Kenny said.

“Neither does vandalizing a house just because a Russian woman happens to live there.” 

This was Anthony Ramirez chiming in from across the room. 

Anthony sitting with Marvin Welch, his partner in their septic tank cleaning business. Their motto being, "You Shit ‘em, We’ll Git ‘em!” 

The two of them in matching blue coveralls, hunkered down at a two-top that wasn't nearly close enough for them to be a part of the conversation. But neither man letting that stop him.

“Ukrainian,” Tippy said. “Not Russian.”

“All the same to me,” Dogpatch said.

Olivia walking by to send an order back to the kitchen, saying as she passed the counter, “Whatever they are, I don’t care for them. All them got severe cases of Resting Bitch Face.” 

“Maybe they just had a hard life,” Anthony said. “And that’s why they all look that way. Maybe that’s why they came here.”

“They don’t all look that way,” Dogpatch said. “The little gal living with Dixie, she’s got a pretty little resting face. Now, that one Hewitt’s got….”

Dogpatch not finishing, just letting that hang in the air.

“Those girls all seem nice enough to me,” Tippy said. “Do a hell of a job on manni-pettis. Waxing too.”

The place getting quiet at that. Picturing areas Tippy might have waxed by a Ukrainian woman at the nail and waxing salon Hewitt’s new wife owned.

Tippy with that easy smile, breaking the awkward silence by holding up a pitcher of iced tea. 

“More tea, Billy?”

After that the place slowly murmuring back to life.

“I don’t like how they talk funny,” Olivia said, grabbing place settings from behind the counter.

“I know,” Dogpatch said, “like Boris and Natasha.”

Olivia shooting a glance at Dogpatch, asking who?

“You know, moose and squirrel?” Dogpatch said. 

Olivia with a blank look on her own resting bitch face.

“Rocky and Bullwinkle? Mean to tell me you don’t know….” 

Dogpatch in disbelief that this young woman wasn’t familiar with the cartoon he was referring despite it being created decades before she was born. 

“Little lady, were you raised by wolves or something?” he said.

“Good cartoon,” Marvin said. “But cartoons didn’t paint the Hamm’s house. One hand you got your neo-Nazis—"

“—No,” Kenny said, “You don’t.”

Marvin ignoring him, moving forward. 

“On the other hand you maybe got pranksters, bored kids, something like that.” Marvin pausing for effect. 

Then saying, “And on another hand—"

“—How many hands you got?” Anthony said. “Wait. Marvin, I’m warning you. Do not say aliens.”

“Oh, not aliens.” Marvin shaking his head to reassure Anthony.

“Thank god,” Anthony said.

“Well, yes and no,” Marvin said.

The whole place groaning at that.

“Good god, Marvin,” Anthony said. “I swear, will you come up with something new, please? Always aliens with you. Give a lot of credit to beings we don’t even know exist.”

Marvin ignoring everyone in the place while simultaneously talking to them. In a dead serious tone, saying, “Oh, we know they exist. But they didn’t do this vandalism. This was by the other kind of alien.”

“What other kind is there?” Dogpatch said.

“Not the flying saucer type,” Marvin said, holding court now. “The illegal kind.”

“Those women aren’t illegal,” Kenny said. “Hewitt made sure they have their immigration paperwork in order.”

“That right there is what I’m talking about,” Marvin said, eyes wide, pointing at Kenny. “I’m not saying the Russian women are illegal. That right there, you’re way off base with that and that’s exactly what they want.”

“That’s what who wants?” Tippy said.

“The vandals,” Marvin said. “Real illegal aliens.”

Anthony about ready to strangle his business partner, saying, “Now why would illegal aliens vandalize a house with Russians?”

“Ukrainians,” Tippy said.

“Simple,” Marvin said. “To draw attention away from themselves. Make people focus on the Russi…Ukrainians instead of looking at the real illegals.”

“Now, let me get this straight,” Dogpatch said. “You’re saying illegal aliens took the chance of getting caught — broke the law, that is — to focus attention on a different group of foreigners and away from themselves?”

“I am saying that very thing, yes.”

Dogpatch thinking it over. 

“That’s brilliant,” he finally said. “Hate to hand it to a bunch of illegals but that’s so diabolical it’s downright brilliant. Brilliant of you figuring it out too."

“See,” Marvin said, delivering a backhand slap to Anthony’s shoulder. “He gets it!”

“Great minds think alike, I guess,” Anthony said, taking sip of his soda.

Dogpatch twisting around on his stool at the counter, seeking out someone. Finding her.

“Arlita, you been awful quiet over there by your lonesome,” Dogpatch said. “Who you think did it?”

Arlita surprised, looking up from her newspaper. Raising her eyebrows in a way that said Who are you kidding?

“Y’all know who,” Arlita said. “I ain’t saying, but you all know who.”

“I’ll say it for you,” Dogpatch said. “Ain’t afraid. Colt Denton and Tanner Gribble. That who you’re alluding to?"

"Ain't saying nothing," Arlita said.

"Those boys have been caught pulling crap like this before,” Dogpatch said.

“That was just dumb destruction of property stuff.” Kenny said. “breaking windows and mailboxes, dumb kid stuff like that.”

“They ain’t kids anymore. They’ve graduated high school,” Dogpatch said. “Wasn’t just dumb stuff neither. What about them gravestones? Can't be no coincidence a bunch them headstones those two knocked over were of dead black folks.”

 “Living black people don’t have headstones,” Marvin said.

“You know what I mean,” Dogpatch said. “And we all know how and why they got out of it. Besides, people've heard that Tanner boy's family talking all that white power business.”

“What people?” Tippy said.

“People,” Dogpatch insisted. “Ain’t that right, Arlita?”

“Like I said, I ain’t saying.”

“Don’t have to,” Dogpatch said. “I’ll say it again for you—Colt and Tanner did it. 

Just then a new voice chiming in. 

“Think so, huh?”

Everybody in the cafe turning toward the voice.

Standing there just inside the doorway, Caulfield’s mayor - and Colt Denton’s mother - Ruby Denton.
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“I said, ‘think so, huh?’”

Ruby, late-forties, with dyed-red bangs hanging over her smirking, freckled face. The place gone quiet at the sight of all five feet, two inches of her. 

“What’s a matter, Dogpatch?” Ruby said, moving deeper into the cafe, “Cat got your tongue?”

Billy thinking this was Ruby doing what she does—making everyone around her uncomfortable. And relishing every bit of it. 

“Madam Mayor, it’s not that I think so,” Dogpatch said, voice thin, dry.

Dogpatch pausing for a sip of ice tea. 

“Was only saying what everybody else…well, some people might be thinking is all. Not me. Still got my money on them neo-Nazis."

“What neo-Nazis?” Ruby said. “No neo-Nazi’s in Caulfield. Are there, Mr. City Manager?”

“No ma’am,” Kenny said.

Ruby taking her time making her way through the cafe. Enjoying having all eyes on her. 

Being the mayor of Caulfield was barely a part-time job. In truth, Ruby made a nice living as queen of the local multi-level marketing world. Always persuading women to host parties to sell cosmetics, skin care products, jewelry, adult toys or sexy lingerie. 

By far her most lucrative hustle was getting women to exchange their jewelry for money at cash-for-gold parties.

She was a businesswoman, not a politician, she'd tell anyone who listened and even those who didn’t. Proud that she was duly elected mayor of Caulfield without ever having held any sort of elected office.

For his part Billy unimpressed with such a feat. Had is own first-hand knowledge of how easy it was to get elected around Caulfield without experience or credentials. 

Ruby sidling up to the counter alongside Billy. Her standing, him sitting. Making them about the same height. Ruby maybe a hair taller, looking down, checking out his lunch.

“How’s the grilled cheese today, Sheriff?” Ruby said, locking eyes with him. “Tasty as always?”

“Couldn’t tell you,” Billy said, “this is the chicken panini.”

Billy turning his attention from her and back to his food. Thanks to her love of flirting with him, Billy was one of the few people in local government Ruby halfway got along with. 

Wasn’t long after she took office in a close vote that Ruby discovered the position of mayor was toothless and largely ceremonial. 

Her biggest challenge had been getting herself up to speed on Robert’s Rules of Order, the mayor’s main responsibility being running the city commission meetings. Real power, she found out, lay in the collective will of the city commission. And that meant getting along with others, never a strong suit of Ruby’s.

To actually get anything done around town, she needed Kenny, the city manager. Ruby disliking and abusing Kenny for this rather than valuing him.

Kenny clearing his throat before addressing her. 

“Madam Mayor, I think everyone's put a little on edge by this vandalism, is all.”

“That right, Mister City Manager?” Ruby said, addressing the entire cafe. “Well, let’s take a good look at what we have. And I mean an honest look. The no-bullshit kind that a lot of people around here are afraid to take.”

Several people in the cafe nodding, eyes cast down at their plates. Most of them going along to get along, Billy could tell.

“This here’s an issue of outsiders,” Ruby went on, moving around, working the room, “nothing more, nothing less. This is what outsiders do…they try to drive a wedge between those of us on the inside. Turn neighbor against neighbor, brother against brother.”

Heads around the room still nodding but now a few faces turned up toward Ruby as if she was giving off light, and they couldn’t help themselves.

“Now, don’t misunderstand me,” Ruby said. “I’m against the desecration of personal property. And just like everybody else in this cafe I’m very much for our God-given constitutional right to own said property.”

Billy glad Ruby had cleared up her stance on owning property even though no one had called it — or the idea itself — into question.

“What’s really going on here,” Ruby went on, warming up now, “is the desecration of the American Dream…by people coming here from other lands…looking to take over…and take from us…what’s rightfully ours.”

Billy hearing all this even though he was trying his best not to. Was he the only one interested in who actually committed the vandalism? Or why they’d done it? In the mundane stuff like the truth rather than the sexy sizzle of gossip and a whole lot of grandstanding?

Billy wondering if Ruby even knew what she was saying half the time. In his head Billy asking, genius or an idiot?

 Then answering himself out loud, “Yes.”

Ruby hearing him. 

“See, even the Sheriff agrees with me!”

“No, I don’t.”

Ruby stopping, turning, coming back toward him with that oh you want to play smirk on her face. 

People in the cafe uncomfortable, shifting around in their seats.

“No, you don’t agree with me that we have a right to own property and not suffer vandalization?” Ruby said, laying a hand softly on his forearm. “Or don’t you agree with me that we have a right to defend ourselves from foreigners trying to change our American way of life?”

“I don’t agree with you that this is about anything other than vandalism,” Billy said. “Before we can nail down why the vandal or vandals did it, we have to nail down who he, she or they are. Which I believe is where you came in, Madam Mayor.”

Ruby with a hard look in her eyes, pulling her hand from Billy’s arm. 

“You think my boy did it?”

“Have no reason to suspect he did it,” Billy said. “Do I?”

Dogpatch piping up all of the sudden. “Well, what do you think, Sheriff?"

“I think,” Billy said, getting up from the counter, grabbing his plate, “that when I decide to crowd-source investigations, you’ll all be the first to know.”

Holding up his plate, a gesture toward Tippy. 

“Tell Trace I’ll bring this back by later.”

Billy taking his plate, heading for the door.

“For the record, Billy,” Ruby said, calling after him, “my son and Tanner were home with me last night, all night.”

“For the record,” Billy said, “didn’t ask. Have a good one.”

With that, Billy out the door carrying his sandwich plate.
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“Better toss on a few more of them motherfuckers.”

Colt Denton and Tanner Gribble standing in Colt’s kitchen, both shirtless. Only now getting up and around after a late night. About to heat up a batch of frozen chicken nuggets scattered over a cookie sheet.

“Serious, dude, a few more,” Tanner said, stroking the scraggly blond beard hanging off his chin. “Fuckin’ starving.”

Colt tossing a few more hard nuggets onto the cookie sheet before sliding it into the hot oven. Technically, it was Ruby’s kitchen, Colt still living with his mother even though he was eighteen and had graduated high school in May. 

Tanner a year older but also had graduated in May. Barely. Spent enough time over at Colt’s that it was like he lived there. The situation at Tanner’s mom’s house the same as always, a mix of booze and meth and crime and violence.

Colt watching as Tanner packed weed into the bowl of the red two-foot bong. Noticing how the muscles in Tanner’s arms flexed under his sleeve of tattoos, mostly blues and reds and blacks. 

Even something as low-effort as fixing a bong hit sent Tanner’s body to rippling. Colt jealous of Tanner’s luck. Must be nice being one of those naturally sinewy guys, torso cut by the blessings of genetics. Definitely didn't get that body by hard work. 

Tanner striking the disposable lighter and touching the flame to the bowl of weed. Bong water gurgling as he sucked in deeply until the chamber was filled with dense pot smoke. Sliding his thumb off the carburetor, vacuuming the smoke out of the cylinder, sending it deep into his lungs. 

The magic vapor invading almost every one of his sixty thousand tiny bronchioles, before passing through to choke his alveoli.

Colt watching Tanner holding it in….

Eyes watering. 

…Hold it…

…Stifling a cough….

…hold it…

Tanner unable to keep it down any longer. Smoke streaming out of the side of his mouth with a sound that was half-cough and half-curse. Holding out the bong for Colt. 

Colt not moving, debating whether he wanted to start out his day with a foggy brain.

“Take it, dumbass,” Tanner said.

“Nah, I’ll pass.”

“What?”

“I’ll pass for now,” Colt said.

“Fuck if you will. Stop being a pussy,” Tanner said, an edge in his voice that was anything but playful. “Smoke up, Johnny.”

Just then the home phone ringing. Colt saved by the bell.

Sort of. 

Caller I.D. alerting him it was his mother calling.

“Hi momma, what’s up?”

“Surprised to see you’re up,” Ruby said. “So, tell me, just what the hell did you do last night?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. Don’t yank my chain, damn it. You and Tanner—he still there?”

Colt looking at Tanner, who was watching the chicken nuggets warming in the oven. 

“Yeah.”

“Mind telling me what you two got up to?”

“Nothing, momma.” 

Colt’s mind racing over the events of the previous evening. 

Uneventful as usual, though there were a few things he had no intention of admitting to. Hadn’t done much other than trying to make a boring-ass Monday evening in the summer a little more interesting. 

Mostly they drove around town in Tanner’s beat up truck, smoked weed, drank Sprite mixed with cough syrup. 

Tanner saying the cocktail was called Lean.

"Because you drink enough of it, you lean when you walk. Or maybe because you got to lean against a fucking wall once it kicks it in. Some shit like that."

The weed and the Lean had knocked Colt and Tanner way down. 

So Tanner had crushed and snorted the little bit of meth he’d swiped from his older brother, the one that still lived at home too. 

Colt passing on the meth as usual. 

As usual, Tanner calling him a puss.

After that Tanner had been all perked up. Decided they should go on a quest, see if anybody in town had this new drug called krokodil. 

Tanner heard it came from Russia or at least started there. Yelling over the blaring AC/DC, Tanner saying he’d heard “that shit’s supposed to fuck you up, down and sideways. Buddy, I’ll step up, take that taste test, fucking-A right.”

No luck finding this new holy grail of drugs. So, nothing else to do but smoke more weed, guzzle more Lean. 

Eventually called it a night around two in morning and crashed at Colt’s. 

Colt’s mind racing through it all, not about to give anything away, at least until his mother got specific.

“Honestly, momma,” Colt said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Okay, let me tell you what I’m talking about.” 

The irritation in Ruby’s voice coming through the line loud and clear. 

“Did you and dip shit there go and paint a little artwork on Frank and Dixie Hamm’s place last night?”

“What? No.” Colt confused, not sure what to say. “What do you mean artwork?”

“Vandalism,” Ruby said. “Somebody painted some hateful shit on the side of their house.”

“We didn’t do nothing like that,” Colt said. “What makes you think it was me and Tanner?”

Colt listening to his mother while watching Tanner struggling to use a wooden spoon to scratch an itch in the middle of his bare back.

“Same reason everyone else does,” his mother said. “You two are always doing stupid stuff like that. Whoever did it, they painted some kind of white power thingy.”

“I ain't no Nazi,” Colt said.

Tanner hearing the word Nazi, giving a Nazi salute, clicking his bare heels together and all. Colt covering the phone so his mother wouldn’t hear him laughing.

“Listen to how you talk, ain't no Nazi,” Ruby said. “Maybe you ain’t one, but I’ve heard Tanner talking a bunch of that trash. It’s one thing to have pride in America and your heritage. It’s whole other thing to be a Hitler-loving son of a bitch.”

“That’s all kidding around. It’s nothing.”

“Tanner’s got a couple of brothers with swastika tattoos, one of them on his neck.”

“Whatever, momma,” Colt said. “Whoever done the vandalism, it wasn’t us.”

“I hope that is indeed the case, son” Ruby. “Because I told Sheriff Keene you and Tanner were at our house with me all last night.”

“Sheriff Keene’s saying we did this?”

Tanner hearing the sheriff’s name mentioned. Squinting his eyes and pursing his lips, making a gimme-a-break-who-gives-a-shit face at Colt.

“No, other folks gossiping, is all. I made sure he and everybody else knows you and Tanner were with me. Got that?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. And make sure your boyfriend there’s got it too.”

“I told you to stop with that, momma!” Colt catching himself protesting too hard. “That’s not funny.”

Colt giving a quick glance Tanner’s way, seeing if Tanner was paying attention. Didn’t seem to be. Appeared to be up in his dopey head, glassy-eyed and with one hand down his shorts, scratching his balls.

“Relax, I’m only kidding, baby,” Ruby said. “What’s the matter, lack of sleep?”

“Maybe,” Colt said, watching Tanner use a dish towel to pull the cookie sheet out of the oven, tipping it so all the nuggets landed on his own plate. 

“Look, momma, I gotta go.”

Colt killing the call, yelling, “The fuck, man? Mind if I have some of those?”

Tanner clawing a few steaming nuggets from his plate. Tossing them onto Colt’s plate before they burned the fingertips of his ball-scratching hand.

“There you go,” Tanner said, chewing, mouth open.

“Thanks, dick.”

Tanner grinning, tipping more nuggets off his plate and onto Colt’s. Moving to the side of the kitchen island opposite from Colt. 

Colt noticing Tanner still with the lion’s share of nuggets and letting it slide. Pouring a puddle of ranch dressing on the side of his plate.

“Gimme that,” Tanner said, reaching across, taking the bottle from Colt. “You got any hot mustard too?”

“Funny,” Colt said. Knowing Tanner was fully aware of Colt’s mustard allergy and never missing an opportunity to give him shit about it. 

Tanner always teasing, saying some night while Colt’s sleeping, he’s going to squeeze mustard in Colt’s mouth. Prove he wasn’t allergic, he was just a pussy. 

“What’d the mayoress want, anyway?” Tanner said while chewing.

“Nothing, just wondered what we was up to last night. Anybody asks, you and me hung out here last night with momma.”

“Works for me,” Tanner said, dipping another nugget in ranch dressing before popping it into his mouth. Tendons working his jaws as he chewed, smacking sounds leaking from his mouth. Thinking it over. 

Tanner stopping mid-chew. 

Through the food in his mouth saying, “Why would anybody ask where we was?”

“Momma said somebody vandalized Frank and Dixie Hamm’s house last night,” Colt said. “People around town saying it was us that did it.”

“Why they think it was us?”

“Because of the tombstone deal, I guess,” Colt said. “Whoever done it, supposedly they painted a lot of white power stuff on the house.”

“Cool,” Tanner said. “Still don't why they think it was us?”

“Maybe, because your brothers' got them Nazi tattoos. I don't know.

“That’s a prison thing, is all,” Tanner said.

“That’s what I told her,” Colt said. “You know how she is, gets the story wrong all the time. Missing an important part or exaggerating some small aspect. Anyway, wouldn’t worry about it."

“I ain’t,” Tanner said. “You gonna finish those?”

“Yes,” Colt said. “Can make more if you want.”

Tanner staring at the floor. Colt not sure if Tanner was considering heating up more nuggets or simply stoned to the bone.

“So they think we did that Nazi shit, huh?” Tanner said. “Cool, let them think it. Good news is, we know there’s folks out there feels like us.”

Colt thinking, us? Saying nothing, though, letting Tanner run with it.

“Fed up with it. Enough to do something about it, sounds like. Know what I mean?”

 “Guess so,” Colt said. Unsure what to say. Not wanting to poke Tanner. 

Tanner with that wild-eyed look he got whenever he came up with something wrong he thought they should do. Wrong as in dumb, mean, outside the law or a combination there of.

“Guess so?” Tanner saying it quietly. “You mean to tell me you ain’t sick and tired of all them niggers and spics and foreigners and motherfuckers like that?”

Colt shrugging.

“Like my brother always says, pays to pay attention to what’s going on in the world around you,” Tanner said.

Colt unsure which brother Tanner was referring to, Tab or Travis. Didn’t matter, could have been either.

Tanner silent, leveling a hard stare at Colt.

Colt unnerved by Tanner’s wet, bloodshot eyes. A little thrilled by them too. 

Finally, Colt looking away, eyes moving around the kitchen like he was searching for an exit. But knowing he wasn't going anywhere.

“Hey,” Tanner said, his mood switching back, “Are you gonna eat those or are you not?”

Colt looking down at the four nuggets left on his plate. Saying yeah he was.

Tanner leaning over to Colt’s plate, spitting saliva on the remaining nuggets.

Colt jumping back. “Damn it, Tanner!’

“Are you sure you want them?”

“Fine, take ‘em,” Colt said, sliding the plate across the island. Surprised he wasn’t repulsed by Tanner when he knew he should be.

Had to admit that it didn’t bother him much that Tanner had taken his food. Didn’t even mind that he’d spit on his plate. 

Damn sure didn’t share Tanner’s feelings about blacks or Mexicans or anybody really. 

Colt not sure why he hung out with Tanner at all. Or, at least, not sure he could admit why to himself.

Colt watching Tanner’s back bunch up into smooth, rolling hills of skin and muscle as he reached across the island for the bong.

“People can think what they want,” Tanner said. “I say we take take this bitch up a notch.”

“How you mean?”

“Way I see it, there’s other folks out there feel like us and ready to do something about it. It's time we do some serious damage,” Tanner said, striking the lighter. 

“But first, another hit off the old peace pipe.”


Twelve




“So, our honorable mayor ruined your lunch, did she?”

Lon asking the question. Kicked back with his feet up on the desk across from Billy. 

“See me here eating with all of you, don’t you?” Billy said.

“She’s a hellcat cougar,” Lon said, getting a kick out of it. “And you, my friend, you're her prey.”

Billy at a desk in the bullpen of the sheriff’s office, finishing his lunch and taking Lon’s teasing. His entire team in the office for one reason or another. 

Cookie perched on the edge of the desk where Billy was eating. Ready to go over the budget paperwork he’d put off earlier that morning. Nice enough to let him finish his lunch first.

Billy could see, right over Lon’s shoulder, Deputy Zane Teeter at his desk. Blue-eyes cast downward, diligently finishing up his arrest report from earlier.

He'd nailed some knucklehead hot-rodding down the middle of Main street early that morning. This grown man claiming he thought it would be okay because the street was deserted. 

He might be working, but Zane was catching their conversation, Billy could tell. Zane seldom missing a trick.

Then there was the FNG, Deputy Emily Dean. Standing off to the side because it was her desk where Billy was eating.

Emily on the job a little more than three months now, making her the FNG--short for the Fucking New Gal. 

Until Emily came along, Billy had been the Fucking New Guy. Didn’t matter that he was sheriff. And it didn’t matter how long a person had been there. Could wind up being the FNG for twenty years if that’s how long it took for someone new to come through the door. 

Emily was African-American, average height, not small, not big, soft-spoken. When he'd interviewed her for the job, Billy thought of her as the kind of person you might not notice if you weren’t paying attention. 

Gradually though, Billy picked up that Emily was quiet because, like Deputy Zane, she was always listening, always thinking.

Billy about to cram the last bite of his panini into his mouth when he glanced over at Deputy Dustin Rouse. Deputy Dustin on the computer at his desk even though he was off duty.

“D, you busy?”

“Nah, just dicking around,” Dustin said, turning in his office chair toward Billy. “Looking at them new Smith & Wesson’s with the crimson trace laser grips. Ain’t cheap, I can tell you that much. What’s up, hoss?”

“Want to get everybody’s thoughts on a few things.”

Billy cramming the last bite of his sandwich in his mouth. Immediately thinking, dummy what did you do that for? 

All eyes on Billy as he chewed, waiting. Billy holding one finger in the air, a gesture that was half apology and half asking them to wait while he swallowed.

Billy distracted by an alert on his phone. Still chewing as he checked it. Only a weather warning.

Billy swallowing, reading the alert aloud.

“Extreme heat.”

“In July?” Cookie said. “In Kansas? Imagine that.”

“Thanks for the update weatherman,” Lon said.

Billy putting down his cell, getting back to business.

“The gossip about who vandalized the Hamm’s was flying all around Trace's Place."

"Most of it ridiculous, I’m guessing,” Dustin said.

“You guess right,” Billy said. “Still, someone floated the idea that maybe it was Colt Denton and Tanner Gribble. And damned if they didn’t say it right as Ruby walked in the place, setting her off.”

“Yeah," Lon said, laughing, "and running you off."

“Yep, Lon, we’ve established that she ran me off,” Billy said, being patient. Accepting that Lon’s was one of those people who can’t or won’t pick up on social cues. 

“What’s everyone think of Colt and Tanner as the perps on the Hamm's deal?” Billy said.

“Got anything tying them to the scene?” Zane said.

Billy shaking his head.

“Any priors?” Emily asked.

“Nothing with a message to it, political or otherwise,” Dustin said. “Just idiot vandalism stuff, breaking shit.”

“Throwing rocks as dumb as the ones in their heads at church windows,” Cookie said. “Who does that?”

“If you remember,” Lon said, “I busted them two for destruction of property. Caught them knocking over gravestones, most of them belonging to black folks.”

“Would feel better about a race angle on that if all the headstones belonged to black people,” Dustin said. “And if the headstones weren’t all in a row, side-by-side, convenient like that. Or if they’d have skipped over the white folks’ stones, anything.”

"Main reason I don’t suspect those two of vandalizing the Hamm’s,” Billy said, “all the words were spelled right.”

Everyone laughing at that.

“Thing is,” Billy said. “Ruby was pretty adamant.”

“When ain’t she?” Zane said.

“True,” Billy said. “She offered up an alibi for them even though I didn’t ask for one.”

“Could be something,” Lon said. “Could be nothing.”

“Could be a mother overly protective of her kid, is all,” Emily said.

“And it could be worth talking to them,” Billy said. “I don’t know. I’ll think it about. Hey, by the way, you all know about the Ukrainian wife shop-and-swap going on around town?”

Everybody nodding.

“And did any of you know Hewitt Hake’s got this whole deal organized, making money off it?”

“That I did not know,” Lon said.

“Me neither,” Cookie said.

“That’s a communication breakdown, right there,” Dustin said. “Cookie’ s always up to speed on what’s going on around here.”

“Write down the date," Cookie said, "Don't happen often."

“Yeah, I didn’t either,” Billy said. “Don’t think there’s anything illegal about it.”

“Maybe,” Cookie said. “Downright creepy, though.”

“That seems to be the consensus of opinion,” Billy said, "at least among the women."

“Isn’t it a kind of human trafficking?” Zane said.

“I may have to get Hewitt's point of view on that sooner or later,” Billy said. “The legality of his business, his take on why it’s not trafficking. What the hell kind of person turns that into a business, anyway?”

“A lawyer,” Lon said.

“A businessman,” Zane said. “There’s obviously people who want it. He’s only providing it.”

“Could say the same about meth,” Lon said. “Don’t make it right.”

“It threw me for a loop too,” Billy said. “I mean, I knew there were a couple of Russian women moved to town—well, I thought they were Russian. Turns out they’re Ukrainian. And touchy on the distinction.”

“How so?” Emily said.

“Like if someone said you was from Oklahoma,” Lon said. “Fighting words.”

“I am from Oklahoma,” Emily said. “Born in Stillwater.”

“Well, then if someone said you was from Arkansas,” Lon said.

“What I don’t get,” Billy said, getting back to the subject at hand, “is why all these guys want to bring these women over and marry them? I mean, younger, prettier, sure, but with the language difference, the cultural differences and all.”

“Put it like that, sounds like a hassle,” Dustin said.

“What I don’t get,” Emily said, “is why these women would want to marry these poor excuses for Prince Charming? Old, fat and bald. Most of them with bellies hanging over their belts. Must be downright awful where these women come from.”

“All I know is it takes a grand gesture to win a woman’s heart,” Cookie said. “Paying the freight to bring someone to America, marrying them so they can stay put, that’s a grand gesture all right.”

Nobody saying anything, everybody thinking that one over. 

Cookie finally breaking the silence.

“Anywhooo, want me to walk you through all the paperwork you skipped out on this morning?”

Billy with a curious look on his face. 

Finally saying,“Actually, mind if we hold off on it a little longer? Something you just said made me think.”

“Of what?” Cookie said.

“Not sure what,” Billy said, “not yet anyway.”

Billy getting up, heading toward his office. 

Cookie calling after him, “Well, what was it I said that made you think?”

Too late, Billy already closing his office door. Sliding in behind his desk. Deep in thought, staring at the place where the cream-colored walls met the painted stamped ceiling, original to the historic limestone house that had been converted into the sheriff’s office. 

“Grand gesture,” Billy mumbled.

Suddenly it came to him.

Waking up the computer, getting online.

Within ten minutes Billy had booked a non-refundable flight to Boston.

Billy leaning back in his chair, arms behind his head, feet up on his desk. Picturing how delighted he hoped Paige would be. 

A surprise, spur of the moment trip to see her. 

Billy saying, "Seems like a pretty grand gesture to me."


Thirteen




Billy taking the stairs two at a time, heading up to Hewitt Hake’s office on the third floor. Careful not to slip on the shiny marble steps of the restored old office building. 

Billy relishing the feeling of being in motion. Not only his body but his life. Juiced from booking his flight to Boston. Felt good to do something about anything.

Even now, in the late afternoon and as hot as it was outside, Billy riding an energy he hadn’t felt in weeks. Amazed at how an action can cause a reaction of more action. 

Making a move on his situation with Paige inspiring Billy with the notion that now was as good of a time as any to head over, have a chat with Hewitt.

Opening the cherrywood door and Billy stepping into the outer room of Hewitt’s law office. 

Met by Hewitt’s assistant, Summer McDaniel. At her desk in the middle of the room, guarding another set of closed cherry doors behind her. Those doors leading into Hewitt’s office. 

Billy’s walking toward her, his boots heavy on the shiny, oak floors. Then muffled when he reached the large Native American area rug that was her island in a sea of polished timber.

Summer, in her mid-twenties, was a member of the Tonkawa tribe on her father’s side. She was also another of Caulfield’s young, unwed mothers, but Summer aiming higher than Trace’s Home for Single Mothers. 

Slogging her way through undergrad as best she could while raising her son and working for Hewitt. Her sights firmly set on law school.

Looking up from a folder on her desk, all dark eyes and sharp nose. Her thin face easing into a wry smile at seeing Billy.

“Hey there, Sheriff,” she said. “What brings you our way?”

“Hey there, Summer,” Billy said.

As always, Billy was struck by the richness of Summer’s black hair, straight and shimmering all the way down her back.

“Came to talk with Hewitt. He in?”

“Just missed him.”

“Expect him back today?”

Summer fixing Billy with an amused look that said, what do you think?

“Was hoping to talk to him this afternoon.”

“Can try calling him," Summer said. "Can't guarantee he'll pick up. At least you can say you tried.”

“Probably better as a face-to-face conversation,” Billy said.

“Oooh, sounds interesting.” Summer leaning forward, her eyes drifting into Billy’s. “Do tell.”

“No, it’s nothing,” Billy said, knocked back on his heels a bit. “I’ll catch up with him tomorrow.”

“Suit yourself.” 

Summer saying it with a smile, still leaning forward. Her eyes drifting around Billy’s face until finally settling on his.

Billy deliberately breaking eye contact. Instead, fixing his gaze on a gadget on her desk. A little metal stick figure of a man on the end of a thin metal rod. On the other end, a metal ball acting as a counterweight so that the rod balanced perfectly on its perpendicular base. 

The little metal man with his hands raised in the air as if he was afraid his whole wavering existence might topple at any moment.

“Cool, isn’t it?” Summer said. Giving the little man a light tap, sending him spinning. 

“Poor guy’s hanging on for dear life,” she said,

 “Know the feeling well,” Billy said.

Billy and Summer both watching the little man flying in circles yet somehow managing to stay on.

 “Anyway,” Billy said, “Hewitt does come back, please let him know I stopped by. I might swing by again tomorrow.”

“Looking forward to it,” Summer said, flashing that wry grin again.

“Okay then,” Billy said, smiling back at her, nodding. “Guess I’ll go.”

“Door’s that-a-way.” Summer highly amused now.

“Yep,” Billy said, turning, walking to the door. “Retrace my steps.”

“That’s nothing if not good police work right there, Sheriff.”

“And it takes a sharp eye to know it when you see it,” Billy said over his shoulder. “Probably see you tomorrow.”

“Probably,” she said.

Billy gently closing the heavy wooden door, pausing in the hallway to take a breath. Wasn't so clueless he didn’t recognize flirting when he saw it.

Normally he wouldn’t mind it, especially from a woman as attractive as Summer. Unfortunately, it was at odds with what he wanted and, because of that, it was sapping all the energy he’d gotten earlier from his grand gesture for Paige.

Billy desperate to keep that energy from draining away completely. Contemplating taking more action, try to get that feeling back. Maybe go talk with Colt and Tanner, see what those two geniuses might have to say.

Checking the plain-faced watch on his wrist, seeing it was getting late in the day. Deciding it could all wait until tomorrow—Hewitt, Colt, Tanner, all of it. Time to call it a day.

His energy gone, legs heavy. Billy taking the narrow, creaking elevator down to the lobby.

Plodding his way back out into the heat.


Fourteen




After ten o'clock. The summer air as close to cool as it would get. 

Moon and dazzling stars and all the things she would expect. Comfort in being under the same night sky as back home.

Not enough light to see but enough to be seen. 

Her running shoes beating out a cadence on the asphalt edge of the narrow country road.

Keeping time with the music filling her ears. Lost in a stream of thoughts about here and back home.

Running past a car pulled off to the side of the road.

Confusing movement, a face suddenly leaping from nowhere.

The shock of pain.

In her head, all the dazzling stars.

And again. And more stars

In the ditch, some nocturnal animal scurrying away from her collapsing body.

And again. And more stars.


Fifteen




“Nine years riding bulls, never seen nothing like it.”

Deputy Dustin saying this to Billy at the crime scene. The two of them standing in the middle of a narrow asphalt county road. Still hot and humid despite coming up on midnight.

Red and blue squad car lights flaring in the prairie night around them. Deputy Zane in plain clothes, two lab techs and a photographer down in a ditch lit by emergency lights.

Deputy Dustin bringing Billy up to speed. Billy letting him tell it in his own way. Dustin evidently needing to get out the horror of it all before moving on to the who, when, and what have you.

“One time this old boy, got hung-up real good,” Dustin said, “you know, hand caught in the bull rope? I swear that sumbitching bull was spinning, flipping this way and that like a politician."

Dustin pausing. Billy not sure if he was thinking about that old bull rider or the violence at hand. After a long moment, Dustin going on.

"And every time that bull turned back, that old boy’s face smacked right into the bull’s flank. Like slamming into a fifteen-hundred-pound wall of muscle over and over again. They carried that poor bastard off looking like he went three rounds with Mike Tyson after talking shit about his momma. This deal here, though….”

Dustin’s words trailing off. Needing another pause for a breath.

“…Billy, that little gal’s face was beat all to hell, top and bottom teeth knocked out….”

Billy seeing the pain gathering in the creased corners of Dustin’s eyes. 

Dustin, tall and lanky and only in his mid-thirties and already having lived a couple of hard lifetimes while keeping alive the cowboy way of life—1st Cavalry Division, U.S. Army to small-circuit professional bull rider then hired cowhand and now professional lawman. Divorced and with a daughter in junior high. Dustin always joking that she took more out of him than anything else he’d ever done.

“Never seen nothing like it,” Dustin repeated. “At first you're thinking could be a hit and run. If they only ran into her face, maybe.”

Another long silence passing between the two men. Both knowing where the other's thinking was headed. 

“If it’s not a hit-and-run,” Dustin said, “question becomes who the hell would want to go and do such a thing like to an itty bitty gal like that?”

“That is the question,” Billy said. 

Surprised by the anger in his own voice. 







“Let’s start with the run-down,” Billy said.

Dustin nodding. Telling Billy the call came in at eleven thirty-four, relayed from county dispatch. Dustin saying when he arrived, the county paramedics were already on the scene, down in the ditch treating Tatyana. 

"Frank was here, too," Dustin said. "Trying to keep out of their way."

"Frank Hamm?" Billy said.

"Was Frank that found her, called nine one one."

Dustin going on, saying Deputy Zane arrived a minute or two later. Zane, off duty, had heard Dustin’s siren flying down Jefferson, passing Zane's house on their way out of town. Zane figuring Dustin might need a hand. 

Billy thinking that explained why Zane was in shorts, t-shirt and running shoes.

Officially the crime scene was on County Road Eight, about a half a mile east of Caulfield. When County Road Eight reached town, it turned into Jefferson Street so everybody called it Jefferson.

“Anything to make you think there was sexual assault?” Billy said.

“Nothing from the looks of her clothes,” Dustin said. “Running shorts and shirt were still on her, not ripped or nothing.”

Billy surveying the dark landscape for outside lights shining from nearby farmhouses. Spotting a few, the closest about a quarter of a mile down the road. Others scattered about in all directions.

“Soon as you can, you and Zane do door-to-doors at these houses around here,” Billy said. “See if anybody saw or heard anything.”

“Going to be waking folks up,” Dustin said.

“Never know until you knock.”

Billy glad to see his deputies had done a good job setting up the crime scene. Billy figuring that was Zane’s influence. Dustin with a lot of good qualities as a lawman, but not known for his thoroughness on such matters. He’d improved though, Billy could tell. Nobody’s walking all over his crime scene at least.

Together Dustin and Zane had set up the emergency lights, cordoned off the crime scene. Billy noticing that, even at this hour and outside city limits, they had an audience. 

Two young women. One with her cell phone out taking video of the scene. The other one with a toddler clinging to her hip, head resting on her shoulders, tired eyes open. 

“What’s up with the paparazzi?” Billy said.

“Driving by as the paramedics were putting the gal in the ambulance,” Dustin said. “Guess they decided to stop for the free show."

"You know 'em?"

"One with the baby is Meghan," Dustin said "She’s Randy Stoll’s daughter. Been out to their place more than once on domestic calls. Other gal is Renee something or other. I’ve seen her around. Don’t know her, only know of her.”

Billy looking over at the two women and the toddler. Wondering who in the hell brings a kid out this time of night, let alone to gawk at a bloody crime scene?







“So, what’d Frank have to say?” Billy said.

“Not a lot,” Dustin said. “Pretty shook up.”

The more Dustin talked, the more Billy’s insides seethed with anger, flaring inside like the red and blue squad car lights flashing all around him. 

Billy still not sure what was behind his simmering rage. Maybe he was angry that there were people out there willing to make animals of themselves, do something so vicious. 

Elsewhere in the world, sure. But in his hometown? That’s just not right.

“Any blood on Frank?” Billy said.

“Yeah, on his hands, his shirt. Said it was from when he found her like that. Had Eric over there take pictures of Frank before we let him go in the ambulance with her to the hospital.”

Billy looking down in the ditch where Frank had found Tatyana. Seeing a young, thin African-American man clicking away at the scene. Camera bulb flashing under the cloudless night sky. 

Eric Rivers, a recent Kansas State journalism graduate and Paige's replacement at the newspaper. He had the same arrangement with the Sheriff’s department to shoot crime scenes as needed. 

Billy had heard Eric wasn't happy about the arrangement. Called it a conflict of interest. 

His editor telling him welcome to Caulfield. 

Eric also wrote stories, shot video for the paper’s website and was even becoming something of a local social media celebrity. 

Seeing Eric there reminding Billy of Paige. Still hadn’t heard from her when he’d gone to bed earlier. Awakened by a call from Dustin and in such a hurry to get to the crime scene, he hadn’t thought to check his phone.

Resisting the urge now to see if Paige had reached out to him. Instead, focussing on the job. 

“Okay, I’ll head over to the hospital right after and get Frank’s statement," Billy said. "Might want you to join us at some point.”

“Not a problem,” Dustin said. “He was kinda in shock, though. Kept on saying how he couldn’t recognize her face, but knew it was her on account of her running shoes. Gather from what he said, he bought them for her.”

Billy nodding. If it was tough for Dustin to see, it must have been a nightmare for Frank. How Frank was handing it might be telling. Not that there was any normal way to act in situations like these.

“Frank let Dixie know yet?” Billy said.

“Yeah, he called her as they were getting in the ambulance.”

“So what do we think happened?”

“Well, we got half a set of tire tracks over here,” Dustin said, pointing to where the edge of the asphalt road gave way to gravel and eventually grass. “Evidently the car only went halfway off the road.”

Billy and Dustin walking alongside the single line of tire tracks. The emergency lights fighting back the darkness so the two men could see their way. Tracing the path over the gravel along the edge of the road and into the grass. The tracks then veering back onto the asphalt, disappearing 

“You certain these tracks are related to whatever happened here?” Billy said.

“They look fresh," Dustin said, pointing. "Can already see where the grass is popping up there.”

“So the hit and run theory?”

“Possible. Not likely. Her body didn't look like it had been hit,” Dustin said. “But like I said, wasn’t a car hitting her that did that to her face, then we got us a mean sumbitch — or sumbitches — on our hands.”

Right there, Dustin hitting on it without evening knowing it.

“Could be,” Billy said. Having to tamp down the anger roiling up inside him.

The two men easing their way down into the ditch like fat June bugs drawn to the flash of Eric’s camera. 

Billy desperately wanting it to be a hit-and-run accident. 

Because if it wasn’t, that meant someone had targeted her. 

And if that was the case, Billy would hold himself nearly as responsible as the twisted lowlife who’d attacked the Ukrainian woman.

Billy reaching the basin of the ditch and thinking of Colt and Tanner. Not that they did or didn’t do anything. Too soon to know that. 

All Billy knew was that he'd put off talking to them. The fact of that ripping at his insides.

Billy thinking if those two idiots did do this…maybe if he’d have pushed himself to talk to them earlier that day…he'd be that much farther along on figuring out any part they might've played in vandalizing the Hamm's place….

And maybe whatever happened here. 

Disgusted with himself that he hadn’t pushed himself to talk with Hewitt too. No guarantee either of those conversations would have helped anything. Only a few certainties at the moment.

A woman’s face was unrecognizable.

Her young life might slip away from this world at any moment.

And Billy could not stand there at the crime scene saying he’d done all he could. 

Billy suddenly ashamed of his laziness. Red and blue lights endlessly circling around him and bright white emergency lights glaring at him and the photographer’s camera bulb assaulting his eyes. 

Billy’s anger finally exploding, misdirected.

“Eric, can you quit snapping pictures for one goddamned minute?”

Eric stopping, looking up at Billy. 

Dustin, Zane, the lab techs, all quiet. 

All eyes on Billy, even the toddler’s sleepy eyes. 

Nothing but the hum of lights and a tractor-trailer shifting gears off in the distance somewhere along the main highway.

“Sorry, Eric,” Billy said. “It’s just….”

“No problem, Sheriff,” Eric said, moving off down the ditch. “Can finish up whenever you say.”

Billy immediately embarrassed and sorry and spiraling further into self-loathing. A pitching coach in the minors once telling him that anger wasn’t an emotion. Said it's a warning, a signal of something wrong. 

At this moment Billy’s anger warning him everything inside and outside him seeming to go haywire all at once. 

Billy needing to reset, even if only for a minute.

But not having the luxury of that minute. In a hospital not far from him, a young woman didn’t have any minutes left to spare just so Billy could get his shit together.

Better find a way to have his shit-getting-together minute on the fly. Billy with a big breath, starting over from here.

“Sheriff, might want to look at this,” Zane said. 

Deputy Zane down on one knee, his deputy’s badge dangling from a chain around his neck, inspecting a patch of dry, brown grass stained with blood. Billy and Dustin moving over to see what he’d found. 

Zane pointing to the ground.

“What the hell is that?” Dustin said.

“Looks like little bits of paper,” Zane said. 

“Will you look at that,” Dustin said, “all them little flurffles."

“Little what?” Billy said.

“Flurffles,” Dustin said. “Them little bits of paper left behind in the spiral when you rip a sheet of paper out of your notebook. They fall out, scatter all over the place. You know, flurffles.”

“Don’t think that’s a word,” Zane said.

“Is now,” Dustin said. 

Zane reaching out with a pair of tweezers to pick up one of the larger pieces, a torn white piece about an inch in diameter. Holding it up to the emergency lights for all to see. 

“A little blood there along the edges,” Dustin said. “Looks like blood, anyway.”

Zane turning the piece of paper, light reflecting off one side.

“Thicker than notebook paper,” Zane said. “Looks to be coated on one side, wax maybe.”

“What do you make of it, Sheriff?” Dustin said.

 “No idea. Might be something, might be nothing," Billy said. "Bag it."

Shooting a smirk Dustin’s way.

“All the little flurffles too.”

Have the FNG run it up to the lab in Topeka asap. And ask Cookie to call that ‘ol boy she's always flirting with up there at the KBI. See if she can’t get them to turn it around sometime this week instead of whenever the hell they feel like it.”

Zane saying will do and getting after it.

Dustin putting a dip in his bottom lip, walking back up to the road.

Billy waving to Eric who was watching from a spot off down the ditch. Signaling to Eric that he could come back, finish taking his pictures.

“I'm really sorry about snapping at you like that,” Billy said when Eric reached him. “No excuse for it.”

“It happens, Sheriff,” Eric said, hitting the word sheriff, letting Billy know he was respecting the uniform more than the person. “I’ll send it all over in the morning.”

“Sounds good. And like always, mark the ones you want to run in the paper and on the website.” 

“Like always,” Eric said, getting back to snapping pictures.

Billy noting the sharp tone in Eric’s voice. Billy figuring the kid wasn’t ready to accept an apology yet and not blaming him for it.

A few long strides up the shallow walls of the ditch to reach the road. Billy surveying the crime scene. Still angry and disgusted with himself, thinking maybe this crime scene was the only part of town under his control. 

Deciding to head out to the hospital, take statements from Frank and Dixie. See about Tatyana. 

On the way to his SUV, Billy passing by the two young women and the toddler still standing at the crime scene tape. Red and blue from the squad car lights strobing across their faces. 

“Ladies, you may as well head on home,” Billy said. “Exciting part’s over. Not much left to see other than people move around in a ditch now.”

“So you telling us to move along, nothing to see here?” the one with the toddler on her hip said. “That it?”

Billy remembering Dustin had said her name was Meghan. Seeing the other one was still at it with her cell phone, turning it on Billy. 

“Something like that, Meghan.” Billy smiling for the camera.

“You ordering us to leave?” Renee said, camera phone on Billy.

“Suit yourself,” Billy said, still smiling. “Tell you what, though, that baby looks like he’s ready to go night-night.”

“Name is Wade and that’s what we was doing,” Meghan said, “Wouldn’t sleep so we was driving around trying to get him tired. We can be here if we want.”

Billy with no time for wasting any more time. Flashing a grin at the small lens of the cell phone clutched in Renee’s short, fat fingers. Billy looking right into her camera.

 “Mother of the year, folks.” 


Sixteen




The automatic glass doors of the new hospital gliding opening and the air-conditioning blasting Billy in the face. 

Hours away from sun up but the yesterday’s heat hanging around until the new day took over. Didn’t matter how many Kansas summers he’d lived through, every year Billy was astonished by its searing relentlessness.

Thankfully, it was cool in the lobby of the new Caste County Medical Center. A three-story structure that had opened almost a year before. Sat smack in the middle of a field right off the main highway. At first glance, it seemed to be in the middle of nowhere. 

In fact, it was in the middle of everything. 

The county commissioners had the foresight to locate it in a spot equidistant from the three largest towns in the county, Caulfield, Bitnervale and Shipley, none of which individually were large enough to support a modern hospital with quality care. Maybe they weren’t doing heart transplants at Caste County Medical, but they handled more than most rural hospitals. 

Billy wondering if the doctors had been able to help Tatyana there, or if they'd had to helicopter her to a Kansas City hospital. Before talking with Frank and Dixie, Billy wanting to talk with the doctor treating Tatyana. 

Approaching the security guard sitting at the sign-in desk. Seeing it was Javier, a squat, Mexican-American man with salt-and-pepper hair. In his early sixties, retired, doing this job to keep busy. Billy having known him for years. Javier often golfing with Billy’s dad.

"You awake?" Billy said.

"Am now," Javier said.

"Who's on call tonight?"

“Dr. Reza,” he said. “The wife, not the husband.”

Billy familiar with the Rezas, Widad and her husband, Amsar, both Pakistani and both doctors.

“Want me to page her?” Javier said.

“Please,” Billy said, the word page causing him to think of Paige. Realizing he hadn’t checked his phone in quite a while. A glance at it. Still nothing from her.

Looking up as he heard Doc Reza walking toward him. Mid-forties, plump, wearing green scrubs and a white lab coat. A stethoscope draped around the brown skin of her neck, dark hair held up with a clip. Exchanging hellos, then Billy getting right to it.

“She going to make it?”

“Touch and go,” Widad said. “Took several hard blows to the head with a blunt object. A brutal beating.”

“Beating?” Billy’s stomach turning at that. “So, definitely not a hit and run?”

“Nearly impossible. There would be more damage to her body, broken ribs, pelvis, severe bruising. As it is, she only has two breaks.”

The doctor lifting her right arm and pointing to a spot in the middle of her forearm and another up closer to the elbow.

“Here and here,” she said, “with the majority of the bruising on the back of the forearm.”

“Defensive wounds, you think?”

“That's a solid assumption,” Widad said. “Anything else?”

“Do a rape kit on her?”

“Yes. Came back negative for semen. No signs of forced penetration.”

“You planning to life-flight her to KC or keeping her here?”

“We'll have the neurologist down here by mid-morning,” Widad said. “We can handle it. ”

Billy detecting a hint of defensiveness in the doctor’s voice. Thinking this woman might be college educated and come from halfway around the world, but she was fitting right in with that small-town chip on her shoulder.

Billy saying, “Will I be able to talk with her soon?”

The doctor giving him a condescending smile, like Billy should know better. 

“We had to put her in a coma due to swelling in her brain.”

“For how long?”

“Who knows?” Doc Reza said.

“Was hoping you did.”

“What can I tell you, Sheriff? Sometimes modern medicine’s a mysterious bitch,” she said, already turning and making her way down the hall toward the nurses’ station. 

Billy chuckling, watching her walk away. 

Asking Javier if Frank and Dixie were in the waiting area? Javier saying, yes, last time he saw them.

About halfway down the wide, bright hallway, Billy taking a left and finding Frank and Dixie sitting in the otherwise deserted waiting room.

Frank sitting forward, elbows on knees, in one of the recliners. Billy remembering him sitting that same way in that beat up recliner in his fishing lodge. Dixie sitting across from Frank in a chair in a row of chairs linked at the arm.

At first, Billy thought Dixie was staring at something on the wall above Frank her eyes vacant. As if she was off in some dark corridor of her own head, trying to reconcile disbelief with reality.

But then Billy realizing she was praying to God. Not with her head bowed like you do on Sunday service or on the edge of your bed before you go sleep. Dixie was in the middle of one of those prayers you save for the truly life-altering events. Head up and eyes open, as if trying to look the Creator in the eye.

Billy saying hello, asking how they were both doing. Frank saying they’ve been better. No words from Dixie, her damp eyes saying everything.

“You talk to the doctors yet?” Billy said, taking a seat next to Dixie yet talking to Frank.

“Doc was in here a few minutes ago,” Frank said. Frank making that nasal snort noise before finishing his thought, “That Pakistani one, the wife not the husband. Said Tatyana was stable is all. Put her in a coma.”

 Billy nodding, saying he’d talked with her too. Wondering how much the doctor had told them.

“Doc say anything else about her condition?” Billy said.

Frank shaking his head. A long, mournful look into Billy’s eyes. Billy nodding, understanding Frank’s pain was as much over the uncertainty as it was over the violence and pain.

Billy turning, lightly placing a hand on Dixie’s forearm.

“Dixie, mind if I ask you some questions?” 

Dixie looking at him as if she’d forgotten he was sitting beside her. Her eyes and mind coming into focus on him. A slight nod.

“What was Tatyana doing out on that road at night?”

“Running,” Dixie said. “She’s been running at night the last few weeks. Because it’s too hot during the day.”

“She run on that same road every time?”

Dixie nodding again. “Not a lot of traffic so she likes it. Said she liked to look at all the stars when she ran, so many of them in the sky when you’re out in the country.”

“Yeah, always amazes me too,” Billy said, “You remember around what time she went out for her run?”

“Around ten. Was watching the late news when she left, so a little after.”

“She let anybody know she was going out for a run, other than you?”

Dixie shaking her head, saying, “Can I ask you something, Billy?”

“Of course,” Billy said.

“Why would somebody hit her and drive off without stopping to help her? Who does that? I mean, maybe they hit her and didn’t know it. Still, you would have to know it, right? From the sound of it? Or her screaming? She probably screamed, right?”

Dixie looking from Billy to Frank, then back again. Neither man having an answer for her. Dixie going on.

“I mean, everybody screws up, makes mistakes. Spill the salt? Darn it, you clean it up, do what you can to make it right. I don’t understand how people can live any other way.”

“Told you many times, Dixie,” Frank said, “world’s made up of fewer people like you than of the other kind.”

“What’s the other kind?” Billy said.

“The rest of us,” Frank said.

Billy hoping Frank wasn’t right about that but thinking he very well might be. 

“Sorry to have to tell you this,” Billy said. “Thing is, it’s doubtful this was a hit-and-run situation, accident or otherwise. Looks like somebody attacked Tatyana.”

Dixie’s face twisting with confusion. Struggling to make sense of it all. Billy recognizing that from earlier when his insides went through the same contortions. 

Brutality like this happens in the world, sure. It just doesn’t happen here. 

Until it does.


Seventeen




“On purpose?”

Dixie still trying to makes sense of the notion that someone had intentionally done something so vicious to Tatyana.

“For chrissakes, Dixie, you ever hear of somebody getting beat accidentally?” Frank said.

“It’s alright,” Billy said. “I know what she means.”

Suddenly Dixie beginning to talk. 

All of her words coming out as fast as they could and all of them having to do with her shock and horror and disbelief that someone could do a thing as horrible as this to another person and what is wrong with people and knowing that God won’t give her a load she can’t bear but thinking maybe this time He’s gone too far and her guilt over feeling such a tremor in her faith.

Dixie letting it all out before finally running out of steam.

Billy watching Frank keeping it all in. Eyes bloodshot, voice hoarse, gestures weary. The man tired, in obvious pain. 

“Was Tatyana having any kind of trouble?” Billy said.

“What kind of trouble?” Frank said.

“Maybe somebody who might have something against her?” 

“My word, no,” Dixie said. “Not that I can think of.”

Billy purposely not looking at Frank.

Frank jumping in nonetheless.

“You mean like whatever geniuses vandalized our house?”

“I’ll grant you that the two incidents are probably related,” Billy said, “Right now, though, we got no evidence or statements to tie the incidents together other than Tatyana being the target, possibly. Either of you have any idea who might want to do this?”

“What about Colt Denton and Tanner Gribble?” Frank said. “It’s all around town it might be those two little shits who vandalized my house.”

“Fraaaaank,” Dixie said, embarrassed, trying to rein in her husband’s foul mouth.

“Damn it, Dixie, someone vandalizes our house, someone attacks our….”

Frank’s voice trailing off and all three of them thinking, yeah, what is she? 

“Houseguest,” Dixie said.

“…Our houseguest,” Frank said. “ I dunno but seems to me there’s a pretty goddamn good chance it’s the same goddamned people.”

First Dustin, now Frank hitting Billy’s sore spot. 

Billy accepting it was his own damn fault, so fighting the natural urge to get defensive. Can’t go back in time to talk to Colt and Tanner. Only thing is to learn from the mistake and move on.

“I’ll be talking with them,” Billy said. “Other than that, can’t comment on an open investigation. Now, it was you found Tatyana, right Frank?”

Frank nodding, anticipating Billy’s next question. “A little before midnight.”

“Why were you out on Jefferson?”

“I was looking for her. Dixie called me around eleven. Said Tatyana wasn’t back from her run. She was worried, asked could I go out to look for her.”

“Tell me how you found her,” Billy said.

“Dixie told me where she usually ran, so I drove it. Slow at first. Didn’t find her until my third trip.”

“Why’s that?”

“Hell, first time down the road I expected I’d see her running or sitting along the side if she was tired or turned an ankle or what have you. Second time I was looking in case we missed each other on my first pass. After the second trip, that’s when I got worried. Started checking the ditches. That’s when I found her like that. I should have checked the ditches first. Would have come across her sooner, gotten help sooner.”

“Where were you when Dixie called?”

“Fishing lodge,” Frank said.

“Alone?” Billy said. “What I mean is, were you with anybody who could corroborate you were there?”

Frank looking at Billy now, grasping what Billy might be getting at.

“I was at my goddamn fishing lodge!”

“Frank, don’t raise your voice,” Dixie said. “You’re in a hospital, for crying out loud.”

Frank immediately resetting himself but maintaining his glare at Billy.

Billy ignoring it, pressing forward.

“Dixie called you on your cell right?”

Frank nodding and Billy asking if he minded checking the time she called. 

Frank saying, “Ten-fifty-four, goddamn it.”

“I’m only trying to put this all together,” Billy said. “Sorry if I hurt your feelings, Frank, but we owe it to that woman in there fighting for her life, don’t you think?”

Frank nodding but his face not ready to let go of the anger just yet.

“So nobody was at the lodge with you,” Billy said. “Is there anybody who might be able to vouch for you?”

Frank finally taking his eyes off Billy. Giving Dixie a darting glance. Then back on Billy, hard but not angry.

“Nope.”

Billy nodding, holding eye contact with Frank for a long moment.

“Well, guess I’ll go see if I can track down a cup of coffee, Billy said, standing. “You two want any?”

Both Dixie and Frank saying yes.

“How do you take it?” Billy said.

“Oh, don’t even try,” Frank said, rising to join Billy. “She’s real particular about her coffee. Took the first five years of our marriage for me to get it right. Then they come along with French vanilla flavor and damn if I didn’t have to learn all over again. I’ll walk with you.”

Billy and Frank heading back down the hallway toward reception, neither saying a word. The two men stopping at a coffee bar near the reception desk, each pouring a fresh black cup.

Frank saying, “I’ll fetch her’s on the way back.” 

Turning and heading for the automatic doors. Billy a half step behind, eyes on the back of Frank’s brush-cut head.

The doors gliding open and this time Billy borne out into the heat rather than saved from it. The two men moving off to the side near an ashtray. Frank lighting up a cigarette.

“Coffee and smoke,” Frank said. “Something like this makes you appreciate the little things.”

“Glad you’re enjoying yourself, Frank. But I been out here six seconds and already I’m sweating like a whore on Saturday night. What’s up?”

“There is someone who can confirm for you I was at my lodge tonight. Peg Hake. Was on the phone with her when Dixie called, all worried about Tatyana.”

“So you weren’t with her in person, just on the phone with her, right?”

“I know, it probably don’t help,” Frank said, “that’s where I was, though.”

“It might help a little,” Billy said. 

Billy making a note to have Cookie get a judge to sign off on a court order for Frank’s cell phone records.

 The records would indicate the location of Frank’s phone that evening, what times he was on it. If it showed he was on it at his lodge, that was a pretty solid alibi.

Billy knowing he’d also have to confirm with Peg that she was talking with Frank at that number.

“Peg Hake, huh?” Billy said. “Hewitt’s ex-wife?”

“Didn’t want to say nothing in front of Dixie. There’s a little history there.”

Billy closing his mouth tight, raising his eyebrows, giving Frank a whattaya gonna do look.

“Ancient history, trust me,” Frank said. “Long, long ago in a parking lot far, far away. ”

“Last night’s not so ancient,” Billy said.

“She called to invite me over for a late supper is all. Had this new pork rub she couldn’t wait to try so she’d put a loin in the oven. I’m thinking who in the hell cooks a pork loin at eleven o’clock at night? Said she’d have more than she could finish herself, wondered if I might be hungry for a late night snack. ” 

“Taking a shortcut to your heart through your stomach, is she?”

“Hasn’t come out and said as much. She calls me from time to time, ever since I moved into the lodge. Can tell she’s got her mind set on rekindling a fire. Far as I’m concerned, wasn’t ever a fire burning in the first place.”

“Fair enough,” Billy said. “I appreciate you filling in all the details.”

“Peg calling stays between you, me and Peg, once you confirm it with her, right?”

Billy looking for anything in Frank’s mannerism that might tip why Frank was all shook up. Was it because Tatyana had been bludgeoned, and he was the one who found her like that? 

Or because he was the one who beat her to within an inch of her life and now he’s freaking out about it?

Hardly scientific. But Sheriff Otis Cady once telling Billy you never know what people might tell you without telling you.

“It’ll stay quiet,” Billy said, “unless it needs to come out. No promises, but I see no reason to bring it up to Dixie right now, especially the way’s she’s feeling. Why don’t you take her that coffee?”

Frank nodding, taking a last haul on his cigarette before stubbing it out in the ashcan sand. Again, the automatic doors gliding open and the blast of cool air hitting Billy as he watched Frank head back inside to fix Dixie’s coffee the way she liked it.


Eighteen




“Looks like it’s just you and me today.”

Peg saying this to Sara Jane. The two women the only ones from their walking group showing up at the high school track. The sunrise burning along the horizon line, all shades of red and orange.

“And him,” Sara Jane said, tossing her head to indicate a man going around the track in the direction opposite of theirs. 

The man old, shirtless. His body skinny yet somehow saggy too. White socks pulled up to his knees, a white sweatband encircling his bald head. His running gait no quicker than a fast walk. Rounding a corner, coming toward them. 

“Needs to put a shirt on,” Peg said, shoot the man a nasty look as he ran-walked past them. “Nobody wants to look at a wrinkled old man.”

“If I did, could have just stayed home,” Sara Jane said, her tone much lighter than Peg’s.

The two ladies moving out a few lanes and taking their first lap around the track.

“Since it’s only you and me, we can pick up the pace,” Peg said. 

Not waiting for Sara Jane’s answer. Peg shifting her walk into high gear, assuming Sara Jane would keep up.

“I get so frustrated at times,” Peg went on to Sara Jane, who was still a half-step behind. “Them other gals are so slow. I’m here for a workout. Know what I mean?”

“Well, an easier pace makes for easier gossiping,” Sara Jane said, pulling even with Peg. “That’s half the reason I come out here, to keep up with all the goings-on.”

“Wonder why everybody snubbed us today,” Peg said. “Hope there’s not some big sale they’re keeping from us. At the very least, I figured Dixie would be here, seeing as she skipped yesterday.”

“You didn’t hear?”

“Hear what?”

Sara Jane breathing a littler heavier. Working to keep up with the pace Peg was setting. 

“That Ukrainian girl living with them,” Sara Jane said, “she’s in the hospital.”

“The hospital?” Peg said, sounding more confused than concerned. “What happened?”

“Evidently she was attacked last night. Went out for a run after the sun went down, didn’t come back. Dixie had Frank go look for her. He found her in a ditch, barely alive. Somebody assaulted her, beat her.”

“That’s terrible,” Peg said, more because it’s what she was expected to say than because she meant it. 

In her head, Peg busy putting it all together. 

Understanding now why Frank had suddenly gotten off the phone when she called to invite him over for a late supper. That dang Dixie interrupting their conversation. Telling Frank to jump. Frank being the nice guy, asking How high? 

All because that little Russian whore went missing. Peg thinking Frank deserves better than that. 

Then a different question occurring to Peg. Picking up her pace a little more, again sliding a half-step ahead of Sara Jane.

“She see who it was?” Peg said. “She able to tell them who attacked her?”

“Sadly no,” Sara Jane said, huffing and puffing to get back even with Peg. “She’s hurt pretty bad. The doctors, they put her in a coma for her own good. You know things are bad when that’s your best option.”

“So Billy’s got no idea who did it?”

“Not yet,” Sara Jane said. “Give my Billy time, he’ll get them.”

Peg fighting the urge to tell Sara Jane her son didn’t know his ass from apple butter. 

Instead Peg saying, “You said them? More than one person attacked her?”

“Don’t know at this point,” Sara Jane said. “Not that my son would tell me anything. There’re a couple of likely candidates if you believe what the people around town are saying.”

“What are they saying?”

“Colt Denton and Tanner Whatshisname. I forget. His mom’s the one raises fighting cocks.”

“Keitha Gribble?” Peg said. “I know the Gribbles. They used to come to our church now and then, holidays and whatnot. Not that it did any of them any good. I thought cockfighting was illegal?”

“Apparently it’s only illegal to fight them. Evidently there’s no law saying you can’t raise them. You ever been out by their place? She’s got about a hundred of them tied to barrels out back. You never heard such a racket. And not just at sun-up either.” 

“If she’s not fighting them,” Peg said, “what the heck is she doing with all of those roosters?”

“Claims she sells them to Mexico and Panama. Like they can’t grow their own fighting chickens there, so they need to import them from Kansas. More like she’s selling them to Mexico, Missouri and Panama, Oklahoma.”

“And Colt Denton, did you say?” Peg said. “The mayor’s boy?”

“One in the same,” Sara Jane said. 

“He’s a little…sensitive,” Peg said, “for something like attacking a person, isn’t he?”

Sara Jane getting her meaning.

“You mean is he gay?” Sara Jane said. “Doubt it, but who knows. The two of them run around together, him and the Gribble boy. Colt’s ok, lazy is all. Now that Tanner kid, he’s always been trouble. 

“Oh, even when he was a little kid,” Peg said. “Had that little stinker in vacation bible school one summer. He was actually pretty good at memorizing and reciting bible verses. He was a biter though.”

“If they went and did this, wouldn’t surprise me if it was his idea,” Sara Jane said. “Colt probably only went along because he was too lazy to say no.”

“Now did Billy say they did it?”

“Not at all,” Sara Jane said, frustrated with their pace. And with Peg trying to get her to confess what Billy might have told her, which was not a dang thing.

“Like I said,” Sara Jane said, “Billy wouldn’t tell me stuff like that.”

“So why are you so sure it was them two who attacked the Russian?”

“She’s Ukrainian,” Sara Jane said. “And I didn’t say I was sure about it. Said that’s the talk around town. And you know enough to take that for what it’s worth. Besides, everybody’s convinced it was those two who spray painted the Hamm’s house the other night too.”

“They are?” Peg said. “Didn’t realize everybody thinks those boys did that.”

Peg thinking of her stencils hidden behind the bookcase in her sewing room. Glad she’d saved them rather than burn them as common sense dictated. 

“Like I said, that’s the talk,” Sara Jane said. “Mind if we stop and rest for a sec?” Sara Jane stopping right there on the curve of the track. 

Peg taking another step ahead before coming to a halt. Turning around to watch Sara Jane, bent over, head down. Hands on her knees, breathing hard. 

Peg thinking that was interesting, about the Gribble kid and the mayor’s son. 

If that’s what people thought about those two, maybe the three of them shared some common notions about foreigners and lesbian sinners and the like.

Peg staring off into the fiery sunrise, lost in thought.

Sara Jane standing up straight, blocking Peg’s line of sight.

Peg a little pissed at Sara Jane for interrupting her view of God’s lovely, living landscape painting. 

Peg turning and revving back up to the same fast pace. Not waiting for Sara Jane, simply barking over her shoulder at her.

“We better get a move on,” Peg said, “I got things to do today.”


Nineteen




Late morning and Billy in his sheriff’s Escalade cutting down one of Caulfield’s brick side streets. 

On his way today to do what he should have done yesterday—have a conversation with Colt and Tanner.

Still disgusted with himself for putting it off. Trying to let it go rather than keep dancing with it until it beat him. 

His phone buzzing and Billy snatching it from the console between the seats. Hoping it was Paige calling. Disappointed to see it was Ruby Denton. 

Billy chiding his own lovelorn ass as he answered Ruby’s call through the Cadillac’s wireless system.

“Good morning, Madame Mayor. What a coincidence. I’m actually on my way over to your place right now.”

“You are?” Ruby said, her shrill, sharp-edged voice filling the inside of the SUV. “Good, because I want to talk you too. You close to the city building?”

“Not heading to your office,” Billy said. “To your house. It’s not you I’m looking to talk with anyway.”

Ruby not saying a word until it hit her who Billy wanted to talk to.

“Billy, you need to turn your butt around right this second, get over to my office.”

Billy delighted by that. 

“Madame Mayor, are you under the impression I work for you?”

Ruby pausing again, and Billy could almost hear her realizing she’d gone about this the wrong way.

“Believe me, I want you to talk with Colt, Tanner too,” Ruby said. “In fact, that’s what I want to talk with you about. I do not like what I’m hearing around town, people talking shit about my son. Those boys didn’t have nothing to do with that girl getting hurt.”

“Mind telling me how you’re so sure?”

“Because I know,” Ruby said. “Those boys were with me last night.”

“Hanging out with you two nights in a row?” Billy said. “You must be one of those cool moms?”

“I am pretty cool,” she said, “I’m about to lose my cool, though, you don’t get your ass in gear, find out who really did do it. Can’t have people thinking my boy did this.”

“Glad to hear we’re on the same page. If what you say is true, I can talk to the boys, clear them straight away. That way everybody around town can get on with pointing their fingers in some other wrong direction.”

“I want to be there,” Ruby said. “When you talk to Colt.”

“Madame Mayor both those boys are eighteen or older. I don’t need their parents’ permission or presence to ask them a few questions.”

Ruby saying she was well aware of that. A note in her voice telling Billy it was news to her. 

“As a courtesy then,” Ruby said, again changing her tone, “public servant to public servant?”

Billy mulling it over. Knowing he didn’t have to. But understanding in the long run it might help him in the long run to do her this favor now. 

“Wait ’til I get there?” Ruby said. “Please?”

Billy trying to recall if he’d ever heard Ruby Denton say please. Other than in a sarcastic way.

“Fine, I’ll wait,” Billy said.

“It was the please that did it, huh?” Ruby said, that coy undercurrent creeping into her voice again. “Doing me a favor, I’ll have to do you one right back.”

Billy ignoring her flirting, saying, “Might want to hurry. I’m practically to your house now.”

“On my way!” Ruby said. 

The line going dead as Billy pulled up in front of Ruby’s house. 







Billy parking alongside the curb, leaving the vehicle running so he could wait in the air conditioning. 

Looking over the mayor’s house. It was a good size place, two-story Victorian, cream colored with white trim and a wrap around porch. 

Situated a few blocks off Main Street, it was one of several of Caulfield’s old, big houses built with oil and cattle money in the early twentieth century. This one had been kept up through the years, and Ruby was doing her part to take care of it, updating it while maintaining its historical charm.

A blind behind a second-floor window moving, and Billy surprised by that. He’d assumed a couple of partiers like Colt and Tanner would be still be crashed this early in the day. 

It dawning on Billy that Ruby must have called, given them a heads-up. 

Billy watching the window where the blind had moved. Probably up there right now flushing whatever dope they had and, even worse, getting their stories straight.

“Damn it, Ruby,” Billy said, killing the engine and stepping out of his SUV. “Fine, you want to play it that way, let’s play.”

Up the steps and three times ringing the door bell. No answer. 

Opening the screen door to bang on the solid oak door. Billy not seeing any movement through the door’s glass panes.

“Look, I know you guys are in there,” Billy yelled. “You’re making it look like you got something to hide.”

Still no response. Billy having had about enough of people not responding to him.

“Boys, don’t make me arrest you for….”

 …Billy trying to think of a fake charge that sounded plausible enough to scare them into opening the front door, but not so heavy it sent them running out the back…

“…for resisting questioning.”

Billy rolling his eyes at himself, what he’d come up with. 

Surprised when a few seconds later two sets of bare feet came clomping down the staircase toward him.

Colt, wearing a Kansas City Royals t-shirt and shorts and a smile plastered on his face, opening the door.

Tanner, in cut-off jeans and no shirt, standing off behind him. Flexing, giving Billy a stone-cold outlaw look.

“Sorry, didn’t hear you at first,” Colt said. “What’s up?”

“Mind if I come in?” Billy said. “It’s ridiculous how it can be so hot in the morning.”

“Got a warrant?” Tanner said from behind Colt.

“Do you live here?” Billy said to Tanner before re-focusing on Colt. “And do I need one?”

At that Colt stepping back from the door, letting Billy in.

The adrenaline of the moment draining away. Billy — up all night at the crime scene, at the hospital, at the office filing his report — now feeling himself beginning to fade.

“Got any coffee?” Billy said.

Colt saying sure, turning and heading off somewhere toward the back of the house. Billy assuming he was heading for the kitchen, following him. 

An amused look on Billy’s face as he passed close by Tanner.

Tanner eye-fucking him the whole time before falling in line behind Billy. The three of them ending up in the kitchen. 

Billy found the coffee machine off and the pot half-full of lukewarm coffee. Billy asking Colt where they kept their cups.

Colt shrugging.

“Colt, you can point me in the direction of your cups,” Billy said. “Or I can go looking for myself. Don’t need a search warrant for that. Maybe I’ll search for the cups in, I don’t know, a Crown Royal bag stuffed in a drawer up your room? Or a shoebox under your bed?”

Colt finally tossing a half-hearted finger in the air toward a cabinet by the sink.

“Thanks,” Billy said, fetching down a cup. Filling the cup with coffee, popping it in the microwave for sixty-six seconds. A habit he’d picked up from his dad, pushing the same number twice. As opposed to pushing a number then hunting and pecking for the zero. Only saved a fraction of a second, though his dad always saying that over the course of a lifetime it’s the accumulation of little things that leads to big things.

The three of them standing around the island, not saying a word. Their silence amplifying the hum of the microwave. Billy deciding it was up to him to break the ice.

“Figured you boys would have flushed all your dope by now.”

Waiting on what might have been the longest microwave minute in the history of the world, that extra six seconds taking forever.

“Don’t you know drugs are bad for you, Sheriff,” Tanner said. “We just say no to all that.”

Billy giving a sarcastic nod, sure you do. 

The microwave’s hum going on and on until finally beeping that time was up. Billy pulling his coffee from the microwave. Blowing on it as he took a seat in one of the tall, high-backed barstools around the island.

“Okay, which of you boys wants to tell me where you were last night around ten or so?”

“Mom said not to talk to you ’til she gets here,” Colt said. “Wasn’t even supposed to let you in.”

“You can wait, I guess,” Billy said. “Of course, this here is a casual conversation. We can always formalize it by going over to the station house, have a chat in one of those little rooms we got set aside for that particular purpose.”

Colt not even taking a second to think it over. “We was here last night.”

“Shut up, Colt,” Tanner said, his voice even, flat.

Billy ignoring Tanner, sticking with Colt. 

“You and Tanner, both were here? All night?”

“That’s right.”

“Your mom here with you too?”

Colt nodding.

“All night?” Billy said.

“Yeah, all night.”

“And what about the night before?”

“Colt, I said shut the fuck up.” A sharpness in Tanner’s voice now.

“We was here the other night too,” Colt said. “All night.”

“Your mom here with you that night too?”

“Yep, all night.”

“Colt shut it now!” Tanner slapping the island.

“And Tanner, you should calm down now,” Billy said without looking at Tanner.

“What I don’t get, Tanner,” Billy said, calmly sipping his coffee, “is Colt here’s giving you both an alibi. Now, I don’t know how much I believe what he’s telling me, but what I truly don’t get is how worked up you’re getting over what he’s saying.”

“Because we ain’t supposed to talk to you,” Tanner said.

“Because Ruby said so?”

“Because you ain’t supposed to. No good ever comes from cooperating with the cops.”

“If the truth comes out and the truth is you two got nothing to worry about, ain’t that something good coming out of answering a few questions for me?”

“The truth? Shiiiiit,” Tanner said. “Y’all motherfuckers make the truth whatever the hell you feel like making it.”

“Damn, that’s pretty jaded for a young man such as yourself,” Billy said. “Or is this what you’re picking up from someone who’s maybe been around a hard-ass block a time or two? Like big brother Tab?”

“What can I say,” Tanner said, “A wise man learns from the mistakes of others.”

“That what Tab says?” Billy said

“King Solomon in Proverbs,” Tanner said. “Picked it up in vacation bible school. One of them verses that sticks with you because it’s true as hell. And to be clear, Tab’s mistake was talking to the cops.”

“Sure, talking, that was Tabby’s mistake,” Billy said, rolling his coffee cup back and forth between this palms, “Had nothing to do with him dealing pills.”

“People think he’s a snitch now because of y’all. Picked Tab up, not a week later y’all pinch Jimmy Coutts sitting on his own private Costco pharmacy. Then you fuckers go and give Tab probation. You even consider what people were going to think about that?”

“Thing is, Tanner, your brother is a snitch,” Billy said. 

Tanner tensing up, ready to step toward Billy. 

Billy looking up from his coffee, right into Tanner’s eyes. The look stopping him before he even started.

“Tab chose to save his own ass by hanging out his supplier’s ass,” Billy said, “So, forgive me if I’m not upset because people around town think the truth about your big brother.”

“Like I said, y’all motherfuckers make the truth whatever you want it.”

“Guess we’ll have to agree to disagree on that,” Billy said. “Back to the matter at hand. I start asking around, nobody’s going to tell me they saw you out driving around or partying last night? Nor the night before?”

Billy catching Colt and Tanner exchanging a glance, though neither saying a word.

The silence broken by the sound of Ruby’s long maroon Cadillac flying into the driveway.

“Looks like mom’s home,” Billy said. Getting up, rinsing out his cup and leaving it in the sink.







Ruby entering the kitchen from the side door leading in from the driveway, mouth already running. 

“What the hell, Billy? Thought you was going to wait for me?”

“I was,” Billy said. “Until you decided to give these boys a heads-up.”

“Well, I didn’t realize that was going to be a problem,” Ruby said.

“I could arrest you for interfering with an investigation. You know that right?”

Ruby scoffing at that. “Now, how’s that going to look, arresting the mayor?”

“Like I was doing my job,” Billy said. 

“Seems to me doing your job is finding who beat the living hell out of that little Russian gal.”

“Ukrainian,” Billy said.

“Whatever. Point is, go find who did it. So people quit thinking it was my son.”

“Ruby, that’s what I’m here trying to do, help these boys,” Billy said, “I don’t want people thinking the wrong thing any more than you do.”

“Well, whoopty-fucking-do and goody for you,” Tanner said. “Personally, I don’t think it would be all that bad, people thinking we did it. Folks might watch their step around here.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Billy said.

“Is what it is,” Tanner said. “Just some foreign bitch, anyway. Who gives a shit?”

“Tanner hush it,” Ruby said.

“To be clear, Sheriff,” Tanner said, “ain’t admitting to nothing. But honestly, so what if we did do it?”

“Tanner Gribble, that’s enough,” Ruby said, “You hear me?”

Billy waiting to see if Tanner had any more to say on the subject. The room quiet long enough to make it was clear Tanner had decided to mind Ruby.

“Tanner, you might think you want people thinking you did this,” Billy said. “Think maybe it gives you street cred or some horseshit like that. Trust me, you don’t want people thinking you did it.”

Billy heading for the front door, almost out of the kitchen when he stopped.

 “But if you did do it,” Billy said, “everyone in this kitchen already knows how this is gonna end.”

Billy leaving it at that. Out the door, down the walkway and firing up his SUV, on his way over to Hewitt Hake’s office.

Another conversation he knew he would have to make happen.


Twenty




“So sorry, Billy, he’s not here.”

Summer, Hewitt’s assistant, getting the words out before Billy was even through the office doors. Sounding genuinely sorry. 

The sound of her voice pulling Billy all the way into the lawyer’s office despite the fact that the person he came to see wasn’t there.

“He ever work?” Billy said.

“He’s a lawyer. Even when he’s working, he’s not working.”

 Billy laughing at that. Standing tall at Summer’s desk, noticing today she was wearing her dark hair up. Struck by the soft curve running from the strap of her yellow gingham dress, up and over her brown shoulder.

Billy realizing Summer had caught his lingering look and his guilty eyes darting away, a reflex. Glad she was smiling though.

Casting them down at Summer’s desk and seeing again the little metal man struggling to balance on a sharp point. 

Billy picking up the little man, giving him a break from his eternal endeavor.

“Any idea where I might find Hewitt?” Billy said, examining the little metal man in his hand.

“Coming up on lunch,” Summer said, glancing at the clock on her laptop computer situated off to the side of her desk. “Might catch him over at Trace’s.”

“Would it help,” Billy said, “if I made an appointment?”

“Couldn’t hurt,” Summer said, turning slightly to pulling up her boss’ calendar on the laptop. Summer frowning at the computer screen. 

“He’s got the rest of today blocked off for some reason.”

“Any idea what for?”

“Hewitt doesn’t tell me much,” she said, “only enough to make the trains run.”

“I’ll probably try to track him down, either at the cafe or at home this evening. Go ahead put me on his calendar to be safe. What’s his first available?”

Summer checking the calendar again. “Tomorrow looks like he’s got a meeting at nine, blocked off for an hour. Free after that until noon.”

“Put me down for ten. I’ll call you to cancel if I manage to catch up with him. Otherwise, I guess I’ll see you again tomorrow morning.”

“It’s a date,” Summer said. “Speaking of a date, I was wondering if you might want to hang out tomorrow night. If you’re not busy. Go to dinner, see a movie or something.”

Billy’s head suddenly swimming. A split-second sensation of falling. Endorphins rushing, a dizzying delight. With a shot of guilt mixed in.

Billy self-conscious, wondering if everything going on inside him also showed on the outside.

“I, uh, well, the thing is….”

“Look, I know,” Summer said, “ you and Paige, I know.”

“You do?”

“Of course. It’s a little weird between you two right now. Everybody knows that. ”

“Everybody?”

“How could they not? You wear it on your face, in your eyes, your slumped shoulders.”

“That noticeable, huh?”

 “I’m not looking to get into the middle of that. And I’m not looking to start anything. Just, you know, dinner. A movie. Hang out. Whatever.”

Billy trying to think it over but his mind firing too fast, too much coming at him at once. Wishing he could lie down right there on the Native American rug, nap for a bit.

“Or not,” Summer said, not quite sure what to make of the consternation on Billy’s face. “I shouldn’t have—”

“—No, no, that’s okay,” Billy said, “You’re good. Please, don’t feel bad. I…thank you. For the thought. For asking. If the situation was different, sure, yes. Right now, though, I’m afraid I wouldn’t be a whole lot of fun, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Summer said, teasing, flashing that easy smile at him again. “Anyway, it’s a standing offer, up to you.”

“Good to know. And, please, don’t feel bad for asking.”

“I don’t.”

“Okay, good,” Billy said. “Well, I guess I’ll head over—“

—The sound of one of the large office door creaking open behind Billy. 

Billy turning in time to catch a glimpse of what he was certain was the short, wavy blond hair on the top of Hewitt Hake’s head. It was backing out of the doorway like a weasel popping back down its hole. Then hearing the clickity-clack of dress shoes going fast down the marble steps of the office building.

“Gotta run,” Billy said.

“You do if you want to catch him,” Summer said, still grinning.


Twenty-One




Billy out the office door and down the marble steps and out onto the sidewalk. The heat bouncing up from the concrete into his face. 

Seeing Hewitt, all five feet seven inches of his thin frame in a light gray suit, heading north, walking fast. 

Billy jogging after him, not calling out for him to stop. Catching up with him about three-quarters of the way down the block.

“Dang, Hewitt, what’s the rush?” Billy already breaking a sweat.

“Oh, hey there, Sheriff,” Hewitt said, as if only seconds before he hadn’t tried to duck Billy. 

The lawyer not stopping, keeping up his pace, somehow managing to stay dry in his pressed suit jacket, white dress shirt, and striped necktie.

The two of them walking and talking down Main Street.

“You’re a hard man to catch up with,” Billy said.

“In those Tony Lamas, I’m sure.”

“Know your boots, huh?” Billy said, glancing down at Hewitt’s black oxford dress shoes. “Or maybe you know quality when you see it. Those Gucci?”

Hewitt chuckling. “No, had these custom made. In England.”

Billy not appreciating the dismissive tone, deciding to have a little fun with Hewitt.

“Mean to tell me you went all the way to England for a pair of shoes?” 

Hewitt again with the smirk-laugh.

“Not these, no. I’ve been to England a few times but these I actually ordered off the Internet.”

“You ordered custom-made shoes over the Internet? How did you get your foot all the way over to England for them to measure it?” Billy said, “Didya email it?” 

Billy wondering if Hewitt could get out of his own way long enough to realize Billy was messing with him.

“That’s rich, Billy,” Hewitt said, “No, you send the cordwainer…that’s someone who makes shoes, as opposed to a cobbler, who repairs them. Anyway, you tell them your size, pick the style, width, shape, the color, type of leather and send them about two thousand dollars. Few months later, they send you a pair of shoes made for your feet and your feet only.”

“Bespoke, I believe the word is.”

“Yes, yes it is, Billy.”

“Yeah, learned the word the hard way. Had this Italian gentleman — guess you call him a tailor, as opposed to a suit-making guy — anyway, had him make me a couple of bespoke suits. Was not cheap, let me tell you. You got standards to live up to in The Show, especially with the Yankees. Those suits that guy made for me fit like a second skin. Need to have them taken in though. Lost a little weight since my playing days.”

Billy’s way reminding the arrogant lawyer he might not be the smartest or richest man walking down that Caulfield sidewalk at the moment.

“Just taking the piss out of you,” Billy said, “as they say over in merry old custom-shoe-making England. Anyway, like I was saying, I’ve been trying to catch up with you for a day or two now.”

“Didn’t realize,” Hewitt said, still walking. Glancing down at Billy’s hand. 

“That doohickey from Summer’s desk?”

Billy looking down at his hand. Realizing he’d run out of Hewitt’s office with her little metal man.

“Yeah, guess I run off with it. Seen this little guy several times the past few days. You’re a busy man, no doubt. Stopped by yesterday, you were out. Stopped by just now, you were out.”

“I was out at the hospital, offering the Hamms any assistance they might need,” Hewitt said. “Dixie told me you believe the young woman was attacked. Any leads?”

“Can’t comment at this time,” Billy said, “Still, it makes sense, you comforting the Hamms. Imagine you feel a measure of responsibility.”

That stopping Hewitt in his tracks. 

“I go way back with Frank, Dixie too. I reached out to them out of friendship, compassion. What happened to that young lady is awful. That said, why on earth should I feel any responsibility?.”

“For starters, you brought her here,” Billy said. “Plus, I’m sure you don’t want any unhappy customers. Beatings, upset customers, that’s bad for business.”

Billy looking down at the much shorter Hewitt. Watching the lawyer trying to figure out how much Billy knew. 

Midday traffic along Main Street passing by them. About as busy as it gets in Caulfield. An old married couple coming up the sidewalk, passing Billy and Hewitt. Neither the old man nor the old woman looking, but both trying to listen in as they went around the sheriff and the lawyer.

“Care to tell me about the mail-order bride ring you’re running?”

“Ring?” Hewitt said, wrinkling his nose. “You make it sound so sinister, like some kind of Stepford Wives situation. It’s all legal. Bringing together lonely people, curing what ails their hearts. No doubt you can identify with that?”

Billy thinking, damned if even Hewitt hadn’t heard about my relationship troubles. Ignoring it, pressing onward. 

“Explain to me how it works.” 

“You are aware that I’m under no obligation to tell anything, Sheriff?”

“As aware as you are aware that if you don’t, it’s likely to make me think you got something to hide.”

“Nothing to hide,” Hewitt said with a shrug. “It’s simply life. People are together long enough, reach a certain age, the sparks go out, the fire dies. I know, I been there. Was lonely a long time, long before my marriage to Peg ended. Then I found Nastunye.”

“Online, right?”

“Yessir, online. Went back and forth for some time before I looked into the process of bringing her over here from the Ukraine.”

“That’s about you,” Billy said. “How’d it become a business?”

“Interested for yourself, Billy?”

Billy thinking that right there — with Hewitt knowing about Billy’s trouble with Paige — that right there was a cheap shot from the smart-ass lawyer. 

Billy tucking it away, pay it back later.

“Not interested other than professionally,” Billy said. “Why don’t you give me the, um, what do they call it? The origin story of your little business.”

“Wasn’t long after Nastunye got here and we got hitched,” Hewitt said, enjoying being asked to explain how smart he was. “Doc Kirkman came to me. I remember because it was right after I hit a two-hundred-dollar putt on number seven out at the club. He comes up to me saying he might be interested in trading up. The more I talked with several of the guys, the more I saw there was potential for a business.”

“You’re a real romantic, Hewitt.”

“I know, I know, it sounds crass, calling it a business. But doesn’t all business exist to solve some kind of personal problem? Need a safe place to keep your money? Go to a bank. Protection against lawlessness? Elect a sheriff. Lonely and trapped in a loveless marriage? Get online, then get on with living your life.”

“That’s one way of looking at it, I guess,” Billy said. “Of course, another way is it’s a scheme for young women to come to this country.”

“Don’t know about a scheme,” Hewitt said. “You’re right about being a win-win for the guy and the gal, though.”

“Assuming the gal wants to come here,” Billy said. “Leave behind their home and family and all she knows.”

“Billy, for chrissakes, what do you think I am? A human trafficker? These young women are desperate to come to this country. They’re not trapped here. They can go home at any time, get a divorce or annulment.”

“Let me guess who handles that for them.”

“Don’t be so high and mighty. Yeah, I might make money off that too. Full-service ain’t a sin. Honestly, there may not be a lot of market potential in the breakups. I’ve yet to have anybody want to untie the knot.”

“What I hear, Frank’s thinking demanding a refund.”

“He can demand all he wants. Not getting one.”

“Yeah, you two go way back, huh?”

“Is there anything else?” Hewitt said. “It’s hot, I’m hungry and, frankly, I’m not sure this conversation is getting you any closer to finding who hurt that young lady.”

“A couple more questions, yeah,” Billy said. “What about the wives, the first wives?”

“A marriage is a private thing. That’s between them and their ex-husbands. Was toying with the idea of a mail-order groom service line too.”

“You got an entrepreneur’s motor, I’ll give you that,” Billy said, amazed at the way some people’s minds work. “How do you find the Ukrainian women?”

“Business associates of mine.”

“Care to be more specific?”

Hewitt with a grin, saying, “Business associates of mine involved in international trade.”

“Let me guess, imports and exports, goods and services,” Billy said, not liking where this was going. “Where did you hook up with these business associates of yours, anyway?”

“Truth be told, that’s none of your business,” Hewitt said, “but in the interests of making sure you understand this is all legitimate, my associates are based out of Chicago. Again, it’s all legal, all the paperwork is in order. Anything else, Billy?”

“Nothing I can think of at the moment,” Billy said, “other than where were you last night around ten in the evening?”

“Serious? You’re bracing me?”

“Part of the job,” Billy said. “You know that.”

“Fine,” Hewitt said. “Was home with my lovely new wife. She made varenyky for dinner.”

“What’s that?”

“Ukrainian perogies, basically. She makes them with cheese and potato inside.”

“Sounds pretty good.”

“So damn good. Next time she makes them, I’ll get you a batch. Anyway, we went to bed early, stuffed. Speaking of, I need to go eat before I fall out in this heat. You want to talk more, you can join me at Trace’s. Or try to catch up with me later.”

With that, Hewitt turning, resuming his stride down the pavement toward the cafe. 

Billy standing there, noticing how hot the little metal man was in his hand. Absorbing heat from the sun and body heat from Billy. 

Sweat pouring off Billy as he watched Hewitt making his way down the street. Something not right about that, Billy thought: Hewitt’s still not sweating. 

Billy pretty damn certain that a lack of sweat wasn’t the only thing not right with the man.




Twenty-Two




Peg poking the doorbell, immediately regretting it. Her visit suddenly seeming like a bad idea. 

Late afternoon and Peg standing on the mayor’s porch. Weighing whether to high-tail it back down the steps, get into her car and drive off before anybody answered the door. 

But the need to find out keeping Peg waiting there in the heat holding a large red Tupperware container of pulled-pork sandwiches. She’d made them from all the pork loin leftover from the night before, what with Frank forced to decline her late dinner invitation all because of Dixie making him go hunt for the Russian hussy. 

Too bad too. That new recipe, the one calling for brown sugar and hot sauce, had turned out nicely. A nice tug ‘o war on the tongue between sweet and spicy. 

Peg allowing herself that same sense of pride over her pork that she’d felt for her stencils. Still couldn’t bring herself to throw out the stencil but Peg knowing the pork was different. Be better for everyone if it were finished it off for good.

Peg about to turn around and step off the porch when the door opened. A shirtless Tanner Gribble standing there, mouth open. Evidently more shocked to see his old vacation bible school teacher than she was to see him.

“Mrs. Hewitt?”

“Hello Tanner,” Peg said, smiling as best she knew how. “Good to see you.”

“It is?” Tanner said, “What are you…I mean, what can I do for you?”

“I don’t suppose Ruby’s home, is she?”

“No, ma’am. She was here but she went back down to city hall. Need me to get you her cell number? Colt’s in the basement. I’ll go—“

“—No, don’t bother. Only dropping these off.” 

Peg with her smile still in place and holding out the Tupperware. Noticing Tanner’s glassy red eyes. Peg suddenly relieved, thinking this might turn out to be a darn good idea after all. At the very least these two dope fiends wouldn’t let the leftovers go to waste. 

“Actually,” Peg said, taking a step forward, “mind if I come in?”

“You want to…? Um, sure, yeah.” 

Tanner stepping aside, confusion on his face. Saying he’d run downstairs, get Colt. Heading down the hallway and disappearing somewhere in the house. 

Peg standing her ground in the foyer, inspecting her surroundings. Thinking Ruby must have hired help. Her Honor didn’t strike Peg as the type to keep this clean of a house.

Colt and Tanner appearing together at the end of the hall, and Colt saying, ‘Hi Mrs. Hewitt. My mom’s not here.”

Peg noting the same red, glassy eyes on Colt. Again holding out the Tupperware as if it were bait.

“Brought you these.”

Colt and Tanner both leery, neither taking the Tupperware from her.

“What for?” Colt said.

“A gift,” Peg said, remembering to plaster that smile back on her face.

“For what?” Colt said.

“A person doesn’t need a reason to give a gift,” Peg said. “Means more if you don’t have a reason, in fact.”

Peg standing there holding the Tupperware, looking the two stoners up and down. Tingles of fear and excitement running over her body. Still trying to decide if this was a good idea. 

Not yet ready to make up her mind one way or another.

“I’ll just put these away,” she said. Peg not waiting for permission. 

Heading down the hallway to the kitchen, saying over her shoulders to the stoned young men, “Of course, if you’re hungry now, there’s no need to wait.”

In the kitchen, the two young men hunkering down at the island while Peg, standing, passed each a sandwich. 

Each individual sandwich of pulled pork on white bread was wrapped in a layer of foil over a layer of plastic wrap. Tucked in between the layers of foil and cling wrap was a plastic sandwich bag with a few dill pickle slices. Proof Peg had thought of every detail. 

“There any mustard in these?” Colts said. “Or mustard seed in the sauce?”

“Why?” Peg said.

“‘Cause he’s a pussy,” Tanner said.

“Language, please,” Peg said.

“I’m allergic is all,” Colt said. “Throat swells up, can’t breath. Could kill me.”

Peg assuring him he could eat the sandwiches.







In no time Colt and Tanner’s mouths full, pork already staining their chins. 

Peg ripping paper towels off the roll over the sink, handing one to Tanner, the other to Colt.

“Well,” she said, “what do you think?”

“These are sooooo fucking good,” Tanner said, his mouth full.

“Tanner Gribble, watch your language,” Peg said. “And you know better than to talk with your mouthful.”

Tanner caught off guard, feeling embarrassed, saying nothing. 

Peg amazed at how true it was—get in their heads early enough and there’s no telling how long you can stay there.

“What Tanner means,” Colt said, making sure to swallow before continuing, “is these sandwiches are really, really good. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Colt,” Peg said. 

Peg moving slowly, circling the island as the boys ate.

“So, do you expect your mother home soon?”

“Not for a few hours,” Colt said. “You need to talk to her, I can get you her—”

“—No, that’s okay,” Peg said, stopping to open a cabinet. Giving its collection of spices a quick once-over, “It’s you boys I wanted to talk to, anyway.”

Peg turning away from the cabinet in time to notice Colt eyeballing Tanner, trying to catch his eye between bites. Peg liking that Colt was unsure where this was going.

“Truth is, there is sort of a reason,” Peg said, still circling. “I wanted to give you boys a little thank you.”

“For what?” Colt said.

“For what you boys did last night.”

Tanner looking up, seeing Colt, a confused look passing between them.

“At least, what everyone’s saying you did…” Peg said. 

Peg stopping again, this time to look over the gas range. Someone had given it a good cleaning. Ruby definitely hired outside help. 

Peg finishing her thought, saying, “…you know, saying what you boys did to that Russian girl.”

Colt saying “We di—“

“—And what is everyone saying we did?” Tanner said.

Peg turning to face the boys, class now in session.

“Saying you sent her a message. A message to her and all those other Russian whores and the folks hauling them over here. And to anybody else who thinks they can show up here, trash our town.”

“Why do people think we did it?” Colt said.

“For starters, how about what you posted all over the darn internet?”

“I didn’t post anything about anything,” Colt said.

Tanner giggling between chews. 

“What’s so funny?” Colt said.

Tanner shrugging, shaking his head as he held back a laugh.

Peg saying, “Well, whichever one of you put it out there, you need to check your spelling.”

Colt snatching up his cell phone, checking his feed. Seeing what Tanner had posted under Colt’s profile.

Keep Calm & Spray Paint On. #America

Back n the USSR. Go back bi-atches! #USA

These colors don’t run. But rooski whores do, all the way back to russia #usausausa!

Run back home to mother russia else wind up in a ditch where you belong #usa

“Goddamn it, Tanner!”

“Hey!” Peg said, stepping toward Colt, about to cock her backhand but catching herself. “I will not allow you to take the Lord’s name in vain. Do you hear me?”

Colt looking at Peg like she was crazy. Keeping his mouth shut, though. Going back into his phone to delete the comments Tanner had posted.

“Why you deleting them?” Tanner said.

“They’re practically admissions we did something,” Colt said.

“But,” Peg said, “you did do it, right?”

 Peg thinking, good idea, bad idea? About to find out.

“The message painted on the side of the Hamm’s house?” Peg said. “And beating that girl?”

Letting it hang there. Peg waiting to see how the two young men would play it. Long silence until finally Tanner speaking up.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Don’t care if people think we did it but we ain’t stupid enough to saying one way or the other.”

“You boys are pretty smart,” Peg said. “And you’re not alone. There’s lots of folks around town feels like you do. Like we do.”

Tanner grinning at that, saying to Colt, “See, told you.”

“We’re all thinking it,” Peg said. “But you two, you’re taking bold action. Like Joshua at the walls of Jericho. Question is, what’s your next trick?”

“How do you mean?” Tanner said.

“I mean what are you two planning to do next? Whatever it is, it’s got to send one heck of a message. ”

“We got a few ideas in the works,” Tanner said.

“Like?”

“Best we keep it under wraps,” Tanner said. “Less you know the better. For your own good and all.”

Peg nodding, saying, “Fine. Long as you strike while it’s hot. Right now the message you’re sending is fresh in everybody’s mind. When are you thinking, tonight? Now that’d be bold.”

Colt and Tanner exchanging blank glances.

“Tomorrow?” Peg said.

“Like Tanner said, less you know the better,” Colt said.

“Well, it’s not my place to tell you boys your business,” Peg said. “I’m sure you’ve already come up with a doozy.”

Colt and Tanner turning their blank looks toward her. Peg going on.

“If it was me, I’d strike at the source. What kicked off this whole mess in the first place.”

Peg seeing the light coming on in Tanner’s eyes.

“The first one,” Tanner said.

“First one what?” Colt said.

“The first one of them that showed up. The tall blonde one.” Tanner saying it like it was his idea. “Bet you wouldn’t mind that, would you Mrs. Hake?” 

Peg stepping toward the kitchen island, standing over the boys, hawk-eyeing them as if making sure no one was copying off anybody else’s test. 

“This isn’t about me,” Peg said. “It’s about our town, our country.”

“I hear you,” Tanner said, “But if we was to do a number on the woman you’re ex got hitched to, I imagine it wouldn’t bother you that much, huh?”

“Listen to me,” Peg said, “All this is about is what’s right. And making what isn’t right, right again. If you boys think moving on that big ‘ol bitch - pardon my language - will help set things right around here, so be it.”

Peg gathering up her Tupperware container and lid. 

“I’ll leave you two boys to think it over,” she said. “Don’t think on it too long though. You’ve got momentum. Want to keep it on your side.”

Peg taking out the last two foil-wrapped pork sandwiches, laying them on the island. 

“And if you need to bounce your ideas off anybody,” she said, “I’d be happy to hear whatever you boys come up with. Meantime, enjoy them sandwiches.”

Peg showing herself out, quite pleased with her darn good idea.


Twenty-Three




Billy taking another hit off the joint in his left hand. Right hand pouring rye over ice in the glass sitting on his coffee table. 

Had been that kind of day, so it was going to be this kind of night.

Exhaling a stream of smoke. Sinking back into his leather couch, bringing the joint and the glass of whiskey along with him.

After judging the idiot contest between Colt and Tanner (Billy ruling it a draw) and running wind sprints down Main with Hewitt, Billy had gone back to the station house. Partly to get out of the heat, and partly to see how his staff was getting on with the case.

Not much better, as it turns out.

Dustin and Zane’s country mile door-to-doors at the farmhouses around the crime scene hadn’t turned up any solid witnesses. 

A few folks thought there might have been some lights on the road that evening, couldn’t say exactly when though. There were cars up and down that road all the time. 

Dustin saying he talked to one woman, standing behind the screen door in her housecoat, who said she thought maybe she’d heard a loud yelp around the time in question. Might have only been a coyote, though.

On the forensics angle, tomorrow was the soonest they could get the results on the blood work and the bits of paper found at the crime scene. This despite some top-shelf flirting on Cookie’s part. 

Cookie pointing out it could have been worse. As in getting-the-results-next-month worse. Maintaining this was proof that she’s still got it. Nobody disagreeing with her.

At one point Eric, the photographer and reporter at the paper, had stopped by to drop off a thumb drive with the digital pictures he’d taken at the scene. Also brought Billy a large manilla envelope containing a set of high-resolution prints in case Billy want to study the pictures that way. Sheriff Cady had once told Billy that looking at the same pictures printed out sometimes allowed a missed detail jump out at you.

Billy had taken his time examining the pictures on the large, high-definition monitor they used for crime scene photos at the office. Nothing in the digital pictures catching Billy’s eye, other than what he’d noticed earlier at the scene itself.

In his short time on the job, Billy had already learned that when looking over crime scene photos, there would be times when a new detail would jump out at him right away. 

Other times, a small peculiarity he’d missed at the scene might take a while to reveal itself. And often there was nothing in the pictures that wasn’t there at his first live look at the scene.

Billy knowing the catch, of course, was there’s no telling which kind of crime scene it is, quick, slow to reveal or nothing at all. So he had to keep looking at the pictures again and again and again to be sure.

Coming up on nine o’clock now. Billy settling in for the evening. He’d kicked off his boots and changed out of his uniform as soon as he’d walked in the door. 

Now wearing athletic shorts and an old Yankee’s workout shirt, one from his playing days. 

Not that Billy thought about those days often or for long when he did. It was all still too recent to be nostalgic. The gear sure was nice, though.

Every spring the front office sent him a set of that season’s workout gear: hats, jerseys, warm-ups, pullovers, shorts, sweats. Wasn’t any special reason for it other than his name and address was on a mailing list with a whole lot of other ex-Yankees. That list sat in the computer of an assistant to an assistant who worked in the general manager’s office. 

Still, it was nice to be remembered.

Billy sipping his whiskey, contemplating taking another hit off the joint. Deciding against it. Most likely it was Granddaddy Purple and would hit him soon. GDP being one of Trace’s favorite strains of smoke. 

Trace had left the joint for Billy in his mailbox. It was the gesture of a lifelong friend who understood that Billy, now that he was sheriff, wasn’t entirely comfortable with buying weed. 

Trace often pointing out Billy wasn’t entirely uncomfortable getting it for free, though. Another kind of friendly gesture, the ball-breaking kind.

The weed kicking in. Billy leaning up to the coffee table, gently stubbing out the joint in the ashtray. Save it for later.







Grabbing the large manilla envelope containing the crime scene prints. Thinking maybe the dope would let him see something he didn’t see straight. Wouldn’t be the first time in the history of marijuana that had happened.

Billy taking his time, letting his eyes play over each of the photos. 

Tire tracks in the gravel. Grass along the edge of the blacktop. Blood stains on brown sunburned grass. 

Grass bent in an outline of Tatyana, an indent from the slight weight of her body. 

The few bits of white paper scattered about. 

Seeing nothing new in the pictures and Billy stuffing them back in the envelope. Revisit them tomorrow. 

He put the envelope back on the coffee table, alongside the little metal man he’d accidentally taken from Summer’s desk. 

Needed to return that to Summer the next time he saw her. Thinking about how she asked him out. Wondering if he felt bad because he said no? Or because he felt like he was supposed to say no?

Billy picking up the afternoon paper, leaning back to read the news, a warm mellow mist washing over him.

Reading the newspaper was a recent trick for Billy. He’d only picked it up because he felt that as sheriff he should at least know what everyone was talking about. 

At first, he’d thought he could pick up most of the town’s news from the paper’s website and social media. As it turned out, the people over at the newspaper were so busy putting out a newspaper five afternoons and one Saturday morning a week, that they didn’t have time for posting and tweeting what they had already put in the paper. 

So Billy had taken up reading the newspaper and, he had to admit, he enjoyed the pace of it. 

It slowed him down, gave him time to think about what he was reading, unlike the ADHD experience of reading the news online. Online he was always a click away from diving into an unrelated, time-sucking rabbit hole of information that may or may not be interesting or even true.

The print newspaper’s front page was dominated by Tatyana’s attack, of course. Billy skipping that for the moment, instead flipping to the back, looking over the obituaries while he sipped his rye.

Three listings, two of them elderly people. One of the elderly people who’d died, an old man, Billy didn’t know or even know of. 

The other elderly person was Mrs. Ida Walsh. Billy’d met her once at the grocery store with his father. Ida Walsh had been Bill Sr.’s third-grade teacher. Billy and his dad had said hellos to her among the produce before parting ways with their carts. 

That’s when Bill, Sr. had told Billy “that old woman was mean as hell.” 

A few days ago, when news of Ida’s passing went around town, Bill, Sr. had reiterated that “in her day, that old biddy was as mean as a rabid badger.” 

When Sara Jane had scolded her husband for speaking ill of the dead, Bill Sr. had responded, “It’s not ill if it’s true.”

The third obit, the Smith kid, wasn’t a surprise to Billy either. 

Deputy Zane had run on it last week, so Billy was familiar with it from the report. There was no shortage of gossip about it going around town either.

That’ll happen when a seventeen-year-old kid locks himself in his room, puts a gun in his mouth and pulls the trigger, all because his girlfriend broke up with him. Billy sorry for the parents and the kid and the girl too. 

The whole sorry mess casting a gray cloud over his psyche. Billy skipping the young man’s obit. Had enough tragedy for one day. 

Instead turning to the funny pages, Pearls Before Swine and Get Fuzzy being two of his favorites. Those doing the trick, lifting the gray cloud from Billy’s thoughts.

On the sports page, literally one page, it said the legion baseball team had swept a double-header against the team from Eden. Billy remembering he was to have breakfast with Otis Cady, the sheriff over in Eden, later in the week. 

Billy thinking a little trash talk about the sweep was in order. 

Finally, Billy flipping to the front page.

Before Eric had left the station house that afternoon, he’d taken an official statement from Billy for the paper’s story. Billy giving him the basic facts of the case — Tatyana the victim of a brutal beating; Frank finding her around midnight out on Jefferson — along with the standard it’s early in our investigation…

…pursuing any and all leads…

…can always use the public’s help…

…if you or someone you know saw, heard or know any information that might possibly be related to this case, please contact the sheriff’s department….

Which was why Billy was surprised to see a few other details in Eric’s story. 

A vague reference to Tatyana’s living situation. The story referring to Dixie as “the victim’s roommate.” As if the two were off at college sharing a dorm room. 

The story mentioning how Frank found Tatyana. No mention of the status of Frank and Dixie’s separation or how these three people were connected. Billy knowing there was no need so spell it out. In a small town like Caulfield, everybody had a pair of those special glasses that let a person read between the lines, though more often than not those glasses made a person see things that weren’t even close to the truth of the matter.

“Son of a….”

Just then Billy reading details he wished weren’t in the article—the bits of white paper found at the crime scene.

The story only saying that the bits of paper had been sent off to the Kansas Bureau of Investigation labs in Topeka for analysis. Billy had wanted that kept in-house.

After that, a curious statement: The sheriff’s department spokesperson had refrained from speculating on their significance. 

Eric playing fast and loose with that last part about “refraining from speculating.” Billy knew this because he specifically hadn’t said one word about the bits of paper to Eric.

Billy thinking this is a clear violation of the long-standing agreement between the sheriff’s office and the newspaper. An agreement that dated back to Billy’s predecessor, Big Jim Olden. 

At some point, Big Jim, who was sheriff for almost twenty-five years until his death not quite two years before, had decided it made fiscal sense to farm out the mundane task of crime scene photography. Big Jim’s reasoning being there weren’t that many crime scenes that needed documenting. 

He’d struck up an agreement with the Dickensons, the family who’d owned the newspaper since it’s founding in eighteen eighty-nine. Their staff photographer would pull double-duty as the sheriff department’s crime scene photographer. 

Part of the deal, though, was that the newspaper wasn’t to use any information or pictures gathered at the scene in their story unless approved by the sheriff’s office.

This understanding was a clear conflict of interest, no doubt about it. At times it made for a tipsy balancing act between public safety and the public’s right to know.

At times like now. 

Billy deciding this was a completely ridiculous and strange arrangement, especially for a well-funded county sheriff’s department like his. Maybe he’d delay getting a new Escalade, which the department always bought for the sheriff every other year. 

Instead, he’d fund a part-time crime scene photographer. Or at least pay to have a deputy or two take training up at the KBI. 

Billy making a mental note to put that in next year’s budget. Which, he remembered, he still needed to go over with Cookie. 

And another mental note to talk with Eric at the paper, see if he could rein him in a bit. 

If not, talk to Eric’s boss.







Thinking back on the day and judging it. Billy couldn’t say it had been a good day. 

Feeling sick on the inside all day. That raw feeling only lessening once he got off his ass and started doing his job. 

Billy leaning forward, drawn back to the crime scene pictures. Picking up the envelope and going through the photos again.

Still nothing.

Tossing them back on the coffee table. The pictures conjuring up that first time he’d seen the grown up version of Paige instead of the little girl. She was crouching down, taking photos, documenting the scene of Patty Hardy’s wreck. 

Or was it before that? Bumping into her in the rain as he was coming and she was going from Arlita Hardy’s house?

It striking Billy that maybe they’d always been going in opposite directions.

Billy checking his phone for the first time since he’d gotten home. Still nothing from Paige. Billy remembering the airline ticket’s he purchased to go see her in Boston. 

Trying to decide should he tell her? Or show up and surprise her? 

Surprising her would be fun, romantic even. But what if she had plans that weekend? Or maybe on her way back to Caulfield to surprise him? 

That would be funny, Wouldn’t be fun to miss seeing her, though. Deciding it was best to give her a heads up.

Billy hitting her speed dial number on his cell. Hearing the ringing on the other end. Checking his wristwatch, remembering it was an hour later there. 

Not expecting her to pick up and trying to decide whether to leave a message when suddenly the ringing stopped.

A voice miles away saying, “Hello?”

And Billy, sitting in his small farmhouse, stoned to the bone, melting into his leather couch, wondering…

…Who the fuck is this guy answering Paige’s phone?


Twenty-Four




“So what’d the dude say when you said that?” 

Trace leaning forward in the booth. Billy’s story getting good now. 

Billy leaning in too, so Trace could hear from across the table and in the midst of the noise of the breakfast crowd at Trace’s Place.

“The son of a bitch,” Billy said, “he goes, ‘You called here. Who the fuck is this?’”

“Yeah? Then what?”

“I’m like, ‘Well, I know who’s supposed to answer the number I dialed. And smart ass, you ain’t her.”

“Yeah, so what’d he—?”

“—Arrest anybody yet, Sheriff?” 

Dogpatch interrupting their conversation. Yelling from his seat over at the counter, a stack of banana-walnut pancakes in front of him, gut-high.

“Not yet,” Billy yelled back to Dogpatch.

“Longer these things go on,” Dogpatch said, “the better the odds are of them going unsolved. But I don’t mean to tell you your business, Sheriff.”

“Might not mean to but you are,” Tippy said, clearing Billy and Trace’s plates from their table. 

Billy noticing that when Tippy wasn’t serving them directly, she made sure she was close enough to their booth to catch parts of their conversation. Could tell she was anxious for Dogpatch to quiet down so Billy would keep talking.

Trace wanting Billy to keep talking too.

“So what’d numbnuts have to say to that?”

“Not much,” Billy said. “I heard Paige in the background asking who was calling. She gets on the line, says, ‘Hey, Billy.’”

“That’s it?” Trace said, scrunching up his face in disbelief. “Some asshole answers her cell, all she’s got to say to you is ‘Hey Billy?’ What the hell is that?”

 “Don’t know,’ Billy said, pausing to sip his black coffee. “She might have had more to say. Wouldn’t know. I hung up.”

“You hung up?”

“I did,” Billy said, “and haven’t answered any of her calls or texts since.”

That stopping Trace right there. 

“You mean, Paige’s been trying to get ahold of you?” he said. “This woman - who you been pestering for weeks and who couldn’t be bothered to get back to you and you been moping all over the place about - now all of the sudden she’s trying to reach you? And you’re icing her out?”

Billy nodding.

“Badass,” Trace said

“Not punishing her,” Billy said. “Well, maybe. Mostly, though, afraid if I talk to her, I’ll say words I can’t take back.”

“Whatever,” Trace said, “I’m serious. You are stone-cold badass, my friend. Speaking of stoned, how you like that GDP I left for you?”

Billy giving Trace a shut-the-hell-up look before going on.

“Anyway, now I got these airline tickets—“

“—Got any suspects?” Dogpatch interrupting again.

“Don’t know why you even ask me,” Billy said. “You know I’m not going to comment on that.”

“Might want to get your computer out,” Dogpatch said, “take yourself a little looky-loo at what Colt’s been posting online.”

“Well aware of it,” Billy said, “One of my deputies is on top of it.”

That morning Billy having received an email from the FNG with attached screen captures of the comments from Colt’s social media page. The FNG also indicating the posts had been deleted.

Trace’s new server, Olivia, chiming in. 

“Yeah, I seen that on Colt’s page. Them boys ain’t too bright, putting that kinda crap out there.”

Tippy sliding over, giving Billy back his check card and the bill to sign. Trace’s meal was free, of course, and he tried to give Billy a free pass. Billy always insisting on paying for his meals.

“Olivia, could you do me a favor?” Tippy said, trying to get rid of the other server so Billy could finish his story about Paige and the man answering her phone. “Go on back, check on my corned beef hash for Dale?”

Dale Longnecker sitting at a table by himself. Head bowed, attention deep into his phone until hearing his name. Coming up clueless, looking around. 

Dale recently separated from his wife, Lucinda, and this morning his puffy face showing the typical morning wear and tear of a new bachelor. 

Dale more than once declaring his new, unbridled freedom to, as he put it, “do whatever the fuck I want, whenever the fuck I want.” Though rumor had it Dale was shacking up with a gal out north of town.

Dale unsure who said his name or what was going on around him and not caring. His attention diving right back into his phone.

Trace saying to Billy, “So what’re you going to do?”

“Probably use the ticket go someplace else,” Billy said. “You and me, we should take a golfing trip to Vegas. Or maybe Palm Springs. ”

“Not the plane tickets, dummy,” Trace said. “I’m talking about you, in general. What’re you going to do?”

Billy saying that’s a great question. Signing his bill, leaving a fat tip. 

“Right now,” Billy said, getting up from the booth and grabbing is sheriff’s cap off the hook on the side of the booth, “I need to run an errand.”

“What kind of errand?” Trace said.

“Need to see a lady about a knick-knack.”
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“Coming to see me three days in a row,” Summer said, “people are gonna talk.”

“They’re gonna talk no matter what,” Billy said, coming all the way into the office, sauntering up to Summer’s desk. 

As he reached her, Billy sensing another person in the room with them. Turning to the little waiting area off to the side of the office, two tall leather chairs with a small wooden table between them. 

Frank Hamm sitting in the chair with its back to the door.

“Oh, hey Frank,” Billy said. “Didn’t see you sitting there.”

“And yet, here I am,” Frank said. Frank dressed in his signature outfit of long, denim shorts, short-sleeve golf polo, running shoes and white ankle socks. 

“Waiting on Hewitt,” Frank said, making his nasal-clearing snort. “He’s not in yet. Typical.”

“Ok,” Billy said, unsure what else to say. 

Turning back to Summer and taking her in.

Summer wearing a simple white linen blouse that made her dark skin pop. Also wearing that amused look on her face.

“Anyway,” Billy said, “needed to return this.” 

Pulling the little metal man out of his front pocket, handing it over to Summer. Their fingers grazing one another during the handoff.

“Accidentally ran off with him when I went chasing down your boss,” Billy said. “Sorry about that.”

“No need to be sorry now that you gave it back,” Summer said. “Was wondering if I’d ever see him again, though.”

Billy glancing over at Frank. Unsure he wanted to do this in front of Frank, what he’d actually come to see Summer for. 

Summer catching Billy’s glance at Frank. Standing and saying, “Frank, would like to wait in Hewitt’s office? He should be in any minute now.”

“Can I go through his stuff while I wait?” Frank said.

“Be my guest.” 

Summer escorting Frank through the second set of doors and motioning for him to sit in one of the visitor’s chairs in front of Hewitt’s large mahogany desk. Summer refilling Frank’s coffee before closing the doors halfway, affording Billy and her a little privacy.

“There anything else, Sheriff?”

Billy watching her in her tan pencil skirt walking back to her desk, eyes smiling.

“Well, I was wondering if your offer still stands?” Billy said. “If you’d like to hang out tonight, go to dinner or a movie? Or both? Or something else. Whatever you like.”

Summer standing behind her desk, looking him over, taking her time.

“Offer still stands,” Summer said finally. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“Why’d you change your mind?”

Billy looking away, then back at her.

“No reason,” Billy said, scratching his neck. “You know, thought it over and, yeah, sounds like fun. Be nice to hang out.”

Summer still smiling but a certain skepticism creeping into it. Leaning over, placing the little metal man on his point. Summer holding her hand there until she was sure he was balanced and would stay upright.

“If you say so,” she said.

“Like Mexican food?”

“I do.”

“Six work for you?”

“Works for me.”

“Pick you up then,” Billy said. “Still over on Spruce, right?”

Summer nodding. 

Billy not sure what else to say and not sure how he felt about it. Realizing, in fact, it was more than one feeling.

Excited.

Guilty.

Delighted.

Disgusted.

Horny.

Ashamed.

Confident.

Shy.

Billy wishing Summer a good one. Summer replying you too. 

Turning, heading for the door. Feeling Summer watching him walk away. Billy reaching the door, hearing Frank yelling from inside Hewitt’s office.

“Have a good one, Billy!”
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Frank getting impatient waiting for Hewitt in his office. Uncomfortable too, his denim shorts riding up on him a bit. 

Frank fidgeting in one of the two leather club chairs for guests. The guest chairs on what people often referred to as “the wrong side” of Hewitt’s desk. 

The implication being that if you were on that side of the desk, most likely it meant you were in some kind of trouble and in need of a lawyer. 

Or Hewitt was about to fleece you. Or both.

Frank getting frustrated, tired of sitting on his butt. Intent on waiting the man out even if it meant keeping his sorry ass plopped right there in that leather chair all day until the bastard finally showed up.

Frank’s foul mood allowing him to grow more and more disgusted with his friend’s opulent office the longer he waited. 

Taking in Hewitt’s decor. Frank deciding the lawyering business must be good. Even a dumb son of a bitch like his friend Hewitt could find a way to make too much money. Pair that with no common sense about how to spend it, here’s where you end up.

A protective pane of glass atop the mahogany desk. Frank thinking you couldn’t swing a dead cat in this office without hitting leather or polished wood. Cherrywood blinds on the corner office’s windows that offered a view of the corners of Main and Hackberry Streets below.

Another office wall all shelves filled floor-to-ceiling with what looked to be law books. 

Frank checking his watch.

For the umpteenth time looking at the American Western painting hanging on the wall behind Hewitt’s desk. A large Frederick Remington knockoff of Plains Indians, horseback, surveying rolling grassland filled with a herd of buffalo in the distance.

Frank considering the painting, wondering if Hewitt’s love of all things cowboys and Indians had anything to do with hiring an Indian woman for his secretary.

Also hanging on the wall, on either side of the painting, two smaller Ansel Adams knockoffs. Black-and white photographs of the same Colorado mountain: one a picture of the mountain covered in winter snow; the other of it lush with summer growth.

Frank aware of how much Hewitt enjoyed pointing out to people that he’d taken both photographs, always pausing to leave room for compliments.

Frank hearing the outer door open. Hewitt’s voice exchanging good mornings with Summer. Frank hearing Summer giving her boss a head’s up that he was in the office waiting for Hewitt.

Hewitt sweeping through the doors and into his office, his tone bright and friendly.

“What the hell are you doing in my office, Frank?” 

 The lawyer sporting a tan that complimented his a poplin summer suit, offset by a blue-and-gold necktie against a crisp white shirt. 

Hewitt moving past Frank and around to his side of his desk.

“Seriously, chief, what can I do ya for?” Hewitt said, putting down his worn, brown leather briefcase before offering Frank a hand to shake.

Frank remaining seated. Reaching up, giving Hewitt’s hand a half-hearted shake.

“Here for my money back,” Frank said, smoothing out his golf shirt.

“What money?”

“You know what money, Hewitt. That Tatyana money.”

“How’s she doing, anyway?” Hewitt said.

Frank noting the genuine concern in his friend’s voice. Also aware Hewitt was trying to change the subject. Play enough golf and cards and snooker with a guy, you learn real quick how they think and act.

“She’s the same,” Frank said. “Critical, stable. Dixie’s the one I’m worried about. Can’t get her to leave Tatyana’s bedside. At first, Dixie was frozen. Like she was paralyzed over the whole situation. Now, like she does, she’s throwing herself into caring for the girl.”

“We all cope in our own way, I guess,” Hewitt said. “No surprise that would be Dixie’s way.”

“I may head over to the hospital,” Frank said, getting back to the matter at hand, “after we’re done with our business here. I want my money back. We had a deal. You provided a service and that service turned out less than satisfactory. Seems only right you refund my money.”

“Bring your receipt with you?”

Frank confused. “I need a receipt?”

“Frank, you return something at the Walmart, got to bring your receipt with you, right? Well, we got the same policy here.”

“No, I didn’t…you even give me a receipt?”

“You ask for one?”

“I don’t remember.”

“That could be a problem,” Hewitt said. “About how long ago since we completed the transaction? Because our policy is you have to return the merchandise, intact and excellent condition, within thirty days. Along with the receipt.”

“You trying to say you won’t give me back my money because that little gal is beat all to hell?”

Hewitt running his hand through his wavy blond hair, seeing that Frank wasn’t getting the joke. 

“No Frank, I’m pulling your goddamn leg is what I’m doing. Because you’re in here demanding a refund like you’re returning a bad piece of fruit. You knew the deal. You didn’t pay for a bride. You paid for a service, for providing you with options to choose from and for everything that goes into getting a gal all the way over here from all the way over there. “

“She took up with my wife, Hewitt. Don’t remember that paragraph in our contract. Can you point that out to me, please?”

“How in the hell can you sit there expecting me to give you your money back? When that gal got here, you chose to keep on being you. Evidently, she didn’t much care for what she’d walked into. None of that has anything to do with me.”

“I call it faulty service,” Frank said.

“Then report me to the Better Business Bureau. No way in hell are you getting your money back.”

Frank thinking it over, knowing there was always wiggle room in any horse trade. Knowing his friend’s desire to keep business running smoothly, too.

“How about an exchange then?”

“She’s not a neck tie, Frank. She’s a person.”

“Goddamn it I know she’s a person so get off your high horse. Thing is, maybe when she gets better, she wants to go back home. If she does, you give me a make-good.”

Now it was Hewitt’s turn to think. Having trouble concentrating, though. Hearing voices outside his doors. First Summer’s voice followed by a male voice. Unclear what they were saying.

Hewitt thinking nothing of it. Confident Summer would handle whatever the person needed. Or at least stall them until he could get rid of Frank.

“There would be costs involved in bringing over a new one,” Hewitt said, quickly running the numbers in his head.

“Bet if you knock off your mark-up,” Frank said, “you could eat a make-good at cost, no problem.”

Both men pausing, hearing a voice getting louder in the waiting area of the office. 

“Maybe I could, maybe I couldn’t,” Hewitt said about Frank’s proposition.

Whatever was going on outside his office doors distracting Hewitt, who added, “Not so sure I care to set the precedent, though.”

“Take it from me,” Frank said, raising his voice so whichever client of Hewitt’s that was right outside his office could hear him, “it’s never bad business to keep clients happy.”

Just then both office doors swinging open, a voice bellowing, “Should leezen to theeze man, Hew.”

The man’s Ukrainian accent as thick as a slice of potato babka stuffed with morel mushrooms.


Twenty-Seven




Hewitt recognizing that Ukrainian foghorn of a voice. 

The foghorn belonging to Maksim Zaretsky. A jolt of panic hitting Hewitt as Maksim and another man came sweeping into the office. 

Hewitt’s first thought wasn’t why are they here?

Instead, it was these gangster sonsabitches cannot be here.

 Maksim, brother of Leo Zaretsky. Maksim younger, not nearly as bright and only slightly less vicious than Leo. Leo, the boss of the Ukrainian mob faction working out of Chicago. 

And Hewitt’s partner in his growing mail-order Ukrainian bride business.

Hewitt recognizing the man with Maksim an African-American man with Maksim but unable to place the man’s name. J-something. Knowing at once this man was the muscle. 

“You guys can’t be here,” Hewitt said.

“Yet here we are,” Maksim said, swaggering up to the desk alongside Frank. 

The Ukrainian gangster in shiny blue suit pants, brown Italian loafers and a custom-fitted white dress shirt. Shirt collar open, the blue tip of a chest tattoo peeking out like the tip of a menacing iceberg.

Frank speechless for a change, watching the man.

Maksim in his early thirties, head shaved to stubble. Not the big man you’d expect if hearing his bellowing voice before laying eyes on him. Well under six-feet tall, wiry. Shouldn’t be anything imposing about him, but Hewitt finding there was something spidery and menacing about the way the man moved. Hewitt always keeping an eye on even slightest gesture by Maksim whenever he was around him. 

Hewitt noting his partner, J-something, hanging back, blocking the doors. 

The man with dark skin, a neatly trimmed beard. Looked to be shaved bald under his black, flat-brimmed Chicago White Sox baseball cap that he wore cocked left of center. Could be in his late thirties or early fifties in that black-don’t-crack way. Wearing gray linen pants with a crease so sharp it could slice a tomato, black loafers, no socks and a loose, white linen short-sleeve shirt that was cut to be worn untucked.

Hewitt remembered this preppy-dressing gangster, J-something. It was in the middle of Hewitt’s meetings with Maksim and Leo in Chicago. They were all seated around a poker table in the back room of the Ukrainian social club where Leo conducted business. They were reviewing various shared business interests, including the Ukrainian bride business, when this black guy briefly popped into their meeting. Leo had introduced them, then J-something had whispered in Leo’s ear and left. 

 Taller than Maksim but also not physically imposing. And the man’s Westchester County wardrobe didn’t render him threatening. But like his Ukrainian partner, the black man giving off an unmistakable air of menace. 

Interestingly, where Maksim’s demeanor hinted at a crazed and unpredictable animal fury lurking below the surface, Hewitt found J-something gave off a plain old cold-blooded casualness. It frightened Hewitt even more than the Maksim’s lurking fury. As if Hewitt might be able to distract a crazed langur monkey but against a cool, lethal cobra he would be completely fucked. 







Hewitt watching Frank watching Maksim. 

Witnessing the look of confusion on Frank’s face turn to surprise. Then, oh hell, Hewitt recognizing the flash of anger in his friend’s face. Same as when he missed a money putt or felt like someone working a cash register wasn’t as courteous as Frank felt his patronage should make them.

“Uh, excuse me,” Frank said, “you boys are barging in on my time.”

“Yes,” Maksim said. 

Not even glancing at Frank as he said it, eyes leveled at Hewitt.

The black man, still by the closed office doors, speaking from behind Frank.

“I’m sorry, what my friend means is, we also have a few customer service concerns for the good lawyer here. And we couldn’t help but wonder if our concerns overlap with yours, mister….?”

“Mister It’s My Fucking Time, understand?” 

Frank saying it, then turning around to make sure wasn’t about to get cold-cocked from behind. 

Frank seeing the man standing there and for the first time getting the sense that messing with him might not be such a good idea.

“Um, I’m Frank,” he said.

“Nice to meet you, Frank,” the black man said, voice warm but not moving to shake hands. “I’m Jarius.”

Hewitt jumping in. 

“Frank, how about we put a bookmark in this and I loop back with you later today? Finish this conversation then?”

“Don’t give heem the bum’s roosh,” Maksim said. “Unhappy customer, no good for business.”

“You boys got it all wrong,” Hewitt said. “Frank here’s not unhappy. Are you, Frank?”

“Well, wouldn’t say I’m entirely satisfied,” Frank said, shifting his ass in the leather chair, the two badasses making him uncomfortable. 

Hewitt glaring at his old golfing buddy. Eyes communicating everything that need to be said. 

Do not. Not now. Not with these men.

 Frank getting the message. Saying, “But no need to put this to rest right this second, long as options are on the table.”

“For happy customers, always options are on table,” Maksim said. 

Saying this and giving the diamond ring on his right pinky a quick twist. The quick movement putting Hewitt and Frank on edge.

“Anyways,” Frank said, “best be getting over to the hospital, check on her status.”

“Hey, how is Tatyana, anyway?” Jarius said.

Hewitt thinking, how the hell’s he know which one it was? 

Then Hewitt wondering how the hell these two know anything about it at all?

“She’s doing okay,” Hewitt said, “Frank was just saying. When you walked in. All things considered, she’s doing all right.”

“She alert?” Jarius said. “Talking to the police?”

“Oh, heck no,” Hewitt said. “Hasn’t said a word to the authorities.”

“Well, yeah,” Frank said, “kinda hard to when you’re in a coma.”

“Thought you said the girl was doing all right?” Jarius said.

“Said all things considered, she’s doing all right,” Hewitt said

“Max,” Jarius talking to his partner, “being in a coma, that sound fucking all right to you?”

“Sounds really, really not facking all right to me, J.” Maksim said.

Maksim turning to Frank.

“Frank, what you think? All right? Or not so fucking all right?”

“Not so fucking all right,” Frank said.

 “I mean,” Jarius said, “we heard some shit went down here. Details kinda sparse. So we thought it might be a good idea to take a drive down, see for ourselves what’s going on. How it might affect our…interests in this Mayberry town you’re running your game from—”

“—Uh, Frank,” Hewitt said, “bet Dixie could really use a break over at the hospital.”

“She ain’t leaving that little gal’s side. Trust me, I tried.” 

Frank not taking the hint. 

“Yeah, well maybe go try again. She doesn’t have to leave the hospital but I’m sure she would truly appreciate it if you were there. At the hospital.”

Finally sinking in and Frank making that nasal noise again, before saying he best be heading over to the hospital, give Dixie a rest.

“Nice to meet you,” Maksim said, walking Frank to the door. “Couple things: First, I like your jean shorts. Denim, rugged. How much will you take for them?

“My jorts?” Frank taken aback by the offer. “You trying to buy my pants right off me?”

“I like the, what is it?

“Jorts,” Frank said, “Jean-shorts. Jorts.”

“Yes, jorts,” Maksim said. “I like them. Why should I wait?”

“Because I ain’t walking down main street in my skivvies, is why,” Frank said. “Besides you want to buy yourself a couple pair that’re damn sure to fit you better than these fat-man shorts. You ain’t got the belly for it.”

Everyone laughing despite the growing tension.

“What’s the other thing?” Frank said.

Maksim looking confused. “What other thing? What you talking about?

Frank getting frustrated now, unsure if this man was insane or fucking with him or both.

“Said a couple things. One was my jorts. What’s the other?”

Maksim taking a moment. Again, a toss up whether he was feigning ignorance to mess with Frank or if he really couldn’t recall what he’s said only seconds before?

A long pause and then suddenly Maksim clapping his hands once, his lightening quick movement causing everyone, even Jarius, to jump, 

“I remember other thing I want to tell you,” Maksim said. “You should have that looked at. Bet a good ear, nose and throat doc could help you.”

“Have what looked at?” Frank said, confused.

“That noise.”

“What noise?”

Everybody silent. Hewitt not sure what to say. 

Jarius and Maksim both fighting to keep a straight face. Avoiding eye contact with one another or else they’d both lose it.

Frank unsure what the hell was going on. Telling Hewitt he’d catch up with him later to finish their business, then heading out the door.

Hewitt listening for Frank to say goodbye to Summer. Once he was certain his friend was out the door, Hewitt starting in on his unexpected guests.







“I mean it, you gentlemen cannot be here. Not in my office, not in this town. Hell, not even in this state.”

Hewitt motioning for Jarius to close the office doors so Summer couldn’t hear. Jarius raising his eyebrows before looking behind him as if to see who Hewitt was giving orders to. No way in hell was he telling Jarius what to do.

“Pretty please,” Hewitt said.

“Catch more flies with honey than vinegar, all I’m saying,” Jarius said as he closed the doors before taking a seat next to his partner. 

 “That a real Remington?” Jarius said.

Gesturing at the painting of the Plains Indians on horseback looking over the buffalo and the land they would soon come to miss.

Hewitt easing down into his high-back leather chair, surprised Jarius knew his Western artists by sight. Thinking even if it was real, no way in hell he’d admit it to these two gangsters sitting across the desk from him.

“No, it’s reproduction,” Hewitt said, then quickly shifting gears. “You two really should not have come here.”

“Think we want to be here?” Maksim said. Then to his partner but keeping his eyes on Hewitt. “J, you want to be here?”

“Hell no. Fucking hate rednecks,” Jarius said. “Think I enjoy a ten-hour drive, nothing to look at but corn fields? Just when you get tired of looking at corn fields, they turn into wheat fields. So then you got to look at them motherfuckers until your eyes about to bleed.”

Maksim jumping in, “Not mention, we got ten hours drive back to look forward to.”

Jarius picking it back up. “All so we can come down to this shit-kicking town, make sure your little band of racists patriots don’t fuck up the little pilot program we going here.”

“Everything is fine,” Hewitt said.

“Didn’t sound fine, we walked in,” Maksim said. “Unhappy customers, girls in comas….”

“One girl,” Hewitt said. “Not saying that’s acceptable, just, you know have a little perspective. And Frank? He and I been friends since forever. Hell, he’s always an unhappy customer, doesn’t matter if he’s buying a set of new tires or a carton of golf balls. Miserable son of a bitch is his personality, God love him. Like I said, perspective. We’ve had few bumps, I’ll grant you. But overall, we’re doing all right.”

You’re doing all right, anyway,” Jarius said. Again pointing to the wall behind Hewitt. “Them real Ansel Adams photos?”

Hewitt’s eyebrows going up in surprise.

“I did some time at art school, long, long time ago,” Jarius said. “Shouldn’t be so shocked a brother knows art. Kinda makes you come across as racists, you know that right?”

Jarius standing, walking over to inspect the black and white photographs. 

“No, they’re not by Adams,” Hewitt said. “I took those, actually.”

Pausing, waiting for the compliment that usually followed.

Jarius studying the winter photograph up close.

“Oh. Yeah, I see that now.” 

“Look,” Maksim said, “my brother, he’s happy with things up to this point. Talk about expanding business soon, hitting bigger markets. And we like doing business with people we like doing business with. You bring us idea, you put business together. Obviously, you are part of our plans.” 

“I appreciate you saying that Maksim, I honestly do,” Hewitt said.

“My brother, he only wants to make sure little trouble here does not derail plans for big things elsewhere. Because if does,” Maksim said, “you will not be part of our plans.”

Hewitt ignoring that last part, steamrolling right over it.

“And I’m glad you brought up expansion,” Hewitt said, “because I’ve had some thoughts about the national roll-out. Our go-to-market strategy, you might say.”

Hewitt turning, trying to talk to Jarius too, who was still eyeing the art on the wall behind him. Hewitt trying to keep an eye on both men. 

“That said, I understand, you have concerns. Why don’t you boys come by my house tonight, we’ll talk it over. I’ll have Nastunye fix chicken Kiev. How’s that sound? A nice home-cooked Ukrainian meal?”

Maksim thinking it over. Exchanging a look with Jarius, still behind Hewitt.

“We’ll eat, we’ll talk over dinner,” Hewitt said, sensing he almost had them convinced. “Get everything straightened out, then you can head back to Chicago, tell Leo everything’s all right. All right?”

Hewitt turning in time to catch Jarius, rolling his eyes, sighing with resignation.

“Ok, dinner tonight,” Maksim said, “Your house. We see how good the wife make Kiev, we talk.”

“Yes, we eat, we talk,” Hewitt said, writing down his address and directions on a slip of his stationary. “Come by around six, we’ll have a couple of cocktails before dinner. Then you go. Sound good?”

“Sound good,” Maksim said, clapping once, popping up out of the chair.

Hewitt flinching a little at the man’s sudden moment.

Jarius coming back around from behind Hewitt. 

“Man, what the hell we supposed to do in the meantime?” Jarius said. “Chase tumbleweeds?”

Hewitt thinking it over. Finally saying, “Like antiques? We got a few really good antique stores.”

“I look like I watch Antiques-motherfucking-Roadshow?” Jarius said.

 “Love that show!” Maksim exited, piping up. “Where we find theeze places? Jarius, we go antiquing!”

Jarius closing his eyes, letting out a defeated sigh.


Twenty-Eight




“Don’t like the idea of strangling her? How you wanna do it then?”

 Tanner raising his eyebrows at Colt. Doubting Colt would have any workable suggestion for how they might go about pulling off Peg’s suggestion that they take out her ex-husband’s new, foreigner wife.

Colt and Tanner sitting in a back booth at The Round Up, Caulfield’s other bar. The two late-risers having an afternoon bar brunch: Coors Light and pickled eggs.

The Round Up was a drunk’s paradise. Dimly lit with a long wrap-around bar. A few small tables scattered around the floor. Four booths along one wall. Two coin-operated pool tables in the back of the place and the restrooms tucked into the corners of the back wall. An unmarked door situated between the bathrooms. Behind the unmarked door, an illegal poker game that most everyone in town knew about.

Colt and Tanner in the back booth nearest the pool tables. Sitting facing each other, both of them slunk down low in the shadows as if they were up to no-good.

Which they were. 

Tanner taking a long pull off his Coors Light. A little of the beer missing his mouth, trickling down into his wiry beard.

“I’m listening, genius,” Tanner said, wiping at his chin. “Any ideas for putting down a big ‘ol gal like Nastunye Hake?”

Colt shrugging off Tanner’s challenge of a question. 

“Dunno, never done nothing like this before.”

“What I figured.”

“Like you have.”

“First time for everything in your life,” Tanner said. “Thing is, got to have your want-to cocked and ready.”

“Ready for what?” Colt said.

“For when the time comes for whatever’s coming.”

Neither of them talking for a while. Tanner with his back to the wall, facing the door. A good vantage point for seeing whatever’s coming through the bar’s front door, at least.

Tanner looking the place over. The bar nearly empty except for the regular day-drinkers in their regular spots. 

He knew the two women sitting side-by-side at the bar. The heavy-set Mexican lady and her family used to live across the street from him. The bone-thin white lady had bought meth off his brother more than once. The women at the end of the bar near the front, their backs to the door. Laughing and taking their time with their beers.

Tanner’s eyes moving from the women to the three men sitting along the straight edge of the bar. About as far away from the women as they could possibly get. Tanner figuring they came in here to get away from women so why in the hell would they sit any closer to those two? 

Tanner knowing the fat white guy with a mustache, Earl Reynolds. The two of them introduced by Tanner’s oldest brother, Travis. Earl owned the auto-salvage yard and wasn’t one to ask questions about where a car came from as long as it wasn’t from Caulfield. 

Tanner with no idea who the other two men were. One a chubby black guy, the other a short, skinny “Oriental” as his mother called them. Looked to be Vietnamese or some such.

Tanner downing his beer, waving his empty bottle at Susan, the only bartender working the afternoon shift. 

Susan, a short, thick woman with permed, dirty-blond hair. Colorful tattoo roses running up and down her left arm and Lord know’s where else, though a lot of guys had found out. 

Everything about her saying, I may be nice enough but do not make the mistake of fucking with me. 

Not a problem for Susan to handle the sparse day-drinking crowd. A server and another bartender would arrive in a half an hour or so to be ready when the action picked up once people got off work.

Colt, seeing Tanner was done with his beer, trying to wolf down his own, catch up.

Tanner noticing Colt copycatting him.

“Don’t got to keep up with me, you know?” Tanner said. “First of all, you can’t hang with me, so you shouldn’t even try. You do you, man, drink like you want to drink. Ain’t going to think you’re a pussy, for fuck sake.”

Colt smiling, nodding.

“I mean you are a pussy,” Tanner said, “not keeping up with me’s got nothing to do with it, though. And while we’re on the subject, can you not always be looking at me all the goddamn time? 

“I don’t.”

“You do. Every time I turn away then look back, you’re giving me them puppy dog eyes all up and down. Creeps me out. Look, just ‘cause I let you blow me when we’re all fucked up, don’t mean we’re jailhouse boyfriend-girlfriend. Ain’t nothing more than bro’s helping bro’s, far as I’m concerned. Damn sure don’t make us gay. Not me, anyway.”

“Don’t make me gay neither.”

“It might,” Tanner said. Seeing Colt’s face fall at that. 

Tanner saying, “Lighten up, Nancy. Only messing with you. I ain’t telling nobody. You sure as shit better not neither.”

“I ain’t,” Colts said. “And while we’re keeping stuff quiet, would you stop posting shit online under my name? My mom’s always checking that kind of stuff.”

“Wouldn’t want to tarnish the mayor’s reputation,” Tanner said, teasing.

Tanner bored with the topic, wanting to get back to the matter at hand.

“So anyway…how do you suggest we kill this Russian bitch?”

“Ukrainian.”

Tanner rolling his eyes.

“What…the fuck…ever. And you got no ideas, so here’s what we’re gonna do…”

Tanner cutting himself off, spotting Susan walking toward them carrying another round of silver bullets. Tanner shifting gears.

“Thanks for the beers, Susan,” Tanner said. “And for the chance to watch you walk away.”

Susan not sure if Tanner was coming on to her or hinting she should leave them alone. Damn certain she preferred latter.

“If you need anything else,” Susan said, “you’re gonna have to come up to the bar, get it yourself. Only me right now, and I need to get prepped for this evening.”

Susan needling Tanner by tossing a warm look Colt’s way.

“Hey, Colt.” 

Susan turning to leave. Rather than heading back to the bar and giving Tanner a good look at her rear end in her tight jeans, she moved down the line to another booth with two men, town high-hat types, whom Tanner knew of but didn’t know personally. One was Glenn Waring, the other Roderick Blackburn. The two men arguing about what’s wrong with the Kansas City Royals. Susan checking to see if they needed more bottles of argument lubricant.

“Nice turd cutter on her,” Tanner said, watching Susan. “Kind of bitchy, though. Little too much mouth on her.”

“If you say so,” Colt said.

“Fucking-A right I say so,” Tanner said, taking a long pull on his fresh beer.







“So, again, how you wanna kills this Russian bitch?”

Colt saying nothing, shrugging.

“Thought so. Okay, it’s settled. We’re going to choke her out in her own home tomorrow night. That crazy ass Peg texted me, said she wants us to meet first. Wants us to lay out what we’ve come up with. So, speak now or forever hold your peace.” 

“She texted you when?”

“Earlier.”

“Meet where?”

“Out at Bosky Park.”

“Why she wanna meet?”

“Like I said, dumbass, wants us to bounce our killer idea off of her.” 

Tanner grinning, enjoying his little joke. 

Colt picking up on it, mirroring a grin back.

Tanner saying, “Anyway, you know what a garrote is?”

Colt shaking his head.

“Saw this on the History channel or some shit like that. Fucking badass. We get us a good length of speaker wire and—.”

Just then the door opening. Afternoon sun pouring in, lighting up the place. Tanner and Colt and everybody else squinting at two silhouettes enter the bar. The one in the lead smaller than the one behind holding the door open.

The door closing, shutting out the light. All eyes on the two men easing up to the bar. 

The shorter one speaking with a heavy accent, the taller one a black guy.

“Got to be shitting me,” Tanner said. “Like the United-fucking-Nations in here.”

Colt turning his head to see what Tanner was going on about. He and everyone else in the bar knowing immediately from the way these two walked and talked and dressed that they weren’t from anywhere nearby.

Colt turning back to Tanner. “Where you think they’re from?”

“Not here.” Tanner answering without looking at Colt. 

His eyes on the strangers at the bar. 

“Who the fuck do they think they are, anyway?”

Colt saying what do you mean? A couple of guys having a beer, so what?

Tanner saying fuck that shit.

 “People from out of town can’t stop in, have a beer?” Colt said.

“Good people, sure,” Tanner said. “But them sumbitches right here, they’re about as far from good as you can get. 

“How can you tell?”

“Look at ‘em! That’s bonafide criminal shit right there.”

“From looking, you can tell if a person’s a criminal?”

“Ever met my family?”

“Good point,” Colt said. “Still, probably having a beer or two, then be gone.”

Tanner shooting a hard look at Colt.

“You gonna be a pussy about this too?”

“Ain’t being no pussy,” Colt said. “I mean what you want to do? Get into it with those two?”

“Look it,” Tanner said. “We been talking and talking right?”

“You have.”

“Damn straight. Well, time to quit bullshit talking and start motherfucking walking.”

Tanner draining the last of his beer. 

“You go on, though, drink your beer. Sit there like a little puss while our town gets overrun with all kinds of out-of-town motherfuckers.”


Twenty-Nine




Maksim sliding onto a bar stool. Jarius standing sideways, a hand on the bar.

Jarius looking the place over. Catching sight of the two young men hunkered down in the back booth. Knowing instantly that if trouble was coming, it was coming from those rednecks. 

“All I’m saying, “ Jarius said, his eyes still scouting the bar, “how many old board games and tired-ass decks of cards are enough?”

“Old games?” Maksim said. “Antique games! Antique cards! I see, I like, I buy. Very valuable, my friend. And you believe that motherfacker old lady? Grandma lucky I not shoot her in kneecap, take Old Maid cards. Not even in mint condition. Like I was ever paying full price.”

Not many people in the bar. Jarius feeling eyes that were there stealing glances at Maksim and him. Jarius keeping cool though, assessing the situation. Mixing intuition with experience.

“Bitch, please,” Jarius said to Maksim. “Old shit needs to be thrown out, what it looks like to me.”

At the end of the bar, near the door, three men and two women. All of them lost in their middle ages. 

A fat white guy with a walrus mustache, a chunky brother and a short, southeast Asian of some kind. Laotian, maybe. 

One of the women was a short, hefty Mexican lady, the other a skinny white woman. Jarius thinking the white woman’s skin was like a sheet of paper that had been wrinkled up and tossed away and falling short of the wastebasket.

Jarius seeing their party had a good afternoon drunk going. All slightly slurred words and bleary eyes.

Over in a side booth, two more men. Older, looking to Jarius like they had their shit more together than the ones at the bar. Jarius figuring they were a couple of local businessmen taking an afternoon break.

“You have ignorant eye, my friend,” Maksim said. 

Maksim’s own eyes taking in the blond hottie working down at the far end of the bar. Maksim going on.

“Me? Eyes open always. Know what I am looking for.” 

Jarius relaxing but only a little. Deciding most likely there wasn’t anyone in the place stupid enough to step to him and Maksim. Even if any of them did, no one looked to be trouble that he and Maksim couldn’t handle. Even without their guns. 

Jarius’ nine millimeter and Maksim’s three-fifty-seven stashed in the big Lincoln they’d driven down from Chicago. 

Maksim had been reluctant to leave their weapons in the trunk of the car until Jarius managed to convince his partner they wouldn’t need the hardware. They were only visiting, checking on things, Jarius pointed out. Weren’t sent to stir shit up in this podunk town. 

Guns or no guns, any of these people would be a fool to make a move. Still, Jarius well aware there were a lot of fools in this world. 

“This is secret,” Maxim said, speaking so the bartender coming their way could pick up their conversation, “to getting what you want.”

“The hell you going on about?” Jarius said.

“Discovering valuable, pretty items in the most unlikely of places,” Maksim said, eyes moving up and down the woman’s body.

Jarius knowing there was no avoiding what was coming next. Embarrassed by, and for, his friend. Jarius trying to pretend he wasn’t there. Staring at himself in the mirror behind the bar as if that might help him disappear.

Maksim asking the bartender, “Have any, what call it? Craft beers?”

The bartender making a stink face at Maksim.

“You say crap beers?”

“No, craft,” Maksim said, drawing out the word. “Not crap. Craft.”

The bartender getting it, nodding. Saying yes, in bottles. Rattling off Boulevard Wheat, Boulevard Pale Ale, Sam Adams, Fat Tire, a few others.

“Any import?”

“Stella Artios, Heineken, Guiness, Becks.”

“Tell me,” Maksim said, shifting gears, “what your name?”

“Susan. So what’ll it be?”

“Susan, what do you recommend?” 

Jarius almost in pain watching Maksim attempting to flirt with her with his eyes.

“I recommend,” Susan said, “you tell me what beer you want.”

Jarius laughing out loud at that. Maksim forcing himself to laugh too. Not finding it that goddamn funny, though.

Maksim ordering a Stella, Jarius having the same. Susan saying she’d be right back, moving off to fetch their beers.

“You must be used to women not liking you, huh?” Jarius said.

 “Beetch, please,” Maksim said, “What is like got to do with anything? My own mother, she does not even like me. Why in hell should a hot piece of ass like this Susan? Better yet, why should I facking care? What has like got to do with banging?”

“Really think you can Cossack dance your sorry little from-out-of-town gangsta ass in here and she’s going to fall all over herself for you?”

“A boy can dream.”

Susan placing round cardboard coasters in front of them, then a gold-rimmed chalice of Stella on each coaster.

Jarius eyes drifting back now and again to the rednecks in the back booth. 

Unable to help himself, a part of him always on point. Partly because of the situation, partly because it was a lifestyle. 

Jarius seeing that the redneck facing him, a skinhead type with a billy goat beard hanging off his chin, appeared to be working himself up into an agitated state. 

If there was trouble, it would be that one. Kept on eye-fucking Jarius and Maksim. 

For the most part, Jarius unconcerned about the other one in the booth with his back to them.

 




Jarius and Maksim finishing their first round.

Susan right there with two fresh beers. Then moving back down the bar to resume texting on her cell phone.

“Let me move around over here,” Jarius said, “put my back to Jethro over there.”

Picking up his beer and coaster, sliding around behind Maksim to his other side so his back was to the two in the back booth.

“Otherwise I’m going to be eyeing him out of habit,” Jarius said. “Accidentally go and start some shit we don’t need and have to finish.”

Maksim about to take a look until Jarius stopped him. Pointing to the mirror over the bar, indicating with a finger for Maksim to check out the two rednecks in the reflection.

“Back booth,” Jarius said. “One of ‘em, boy with his back to us, he soft.”

 Maksim looking at the reflection of the two young men in the booth. Jarius going on.

“The other, he can’t wait to find out if he is or if he ain’t. Prefer not to be part of his journey of self-discovery, though.”

 Maksim suddenly poking his head out around Jarius, being obvious about it. Taking a long look at the two young men.

“Man, cut the shit,” Jarius said.

Maksim laughing, turning back to his Stella. “Why, you afraid?”

“Nah, man, ain’t fear. A sound business decision is all. Big brother didn’t dispatch us down here to Hee Haw-land to cause a ruckus. We supposed to be making sure everything around here is smooth as creamy peanut butter. I have to get into with this kid, shit’s gonna get extra-crunchy real quick.”

No sooner were the words out of Jarius’ mouth than he caught movement in the mirror. 

The bearded redneck rising out of the back booth. The other one slowly standing to join him.

Jarius saying under his breath, “Oh, sit the fuck back down. Please.”

Maksim pulling his eyes away from Susan the bartender, still busy texting on her cell. Maksim seeing the reflection of the two young men making their way toward the bar. Toward them.

“No, don’t,” Jarius said to Maksim, again with a light touch on the arm. 

Too late.

Maksim spinning on his barstool to face the two rednecks. Saying loud enough for everyone in the place to hear, “Jarius, you did not tell me this was gay bar. Look at these pretty little fags!”

“The fuck you say, Putin?” Tanner said.

“Fack Putin,” Maksim said. “He is Russian scum. I am motherfacker bad-ass Ukrainian. You should learn about world you live in. Maybe I give you free lesson right here, right now, no?”

Jarius, hands up, easing his way in between Maksim and the bearded redneck. Noticing the other one was hanging back, not wanting any of it. 

Jarius saying, “C’mon now, everybody chill the fuck out.”

“Who you telling…,” Tanner heating up quick, rational thought giving way to animal reaction, “…Ain’t taking no orders from no city nig—.

No way was Jarius going to stand there, let this punk-ass cracker bitch finish that word. 

Jarius left-handed, so it was a straight left firing out piston-fast. Knuckle hammering nose cartilage. Blood spurting out in all directions like fireworks from Tanner’s face.

Jarius surprised, the kid bleeding like hell yet remaining standing. 

A split-second later, Tanner launching himself into Jarius. Sweeping his legs from under him, taking Jarius hard to the bar floor. 

Jarius on the ground now, all tied up in a human knot. On his back, exposed, vulnerable like an upside down turtle. 

Suddenly aware of women’s voice shrieking, men yelling, fear and bloodlust mixed in the voices. 

In his head, thoughts flashing through Jarius’ mind so fast it was like they came all at once:

Motherfucker, a wrestler. We into some MMA shit here, ground and pound.

Floor is fucking filthy.

I’m way too old for this kinda shit this kinda way.

Knowing he’d had to act fast before Tanner worked himself into a position to begin pounding. 

Jarius sensing a struggle other than his own off to the side. Out of the corner of his eye seeing a frenzy of movement. Jarius assuming it was Maksim putting a hurt on the weaker one.

Jarius bending his left knee, bringing his leg up closer. Extending his left hand to reach the small claw knife in the sheath strapped to his ankle. 

Before he could reach it, Tanner getting in two quick shots to the side of Jarius’ head. 

The fireworks exploding inside Jarius’ skull now rather than shooting out of this redneck’s face.

Jarius sensing the redneck’s legs and left arm tightening their grip on him. Realizing the kid was gathering himself to deliver more close-quarter blows with his right hand to Jarius’ head.

Jarius straining until his fingers closed around the knife, his index finger slipping into the hole in the handle. 

Knife out, the blade flicking up Tanner’s right rib cage. Not cutting the flesh deep, just painful enough for Tanner to yelp. 

Tanner flinging himself off, scooting away from Jarius.

Jarius knowing there was no time to catch his breath. Looking over, seeing Maksim sitting on the weak kid’s chest. The kid’s arms pinned under Maksim’s legs like a brother play-torturing a younger sibling. 

No playing about it, though.

Maksim laughing, fingers clutched tight around the kid’s throat. So tight the kid couldn’t even manage a choking sound. The kid all bug-eyes and flailing legs.

Jarius mentally calculating his chances for successfully pulling Maksim off the kid before all life was squeezed out of him. Slim chances from the looks of it. 

Jarius getting to his feet. The door opening behind him and Jarius figuring it was someone smart enough to get the fuck out of there. 

The open door lighting the place up for an instant. White hot daylight shining on Tanner. Jarius seeing the redneck all the way back by the pool table, plopped down on his ass on the bar floor, legs spread in front of him, bloody.

Tanner distracted, checking the long gash running up his right side. Not noticing Jarius coming toward him. 

The door closing and the place instantly barroom dark again. 

Jarius moving with the knife held low by his thigh, thinking, Well, hell…now I got to kill this dumb motherfucker.


Thirty




Billy taking a drive up and down Main, checking on his town. 

Also, avoiding Cookie’s budget paperwork a little longer. He’d managed to keep himself out of the office most of the day.

After asking out Summer, he’d left Hewitt’s office, headed out to the hospital to check on Tatyana. No change, Dixie said.

Billy thinking Dixie looked weary. Spent the night at the hospital. The staff had wheeled in another bed so Dixie could sleep in the room with Tatyana. Dixie saying she hadn’t slept much, though. Noises out in the hallway, kept her up most of the night. When she did sleep, she woke up every hour or so when the nurses came to take Tatyana’s vitals.

Billy and Dixie had stood there talking across the bed where Tatyana lay motionless. Face discolored, misshapen from swelling. Cast on her right arm. Breathing tube stuffed down her throat. Pulse oxygen machine steady. 

Looking at Tatyana made Billy angry. At whoever did it. At himself for not knowing who did it.

Right as Billy was about to leave Dixie and Tatyana, Frank had shown up. Billy thinking Frank looked a little shaken. Asked him was he okay?

Frank saying, yeah, fine. 

Billy surprised at that. Thinking who the hell is fine in the midst of a horrible situation like this? Billy asking Frank again was he okay?

Frank saying it was nothing.

Billy not saying a word, only raising his eyebrows a bit. Giving Frank a don’t-bullshit-me look.

Finally Frank said it was, well, he’d run into a couple of odd dudes.

“Odd how?” Billy said.

“Scared the piss out of me odd,” Frank said.

Billy pointed out that he’d seen Frank at Hewitt’s less than an hour before.

“Well,” Frank said, “That’s where I run into them.”

“Do tell.”

Frank telling Billy about the two men, a Russian and a black guy, bursting in on his meeting with Hewitt. 

Billy perking up at the mention that one of them was Russian.

“Sure he was Russian?” Billy said. “Not Ukrainian?”

“Who the hell can tell the difference,” Frank said. “All I could tell was they were people you’d cross the street to avoid.”

“What was Hewitt doing on their side of the street?” Billy said.

“No idea.”

Billy making a mental note to call on Hewitt again that afternoon. 

Said goodbye to Dixie, asked her to let him know if there was any change in Tatyana’s situation.







After leaving the hospital, Billy had visited the newspaper office and had a conversation with Eric and his editor, Gina Weeks, about their arrangement.

Billy apologizing again to Eric for snapping at him at the crime scene. Eric seeming like he was over it, saying forget about it.

Billy conceded their arrangement was a conflict of interest. Saying they probably agreed with him that the people of Caste County deserved better. Letting Gina and Eric know their current relationship with the sheriff’s department would be ending as soon as he could work it out. The three of them all in agreement.

After that, Billy had headed back out to the crime scene where Tatyana had been attacked.

His deputies had long since cleared the scene and removed the yellow tape. Still, Billy figured it couldn’t hurt to see if a new detail or clue might reveal itself. 

Standing there baking by the side of the road. High noon heat beating down on him, bouncing back up at him from the ground. A hot breeze smacking him the face. 

The scene of the crime giving up none of its clues or secrets.

After that, other than driving out to his house to fix himself a tuna sandwich for a late lunch, he’d spent the day patrolling all around Caulfield and ignoring texts and calls from Paige. 

He’d deal with that situation eventually. Maybe after his date that evening with Summer. 

Right now it was enough to drive and contemplate Tatyana’s case. 

Wondering who would do it? Pretty much convinced Frank didn’t have anything to do with it. Hadn’t found anything to tie him to it and he sort of had an alibi. Hell, you never know, though.

Then he had Colt and Tanner. Were they dumb and mean enough to beat a defenseless young woman? Tanner maybe. Couldn’t see Colt even standing by and watching, let alone participating in an act as vicious as that.

And what about this Russian or most likely Ukrainian guy and his friend showing up out of nowhere? Two thugs paying Hewitt a visit one day after a Ukrainian woman is attacked? 

Too much to be a coincidence. Billy uncertain of the exact connection. Forming a good guess, though.

Thinking maybe he’d track these two bad-ass tourists down, ask them a few questions. Hoping he wouldn’t have to measure how big of badasses they were, though.

Deciding it would be best to approach these two visitors with back-up. Dustin, maybe Zane too.

Billy reaching the north end of Caulfield when his phone buzzed, letting him know he had a text message. 

Figuring it might be Paige again, so Billy ignoring it. 

Instead, turning up the police scanner, making sure his deputies weren’t using it for gossip and bullshitting one another like they usually did.

His curiosity finally getting the best of him though. Picking up his cell. Seeing it was a text from Susan. 

Billy knowing she usually worked afternoon to evening shifts at The Round Up. Thinking she might be having trouble.”

rnd up now! ppl stirrin shit up

“Call the dang station house,” Billy said out loud to no one. “Call nine one one, don’t text me. Like I’m the damn hired help.”

Billy steering his tax-payer-funded SUV around the block to head back south. A sudden clarity coming to him that, in fact, he is the hired help 

Hitting the lights, flying down Main Street to the south end of town.







The Round Up marked the south end of the main drag, the corner where high schoolers cruising Main turned to head back north. People clearing out of Billy’s way, so the trip from one end of town to the other took him less than a minute.

Billy pulling into an open slanted parking space in front of the bar. Parking alongside a long, silver Lincoln with Illinois plates. Billy killing his lights and about to head into the bar before stopping himself. 

On his way, Billy had radioed into Lon, the dispatcher, letting him know where he was headed and why. Lon saying he’d send Zane and the FNG over. Be a couple minutes, though. Zane out west of town helping round up a loose steer, and the FNG up north of town checking out a report of some underage kids drinking in Bosky Park.

Billy sitting in his sheriff’s SUV, waiting for back up. Dying to find out what in the hell was going on. 

“To hell with it,” Billy said, stepping out of the Cadillac and heading into The Round Up.

The door closing behind him and it taking Billy’s eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. The situation quickly coming into focus. 

First in Billy’s line of sight, two men in the booth. Glenn Waring and Roderick Blackburn. 

Billy instantly knowing they weren’t involved.

Billy seeing the day drunks, men and women, off to the side. 

Seeing Earl Reynolds and his walrus mustache and, for a split-second, Billy wondering what Earl had done this time. Billy having had more than one run-in with Earl, everything from disturbing the peace to vicious dogs to domestic violence. 

Billy pretty sure Earl was into, among other suspect activities, chopping up stolen vehicles at his auto salvage yard. Hadn’t been able to hang that one on him yet.

Recognizing the short Laotian man standing next Earl—Noi, a hilarious man Billy regularly talked baseball with at Trace’s. 

Noi looking back at Billy. 

Noi pointing.

Billy following Noi’s narrow finger. 

Seeing Tanner Gribble leaning up against a pool table. Shirt torn, bleeding from a gash up his right side. 

A black man picking himself up off the floor, moving toward Tanner.

A white guy grunting and laughing at the same time, straining, sitting on someone whose legs were flailing for life. 

Billy couldn’t tell who it was on bottom but recognizing that soon it wouldn’t matter who it was—because soon the poor bastard would cease to be anyone.

So Billy taking off, running full speed at the man on top. A split second reaction. No thinking, no choice. Easier that way. Pure instinct and movement.

Reaching the man in two and a half strides. The last half of Billy’s stride turning into a kick upside the man’s head. Billy’s boot heel catching the man’s right ear with a sickening thump. 

The man’s head snapping to the left. His right hand letting go of his victim’s throat so it could clutch at his own ear. 

The left hand still squeezing the victim’s throat. 

Billy looking down, realizing Colt Denton was the one on bottom.

A half-step back, Billy lining up the man’s head like a kicker about to attempt a fifty-yard field goal. 

Billy launching another boot heel into the side of the man’s head. 

This time sending the guy flying off Colt. The man landing on his side and curling up in a ball, as if expecting more kicks to come his way.

Billy noticing movement in his peripheral vision to his right, near the bar. In one motion turning and drawing his Kimber Custom II forty-five. 

Seeing it was the black guy rising upright after bending down. The man freezing immediately when he saw Billy’s gun on him.

“You got a problem with that?” Billy said.

“Nah, man,” the black guy said, raising two open, empty palms. “I know the feeling. Been wanting to do that to his oversized melon for awhile myself.”

Billy turning back to the white guy. Could tell the guy was still conscious because he was yelling in pain. 

A foreign language. Billy doing the quick math in his head, figuring the man was probably speaking Ukrainian. 

Billy no expert as Slavic languages but pretty certain the man was swearing.

Figuring these must be the two Frank was going on about, Hewitt’s visitors. Billy keeping his gun out, lowering it while he checked on Colt. 

Colt coughing and gasping. Billy thinking it meant he was alive at least.

Billy looking over to find Tanner standing now, left hand pressed against the gash up his right side.

“Susan, you got a clean bar rag back there?” Billy said. 

Susan snapping into action, tossing one to Billy.

Billy walking it over to Tanner, inspecting the wound in the young man’s side.

“Not deep,” Billy said, “definitely going to need stitches though.”

“Ain’t nothing,” Tanner said.

“Which one of them cut you?”

Billy watching Tanner look at both of the men before turning his eyes directly into Billy’s. 

“Neither one of them,” Tanner said with a shrug that caused him to wince. “Musta cut myself on something when I slipped and fell.”

“Cut yourself on what?”

“Don’t know,” Tanner said. 

“You don’t, huh? So, you weren’t getting into it with either one them?”

“Oh, me and him,” Tanner pausing to point at Jarius, “we was mixing it up, sure. Cut myself somehow, is all. Happened fast. What can you do, you know?”

Jarius taking a step forward, “Ain’t no thing, only a little misunderstanding, officer.”

Billy looking at Jarius, sizing him up. 

“I ask you a question?” Billy said. “Step back to the bar, please.”

Jarius taking a step back. 

Billy instructing Tanner to stay put. 

“Your friend there,” Billy said, approaching Jarius, “the one choking Colt? That didn’t look like a misunderstanding.”

“My friend? Let’s just say he’s passionate,” Jarius said. “Situation, you know, got out of hand. Good that you showed up when you did, officer.”

“It’s sheriff,” Billy said. “Need to ask you right now…I search you, am I going to find a weapon?”

“No sir, no gun on me.”

“How about a knife? Or razor? Something that would put a gash up a man’s side like that?”

Before Jarius could answer, the place again filling with blinding daylight. The door opening, a man coming through it.

“Hey everybody,” Hewitt said like he was arriving late to a party already in full swing. “What’s everybody up to?”

Hewitt showing up like that confirming it for Billy: These two strangers were the men Frank has told him about. Two real-deal criminals.

Still didn’t clear up the whole picture for Billy, though. Wondering what Hewitt was doing associating with hard cases like these two? Why were they even in Caulfield? What specifically did it have to do with the Tatyana? 

Topping it all off, Billy wondering why in the hell these career criminal types were mixing it up with a couple of knuckleheads like Colt and Tanner?

A lot of questions running circles in Billy’s head. No time to ask them though. 

Not with Hewitt’s mouth off and running.

“What happened to Maksim?” Hewitt said, pointing to the Ukrainian as he picked himself up off the ground. Maksim still pressing his hand to the side of his head.

“This officer,” Jarius said, “I mean, the sheriff here, kicked Max in the side of the head. Twice.”

“You assaulted him, Billy?”

“He was choking the life out of Colt,” Billy said.

“He was?” Hewitt said. Turning to Maksim, asking him, “Were you choking that young man?”

“No facking way,” Maksim said. “We—”

“—You shouldn’t talk,” Hewitt said, holding up a hand to shush him.

Turning to Billy.

“His English,” Hewitt said, “it isn’t so good.”

“Convenient,” Billy said.

Hewitt ignoring him. Instead, asking Colt, “This man, was he choking you?”

Colt still on the floor, managing to sit up. A quick glance over at Tanner. 

Tanner standing now, bloody bar rag pressed against his side, giving Colt back a stone-faced stare.

Colt rubbing his throat, trying to speak. His voice horse, cracking as he said, “Nah.”

Hewitt turning in a slow circle, speaking to everyone in the room. 

“Anybody see anything that made you think these gentlemen were doing anything more than jacking around?”

Billy looking around the bar at the day drunks and the businessmen.

All of them avoiding eye contact with him. All their heads shaking. 

Billy eyes settling on Susan behind the bar.

“You texted me,” Billy said. “What was that all about?”

“Thought Tanner was talking shit. I was wrong.” 

Susan unable to look at Billy, casting her eyes down at the floor.

“Should probably get Maksim here to the ER,” Hewitt said. “Billy, you call an ambulance yet? For him and for Tanner over there who cut himself somehow?”

“Only got here a few moments ago myself,” Billy said, unable to hide his disgust with everyone in the place. “Not sure why I even bothered, though.”

“You know, Billy,” Hewitt said, smiling “in my learned opinion I think we got the makings for one hell of a lawsuit here.”

The only question running wild through Billy’s mind now—How’d I lose control of this situation so goddamn quickly?


Thirty-One




“That sure turned into one hell of a Mongolian cluster fuck,” Lon said, grinning.

Billy’s team — Cookie, Deputies Dustin, Zane and Emily the FNG — looking in disbelief at Lon. 

All of them thinking it, sure. But saying it out loud?

Billy thinking it too. 

“Yeah, well…,” Billy’s voice trailing off. 

Not holding it against Lon for saying it either.

Everyone gathered around Billy in the sheriff’s office bullpen area. Billy filling them in on Hewitt’s legal bum-rush back at the bar. Not enjoying having to admit to his team that he’d lost control of the situation. Hoping that holding himself accountable would count for something in their eyes.

The entire team commiserating with Billy’s disappointment that not a single witnesses stepped up to say what they saw. 

Like Billy, his team couldn’t fathom Colt, choked half to death, and Tanner, cut up and bleeding, refusing to tell the truth. 

And not one of them there listening to Billy at all surprised at Hewitt fast-talking the situation away from Billy. Everyone curious why Hewitt was doing it on behalf of the two strangers in town, though.

Billy saying the two from out of town appeared to be Hewitt’s friends, clients, business associates, or maybe all three. Hewitt’s slick tongue and forceful personality able to make it all go away like that. No witnesses, no charges, no weapons.

“Should have frisked them when you had the chance,” Dustin said, catching himself, “I mean, not criticizing. But I bet dollars to donut holes one of them had to have a knife on him.”

“No doubt about it, I could have handled it better,” Billy said. “Only thing to do now is for my dumbass to figure what I can learn from it.” 

Billy making a mental note to ask Sheriff Otis Cady his thoughts on the subject. Billy checking his phone real quick, confirming they were supposed to have lunch tomorrow. 

While he had his phone in his hand, Billy seeing he had eleven text messages from Paige. And four voice messages, mostly likely also from her. 

Billy telling himself he’d get to all that later.

“Anyway,” Billy said, putting his phone down, looking up at his team still gathered around him, “back to work. Emily, we hear back from the state on those bits of paper we found at the scene?”

Everyone breaking off, getting back to work, including Deputy Emily. 

Hopping up from the desk she was leaning against. Almost all in one connected motion rushing over to her desk, snatching up a couple of folders, taking out a sheet of paper from a folder while she was on the move back toward Billy, handing the paper to him.

“Got an email from them about five minutes before you came back,” Emily said. 

Billy reading over the report while the FNG went on, saying how she’d forwarded the email to him then thought he might want to read it in hard copy so she’d printed it out.

Billy looking up from the sheet, face scrunched in confusion. 

“Butcher paper?”

“That’s what they said,” Emily said. “That’s not all though. Check the next page.”

Billy setting aside the top page, scanning the second. A report on the blood work. Getting to the bottom and going back to the top, reading it again, slower this time, making sure he got it right. 

Finally, looking up at Emily, still uncertain he’d read it correctly both times.

“Swine blood?”

“What they said, yeah,” Emily said. “Any thoughts?”

“Well, sure.” Billy leaving it at that, still getting his head around it.

“Like?”

“Like what the hell are butcher paper and hog blood doing all over a crime scene,” Billy said. “You got that medical report on Tatyana?”

Emily nodding, pulling it from another manila folder she was holding. Billy liking his deputy’s thinking ahead. Billy with the thought it was likely he might be working for her someday. 

Maybe soon as next Tuesday if he didn’t get his shit together.

Billy opening the folder and again confronted with the pictures of the battered and beaten Tatyana, taken at the hospital two nights before. 

Billy setting them aside but no need to turn them over. The shock of damage inflicted on people by other people gradually having less and less impact on him. Not that a person ever gets used to it completely. He hoped. 

Billy reading over the medical report, finding what he expected to find. Looking up at the FNG.

“You give this a once over?”

“Couple times. Yessir. ”

“What do you think?”

“Think the real question,” Deputy Emily said, “is what the hell is butcher paper and hog’s blood doing all over our assault vic?”

“And I think you might be right,” Billy said. “Also think I’m craving a thick steak. Might need to swing by the butcher shop, see what looks juicy.”


Thirty-Two




Peg behind the wheel of her long, blue Buick sedan, waiting.

Colt and Tanner late to show. Peg not at all surprised but disappointed nonetheless. 

Pulled off along the side of a gravel road, engine idling so Peg could blast the air conditioning. Thinking that if these two can’t make a meeting on time, how the heck are they going to pull off killing a person without tripping and falling into their own buttholes?

Peg glancing at the red cooler sitting on the passenger seat. Hoping the car’s AC and the dry ice inside the cooler would keep its contents cold enough. Considering sliding open the cooler’s top to check inside. Deciding against it, not wanting to let any cold air escape.

Peg looking forward to hearing the plan these two had come up with for handling her ex-husband’s new wife and getting away with it. Peg less concerned about the getting away with it part. Still, curious to see if these to had sense enough to think that far ahead. 

She certainly had. 

If the two of them got caught and her name came up, who were people going to believe, her or a couple of druggy murderers? 

And there wouldn’t be anything tying her to them, she was making darn sure of that.

The gravel road where she’d pulled off ran along and above the back of Bosky Park, where she’d texted Tanner and Colt to meet her. Bosky Park, located on the northern edge of Caulfield, was a sprawling collection of picnic areas surrounding a central playground. 

The Konza River curved around two sides of the park. Often one or two fishermen with poles would be casting into the brown water. Not today, the late-afternoon heat rendering the banks empty.

From her vantage on the road overlooking the park, Peg noting the swings and jungle gym in the playground area were deserted. The picnic tables and barbecue grills placed along the gravel road running through the park were all vacant too.

Peg able to monitor who was coming and going through the park’s lone access point off the two-lane blacktop on the far side of the park. 

Near as Peg could tell the park was empty, no one coming or going in the ten minutes she’d been sitting there watching. 

There was one spot she couldn’t see from her vantage, a picnic area tucked into a back corner of the park, hidden behind a dense copse of Osage orange trees. Peg confident that spot was empty too. The heat enough to keep sane people inside.

Peg thinking, well, what the dickens does that say about me? Chuckling at that while adjusting a dash vent to blow cool air on her face. 

The digital readout on the dash telling her she was facing southwest and it was one hundred and three degrees outside and three fifty-four in the afternoon. 

Peg making up her mind to give Tanner and Colt five more minutes. They don’t show? Not meant to be. 

Things happen for a reason, she knew. Especially if you make them happen.

About to give up when she saw Colt’s forest green Jeep Cherokee come flying down the black top, brake hard, then turn into the park. Watching the Cherokee bounce too fast down the access road until slamming to a stop near the playground. 

Peg not moving until she was certain it was Tanner and Colt.

Watching Tanner climb out of the driver’s side window, stock-car racer style. Tanner usually shirtless but it looking to Peg like he was wearing half a white t-shirt on half of his torso. 

Tanner swinging his legs around to the ground, and Colt on the passenger side climbing out in the same manner.

Peg putting her car in drive. Letting it creep forward on the gravel road, her eyes on Tanner.

Watching him duck back into the driver-side window of the Cherokee. Tanner coming back up with some kind of big pen. Putting the big pen to his lips. A cloud of white vapor streaming out of Tanner’s mouth. 

Seeing Tanner notice her Buick crawling on the road above the park. Giving her a big grin and a smart-ass wave.










Peg pulling her Buick up alongside the Cherokee. Powering down the window, yelling to Tanner to meet her over yonder. 

Peg pointing in the direction of the picnic area hidden by hedge apple trees.

“What?” Tanner said, looking in the direction she was pointing. “Got a treehouse over there?”

“Just get in your dang vehicle and follow me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tanner said, another suck on his vape pen and giving her that smart-ass grin again.










Gathered around a concrete picnic table behind the trees. Peg on one side, Colt sitting beside Tanner on the other. 

Peg’s little red cooler sitting in the middle of the table.

“Bring more of them pork sandwiches?” Tanner said, pointing at the cooler. “Them was good eatin’.”

Peg saying never mind about the cooler, putting it beneath the table by her feet. 

Changing the subject, asking Tanner about the white gauze and tape covering half of his torso.

“This?” Tanner said, as if only now noticing the bandages. “Doctored it myself.”

“What’s under it?” Peg said. 

Tanner picking up one of the knobby green hedge apples lying on the ground, launching into his version of what happened…

“…Count Chocula-sounding Russian sonofabitch …”

“…preppy-dressing black bastard with a knife…” 

“…kicking their asses something fierce…”

“…punk-ass Billy coming in a day late and a dollar short…”

“…and hell if your ex don’t show up out of nowhere, cleaned up the whole damn mess with a little slick talk.”

“If he can do anything, it’s talk slick,” Peg said about her ex-husband. Noticing the marks on Colt’s neck near his shirt collar.

“You ok?”

Colt nodding, giving her a raspy yeah.

“You don’t talk,” she said to Colt.

Peg knowing darn well that Tanner was going to do all the talking anyway. 

“You,” Peg said to Tanner, “what’s your plan?”

Tanner dropping the hedge apple, wiping his hands against his denim shorts, trying to get the useless fruit’s stickiness off his fingers. 

Taking his time getting to it. Like his brother, Travis, always did right before revealing a scheme he’d been thinking on. The pausing always drawing Tanner in close, anxious to hear what his brother was about to say.

“Strangle her,” Tanner said. “Figure we wait until after dinner, when she’s full, probably drunk on vodka. We slip in the house, track her down and strangle her with a piece of speaker wire.”

“Why not get her alone, beat the crap out of her?” Peg said. “Like you did that little Russian whore?”

“Like I said, less you know about that deal, the better,” Tanner said. “Besides, strangling this one, we can make sure she’s dead.”

“Unlike with the Russian whore, that what you’re saying?” Peg said, getting prickly.

“What I’m saying is, strangling, that’s the way to go about it in this particular situation.”

“When?” Peg said.

“Tomorrow night.”

Peg knowing immediately it was a dumb plan, but taking a moment like she was giving it deep thought. 

In actuality, Peg pleased with herself that she’d known where this was heading all along. Taking a moment to thank the Lord for providing her with the perfect arrangement.

“I like it but,” Peg said, shaking her head, “not sure you boys’ have left yourselves an out.”

“It’ll work,” Tanner said. “Besides, I done cut a length of speaker wire, rigged it with handles.”

“Good job, scout, you’ve earned your improvised weapons badge,” Peg said. “You can’t go in there like that. What about Hewitt? You going to strangle him too? Good luck, because that man loves his guns.”

“From what I hear, so does she,” Colt said, swallowing hard against the pain in his throat.

Tanner shooting him a hard glance. 

“Thought you was supposed to stay quiet?” 

Then back to Peg, saying, “They got guns, huh? Maybe we break in, get one of the guns and shoot them both with it. Make it look like a murder-suicide deal. Where’s he keep his gun’s stashed? ”

Peg’s face turning to stone. Colt wishing he was anyplace else. Even Tanner getting uneasy at the way she was looking at them.

“I have never lived in that house,” Peg said. “I have never been inside that house. I have no idea where they keep their guns. And you are not supposed to be killing Hewitt, anyway. You understand?”

Colt and Tanner both nodding. 

Peg telling them to both to say it.

“I understand,” Tanner said, annoyed.

Colt rasping, “I under—”

“—Sorry, forgot,” Peg said, “Don’t talk.”

“Ok,” Tanner said, “how we supposed to do it?”

“Glad you asked,” Peg said, an excited note in her voice. 

Laying it out for them how Nastunye smokes, but never in the house. Hewitt won’t allow it. She’s out four, maybe five times a night.

“Not at any set time though,” Peg said, “Except for the last smoke of the night. Always heads outside for a last cigarette before bedtime at ten. Can set your watch by it.”

“Who wears a watch anymore?” Tanner said. “Clock on your phone’s always right.”

Peg sighing. 

“Point is,” she said, “be there and be ready, you’ll get your shot at her.”

“How you know her nightly patterns, anyway?” Tanner said.

Peg leveling a flat look at Tanner and Colt while they both did the math on that one.

Colt trying to talk. 

“What about those two from the bar?” he said with a rasp. “They seem close to Hewitt. What if they’re there?”

“Won’t matter as long as you get her when she’s alone outside,” Peg said, pointing at both of them. “Do what you’re going to do and do it quick.’

“Ok, so she’s outside, alone, having a smoke?” Tanner said. “What is it we’re doing quick if we’re not strangling her?”

Peg reaching down, flipping open the top of the cooler. Dry ice vapor escaping like steam from a witch’s cauldron. 

Peg coming up with a foot-and-a-half long package wrapped in white paper.

“The hell’s that?” Tanner said. “Big-ass joint?”

Peg ignoring Tanner’s joke. Standing up, holding the package in both hands. Eye contact with Tanner, then Colt, making sure she had their attention. 

Raising the package high over her head, bringing it down savagely on the corner of the table. The blow breaking a chunk of weathered concrete off the table’s edge.

“Damn!” Tanner said, “Got titanium wrapped up inside that paper?”

Peg shaking her head. 

“That kind of evidence,” she said, “would be hard to get rid of.”

Peg examining the wrapping on the package. Seeing where it tore when she hit the table. Checking the ground for bits of paper. Finding a couple of tiny pieces like the ones mentioned in the newspaper’s story about the attack. 

At first, these tell-tale bits of evidence had concerned her. Now Peg thinking, should Colt and Tanner get caught, the bits of paper would help tie the two of them to both attacks. Peg get back to her instructions for the boys.

“After you do what you set out to do, you thaw out this pork tenderloin. Cook it and eat it. No weapon to be found.”

Peg pulling back the torn paper wrapped around the loin in her hand. Showing the meat, frozen rock hard, to Tanner and Colt.

The math on that one more difficult for Colt and Tanner, taking them a little longer. Both of them eventually arriving at the answer at about the same time. Both Colt and Tanner also remembering the sandwiches she made and they’d eaten.

Neither of them saying a word.

Peg placing the frozen pork loin back in the cooler, closing it. Telling Tanner and Colt they should go put the meat and the dry ice in the freezer right now. And not to put meat and the ice pack back in the cooler until right as they are leaving to go take care of Nastunye tomorrow night. 

“Make sure it’s frozen solid,” Peg said, “hard as a billy club. 

Both Colt and Tanner still silent.

“And,” Peg said, “I’ll need my cooler back.”


Thirty-Three




Billy holding open the butcher shop door for Minnie Woodcock, who was on her way out.

“What looks good in there today, Mrs. Woodcock?” Billy said.

“Everything but the prices,” she said. 

“I hear you. Rusty’s got good cuts though. Coming up on dinner time, what’d you pick?”

Mrs. Woodcock holding open her re-usable cloth grocery bag, showing Billy the packages wrapped in butcher paper similar to the kind he was there to talk about with Rusty.

“Picked out two nice rib eyes for me and Jack. Won’t need the Weber though, not in this damned heat. Figure we’ll lay them out on the deck, let the Lord grill ‘em, medium rare.”

“I doubt the Lord could grill them any better than your husband,” Billy said, both of them laughing, exchanging have-a-good-ones. 

Billy thinking at least someone in this town is happily married.







Inside, Rusty’s shop was almost as cool as Rusty himself. 

Billy aware that Rusty had once been a parole officer, long before Billy was on the job. Rusty had always been into competitive barbecue and eventually decided to turn pro, using his love of barbecue and knack for creating award-winning dry rubs to open a butcher shop.

Still, the old P.O. in him understanding convicts’ minds. Rusty sympathetic to the challenges they face getting hired and staying straight, so he primarily hired ex-cons. As long as they stayed clean and had respect for premium cuts of meat, the ex-cons had a place where they could begin rebuilding a life for themselves.

Billy knowing Rusty had a high batting average for weeding out the bad ones and taking on the man or woman truly sincere about walking the straight and narrow.

Also fully aware no one bats a thousand, Billy liked to stay on top of who was working for Rusty.

Walking around the small butcher shop. Billy saying hey to a young couple browsing over a rack of spices and rubs. Billy knowing the couple from high school, both of them a grade behind him and a together even back then. Now married with a couple of babies, one of them with big blue eyes watching Billy while resting her head on her daddy’s shoulder.

Billy venturing up to one of four large refrigerated cases with all manner of beef, pork, chicken and various sausages. And on ice, several regional fresh-water fish such as trout, walleye and bass. Even flown-in seafood like tuna, swordfish, shrimp and mussels on display under glass. 

Billy noting that one of the porterhouse steaks, in particular, wasn’t looking so good, all purplish and discolored.

Billy standing there in front of the display case. The meat glistening at him in all hues from beef-blood red to pork pink to chicken-skin white.

A wave a queasiness warping his stomach, stealing his appetite.

“Hey Billy,” Rusty said, all smiles.

Rusty coming through the swinging metal doors with circle windows separating the front customer area from the cutting and slicing tables in the work area in back.

Billy turning, saying hey back. Thrown off a little by Rusty’s apron stained with old and fresh blood. Looking like he’d been in a horrible battle. 

Billy taking a deep breath, fighting the queasiness taking over inside him. His body cold, the sweat on his neck feeling like drops of ice.

“You ok?” Rusty said, “Looking a little puny.”

“I’m good,” Billy said. “Must be the heat.”

Billy waiting while Rusty rang up the rib rub for the young couple. Once they were gone, Rusty asking, “So, what can I do ya for, Billy?” 

Billy feeling like his stomach was recovering when metal doors swung open again. A new butcher Billy didn’t know coming out from the back, his white apron also smeared with crimson streaks. A short, brown bulldog of a man, tattoos up and down both arms and his neck.

“Boss,” the man said to Rusty, “want me to start in on those briskets?”

Rusty telling him to wait. Saying he wanted to watch him, make sure he does it right.

The man nodding, and Billy noticing a hardness in the man’s eyes. And the way the man carried himself with his powerful shoulders hunched forward. Could be self-protecting or gathering to explode. Or both.

Billy watching him head back through the metal doors to the cutting room. The doors continuing to swing, giving Billy an unwanted glimpse of the worktable with thick rivulets of blood dripping off its edges.

 The queasiness starting up all over again inside Billy.

“Who’s the con?” Billy said.

“Name’s Elmo Mendoza. Did his bid at Lansing, a four-year stretch.”

“When did he kill his number?”

“Got out about two weeks ago. I trained his P.O. way back when, if you can believe that.”

“Small world,” Billy said. “What was he in for?”

“Bad lawyering, if you ask Elmo,” Rusty said.“You know ain’t no one guilty up in The House.”

“No stranger to bad lawyering, myself,” Billy said.

“I heard,” Rusty said.

“Don’t take long to travel from one end of town to the other, does it?,” Billy said.

Billy taking a breath, that queasy not going anywhere. Wondering what the hell was going on inside him. Thinking at least he didn’t have to worry about dinner tonight. 

Suddenly remembering his dinner date with Summer. In his head, Billy barking at himself to pull it together, focus on the job.

“Billy, you ok? You don’t look so good. Get you a water?”

Billy nodding. 

“Don’t know what’s going on. Was fine until I walked into this place.”

And like that everything snapping into focus for Billy—those crime photos of the battered Tatyana. Nausea he should have felt looking at those photos now triggered by all the raw meat and blood in the shop. Coming back at him twice as hard.

Rusty handing Billy a bottle of water from the cold drinks cooler. Billy reaching into his pocket. Rusty waving him off. Asking Billy what, exactly, was he there to talk about?

Billy saying butcher paper.

“Butcher paper?”

“Yeah, coated on one side with wax. That what you use?”

“Nope,” Rusty said, “unwaxed only.”

“What’s the difference between waxed and unwaxed?”

Rusty raising his eyebrows at Billy.

“Other than the wax,” Billy said, “I mean, why is there waxed and unwaxed? How do people use them differently?”

As much as he wanted answers, Billy was quickly sorry he’d asked the question. Rusty going off on the different kinds of butcher paper. 

Your unwaxed paper.

Your one-sided wax paper.

Of course, there’s double-sided waxed, but Rusty claiming he had no use for that.

Rusty going on about the uses of butcher paper in his shop, in the home, in arts and crafts, for drawing paper, can paint on it, cut stencils in it.

“Truly versatile stuff,” Rusty said.

Billy finally seeing a space to jump in. 

“Now let me see if I got this straight. So far as your shop here is concerned, you only use unwaxed correct?”

“Correct.”

“Because unwaxed is cheaper than waxed for wrapping your customers’ meat—”

“—And chicken, fish, seafood, what have you.”

“Sure, and chicken, fish and the rest of it. Didn’t meant to imply you only sell meat. No offense.”

“None taken,” Rusty said. “And not only because it’s cheaper. Waxed paper’s better for freezing. My customer, ninety-nine percent of them, tend to cook whatever they buy right away while it’s fresh. I got no need for waxed paper.”

“Is that right?” Billy said.

“Damn straight. Freshness is one of the reasons they come here. That’s one of our, what do you call it? Differentiators. Want to freeze it, may as well go to a chain grocery store.”

Billy amused that Rusty refused to mention his competition by name. Thinking about the swine blood mention in the KBI report. 

“Sell much pork lately?”

“A shit-ton,” Rusty said. “Baby back ribs, tenderloin, pork butt, you name it”

“A shit-ton, huh?” Billy said, face still pale. “Sounds appetizing, you put it that way.”







Billy walking out of the butcher shop, still queasy, the heat hitting him not making it any better.

Another swig off the water Rusty had given him as he climbed into his sheriff’s SUV. Firing up the engine, putting the air conditioner on full blast though the air wasn’t yet cold. 

Checking his phone, seeing that Paige had stopped trying to reaching him. Billy taking stock of the situation while waiting for the AC to kick in. 

Now he knew more about butcher paper than he ever cared to.

Still had no idea why paper or hog’s blood was all over his crime scene.

He had his dinner date with Summer coming up quick. 

And, at the moment, Billy had no appetite for any of it.


Thirty-Four




Hewitt sitting at his informal dining table in his home. Jarius to his left, Maksim to his right. 

The main living area of the big house he’d built for his big Ukrainian wife had an open floor plan that included a great room with leather couches and chairs, plasma television, informal dining area, large kitchen with an island—all of it open, nowhere to hide 

From the table, Hewitt watching his wife in the kitchen. 

Nastunye taking a mallet to the chicken breasts, pounding them thin. Hewitt assuming she was pretending it was his head she was hammering. She’d been none too happy when he called earlier that afternoon to tell her they were having guests for supper.

Even less pleased when they showed up and Nastunye realized she was feeding gangsters.

Hewitt not worrying about it. Figuring she’d get over it, eventually. Hell, he liked her a little pissed off, anyway.

“More ice?” Hewitt said. 

“For head no,” Maksim said, still pressing a melting bag of ice to the side of his head where the sheriff had kicked him. “For drink, yes.”

Hewitt getting up to freshen Maksim’s vodka on the rocks, half-listening to the two gangsters still going on about the dust-up back at the bar. Hewitt more intent on reading his wife’s mood. 

His eyes open for some signal that she was softening even a little. Wondering if the fact that one of their guests was a fellow Ukrainian might help her lighten up. 

Being in a distant foreign land and meeting fellow countryman could bring people together. Hewitt knowing this firsthand. 

His junior year at the University of Kansas he’d done a semester abroad, wound up running around London will all sorts of fellow Americans. Most of them east coast types, though. City people he probably wouldn’t have cared for back home. At the time, though, their bond of a shared, distant homeland and love of country had eased his homesickness for the good old U. S. of A.

Hewitt sitting back down at the table with Maksim’s drink. Keeping an eye on his Big Nasty working in the kitchen. Thinking that the way she was dropping pots into the sink and slamming utensils on the counter, she was having trouble getting past the gangster part and onto the patriotic part. She had to know he wanted these two gone even more than she did. 

“Can’t believe you let him kick in my head,” Maksim said, taking a sip of his vodka.

“Was a little busy myself with Jethro, if you remember,” Jarius said.

“No, that sheriff stop you first, then he kick me.”

“Oh, so you were aware of what was going on around you?”

“Of course,” Maksim said, dead serious, “I’m professional. Never personal.”

“Never?”

“Never,” Maksim said, pulling the makeshift cold pack away from his head, inspecting it, “until it is.”

Hewitt chuckling along with his two guests while also catching the darts Nastunye periodically shot his way with her eyes. 

Hewitt thinking, hell, I’ll be lucky if that’s all she shoots at me before supper’s finished. 

Hewitt sipping of his martini, not worrying. Telling himself to ride it out. Drink with them. Feed them. Assure them all is hunky-dory around Caulfield, then send them on their way back up to Chicago. 

Couldn’t get them on the road soon enough. The longer these bozos hung around sticking out like sore thumbs, the more attention it drew. 

Hewitt wondering what the hell’s taking so long with the chicken Kiev.

“Nasty, you need a hand over there?”

No answer, just a hiss as Nastunye dropped the hammered, rolled and dredged chicken breasts into the hot oil.

Wife unhappy in his kitchen. Two unhappy gangsters at his table. Hewitt the only one even close to enjoying himself. 

Taking another light sip of his drink. Reminding himself to send a nice bottle of bourbon over to Earl at the salvage yard. A small “thank you” for texting Hewitt a heads-up when things started going south back at The Round Up. Earl later telling Hewitt it didn’t take a genius to assume the thug with the accent was somehow connected to Hewitt.

Hewitt listening in disbelief to these criminals at his table bitching when they ought to be happy as pigs in shit. 

One hell of a magic trick he’d pulled back at The Round Up. 

One kid cut up and bleeding, the other choked half-to-death, eye-witnesses and the sheriff on the scene.

And these two walk out free and clear.

“What I don’t get,” Maksim saying to Jarius, “The first time, sure, maybe you no see it coming. Second time? You saw it coming, didn’t you?”

“You weren’t listening to the man!” Jarius said. “Too busy choking out Ellie May. What would you have the man do in that situation?”

“Motherfacker kick me in the head? I kick him in his motherfacking head.”

Maksim turning to Hewitt.

“Who the fack is this guy anyway?” Maksim said. “Mr. Big Shot Sheriff?”

“Well,” Hewitt said, taking another sip, “he’s the Big Shot Sheriff.”

“So facking what?” Maksim said. “Maybe I kick him in his head like it futball.”

“You mean football, football?” Jarius said. “Or, like, soccer ball?”

“Soccer.”

“Look, you boys probably ought to let it go,” Hewitt said. “No charges, which if I say so myself is pretty damn amazing work on my part given the circumstances. So we’ll have this nice meal prepared by my lovely wife…”

Hewitt pausing, raising his martini to his wife. Nastunye glaring back at him. Hewitt tickled by it.

“…after which you boys can head on back to Chicago. Assure Leo everything is ok, our business is fine. Better than fine, honestly. I think we’re about ready to look at franchising.”

“Easy slick,” Jarius said, “Situation’s about as far from fine as a situation gets.”

“No, not fine at all,” Maksim said, shaking his head.

Hewitt staying calm, used to dealing with these gangster types.

Always the smartest ones in the room, just ask them. Can’t tell a thug a thing, he always said. Whatever it is, it has to be their idea. 

Hewitt aware the trick was finding a way to let them convince themselves.

“Frankly, I’m surprised to hear you boys feel that way,” Hewitt said. “Can I ask what’s got you both so concerned?”

“We walk into office,” Maksim said, “find unhappy customer complaining.”

“Not to mention one of our girls got beat half to death,” Jarius said. 

“Couldn’t give rat’s ass she lives, dies, whatever,” Maksim said. “I am concerned with appearances, Hew. Thing like that is bad for business. Draw attention.”

Hewitt regretting having invited them to his home, having this conversation in front of his wife. Noticing how she pretended not listen even though she obviously was. How she’d quieted down with all the utensil banging so she could hear. 

And catching how his wife had gone tense at Maksim’s callousness about the young woman living or dying.

“Coming in late on this from the outside like y’all are, I can understand you might see the situation that way,” Hewitt said. “But I know this town, these people. Are people talking? Yeah, sure. That’s all there is to do in a small town like this. And that’s why I’m not worried. Trust me, the next juicy piece of gossip is due any moment now. People will be off talking about whatever that next deal is, and this whole situation will fade away before you boys know it.”

Maksim laying the ice bag on the placemat in front of him on the table. Leaning in toward Hewitt.

“This a man must be certain of,” Maksim said, softly. “Certain enough he would bet his life on it.”

Hewitt not believing what he was hearing, and at his own supper table no less. Running a hand through his wavy hair. Unruffled by Maksim’s implied threat. More concerned that Nastunye might have overheard Maksim threaten her husband’s life.

Hewitt glancing up, seeing Nastunye busy plating the Kiev, thank goodness.

Taking his time, carefully considering what to say next. Before speaking, Hewitt looking to Jarius to see his reaction. 

Jarius shrugging back at him, whattayagonnado?

Hewitt turning back at Maksim, locking onto the man’s eyes that were at once amused and sinister. 

 Hewitt, with a gracious smile on his face, saying, “So, your big brother, he’s on board with that? Because a tactic such as that requires what you might call an executive decision.”

Hewitt keeping his eyes soft, twinkling even, as they met Maksim’s glare. Hewitt thinking, what is it with these Ukrainians and the fucking darts for eyes?

Then Hewitt seeing it play across Maksim’s face, the little brother realizing he’d over-stepped. Realizing he was beaten on this issue by Hewitt.

Hewitt fully aware that, short of doing something stupid like pointing a gun at Maksim, Hewitt’s scalp was strictly off limits without Leo’s approval. 

There’s value in being valuable, another of Hewitt’s sayings.

Now to allow Maksim to save face.

“Maksim, of course, you’re right to be concerned. Any smart businessman would be. All I ask you boys trust me on this. Head on back home, let me handle my end.”

“Oh, we ain’t ready to go back quite yet,” Jarius said.

“Yes, we discuss on way over here,” Maksim said. “We stick around a few days. Until…what is it you say? This whole situation just fades away.”

On the outside, Hewitt still smiling like a lawyer. In his head, though, cursing like a truck driver running behind schedule. Hewitt’s turn for a stark realization—these two gangsters weren’t leaving anytime soon. 

Thankfully Nastunye interrupting them by bringing the chicken Kiev and coleslaw to the table, placing it in the center. Looking the table over, making sure everything was out and in its place.

“Excuse me one moment,” she said. “Do not wait. Eat, please.”

It was the “please” worrying Hewitt. His Big Nasty seldom uttering that word without an edge to it.

Hewitt following her with his eyes as she left the room, disappearing down the hallway leading to the front foyer. Listening for the click of the door closing to the half-bath located off the foyer. 

Hewitt realizing Jarius was asking him a question.

“I’m sorry,” Hewitt said, “Spaced out there for a second. What was that?”

“Asked can you recommend a place for us to stay for a couple days?”

“Seriously, you guys don’t need to do that.”

“What can it hurt?” Jarius said, giving an easy smile.

“What can it help?” Hewitt said. “You two around here drawing attention like flies on shit, excuse my French. Longer you’re in town, the longer people keep on talking about you. And it’s that much longer they keep talking about the girl. No, it’s best you two get gone.”

“Wait a minute,” Maksim said. “How people in town even know we connect to girl?”

“Gee, Maksim,” Hewitt said, driving home his point by imitating Maksim’s thick Ukrainian, “I not know how people in town connect you with girl.” 

All three of them thinking it was funny. And Hewitt seeing that was the problem. These two gangsters laughing it up because it didn’t matter one iota what he said or did. These two knuckleheads were going to do what they were going to do. 

No sense arguing. Hewitt contemplating whether he might give Leo a call later. See if he could get the man to reel in his little brother and his traveling companion all the way back to Chicago.

“I recommend you try The Ridgeview,” Hewitt said, suggesting the dumpiest of Caulfield motor lodges. Thinking one night there and they won’t be able to get back to Chi-town fast enough.

“You’ll love it,” Hewitt said. “Individual bungalows. Kinda small but at least you got your own little place. It’s out on the north end of town. I’ll run you out there after dinner if you like.”

Hewitt about to cut into his Kiev, wondering where his wife had gone off to. Sensing movement behind him, turning to look and didn’t have to wonder anymore. 

Finding her standing at the opening of the front hallway, arms out in front of her, feet apart. In her hands, one of her guns, the compact revolver she kept hidden behind the toilet in the half-bath. 

Nastunye pointing the thirty-eight dead-set at Maksim.

Hewitt saying calmly, “Oh, honey, no.”

Jarius looking up from his plate. Maksim turning, seeing the gun pointing at him.

“Hey dickhead,” Nastunye said. “You come in here and threaten my husband. Put down fork and move skinny ass out of my home. Now.”

Maksim looking at Hewitt. “The fack is this, Hew?”

For once Hewitt at a loss for words. Aware that when he finally did speak, he would need to choose his words carefully. He would be talking to a woman he was almost certain had no qualms about pulling the trigger and to a violent man who now had the license to do whatever he needed to get out of his predicament.

“Better handle your business, Hew,” Maksim said. “Before this crazy bitch finds herself dead.”

Jarius jumping in. 

“C’mon, man, don’t insult the woman. Look at it from her side. Has us into her home. Cooks this delightful Ukrainian delicacy for us. I mean damn, Max, lady goes to all that trouble, then hears you threaten her man. What you expect?”

Maksim laughing, nobody other than him sure at what.

“What’s funny, man?” Jarius said.

“She not going to shoot a person.”

Jarius looking from Maksim to Nastuyne, then back to Maksim.

“Maybe,” Jarius said. “Looks to me she’ll damn sure shoot you, though.”

Now Hewitt coming unfrozen. 

“Yeah, pretty sure you’re wrong about that, Maksim.”

Hewitt turning in his chair to face his wife.

“Hey hon, I have an idea. How about I fix these boys a plate to go, run them out to The Ridgeview and get them situated. Sound okay to you boys?”

“Fine with me,” Jarius said quickly, hoping it would help his partner lighten up. “Otherwise, no telling who might die right here, right now.”

Maksim and Nastunye, eyes boring into one another. Neither moving.

“Okay, okay,” Hewitt said finally, taking control, “we now conclude this month’s meeting of the Ukrainian Mutual Eye-fucking Society. Honey, want to put the gun down while I fill some Tupperware?”

Nastunye thinking it over. Finally lowering the gun to her side.

“Think you could put it down-down, honey?” Hewitt said.

“Think that’s about as good as it’s gonna get, Hew,” Jarius said, grinning. “Got yourself a good woman there, though.”


Thirty-Five




“I’m glad we did this,” Summer said, “instead of going out. Good idea.”

Billy refilling her glass of white wine.

“I stumble on a good one once or twice a year,” he said.

Summer amused, and Billy liking the sound of her laugh. Glad he’d had the idea too. 

The two of them out on Billy’s patio, the sun beginning to set and chicken marinating in his refrigerator. Billy tucking the bottle of wine in the small cooler of ice and grabbing himself a fresh beer. Sitting down in the Adirondack chair next to Summer.

The idea had come to him while he was sitting in front of Rusty’s, trying to find his appetite. He’d called Summer right then, asking if she’d be open to coming to his place rather than going out for dinner?

Soon as it was out of his mouth he realized how it might sound so quickly adding, “Unless that sounds like I’m, you know, assuming too much. Because I’m not. Assuming anything, that is.”

“Depends,” Summer coming right back at him without missing a beat. “Can you cook?”

He assured he could grill, and she said ok. He’d ducked back into Rusty’s, bought two bone-in chicken breasts and four boneless thighs, all free-range, only kind Rusty offered.

As he was leaving, Billy called his mom for a marinade recipe. She’d told him olive oil, salt, pepper, garlic, lemon and tequila.

Billy informed his mother he had two of those in his cabinet.

Sara Jane saying, “Salt and tequila, I’m guessing?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

A quick stop at the grocery store for the rest of it, plus ingredients to fix a salad. Then he’d headed out to his place, marinated the chicken and freshened up before driving back into town to pick up Summer.

Now the two of them sitting in the matching chairs his mother had given him as a housewarming gift when he bought the small, old farmhouse. Taking advantage of the only daytime hours when being outside for any length of time was even remotely bearable. 

“Getting hungry?” Billy said.

“I could eat. You?”

“Getting my appetite back, yeah. Chicken’s marinated long enough.”

“Give it another minute or two,” Summer said, taking a sip of wine. “I’m enjoying this. Nice patio you got here. Bet you get a nice view of the sunrise and the sunset.”

Summer pointing off to the right, indicating the sunrise, and left for the sunset before going on.

“Being stuck right in the middle, you get a good look at the whole pretty picture, I imagine.”

Billy chuckling, saying he guessed she was right about that.

“Where was your son when I picked you up?” Billy said. “Figured he would want me to flash the lights, run the siren.”

“He’s spending the night with grandpa and grandma.”

Billy silently wondering if there was any implication in that for their evening. Or could be that, like any kid, the boy simply enjoyed spending the night at his grandparents’ house. 

Neither Billy or Summer speaking for a long while. The sound of cicadas in trees. Tension rising in their song as the pitch grew higher, the volume louder.

“Mind if I ask you a question?” Billy said finally. Wondering if she could tell by his voice that he was wary of how she might take what he was about to ask.

“You can ask,” she said, giving him that wry smile again. “No promises about answering though.”

“What do you know about those two friends of Hewitt’s from out of town?”

Billy seeing the look on her face. She hadn’t expected that to be the question. Which got him wondering what question had she expected?

Summer saying, “You know I can’t talk about them.”

“So they are clients.””

“As of today, thanks to you.”

“All I did was show up. Didn’t do much else, trust me,” Billy said.

Another group of cicadas striking up their tune.

“You offended I asked?” Billy said

“As long as that’s not the reason you asked me to dinner, no. You offended I didn’t answer?”

“No. Wish you would, of course. But no.”

“Ask a professional question, get a professional answer,” Summer said, finishing her glass. “Seems like a solid ground rule.”

Summer leaning forward in her chair, reaching for the wine bottle. Billy beating her to it, refilling her glass.

“You think we need ground rules?” Billy said.

“You’d be more comfortable with them, is what I think,” Summer said, inspecting the shades of orange at the western edge of their world. “The problem, Sheriff Billy Keene, is there’s not much solid ground around here.”

“You’re right about that, is what I think.”

“My advice,” she said, turning to face Billy, “you might have to get comfortable with being uncomfortable.”

“Sound like Sheriff Cady now,” Billy said, getting up. “I better fire up the grill, get the chicken.”

“Well, Sheriff Cady’s a smart man,” Summer said.

Billy heading inside his back door to the kitchen. A moment later returning with the bowl of marinating chicken.

“Can ask you another question?” Billy said, using tongs to place the chicken on the grill.

“Professional question?”

“Yes and no,” Billy said. “It’s about Hewitt’s wife.”

“Nastunye? What about her?”

“Just wondering what she’s like. Seen her around. Hear all kinds of stories. Never met the woman, though.”

“She’s something,” Summer said. “Nice enough to me when she calls the office for Hewitt or stops by. I can see how you wouldn’t want to get on her bad side, though.”

“How so?”

“First off, she’s big. Not fat, really, but a good-sized woman, tall. My dad would call it big-boned. Even if she wasn’t big, she so no-nonsense you wouldn’t want to mess with her. You can tell she’s her own person. Like, the first thing she does when she moves to town, starts up a business.”

“Her salon,” Billy said.

“Right. Now she doesn’t need to do that. Hewitt is anything but broke. Tells Hewitt she’s more comfortable if she has own business, doesn’t have to depend on him. Then she goes and convinces a few of the other Ukrainian women who come over to work for her. Tell them that if they have their own income, they don’t have to stay married to their new husbands if they don’t care to.”

Billy sitting back down in the chair next to Summer.

“Hewitt told you this?”

“Yeah,” Summer said, “you know how his motor’s always running? I think Hewitt was proud he’d found a wife with a similar motor, not to mention a gift for persuasion.”

Billy taking a drink from his beer. Wondering how involved Hewitt’s new high-performance, no-bullshit Ukrainian wife might be in any of his other businesses, legitimate or otherwise?

Pulled out of his thoughts by Summer.

“You know, I had a question for you too, Sheriff. Non-professional kind.”

“The amateur kind?”

“Personal kind.”

“Got it. Shoot.”

“Well, I was going to ask you why you asked me out,” Summer said. “But now I’m not.”

“You’re not?”

Summer shaking her head. “Nope.” 

“What changed your mind?”

“I’m pretty sure you don't even know yourself why you asked me out. Maybe something happened between you and Paige. Maybe you’re just lonely. I know what that’s like. The truth is you don’t know. And I don’t need to know.”

“Sounds like you’re pretty comfortable with being uncomfortable.”

“I am familiar with it, yes,” she said. “Tell you what though, since you’re learning how to balance between a false sense of being certain and the hard fact that nothing is, I’m going to do you a favor.”

“I can’t wait.”

Billy enjoying her teasing, giving it right back to her.

“I’m serious,” Summer said. “I’m going to put this out on the table. You can pick up or leave it as it lays. Up to you.”

“Well, thank you for your permission.”

“Screw you!” Summer giving him a playful slap on the arm. “Never mind.”

“Ouch!” Billy rubbing his arm, laughing. “C’mon, I was only giving you a hard time. Go ahead, put it on the table, whatever it is you’re putting out there.”

Summer taking a moment to get to it, letting Billy wait.

“I want you to relax. I can see you’re nervous. Nobody’s looking for anything serious or anything at all for that matter. We’re hanging out, is all. We each got our own stuff to deal with. I got my kid. And I’m not looking for a dad for him, trust me. He’s my priority. And you, you’re conflicted about Paige and whatever that is.”

“Wish I knew what it is.”

“You and me, we can just be friends. Or maybe we become friends with benefits. Maybe we become a couple if it gets that far. Or maybe it doesn’t go anywhere. Only one way to find out. That’s all we’re doing here, hanging out, considering our options. So, you know, relax. Enjoy the uncertainty of it all.”

Billy mulling what she’d said. “Well, I do appreciate your directness.”

“Thought you might,” Summer said, voice turning sarcastic, “in this time of uncertainty and all.”

Billy laughing, getting up, turning the chicken on the grill.

“Pretty sunset,” Summer said.

“That it is,” Billy said over his shoulder. “You know, you might be right about being stuck in the middle. Gives you a good look at the whole pretty picture.

Summer taking another sip of her wine, looking over the rim of her glass. Getting a good, long look at Billy’s backside as he worked the grill.

“Oh, I’m certain of it,” she said. 


Thirty-Six




“Last night, a pretty woman told me you were a smart man.”

Billy and Sheriff Otis Cady having coffee at Trace’s Place. The two lawmen sitting across from each other in a booth with a window that looked out on the sidewalk. 

“Is that right?” Sheriff Cady said. “She thinks that about me, maybe she’s not so smart herself?”

Billy noticing Sheriff Cady, out of habit, quickly and casually clocking each and every person passing by the window. 

He was the sheriff of Eden County, just to the west of Caste County. He was also Billy’s mentor, though Sheriff Otis Cady would never use a five-dollar word like that. He and Billy were having coffee, is all. 

A lean, weather-worn man in his fifties, Sheriff Otis Cady could be gruff. Not without a sense of humor, though it was dry as a wheat field in July. He was a renowned lawman in the state of Kansas, so Billy had jumped at the chance when, soon after Billy’s surprise election as sheriff, Sheriff Cady had called to see if the new, inexperienced young sheriff wanted to meet for coffee. 

“Who is this pretty lady we’re talking about?” Sheriff Cady said, taking a sip of his black coffee. “Dim enough to be running around with you, yet wise enough to singing my praises.”

“She’s pretty sharp. Summer McDaniel.”

“Works for Hewitt Hake?”

Billy nodding. Catching the look Sheriff Cady was giving him. The man minding his own business though. Not asking Billy about running around with Summer, Paige, all of it. The silence and the man’s look about to crack up Billy when Tippy saved him, arriving to refill their coffee.

“Sure you boys don’t want a bite to eat? Still serving breakfast for another ten minutes.”

Sheriff Cady sticking with his coffee. Billy deciding on the savory oatmeal. He’d been skeptical when Trace had first put it on the menu. Oatmeal was supposed to have brown sugar and fruit in it, be sweet and creamy.

Only half right, Trace had said, yet still all wrong. Oatmeal being a blank canvass on which you could paint any flavor. 

In this case, it was a masterpiece of olive oil, herbs de Provence, kosher salt, black pepper and grated Flory’s Truckle bandaged cheddar, all topped with a fried egg. One bite and the serotonin in Billy’s brain kicked in and he was junky-hooked on savory oatmeal. 

“And Tippy,” Billy said, “can you have ‘em go light frying the egg, please?”

Tippy saying sure thing and heading off to place his order. Leaving Billy to face the silent Sheriff Cady. 

Billy jumping in.

“Wasn’t a date, really. Well, it wasn’t not a date either. It was, I dunno, more casual than a date, I guess. I mean with this whole deal with Paige, I—.”

“—Did I ask?” Sheriff Cady said, holding up a hand to shut it down. “I’m not a love doctor. Ask my wife.”

Billy laughing, sipping his coffee. A silence between the two sheriffs and neither feeling they had to fill the silence. 

Billy glancing at his phone, seeing he had another text from Paige. Knowing he should call her back. Glad to have an excuse to put it off longer. 

Wondering if it was too soon to text Summer. The next morning? Was that too soon to qualify as casual?

Billy pulled back from his wandering thoughts when Sheriff Cady finally broke the silence.

“Heard you ran into a little trouble yesterday. Bar fight, some silliness like that?”

“Wow, you heard about it over in Eden? In less than twenty-four hours.”

“A good story has legs.”

“Guess so,” Billy said. “Fight wasn’t much. The problem was my handling of it. Or not handling it.”

Billy going into what happened at The Round Up with Colt, Tanner and the two men from out of town who looked to be professional criminals. And, of course, Hewitt steamrolling the situation to make it all go away.

“On top of all that, I still got a young woman beat within an inch of her life, a bunch of clues I can’t figure out how they fit together and a whole dang town of people I can’t trust to - forget do the right thing - they won’t do even the smallest right thing. I don’t know, maybe I’m losing control of the whole damn county.”

Sheriff Cady saying nothing, taking another sip of coffee. 

A man with his baby girl in his arms walking by the window, the girl with her head on her daddy’s shoulder. The little girl looking back Sheriff Cady as they went past. Sheriff Cady smiling at her. The little girl smiling back.

“Did you ever have it?” Sheriff Cady said finally. “Do you honestly think it’s yours to control?”

“No, not control it. But is it too much for people to, you know, trust me enough to say what they saw? How damn hard is that?”

“Be nice if everybody did what we want, I’ll give you that. Not how it works, though. The law and people? Always going to be in conflict. Good thing too, otherwise you and me would have to find a new line of work.”

Tippy appearing at their table, setting the savory oatmeal in front of Billy. Billy looking at the fried egg on top, glistening with a finishing drizzle of olive oil and grated cheese. 

Obvious disappointment spreading across Billy’s face.

“Damn,” Sheriff Cady said, “they got an acetylene torch back there? That egg is fried.”

Billy lightly poking at the firm egg yoke. “Dang it, I like the yoke runny. I like how it mixes in with the oatmeal.”

“Send it back. Tippy won’t mind. Or at least have ‘em give you a new egg like you like it.”

“Nah, that’s ok. It’s fine.”

But Billy putting down his knife and fork rather than cutting into it, going on.

“I hear what you’re saying, Otis. People, they’re going to be what they are.”

Sheriff Cady nodding, saying, “Got to ask yourself, is it about them? Or is it about you?”

“How’d you mean?”

 “Your expectations,” Sheriff Cady said. “You keep walking into situations expecting the people you find there to behave a certain way. You got to let that go. Walk in, play it as it lays. And when the time comes, assert yourself.”

Billy sipping his coffee, considering his untouched breakfast.

“And how do you recognize it, the right time to assert yourself?”

From across the room, Tippy spotting Billy’s untouched oatmeal, coming over.

“Billy, you haven’t touched your oatmeal yet,” she said, filling both men’s cups. “Everything okay?”

Sheriff Cady raising an eyebrow at him.

“Tippy, I’m sorry,” Billy said, “this egg’s cooked a little more than I wanted. Any chance I can get the boys in back to fry me up another one, lightly? So the yoke runs? I’m sorry.”

“My word, Billy, don’t be!” Tippy said, scooping up the bowl. “I am the one who should be apologizing. We screwed up, not you. We’ll fix you a fresh bowl right away, egg how you want it.”

Billy telling Tippy it was no big deal, thanking her for making it right. Turning back to Sheriff Cady, who was fighting back a smile.

“What are you grinning at?” Billy said.

“Me? Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“Yeah, right,” Billy said. “Anyway, keep working this case is all I can do. People don’t want to cooperate, I guess I have to dig harder.”

“Hard work counts for something. So does getting people to want to cooperate.”

“Even when they don’t?”

“That’s the trick, ain’t it? A citizen don’t want to play ball with you? You need to help them see it’s to their benefit to get in the game.”

“Help them?”

“Or make them. Some folks, you definitely have to spell it out for them.”

Billy thinking that over. 

“So, honest opinion now—do you think I’m going about this job the right way?”

Sheriff Cady leveling an earnest look at the young sheriff.

“Don’t look to me for that, Billy. It’s up to you to come to a point where you’re satisfied — honestly satisfied — with the job you’re doing. I mean, I can run through cases with you, go over the technical aspects of it all. Tell you what you might do, what I would have done. But the doing of it? Doing it right? And I mean right so that you know it’s right? At the end of the day, that’s all on you, kid.”

Giving Billy something to chew on. Billy deciding to begin again, again. 

After coffee with Sheriff Cady, Billy’d go talk with Dixie, see if she remembered any new details that might help. 

Out of the corner of his eye, catching sight of Tippy bring over his savory oatmeal. Egg, exactly the way he wanted it, riding on top.


Thirty-Seven




Hewitt leaning against his kitchen island, scrolling through his phone. As usual, taking his time getting to the office. 

Wearing light-weight blue linen suit pants, pressed white dress shirt, his sleeves rolled to elbows. Minding his dark-blue-with-white-polka-dots tie each time he sipped his coffee.

Out of habit, taking his eyes off his phone now and again to check his watch even though the time was on his phone. It was a damn nice watch. 

Like bad liars and poor poker players, the watch’s face was an obvious tell—the oval dial a dead giveaway that the watch was an original Daniel Roth. One of only fifty made before Bulgari bought the company, began cranking them out with round faces. 

The watch cost Hewitt more than thirteen grand. Bought it off a rare watch dealer in Antwerp, Belgium. Eighteen karat gold with a manual wind-up like Hewitt preferred. Winding it in the morning reminded him to appreciate each day. 

So, yeah, he liked checking the time on his watch.

Another sip of coffee and eyes back on his phone. 

“What you are doing about it?” Nastunye said, her voice carrying through the house. “This is what I want to know.” 

Hewitt half-listening to his wife prattling on and on from their bedroom upstairs where she was getting ready. Fixing herself up even though she’d already told Hewitt she wasn’t going to the salon today. 

Hewitt surprised that his wife was still shaken from last night’s dinner with Maksim and Jarius. It had ended badly, sure, though not as badly as it could have. 

An uncomfortable evening, no doubt, Hewitt thinking, but let it go already. Today’s a new day.

“Maybe I do something about it,” Nastunye yelled. “Maybe I carry two guns instead of just one. Maybe next I use them too. Unless you tell me what you are doing about it.”

“Well, I’m doing about it what I’m doing about it,” Hewitt yelled back, still focused on his phone. “Seriously, don’t worry about it, Nasty.”

Hewitt checking to see what people were posting online. What they were saying about what’s going on in the news, their lives. The big old world and his small town all in one, everybody heard equally. Well, some more equally than others. 

“Get off phone, now.”

His wife suddenly right behind him, startling Hewitt, nearly dropping his phone.

“Sorry, baby, I was—”

“—Not listening to me, that what you were doing,” 

Standing there, hands on her broad hips, waiting for him to put down his phone. 

Hewitt smiling, placing his phone on the island.

“Face down,” she said. “So you don’t keep stealing look at it.”

Hewitt flipping over his phone. “There you go.” 

Satisfied, Nastunye handing him a dark blue tie with white stripes. Telling him to put it on.

“But I like this one,” Hewitt said.

“Good for you. Now take off. Put on the one I say.”

Hewitt still smiling, loosening his tie. “Anything else?”

“I said I want to know what you are doing about Tatyana? Is important to find who did this. Could happen to any of Ukrainian girls here.”

“You don’t know that, honey,” 

“You don’t not know that.”

“Huh? I don’t….” Hewitt at a loss for words, letting it go. “Look, Nasty, so far they don’t know why that girl was attacked. There’s no proof of anything right now.”

Nastunye scrunching her face dismissively. 

“Proof?” She said. “Wait around for proof? You mean wait around until they beat another of us, kill one of us. Then maybe catch them, ask them, You do this because you not like foreign people? Have proof you need then, dumbass?”

“You know, you’ve really done a solid job, learning insults in English. The rest, not so much.”

“Now you talking about me calling that thug you invite into our home last night a dickhead?”

“Sugar, I said I’m sorry, ”Hewitt said, checking the Daniel Roth again. “Thought you might like to talk with a compatriot, that’s all. Didn’t realize you knew the man.”

“Quit looking at fancy watch. Look at me when we are talking,” Nastunye said, “Yes, I know this sick little fack. Do whatever he want to the girls.”

“Did he ever….”

“He is small man, brutal. But not stupid enough to try with me. Anyway, not the marrying girls. The others, the ones they force into sex business. In case you not know this piece of shit you cozy in business with.”

“Well, they won’t be back here so don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. Or for that matter the rest of your lovely, curvy body.”

“Good to know,” Nastunye taking a step closer to him, her voice low, come-hithery. “Now tell me…what…are you…going to do…about it…exactly?”

“Don’t know what I can do exactly.”

“You don’t?” 

Nastunye gently tying Hewitt’s tie for him. 

“But you are so smart, so strong, so big man in this little town. Surely you can think of solution to make it all right.”

“What can I do for you, my Big Nasty?” Hewitt said, raising his chin so she could tie the knot. “How can I make it all right for you?”

“Not for me,” she said. “For all of us Ukrainian women who come to live here in Caulfield. To be good wives you men always wanted. Protect us.”

“All right, I’ll make it safe for all of you.”

“But poor Tatyana, what is to be done?”

“Yeah, poor girl.”

“That girl has a name,” Nastunye said, pulling the knot snug around her husband’s exposed neck. “Say it.”

Hewitt scared and thrilled at the same time. 

“Tatyana.”

“Say again.” 

Tightening the knot too tight.

“Tatyana.” Hewitt’s voice weak, cracking.

“Better handle this horseshit,” Nastunye said. 

Pulling the tie, bringing her husband’s gasping face close to hers. Kissing him deeply, her tongue searching his mouth. A long kiss before letting him go.

“And you better go visit nice woman Tatyana live with, the one who bakes,” Nastunye said over her shoulder, making her way though their house toward their backyard.

“Be good man,” she said, before stepping out into their screened-in porch. “Make sure three of them not need for anything.”

Hewitt loosening his tie, catching his breath. Wiping his wife’s flaming-red lipstick from his leering mouth.







“Where in the hell’d the hookers come from?”

Hewitt ducking in and closing the door to the small bungalow Maksim had rented at The Ridgeview motor lodge.

Maksim answering the door naked, a collage of Ukrainian gang tattoos over his arms, torso and legs, front and back. 

“I call friend in Kansas City,” Maksim said. “He send. And with party favors.”

Hewitt watching Maksim’s pale, narrow ass walking over to the bed. Hopping into the bed, settling in next to a skinny young brunette, also naked except for her tattoos. Her skin art less menacing, flowers and dolphins and flowing-haired lady-of-the-lake types of tats. 

“Hello, Miss…?” Hewitt said.

“Angie,” she said. “Hiya.”

Hewitt turning to another woman, a stumpy bleach-blonde in a loose silky robe sitting hunched at the small table near the window. 

“Hey there,” she said, “I’m Angel.”

The woman giving Hewitt a crooked smile before cramming a tightly-rolled hundred dollar bill up her right nostril and hovering up a thick white line of what Hewitt assumed was cocaine.

Hewitt reaching over, yanking on the cord to pull the curtain shut.

“What in god’s name….” 

Hewitt at a loss for words for the second time that day and it wasn’t yet noon. Thinking to himself, this not a normal day in any way, shape or form. 

Hewitt starting in again.

“Look, can you cover yourself up there? ” Hewitt said, checking his watch so he didn’t have to look at Maksim. “Hard to have a serious conversation with your pecker staring at me like that.”

“This bother you, eh?” Maksim pinching his penis, waving it at Hewitt. Both young women giggling.

“Very nice,” Hewitt said with a good-natured smile. “Thanks for that.”

“Okay, okay, relax. I cover up monster for you,” Maksim said, pulling a sheet over his waist.

“Maksim, I thought we agreed if you and Jarius are sticking around, you would, you know, lay low?”

“Yes, good idea you had. Work out for everybody!” Maksim said. 

Letting out a dry, gravelly laugh, pulling Angie closer. Kissing her roughly on the cheek.

“Hookers and blow? How’s that laying low?.”

“Keeps me from going outside does it not?” 

Maksim with another dry laugh, noticing the worry on Hewitt’s face.

“Hew, you need to relax. C’mon, do a line. Angie—”

“I’m Angel, she’s Angie,” the woman at the table said, flipping attitude Maksim’s way.

“Don’t give a fack. Angie, Angel, dingle, dangle, whatever bitch. Cut up fat rail for my lawyer.”

“Thanks, but I’m good,” Hewitt said. “Doubt it would relax me.”

“Of course not, coke make heart go boom, boom, boom,” Maksim said. “Is blow job after coke that has calming effect.”

More dry, hoarse laughter from Maksim.

“Glad you’re enjoying yourself, Maksim,” Hewitt said. “Where’s Jarius at?”

“Dunno. His room, I guess. He is party-pooper sometimes.”

Hewitt saying okay, he was going to find Jarius. Reminding Maksim to keep it in check.

“Hold on Hew, I have question. This sheriff who kick me in head, what is his story?”

“What about him? Nice kid. In over his head. Ex-jock. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“What is jock?”

“Athlete. He used to play baseball,” Hewitt said. “Pretty darn good for a while there.”

Maksim scooting up to the edge of the bed, still swaddled in the sheet.

“He play professional?” Maksim said.

“Yeah, a pitcher.”

“No shit,” Maksim said, pondering. “Wonder could I hit him?”

“Probably could now,” Hewitt said. “Blew out his shoulder. That’s why he’s here pretending to be a lawman instead of in The Show setting ‘em up and knocking ‘em down.”

Maksim signaling for Angel to pass him the mirror and the rolled up hundred. Snorting a line up one nostril, then a second line up the other. Using his middle finger to collect a dusting of white powder, rubbing it on his gums.

“I want him to pitch to me. Bet I can hit his shit,” Maksim said, touching the side of his head where Billy kicked him. “Or maybe I use bat to clobber his facking skull. Either way, it is hit, no?”

Hewitt nodding and leaving, closing the door behind him. Even with it shut, hearing Maksim’s dry hack of a laugh turning into a coughing jag.







Hewitt knocking on Jarius’ door. His bungalow situated on the far side of The Ridgeview’s U-shaped courtyard.

Slight movement in the lower corner of the curtain. Hewitt waving at it, grinning. Another few seconds, bar undone, lock unlocked, door opening.

Hewitt stepping in, closing it behind him.

“Missing out on the party across the way,” Hewitt said.

“Why you think I’m way over here?” Jarius said, taking a seat at the small table. He was wearing a preppy yellow polo shirt and a Georgetown Hoyas baseball cap, back on his head, flat-brim slightly off to one side.

Hewitt wondering how many changes of clothes they brought, how long they’d planned on staying.

“Wouldn’t get no sleep if I was next to his loud ass,” Jarius said. “Be up all night.”

“Yeah, you’re probably anxious to get the heck out of this dump, huh? Get back to sweet home Chicago?”

“Damn skippy. Can’t wait to get out of this shit-kicking town, get my black ass back to civilization. No offense.”

“None taken. It’s not perfect, but it’s home.” Hewitt hiding his nervousness by checking his watch again.

Jarius noticing the watch.

“That’s a real Roth, huh? Got that oval face.”

Hewitt holding it up for him to see. Taking off the watch, handing it to him.

“Nice,” Jarius said, inspecting the watch. “Thing is though, Leo say we need to stay for a bit. Make sure it’s all copacetic before we be on our way.”

“And how are we defining copacetic?”

“Business good. Trouble gone. Girls be safe.”

“Leo said that?” Hewitt said, giving him a double take. “About the girls?”

“I said that.”

Hewitt letting that sink in. 

“Look, I like you, Hewitt. You smart, got style. This watch, that tie. Tasteful. But comes down to it, the only thing matters is this situation gets reset to def-con one. Know what I’m saying?”

“I’m telling you, Jarius, we’re almost there now.”

“Can tell me all you want. But Leo say we’re not to come home until we’re satisfied. So, you got to show me.”

Hewitt thinking it over.

“How do I satisfy you and your friend so that you can be on your way back to rejoin the refined, civilized world of Ukrainian organized crime?”

Jarius giving him a serious look. 

“Damn, Hewitt. Put it like that, maybe we won’t go back. Settle down, get ourselves some Ukrainian wives. Can you hook us up?”

“Think I like the version where you head back better.”

“To be clear,” Jarius said, handing Hewitt back his watch, “this isn’t one of them United Nations deals. I’m not here as an observer. Know what I’m saying? See something needs done that ain’t getting done, I’m going to do what needs to be done.”

“Again, I got to ask, Leo said that? No offense.”

“I said that. And none taken.”

“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to anything dramatic like that. Because that could be bad for everyone involved. Could cost a lot of people a lot of money, including Leo.”

“As you country-ass crackers like to say, git ‘er done,” Jarius said, “We don’t have to worry about all that.”

“I will,” Hewitt said. “And please, you know, keep Maksim and his lady friends out of sight.”







Hewitt sitting in his big silver Audi, air conditioning blasting him in the face. Watching Dixie and Frank’s house from a quarter mile or so down the road. 

Waiting for Billy to leave the Hamm’s place.

He’d had every intention of making good on his promise to Nastunye to visit Dixie, see how Tatyana was doing. Let them know they need anything to simply ask.

But as he was approaching the turn off to their driveway, he’d spotted the sheriff’s SUV parked out front of the Hamm’s house. Hewitt deciding to hang back, preferring to talk with Dixie alone.

Hewitt absent-mindedly checking the Roth. The gears in his head turning with a precision equaling the inner workings of his thirteen thousand dollar watch.

First, he needed his Big Nasty to feel safe. 

Had no doubt she could protect herself but, dang it, she shouldn’t have to. No one should come to this country and have to be looking over their shoulder. At least not until they did anything here they should be looking over their shoulder for.

Second, he needed to protect his budding foreign bridal business. 

His little start-up about to go nationwide, make a hell of a lot of money for him and his partners. Hewitt certain that a venture with this much potential doesn’t come along but once or twice in a lifetime.

Hewitt taking a moment to consider the order of importance of these two notions.

Protecting his wife.

Protecting his business.

Reversing the order.

Well, not reverse the order. Maybe 1A and 1B. 

But still, which went…oh hell, what did it matter?

The third priority was crystal clear though—those gangsters need to get their asses out of town. Nothing good was going to happen while they were hanging around. 

Hewitt considering the plusses and minuses of calling Leo. If Leo had made up his mind, there was no changing it. 

And it might piss him off. Give him the impression Hewitt was second guessing him. Hewitt preferring to avoid that too.

Just then an idea coming to Hewitt. Looking at it in his mind. Checking the same idea from different angles.

“Time for you to start doing your job, Sheriff Billy Keene.”

Hewitt sliding his Audi into gear. Not waiting for Billy. Stepping on the gas and jumping up to seventy miles an hour. Speeding to put himself a step ahead. 

Now Billy would be coming to him.


Thirty-Eight




Billy pulling his sheriff’s SUV into his reserved spot out front of the three-story limestone house that had been converted into the sheriff’s office. 

His conversation with Frank and Dixie had been fruitless, at least as far as the case was concerned. Didn’t remember anything new. Told him Tatyana’s condition was the same, still in a coma.

Billy finding Dixie rather unfocused. In a hurry to get over to the Presbyterian church to drop off some chocolate-chocolate-chip cookies she’d made for the bake sale, then get her hind-end back out to the hospital so she could sit with Tatyana. Dixie leaving her house when Billy left to head back to the office.

Billy hopping out of the SUV, hit with another blast of midday heat. Billy prepared for it and the shock of it passing quickly.

But unprepared for Hewitt coming flying out of the front doors of the sheriff’s department. Waylaying Billy on the steps.

“Where’ve you been, Sheriff?”

“Nice to see you too, Hewitt,” Billy said.

“Not in your office, so I can only assume you’re out finding whoever attacked Tatyana, right?”

“Frustrating isn’t it?” Billy said, “Going to person’s office to talk with them, finding they’re hardly ever there? Sounds familiar.”

“Never mind that. Where are you in your investigation?”

“It’s ongoing.”

“Is it? Because it looks to me like you’re spinning your wheels. Any closer to anything?”

“Well, with all the cooperation I’m getting from folks around here, especially with your encouragement—”

“—You talking about yesterday? At The Round Up? Son, that’s apples to oranges. One has nothing to do with the other.”

“Is that right?”

“Look, that’s my job, okay? I stood up for them because that’s what lawyers do, they represent the law and they represent people in the face of the law. Besides, those two getting into trouble around here means those two will be staying around here longer than anybody cares to have them around. That’s good for nobody.”

Billy taking a moment to think that over.

“Hewitt, are you asking me to run your clients out of town?”

“Not saying that at all. Besides, doubt you could.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Let’s stay on the subject, shall we? Fact of the matter is we got a lot of scared people in this town, in particular, all them Ukrainian girls. May not believe it, but I feel a responsibility to these women.”

“That’s a different tune than the other day if I remember correctly.”

“Look,” Hewitt said “they’ve chosen to make a life in our town. And this is still America, damn it. No one should have to live in fear. I feel a responsibility to protect these women. I would hope you do too. If not on a human level then at the very least because you’re supposed to be sheriff around here.”

“Protecting your interests too, though, right?” Billy said. “All this, it can’t be good for business.”

“Like I said, this is America. The two aren’t mutually exclusive. Now, Billy, what are you and your deputies doing to find out who assaulted that young woman?”

Just then Hewitt’s cell going off, playing Marty Robbin’s “El Paso.”

“What now?” Hewitt said, holding up a finger to Billy, telling him to wait.

Billy watching Hewitt’s face turn blank at reading the incoming number. Turning his back to Billy, stepping away. 

As if that would prevent Billy from hearing this side of the conversation.

“Hey what’s up?” Hewitt said. “Uh-huh…yep…

…yes, why do you ask?…no…no

…no you can’t just…because…

…drop it off at my office…

…yes, that’s why I’m saying just drop it…

…ok sure…ok?…ok?…

…look, I’m kinda in the middle of…

…gotta…I gotta…yes…

…yes, now dang it Peg, I gotta go.”

After ending the call, Hewitt saying out loud, “Same to you, you old bitty.”

“Ex-wife trouble?” Billy said.

Hewitt rolling his eyes. 

“Wants to know will I be at home tonight? Found a bunch of old high school yearbooks and shit in the basement. Wants to drop it off. Asks me will Nastunye be there? Said she didn’t want to run into her. Will she be there? I’m like, woman, most likely she will be—she lives there! You heard me, told Peg at least twice, to drop the dang stuff off at my office.”

“She’s stubborn, huh?”

“Hell yes,” Hewitt said. “And demanding as all get out. So’s the new wife. That’s my type, I guess. Don’t get me wrong, Nasty can be a ball buster, no doubt about it. Still, she gives you a sense you’re in it together. With Peg, it’s all about her. Don’t go searching for much of anything nice under the surface neither.”

Billy nodding, like he was considering what Hewitt was saying. Frankly, though, all this was more than Billy cared to know about Hewitt’s taste in wives. 

In reality, Billy pondering why all the sudden Hewitt was raising hell? 

Only a couple of days before, Billy’d had to chase him down the sidewalk. Now, Hewitt’s literally standing on the steps of the sheriff’s department, demanding action.

Not to mention sounding like he was more anxious than Billy for the gangsters to leave Caulfield. 

Billy wondering what all was behind that? 

Protecting his wife-import business, most likely. 

Maybe himself and his new wife too.

“Hewitt, can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“Everything okay? I mean, between you and them Chicago boys?”

“Why the hell won’t anybody…” Hewitt at a loss for words for the third time today. 

“Look here, you let me worry about all that,” Hewitt said. “Got enough on your hands as it is. And you never answered my question.”

“What question was that?”

“What are you doing to find whoever beat that girl, so that the other girls can get over being scared?”

Billy thinking it over. This was about the tightest he’d ever seen Hewitt wound up.

“I didn’t answer that?” Billy said. “Because I thought I did.”

Hewitt letting out a sigh, too frustrated to get that Billy was messing with him. 

“Billy, seriously, what are you going to do?

It occurring to Billy that it would be interesting to see what Hewitt’s wife has to say about it all. 

Figuring even if she says nothing, she’ll be saying something. If Hewitt wouldn’t talk about the visitors from Chicago, maybe she would. 

The irony of it not escaping Billy. That it might take a Ukrainian woman living in a small Kansas town to explain to him why a Ukrainian woman gets beaten in a small Kansas town and the next day a Ukrainian gangster from a big city shows up in that small Kansas.

Billy realizing it was his turn to say one thing but do another. The Caulfield way, evidently.

“Keep on keeping on is all I can do,” Billy said. “After I eat a bite of lunch, of course. Anything interesting pops up, I’ll let you know. You can be sure of it.”

Billy turning and heading into his office, leaving Hewitt standing open-mouthed on the steps.


Thirty-Nine




Billy climbing the front steps of Hewitt’s front porch, looking forward to formally meeting Nastunye. 

Then ducking at a burst of gunfire—the sound of two quick shots coming from around back of the house.

Billy pulling his Kimber, keeping it chest-high in both hands. Jumping off the porch and running around the side of the house. 

Slowing as he reached the house’s back corner. Crouching, listening. Breathing hard. Mind racing. Aware of the sweat running down his face.

Two more shots, pop-pop.

Billy struggling to control his breath. Four-count in through the nose, hold for one, four out through the mouth. Taking back control of his mind from the fear flooding out his body’s autonomic fight-or-flight system.

Getting even lower, slowly peeking around the corner. Taking in the big backyard, about half the length of a football field. Small, dense group of trees at the back. 

Noticing movement the far end of the backyard, something white. 

A big blonde woman in matching tennis skirt and blouse, white with navy trim. Feet planted apart in clogs made to look like running shoes. The woman aiming a large handgun at a target stand. The target stand shaped like a male torso.

Billy realizing she was only getting in a little target practice. Holstering his gun, a mix of embarrassment and relief flooding his brain and body.

Still, he didn’t want to scare her. Especially while she had what looked and sounded to be a Smith & Wesson thirty-eight revolver in her hands.

Billy stepping back out of sight back round the side of the house, calling out to the woman.

“Mrs. Hake, this is Sheriff Billy Keene.”

Billy waiting to see if there was a response. Nothing.

“Giving you a heads-up,” he said. “I’m approaching around the north side of your house. So, you know, don’t shoot me.”

Billy easing his way around the corner of the house, coming into the backyard and stopping. 

The woman standing next to a fire pit encircled by chairs and a couple of low tables. Billy could see an open box of shells and a glass of iced tea on one of the tables. 

Billy standing there smiling at Nastunye Hake.

The woman half-smiling back at him, amused. Tilting her head to one side, then the other, removing spongy orange plugs from her ears.

Billy noticing the gun still in her hand, though at her side and pointing toward the ground.

“Sorry to bother you,” Billy said, starting toward her. “Mind if I ask you to put the gun on the table?”

“No,” she said, that half-smile lingering on her face, not moving to put down the gun, “don’t mind if you ask.” 

“All I’m saying, it would make me a lot more comfortable if you wouldn’t mind setting that gun down on one of those tables there.”

“Guns make you uncomfortable?” she said, looking at her gun in her hand, then back at Billy. “You have gun on hip. How you walk around having gun following you so close all day? Must be very uncomfortable.”

“It’s different, I guess. I’m supposed to have one.”

“Me too,” she said. “Have CCW. So I’m supposed to have gun too. Want to check permit?”

“No, no need for that,” Billy said. “Your husband being a lawyer, the way you shoot and all, I believe you.”

Billy making a note to have Cookie check to see if indeed a conceal and carry weapon’s permit had been issued to Nastunye. 

“Here’s the thing though,” Billy said. “I’m not asking you to turn it over to me. No need for that as long as you’re cooperating with me. Now, if you were to give me reason to think this situation’s not safe for me, well, then….”

Nastunye cocking her head at him, still with that amused half-smile. Like she was trying to decide if he was serious. 

Finally, Nastunye setting the gun on the table. Picking up her glass of iced tea, walking toward Billy. 

As she walked, her skirt and blouse pulling tight at various curves along her thighs and hips and breasts. Her big bleached blonde hair done up high, damp with sweat near the hairline.

Passing close by Billy.

“I’m sweaty as whore on Saturday night. Iced tea?”

Not waiting for his answer. Nastunye continuing on her walk toward the screened-in porch off the back of her house. Expecting Billy to follow.

Billy turning, doing just that.







It was cooler in the shade of the screened-in porch. The ceiling fan manufacturing a pleasant breeze.

“So you are here about Tatyana, no?” Nastunye said. Lighting a cigarette and crossing her legs, a running shoe-clog dangling off her foot.

“Yes, do you know her very well?” Billy said, sipping the iced tea she’d given him.

Nastunye shrugging. 

“What is well? When she came, I welcome her. You know, she from Ukraine, I am from Ukraine. My husband, he important in helping her come to America. She supposed to marry that pig man…what is name?”

Billy smiling. “Frank.”

 Nastunye wrinkling her face in disgust, letting out a hocking noise to go with it. Billy not sure if she was signaling her dislike or if she was mocking Frank’s compulsive nasal clearing.

“Was good she wound up with that woman.”

“Dixie?”

“Yes, nice woman. Talk too much for me, but who I am I to say. My husband never shut mouth either. Until I tell him to.”

Billy nodding, sipping more of his iced tea. Saying nothing. Seeing what else Nastunye might have to say.

“Anyway, I offer Tatyana job in salon if she want. Have others from Ukraine work there. Is good to be independent. Good to be around others.”

“Any idea who might have attacked her?” Billy said.

“Is your job to tell me, no?” Nastunye said.

“True,” Billy said. “Which is also why I was wondering if you might be able to tell me about your husband’s two friends visiting from out of town.”

Nastunye taking a long drink of her iced tea. 

Billy knowing she was buying herself time. Despite Nastunye trying to appear calm, Billy noting concern in her green eyes.

Finally Nastunye asking, “Do I need lawyer?”

“If you’re not comfortable, you certainly don’t have to talk to me,” Billy said. “Or if you want a lawyer—”

“—I have one. Is cute, does what he’s told. Usually. Why don’t you ask Hewitt about these friends?”

“I did,” Billy said, “He didn’t have much to say on the subject.”

“So what make you think I do?”

“Oh, you know, husbands and wives, they don’t always see eye to eye on everything.”

“You married?”

“No, far from it,” Billy said, amused at the question. “My parents are, though. So I’ve seen enough to know it ain’t all peaches and cream.”

“Good looking young sheriff like you?” Nastunye said, inhaling, letting out a stream of smoke. “What are women in this town waiting for? You should talk to my husband, get yourself good Ukrainian wife.”

“I’ll consider that,” Billy said. “Seems to have worked out well for him. Still, I’m sure even you two don’t agree on everything. For instance, these two friends of Hewitt’s—”

“—That son of bitch Maksim is thug. Is not friend to my husband.”

“And the other guy?”

“Not a friend. Is polite. Even in politeness, he is scary.”

“Any idea why they showed up here?” Billy said. “Why they show up the day after a Ukrainian woman — brought here by your husband — the day after she’s attacked?”

Nastunye again buying time with a long drink despite her glass being with mostly ice.

“Mrs. Hake,” Billy said, “It’ll be easier for me to find who attacked Tatyana if I know what all is going on. And that’ll make it safer for you and the rest of the women who came here too, right?”

Nastunye thinking that over.

“Maksim is part of group,” she said, “that finds the Ukrainian women that my husband helps come here to marry. Is international organization, you might say.”

“This Maksim, he runs this international organization?’

“Maksim? That prick could not run to the bathroom without falling down,” she said. “His brother, Leo, he manages organization.”

“Manages?” Billy said. “That’s an interesting way of putting it. Guess I understand, what with your husband being in business with criminals and all.”

“Do they have other businesses that not legit? Who am I to say? This bride business, my husband’s business? My husband is smart. Business is one hundred percent legit.”

“Some around here might say it’s not,” Billy said.

“Who?” Nastunye said, “The ex-wives? Who give two shits? They had their shot.”

“Take it you and Peg aren’t best friends,” Billy said.

“That is sick woman. Act all churchy, yapping all the time about Jesus. But she is mean. Not tough, I kick her ass if she come at me. Is mean, against the weak. Like bully.”

“A bully, huh?”

“I tell you story about that woman. When I first come here, right before I marry Hewitt, that woman do most awful thing. And I’ve seen much horrible shit, believe me. Hewitt and her, they had this little dog, what call it? Yorkie. His name John Wayne. My husband, he loves the westerns, shoot ‘em up.”

“I remember that dog.”

“Then you remember how ugly that facking dog was. Ugly as sin. So tiny, like if you accidentally step on, little bones go crunchy-chrunch. But is dog, no? What can you do? You love.”

“That was one ugly pup.”

“And Hewitt, he love that ugly little shit John Wayne,” Nastunye said, waving around her cigarette in her hands as she talked.

“This Peg, she fight like hell to get John Wayne in divorce. Hewitt say he offer her five hundred dollars more per month if she let him keep dog. I tell him he crazy. But I get it, is love, no? That evil bitch, she say no. Say she loves dog too, cannot bear to be without.”

“You saying she didn’t?”

“All I know is week after Hewitt and I marry, she say John Wayne get out at night and run off.”

“Think she let it out?”

“No way. She take dog out at night and let loose in country so coyotes get it. I know this.”

“How do you know that?”

“How else she find little ripped bits of doggy? Amazing, right? Dog run off, how the hell she know where to look?”

“Against the odds, I’ll give you that.”

“She had to know where it was. She had to be there when it ripped apart by wild animals. Poor, scared ugly facking doggy.”

Nastunye with another long drag on her cigarette before going on. 

“That not all. She put what left of John Wayne in box, gift wrap all pretty and give to us as wedding present.”

Billy sitting back. Surprised by the story, the violence and cruelty of it. Not sure how much of it to believe, if any. 

Also annoyed that this was the first he’d heard about it.

“You know it helps if you report that kind of stuff to us,” Billy said. “Otherwise, we can’t help you.”

“I no trust her,” Nastunye said, “so I open gift without him. He not know. If I make report, he find out.” 

Nastunye narrowing her eyes at Billy.

“He cannot know.

Billy nodding his understanding.

“Does Peg know that Hewitt doesn’t know?”

“She knows,” Nastunye said, forcing out another stream of smoke as if she was blowing her top. “And she knows exactly what happen to her if he finds out.”

“I’m not going ask any more details about that.”

“You bright young man, Sheriff Billy.” Nastunye cocking her head again, flashing a grin at him. “So what you do now?”

“Well,” Billy said, swallowing the last of his tea, “I have a few things I’ve been needing to confirm with Peg. Might as well go over and have a talk with the former Mrs. Hake. ”

Nastunye telling Billy to have fun with that. 

Billy standing to leave, thanking her for the cold drink. And for not shooting him.

“Feel free to come back, talk with current Mrs. Hake. Anytime,” she said, stubbing out her cigarette, looking up at Billy, who was avoiding looking at her cleavage. 

“Especially,” she said, looking him directly in the eyes, again giving him that crooked smile, “every Thursday in afternoon.”


Forty




“What’s all that for, anyway?”

Billy standing in Peg Hake’s formal dining room. Asking her questions while she worked on a craft project. All manner and colors of cardstock, a roll of butcher paper, colored pencils, scissors and desktop paper trimmer all spread out over her dining room table.

“For cards,” Peg said, like it was the most obvious answer in the world and Billy shouldn’t need to ask. “You know, for birthdays, thank-you’s, condolences, whatnot.”

Peg laying out different colored sheets of card stock on the eighteen-inch trimmer. Yanking down on the trimmer blade attached to a guide, slicing off perfect edges.

“Homemade cards? Nice,” Billy said. “Bet people are touched by that, you going to all the trouble to make them yourself.”

“They seem to.”

“I see your cutting them in all different sizes.”

“To make different color layers,” Peg said, again as if it was as plain as day. “Glue a smaller orange one to a larger black one, got yourself a Halloween card.”

“People give Halloween cards?”

“Hallmark sells them. If people didn’t buy them, doubt Hallmark would make ‘em.”

Billy saying that makes sense. Getting to his reason for stopping by.

“Like I said, I need to confirm a few details about the night Tatyana was attacked.”

“Mean that Russian girl?” 

Peg not looking up at him, focussing on her work.

“Ukrainian, actually,” Billy said. “Anyway, Frank Hamm says he was on the phone with you that night?”

“Yes, we talked.”

“Remember about what time?”

Peg thinking as she continued her work. 

“Um, after ten or so. Ten o’clock news was into the weather. Was that one weatherman, slick one that you can tell likes himself a whole lot. I mean, a person wants to be on TV, you expect a dose of confidence. This guy though, I mean, he loooooves himself.”

“Never noticed,” Billy said. “So, when you were talking to Frank, did you invite him over for a late dinner?”

Peg saying nothing for a moment, going about her craft work.

“Mrs. Hake?”

“He say I did?”

“I’m asking you, ma’am.”

“Yes. I had these nice pork tenderloins I picked up from Rusty’s. Seemed a shame to let them go to waste. Still haven’t gotten the hang of cooking for only myself. Always seem to make too much. Can only eat so many leftovers. And I figured Frank, being kicked out of his own home—”

Just then Peg’s home phone ringing, the sound of it filling the house. Peg excusing herself, heading into the kitchen to answer her cordless landline. 

Billy waiting in the dining room. For the second time that day listening to one-half of a conversation.

“Hello?…

…oh, hi Ruby, what’s going…

…excuse me?…

…what did you say?…

…Is that right?…

…you got it all wrong. It’s not like tha…

…is that right? Well, I…

…I do not have time for this now. I have company…

…whatever. Bye.”

Peg coming back into the dining room. 

“Our mayor,” Peg said, managing to make it sound like she was bragging. “You know how she is, always going off half-cocked.”

“I am familiar with that, yes,” Billy said. Grinning at Peg, half because he was amused, half to defuse the tension and allow Peg to save face.

“Billy, I heard that some folks are saying it was her boy Colt that attacked that girl. Him and the Gribble boy, Tanner. That true?”

“Haven’t arrested anybody so, you know, obviously I don’t know who did it. Yet.”

Billy getting awful tired of not having an answer when people asked who attacked the girl. Frustrated, feeling like he wasn’t getting any closer.

 “By the way,” Billy said, changing the subject, “Hewitt mentioned you had some stuff you wanted to get to him. I’ll be heading over that way soon. Be more than happy to drop them off for you. Save you a trip.

Billy not mentioning helping Peg would give him a reason to drop by Hewitt’s office, say hello to Summer. 

“What stuff is that?”

“He said you called earlier, had a box of yearbooks and things you wanted to get to him.”

“I never called him today.”

“Sure about that?” 

Billy not telling Peg he’d been standing right there when she called Hewitt. Wondering why she would lie about something so insignificant. Wanting to see how she played it.

Peg taking a moment before speaking.

“My word, you’re right. I did call him. Completely slipped my mind.”

Billy pausing, letting the awkwardness work on Peg. Not sure what game she was playing. 

“Anyway,” Billy said finally, “you were saying about Frank?”

“What was I saying about Frank?

“About him being kicked out.”

“Oh yeah,” Peg said. “I thought he might appreciate a nice home-cooked meal.”

“That’s mighty nice of you.”

“Well, he deserves better than he’s been given. Wife kicking him out of his own home. Taking up with that Russian slut. Excuse my language, but we have a word for it so I may as well use it.” 

“That’s one way of looking at it, I guess,” Billy said. “Didn’t realize you were so bothered by it.”

“Me? Doesn’t bother me. Lord knows what’s going on in that house, though. Two women living together. An abomination and an embarrassment to a good man like him. He’s a good, solid man, Frank. That woman should be happy to have him as a husband. Deserves better than what he’s getting, I can tell you that much.”

Billy keeping his face calm despite being surprised by the venom in Peg’s voice. And realizing Peg was more familiar with Tatyana and the whole situation than she’d let on.

“Anyway,” Billy said, “I’ll get out of your hair. Let you get back to your cards.”

“Speaking of,” Peg said, “you could use a hair cut.”

Billy smiling, thanking her for the suggestion and for her time. Heading for the front door.

Billy getting to the door, grabbing the knob, pausing. Turning around to find she’d follow him to the door.

“Hey, I was wondering,” Billy said, “whatever happened to that little dog you use to have?”

“You mean John Wayne?”

“Yeah. Whatever happened to that cute little sucker?”

“He died.”

“What happened? Wasn’t that old.”

“Got run over,” Peg said, “Bolted out the door, ran into the street and got run over by an idiot kid hot-rodding down the street.”

“Really?” Billy said. “When was this?”

“Around the time Hewitt walked out. That was a rough time, losing my husband, then my dog.”

Billy agreeing that is tough. Not sure which of Hewitt’s wives, the former or the current, was lying to him about that ugly little dog. 

Billy certainly finding it odd, the feeling that he knew Nastunye, the straight shooter he’d just met, better than he knew Peg, whom he’d known most of his life.

“A dang shame is what it is,” Peg said. “Loved that little guy.”

Billy wondering to himself if she was talking about the dog or Hewitt?


Forty-One




Early evening and Billy stepping into The Round Up. 

Wanting a drink or two to unwind. Worn out from a long day of asking people questions and getting back flimsy answers. 

Besides, it offered the added bonus of giving the stink-eye to Susan the bartender for texting him about the fight, then lying when he needed her to do the exact opposite.

The narrow, long barroom almost full. Loretta Lynn coming in low through the speakers and over the conversations.

Billy recognizing a few people. Nodding hello as people made a standing spot for him near the front of the bar.

Susan coming over, acting like nothing happened the day before.

“What can I get you, Billy?”

“You know how to make a Nixon?”

“Never heard of it,” Susan said, leaning in so she could hear better.

“It’s a whiskey drink,” Billy said. “Pretty simple. Pour a couple shots of bourbon over ice, add a cherry, slice of peach. Was made for President Nixon. You know, the one who lost his job because he lied.”

Susan standing up straight, lips pursed, pissed off.

“Never mind, fetch me a Boulevard Wheat.”

Susan shooting him a dirty look before stomping off to pour his beer. Billy watching her, unbothered. 

Then a familiar face under an askew flat-brim Georgetown Hoyas baseball cap at the far end of the bar catching Billy’s eye. 

One of the gangsters, the American one.

The man having already spotted Billy, smiling at him.

Susan setting down the beer hard in front of Billy, a good portion of it spilling over the side. Susan stomping away in a huff.

Billy wiping the side with a bar napkin before raising his beer at Jarius. 

Jarius raising his bottle of beer back at him.

Billy taking a sip, putting it down. Waving Susan back over.

“Too much head on this,” Billy said. “Can you pour me another, please?”

Susan letting out a sigh. 

Billy couldn’t hear it over the music and all the talking, but she made a big enough show of sighing that he couldn’t miss it.

“I’ll be at the other end of the bar,” Billy said. “You can bring it to me down there.”

Billy stepping back from the bar, working his way through the place toward the back where Jarius was sitting.

“Didn’t expect to find you here,” Billy said.

“Where did you expect to find me?” Jarius said, inviting Billy to sit on the empty stool next to him.

“Wrigley Field,” Billy said.

Jarius getting his point, smiling.

“Ain’t happening,” Jarius said. “I’m a White Sox fan. Thought I’d get out, see what Mayberry nightlife has to offer.”

“Where’s your friend?”

“Back at that piece of shit y’all call a motel, The Ridgeview. My friend, let’s say he’s high energy. I like him and all. Sometimes you need a break, know what I’m saying? You have friends like that?”

“All of them,” Billy said.

“Nice hat,” Jarius said, pointing to Billy’s ball cap embroidered with the sheriff’s badge. “See you rock the flat brim too. Heard you used to play pro ball?”

“Used to be.”

Billy lifting his own flat-brimmed cap, running his hand through his hair. Peg right about him needing a trim. 

Placing the cap back on as Susan set the new beer in front of him, easier this time.

Billy taking a long drink before making a face.

“Tastes flat. Can I get a new one, please?”

“That ain’t flat and you know it, Billy.”

“Thought the customer is always right,” Billy said to Jarius.

“What I always heard,” Jarius said.

“See?” Billy said to Susan. “Especially when the person serving the customer is so damn wrong. New one. Please.”

Billy turning back to Jarius before Susan had a chance to stomp off.

“I hear what you’re saying,” Billy said. “People wear me out sometimes. Like today for instance. Been running around town asking people questions, trying to find out this and that.”

“Such as?”

“Such as why you and your friend are here in Caulfield.”

Jarius laughing. “Did you think to ask me?”

“Honestly, no. Not until I saw you sitting here. If my experience today is any indication, though, there will be shadows of doubt cast over your answer.”

“Guilty before the question is even asked?” Jarius said. “Damn.”

Jarius taking a drink of his beer.

“Look, here’s the truth: My employer asked me and my friend to come down here, check around. Make sure the situation is smooth, no problems.”

“By employer you mean your friend’s brother, Leo.”

Jarius smiling. “Do your homework assignments, I see.”

“Just trying to keep up,” Billy said. “And have you found it to be smooth enough for you to head back to Chicago?”

Jarius downing the last of his beer before speaking.

“You know, this ain’t a friendly town. Sure as hell ain’t no Mayberry.”

Susan back again with another new beer. Full pint, picture-perfect head on it. 

Billy holding it up, examining it. Downing half of it in one long drink.

“Dunno, still not right,” Billy said, setting the glass with the remaining beer on the bar. “Can I get a new one, please?”

“Ain’t nothing wrong with that beer. You don’t get a replacement on a half-empty glass of beer.”

“Now that right there is the difference between you and me,” Billy said. “I see it as half-full, Susan. Well, one of the differences, anyway. Take that fresh one when you get a sec.”

“I know what you’re doing, Billy.”

“Good. And bring my friend here another of whatever he’s drinking. On me.”

Billy giving Susan a stone face. Getting back a dramatic eye roll before she stomped off again.

Billy turning back to Jarius. “

“You didn’t answer my question?”

“I know,” Jarius said. “Are you any closer to finding who worked over Tatyana?”

“Not as close as I’d like to be,” Billy said. “Thing is, everybody keeps saying it’s because she’s a foreigner and all. And I get that, the graffiti on the house, what have you.”

“But?”

“But the beating was so vicious,” Billy said. “ Was like it had to be personal, passionate. Too much anger and energy there for it to be random. I don’t know, not ruling anything out yet.”

“Probably a good idea. Here’s the deal—I know those girls are safe, me and my friend can get out of your town, head on back. Shit like this goes down again, promise you we’ll be right back here.”

“Their safety, huh? That what this is about? Your boss must be a real sweetheart of a guy. Real new-age manager type, right?”

“No, that man couldn’t mentally separate operations from the product even if he wanted to. He is too cold,” Jarius said, “and definitely not to be fucked with.”

“So it’s you that’s all concerned about the, what did you call it? The product?”

Jarius saying nothing at that. Picking up his glass to take a drink. Realizing it was empty, putting it back down. 

“Damned if I didn’t find myself a gangster with a heart of gold,” Billy said.

Jarius laughing again, but Billy noticing the tension creeping into his laughter.

“It ain’t all that. More about professional pride,” Jarius said. “But I am human, motherfucker.”

“Bet there’s more than a few people whose last thought in this world was something different than that about you.”

“You might be right about that,” Jarius said. “Might not. All I’m saying is if you make sure all is well, we’ll be on our way. Seriously, we want peace and quiet as much as you do. Trouble is the last thing we’re here for.”

“Didn’t seem that way in here yesterday?”

“That shit’s on those white-trash peckerwoods.”

“Tanner cut himself, did he?”

“Said he did. Guess we best take the man at his word.”

Susan back again, fresh beers for both men.

Billy not even touching his, barely glancing at it.

“New one please.”

Susan, defeated, taking the beer away without saying a word. Going off to pour another one for Billy.

“Fucking with her for the other day, huh?”

“She earned it.”

“This sure as fuck ain’t Mayberry,” Jarius said, “and you sure as fuck ain’t Barney Fife. People around here don’t see it in you though, huh?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Oh, hell yes,” Jarius said, still laughing. “You from here, right?

Billy nodding.

“That’s why they can’t see you,” Jarius said. “See what they always saw, not what you are. Me? I see you. Got fresh eyes on you. See you like I saw that redneck coming at me. Saw it before he even knew he was coming at me. See you coming, too.”

“Two guys chatting in a bar, is all.”

“Like I said, I see you coming before you even know you’re coming.”

“That’s up to you, though,” Billy said. “Isn’t it?”

Susan bringing Billy’s latest pour.

“Guess I better get on home while I’m still under the legal limit,” Billy said, laying a twenty on the bar. “Don’t you drive drunk now. Would hate to have to lock you up.”

“That’ll be the day,” Jarius said. “Thanks for the beer.”

“No problem. See you around.”

“That you will.”

“Reckon so,” Billy said. 

Then catching Susan’s attention at the far end of the bar. 

“Have a good night, Susan!”

Susan mouthing fuck you back at him.

Billy grinning, waving at her. Then walking out.







A few hours later, Jarius finishing up his beer, paying his tab.

Stepping outside and taking his cap off to rub his head. Noticing how light it was even though it was coming up on nine 0’clock. 

Staying light much later here than where he was from. Farther west in the same time zone. Jarius thinking it’s all relative.

Getting into the Lincoln, cruising up Main Street. Passing the storefronts closed for the evening. The town eerily quiet on the hot, midweek summer night. Creeping him out.

Jarius thinking about all the bullshit small towns he’d been in. 

In particular, being eleven years old and he and his little sister yanked out of the south side of Chicago. His mamma sending them downstate to stay for a few weeks each summer with relatives.

A small town called Streator. Jarius thinking of it and automatically getting a bad feeling. 

When he thought about it honestly, there had been many nice moments there. Cool, quiet summer nights. Fishing. Swimming in ponds. Playing on train tracks. Walking or riding bikes everywhere. He, his sister Mia and his twin cousins, Ray and Rodney, free to roam. There had been a lot of good moments. 

Only that one bad moment ruining all the rest. 

Never should have let his little sister try to hop that train. 

Hell, Mia never listened to a damn word he said, anyway. 

Still, Jarius wishing he had at least tried to tell her no. It would be some small consolation, being able to say he’d done all he could.

Jarius knowing he would never be able to say that about his sister.

Driving, passing the city limits sign. Seeing the parking lot lights of Caste County Medical Hospital. 

The three-story building sitting in the middle of a wide-open prairie. The darkening sky still pink at the western edge.

Jarius parking at the back of the lot. Counting windows until he’d located her room, according to what Hewitt had told him.

Watching the lit window with the shades drawn. Picturing a young woman he’d never actually seen lying comatose in a hospital bed. 

Jarius not even sure why he was here.

Maybe because, at the moment, it was all he could do.


Forty-Two




Full-on dark now and Billy out on his patio, sitting back in one of the Adirondack chairs. Enjoying being alone at the end of the day. 

No distractions, simply unplug and sit with his thoughts. The sounds of night insects and animals scurrying here and there. 

A glass of eighteen-year-old Macallan scotch in one hand, one of Trace’s joints burning in his other. Head leaning way back, looking up at an endless black sky dotted with an infinite number twinkling stars.

Then his damn phone going off, ruining it all. 

Billy reminding himself he wasn’t required to answer it. Didn’t even need to see who was calling if he didn’t feel like it. 

Couldn’t help himself, though. As soon as he checked, he wished hadn’t. 

Paige calling for the umpteenth time since he’d call her two nights before and some guy had answered her phone. Billy thinking the hell with it.

“Hello?” 

As if he had no idea who would be on the other end of the call.

“Oh…I didn’t expect you to….” 

Paige’s voice sounding small and far away over the cell phone. 

“What’s up?”

“Good question,” Paige said. “I’ve been calling, texting. Guess you’re mad at me, huh?”

“Mad at you for what?” Billy said. “Doing whatever the hell you want? Which is what you always do? Nah.”

A long, angry silence between them.

“I don’t know what to say,” Paige said.

“Why’d you call then?”

“To…I don’t know. See how you are. Say I’m sorry.”

“Who is he?”

“He’s just a guy. He’s nobody.”

“Guessing he’s not standing right there,” Billy said. “Wonder what you’d say if he was.”

“Billy, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Billy don’t.”

“Lost those privileges, baby,” Billy said. “We’re both off in do-whatever-the-hell-we-feel-like-land now.”

“Damn it, Billy, stop it.”

Billy not saying anything. Head swimming from the whiskey and the weed. Fighting the urge to get angry as much as he was the desire to say it would be all right.

Seeing lights on the road turning into his drive. Hearing a car creeping toward his house. Billy frustrated at having his peace and quiet disturbed.

“I got to go,” Billy said.

“Billy please,” Paige said, “Can we talk?”

“Honestly, not sure what there is to say. Hey, someone’s pulling up the drive. I got to go.”

“Can we talk tomorrow?”

“We’ll see. Pretty busy with a case.”

“Okay,” Paige said. “Let me know. Have a good night, Billy.”

“Will do. You too.”







Billy pulling himself upright in the chair. Leaning down, stubbing out the joint on the patio before placing it under the chair. 

Pouring himself more scotch, waiting for his visitor to come around to the patio.

“Thought you might be back here.”

“Hey Tina,” Billy said to his ex-girlfriend from high school. Amused at only moments before having hung up on his latest ex when along comes is first ex.

Asking Tina if she wanted a drink. Tina asking what he was drinking. Saying she’d have a scotch too, but with two ice cubes.

Billy fetching her a glass with ice from the kitchen, coming back out and pouring her drink.

Tina taking a sip. 

“Smooth. How old?”

“Barely legal,” Billy said, forgetting how he liked that Tina drank whiskey. She couldn’t hold it too well but it was kind of sexy that she drank it.

“Cut your hair, I see,” Billy said.

Tina touching her bobbed brunette hair.

“I did,” Tina said. “Needed different look, so I had Arlita whack it all off.”

“Looks goods on you.”

“Think so?”

“Yeah, you look great. Cody like it?”

Billy suspecting why Tina had dropped by late and out of the blue. Throwing her boyfriend’s name out there as a litmus test to see if his suspicions were correct.

“He likes it good enough,” Tina said. “That is, after I had to point out to him that I got it cut.”

“Men can be a little dim,” Billy said, laughing.

“Not all of you.”

“So what brings you out this way?” Billy said. Asking a question he already knew the answer to.

“Oh, wondered what you’re up to. Bet it’s been crazy with that Ukrainian girl getting beat up like that, huh?”

“Yeah, not your usual domestic violence, drunk driver, meth lab or escaped heifer we’re accustomed to dealing with, that’s for sure.”

Tina taking another sip of her whiskey. Billy could tell she was building up to it. Surprised that she had to build up her courage. Liking her for that. 

Billy realizing he’d always liked Tina, even when she hated him. Not sure he was up for what she had in mind tonight so asking her about her boyfriend again.

“How’s Cody doing, anyway? Saw him last week, gassing up his flatbed at the co-op.”

“He’s good,” Tina said. “He’s in Manhattan for a cattle auction.”

“Ah, left you on your own.” 

“Something like that,” Tina said, taking another sip. Slow, making it sultry, eyes dancing for him over the rim of her rocks glass.

“Yeah, about that,” Billy said.

Tina in disbelief though smiling. 

“Billy Keene, are you saying no to me?” 

“Don’t worry,” Billy said, smiling back at her. “I’m sure I’ll regret it as soon as you’re gone.”

“Now how about that?”

“Don’t be mad.”

“Oh, I ain’t mad. I’m just…I don’t know, thought since you and Paige are—”

“—Does everybody in this town know everything about everybody else in this town?”

“Pretty much.”

Billy refilling their glasses. Remembering that the last time he’d slept with Tina was when he’d first began going out with Paige. 

“Me and Paige,” Billy said, “we’re…having a rough patch, I guess. We aren’t over completely. Feels like it’s heading that way fast, though.”

“Got to be tough, the distance and all. Lord knows it was tough on you and me when you were away in the minors.”

Billy not saying anything. Still feeling guilt over that part of their lives. He’d broken up with Tina a couple weeks before he was called up to The Show and had that magical summer and fall. 

From the outside looking in, it appeared Billy had dumped her right before the good times after she’d stuck by him through the hard ones. 

In reality, the distance and the temptation got to be too much. He hadn’t cheated and once he found out she had, he broke it off. 

More than once he wondered if Tina had done it because she knew that was the only way he’d break it off and focus on his game.

“Well, I know when I’m not wanted,” Tina said, downing the last of her scotch.

“Hey, it’s not like that,” Billy said. “You can stick around. Get drunk with me. Help me finish this joint Trace left if you want. Look at the stars.”

Tina laughing now.

“No offense,” Tina said, flashing a mischievous grin, “but I didn’t come out here for stars and all that. Had in mind a little less romantic, more physical-like idea.”

“Not saying it’s not tempting.…” 

Billy letting the words trail off. Tina getting up to go. 

Bending down, kissing Billy on his forehead.

“Enjoy the stars, Billy,” she said. “They sure enjoy you.”

Leaving Billy sitting alone on his patio, wondering what the hell she meant by that.

Hearing her tires pause at the end of the drive before rolling onto the asphalt and heading into town. Billy listening to the engine of her Ford Escape accelerating and whining until kicking into overdrive.

Billy thinking, Yep, already regretting turning her down. 







Billy freshening up his drink, settling back into the chair and resuming his communion with the stars.

Amazed at the starlight coming from so far away and so long ago. His mind drifting to thoughts of Summer. 

Wondering what she was doing right now. Trying to make up his mind whether to text her or not. Billy thinking it was funny how only a few days ago he couldn’t imagine life without Paige. 

Now, sitting here under the stars of the big ‘ol universe, he could glimpse a life that didn’t involve him pining away for a woman he hoped loved him.

Reaching down between his legs, feeling around under his chair for what was left of his joint. Finding it and grabbing the zippo off the table to light it. 

Taking a hit, holding it. 

Hearing a car slowing down out on the highway before turning into his driveway.

Billy letting out the smoke, squeezing his eyes shut and wondering why in the hell people couldn’t leave him alone for one evening. 

Then again, he knew he shouldn’t be surprised. Tina never was one to take no for an answer.

Waiting for her to come find him. Not sure what he was going to do but certain it was going to be harder to resist this time. 

Summer flashing through his mind. Kind of hoping it was her instead of Tina trying to sneak up on him.

Waiting a little longer. Tina still not joining him on the patio.

Billy getting up out of his chair to go check on her. Inside, moving through his house toward the front door and hearing the doorbell. Looking through the front door window. 

Surprised to see Ruby standing there.

Billy opening the wooden door, saying, “Hey there Madam Mayor.”

“Mister Sheriff,” Ruby said, entering as Billy held the door for her. 

“Everything okay?” Billy said. 

Figuring it would have to be an emergency to bring Ruby out to his house this time of night. Wondering how long this was going to take and how soon he could get rid of her and back to his solitary enjoyment.

Ruby standing in his living room, giving the place a once-over.

“Smell whiskey and weed,” she said. “I’ll have a little of both, please.”

Billy caught off-guard, standing there until Ruby gave him a face saying well?

Billy saying sorry, sure, hold on. Heading into the kitchen for a glass. Asking over his shoulder did she want any ice or water?

“Neat’s fine.”

Ruby right behind Billy, startling him. 

“What’s going on, Mayor?” Billy handing her drink to her.

“C’mon, let’s go outside,” Ruby said, heading for the back door, not waiting for Billy. “It’s almost halfway nice out tonight. Be a shame to waste it inside.”

Taking their drinks out to the patio. Billy firing up the last of the joint. The two of them, mayor and sheriff, talking as they smoked it.

“I wanted to come in person,” Ruby said. “Say thank you for saving my son at the bar yesterday.”

“You’re welcome. Wish I could say it wasn’t that big of a deal, but it kind of was. I do believe the man would have killed him.”

“That’s what I heard,” Ruby said. “Wasn’t your run-of-the-mill bar fight, two drunks barely able to stand, taking shots at one another. Colt said he feared for his life.”

“How’s he doing?”

“He’s fine. Throat’s still sore. Awful to listen too, that’s for sure. Sounds like that Froggy kid from the Little Rascals, ‘member him? Every time Colt opens his yap I’m like, damn kid, could you write it down? Can’t take that sound. Painful.”

“Hopefully he’s a quick healer,” Billy said. 

Billy looking up at the stars, figuring it was probably too soon to pull the old thanks for dropping by to wrap it up, send her on her way. Feeling the booze and the dope taking hold of him.

“Was over at Peg Hake’s today, when you called,” Billy said. “A little bad blood between you two?”

“Ain’t like that,” Ruby said. “Peg is Peg. We’re fine.”

An awkward silence between them. Ruby rushing to fill it.

“Sorry to come by so late,” Ruby said. “Saying thanks for a thing like you done…seems a person ought to say it in person.”

“Guess so,” Billy said, still looking up at the stars. 

Not seeing her hand coming toward him. Jumping a little as she touched his.

“Skittish, huh?” Ruby said. “No need to be.” 

Ruby running her hand up and down his arm.

In his head, Billy trying to decide how rude it would be to jump up out of the chair, run off screaming into the darkness. 

But his entire body enveloped in a warmth that came from the touch of her hand running up and down his arm.

“I’m only here to say a proper thank you, is all,” Ruby said. 

Getting up out of the Adirondack chair and standing over Billy, holding her drink in one hand.

“You know how we’re always flirting?” she said

Billy thinking it was mostly her that did the flirting, letting it slide.

“It’s fun and all. There’s real energy to it, though. So I was thinking saying thank you might be a good time for us to finally tap into that energy.”

Ruby lowering herself onto his lap.

“I mean, really drill down deep into that energy.”

Ruby tipping her glass to Billy’s mouth, giving him a drink of her whiskey.

Billy sipping. Having the thought that Ruby was closer to his mother’s age than his own. 

Pushing that thought away.

Then calling it back because it was kind of working for him.

“What say we drill?” Ruby said, grinding herself into Billy’s lap. “See what comes out?”

Ruby kissing his neck, licking his ear. 

Billy looking up, eyes on the stars, hands on the mayor’s bucking hips. 

Having the thought that sleeping with Ruby could be more honest than anyone else he might have slept with tonight. 

With Tina, it would have been reliving the past and cheating on her boyfriend.

With Summer, it would have been clouded by all sorts of questions and thoughts about what does this mean. 

Even if Paige were there it would have been harmed by wondering if she truly loved him, was this for good or just for now.

But right here, right now with Ruby…

…kissing her way down his chest…

…there were no deep emotions. No expectations. Good old, honest lust. Pure sex. The it-is-what-it-is kind.

Billy unsure if this was truth or a rationalization. 

Not finding any answers in the infinite sky.


Forty-Three




Colt and Tanner crouching in the thick copse of trees at the back the Hake’s place. Lying in wait for Nastunye to come out for her last smoke of the day. 

Colt thinking last smoke of her life. 

Thinking it but still not honestly believing it.

They’d parked and hidden Colt’s Cherokee behind a small group of trees on a pull-off alongside a county road about half a mile away, as Peg had instructed. 

And like Peg told them to, they’d made their way across a harvested wheat field under cover of night. Stumbling and sweating until finally sneaking up on the back side of Hewitt and Nastunye’s house.

The one instruction from Peg that they’d chosen not to follow—lug along a cooler with a frozen pork tenderloin for beating the life out of Nastunye.

“Fuck that noise,” Tanner had told Colt before they left. “Didn’t make this here garrote all for show.”

Colt nervous, still not convinced Tanner was actually going to strangle the woman. Looking at Tanner next to him, leaning against a cottonwood tree. Moonlight washing over Tanner’s jaw. His sleeveless arm taut, clutching the homemade garrote of speaker wire with wooden dowel pins for handles.

Colt wanting to reach out, touch the ripples in Tanner’s arm. 

Colt doubtful Tanner was prepared to kill another human being. Thinking this had gotten out of hand but afraid to “puss out” like Tanner always said he did.

“Can’t do it,” Tanner said, whispering 

“What?” Colt said, relief filling his raspy whisper, his body and his mind.

“Said I can’t do it.”

“Oh, thank God,” Colt said, so elated that he didn’t mind the pain shooting down his throat when he spoke. “Knew you wouldn’t actually go through with it. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“No, dipshit,” Tanner said. “Mean my side is fucking killing me. Know what it takes to strangle a person? Takes everything you got. And right now, I ain’t got shit. Ate four oxys and it still hurts like a son of a bitch where that black motherfucker cut me.”

“Well, what are we going to do?”

“Duh,” Tanner said, shooting a frustrated look at Colt. “You’re gonna strangle the bitch.”

“Me? This was your idea. I can’t do…this ain’t me. I can’t.”

Tanner shaking his head.

“Knew you’d puss out,” Tanner said, spitting on the ground. “Fucking knew it.”

“Fine, I’m pussing out. Whatever. And I’m getting the hell out of here. C’mon.”

Colt looking at Tanner, eyes begging him. 

Tanner refusing to look at Colt. Tanner not budging either.

Colt saying fine and starting to move. Feeling Tanner grab him by the arm, halting him.

“There she is,” Tanner said, pointing with his chin.

Colt looking, seeing the big Ukrainian blonde step onto the patio from her screened-in porch.

 “Last cigarette,” Tanner said.

“Hope she enjoys it,” Colt said. “It’ll kill her before I will. You coming?”

Tanner watching Nastunye lighting up. The woman smoking, looking up at the stars.

“You ain’t got much time and have a lot of ground to cover,” Tanner said. “Sneak around the left side, away from that floodlight on the right. Then, like we talked about, creep out, come up from behind. Come over the head and around the neck, rattlesnake-quick, one motion. Twist the handles behind her head. Better hang on like a motherfucker though. I guaran-damn-tee you she’s gonna buck like hell.”

Colt for the first time seeing Tanner wasn’t playing a game. Trying to reconcile the person he thought he knew and liked with the callous wanna-be killer crouching in the dark next to him. Now asking him to be the killer.

“No way,” Colt said, moving to leave.

Stopping again when Tanner’s hand clamped even higher and tighter on his arm.

“Ow, what the hell?” Colt said.

Tanner putting his face close to Colt’s, locking eyes with him. Not a word between them, just Tanner’s brown eyes looking into Colt’s blue eyes. 

Colt realizing this was the most intimate moment they’d ever shared.

Colt closing his eyes, kissing Tanner on the lips.

And Tanner letting him.

After a long moment, Colt pulling away from Tanner and, heart pounding, euphoric, making his away as quietly as possible in the darkness toward Nastunye.







Nastunye blowing out another stream of smoke, about half-finished with her final cigarette of the day. 

Hearing a critter moving out in the darkness, but away from the house. 

Less concerned with a wild animal in the darkness than she was about her husband. What the hell she was going to do with that jackass? 

Hewitt was being dense. Not realizing that at sooner or later his business partners were going to force him to make choices and take actions he wouldn’t want any part of.

People like Leo and Maksim, that was their business model—make people do shit they didn’t want to do. Or else kill them.

Nastunye flicking away ash from the end of her cigarette. More rustling in the dark, closer now. 

Nastunye looking at the trees at the far end of their backyard. The rustling stopping. Staring, unable to make out any forms in the darkness behind their house.

Arm bent, holding her cigarette in two fingers, shoulder-high. Stepping to the screened in porch, grabbing the long thirty-eight revolver off the table where she usually left it when she came out at night. 

No need checking to see if it was loaded. She knew it was. Taking it with her back out into the yard. In case it was more than a possum. 

Nastunye finishing her cigarette. Wandering absentmindedly around the lit part of the backyard. Thinking about people who kill possums. Never understood why they did that. 

Sure, they’re ugly, Nastunye thinking as she took another drag on her cigarette. Possums do not hurt anything, though. Now a raccoon, they’ll tear shit up. And a coyote, most likely won’t attack, Nastunye knew. Still, she’d rather have a gun than not when coming face to face with one.

Nastunye hearing it before registering it. A noise, movement, a figure large than a critter rushing toward her. The sudden realization she was choking, no idea why or how. 

Clawing at the pain cutting into her neck. Trying to scream and hearing only her own quiet gurgling coming out. 

Grunting and heavy breathing from behind, loud in her ear.

Only then realizing she’d dropped her gun.

Nastunye fighting like hell, spinning. Her attacker holding on tight, riding her. Her house and yard flashing by in a continuous blur before her eyes, house, yard, house, yard, house, yard. 

Her hands reaching, flailing behind her head. Trying to grab ahold of anything. Coming up empty.

A fuzziness creeping in at the edge of her vision. 

Nastunye thinking not like this.

Fighting but losing the energy to spin. Feeling herself tilting backward, knowing in her soul that if she went down, it was over. No part of her mind giving in yet feeling her body tilting backward. Preparing herself for a hard fall.

Tipping backward…but rather than hitting the ground, hitting the side of her house. 

Nastunye taking two steps forward, then propelling herself as hard as she could against the limestone facing. 

Slamming into her house, her attacker taking the brunt of the impact. Hearing all the air and a yelp escape her attacker’s mouth at the same time.

Two steps forward again. Slamming into the house again.

Two steps again. Slamming against it again.

Her attacker still holding. Nastunye sensing strength draining out of the body clinging to her back. A race now between her attacker’s stamina and the fuzziness taking over her vision, bringing with it total, infinite darkness.

Nastunye changing tactics. Cocking an elbow forward before jamming it hard like a piston behind her and into her attacker’s ribs. 

Cocking and jamming again. 

And again.

Feeling the tension around her neck ease. Fresh night air finding it’s way into her air-hungry lungs. Seeing her gun laying in the yard, illuminated by the floodlight. Hearing her attacker moaning, struggling to get up.

Nastunye gasping, scrabbling on all fours for the revolver. 

Getting to it, picking it up and rising to her knees. Looking around. Not seeing anyone. Only hearing footsteps running way in the darkness. 

Nastunye blindly firing all six shots in the direction of the footsteps receding into the darkness.







Hewitt in his big, brown leather chair in the great room. Whiskey in hand, watching Charlie Rose on the big screen television.

Hearing the first gunshot, jumping up in surprise, spilling his drink.

“Goddamn it!”

Out of his chair, though the house as the gunfire continued. Hewitt flying out the screen door of their porch. 

Seeing his wife kneeling in the lit portion of their backyard, firing the last of her six shots into the darkness.

 “Nasty! Whatever you’re shooting at, does it require a full goddamn cylinder?”

Hewitt really seeing her now. Empty gun, heavy in her hand, clicking as she continued to squeeze the trigger at the darkness. 

Immediately sensing something not right with the situation, no idea exactly what though. That uncertainty fueling his anger even more. Not angry at his wife but no one else there to take it. Rushing to her, bending down beside her.

“What the hell’s going on?” he said.

Seeing Nastunye’s flushed face, the weariness in her bloodshot eyes. Finally noticing the speaker wire hanging loose and backward around her neck. 

Hewitt putting his arm around her shoulder. Taking the garrote from her neck. Asking what happened? Gently taking the gun from her hand.

“Baby, talk to me. You okay?”

Nastunye nodding, unable to talk.

“C’mon, let’s get in the house.” 

Hewitt helping her to her feet. Nastunye unstable, collapsing against him.

“C’mere,” Hewitt said, slipping her gun into the back waistband of his golf shorts. 

Somehow scooping his wife, two inches taller and at least fifty pounds heavier, into his arms like a newlywed bride. Carrying her across the threshold of their screened-in porch and into their house. 

Muscles in his arms burning, thighs quivering, managing to make it all the way to the leather couch. Easing her down on it as gently as possible.

Telling her to stay there. Coming back from the kitchen with a glass of water.

Nastunye taking the glass, taking a drink. Stopping and wincing at the pain of swallowing. 

“Sips, girl, sips,” Hewitt said.

A few more sips before she could rasp a few words at a time. Finally able to tell him about the attack.

When she’d finished her story, she pointed at the liquor cabinet. Hewitt fixing her a fresh vodka on ice, his Big Nasty’s drink of choice.

“A goddamn illusion,” she said. “I feel foolish.”

“For what, Nasty? Not your fault a crazy son of a bitch attacked you.”

“Not that,” she said, one arm sweeping in the air, indicating their home, “all this. For feeling safe here. Believing I finally find safe place. Son of bitch is choking me out there, my life slipping away. Know what else? Safety. Safety slipping away. I am alive now, yes. Feeling of safety in this town? For me? Is dead, is gone.”

 “Don’t say that,” Hewitt said. “We’ll find who did this?”

“Like we find who tried to kill Tatyana?”

“I’ll grant you it’s highly possible this is the same person,” Hewitt said, unable to help himself from shifting into lawyer mode. “But, honey, we don’t know that for a fact.”

“You good lawyer, Hew. Trying to create reasonable doubt in own wife.”

“That’s not what I’m saying. Let’s stick to what we know before we get to what we think might be. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Maybe was Maksim,” she said. “Pissed off about other night at dinner.”

“What? No way. We’re off limits.”

Nastunye laughing, shaking her head. 

“I think you are dumbest smart man I ever know. There are no off limits with these animals. Only clock with time running out.”

Hewitt thinking that over. 

“All I care about right now is that you’re okay. That you feel safe. What do you want to do?”

Nastunye’s turn to think it over. 

“We should call that sheriff.”

“Billy Keene?” Hewitt’s mind racing now, balancing his personal affairs with business concerns. 

“Nah, he’s nothing but a kid playing at sheriff,” Hewitt said. “He won’t be any help.”

Nastunye shaking her head, having had about enough of her husband for one night. 

“I never see before, person chooses to be blind. Can’t see him as he is. Can’t see your so-called partners as they are. You cannot see things as they are because you are so madly in love with way you want to see them.”

Not wanting to get into all that with Nastunye. Figuring he’d take it from her as long as it meant they kept this quiet. No need to involve Billy or give Maksim and Jarius another reason to stick around longer. 

 Hewitt with an inkling that, soon, he might have to choose between his wife and his business. 

Hewitt himself as curious as anybody at what he would choose when it got right down to it.


Forty-Four




“Hell, you had to sleep with her,” Trace said. “Only way to get her to leave, anybody can see that.”

Billy shooting a keep it down glare at Trace, who was talking loudly as always. Sitting across the desk from Billy in Billy’s office.

“Shit, sorry,” Trace said. “She did leave though, right? Tell me she didn’t spend the night?”

“No, she went home soon after we….”

“Finished boning?” Trace said, grinning before going on. “Never realized MILF stood for Mayor I’d Like To—“

“—About finished yet?”

“Not even close,” Trace said. “I mean, the mayor and you being sheriff and all…not sure this is what I envisioned when I cast my votes.”

“What the hell am I going to do?” Billy said.

“What do you wanna do?”

“Go back in time, not sleep with Ruby.”

“Why? Hell, just own it. You did it, move on. You’re a big boy, she’s a big girl. Not like you gave her a ring, and I seriously doubt she’s expecting one. As for what anybody else thinks, hell, most everybody in this town’s slept with somebody they wish they hadn’t. A lot of them go back for seconds and thirds to make sure that they wish they hadn’t slept with the person.”

“What if she thinks it’s more than a one-time thing?”

Trace looking at Billy like he had no idea who Billy was.

“How old are you?” Trace said. “Crimony, figure out what you want, then do that. Quit complicating your life. And quit trying to please everyone.”

Billy thinking it over. 

“You’re probably right.”

“Damn right, I’m right.”

“I blame you though,” Billy said. “Was your weed that loosened my inhibitions.”

“I’ll own that,” Trace said, smiling, getting up to go. “Gotta get back to the restaurant. Don’t forget to drop that off to your folks.”

Tracing talking about his Korean gochujang sauce that he’d made for Sara Jane.

“Will take it to them when I head over there for lunch,” Billy said. “I’m sure she thanks you. And about this Ruby deal….”

“I’m like The Go-Go’s baby,” Trace said, already heading for the door. “My lips are sealed.”

Billy yelling thanks, and Trace waving a hand back as he wound his way through the bullpen.

Billy picking up his desk phone, dialing the mayor’s office. Getting one of Ruby’s administrative assistants. 

Brenda, the crabby one.

“The mayor is busy,” Brenda said. “Want to leave a message?”

“What’s she busy with?” Billy said, trying to get a rise out of her.

“I am sure I don’t know. Sure I wouldn’t tell you even if I did.”

“Okay, Brenda tell her—”

“—Hold on….”

Billy hearing Brenda talking to someone, hearing her say his name. Brenda back on the line saying she’ll put him through.

A moment of silence before Ruby’s voice came on the line.

“Good morning, Sheriff. And what a fine morning it is, ain’t it?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty good,” Billy said. “Thing is, I’m calling about last night.”

“Fun wasn’t it?” Ruby said. “Keep replaying it in my mind. Bet you’re a pretty good dancer, huh? Good with your hips.”

“Appreciate that, Ruby. Still, I want to make sure we’re both clear about, well, that was a one-time deal. Want to be clear on that, direct. So we both know where we stand. One-time deal.”

Quiet coming back over the line. 

Billy figuring she was mad. Hoping she wasn’t but preparing himself for the wrath of Ruby.

“We’ll see,” Ruby said, finally, laughing. Evidently not mad at all.

“I’m serious,” Billy said.

“So am I, Billy Keene. Ain’t looking for no boyfriend. However I wouldn’t say no to a, what do you kids call it? A friend with benefits?” 

A lilt in Ruby’s voice, repeating we’ll see. Telling Billy to have a good one before hanging up on him.

Billy rubbing his eyes. Wishing he could kick himself in his own ass.

The Ruby situation out of the way for the time being, so Billy’s thoughts turning to Paige. 

Checking his phone. Back to radio silence from her. No texts, no calls. Billy figuring even making no move is a move.

Two down. Tina? 

Nothing to do there either. Might be another late-night visit in his future but worrying about it now wouldn’t do him any good. Billy considering how people like to convince ourselves that worry is preparation when in truth it’s nothing more than worry.

Billy thoughts getting around to Summer.

If anybody had a right to be pissed about him sleeping with Ruby, she might. Given the way they’d left things, casual-like, he doubted she’d be that upset. 

The real question—was he obligated to tell her?

Given the circumstances, he decided he was not. And if she found out — always a good chance in his gossipy little town — he’d deal with it.

All that settled, Billy finally ready to get to work. Several items he wanted to check or revisit on Tatyana’s case. Reaching for his sheriff’s flat-brim ball cap, ready to head out.

But there, standing in his doorway, another one of those women who refused to take no for an answer.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Cookie said, clutching that thick stack of budget paperwork against her cleavage.

“Ain’t got time for paperwork,” Billy said. “Working on the Tatyana case.”

“Like hell you are,” Cookie said, holding out the paperwork, “Contents of these folders are as much your job as playing Marshall Dillon. You got good deputies. Use ‘em.”

Billy wishing she wasn’t right, knowing she was.

“Okay, one second, please.”

Billy walking out to the bullpen, rounding up his deputies. 

Telling Zane to re-canvass the area surrounding the crime scene. Maybe a memory had been jogged loose in the head of one of the neighbors in the four days since the night of the attack. 

Telling Dustin to go swing by The Ridgeview, see if those boys from Chicago were still in town. 

Dustin asking if he found them there, did Billy want him to suggest they head back home? 

Billy saying no, just let him know if they are or if they aren’t still around. Billy telling him when he was done with that, Dustin should go help Zane canvass.

Billy telling the FNG to check on Tatyana’s status. 

“And, Emily, don’t call,” he said. “Go out there to ask about her. That’s the least she deserves from this department. After that, go ahead and run your patrol.”

“What can I do?” Lon said.

Billy could tell Lon was itching to help. 

“I need to you here, doing what you do. Keep the team connected. Anticipate what we need to know before we even know we need to know it.”

“Roger, will do,” Lon said.

“Oh and Lon?”

“Yessir?”

“Stay off the radio with the bullshit stories. This town has big ears.”

“Yessir.”

Billy watching his team get after it. Turning to Cookie, giving her look of surrender.

“All right,” Billy said, “let’s stomp the piss out of this budget.”

“Kicking ass and taking names, Sheriff,” Cookie said as they headed into Billy’s office.


Forty-Five




Peg sitting in her living room waiting to see if Colt and Tanner would show. Doing a little scrapbooking while she waited. A long-term project she’d been working on for Frank Hamm. 

A collection of small mementos and clippings and pictures and darling sayings chronicling their time together as far back as Madison Elementary. 

Their time together as she remembered it, anyway.

Class pictures from second grade through senior year of high school. Reprints of newspaper headlines of significant events during their lifetime. A bowling scorecard from a game she bowled on that night of their one, passionate coupling years before. Song lyrics printed in loopy script. Songs she knew meant a lot to them both, even if they’d never discussed it.

At the moment Peg using a doily as a stencil, coloring in the gaps with markers to create fancy backgrounds on the book’s pages.

Peg working away while listening to the radio feed from the sheriff’s department over the Internet. She’d been listening to the scanner feed since yesterday evening. Listening on her tablet, cradling it, carrying it with her wherever she went in her house so as not to miss a word.

So far, nothing about Hewitt and his new wife. Nothing about an attack, a death. Only the usual cop-shop chatter broken up by random, useless and typically crude stories from that blowhard dispatcher, Lon Harmon.

Peg figuring Colt and Tanner had chickened out, failed to go through with it. Wondering if they’d have the nerve to show their faces to her now.

The scanner feed crackling, a voice came over the air. Peg recognizing it was that new black gal before the young woman even said her name. Peg convinced she could detect the young woman’s race in her voice.

“Lon, is the Sheriff still in the house? Got that update on the status of the vic he asked for.”

Peg stopped coloring between the doily’s lines. Listening, pretty sure they were talking about Tatyana.

“That’s a negative, Emily,” Lon said. “The chick has flown home to momma bird.”

“What’s that?” Deputy Emily said.

“I mean Deputy,” Lon said.

“No, I mean what’s all that business about chickens and birds?”

“You just missed him. Went over to his mom and dad’s for lunch. Cookie’s telling me he should be back in about an hour or so. Seems they have budget work to finish up. Roger?”

“Roger that,” the FNG said. “When you see him, tell the Sheriff we got good news. They pulled the vic out of her coma.”

“Well, that is good news,” Lon said.

“She still out of it, not up to answering questions yet. Should be soon, another day or two, the lady doc says.”

“I’ll pass along the good news to the bossman when I see him,” Lon said. “Out.”

Peg’s heart racing. Trying hard to remember now—was there any chance that little Russian bitch had seen her face? Peg had definitely gotten the jump on her and had put her down quick.

Peg playing it over and over in her mind but couldn’t be certain.

Pulled out of trying to remember by a soft knock at her back door. Peg turning down the scanner volume on her tablet.

“Well, for heaven’s sake, didn’t think you boys were going to show up,” she said, letting Colt and Tanner into her kitchen. 

The three of them remaining there, Tanner leaning against the sink, Colt off to one side against the counter, Peg in the middle of the room.

“Why’s that?” Tanner said, offended, leaning against the sink.

“Because you two chickened out.”

“Like hell we did,” Tanner said. “Colt here took one for the team.”

Colt leaning against a counter off to the side, nodding.

“Haven’t heard a peep about any of it over the scanner,” Peg said, standing her ground in the middle of the kitchen so she could see both their faces. “You kill her?”

“Well, no,” Tanner said, holding his posture. “We did attack her, though.”

“Beat her head in?” Peg said, excited.

Tanner and Colt exchanging a glance.

“What?” Peg said. “What are you too making eyes at each other for?”

“We wasn’t,” Tanner said. “Anyway, that whole Lean Cuisine frozen food idea of yours? Not our style.”

“That so?” Peg said, “Well I’d be curious to know what is your style? Other than not getting the job done?’

“If you don’t like it, you can—”

Peg stepping to him, ready to slap. 

“Tanner Gribble, don’t you dare swear in my house.”

All three of them silent in the tension. Peg noticing Colt wincing a little with each breath.

“What happened to you?” Peg said.

“Think I busted a rib,” Colt said, voice better though still raspy.

“So you did attack her, right?” Peg said. “Let me guess, used that strangling whatchamacallit you made?”

Tanner nodding.

“Told you it wouldn’t work. You know what it takes to choke the life out of a person?”

“Got a pretty good idea of it now,” Tanner said.

Peg ordering them to tell her what happened. Tanner telling it with Colt jumping in every now and again.

Peg listening to their story, thinking it over. No chatter about it on the scanner most likely meant Hewitt and his new wife didn’t report it. Peg assuming her ex-husband was up to something, not sure what. 

 Immediately, Peg’s thoughts shifting to the recently-awakened little Russian slut.

“No worries, boys,” Peg said. “If Hewitt didn’t feel the need to call the law, you have no need to worry about the law. Time to move ahead with the next one.”

“Next one?” Colt said. “Who said anything about a next one.”

“I just did,” Peg said.

“Fine,” Colt said, “I’m out.” Heading toward the back door.

“Better think about that,” Peg said. “I know one important detail you boys don’t.”

Colt stopping, looking at Peg, waiting.

“That little Russian whore you boys beat?”

Colt rolling his eyes at Peg. 

“You know damn good and well—”

“—Shut up, Colt,” Tanner said. “Let the woman speak.”

Another tense silence before Peg finally went on.

“Like I was saying, heard over the scanner, the little Russian girl’s not in a coma anymore. Know what that means?” 

“Means she’s got to be dealt with,” Tanner said. “Keep her from identifying anybody that might not want to get identified.”

“Very good, Tanner,” Peg said. Seeing by the way his shoulders went back that he liked her praise.

“How’d you even know she can identify you?” Colt said.

“Am I one hundred percent certain?” Peg said. “No. And not betting my life on it either.”

“We’ll do it,” Tanner said. Colt about to speak until Tanner shushed him with a look. “Kind of owe you, after messing up last night.”

“I appreciate that boys,” Peg said, “I surely do. And I trust you to handle it however you want.”

“That’s good to hear,” Tanner said.

“Of course, if it was me, I’d take advantage of all those tubes and such running in and out of her. But you boys do it however you see fit.”

“The hospital’s a lot more public than a backyard out in the country,” Colt said.

“Then I suggest you be careful no one see’s you going in or coming out, right?”

“Me and Colt, we’re on it. Aren’t we, Colt?”

Colt mumbling sure.

“And Colt,” she said, “Don’t go telling your momma we talked. Certainly not about this, of course. Don’t even let on we talked at all.”

“Why’s that?” Colt said.

“Because she called here the other day. Frankly, I’m not in the mood for another butt chewing. Understand?”

Colt nodding again.

 “I leave it all up to you boys,” Peg said, wheels turning in her head. “Right now I need to call a friend of mine. Right after, I’m heading up to KC. Do a little shopping. Stock up on crafting supplies. Maybe even buy me a new blouse or two. Probably won’t get back into town until late.”

Peg looking both of them in the eyes, first Colt, then Tanner.

“So…by the time I get home, I expect all of this will be taken care of.”

Tanner nodding. Giving a firm backhand to Colt’s arm. 

Colt nodding too.

The big issue taken care of, Peg moving on to the loose ends.

“Now,” Peg said, “where’s my cooler and pork tenderloin?”


Forty-Six




Billy finding himself cornered.

Slouching in the dining nook of the house he grew up in. Finished with lunch but trapped.

His parents peppering him with questions.

“Change the oil in your vehicle lately?” Bill Sr. said. 

Billy’s dad sitting across the table, looking over yesterday’s paper while he talked. Going on about Billy’s county-issued SUV.

“Got to keep up with the maintenance. My tax dollars, you understand?”

“I know, Dad.”

 “Also, you check them gutters on your house?” his dad said, peering over his reading glasses.

“Oh Bill, leave him alone,” Sara Jane said. 

“The boy’s a first-time homeowner. Got a few things to learn, like we all do one time or another.”

“He knows what he’s doing,” his mom said.

Billy thinking, I do? 

His mother saying, “Anywhooo….”

Billy bracing for it.

“So what’s the update on you and Paige?” Sara Jane said.

Billy thinking there’s definitely no such thing as a free lunch.

“I don’t know, Mom. It’s a weird time right now. Don’t want to get into it.”

“I hate to see you moping around. I know it’s tough, being so far apart. I can’t help wondering, though, if there’s more to it than the distance.”

“More to it like what?” Billy said.

“Don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you?”

“No, you have a notion in mind. Go ahead.”

“Is it possible,” Sara Jane said, hesitating. “Did you do something?”

“Something like what?”

“Something like something wrong,” Bill Sr. said, looking over his reading glasses at his son.

Billy unable to hide his frustration with his mother’s line of questioning. 

“Now what makes you think it wasn’t her that did something wrong?”

“Did she?” his mother said.

“Not saying she did,” Billy said. “I’m asking why you seem so sure she didn’t do something wrong and I did?”

“Oh, stop being so defensive,” his mother said. 

“Kind of hard not to be when you’re coming at me like that.”

“I’m not coming at you,” his mother said, mocking his tone. “Look, if you’re going to be like this, I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You’re the one brought it up,” Billy said, then to his Dad, “Didn’t she? She’s the one brought it up?”

“Leave me out of it,” his father said, checking his wristwatch. “I better get up to the radio station, get prepped.” 

Billy’s dad referring to the local radio afternoon call-in show he hosted. The show featuring people calling in to tell golfing stories, lies mostly.

“Bill,” Sara Jane said, “while you’re up, can you take out the sirloin strips from the freezer. Going to fix them with that Korean barbecue sauce Trace gave us for supper tonight.”

Bill Sr. sighing as if his wife had asked him to butcher the steer the steaks came from.

“I’ll get them,” Billy said, making his move. 

Figuring once he was up, it would be easier to make his exit. Not looking forward to resuming his budget work. Still, better to get it over with so he could get on with doing the interesting parts of his job.

Just then phone ringing, his mother going to answer it, checking the call I.D.

“Peg?” Sara Jane said. “Wonder what she wants?” 

His mother answering with a bright hello as if she’d didn’t already know who was calling.

Billy stepping around her to get to the refrigerator. Opening the freezer door of the side-by-side. Scanning its contents for the steaks. 

Spotting them wrapped in butcher paper from Rusty’s and remember his more-than-he-ever-wanted-to-know conversation about the various types of butcher paper. Remembering Rusty’s certainty that most people didn’t freeze what they bought from him.

Billy taking the frozen steaks out of the freezer, wondering if maybe Rusty needed to research his customers more thoroughly. The unwaxed butcher paper dry to the touch, slipping out of his hand.

The steaks landing with a thud on his boots.

Looking up, seeing his dad shaking his head at him, amused. 

“Hurt your piggies?” Bill Sr. said.

“Thankfully no. Might have crushed a toe if not for these boots,” Billy said, stooping to pick up the meat. “These steaks are frozen as hard as a lead pipe.”

Billy hearing his mother in the other room on the cordless phone.

“All right, Peg, have fun in KC. We’ll plan on seeing you down at the track tomorrow morning. Okay, bye-bye.”

Billy’s mom killing the call, coming back into the kitchen to return the phone to its charging station. Seeing the strange look on Billy’s face.

“Billy, you all right?”

“He’s fine,” Bill Sr. said. “Dropped them steaks on his foot. Boots saved him.”

“What?” Billy said, lost in thought. 

Meat frozen hard as weapon… 

…butcher paper and hog’s blood… 

…Peg inviting Frank over for a late pork tenderloin dinner.

“What’s wrong, son?” his mother said.

Billy thinking it but not saying it. Not yet. Because he wasn’t sure of it and didn’t have any proof. 

And damn sure couldn’t say it to his mother.

“Billy, you okay?” Sara Jane said.

 “No…yeah, I’m good,” Billy said. “What did Peg want, anyway?”

“Oh, nothing,” Sara Jane said. “Calling to make sure all us girls are walking tomorrow morning.” 

“You know, that reminds me,” Billy said, “I have a question I need to ask her. Think I’ll head out now, maybe swing by her house on my way back to the station.”

“Won’t do you any good,” his mother said. “Mentioned she’s on her way to Kansas City, do some shopping. Anyway, don’t know why she called me. I know that she knows we’re walking in the morning. Love her to pieces but that woman, she’s a strange one.”

Billy trying to keep a blank look on his face, trying to control his breathing.

“She’s definitely different,” he said.


Forty-Seven




“Why? Because you embarrassed my ass, that’s why”

Tanner pissed, berating Colt as they made their way in the dark across the pasture that edged up against the back of the hospital. 

They’d left Colt’s SUV pulled off in a ditch back on the far side of the pasture. Two figures in the moonlight sweating and stumbling through the wheat stubble, on their way to kill Tatyana for Peg.

“How’d I embarrass you?”

“By fucking up killing that big Russian gal,” Tanner said, wincing with each step at the pain shooting up his left side where Jarius had cut him. 

“And do not fucking correct me that she’s Ukrainian,” Tanner said. “Could give two shits about all that.”

Colt fighting the urge to correct Tanner, tell him what he meant to say was he couldn’t give a two shits about all that.

“You embarrassed us in front of Peg,” Tanner said. “Hell, that old lady beat this gal almost to death, yet you and me can’t kill one woman?”

“Don’t remember you choking her,” Colt said, getting pissed right back at Tanner now.

“Got that right,” Tanner said, entirely missing Colt’s point about Tanner’s lack of participation. “All that’s on you. I just hope my family don’t find out. They won’t care you was the one fucked it up. I’ll never hear the end of it. Trust me, that failed mission shit ain’t happening again.”

“What do you mean?”

Tanner pulling a cheap nine millimeter from of the back of his jeans. 

“This is what I mean. A done motherfucking deal, one way or the other.”

“Where’d you get that?”

“Tab,” Tanner said.

“Your brother’s going to whip your ass, he finds out you took it.”

“He gave it to me, dumbass.”

Colt’s mind racing for a way out.

“Dummy, you can’t go shooting up a hospital, making all that noise,” Colt said. “Get our asses caught for sure.”

“Relax, you puss,” Tanner said. “This here’s in case anybody tries to stop us from getting in, getting out and getting gone.”

Colt halting in his tracks. 

Tanner taking a couple steps before noticing Colt wasn’t beside him. Stopping, turning, seeing Colt standing his ground alone in the dark.

“What the fuck?” Tanner said. 

“Ain’t doing it. It’s not me,” Colt said. “Ain’t you either, Tanner.”

“Is tonight, son,” Tanner said, gun still in his hand, walking back to Colt. 

“It’s going to be, maybe not fun, but a hell of a rush,” Tanner said. “Supposed to be, from what my brother says, anyway. Better than any drug. C’mon.”

Colt not moving. Rooted to his spot in the open field as if he were planted there. Much like the wheat had been before being ripped from the face of the earth.

“Make you a deal,” Tanner said, walking toward Colt. “Let’s go do this. After this is done, I’ll let you have a big, long taste of that big, long thing you like the taste of so much.”

“I don’t want to,” Colt said. “Let’s get out of here. Go get some booze, get fucked up, party.”

Tanner putting his arm around Colt, the nine millimeter still in his hand. Resting the handgun heavily against Colt’s chest.

“Sure thing,” Tanner said. “But right now, we’re going in that hospital, do it exactly like we talked about. Anybody stops us, you distract them, I sneak by. Then you come find me. Be my look-out while I off this bitch. Then we go party.”

Colt wrapped up in Tanner’s arm, being lead toward the hospital. With each step the nine millimeter bouncing against Colt’s chest.







Peg on her way back into town after an afternoon and evening of shopping in Kansas City. The shopping bags in the back seat of her Buick proof of her whereabouts for the day. 

Flying along the highway and seeing up ahead the parking lot lights of the Caste County Medical Center. Glowing yellow in the middle of the dark landscape.

Peg more concerned with what she didn’t see. 

No flashing lights on top of a squad car. 

Meant those boobs either hadn’t done it yet or they weren’t going to do it. Peg betting it was the latter.

Peg speeding past the hospital. Getting a good look at the parking lot, finding no activity whatsoever, only a few parked cars.

Scolding herself. Peg knowing all along she should have handled this herself.

Deciding to get home, unload her bags. Figure out how to clean up the mess herself right quick.







“What we even doing here?”

Maksim fidgeting in the passenger seat of the Lincoln, whining to Jarius, who was behind the wheel. 

The Lincoln parked in the back row of the hospital parking lot. Backed into the spot so they could keep an eye on the hospital entrance. Hearing an occasional car rushing by on the highway behind them.

Maksim bored, at his limit for all this. Talking with his eyes cast down on his phone the whole time.

“Is so facking hot! We sit here almost three hours, watching what? Watching nothing! Few people comes and goes, that is it. Three hours! Could have been skiing and banging both the whores if you not send them home already.”

“Sorry to break up your party,” Jarius said, keeping his eyes on the entrance. “Them hoes were becoming a distraction.”

“Eyes on thighs instead of eyes on prize, I know, right?” 

Maksim enjoying his little turn of phrase. 

“Maybe I should be rapper, no? Should I quit day job?”

“Be nice you start doing your day job, Kanye,” Jarius said.

“Think this is day job? I don’t even know what we doing here.”

“Protecting your brother’s business interests,” Jarius said, then catching himself. “Yours and your brother’s.”

“But what we doing? We sitting is all. Why we here? Little girlie is in hospital. Hewitt call, say she awake, getting better. So why we not go home now? Drive as fast as facking possible away from shit-kicker town.”

“Bitch, I know what the man said. She may be getting better but it don’t seem to me like the whole situation is all better. Doing a job, I do shit thorough.”

“Know what I think?” Maksim said, still scrolling through his phone.

“What?”

“I think you like little girlie.”

“You do, huh? Nice idea, excepting I ain’t never met the woman.”

“So why you so concern about her? And don’t tell me is business bullshit.”

“What the fuck?” Jarius said, sitting upright in his seat. “That them country motherfuckers from the bar?”

Maksim finally looking up from his phone. First at Jarius, then at what Jarius was looking at through the windshield. 

Seeing Colt and Tanner coming around the side of the building. Stepping onto the sidewalk along the front of the hospital and following it to the hospital entrance. Walking in, swallowed up by the wide automatic sliding doors.

“Son of bitch,” Maksim said, “what those two redneck facknuts up to?”

The dome light coming on, Jarius already out the car door.







The hospital doors sliding shut behind Colt and Tanner. 

Colt’s sweat instantly turning cold all over his body in the air conditioning. Colt experiencing a sense of relief at finding the reception desk empty this time of night.

“Security guard must be off taking a dump,” Tanner said. “C’mon, let’s go.” 

Colt coming along. He and Tanner making their way down the wide hallway. At its far end, the hallway intersecting with a perpendicular hallway where the emergency room, X-ray rooms and administrative office were located.

Tanner leading the way and Colt unable to take his eyes off the gun tucked in the back of Tanner’s jeans, bulging under his sleeveless t-shirt.

Colt hearing voices up ahead. Colt and Tanner halting, listening.

“Nurses station,” Tanner whispered. “Right in front of the elevators. You do your thing, distract them. I’ll take the stairs. Remember, third floor. Far north end of the floor—and I better see your ass up there soon. If I have to come find you after, it ain’t going to only be that Russian girl in a world of hurt tonight. Understand?”

Tanner motioning for Colt to go on. Colt starting again down the hallway toward the nurses’ station. Taking his time reaching the large, three-sided desk sitting at the intersection of the two hallways. 

Two nurses looking up at him. A heavyset blonde woman and a thin, bald man with a goatee, both of them in purple scrubs.

“Can I help you?” The blonde nurse said.

“Yeah, I was wondering what room my uncle’s in?”

“I’m sorry, it’s past visiting hours unless you’re immediate family.”

“Well, he’s like a father to me?” Colt said to the male nurse, getting his attention. 

Colt walking around to the far side of the desk. Drawing the attention of both nurses to him and away from the door leading to the stairwell.

“That’s nice and all,” the male nurse said, “Got to be immediate family, though.”

Colt shifting his eyes back and forth between the two nurses. In his peripheral vision seeing Tanner slipping into the stairwell, quietly closing the door behind him.

Colt noticing the bank of security camera monitors behind the nurses’ desk. Coverage of each floor and each level of each stairwell. Seeing Tanner appear on one monitor, then the next as he made his way up to the third floor.

“Can you at least tell me which room my uncle’s in?” Colt said. “That way, when I come back tomorrow — during visiting hours — I’ll know where I’m going?”

“What’s his name?”

“Nails,” Colt said, “Chris Nails.”

Earlier when making their plans, Tanner had called a friend that worked as a janitor at one of the retirement homes. Tanner saying they could trust his friend because his friend knew that if he talked, Tanner would beat his ass. Tanner asked his friend if any of the old folks had gone to the hospital in the last day or so. The friend giving them old man Nails name.

The lady nurse scanning a computer screen. 

“You say Nails? Like fingernails?”

Colt shaking his head, pantomiming swinging hammer. “No, like hammering nails.”

Both nurses shooting him a curious look, but neither of them saying a word. The lady nurse turning back to her computer screen.

“Here it is, hon. He’s on the second floor, room two-twenty.”

“Okay. Hey, can I use your bathroom real quick before I go?”

“Sure,” the lady nurse said, pointing down the hallway behind her, “head down this hall here. About halfway down on the left.”

Colt saying thank you, heading that way. Glancing up, seeing the two gangsters from the bar at the far end of the corridor. The two men standing and talking at the security guard desk near the entrance. 

Colt moving quickly past the opening where the hallways intersected and out of the gangsters’ line of sight. Colt hurrying down the hallway, wondering did they see him? Why in the hell are they even here?

Not stopping at the bathroom. Colt continuing to the stairwell at the far end of the hallway. Ducking into the stairwell, taking the stairs two at a time up to the third floor.

Cursing himself the whole way for being in this place at this time.







“You see that?”

Jarius asking Maksim. Certain he’d seen the softer of the two rednecks scooting past the far end of the hallway.

They were at the front desk, stopped by the security guard back from his bathroom break. The guard, an older, squat Mexican-American man wearing a dark blue uniform with a useless badge embroidered over his heart and a nameplate indicating his name was Javier. 

Javier the security guard trying to make Jarius and Maksim understand that visiting hours were over. First thing Jarius had noticed was the empty space on the guard’s belt. Where a gun would be if the man were a factor they actually need to concern themselves with.

Jarius thinking that not having a gun was probably saving the security guard’s life because he could tell the security guard was already wearing on Maksim’s nerves

“See what?” Maksim said, turning his attention to Jarius.

“Your choking game playmate,” Jarius said, jerking his head toward the far end of the hallway where he’d seen Colt.

“My old friend? Aw, let’s go say hello,” Maksim said. 

Turning and walking away from the security guard as if he didn’t exist. Jarius and Maksim walking down the hallway. Hearing confusion in the guard’s voice, telling them they couldn’t go down there. 

The guard raising his voice, firmer this time. Repeating that they weren’t allowed down there this time of night.

Jarius hearing the guard’s footstep behind them. Thinking, don’t do it. 

Sending his mental plea out to both the security guard and Maksim. Hoping one would stay put, the other would stay cool.

The security guard picking up his pace toward them. 

“Hey!” the guard said.

Jarius thinking, oh man, no.

Maksim whipping around. “WHAT?!”

As he turned, the Ukrainian pulling his forty-five out from the back waistband of he new denim jorts. Maksim stomping back toward the security guard, gun leveled at the man’s head.

Jarius thinking, we’re down in it now.

The guard freezing. 

“Get ass over here,” Maksim said, waving his gun, meaning for the guard to walk in front of them. 

The three of them continuing down the hallway. Jarius talking calmly and quietly to the security guard.

“Javier, what you’re going to do,” Jarius said, “we get to the nurses’ station, you tell them you’re escorting us up. Got it?”

“You can’t…I don’t…,” the guard said.

“Look, you a little frightened right now, Javier. Smart man. Be stupid not to be afraid. Do what I tell you, it’ll all work out for everybody. Now, what’re you going to do?”

“Tell them I’m escorting you up.”

“Right,” Maksim said, a low fury in his voice, “and try not to piss pants.”

Jarius wishing that Maksim could be helpful for once. Afraid that his partner’s switch had been flipped and there was no turning him off now.

“What my friend means, act natural. Wouldn’t be good for anybody involved if your nurse friends think something ain’t right. Do me a favor, Javier. Take a deep breath.”

The guard walking, shoulders rising as he inhaled, exhaled. Jarius telling the guard do it again and the guard doing it again.

“Nicely done,” Jarius said as they reached the nurses’ station. Checking Maksim, seeing that he’d hidden his gun behind his back.

“I’m taking these guys up,” the security guard said to the two nurses, both of them engrossed in their phones.

“Okie-dokie,” the female nurse said, glancing up briefly before returning to her phone.

Jarius glancing at Maksim, can you believe how easy this is?

Maksim shrugging back at him.

The two of them standing there, a long moment waiting for the guard to move.

Jarius lightly tugging on the security guard’s uniform, signaling it was time to escort them up.

The guard jumping at the tug. Turning and leading them down the hall toward the elevator.







Billy pulling the sheriff’s SUV into the hospital parking lot, taking a spot in the second row. Only a few cars in the lot but thinking it a good idea to leave open the first row spots near the door in case someone needed one. 

Stepping out of the SUV and into the heat. Hoping they had the AC on full-blast inside. Billy thinking the gods must hate Kansas because there was no cooling off tonight.

Looking around, noticing the few cars in the lot. Seeing Frank’s truck and Dixie’s Subaru wagon. Drove separately, evidently. Must be staying the night with Tatyana. 

Back at the office, Billy had been about to call it a night and head home when he’d decided to come check on the young woman first. Thinking it might be easier for her to answer questions about the night she was attacked — if she was even able — when she was alone. 

Now, knowing Frank and Dixie were up there with Tatyana, Billy considering instead swinging by Peg’s to see if she was back in town. Still trying to wrap his head around the idea Peg might be Tatyana’s attacker. 

Circumstantial evidence, no doubt. Possibly a hate crime motive. Or possibly a revenge motive. If it was revenge, why not attack Nastunye instead?

Billy factoring in the late-night dinner invitation Peg had extended to Frank. Pork tenderloin dinner. Hog’s blood at the scene. Frank’s confession about the two of them messing around once. 

Maybe Peg did carry a torch for Frank. Maybe Peg saw it as Tatyana who took her man—her man being Frank rather than Hewitt.

Then again, Tatyana had left Frank to move in with Dixie, so why attack her?

Billy’s considering Peg as he knew her. A mix of passion, jealousy, an unhealthy dislike of foreigners, unwarranted religious conviction and a general martyr complex. Picturing all of it causing his head to hurt.

Rubbing his raw, tired eyes. Billy figuring it might make sense to head on home, start fresh in the morning.

Then Billy noticing the silver Lincoln parked at the back of the lot, nose-out

Vaguely recognizing the car, unsure from where. Asking himself why park way back there with all these spots open? And backed in that way?

Was it odd? Or was he simply worn out and punch-drunk from a long day of budget work with Cookie that had bled into the night.

Billy considering the Lincoln again. Probably a case of him letting his tired brain get the best of him. 

Billy standing in the parking lot, debating whether to head in to visit Tatyana or head on home?

Instead, deciding to walk over, check the plates on the Lincoln.







Colt slowing as he reached the north end of the third floor. 

Coming to two rooms facing each other and another end stairwell. Colt unsure which room Tatyana was in. 

Wondering if she was already dead.

Colt seeing the door to the room next to the end stairwell was open. Stopping outside it, listening. Hearing nothing. 

Peeking in. Finding it empty.

Going to the closed door of the room across the hall. Again stopping outside to listen. Slowly opening the door.

Halfway through the doorway and coming face to face with Tanner, gun out, pointing it at the bed. Tatyana lying there eyes closed. 

Colt couldn’t tell if she was dead or sleeping. Knowing she damn sure wasn’t shot. Colt suddenly realizing why Tanner had the gun out. 

Using it to hold Frank and Dixie Hamm in place against the far wall. Both of them with their hands up, fear and confusion all over their faces.

“Oh, Colt,” Dixie said, “you shouldn’t be here.”

“That’s the truth, Mrs. Hamm,” Colt said. Then to Tanner. “Got to go. Them two from the bar, they’re here.”

“What the fuck they doing here?” Tanner said.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” Colt said. “Time to go.”

“Not ’til I do what we came here for,” Tanner said, stepping toward the bed.

“Colt?” Dixie said.

The hurt in Dixie’s voice cutting Colt through to his soul.

Then all of them hearing the ding of the elevator down the hall.







Elevator doors opening to the third floor. Javier the security guard stepping out first. Behind him Jarius and Maksim, guns drawn.

“Room’s down at the end,” Jarius said to Maksim. 

Telling to the security guard to get down on the floor.

“Please,” the security guard said.

“On your knees,” Jarius said. “Facing the wall. Lean your head against it, hands on the back of your head.”

“Please, please,” the security guard said.

“Old man, I ain’t got time for this,” Jarius said, pressing the barrel of the forty-five into the guard’s face.

The guard crying. Turning around and folding himself onto his knees, leaning his forehead against the cold wall.







Colt peeking around the edge of the doorway, seeing the two gangsters ordering the guard to his knees. 

Colt ducking back into the room.

“I think they’re about to kill the security guard. What are we going to do?”

Tanner speechless.

“Tanner, what now?”

“You boys are fucked is what now,” Frank said.

“Shut up,” Tanner said, “before I shoot you in the goddamn face.”

“We have to go,” Colt said. “Now. Before they get down here. We can make it across to the stairwell before they see us.”

Colt watching Tanner consider their options, none of them good. Colt pleading with him.

“Tanner, let’s go.”







Jarius about to tell the security guard one last time to put his goddamn hands on the back of his head when, out of the corner of his eye, catching movement down at the end of the corridor.

Jarius hearing two loud gunshots coming from that end, no idea where they went.

Maksim reacting. Ripping off three louder quick shots in that direction.

The first of two rednecks making it across the hall, through the door and into the stairwell.

The second one not quite making it halfway across before being thrown to the floor with only three-quarters of his head still intact.

Jarius, ears ringing, taking off down the hall. Following the runner down the end stairwell.

Maksim, with his own ears ringing and the one ear the sheriff had kicked still hurting, turning to head back down toward the elevator.

Maksim passing the crying security guard still on his knees. Casually putting two loud, quick ones in the back of the man’s head, dual bursts of blood showering the wall.







Billy considering the Illinois plates on the car and remembering seeing the car parked out in front of The Round Up the other day. Not feeling good about it.

Then hearing what he thought sounded faintly like three, four, five gunshots coming from inside the hospital.

Pulling his Kimber and running toward the entrance. Hearing two more muffled pops from inside the hospital.

Halfway across the parking lot. Hearing two more muffled shots.

Running up alongside his SUV, about to radio for backup when the hospital’s automatic doors slid open. 

Billy seeing one of the gangsters, the Ukrainian one, come running out. Gun in his hand, head on a swivel looking for something or someone. 

Billy yelling freeze. 

The gangster pivoting toward Billy, raising his weapon.

Billy squeezing his trigger twice. Far out past the end of his barrel, Billy seeing the gangster knocked backward. Landing with a meaty thud on the sidewalk.

Billy watching for movement. Seeing none. Slowly approaching the sprawled gangster. Reaching him, kicking away his gun. 

Noting the two gunshot wounds in the man’s leaking chest. Billy checking him for a pulse. None. 

Overcome for a split-second with a sickening feeling in his gut. Billy in disbelief that he’d killed someone. Again. No choice, but that didn’t make it any better.

Billy suddenly wary. Looking around, wondering where the hell this dead one’s partner might be.


Forty-Eight




Jarius quickly shutting the motel room door behind him, collapsing on the bed, exhausted. His first chance since it all went down to decompress and reassess. 

Took him almost an hour to travel the two miles from the hospital way out in that field — what kind of Hee-Haw motherfucker puts a hospital way out in a goddamn country, anyway? — back to The Ridgeview. 

Walked for most of it down a dark, country road, sweating up a storm. Stopping every time he heard a siren in the distance on the main highway.

Finally, he’d come upon a trailer home with a beat up Dodge pickup truck and an even older piece-of-shit Chevy Malibu parked in the front yard. 

Jarius had laid on the Malibu’s horn until a light came on inside the trailer. Then an outside flood light over the trailer’s front door.

The trailer door flying opening and a skinny, naked Kid-Rock-looking guy running out. The skinny man buck naked, waving a pistol, his dong flopping around. The man heading straight for the Malibu.

Jarius coming out of the darkness, up behind the man. Pressing his forty-five into the back of the naked man’s head before he could turn around. 

Making it clear to the man that as long as he didn’t see Jarius’ face, there was no need for anybody to die tonight over a set of keys and an old truck.

Jarius asking the man what’s his name.

“Dale,” the man said.

“Dale, what’s your last name?”

“Longnecker.”

“Long what?”

“Necker. Long. Necker.”

“For a moment there, thought you said long pecker. I was like, damn, they got that right with this white boy. Long fella like you, got yourself a lady in there? Drives this here Malibu?”

“No.”

“Dale,” Jarius said, pushing the gun harder against the tender area behind the man’s ear, “do not fuck this up. Look at it this way—the burden of decision has been lifted from you. This can be the easiest day of your life. Or it can be the last motherfucking day of your life.”

Dale not hesitating, calling out the name Marlene. Yelling for her to bring the keys to the truck. Not even a minute later a short, plump gal wearing nothing but a long Kacey Musgraves concert t-shirt had come padding barefoot out onto the porch.

Dale telling her to put the keys on the steps, then go back inside and close the door. Like Jarius told him to tell her.

“Dale, what’s going on?” Marlene said. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, honey, now go back inside.”

Jarius whispering to Dale, “How come women never do the first time what you ask them to?”

“Ain’t that the damn truth,” Dale said.

“Dale,” Marlene said, “who the hell you talking to?”

Marlene starting down the stairs toward them. Jarius not even having to say anything, Dale yelling at her.

“Goddamn it, Marlene, get your ass back in the house. Please.”

The woman stopping, anger all over her face. Tossing the keys on the ground at the bottom of the steps.

“Go fuck yourself, Dale,” she said, turning and heading back in the trailer. “Asshole!”

Slamming the door.

Jarius apologizing for stirring the domestic pot. Walking Dale up to the porch, grabbing the keys to the Dodge. Leading Dale back out to the dark part of the yard.

“Get down on the ground, Dale. Kiss the ground.”

“Oh please, God, no!” Dale beginning to cry.

“Dale, you done all I’ve asked. Now, why would I kill you? Is that what you think of me?”

“I don’t know,” Dale said, fighting back tears, trying to breathe. “We just met.”

“Bitch, get your narrow, white ass on the ground,” Jarius said, laughing, “so I can get out of your life for good.”

Dale easing his naked self into the brown, unkempt grass overgrown with sand burrs that passed for Marlene’s lawn.

“Here’s the other part of our deal, Dale Longpecker. Do not report this truck stolen. Tomorrow, you’ll find it in good condition…well, the same condition anyway…parked in the alley behind that bar, The Round Up. Understand?”

Dale face down on the ground saying he did.

“Because if you do report it, one day I’m coming back here, killing you and your pissed off lady friend. We clear?”

“Was hoping I might collect insurance money on it,” Dale said.

“This is not a negotiation, Dale.” 

Jarius taking a step toward Dale.

“We’re clear, we’re clear!” Dale had said into the ground.







A smile on Jarius’ face now as he lay there on the uncomfortable bed at The Ridgeview. Thinking about Dale. The man naked on the ground, scared, gun on him. Even that predicament the wheels turning in Dale’s head—insurance money. 

Jarius thinking, world’s full of criminals. With that thought, it all coming back to him.

Fucking Maksim, dead. 

Jarius had seen it all go down though the hospital’s sliding doors. Thinking, I’m as good as dead, too. 

Leo’s going to be none too happy about his brother being gunned down, especially by some small-town lawman motherfucker.

One cool motherfucker though, that kid. Jarius had to give him that. 

Jarius on the bed, reliving it all behind closed eyes. 

What set it off, getting shot at and Maksim getting off the three shots in the third-floor hallway, dropping one of the rednecks. 

Jarius taking off down the hallway after the one going down the stairwell. Reaching the stairwell himself, Jarius passing the one dead on the floor, head blown apart.

Not stopping, running past the body and seeing it was the one who thought he was hard. The one Jarius had cut in the barroom brawl. Noticing the gun by the kid’s hand too.

 So he’d had it coming. Welcome to the game, kid. Game over.

Jarius remembered running down the stairwell, hearing a door slam. Not sure if the door on the second or first floor. Jarius hearing two more shots from the third floor. 

Thinking poor Javier. Wrong place, wrong time. Didn’t deserve what he got but that’s life.

Jarius had stopped at the second floor, opening the door, checking the hallway. Giving it a good fifteen seconds. No sign of him, no sound of him.

Figuring the kid would want to get out lickety-split rather than play a game of hospital hide-and-seek. Jarius had gone back into the stairwell. Was almost to the first floor when he heard two more shots.

Jarius remembered smiling, thinking my Ukrainian hound got his fox. 

Stepping out of the stairwell and into the first-floor hallway. 

No movement, not even the nurses’ at the station. Jarius figuring they must have bolted when they heard the shots. 

Moving cautiously down the hallway toward the nurses’ station. About halfway down hearing steps behind him.

Turning around in time to see the running redneck hit the backdoor fire exit running, setting off the alarm.

Jarius confused but deciding to worry about that later. Time to move. 

Trotting to the center where the hallway met the nurses’ station. Jarius rounding the corner, passing the nurses station. 

Seeing the two nurses slumped dead in their office chairs, both their heads tilted skyward, a single shot to each face.

Damn it, Maksim!

At that point, Jarius had headed for the front door. For their car. For the highway. For getting the fuck out of this country-ass town.

But stopping. Seeing Maksim wheeling and pointing his gun. 

Jarius hearing the two shots and for a split second thinking Maksim had shot at someone. Until his mind registered Maksim’s body jumping twice before falling backward, landing hard on the pavement.

Jarius on the motel bed remembering having the thought might as well have shot my ass too. I’m dead as that annoying Ukrainian gangster motherfucker is.

Seeing that sheriff walk up to Maksim’s body, check his pulse. Look around for Jarius. 

Yeah, that kid sheriff one cool motherfucker.







Jarius didn’t even remember turning and running out the same fire exit the kid had taken. 

Instinct taking over, coming out of it to find himself running across a field until he came to a road. Walking toward the lights of Caulfield in the distance. 

Walked until he came upon Dale Longnecker and pissed-off girlfriend and his truck. The truck now parked out of sight on the back side of Jarius’ bungalow.

Jarius sitting up, rubbing his face. Reaching for the bottle of Hennessy, pouring a little in the plastic motel cup. Throwing it back, pouring another.

Looking into the cup as if he were looking into an abyss. Considering his options.

Go back to Chicago, to Leo. 

Most likely, be dead in less than a month. Leo will say some bullshit like, “Send you to keep the situation under control, protect my brother, mostly from himself. What would you do in my shoes?”

Go back to Chicago, disappear into the south side. 

Still had a few old connects from his Gangster Disciples days that might be able to help him out. Wouldn’t take Leo long to track him down, though, even on the South Side. Money don’t only talk, sometimes it squeals.

Flee. Disappear. Vanish.

Florida. Texas. Arizona. A warm place, most definitely. Had that rainy day money set aside. Enough to live for a while, get himself set up with a new identity, new life.

Taking a sip of Hennessy. Maybe seeing another way. 

Getting up off the bed, peeling off his Polo shirt. Washing his face and hands in the sink, wiping down his torso with a wet washcloth. All the while turning it over in his head, looking at it this way and that.

Leo might not let him back in. Maybe Leo would let him live, though, if he brought the man a scalp. 

Kill the man who killed his brother. That ought to be worth some consideration from Leo.

Splashing water on his face one more time. Speaking to his reflection in the mirror, water dripping off his beard.

“It’s your only chance at living life as you know it, Jarius.”

Reading his face in the mirror to be certain.

“Cool or no, you gonna have to kill that motherfucking kid sheriff.”

Mind made up, putting on deodorant and a fresh Polo shirt, throwing the rest of his belongings in his leather gym bag.

Out the door, going to try and save his own life by killing Sheriff Billy Keene.


Forty-Nine




Billy leaning against the sheriff’s SUV at the hospital crime scene. A little more than an hour since it all went down. An hour that felt like an eternity.

Mostly because he couldn’t do anything more than watch. 

Watch the county lab techs bagging and tagging evidence. 

Watch Eric from the newspaper taking crime scene photos.

Billy wondering if their conversation yesterday about what to leave in and what to leave out would take with Eric.

Eric pausing to take a sip from his energy drink. Billy knowing soon Eric would want to talk with someone on the record to confirm what he already knew: Five dead, including a white male, late teens or early twenties, one Mexican-American male, early sixties, one white female nurse, early thirties, one white male nurse, early forties and one white male, early thirties, with distinctive tattoos all over his body.

All dead from gunshot wounds.

What Eric didn’t know was why these people were killed. 

Billy knew the reporter didn’t know this because Billy himself didn’t know why. Yet.

Wouldn’t be his investigation though. Being involved in the incident and discharging his weapon, meant someone was already on their way from the Kansas Bureau Investigations to lead the case.

Didn’t mean Billy wasn’t planning to find out for himself what the hell was going on.

After killing the Ukrainian, Billy had radioed the office expecting to get Benita March, the night dispatch. Instead, Lon answered the call, saying he was covering for her. She was home with a sick kid. 

Billy telling Lon to send whoever was on duty and wake up those at home who weren’t. Had one dead criminal and another possible shooter on the loose.

After that, Billy had headed inside the hospital. Unsure if Jarius had already bolted from the place or if he was hiding, ready to shoot if cornered. Moving cautiously, gun out. 

Billy coming upon the two nurses shot dead at their station. He’d been overcome with a brief moment of sadness but knew he had no time for it at that moment.

He’d checked the video monitors behind the desk. Looked like more action had taken place up on the third floor. Seeing a body sprawled awkwardly near the elevator and what looked to be blood splattered over the wall. 

On another monitor, a body near the end stairwell.

On yet another monitor, he saw Dr. Amir Reza and another male nurse he didn’t know creeping cautiously down the hall on the second floor. Later they’d tell Billy that when they heard the shooting up on three, they’d hidden with a patient in the patient’s room.

Looking at the monitors, Billy had seen more movement up on the third floor. Billy blinking, clearing his tired eyes. 

Watching Frank Hamm peeking his head out of the doorway. Billy remembering seeing Frank and Dixie’s cars in the lot.

After a quick stop on the second floor to let Dr. Reza and the nurse know that he was pretty sure the place was clear and deputies were on their way now to help confirm exactly that, he’d gone up to the third floor. 

On three, he’d checked on Dixie, Frank and Tatyana. Confirmed his suspicion that the body near the elevator was Javier, the security guard.

Discovered the body at the end of the hall was Tanner Gribble. 

Billy surprised by that. Only a little, though.







Billy in the parking lot with flashing lights and people scurrying around him.

Considering what Frank and Dixie had told him—Tanner had come there to kill Tatyana.

Colt there with him, helping as a look out. 

Saying Colt had talked Tanner out of it, though mostly because somebody they were afraid of had shown up. Colt and Tanner running out of the room and that’s when all the shooting started.

Billy asking Frank and Dixie if they knew who it was Colt and Tanner were afraid of? They said they did not. 

Billy already knowing who Colt and Tanner were afraid of before even asking the question.

Dixie and Frank also saying they didn’t know why Tanner wanted to kill Tatyana. Kept saying it was something he needed to take care of it. 

Billy thinking what in the hell is wrong with people?

The crime scene activity slowing. All the bodies off at the county morgue. Another doctor called in to take over for Dr. Reza. A fresh crew of nurses had been called in as well. Luckily, they currently had a light occupancy of patients.

Dustin walking out of the hospital, veering around the crime scene tape blocking off where Billy had put down Maksim. Dustin coming toward Billy.

“Nice shooting, Sheriff,” Dustin said.

“Lucky is all.”

“Not for him it wasn’t,” Dustin said. “Besides, I’ve heard of a lucky shot. But two lucky shots?”

The both of them standing there in the flashing lights and heat of the night, neither sure what to say given the upside down circumstances.

“Anyway, Sheriff,” Dustin said, “the techs are about done with this mess here. Got BOLO’s out on Colt and the black male. Might as well go on home, at least ’til the KBI hotshots get here.” 

“Might as well,” Billy said.“Hey, I know I’m not in charge here. Can I make a suggestion?

“Shoot.”

“You might want to stick around, set up out outside Tatyana’s room. I’m sure it would make Dixie and Frank feel a whole hell of a lot better. Get Zane or the FNG to relieve you when you’re ready.”

“Will do,” Dustin said. “Anyway, Sheriff, you don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.” 

Dustin grinning at his barroom joke.

Billy smiling, saying all right he could take a hint.







Billy about to climb into his SUV when Ruby came pulling up next to him in her Cadillac.

Billy thinking just what I need right now. 

Bad enough the two of them were fresh off their booze-and-weed-fueled sex the night before—now he had to tell Ruby her son was missing and wanted in connection, at the very least, with an attempted murder. 

Being relieved of the leading the investigation of the crime scene, Billy could leave it to his deputy tell Ruby the bad news. Billy not feeling right about that, though.

“Hey stranger,” Ruby said, coming around the front of the SUV to join Billy on the driver’s side. She’d thrown on a t-shirt, shorts and flip-flops and was wearing a ball cap with MAYOR in gold lettering across the front that she’d had made up before she even won the election. 

“Hey there, Mayor,” Billy said. “What brings you out so late?”

“Heard all the sirens,” she said, “thought I’d come out see what all the excitement’s about. I was up anyway. That damn son of mine still ain’t home yet.”

“Any ideas where he is?” Billy said.

“No idea. Don’t answer when I call, which is nothing new. Not texting me back neither. Now that ain’t like him.”

“Call Nate?”

“Yeah, I even called his lazy-ass, see if Colt was over there. Likes going over to his dad’s because he’ll let Colt do whatever the hell he wants. Nate don’t know how to say no, except to a job. Anyway, he’ll turn up. What’s going on here?”

“It’s not good, Mayor.” 

Billy filling her in on the situation, leaving out the part about Colt for now.

Billy telling it and seeing the confusion and pain creeping into her face. Beginning in her eyes and leaking out from the edges, following her crows feet to her cheeks until finally enveloping her entire face.

“Tanner’s dead?” she said. “That can’t be. I saw him earlier tonight when he and Colt went out.”

Ruby checking her phone. “I got to tell Colt. Does he know?”

“There’s more to it, I’m afraid,” Billy said.

Telling her the rest of it. About Colt’s involvement as near as they could piece together at this point.

Ruby having none of it.

“My son was not up here trying to kill nobody!”

“Ruby, calm down,” Billy said, taking her by the shoulders. “I know this is hard. Here’s the thing—we got witnesses that put him here.”

“Who?”

“Not at liberty to say right now,” Billy said. “And we got more than that going on. The dead nurses, that security guard? Most likely one of those Chicago boys killed them, not Tanner. But it’s too early to confirm that.”

Billy pausing before going on.

“And, Ruby, if it was Tanner? And Colt was riding shotgun for him? It’s the same as if he pulled the trigger himself.”

Ruby thinking that over.

“If we find him,” Billy said, “maybe he can help us clear a good chunk of this up.”

Billy pausing, trying to read her, see if he was getting through. Realizing he was still holding her by the shoulders. Letting go.

“Now is there anything you can tell me that might help?”

“Not that I can think of,” Ruby said.

“You didn’t even stop to think,” Billy said. Billy deciding to play his hunch.

“Ruby? C’mon, that phone call to Peg?”

Again Ruby was quiet. Not meeting his gaze.

“Last night I asked you about it,” Billy said, “you brushed it aside.”

Ruby tearing up, still refusing to meet his eyes.

“I can’t help Colt,” Billy said, about to give up. “Not if you won’t trust me, Ruby.”

Still nothing from her.

Billy shaking his head, turning, opening the door to his SUV.

“I called her,” Ruby said finally. “Told her to keep her sorry ass away from my son. Not sure what in the hell was going on. Damn sure I don’t like it, though.”

“Don’t like what?”

“I was reading his texts on his phone, found she’d been texting with him. Tanner too, I think. They’d met a couple of times. Once out at Bosky Park. At least one other time at her place.”

“What were they talking about?”

“Couldn’t tell. Were being real sneaky about everything. Thought maybe something weird, like she was trying to sleep with one of them. Like she considers herself one of them cougars, some bullshit like that.”

Ruby letting out a tired laugh. 

Billy laughing too, knowing it had dawned on her, last night and the age difference between the two of them.

“That’s the pot calling the kettle black, ain’t it, Billy? Hell, I don’t know, none of it makes sense. I can’t believe Colt would be involved with trying to kill someone. Now Tanner, I buy it, maybe. My Colt? No way.”

Billy wondering if Colt would run to Peg’s house. Not saying it aloud. Knowing if he did, it’d be a race with Ruby to get there.

Instead, Billy telling Ruby to go home, wait there in case Colt came home. And when he does show up, Billy told Ruby, call the sheriff’s department, ask for Dustin. Explaining to her that, given the situation, his deputy was in charge of the investigation until the KBI arrived.

Ruby nodding, fear in her eyes as she climbed into her Cadillac and tore ass out of the parking lot, heading home to wait for her son.







Billy telling Dustin he was taking off.

“Heading home, get some sleep?” Dustin said. “I’m jealous as all get-out.”

“Don’t be,” Billy said, climbing into his SUV. “Said it yourself, can’t stay here but I don’t have to go home.”

Dustin laughing at first, then letting it die off. 

“Where you heading?”

Billy smiling back at Dustin. 

“Why Deputy, am I under arrest?”

“No offense, Sheriff,” Dustin said, “like I said, you kind of need to stand down. Just for a bit. No offense.”

“None taken. I appreciate and respect you doing your job. I know how hard it is,” Billy said, grinning. “Nope, not poking around on this deal here.”

“Poking around, though, right?”

“Know what I dislike most about this job, Deputy?”

“No sir.”

“People I trust lying to me. So I ain’t going to lie to you. I’m going run by Peg Hake’s. Had a few questions I was hoping to ask her earlier but she was out of town. Thought I’d see if she’s back yet.”

Billy telling himself it wasn’t a lie, just not the whole truth. He didn’t know Colt was at Peg’s, only had a suspicion. 

Thinking damn, it is easy to be fast and loose with what you tell a cop. 

“Kinda late,” Dustin said.

“Can’t wait.”

Billy watching Dustin chew that over in his mind. 

Dustin finally saying, “All right, I guess.”

Billy tipping his flat-brim to his deputy.

“Much obliged, officer.”


Fifty




“They just…they just shot him.”

Colt sitting at the kitchen table. Peg across from him, a mask of concern on her face, a sympathetic ear tilted his way.

“He was behind me,” Colt said, taking a long swig of the iced tea Peg had fixed for him, “and then he wasn’t. I glanced back. It was awful. I can’t unsee it.”

Peg reaching across the table, a consoling touch of his hand. 

“I’m so sorry, Colt. I know what good friends you two were. I know it’s hard. Maybe it would help if you walked through it step by step.”

Colt looking at her with teary eyes. His face streaked with sweat and dirt from falling a few times as he ran across the field behind the hospital to the car he and Tanner had parked up on the road. The car now parked a few blocks away from Peg’s house.

“Start with right after you got to Tatyana’s room,” Peg said. “What’d you do?”

Colt telling her how he’d walked in, found Tanner with a gun on the Ukrainian girl in the bed, Frank and Dixie against the wall.”

“Nobody did anything to hurt Frank, right?” Peg said, adding, “or Dixie?”

“No, nobody got hurt.”

“Not even the Russian girl?”

Colt shaking his head before finishing the last of his iced tea. Peg taking the glass, getting up to refill it.

“So, you and Tanner weren’t able to take care of it?” Peg said, pressing the glass into the ice maker for fresh cubes. The groan of the ice maker and the clinking of cubes in the glass drowning out Colt’s answer.

“I’m sorry, machine’s so darn loud. What’d you say?” 

Peg pouring iced tea from the plastic pitcher she kept in the refrigerator, the whole time keeping an eye on Colt.

“Said me and Tanner never even had a chance for getting rid of the girl,” Colt said. “Frank and Dixie being there, those two from the bar showing up like that.”

Peg handing him the cold glass of iced tea, sitting down at the table again. The whole time, trying to read Colt.

“I see,” Peg said, thinking it over. “What do you want to do now?”

“Ain’t going to kill nobody if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Not at all,” Peg said, dismissing the notion with a wave of her hand. “I’ll handle all that. No, I mean what do you want to do now?”

Colt shaking his head. 

“No idea,” he said. “This is the first chance I’ve had to stop, figure out what to do next.”

“Think they’re looking for you?” 

Peg knowing they were, having heard that jackass Lon over the scanner sending out a Be-On-the-Look-Out alert for Colt and a black male. 

Peg assuming the black male must be one of those two from Chicago. The sheriff searching for only one of them, so Peg assuming the other one was either caught or killed.

“Don’t know why they wouldn’t be looking for me,” Colt said. “I’m sure Frank and Dixie told them I was there. Man, it about ripped my heart out, Dixie putting it together why we were there. That I was helping.”

Colt tearing up, a jumble of emotions.

“To heck with Dixie Hamm,” Peg said. “Thinks her poop don’t stink. Poops too close to the house, if you ask me.”

Peg noticing the look of surprise on Colt’s face.

“Oh, please,” Peg said. “Everybody walks around acting like she’s so nice, so perfect. Miss goodie two-shoes. If she was half the wife she should be, kept a good man like Frank satisfied, none of this would have happened. Wouldn’t none of us be in this mess.”

Colt taking a long drink of iced tea so he wouldn’t have to agree nor disagree. 

Peg seeing his reaction. Dialing back her outrage. Bringing calm back into her voice.

“Well, Colt, what do you want to do?”

“Turn myself in, I guess,” Colt said. “What else is there?”

“That’s probably the right thing to do,” Peg said. “Going to have to answer a lot of questions, though. Admit to a lot of stuff. Going to need a good lawyer.”

“Like I side, hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

“I have an idea,” Peg said. “No need to go running to the sheriff just yet. You stay here with me. Get cleaned up, get a good night’s sleep. In the morning, I’ll call Hewitt. See if he’s up for representing you. Or maybe recommend a lawyer he thinks is good. Once we get you a lawyer, you can turn yourself in the right way. What do you think?”

Peg watching Colt mull over her idea.

“Alright, I guess. Don’t know if I’m going to be able to sleep.”

“You give it a shot,” Peg said, giving him a frigid smile. “Might help if you had food in your belly. Let me fix you a plate.”

Peg hopping up from the kitchen table, going back to the refrigerator. 

“How about a sandwich? Like turkey?”

Colt saying sure. Peg looking up at him. The kid sitting at the small table looking like he was reliving it all in his head.

All of the sudden, the freezer fan kicking on. A low growl quickly rising to a motorized howl as the fan picked up speed. With each whizzing revolution, the unit’s inflexible plastic fan blades scraping against the freezer’s hard plastic liner with each whizzing revolution.

Peg calmly opening the freezer side, reaching in and pressing on the liner, instantly bringing the fan to stop. The whole time she was dealing with this noisy freezer situation, Peg never taking her eyes off Colt.

“All better,” Peg said.

Peg getting out the fixings for the sandwich and the bowl of cold macaroni salad she’d made the day before.

“Like macaroni salad?” Peg said. “Always like having it on hand. Makes a nice cool meal on hot evenings.”

Again Colt saying sure, whatever is fine. 

Peg with her back to him, making his turkey sandwich with cheddar cheese and mayo and lettuce. 

Glancing back over her shoulder, checking to see if Colt was watching. 

Colt still off in la-la land. 

Peg putting two large dollops of macaroni salad on the plate she was fixing for him. Another glance over her shoulder at Colt before quickly taking a spice jar from her spice rack on the counter. 

Mixing a pinch of whole mustard seed into the macaroni salad. Thinking it shouldn’t take much to throw Colt into anaphylactic shock.

Peg having sussed it all out, her mind made up. Tanner dead, leaving Colt the only one who could tie her to any of this. 

She’d play it like this: 

…she must have left her back door unlocked while she was up in Kansas City all day shopping…

…she got tired, decided to stay the night in KC, so she’d checked into a motel off Interstate thirty-five…

…Colt on the run, must have come in through the back door…

…fixed himself something to eat…

…poor dear, he didn’t realize there was mustard seed in the macaroni salad.

Peg setting the plate, napkin and fork down in front of Colt.

“Here you go, dig in,” Peg said. “I better lock this back door.”

Peg moving over to her back door, blocking his view, actually unlocking it. Turning around, seeing Colt still in a daze, food untouched.

“Go on now, eat,” Peg said. 

Colt doing as he was told. Picking up the sandwich, taking a bite.

“Try the macaroni salad,” Peg said. “My grandmother’s recipe. Everybody loves it.”

Colt picking up the fork, scooping up a forkful of macaroni salad.

Peg watching him, not regretting it. Kind of curious to watch it happen but no time to stick around. More items on her to-do list.

“Need to run down to the basement, see if I can find you some clean clothes. Probably have a few old things of Hewitt’s that might fit you. Once you’re finished eating, feel free to take a shower in the guest bathroom upstairs. You’ll find towels under the sink.”

Peg heading through the house. Instead of going to the basement, though, grabbing her purse and going quietly out the front door. 

Starting up her car, backing out of her driveway and slowly pulling away from her house until she was a block away.

Peg satisfied all this was almost over. 

Maybe the little Russian whore could identify Peg from the attack, maybe she couldn’t. Peg with no intention of waiting around to find out. 

Heading back to Kansas City to check into a motel. Peg having already decided to swing by the hospital on her way out of town, take care of that little Russian slut herself. 

Like she knew she should have in the first darn place.


Fifty-One




Jarius pulling Dale’s truck up alongside the curb, shutting off the engine. The night suddenly quiet.

He’d chosen a side street intersecting with Main Street. Parking near the corner so he could watch what little traffic was out on Main this time of night. An occasional cars or truck flowing left and right in front of his windshield. Like watching lonely fish in a tank.

Jarius thinking more like fish in a barrel.

He’d been driving around Caulfield for half an hour, searching for Billy’s sheriff’s SUV. Jarius sticking to the side streets mostly, staying discreet. 

Thinking a small town never seemed so big until you were looking for one person.

He’d considered driving back out to the scene, follow Billy from there. But every eyeball in this shit-hole town was probably searching for him. And the with the hospital out in the middle of nowhere, there was no place to sit up on it to watch without being spotted. Jarius ultimately deciding returning to the scene wasn’t a smart play.

Also considered staking out the sheriff’s department. Sooner or later the man would have to head to the office. They wouldn’t be looking for Dale’s truck, unless Dale had punked out, reported it stolen. Jarius finally coming to the same conclusion about the sheriff’s department as the hospital, too risky.

So deciding to sit and wait. Let the man come to him.

Parked now, watching the occasional vehicle pass in front of his windshield. Jarius thinking what he should have done was kill Billy then and there, back at the hospital, instead of Usain Bolting his ass out of there.

Should have walked up on the man as he was bent over Maksim. Pop, pop, then on the road back to Chicago and hope to never see y’all country motherfuckers ever again.

Headlights coming up from behind. Jarius sinking down in the pick-up’s seat. The car pulling up a little past him. 

A burgundy Buick rolling through the stop sign, slow enough for Jarius to see it was just some middle-aged white lady. The Buick turning left onto Main Street and Jarius watching the taillights until they disappeared out of sight.

The streets empty again. Jarius’ mind wandering as he waited. For what it was worth, he hadn’t killed anybody in this town. So far, anyway.

Was definitely involved in some hardcore criminal shit, but nothing that slapped a big-ass bounty on his head.

Do this, though, and the game changes.

Telling himself he’d already gone through his options. Running through them again, anyway. Looking for a path to a reasonably normal life, one that didn’t involve killing a cop or living on the run for the rest of his natural born life.

Another set of headlights, these coming down Main toward him. Looked to be a truck or SUV. Slowing, blinker signaling a turn his way. 

Getting close enough for Jarius to see it was the sheriff’s SUV turning down the street where Jarius was parked. 

Jarius sliding way down in his seat a split-second before the SUV turned the corner. Headlight beams rolling through the cab of the truck. Jarius sitting up in the seat, watching the red taillights in the rearview mirror. 

In his mind, Jarius quickly doing the math this way and that. Multiplying all the factors, trying to come up with an expression that didn’t add up to him killing a sheriff.

Or going to jail.

Or going to the grave

But finding no matter which way he tried to solve the story problem that was his life at the moment, each time the answer came down to The Leo Factor.

Jarius firing up Dale’s truck, flipping a U-turn.

Crawling down the side street after Billy.


Fifty-Two




Billy walking from his SUV, parked at the end of the Peg’s drive, to her porch. Checking the sleeping neighborhood as we went. 

Couple of cars parked on the street. Owl hooting in the trees. Quiet like it usually was this time of night, right before today turns into tomorrow.

Up the steps to Peg’s front door. Curtains drawn across the big window but lights on inside. The flicker of the television at the curtain’s edges.

Billy considering how he wanted to handle this. 

Right now, nothing more than asking her to come down to the sheriff’s office to go over a few details. Like he needs her help, not because he suspects her of anything. And ask her if she’s seen or heard from Colt.

One hand on his gun, the other knocking on Peg’s glass storm door. Movement inside, then the door opening.

Colt standing there.

Billy not sure what happens next. Will he run? Is he armed?

Colt reaching, opening the storm door, inviting in Billy.

Billy coming in, closing the door behind him. Colt plopping down on the couch. Making himself at home. 

Billy remaining standing. Noting the plate on the coffee table in front of Colt. Bread crust from a sandwich and a heap of macaroni salad on the plate. Colt engrossed in an old Saturday Night Live re-run.

“Lot of people looking for you, Colt.”

“Yeah,” Colt said. Suddenly bursting out loud with laughter, pointing at the TV, “Watch this! Will Ferrell cracks me up! Fucking cowbell, man.”

Billy watching Will Ferrell hilariously beat a cowbell with a drumstick, his belly jiggling at the bottom of his cropped shirt. 

“That is funny,” Billy said, not laughing. Pausing before getting to it.

“Care to tell me what happened tonight? At the hospital.”

Colt answering, transfixed by the TV as he spoke.

“They killed my best friend is what happened.”

“I am sorry about that,” Billy said. Noticing a flatness in Colt’s voice, a distance in his eyes.

“What were you and Tanner doing out there at the hospital, anyway?”

“Peg says I should talk to a lawyer before turning myself in, talking to you.”

“She does, huh? Where is Peg? She around?”

“Don’t know,” Colt said. “Fixed me a turkey sandwich.”

Billy looking the plate again. “Don’t like macaroni salad?

“Dude, I hate it,” Colt said, finally pulling his eyes away from the television. “She’s was all like, go on, eat it. So I acted like I was going to. When she went down to the basement, hunt for clothes that might fit me, I made a dent in it like I ate a bite.”

“She’s in the basement?”

“Said she was going down there,” Cold said, shaking his head. “Next I know, I hear her car firing up and she’s going ass backward down her damn driveway.”

“Any idea where?”

Colt shrugging, eyes back on the TV.

Billy thinking it over, trying so suss out what Peg’s next move might be. 

Looking at the plate of macaroni salad and realizing it had been hours since he’d last eaten. 

Billy pointing to the macaroni salad, asking, “Care if I eat it?” 

“Knock yourself out,” Colt said. “Like I said, can’t stand the crap.”

Billy saying thanks, picking up the plate of macaroni salad and the fork. Eating it while standing in case Colt tried to pull something. 

Billy holding up the fork to the light, examining it. Considering going into the kitchen to get a clean one, but not wanting to leave Colt alone.

“So you didn’t put this in your mouth at all?” Billy said.

Colt shaking his head.

Billy scooping a forkful of macaroni into his mouth. 

“Damn, this is good,” he said, mouth full. “Got a nice mustardy tang to it.”

 “You high, Sheriff?” Colt, said, chuckling. “Ain’t no mustard in there. Peg knows it would most likely kill me if I ate any.”

Billy spreading out the macaroni salad with the fork, thinning it out across the plate.

“Don’t know about that. Look here,” he said, holding out the plate for Colt to see. “That right there—mustard seeds.”

Billy getting a brown seed to stick to his finger. Licking his finger, chewing the seed with his front teeth. Saying, yep, mustard.

“What the hell?” Colt said, jumping up.

Colt moving over to the front door, away from Billy and the plate of potentially lethal mustards seeds.

“She trying to kill me?”

“I’m not sure what’s going on with Peg,” Billy said. “That’s why I came to over to talk to her. And to see if she’d seen you.”

“Why, um…why would you think Peg would have seen me?” Colt said. Looking out the small rectangle window in the front door while he waited for Billy’s answer.

“Well, you know, you are here,” Billy said. “Your mom says you and Tanner been texting and talking with Peg. I’m assuming it all has to do with tonight.”

“Is that Dale Longnecker’s truck parked across the way?” Colt said, still looking out the window.

“Thought Dale drove that old Taurus?” Billy said. 

Billy only half-listening to Colt. Instead, eyeing the macaroni salad, wanting to take another bite. Realizing it might be evidence, putting it back on coffee table.

“No, that old Ram 1500 he bought off Bobby Townsend,” Colt said. “Wonder what Dale’s doing in town this time of night. Last I heard, after Rhonda kicked him out, he moved into Marlene Wilcox’s trailer with her.”

“Sounds like Dale,” Billy said. “Probably got himself another girlfriend lives across the street.”

“Probably,” Colt said. “Got to take a leak.”

“Okay. Keep the bathroom door open though.”

“Why?”

Billy sighing. 

“Colt, you’re in trouble. You and me, we got to head down to the sheriff’s office, go over a few things.”

“Oh. Okay, I’ll leave it open.”

Billy watching him walk to the bathroom down the hall. Feeling for the kid. Definitely was in a mix of shock, denial and exhaustion. 

“Got any idea where Peg might have been headed?” Billy yelling to Colt down the hall.

“No,” Colt yelling back. “Wait, actually she said something about handling that Ukrainian gal herself.”

“She said that?” 

Billy taking a step down the hallway toward Colt in the bathroom.

“She used those words?”

“Words to that effect,” Colt said. “Hey, I can’t go like this. Can you give me a sec, let me close the door?”

“Fine. Mean it, though. You try anything, I promise I will shoot you.” 

Billy not meaning it, only hoping to put a healthy dose of fear into Colt. Discourage the kid from piling on to his night of phenomenal stupidity.

The bathroom door closing and Billy walking back into the living room. Looking at all the maudlin tchotchkes and homemade crafts Peg had on display around the room. 

Shelves of ceramic and glass figurines of too-cute animals

Pieces of Americana hanging on her walls, evoking an idealized nostalgia that never truly was.

Mushy, simplistic sayings inscribed on almost anything a person could stitch on or adhere letters to. 

Billy waiting on Colt and wondering if he should call Dustin sitting watch out at the hospital. Give him a head’s up that he might get a visit from Peg. Billy reaching for his radio on his belt to call his deputy. 

Then stopping. Hearing a noise coming from the kitchen. 

Heading back that way. Thinking he was going to wring Colt’s neck for trying to run. Billy turning the corner into the kitchen.

Coming face to face with Jarius and the business end of the gangster’s forty-five.


Fifty-Three




Peg pulling her Buick into the hospital parking lot. Taking a spot right up front.

Not noticing the sheriff’s deputy squad car until she was already walking in. Stepping around the large patch of sidewalk cordoned off with crime scene tape.

Enshrouded in the cool air of the hospital. Walking down the hallway toward the nurses’ station. That area too cordoned off with crime scene tape. 

Off to the side, two female nurses sitting at a long table serving as a make-shift station. Peg judging them, a reflex more than a thought. One with too much eyeliner, the other with not enough. 

The mild disgust on Peg’s face going unnoticed by the two nurses. Both of them still too busy trying to accept that two of their colleagues were dead. Trying to keep the place running, give it a sense of normalcy. Nothing about this night normal. Maybe nothing normal about this place ever again.

Peg addressing the nurse with too much eyeliner. Peg letting it be known she was heading up to the third floor.

The nurse telling Peg she couldn’t. Visiting hours were several hours away.

“Honey, you know what all happened here tonight, right?” Peg said.

“Yes, ma’am,” the nurse said, “I still can’t let you…in fact, that’s another good reason why I ain’t supposed to let anybody up.”

Peg pursing her lips at too-much-eye-liner nurse.

“I’m friends of the family. They requested I come up here, sit with the young woman.”

“They’re still here,” the nurse said.

Peg surprised at learning Dixie and Frank were still there but not letting her surprise show. Scolding herself for not checking for their cars in the parking lot. 

Realizing she’d have to get rid of them if she wanted to handle the Russian whore tonight. 

And knowing she had to do it tonight. Who knows what that little slut might say once she started talking?

At that moment, Peg giving up on her Kansas City alibi. Accepting she’d have to wing it from here on.

“That’s why they’re waiting for me,” Peg said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “To come sit, watch over that poor girl so they can go home to rest.”

Too-much-eyeliner nurse thinking it over. Throwing a quizzical look at not-enough-eyeliner nurse, who shrugged back at her.

Too-much-eye-liner nurse saying, “Ok, I guess. Go on up”







Up on three, Peg finding Deputy Dustin in a chair in the hallway as if he’d been sent out of class for acting up.

His head down, thumbing through his phone. Looking up as Peg made her way down the hall toward him.

“Mrs. Hake, you’re not supposed to be up here.”

“Nurse said it’s all right,” Peg said. Trying to figure how to pull this off now.

Wheels turning fast in her head like the tires on a Peterbilt screaming down the Interstate. Before Dustin could say anything Peg jumping in.

“Just checking that everybody’s okay,” Peg said. “Let them know to call me if they need anything.”

Moving past Dustin, betting he wouldn’t stop her. 

Inside Tatyana’s room, Peg finding Dixie in a chair scooted up beside Tatyana’s bed. Dixie thumbing through a gardening catalog.

Dixie looking up as Peg came in. Dixie whispering, “It’s so late, Peg. You didn’t have to come.”

“When I heard about everything, I had to,” Peg said. 

Peg nodding toward Frank asleep in the chair, saying, “Somebody’s getting their beauty sleep.”

Dixie giving a soft chuckle. 

Peg smiling, looking at Frank. Taking in the peaceful look on his whiskered face. Shifting her eyes to Tatyana, Peg’s smile fading.

“How’s she doing? She awake much?”

“In and out,” Dixie said. “Doctor says that’s normal.”

“She out of the woods yet?”

“She’s better. They told us you never know with head injuries. As bad as she was….” Dixie unable to finish her words, pain all over her face.

“Is she talking at all?” Peg said. “Able to tell the sheriff who attacked her?”

Dixie shaking her head.

“Hasn’t said more than a word or two. Doctors say maybe tomorrow. Or today, I guess? So much going on, I lost track of what time it is.”

“It’s time you and Frank went home, got some rest,” Peg said.

“We’re fine. He’s sleeping fine. I doze a little here and there.”

“Nonsense,” Peg said. “He looks so uncomfortable folded up in that chair. And your eyes look so tired, Dixie. You both need rest. Real rest. Sleep in your own bed. Or, beds, I guess.

Peg watching Dixie think it over. Sensing all Dixie needed was a little push out the door.

“Seriously, Dixie, go on home. I’ll stay here with her if that’ll make you feel better.”

“Heavens, I can’t ask you to do that.”

“I’m offering,” Peg said. “Now go on, wake up Frank. You two go, rest up.”

Wheels still turning even faster in Peg’s head. How to get rid of Dustin?

Her mind barreling down a steep grade despite her face being calm and relaxed as if the sun was shining on her during Sunday afternoon drive with the top down.

“Dustin can walk you down to your car,” Peg said, “if it’ll make you feel any better.”

“Oh, don’t bother him.”

“What bother?” Peg said, dismissing Dixie with a wave. “It’s his job. He may as well do it. Instead of sitting out there playing with his…phone.”

Dixie turning red, laughing out loud. Her laughter waking Frank, who jumped. Dixie laughing even harder at that, telling him they were leaving for a little while. 

Peg wondering if they were going to their home or if Frank was going to his fishing cabin? Unable to think of a way to ask that wouldn’t have come across as prying, so letting it go.

“Now, don’t you worry, either of you,” Peg said, going to get Dustin.

Back out in the hallway, informing the deputy he needed to escort Frank and Dixie down to the parking lot.

“I’m not supposed to leave,” Dustin said.

“You’re supposed to protect these people is what you’re supposed to do,” Peg said.

Dustin giving in, figuring he’d only be gone a couple of minutes. 

And, after all, Peg would be there the entire time he was away from his post.

Peg watching the three of them go down the hallway. Making sure they got on the elevator before stepping back inside Tatyana’s room. Peg closing the door behind her.


Fifty-Four




“I’ll take that, you don’t mind.”

Jarius waggling his gun at Billy, indicating the gun on his hip. 

Billy not liking Jarius waving his gun around. Not much Billy could do about it under the circumstances, though. Reaching slowly for his weapon, handing it grip-first to Jarius. 

Jarius examining Billy’s Kimber in his right hand. Again waving his own gun in his left hand at Billy.

“Let’s retire to the parlor, shall we.”

 Billy backing into the living room, keeping his eyes on Jarius. Hoping Colt was smart enough to stay in the bathroom, keep quiet.

“Nice house you got,” Jarius said, voice thick with sarcasm.

Jarius taking in all the figurines and tchotchkes and homemade crafts.

“Stressful job,” Billy said. “Hobbies, they help a person decompress at the end of a long day.”

“Oh, you crafty,” Jarius said, “Not this home-sweet-home bric-a-brac bullshit here. But you crafty, all right. Won’t have to worry about job stress much longer, though. May as well let go of all that stress starting right now. Take a load off.”

Again waving his gun at Billy, indicating for him to sit on the couch. 

“Mind not waving that around every time you give directions,” Billy said, “I’m good without the visual aid.”

“You used to this working the other way around, I get that,” Jarius said, “Don’t tell me you didn’t realize all along, it’s the gun that makes it work. Now sit the fuck down.”

Billy easing down into Peg’s cushy arm chair. Keeping his eyes open for something of Peg’s he could use. A pair of scissors, maybe. Or a knitting needle. But finding nothing. 

Billy thinking that fits the profile. Peg definitely the place-for-everything-and-everything-in-its-place type. Billy knowing his place was soon to be six feet under unless he came up with an idea right quick.

Thinking of Peg reminding Billy he hadn't had the chance to warn Dustin that she might be heading his way. 

“You don’t want to do this,” Billy said. “Killing a sheriff, never a good move long-term.”

“Right you are. Don’t want to,” Jarius said, still standing. “Have to. Ain’t personal. I like you. Might be small town, but you are badass, most definitely. How you took out Maksim, cool as a motherfucker. Can’t be letting that shit slide, though. Them’s the rules.”

“He was your friend, I get it,” Billy said. “Killing me, that’s not going to bring him back.”

“Nah, ain’t like that,” Jarius said, scrunching up his face. “Me and him, we got along. Don’t know that I’d go so far as to call him a friend. We being honest about it, the man didn’t really respect himself or others. Crazy-ass bitch is what he was. More often than not, that was a negative more than a positive.”

“It’s a gangster code thing then. I get that.”

 “Warmer,” Jarius said, “but not exactly. People close to Maksim, they won’t let an offense like that stand. If it’s not me, be some other gangster motherfucker. Kill him, they’ll send out another gangster motherfucker. They got a whole warehouse full of gangster motherfuckers, just keep on sending them until you’re dead. And these are evil people. Kind that enjoys inflicting send-a-message shit. Honestly, I’m doing you a favor. Be quick about it, two to the back of the head. Unless you want to face it?”

“One hell of a favor,” Billy said.

“Trust me, you have no id—.”

—Down the hall, Colt flushing the toilet. 

Jarius instinctively turning toward the sound for a split second.

Taking all of that split second for Billy to launch himself out of the chair. Head spearing Jarius in the chest. 

Driving Jarius back into the wall. Knocking the wind out of him and both guns out of Jarius’ hands. Figurines of woodland creatures and tiny dolls with big eyes and plates commemorating the American Revolution crashing to the ground around Billy and Jarius as they both grappled for leverage. 

Billy feeling the man gather himself and, a moment later, Jarius driving Billy backward into the cushy chair. 

Jarius straddling Billy, swinging wildly. 

A punch glancing off the side of Billy’s head. A few stars flaring inside his head. 

Knowing that if Jarius lands the next one, it’s over.

Billy bringing a knee up into Jarius’ groin, catching him by surprise. Jarius in pain but refusing to give ground. Cocking his fist.

“Dirty little motherfu—”

“—Enough!” Colt cocking the gun in his hand.

Jarius pulling up, mid-swing. Billy turning his head to the right, seeing Colt standing a few feet away. Holding both guns in his shaky hands.

“You’re the son of a bitch killed Tanner,” Colt said. 

Billy saying, “Colt, just take a breath, kid.”

“First you cut him. Then you shot him, you or your buddy.”

"Colt, stay cool, okay?" Billy said. "Soon as I get up, I'll come get the guns, take over."

"How about I shoot this son of bitch first," Colt said.

"Colt you do not want to do that. That is not the way to go."

"Listen to your sheriff, here," Jarius said, still over Billy in the chair.

"You shut your goddamn mouth," Colt said, eyes welling, hands shaky and heavy with the weight of the weapons. "You don't get to talk no more. Ever."

"Damn it, Jarius," Billy said, "get your ass off me."

"How do I know I move, he won't shoot me?"

"Colt, you are not going to shoot him, do you understand?"

"I will," Colt said. "I sure as shit will."

"Colt you listen to me," Billy said. "He is going to ease up off me, and you are not even going to do so much as twitch. I’ll come take the guns. Understand?"

A moment of silence.

"Colt," Billy said, "do you understand? Answer me."

Another long pause among the three of them. 

“Yeah,” Colt said.

With that, Billy looking up at Jarius. "Slowly. Understand?"

Jarius nodding, easing up off Billy.

Billy making sure Jarius was clear of him. Telling Jarius to take a step back. Billy pulling himself up out of the chair before moving toward Colt to take the guns from him.

Billy taking a step, sensing movement behind him. Instincts warning him it wasn’t good.

Lunging away from the movement and toward Colt. 

Grabbing his Kimber out of Colt's hand at the same time he felt a blade slicing all the way up from his left ass cheek to his right shoulder.

In one motion Billy turning and everything slowing down for him…

…seeing Jarius right there on him…

…noticing the light reflecting on the blade already on its way to slip in between Billy's ribs…

…Billy bringing his gun around toward Jarius' head… 

…pulling the trigger, point-blank…

…the back of Jarius’ head exploding. 

Brain matter and shards of skull bone and dark red blood spraying and spattering over all the too-precious tchotchkes strewn about Peg's living room.


Fifty-Five




Peg looming over Tatyana. Peg taking a good, long look at her handiwork. 

Her first chance since attacking Tatyana on her late-night run to appreciate the damage she'd inflicted on the young Ukrainian’s face. Remembering that, once she'd finally stopped wailing on Tatyana with the frozen pork tenderloin, Peg had taken a moment to look down at the freshly-beaten face. That night it had been a raw, bloody mess.

Now, looking at the sleeping face, Peg saw it was hideously swollen and discolored, all shades of purple and yellow. Exposed stitches in places, others covered in large adhesive bandages. 

Peg moving closer to the bed. Allowing herself to feel the sin of pride in her handiwork, thinking nicely done. 

Standing over that young woman. Hearing her low breathing. The soft, occasional beep of the portable pulse and oxygen saturation monitor the only other sound in the room. 

For the first time Peg considering the monitor. Might be a problem, the numbers suddenly shooting up wildly and beeping and going crazy.

Peg reaching out, gently removing the sensor clipped to Tatyana's index finger. Peg placing it on her own with only a minor interruption in the machine’s readings.

Noticing the young woman's arms, including the one in a cast, were strapped to the bed railing. Restrained for her own protection in the event she woke up in confusion, began clawing at her bandages. 

Peg smiling at the Providence of that. 

Wondering if someday she'd be able to tell Frank what she'd done to the little Russian whore who'd embarrassed him. 

Peg imagining their future together as she grabbed a spare pillow from the foot of the bed. 

It would be some random afternoon or night. The two of them curled up on the couch, watching some silly movie or maybe a football or baseball game. Or maybe taking a walk in the woods together, hand in hand.

She'd tell Frank the whole deal.

Begin with how she always knew they should be together, ever since that one time years before in the bowling alley parking lot. 

And how a little part of her had been heartbroken knowing they could never be together, both being married but not to each other.

Then Hewitt leaving her for one of those imported whores. 

Life is funny and mysterious that way, she'd say to Frank. Good and bad in everything. Hewitt spurning her hurt, no doubt. Ultimately worth it, though, knowing in her heart it was life's way of saying she and Frank should be together forever. 

Peg, pillow firmly in both hands, leaning over the young woman. 

Imagining herself asking Frank in their not-too-distant future, “Can I tell you how much I wanted us to be like this?”

Peg slowly lowering the pillow down to the young woman’s face. 

“I want to tell you about what I did for you.”

Longing for the day when she’d be able to share all of it with Frank. 

“About what I did for us.”

Pressing the pillow against the young woman’s grotesque face.

Absolutely certain Frank will one day treasure all of this as if it were the one gift he'd always wanted.







"He ever shut the hell up?"

Frank referring to Lon, who’s tiny voice was coming over the radio on Deputy Dustin’s belt. Lon yammering on about once using a skid loader to flip a car.

"Rarely if ever,“ Dustin said as he escorted Frank and Dixie through the hospital parking lot to their vehicles. "He does have a tendency to run on at the mouth."

"Sounds like a perpetual open mic night over county airwaves,” Frank said.

"Oh, shoot," Dixie said, rummaging around in her purse as they approached her Subaru. 

"What now?" Frank said.

"The dang car key," Dixie said. "Must have fallen out of my purse. I have to run back up to the room."

"Want me to go get it for you?" Frank said.

"No, I'll do it. Won't be but a minute."

Dixie turning, heading back toward the hospital. 

"I swear," Frank said, "that woman would forget her head if it wasn't attached with duct tape."

Frank and Dustin standing by her wagon, watching Dixie maneuver around the crime scene tape where Billy put down Maksim before being swallowed up by the hospital’s automatic doors.

“Two shots, huh?" Frank said

“Dead center, then center out. Nailed the sumbitch’s heart."

“…that damn skid loader’s fighting for traction in the gall darn mud…,” Lon’s voice still coming over the radio.

"From over yonder?" Frank pointing toward the spot where Billy was standing when he shot the gangster. 

"Shit you not," Dustin said.

“…so I lifted that sucker….” Lon's said.

"Any chance I can get you to shut that goddamned walkie-talkie off," Frank said.

"Ain't supposed to."

 “With everything I been through tonight,” Frank said, “listening to that jackass prattle on is by far the worst part of my evening.”

Dustin nodding, reaching down, shutting off the radio. Turning off Lon and anybody else who might be trying to reach him.

Frank and Dustin getting back to the subject of Billy's kill shot while waiting on Dixie to fetch her keys.







Colt bent over in tears, hands on knees, on Peg’s front porch.

Billy, ears ringing, with a hand on Colt’s shoulder. 

He’d brought Colt outside to get air and so he didn't have to look at the mess that had been Jarius's head. He’d managed to get Colt to focus enough to duct tape one of Peg’s towels over the long, painful cut Jarius had given Billy.

Billy with an arm around Colt, leading him to the SUV. Buckling him in before getting behind the wheel. 

Ears ringing the whole time like the roar of a hundred pissed-off howler monkeys.

Billy wishing he could wait another minute before calling Dustin, give the ringing in his ears a chance to lessen so he could hear himself talk. Knowing there was no time for that, though.

Driving out to the hospital, yelling Dustin's name into the radio the whole way.

Unable to hear if Dustin or Lon or anybody was answering him back.







Peg holding on for dear life. 

Not hers, of course. 

The body in the bed jumping to life with more strength than Peg had anticipated. Legs flailing, knees flying. The restrained arms struggling against their straps. Muffled screams trying to escape from under the pillow.

Peg with the presence of mind to check the pulse-ox monitor as she pressed down with the pillow. Seeing her own heart rate rising only slightly. Reveling in the sense of calm that had washed over her. 

Taking it as validation that her's was a mission of purpose.

"Heavens, is she okay?'

Peg hearing the voice, knowing without looking it was Dixie.

"She's fine," Peg said, "Just fluffing her pillows for her."

“She’s kicking like that and all," Dixie said. "Sure she's okay?"

Peg never knowing such peace as the one she felt at this moment.

“She's fine," Peg said, grabbing the pulse-ox monitor by the handle and whipping it around fast. 

Trying to clock Dixie in the head. 

Misjudging Dixie’s size and, instead, smashing the monitor into her shoulder. 

The blow taking Dixie by surprise. Knocking her back a couple steps against the door. Not putting her down as Peg had intended.

Dixie bent over, trying to recover. Peg not waiting for Dixie to catch up to what was going on. 

Coming at Dixie again with the monitor, again trying to clobber her in the head. This time catching Dixie in the forearm she threw up to block the blow. 

Dixie yelling in pain as she crumpled to the floor against the door. Curled in a ball against the door. Awake, in a daze, not moving.

Peg realizing the sensor from the pulse-ox monitor was still clipped to her finger. In all the ruckus, she'd ripped the unit's plug from the wall but it continued its beeping. Running on built-in backup battery power. Peg curious, checking at the read-out on the monitor. 

Numbers were a little high but nothing to worry about. 







"What the hell is taking her so long?”

Frank getting annoyed, looking around the parking lot. 

“How long’s it take a person to get a set of keys you shouldn't have left in the first damn place?"

“They're probably up their clucking like hens,” Dustin said.

"I swear," Frank said. "That woman makes the simplest little thing difficult."







Peg now knowing she had to handle them both. Deciding first things first—finish the one in the bed, deal with the other after. 

Turning and seeing Tatyana awake, eyes wide in panic. Reaching for the remote with the button to alert the nurse. 

Peg walking over to the bed, sliding the remote just out of Tatyana's reach. Setting the mobile pulse-ox monitor on the bed. Adjusting the sensor so it was secure on her middle finger.

“Both might as well be here for this," Peg saying to Dixie, still crumpled in pain on the floor. “Both of yours’ fault, anyway."

Peg grabbing the pillow. 

Tatyana struggling to get out of the bed, fighting her wrist restraints. Attempting to turn her head away from the pillow.

Peg's jaw set, her lips a thin wire. Saying to Tatyana, "You show me some respect.”

Reaching across the bed, forcing the pillow over Tatyana's face. 

In her head, Peg already working out her story. 

“Dixie burst in, crying, acting crazy. Couldn’t make out what all she was saying. Something about how she couldn't stand seeing her lover that way.”

Tatyana jerking and writhing under the pillow.

“Dixie tossed me aside like I was a rag doll. Must have knocked me out for a second. When I came to, I found her over the girl, suffocating her.”

Peg sensing all the fight draining from the young, petite body under the pillow.

“I was only trying to stop Dixie from killing that poor girl. Didn't mean to cave in Dixie’s head when I hit her with the monitor. I feel so awful about accidentally killing my best friend. And so sick and so sorry I was too late to save that Russian gal. Such a pity.”

Peg pressing harder on the pillow, saying out loud, "Such a pi—”

A sudden tightness around Peg's throat. 

Taking her a second to grasp that she was being strangled. Letting go of the pillow, one hand tearing with her nails at whatever was constricting her windpipe. The other hand flailing in the air, the pulse-ox sensor somehow managing to cling to her middle finger.

 Peg feeling herself hoisted off the ground. Her feet dangling an inch above the tile floor, held aloft by whatever was yoked around her croaking throat.

The pulse-ox machine beeping wildly.







"Dixie, you don't…."

For the second time that night Billy trying to get through to a person filled with righteous anger before they crossed a line. The no-way-back kind of line. Billy starting again.

"Dixie, I know you think you do…you do not want to do this."

Billy with a hand on Dixie’s shoulder, softly. Dustin and Frank standing back, letting Billy handle it.

Dixie, eyes squeezed shut, pulling back on the loose power chord from the pulse 0x monitor around Peg's neck. 

The cord digging into the flesh of Peg's throat. Peg gurgling, dangling. 

Billy still catching his breath. He'd come tearing into the parking lot, all sirens and lights. Left Colt in the SUV, telling him he goes anywhere, Billy would personally see to it Colt would spend his prime years in prison.

Billy, Dustin and Frank had all run inside the hospital and up the stairwell to get to Tatyana's room. The whole way Billy cussing out Dustin for having his radio off.

All of them standing there in Tatyana's room now, watching Peg in the process of choking to death. Billy exchanging a glance with Tatyana, in the bed. The Ukrainian woman awake, confused and tired but alive.

Finally, Billy saying, "Dixie, keep this up, I'm going to have to do something I really don't want to."

Dixie's voice straining as she spoke.

"She was trying to kill her."

"I know, I know," Billy said. "She's done a lot of horrible things from what I can piece together. That's what horrible people do, horrible things. Dixie, I've known you all my life and this ain't you. Whatever the Lord put you on earth for, it ain’t this, Dixie. He’s got other folks to handle this type of work.”

Billy watching the sweat roll off Dixie's forehead as she strained to squeeze the life out of Peg. Peg's face turning a sickening shade of purple.

Billy knowing it was about time to act, save Dixie from herself. Whispering in Dixie's ear. At least hoping he was whispering, his ears still ringing.

"Tatyana's alive…" 

"…Frank's alive…"

"…You're alive…"

“…The rest, that’s all window dressing…"

“…Let her go."

Billy watching Dixie opening her teary eyes. Her jaw line relaxing. 

Dixie letting the gasping Peg fall to the floor like a filthy load of laundry.


Epilogue




“Now, let me get this straight…you just stood there, watched her choke the woman?"

Billy nodding at the question from Sheriff Otis Cady, who was smiling. The two of them having lunch at Trace's Place. 

Going over the events of the week before. Billy talking about it, Sheriff Cady offering his thoughts where needed or when asked.

"Thing of it is," Billy said, "takes a whole hell of a long time to choke another human being to death in real life. In the dang movies, it’s always over after a few seconds. But movies, they’re about as far as you can get from real life."

"At any point," Sheriff Cady said, "did you think you ought to at least try to pry her off of the Hake lady?” 

"Figured if Peg loses consciousness, her feet stop kicking, then I might have to cold-cock Dixie."

Tippy coming over to their table. 

"Sorry, boys, your orders will be up in a sec," she said, refilling their iced teas. "Trace and them back there are working to get it out as fast as they can. Don't know what's gotten into everybody.”

"Probably has to do with the food," Sheriff Cady said. “Speaking for myself, it's worth the trip over."

"Might be on to something there, Sheriff," she said, playing along. “It's like the whole world woke up, decided today's the day they're eating here."

"No problem, no hurry" Billy said, "just keep the ice tea coming. I swear this heat don't break soon, we're all going to burn up."

Tipping conceding she was of the same mind as Billy about the heat before moving on to the next table. Covering for Olivia who'd decided the busiest of times was a good time to go out back for a smoke break. 

Billy knowing Olivia wouldn't last long at Trace's. Only a matter of time before Trace replaced her with the next single mother looking to make ends meet.

Billy realizing the place was indeed packed. Struck by how loud it was in the restaurant, all the chatter and clinking of silverware on plates and ice in glasses and glasses being set on tables.

Thankful he could hear any of it at all. Hadn't suffered any permanent hearing damage from when he’d shot Jarius.

Billy looking around the cafe. 

Kenny, the city manager, and Dogpatch at their usual spots at the counter. Gil, the tow-truck driver, alongside them. 

Over in a booth on the far side, Marvin and Anthony in their matching blue jumpsuits in a friendly argument about Lord knows what.

In the booth next to them, Arlita and Patty Hardy having lunch with Hewitt Hake. Hewitt looking worse for wear, sleeping at the office until he could find a place. Nastunye having kicked him out, though Hewitt quick to assure everyone who would listen that it was a temporary arrangement.

"So now that the county prosecutor’s filed charges against Peg," Sheriff Cady said, "how's your evidence gathering going?"

"Coming right along," Billy said. "Once we got the warrants, found all kinds of evidence. Even found the stencils she used to vandalize Dixie and Frank's house."

“How’re those two holding up?"

“Managing to get through it. Word is Frank's moved back into his home, for the time being, at least.

"What about the Russian woman?"

"Ukrainian," Billy said. "She healing up nicely. Going to take some time. Neurologist up in KC says there doesn't appear to be any brain damage, fortunately.

Billy glancing around the cafe again. 

Offering a smile to Summer, who was at a table with her son. Mother and son giggling, sharing a tortilla wrap sandwich. Summer sending her sly smile back at Billy. Billy knowing she was remembering their friendly, mutually-beneficial date of two nights before, same as he was.

The door opening, everybody turning to look. Seeing it was the mayor. A few people saying hello to Ruby. 

Ruby spotting Billy, coming his way.

"Hey Sheriff," she said, then noticing Otis Cady there too. "I mean hey Sheriffs. Crime rate must be low, you two having time for a lunch date and all.”

"We do our best," Billy said.

"I know you do," Ruby said, winking. "Anyway, I'll leave you boys alone. Nice to see you Sheriff Cady."

"Madame Mayor," Otis Cady said, nodding.

“See you around, Billy," she said. Giving him another wink and heading up to the counter to wait for her take-out order.

"Good to see all the branches of government cooperating," Sheriff Cady said, hiding his grin behind a long drink of iced tea.

"Don't even start,” Billy said.

"Earlier you mentioned her son, what's his name?"

"Colt."

“Had a rough time of it,” Sheriff Cady said. "How's he doing?"

"Personal-wise, I know Ruby's got him going to counseling. As far as legally? I expect he'll plead out. Might be time involved, might not. I'll speak on his behalf. Kid saved my life."

The door opening again and, again, everybody turning to see who'd come in. 

Billy seeing it was Tina, his ex-girlfriend from high school. Her boyfriend, Cody, with her.

Tina glancing at Billy, then looking away. Cody removing his big black Stetson and guiding Tina to the last empty table.

An odd thought occurring to Billy.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Billy said.

"What's that?"

"Not bragging or nothing," Billy said. "In fact, a lot of people might find it a little sad."

"I'm still waiting," Sheriff Cady said.

Billy doing another sweep of the room with his eyes before leaning in.

“Just about every woman I've slept with,” Billy said, voice lowered, “is in this restaurant right now."

"Small towns," Sheriff Cady said, amused. "That can happen."

Billy nodding, realizing that while he might be a common denominator among these women, each of them had added, in some way small or large, to the person he was at this moment. 

And suddenly struck by the contradiction—how a person shouldn’t look to find themselves in someone else, yet how all those someone elses along the way help make a person who they are.

Billy yanked away from his thoughts by Tippy dropping off their lunches: ham and brie on baguette for Sheriff Cady, tuna with garlic and herb Le Roule on a croissant for Billy.

“Couple of Francophiles today, aren’t we?” Sheriff Cady said.

“Cheaper than going there.”

“True,” Sheriff Cady said, taking a bite of his sandwich, getting back to it.

“And that other boy that died?"

"Tanner Gribble."

"Yeah, that one," Sheriff Cady said. "Did I hear some horseshit about his family is considering suing?"

"Can't you believe it?" Billy said. "Tanner tries to murder two women, gets himself killed in the process, and the Gribbles are talking about suing the hospital, the sheriff's department and the county itself for wrongful death? Other people’s children, I tell you….”

Billy shaking his head, not sure what more to say about the absurdity of it all.

“Let the county attorneys worry about all that," Sheriff Cady said.

“That's what they're there for, I guess,“ Billy said, chewing his sandwich.

Sheriff Cady looking like he was considering his sandwich. Billy pretty sure something else was on his mind.

“It give you any concern?” Sheriff Cady said finally. “Them Chicago boys coming to look for you?"

Billy chewing his food and his thoughts. Swallowing one, mind made up on the other.

"Be lying if I said no."

"Good,” Sheriff Cady said, “You aren't so stupid that you’d lie to yourself about a situation like that."

"Don't mean I got to show it, though."

"No, it does not."

"What am I going to do, run?" Billy said. "This is my home."

The two of them going at their lunches. 

The door opening again and, again, everyone turning to look. As usual, the placing going quiet for a second.

It taking Billy a few moments to realize the normal pause in chatter was extending into a long, awkward silence.

Looking up, Billy seeing people's heads going back and forth between the door and him. 

Billy looking over, seeing Paige standing there in the doorway.


Author’s Note




Can I Ask A Favor? 

Now that you’ve reached the end of the story, I hope you’ll leave a review wherever you acquired this book. Good, bad, indifferent, just say what you feel. 




Readers say other readers' reviews are the most important factor when deciding to try a new author. So I'd really, really appreciate it if you'd be so cool as to post a review of the book on its page with you favorite online bookseller.




If you would like to connect with me, please get in touch with me at www.mrchadsanborn.com. 




Thanks and hope all is well in your world. 

— Chad








Watch for the 3rd Billy Keene Book




THE GRIFTED GIRL




Coming July 2019


Want to Know When The Next Billy Keene Book’s Out?

Click here to join my mail list, and I’ll notify you when the next book in The Billy

Keene Stories is available.




To sweeten the deal, I’ll also give you a copy of my award-winning short crime story, The Cutting, available only to people who join my mailing list.




In The Cutting, an ex-con commits a new crime to undo a previous one, risking his job and his freedom in a desperate attempt to set things right with his estranged young son. 




In selecting the story as the winner of the Crime Fiction Contest run by Time Out Chicago in 2008, contest judge Michael Harvey, author of The Chicago Way and We All Fall Down praised the story as, “Exceptionally light on its feet, striking exactly the right note without appearing to try too hard." 




And if that’s not enough, I’ll also give you a copy of Getaway, the crime novella prequel to The Billy Keene Stories.




So that’s an exclusive, award-winning short-story, a fast and twisted crime novella that leads into the The Billy Keene Stories AND you’ll be among the first to know when the next Billy Keene book is out.




Sound good? If so, click here to join my mail list. Thanks!




Chad



















For my Mom


I want to thank all the members of The Crew. I’m humbled to have such extremely loyal readers. 




Your precise and constructive feedback helped me make this book better. Your time, support and enthusiasm help make me a better writer. Thank You!




Mr. Chad




Copyright © 2017 by Chad Sanborn.
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This is a work of fiction. 

Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, businesses, events or places is purely coincidental. Reproduction in whole or part of this work without written consent is strictly prohibited.


Chapters




Free Stuff

Title Page

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Forty-Four

Forty-Five

Forty-Six

Forty-Seven

Forty-Eight

Forty-Nine

Fifty

Fifty-One

Fifty-Two

Fifty-Three

Fifty-Four

Fifty-Five

Epilogue

Author's Note

The Next Billy Keene Book

New Billy Keene Books

Dedication

Thanks Crew

Copyright

cover.jpeg
“(Billy Keene) is not what one would expect as sheriff.
He's not macho, but he sure is human."
- Amazon Reader

THE 2ND BILLY KEENE BOOK

AWARD-WINNING CRIME FICTION. AUTHOR

CHAD SANBORN





